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Jean-Baptiste, attests (fig. 1.2) — to convey the dig-
nity of Boucher’s professional status. The portrait 
inscribes itself within a tradition of artistic represen-
tation that had originated in the late seventeenth 
century with Charles Le Brun, the first director of 
the Academy, who, in 1683, had himself painted by 
Nicolas de Largillière in sumptuous attire to signal 
not only his wealth and status but also the idea of 
distance between artistic creation and manual labor 
(fig. 1.3). This conceptual dissociation was at the core 
of the Academy’s mission, as Le Brun saw it, and 
thus also at the core of the academic artist’s self- 
image.2 Although clearly smaller in its scale and ambi-
tion, Lundberg’s likeness, painted as it was expressly 
for the Academy’s eyes, similarly suggested an artist 
operating at a distance from the material bases of 
his work. The work itself does not even appear in 
this image.

Boucher was indeed a prominent member and 
eventually even director of the Academy. He was also, 
like Le Brun, a court artist, gaining, if only late in 
life, the title of the First Painter to the King.3 More-
over, in art history, Boucher has come to epitomize 
a style, rococo, associated with the social elites of the 
Ancien Régime. His elegant pose and laced attire in 
Lundberg’s portrait, and the pastel brio of its deliv-
ery, evoke this association. Yet none of Boucher’s offi-
cial functions could be said to have determined the 
character and importance of his output. Nor does 
rococo as a stylistic category describe the most salient 
aspect of his artistic enterprise. Extending from 
ambitious depictions of history and mythology to 
designs for porcelain cups and snuff boxes, Boucher’s 
aesthetic project is most striking in the sheer vast-
ness of its scope and material diversity of its manifes-
tations. By his own estimate he produced about ten 
thousand drawings and more than a thousand paint-
ings, including oil sketches, without mention of his 
different design projects.4

The exceptional productiveness of the painter has 
often been mentioned by his commentators, not 
without an occasionally deprecating comment about 
the ostensible facility of his brush.5 His inventive-
ness, too, was already noted by his contemporaries, 
one of whom declared outright that Boucher was 
“the most ingenious artist of our century.”6 Yet the 
notions of productivity and ingenuity do not allow 
us fully to grasp the significance of Boucher’s versa-
tile art. What we need to consider are Boucher’s 
modes of making and operation as an individual 
artist that made possible the unusual abundance and 

MATERIALITY AND 
PERSONALITY

Boucher has a handling (un faire)  
so much his own that, if one gives him even a 
small detail to execute on a piece of canvas, 

one instantly recognizes it as his.

— Diderot

Chapter One

BOUCHER’S TACT Clad in gray velvet, white lace, and a powdered wig 
with curls rolling down his back, his manicured nails 
highlighted to emphasize his well-groomed appear-
ance, Gustaf Lundberg’s François Boucher epitomizes 
the eighteenth-century image of an accomplished 
artist (fig. 1.1).1 Painted in 1741 as Lundberg’s recep-
tion piece to the Royal Academy in Paris, Boucher’s 
likeness rehearses the Titianesque formula of a gen-
tleman’s portrait — familiar to French artists, as 
Philippe de Champaigne’s portrait by his nephew, 

1.1. 

Gustaf Lundberg,  
François Boucher, 1741. 
Pastel on blue paper.  
Musée du Louvre, Paris.
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Whether dismissive or sympathetic, these commen-
taries were underwritten by a reductive collapse of 
Boucher’s iconography onto his (presumed) biography.

What I am concerned with is the possibility of 
discerning a different kind of relation between the 
work and its maker, one that is irreducible to iconog-
raphy or biography. The central problem posed by 
Boucher’s practice has to do, in my view, with its 
remarkable visual or morphological consistency and 
its resulting recognizability, not only, as Diderot saw 
it, in painting, but also across different mediums. The 
question is how this remarkably consistent visual lan-
guage may be seen to speak of — or for — its producer, 
Boucher. What did it mean to say that, as Diderot 
asserted, his faire so evidently “belonged” to him? 
What relation between the artist and his work can 
be discerned in his so unfailingly identifiable man-
ner? At stake in this consideration is, first of all, a 
better understanding of how Boucher’s painting and 
his work at large functioned as a material practice 
and how this practice could be seen, on the level I 
would call morphological, as Boucher’s “own.”

Such reconsideration of Boucher’s output raises a 
broader question of artistic identity and the means 
by which it was asserted and maintained in the early 
modern period. In one powerful model of analysis, 
the eighteenth century has been seen as the originary 
moment of artistic modernity; marking the advent 
of the public sphere, it shaped the formation of the 
public persona of the artist.19 Associated with the 
discourse and institutions of the Enlighten ment, such 
as the Academy and the Salon, this view of moder-
nity has marginalized Boucher. Although the artist 
exhibited his work at the Salon, he did not fully 
embrace its principle of publicness, which manifested 
itself in the emergence of art criticism as the voice 
of the public opinion. His attitude is evident in the 
image with which Boucher entered the struggle to 
define the mission of contemporary painting but 
that could also be taken to represent how he under-
stood his own pictorial practice. In a frontispiece 
that he designed for abbé Le Blanc’s pamphlet pub-
lished in 1747 in response to La Font de Saint-Yenne’s 
criticism of the state of pictorial production in France, 
Boucher depicted an allegory of Painting besieged by 
Jealousy, Ignorance, and Drunkenness (fig. 1.4).20  
A version of Melancholia, a gagged woman, inac-
tive, dejected, and seated by her canvas, personifies 
Painting, while the mocking horde of harpies and 
asses that surround her represent the critics as 
incompetent intruders into the domain of art.  

research on the various aspects of his practice, a dif-
ferent kind of Boucher has begun to emerge.14 We 
now have a fuller picture of his relation to the artis-
tic, cultural, and social contexts of his time and a 
more thoroughly documented record of his engage-
ments in different domains of cultural production. 
Moreover, we have been presented with the idea of 
Boucher as an essentially modern artist. Contradict -
ing the long-standing historiographic tradition of 
understanding his work as a negative foil of artistic 
modernity — an example against which novel and 
ambitious aesthetic practice defined itself in eigh-
teenth-century France, and the opposite to what, 
later, modernism came to stand for — several schol-
ars have explored the thoroughly modern aspects 
of the artist’s activities, such as his involvement in 
innovative forms of theater and music, his relation 
to his patrons, especially Madame de Pompadour, his 
appropriative practice of exoticism, and his embrace 
of reproductive technologies.15

My discussion in this chapter seeks to expand and 
recast the definition of Boucher’s modernity by focus-
ing on the question of individuality. I am interested 
in the ways in which Boucher’s practice posed the 
problem of the individual, in a multiple sense: as a 
figure in his work, as the work’s addressee, and as the 
artist himself insofar as he can be seen to have man-
ifested himself — the key question being how — in his 
productions. It was something of a cliché during 
the artist’s lifetime that Boucher’s work reflected his 
personality. This association revolved around the 
idea of sensual pleasure that Boucher’s paintings were 
seen to produce and that tended to be identified as 
the painter’s own. “Born sensitive, likeable and volup-
tuous, he almost always saw himself drawn toward 
the Graces whose painter he was generally recog-
nized to be,” stated Antoine Bret, expressing a widely 
shared opinion, in his obituary of the artist.16 The 
notion of the Graces evoked here had both aesthetic 
and social connotations; it referred to the female figure 
as a representation of a certain aesthetic ideal — 
that of grace — but also to specific kinds of women — 
actresses, dancers — associated with sensual or, more 
directly, sexual pleasure.17 The sexual pleasure con-
nection was explicit in Jean-François Marmontel’s 
statement that Boucher, whom he knew from gath-
erings at the salon of Madame Geoffrin, “did not see 
the Graces in a good place; he painted Venuses and 
the Virgin after the nymphs of the coulisses, and 
both his language and his pictures bore the stamp of 
his models’ manners and the tone of his studio.”18 

experience in artistic or technical matters — the effect 
of painting was for him overdetermined by what it 
depicted and the ideas it evoked. Thus while praising 
Boucher’s exceptional painterly skills, such as imag-
ination, facility, even magic of execution, Diderot 
saw the artist’s talent marred by the lack of the qual-
ity he most highly esteemed, namely, truth.10 For the 
critic, the fact that Boucher was recognizable in every 
bit of his painting could only be a dubious asset.

Diderot’s assessment of Boucher cast a long shadow 
over art history’s approach to the painter’s work. It 
would not be an exaggeration to state that despite the 
frank partiality of the critic’s views and the relatively 
limited reach of his writings originally addressed to 
an elite and foreign audience, Diderot’s account 
became the art-historical “truth” of Boucher’s work.11 
As a consequence, the subsequent discussions of his 
practice were not simply negative but limited to a 
concern with “what” rather than “how” he painted.12 
Having inherited Diderot’s approach to eighteenth- 
century art understood as, largely, a moral rather than 
material practice, we have lost a sense of why, in the 
eyes of some of his contemporaries, Boucher could 
appear as “no longer a painter, but Painting itself.” 13

Diderot’s hold on the art-historical understanding 
of the artist has, however, begun to loosen in recent 
years. In the wake of several important exhibitions of 
Boucher’s work — beginning with the large mono-
graphic show organized in 1986, followed by others, 
smaller in scope, in the early 2000s — and the new 

spread of his productions. Without rejecting exist-
ing institutional structures and traditional patronage, 
Boucher devised his own ways of artistic function-
ing, matched by his particular tech nical skills, which 
enabled him to extend his trace beyond the narrow 
precincts of “art,” onto the material world at large. It is 
in the expansiveness of his practice that the novelty 
and interest of Boucher’s approach resides, an approach 
that signals a new — and in a key sense modern — 
kind of artistic self-awareness grounded in the very 
materiality of the work, an approach through which 
Boucher was, in a sense, able to materialize himself.

Diderot once observed that Boucher’s style of exe-
cution was so much his own that it was instantly 
and unmistakably recognizable even in a fragment 
of a painting.7 This observation evoked a tradition 
of appreciating pictorial handicraft as the mark of 
the artist that went back at least to the seventeenth 
century, notably to Roger de Piles.8 In Diderot’s time, 
it was revived and given new emphasis by several 
writers, notably Charles-Nicolas Cochin, who saw le 
faire specifically as a vehicle of artistic personality. 
Using the term in its technical as well as stylistic 
sense, Cochin formulated in his writings an extensive 
apology for the material effects of a work of art.9 
Diderot, on the other hand, was ambivalent about 
the individuating potential of le faire. Although he 
appreciated a skillful rendering — an appreciation 
he developed only gradually by writing the Salon 
reviews, having started out as a litterateur with no 

1.2.

Jean-Baptiste de 
Champaigne, Portrait  
of Philippe de Champaigne, 
1668. Oil on canvas.  
Musée du Louvre, Paris.

1.3.

Nicolas de Largillière, 
Charles Le Brun, 1683.  
Oil on canvas.  
Musée du Louvre, Paris.
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TOUCH AND TACT

Il n’a pas les doigts engourdis
Ce peintre qui dans son nom porte

Le marchand qui les vendredis
Ferme sa boutique et sa porte.

—  Ch. F. Panard

The appreciation of Boucher’s outstanding pictorial 
skills was often expressed in terms of praise for his 
touch, which his contemporaries judged to have 
been invariably easy, light, elegant, and refined.33 
Sympto matic of an increasing attention to the mate-
rial aspects of painting, these were common enough 
terms for artistic excellence at the time. Lightness of 
touch, a quality that was expressly promoted by the 
renowned amateur, comte de Caylus, under the 
term of “la légèreté d’outil,” referred to the capacity 
of the painter to convey effortlessness of execution. 
The refined touch implied a knowing approach to 
technique, one that was both animated and self-
aware.34 These expressions trickled down to the level 
of less specialized and deliberately coarse commen-
tary exemplified by a quatrain about Boucher in a 
collection of verses on prominent artists published in 
1744 by a minor poet and playwright, Ch. F. Panard. 
Playing on the literal meaning of Boucher’s name in 
French, Panard praised the painter’s skill by contrast-
ing it with the brutal touch of a butcher. Although 
recognized for his exceptional manual dexterity, 
Boucher was not the only artist whose touch was 
then appreciated. Chardin, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, was just as renowned for his magic of execu-
tion — it was in fact his faire, rather than Boucher’s, 
that Cochin, for one, most consistently championed.35 
What distinguished Boucher as an artist was, rather, 
a certain quality of touch that I will call tact.

The two notions, touch and tact, were not unre-
lated. In the eighteenth century the term “tact” was 
prevalently used in reference to the sense of touch 
(“le sentiment du toucher”), which is how the 1708 
edition of Antoine Furetière’s Dictionnaire Univer sel 
succinctly defined it.36 It is precisely under “tact” that 
one could find the main entry on touch in Diderot 
and d’Alembert’s Encyclopèdie, its very length reflect-
ing the importance of this faculty in the materialist 
discussion of the body and the self.37 As the entry’s 
author, Chevalier Louis de Jaucourt, specifies, tact 

financial but also an aesthetic opportunity — and 
challenge — for the artists to reconceptualize their 
practices and to reimagine themselves. Boucher 
took this opportunity, and challenge, seriously. As 
Katie Scott has demonstrated, his creative involve-
ment in the print trade was crucial for securing the 
artist’s reputation, exemplifying the key role of the 
market in the formation of artistic identity.31 I con-
sider, more broadly, how the market informed the 
artist’s work in diff erent mediums and how his 
multifarious practices, underpinned as they were 
by an economic self-awareness, contributed to the 
formation of Boucher’s artistic personality.

I am proposing that Boucher was a commercial 
artist in a particular, modern sense of the term, that 
is, someone whose entire output manifests, in dif-
ferent ways, an interpretive engagement with the 
market recognized as a defining condition of social, 
cultural, and artistic functioning. Boucher’s work 
was, in other words, a product of what I call a com
mercial imagination to account for the aesthetically 
creative mode in which the artist made sense of the 
economic conditions of his practice, but also to 
evoke these conditions’ own partly imaginary sta-
tus. For the market in Boucher’s time was not only 
an empirical reality but also a cultural construct.32 
How the artist understood and processed its exis-
tence had to do not only with what it actually was 
and how it operated, but also with how it was imag-
ined and —intensely — discussed in his time. The 
commercial imagination designates a particular 
kind of artistic responsiveness to the economic 
conditions discernible in Boucher’s works, a recep-
tive mode of aesthetic functioning that, while 
mobilizing the faculty of imagination, produced 
specific material effects.

This brings us back to Lundberg’s portrait. 
Although the portrait shuns the conception of the 
artist’s material engagement in pictorial production, 
it does allude to the importance of touch. Boucher’s 
manicured hand fondling his jabot, notwithstand-
ing the distilled elegance of this gesture suggesting 
a distance from manual labor, points nonetheless to 
the importance of the hand as such, and through it, 
to what I call Boucher’s tact.

modern literature, the responsiveness of his practice 
to the demands of the market has also been recorded 
largely, if not exclusively, in terms of financial gain.27 
Scholars have noted how successful and prosperous 
the artist became as a result of his commercial savvy.28 
We know for a fact that Boucher left a considerable 
fortune after his death, amounting to about 150,000 
livres, more than half of which was obtained from 
the sale of his collection of art and curiosities.29

Boucher’s financial success is important — it is 
essential to have the exact sense of his wealth — but 
the commitment of his practice to the commercial 
context cannot be assessed in purely economic 
terms; it had other aesthetic and symbolic implica-
tions. As many social and cultural historians have 
argued, the growing importance of the commercial 
sphere in the eighteenth century had an impact not 
only on the life and material comfort of society but 
also on how society, and individuals, including art-
ists, came to understand and imagine themselves.30 
Coming to terms with the market was not solely a 

The image sought to boost Le Blanc’s arguments in 
defense of the artists attacked by La Font for their 
lack of attention to broader societal and national 
interests.21 As Thomas Crow has observed, the fron-
tispiece not only positioned Boucher as a vehement 
opponent of the new conditions shaping artistic prac-
tice since the late 1730s, that is, the regular official 
public art exhibitions and the institution of the critic 
as the aesthetic arbiter that these exhibitions brought 
about; his frontispiece also aligned Painting with 
what it did not visualize, its hidden agenda, namely, 
the lucrative promise of the market endangered by 
the emergence of critical discourse.22 The point is that 
the critics were recognized as a potentially disturb-
ing factor not only for artistic creativity and aesthetic 
autonomy but also for the financial well-being of the 
artists, and that Boucher was instrumental in artic-
ulating and publicizing this view.

In this analysis, the market appears as a regressive 
factor, a pull of anti-modernity that delays the bene-
ficial modernizing effects of the public sphere. Yet 
the market may also be seen differently, as the basic 
condition of another, commercial modernity, and, 
in this sense, an important factor in artistic produc-
tion in Boucher’s time.23 Much recent scholarship 
has been devoted to the reassessment of the commer-
cial sites of production, reception, and dissemina-
tion of art. We now have a better sense of the role of 
art dealers, auctions, and accompanying publica-
tions in which a new modern language of attribution 
and appreciation of art was formulated in eighteenth- 
century artistic culture.24 These new commercial 
establishments were not simply responsible for the 
economic well-being of artists, nor was the art mar-
ket as such merely the site where financial fortunes 
of artists were made. Linked to collectors and ama
teurs, these new institutions and the discourse they 
generated contributed to the social life of art, if in a 
circumscribed sense, by shaping the private — individ-
ual or collective — modes of its experience.25 The 
commercial sphere has been acknowledged as one of 
the key components of early modern artistic culture.

Boucher’s practice inscribes itself in this commer-
cial context — and in the broader realm of commercial 
modernity — more deeply than has been realized.26 
That the artist pursued various commercial proj-
ects, such as designs for luxury goods or for the print 
trade, has been well established. What is less clear is 
how these activities should be situated in relation to 
his practice at large. Already during his lifetime, the 
artist was criticized for his commercial pursuits. In 

1.4.

Jacque Philippe Le Bas  
after François Boucher, 
Painting Mocked by Envy, 
Stupidity, and Drunkenness, 
frontispiece to [abbé  
Le Blanc], Lettre sur  
l’exposition des Ouvrages  
de Peinture, Sculpture, &c. 
de l’Année), 1747.  
Houghton Library,  
Harvard University.
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pating in Jullienne’s reproductive enterprise.57 No 
doubt in recognition of the quality of his contribu-
tion, Boucher was also asked to execute the frontis-
pieces for the two volumes of the Figures: a portrait 
of Watteau based on Boucher’s drawing after the 
artist’s self-portrait and an allegorical composition 
titled The Graces at the Tomb of Watteau, etched by 
Boucher after his own design.58

For L’Oeuvre gravé, Boucher executed twenty-one 
etchings after Watteau’s paintings, arabesques, and 
panel decorations, roughly one-twelfth of the total.59 
His somewhat smaller contribution to the second 
phase of Jullienne’s project was no doubt due to 
Boucher’s departure for Italy in the spring of 1728.60 
Before he left, though, the artist produced five sig-
nificant prints that were advertised in the Mercure de 
France in December 1727 and offered for sale sepa-
rately, before their inclusion in the Receuil.61 Among 
them was the Italian Troupe notable not only for its 
high quality of execution but also for the fusion of 
Boucher’s trace with Watteau’s, particularly identifi-
able today in that Watteau’s original drawing of it 
has been preserved (figs. 1.5 and 1.6).62 The drawing, 
now in Berlin, was most probably made by Watteau 

ber of etchings after Watteau’s paintings and decora-
tive work subsequently published in the two volumes 
of L’Oeuvre gravé d’Antoine Watteau.55 Because of 
the scope and range of his contribution to it, the 
Recueil Jullienne (as all the volumes came to be 
called) constituted the main arena for the develop-
ment of Boucher’s tact.

Jullienne recognized the high quality of Boucher’s 
work from the start, assigning him not only a great 
number of plates in the Figures de différents car
actères but also some of the more prestigious ones 
intended for full-page reproduction.56 He was asked 
to reproduce full and half figures, both male and 
female, in elaborate costumes, among them all the 
Persian ones; the figures of actors and popular enter-
tainers; all the landscapes, of which there were twelve; 
portraits; and group scenes. Moreover, it would be 
fair to say that Boucher was, to an extent, not only the 
re-producer but also the producer of Watteau’s work. 
Accord ing to the painter Jean-Bernard Restout, 
Boucher copied autograph drawings by Watteau that 
were not in Jullienne’s collection, which implies 
that the younger artist’s re-creations of Watteau’s work 
served as models for him and other artists partici-

acquire the skill of complaisance one had to master 
the art of decoding hidden messages and undeclared 
desires, that is, to develop an almost magical capac-
ity “to get inside” the other.46 “One has to pay atten-
tion to everything that happens in the hearts and the 
minds of the people one entertains,” explained Méré, 
“and to grow accustomed to divining their feelings 
and thoughts from almost imperceptible signs. This 
ability, which is dark and difficult for those who are 
not practiced in it, gradually becomes clearer and 
in the end easy.”47 The acquisition of such skill is like 
learning a foreign language, which one can master 
through love and study. But it is also comparable to 
sorcery, “for it instructs us in divination, which is 
how we discover a great many things that otherwise 
we would never know and that could serve us very 
well. . . . It requires that we penetrate people’s unspo-
ken thoughts and, very often, their most closely 
guarded secrets.”48 Key for the acquisition of this magic 
skill were two strategies. The first was souplesse (sup-
pleness, or adaptive flexibility of manner), for “the 
persona . . . of an honnête homme . . . must transform 
itself as the occasion warrants.”49 The second, insin
uation, was also of strategic importance according 
to many writers concerned with the ideal of honnêteté.50 
In Méré’s understanding, it amounted to the capacity 
to “work subtly beneath the surface of the other,” a 
term with physical and psychological resonances.51

These behavioral terms aptly describe the technical 
process that proved crucial for Boucher’s artistic for-
mation. I am referring to his engagement, at the 
very outset of his career, in the reproduction of the 
work of Antoine Watteau. Boucher won the Prix de 
Rome in 1723, at the age of twenty, but due to excep-
tional circumstances he was not able to go to Italy to 
complete a course of study at the French Academy 
in Rome until later.52 Instead, he continued to work 
in Paris in the printing trade, where he had been 
engaged before, chiefly in the workshop of the print-
maker Jean-François Cars. Having come into con-
tact (possibly through Cars) with Jean de Jullienne, 
the patron, friend, and great admirer of Antoine 
Watteau, Boucher was engaged in the project of 
reproducing the oeuvre of Watteau, who died in 1721.53 

Other artists were also hired for the project, but 
Boucher emerged as its leading contributor, execut-
ing roughly 119 out of 350 etchings after Watteau’s 
drawings for the Figures des différents car actères de 
paysage et d’études dessinées d’après nature par 
Antoine Watteau, which came out in two volumes in 
1726 and 1728.54 He also produced a significant num-

refers not only to the sensory capacity of the whole 
body, but specifically to the inside surface of one’s 
fingers, “the true organ of touch.”38 (This is, we may 
note, precisely what Lundberg’s portrait evokes in 
representing the painter’s fingers grasping the lace 
of his jabot.)

At the same time, “tact” was used also in another, 
figurative sense in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. We find its briefest definition in the 1762 
edition of the Dictionnaire de L’Académie Française: 
“To have tact that is keen, reliable, which is to say to 
judge keenly, reliably in the matter of taste.”39 In this 
definition, tact amounted to a capacity for discern-
ment that had moral, social, and aesthetic connota-
tions. In his Système de la Nature, Baron d’Holbach 
spoke of the “moral tact” as a capacity for distin-
guishing between good and reprehensible acts, a 
capacity that, as he argued, was acquired, though it 
might seem innate.40 In a social context “tact” was 
often used to describe an ability to intuit or foresee.41 
This is the meaning that informed the word’s com-
mon modern usage as referring to polite or pleasing 
behavior.42 As such, the notion of tact was caught up 
with a certain bodily skill, describing a mode of exis-
tence in the social arena that was fortuitous, appreci-
ated by others, and also beneficial for the one who 
was tactful. Finally, in aesthetic terms, “tact” was 
often used as an equivalent to “taste,” something that 
may be developed through practice rather than 
learned from rules, or a matter of intuition rather 
than learning. Diderot referred to it on many occa-
sions, for example, when he scolded Baudouin, a 
genre painter and Boucher’s son-in-law, in his Salon 
of 1767 for his lack of it.43

Drawing on aspects of its eighteenth-century 
usage, I suggest a simultaneously broader and more 
specific notion of tact as an adaptive aesthetic con-
duct, a method (a tactic) of artistic accommodation 
to the demands of the other. In late seventeenth- and 
early eighteenth-century manuals of honnêteté, the 
capacity to be accommodating vis-à-vis the needs 
and wishes of others was considered to be the most 
essential asset of a gentleman. As the renowned 
writer on honnêteté, Chevalier de Méré put it: “In 
order to become and be known as an honnête 
homme, the most important factor, in my view, is to 
discern in all things the best means of pleasing 
others, and to be able to put them into practice.”44 
“Anyone who knows how to be accommodating can 
confidently hope to be pleasing,” agreed an author 
of another manual, Nicolas Faret.45 In order to 

1.5.

Antoine Watteau,  
Italian Troupe, ca. 1715.  
Red, black, and white  
chalk, gray ink, on paper. 
Kupferstichkabinett, 
Staatliche Museen, Berlin.

1.6.

François Boucher after 
Antoine Watteau,  
Italian Troupe, ca. 1726. 
Etching, first state. Musée 
du Louvre, Paris, 
Rothschild Collection.
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then applied to the varnished plate and retraced 
with a blunted needle.67 The resulting outlines had to 
be fixed to prevent accidental effacement. This was 
done by heating up the plate. (The tools used in this 
process, from etching needles to torch and furnace, 
are represented on Plate II illustrating the entry on 
etching in the Encyclopédie [fig. 1.8].68) As a result 
of the heat, the greasy sanguine particles melted 
slightly and fused with the varnish, producing 
shadowy outlines — phantoms of the original 
traces — into which one inserted the etching needle, 
piercing through the layer of varnish and thereby 
effectively getting under the skin of the trace. (This 
aspect of the procedure is shown in three stages in 
the upper part of Plate III, fig. 1.9.) Once the 
design was etched, the plate was submerged in 
azotic acid (l’eauforte, the French term for the 
whole procedure), which bit the areas exposed by 
the needle.

The intense and prolonged exposure to Watteau’s 
art installed a host of motifs, figures, gestures, and 
poses in the artist’s mind, providing him with a 
visual repertory from which he drew throughout 
his career.69 Yet Watteau’s effect also worked on a 
deeper, morphological level, manifesting itself in 
Boucher’s approach to the process of making. First, 
through repeated limning of someone else’s trace, 
Boucher acquired a certain bodily routine, a habit 
of hand.70 It allowed him to interiorize not only a 
stock of images but also another artist’s touch. 
(Remember that tact was then understood to be an 
acquired quality, not an innate one.) This was not 
simply a matter of learning to mimic Watteau; it 
also fostered the development of a new flexibility, 
mobility, and adaptability in Boucher’s own man-
ner through the exercise of his predecessor’s touch. 
Describing Boucher’s efficacy and skill in acquit-
ting himself of his task, Pierre-Jean Mariette noted 
that “his light and lively touch seems to have been 
made for this job.”71 Indeed, careful examination of 
Boucher’s sheets reveals ample evidence of the 
deftness of the still young and relatively inexperi-
enced artist with the etching needle. A comparison 
of Boucher’s full-page etching of the Bust of a 
Woman under the Hood of Her Mantle with 
Watteau’s original drawing of it (figs. 1.10 and 1.11) 
reveals the subtlety of the younger artist’s treat-
ment.72 With great delicacy Boucher translated 
Watteau’s masterful handling of light on the wom-
an’s skin into a skein of traces wrapped around her 
face, including dark spots that in the hands of a 

engagement in the project is significant. Between 
1722– 23 and 1727 he was intimately involved with 
Watteau’s work, handling it daily, and, given the 
number and quality of the sheets he produced, and 
the pay of 24 livres per day he received (a reasonable 
income), he was unlikely to have been doing much 
else.65 For roughly five years, Boucher’s artistic activ-
ity consisted, literally, of “working subtly beneath 
the surface of the other,” the process of etching used 
by him encouraging such peculiar morphological 
intimacy.66 One aspect of etching that distinguished 
it from other reproductive techniques was its subtly 
dialogical quality: the way in which it required the 
artist to insinuate himself into another artist’s trace 
while allowing him a considerable freedom regard-
ing the precise mode of re-creation. As described by 
Cochin (in his influential eighteenth-century reedi-
tion of Abraham Bosse’s treatise), etching involved 
transferring the original design onto a varnish-coated 
plate, usually by first rubbing the reverse side of the 
drawing to be reproduced with a sanguine stick or 
pencil until its outlines became visible. That side was 

after his own painting to serve as a modello for his 
etching (fig. 1.7).63 Boucher used Watteau’s original, 
but before he proceeded to etch it, he apparently 
retouched the sheet, which had been slightly dam-
aged by incisions Watteau had made in order to 
transfer his work onto the copperplate. (Note in fig-
ure 1.5 the changes made in the areas around the 
mouth and eyes of the actors.) Moreover, the fidelity 
with which Boucher reproduced every aspect of 
the original drawing and the exact correspondence 
between the size of his etching and Watteau’s own 
suggest that he too transferred the design directly 
onto the plate by reincising the contours.64 In effect, 
we witness Boucher’s double insertion of himself 
into another artist’s trace, which was first retouched 
by the younger artist on the original sheet and then 
retraced on the plate. The Italian Troupe thus exem-
plifies the degree to which Boucher’s hand became 
vital for the visual articulation of Watteau’s oeuvre.

Watteau’s hand, on the other hand, gained para-
mount importance in the process of Boucher’s own 
artistic self-definition. The duration of his close 

1.8. 

Plate II of the entry 
“Gravure en taille douce,” in 
L’Encyclopédie, ou 
Dictionnaire raisonné des 
sciences, des arts et des 
métiers, 1767. Houghton 
Library, Harvard University.

1.9. 

Plate III, “Gravure en taille 
douce,” in L’Encyclopédie, ou 
Dictionnaire raisonné des 
sciences, des arts et des 
métiers, 1767. Houghton 
Library, Harvard University.

1.7.

Antoine Watteau,  
Italian Troupe, ca. 1715–16. 
Etching. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, Paris. 
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