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In 1724, on the day of the Fête Dieu (the feast of Corpus
Christi, May 30), Jean François de Troy (1679–1752)
presented his work publicly for the first time in an
exhibition of young painters held in Paris in the Place
Dauphine. Among his submissions was a small 
painting, The Declaration of Love (ca. 1724; Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York), which caught the attention of
the important collector, dealer, and author Pierre Jean
Mariette. He wrote: “We note from M. de Troy le fils [the
son], already known for his large paintings, a work that
brings much honor to his brush, thanks to the harmony,
the gallant taste, and the truthfulness with which it is
composed.”  As Mariette observed, the painting marked
a departure for the young artist, who until then had
made his name as a history painter, the category ranked
highest by the prestigious 

 in its hierarchy of subjects.

Born in 1679, De Troy was trained by his father, the
eminent portraitist François de Troy (1645–1730), in
addition to receiving formal lessons at the academy.
Around 1699, his father sent him to continue his studies
in Italy, and he spent considerable time in Rome,
Florence, and Pisa before returning to Paris in 1706. Two
years later, De Troy was simultaneously agréé (accepted)
and reçu (received) by the academy as a history painter,
with Niobe and Her Children (1708; Musée Fabre,
Montpellier) as his morceau de reception (reception
piece). De Troy went on to build his reputation with such
monumental works as The Plague at Marseilles (ca. 1722;
Musée des Beaux-Arts, Marseilles) and a series of
paintings commemorating the life of Saint Vincent de
Paul (commissioned for the Mission Saint-Lazare, Paris,
in 1729; now in various locations). In the category of
history painting, De Troy was considered second only to
one during his lifetime: his rival François Lemoyne
(1688–1737).

Mariette might thus have been surprised to discover The
Declaration of Love, De Troy’s first foray into genre
painting, but it nonetheless seduced him with its charm,
refinement, and novelty. With the painting and its

, The Garter (1724; Metropolitan Museum of Art),
which debuted the following year at the Salon of 1725,
De Troy introduced a new pictorial form. Dubbed
tableaux de mode (pictures of fashionable society) by his
contemporaries, these paintings took as their subjects
the leisure activities, social rituals, and intimate
moments of the eighteenth-century Parisian elite.  The
original versions of A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature to
Her Suitor and A Lady Attaching a Bow to a Gentleman’s
Sword (Figs. 1–2)—of which the Nelson-Atkins paintings
are copies—are among the approximately ten tableaux
de mode that De Troy created in Paris between 1724 and
1738, the year he was appointed director of the French
Academy in Rome. Differing from his large-scale
religious and civic commissions, which were broadly
painted in loose, sweeping strokes, his tableaux de mode
were executed in a highly detailed and polished style
reminiscent of seventeenth-century Dutch and Flemish

genre
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Royal Academy of Painting
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Fig. 1. Jean François de Troy, A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature to Her
Suitor, 1734, oil on canvas, 31 9/16 x 25 1/8 in. (81 x 64 cm), private
collection; reproduced in Christophe Léribault, Jean-François de Troy (1679–
1752) (Paris: Arthena, 2002), 334.
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genre paintings. Indeed, the rising popularity of
paintings from the Low Countries among connoisseurs
and collectors during the first half of the eighteenth
century provided the background against which the
tableaux de mode were developed, received, and
collected in France.

In addition to northern European cabinet pictures, De
Troy was probably influenced by the French art forms
they inspired, such as the fêtes galantes painted by Jean-
Antoine Watteau (1684–1721), which feature groups of
elite upper-class men and women in conversation, role
playing, dancing, or flirting outdoors.  However, unlike
Dutch and Flemish genre painters, De Troy did not
portray scenes of lower- and middle-class life or bawdy
subjects such as taverns and brothels; nor did he create
fantasy worlds within which his aristocratic characters
played, as did Watteau and his followers.  De Troy’s
tableaux de mode instead portray everyday upper-class
life with the narrative clarity of history painting. As
Christophe Leribault has argued, De Troy employed
strategies drawn from his experience as a history painter

—the rhetoric of gesture, compositional organization,
and details of setting and costume—to relay anecdotal
stories of upper-class sociability. Although the subjects
of tableaux de mode were considered trite by the second
half of the eighteenth century—due in part to their
widespread circulation as engravings—they were
entirely innovative in the mid-1720s.  Indeed, the tableau
de mode was regarded by contemporary viewers as a
truly French pictorial form that reflected the taste and
refinement of France’s elite in both subject and style.

De Troy probably designed his tableaux de mode with
their final destinations in mind. The growing
appreciation of detailed, small-scale paintings depicting
pleasant subjects coincided with a shift in the living
conditions of the French aristocracy and 

. Following the death of Louis XIV in 1715 and
the subsequent loosening of rules demanding that
nobles live public lives at Versailles, members of the
aristocracy were eager to relocate to Paris. They sparked
a veritable housing boom with the construction of 

, a trend that quickly spread to the new class
of socially aspiring nouveaux riches. These townhouses
feature private rooms on an intimate scale, a first in
upper-class living. Paintings took on a decorative
function within these new interiors and presented
lighthearted subjects deemed appropriate for the
informal rooms in which they were displayed.  Within
this context, De Troy’s tableaux de mode—and even
copies after them—found a ready market among almost
all levels of elite society: nobles at court, aristocrats, and
wealthy members of the haute bourgeoisie, such as
financiers and .  Collectively, in their
depiction of chivalrous scenarios unfolding in salons,
boudoirs, and private gardens, tableaux de mode
mirrored the social activities and aspirations of the
collectors who bought them and hung them in their
homes.

The two Nelson-Atkins pictures are high-quality copies of
the original set of paintings (see Figs. 1–2), which De
Troy first exhibited in the place Dauphine in 1734 and
were presumably purchased shortly thereafter by
Germain-Louis Chauvelin (1685–1762), keeper of seals
and secretary of state for foreign affairs.  Conceived as
pendants, A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature to Her
Suitor and A Lady Attaching a Bow to a Gentleman’s Sword
represent the gallantry, harmony, and truthfulness so
admired by Mariette. Both paintings reveal an intimate
yet genteel moment shared between lovers within
private living quarters and rendered in seductive detail.

3

Fig. 2. Jean François de Troy, A Lady Attaching a Bow to a Gentleman’s Sword,
1734, oil on canvas, 31 9/16 x 25 1/8 in. (81 x 64 cm), private collection;
reproduced in Christophe Leribault, Jean-François de Troy (1679–1752) (Paris:
Arthena, 2002), 335.
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The costumes and furnishings within these scenes are
depicted so accurately that they could serve as historical
illustrations of fashion and décor during the French
Regency period (ca. 1710–1735). Indeed, nearly all the
decorative objects can be identified and matched to
extant examples. A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature to
Her Suitor features an elegant woman completing the
last steps of her morning toilette. A chambermaid helps
her into a richly brocaded silk gown known as a robe
volante, while she shows her male companion a piece of
jewelry that presumably will complete her ensemble. She
stands before the red-lacquered mirror of her toilette
service, a lavish set of silver and lacquer boxes used to
store essential articles such as brushes, wigs, powders,
and makeup.  The toilette set is spread out on a simple
table covered by an embroidered muslin petite toile
(small tablecloth) placed over a silk cloth.  On the
shelves of the three-tiered corner cupboard are a
monochrome Chinese porcelain vessel in a gilt-bronze
mount,  a blue-and-white Chinese porcelain kêndi (jug)
in the form of an elephant,  and a silver basin and ewer
that would have contained scented water for washing
hands.  The walls are decorated with gilded boiseries
(paneling) into which is set a ledge displaying a Chinese
porcelain vase and a large mirror. The canapé (sofa) is
pushed up against the wall, its curved back designed
specifically to fit the wall molding above.  This decor
would have been seen by eighteenth-century viewers as
both luxurious and modern, since the goût chinois
(Chinese taste) represented by the imported lacquer and
porcelain pieces enjoyed widespread popularity by the
1730s.

Equally realistic is the interior depicted in A Lady
Attaching a Bow to a Gentleman’s Sword. Once again, De
Troy has rendered a sumptuous salon interior, featuring
a green silk curtain and matching canapé set into a wall
adorned with gilded boiseries. In the middle of the
central panel is a ledge supporting an elaborate gilt-
bronze clock whose design can be attributed to André-
Charles Boulle (1642–1732), chief cabinetmaker to the
king.  The floor displays the wood parquet that was
typical of eighteenth-century Parisian hôtels particuliers.
Here, the lady is shown en deshabillée (partial undress),
wearing a loose silk sack dress and low-heeled slippers, a
casual and comfortable ensemble that was typically
worn in the home in the morning. Having selected a
yellow ribbon from the wares of the 
seated on the floor, she ties it around the hilt of her
suitor’s sword. The embellishment matches the
gentleman’s embroidered yellow waistcoat, which peeks
out from under his justaucorps (knee-length coat). His

powdered hair is pulled back into a black silk 
topped with a large bow; its loose ends are tied into
another bow under his chin in a style known as a
solitaire.

True to their function as pendants, A Lady Showing a
Bracelet Miniature and A Lady Attaching a Bow feature
complementary scenes of upper-class women engaged
in their morning toilettes. Although to modern eyes the
presence of a man watching a lady get dressed might
seem indecorous, in the eighteenth century the toilette
was not a private act but one performed before an
audience of friends, family, servants, merchants, and
even high-ranking clergy. Dressing one’s hair and body
during this period was particularly complicated and
time-consuming, so both men and women of elite status
used that time to receive visitors and conduct
business.  While the act of dressing is explicitly shown
in A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature, several details in A
Lady Attaching a Bow reveal that this painting too depicts
the morning toilette: the woman’s informal house attire,
the presence of the marchande de modes, and the clock
striking the visiting hour of 11:30 a.m.

In each painting, an object serves as the focus of the
couples’ romantic exchanges, whether a piece of jewelry
to be admired or a sword (a sign of aristocratic
distinction) to be adorned.  Combined with the
symbolism of other details in the composition, these
props convey subtly erotic undertones. In A Lady Showing
a Bracelet Miniature, the action of the lady handing her
suitor the jewelry is doubled in the reflection of the
lacquered mirror on the table, where their hands appear
to be almost touching. The amorous nature of the
couple’s relationship is further implied by the opened
letter on the floor, perhaps a love letter or a note sent to
announce the suitor’s impending visit.  In A Lady
Attaching a Bow, the sword that the gentleman eagerly
extends toward the lady serves as a thinly veiled
reference to the act of physical love. This message is
echoed by the clock on which Cupid, god of erotic love,
brandishes a scythe over Father Time, declaring the
triumph of love over time.  Tempering these more or
less overt sexual allusions is the inclusion of the
chambermaid and marchande de modes, whose
presence ensures a façade of propriety.

Despite the exactitude of the costumes, decorative
objects, and everyday activities, De Troy’s tableaux de
mode are ultimately selective in their realism.  For
example, the figures all look the same from painting to
painting,  and with their emphasis on the latest
fashions they resemble the printed fashion plates that
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circulated widely in France beginning in the seventeenth
century. The morning toilette was a popular setting in
these prints and may have inspired De Troy in his
selection of subjects (Fig. 3).  The term tableaux de
mode, in fact, suggests his contemporaries’ awareness of
this connection and of the elements of fantasy found in
this kind of image. As Leribault has argued, these
illustrations of social interactions fall perfectly in line
with the narratives of sentimental novels of the period.
Their appeal and power reside precisely in the fact that
they reflect an idealized world of beauty, refinement,
and chivalry among the privileged classes.

The circumstances behind the creation of the Nelson-
Atkins pendants remain elusive, as there is no record of
these copies’ existence before the museum purchased
them in 1982. Moreover, nearly nothing is known about
De Troy’s studio practice and whether he employed
assistants in the making of the few high-quality replicas

currently attributed to him, such as the replicas of The
Declaration of Love and The Garter at the Williams College
Museum of Art in Williamstown, Massachusetts.  The
Williamstown pair is almost identical to the original set
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in both size and
fidelity to the composition. They only differ in their
handling (which Leribault describes as less lively) and
the absence of a signature and date. As Leribault notes
in his catalogue raisonné, in light of these compositions’
popularity when they were exhibited in 1724 and again
at the Salon of 1725, it is not surprising that there was a
demand for copies. Who made them, though, is an open
question. De Troy may very well have supervised
assistants in the production of such high-quality copies,
as was typical of the period; however, lacking
documentation of this practice, Leribault credits De Troy
with their execution.

Unlike the replicas in Williamstown, the Nelson-Atkins
pictures are smaller than the originals and exhibit slight
alterations in their compositions. Perhaps to
compensate for the narrower proportions of the copies,
both compositions were enlarged on all four sides (most
noticeably at the top and bottom), which sets the figures
farther back from the picture plane. A noticeable
discrepancy can be seen in the appearance of the
figures’ faces, particularly the two female figures in A
Lady Attaching a Bow to a Gentleman’s Sword and the
chambermaid in A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature to
Her Suitor. They do not display the highly stylized,
homogenous facial features that usually characterize De
Troy’s subjects. This, however, is the result of past

 and subsequent restoration.  Pre-treatment
photographs of the abraded areas reveal that what is left
of the original paint surface closely resembles the faces
in the original versions. Thus, with a few exceptions, the
Nelson-Atkins pendants are rather faithful transcriptions
of the originals.  So exact are their details and matching
palettes that, in the absence of other known, high-
quality copies that could have served as models, it is not
unreasonable to speculate the Nelson-Atkins copies
were made directly from the originals.

Leribault posits that the Nelson-Atkins paintings could
be autograph copies, and he attributes them to Jean
François de Troy despite a certain “dryness” in their
surface treatment and lesser quality.  Nevertheless, an
attribution to De Troy remains problematic. While the
issue of quality has remained central to many scholars
and connoisseurs, it is in fact a discrepancy in the
inscriptions that builds the strongest case against an
attribution to De Troy. In the original pair, A Lady at Her
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Fig. 3. Henri Bonnart (1642–1711), Collection of Fashions of the French Court,
“Lady at Her Toilette,” 1687, hand-colored engraving on paper, sheet: 14 3/8
x 9 3/8 in. (36.5 x 23.8 cm); image: 10 3/4 x 7 1/2 in. (27.3 x 19 cm), Los
Angeles County Museum of Art, M.2002.57.81
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Toilette is signed “De Troy” on the letter at the lower
right, and the box in the center foreground of A Lady
Attaching a Bow is inscribed “DETROY 1734.” Neither of
the Nelson-Atkins copies is signed; however, the copy of
A Lady Showing a Bracelet presents a date on the
crumpled letter of “17[6?]4” (Fig. 4).  Painted 

, this inscription appears to date to the time of the
copy’s creation and remains in good condition.  The
third digit is difficult to decipher, even when viewed with
a microscope. Nevertheless, its curved shape rules out
the number 3 (and thus a date of 1734); it most closely
resembles a 6.  If the inscription indeed reads 1764, it
dates the copy, and presumably its pendant, to twelve
years after De Troy’s death in 1752.

The original pendants were sold in 1762 following the
death of Chauvelin, their first owner, who had kept the
paintings for nearly thirty years. Unlike many of De
Troy’s tableaux de mode, the original versions were
never engraved and thus probably remained largely
unknown until they resurfaced on the market. One can
easily imagine that this rediscovery in 1762 prompted a
new appreciation for these elegant paintings, resulting
in the production of copies around that time. The
smaller, narrower dimensions of the copies now at the
Nelson-Atkins could in fact reflect the proportions of a
space for which they were specifically commissioned.

Despite our inability to attribute these pictures
definitively, they are nonetheless high-quality copies that
reflect De Troy’s great skill, innovation, and creativity.
And although Mariette predicted that the tableaux de
mode would not, in the end, form the basis of the artist’s
reputation, it is precisely for these sophisticated
depictions of upper-class gallantry that De Troy is best
remembered and admired today.

Nicole R. Myers
July 2018
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et le goût galant et vrai dont il est composé. C’est
un jeune Cavalier en habit de velours, dont l’étoffe
est véritablement moëlleuse, auprès d’une Dame
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shine and reflective quality, which in the De Troy
painting resembles that of glass. These luxury
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achieving an even glaze as well as their relative
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toilette and its visual representation in the
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“Dressing to Impress,” esp. 53, 71; and Elise
Goodman-Soellner, “Boucher’s Madame de
Pompadour at her Toilette,” Simiolus 17, no. 1
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woman in A Lady Showing a Bracelet Miniature to
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l’un une dame qui donne son portrait à un jeune
homme, et l’autre une dame qui attache une
nœud d’épée à un cavalier” (Two other tableaux
de mode, in one a lady giving her portrait to a
young man, and in the other a lady tying a sword
knot to for knight); “Extrait de la vie de M. De Troy,
peintre du roi et directeur de son Académie à
Rome,” in Mémoires inédits, 275. The catalogue
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(In one, a lady ties a ribbon to a knight’s sword; in
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nearby at her toilette, what time it is); Catalogue
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26. Goodman-Soellner, “Boucher’s Madame de
Pompadour,” 47–48; and Baxter, “Fashions of
Sociability,” 31.

27. Leribault, Jean-François de Troy, 72.
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35. “Il a beaucoup plu [sic] à Paris par ses petits
tableaux de modes, qui sont en effet plus soignés
que ses grands tableaux d’histoire; mais je ne
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54), 2:101.
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