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Chardin’s Still-Life Paintings of the
1750s—1760s and Patriotic taste

FUNAOKA, Mihoko

From the 1750s to the 1760s, Jean-Siméon Chardin
(1699-1779) stopped producing the genre paintings
and concentrated on painting the still lifes. Most of his
still lifes are characterized by small size, oblong shape,
and horizontal arrangement of motifs such as porcelain
objects, glassware, sweets, and fruit. His visible brush-
works were called “magic” by his contemporary critics.
Not only the subject of his paintings, but also the collec-
tors of them changed. The relevance between the two
changes, however, has not been sufficiently discussed.
This article attempts to analyze the art collectors’ ten-
dency toward patriotic taste, gout patriotique, and the
convention of picture hanging, and to show how they
affected Chardin’s creations.

The art collectors who acquired Chardin’s small-
scale still lifes were mainly honorary members of the
Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, local lords,
and contemporary artists at that time. Most of them
were wealthy bourgeois, and they were well known for
advanced taste during the second half of the 18th centu-
ry. Their taste for art is termed as “patriotic taste”™: they
had the picture room in which they displayed small or
middle sized paintings, and loved their contemporary
French art. The ceramics which he depicted in his
paintings were the pieces made in France: the ones ex-
ecuted in Strasbourg, Saint-Cloud, Chantilly and so on.
Therefore, it is possible that these painted ceramics and
tin-glazed earthenware reflected the collectors’ patriotic
taste. According to the convention of picture arrange-
ment at that time, small still lifes were usually hung just
below, eye level, The contemporary critics then appreci-
ated his brushwork. It is possible that Chardin took into
consideration the environment of the picture rooms
where his paintings would be viewed at close range.

Therefore, many of small-scale still lifes should have
been painted for the art collectors who appreciated his
method of painting, likened to “magic”. Although his
works were not expensive, he had already established
his career as a painter. As a critic’s comment, “he paints
only for his own diversion”, shows, Chardin devoted
himself — faithfully following his own interest — to
mastering the technique of handling brush and colors
to express the harmony and truth of nature.
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