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Painting and Reform in Eighteenth-Century France: Greuze’s

L’Accordée de Village

EMMA BARKER

When Jean-Baptiste Greuze exhibited his latest work
at the Salon of 1761, under the title ‘A Marriage, and
the instant in which the father of the bride hands over
the dowry to his son-in-law’,! the audience responded
in a wholly unprecedented way. Rapturous crowds
made it difficult to approach the painting, which
received overwhelming critical as well as popular
acclaim.? This extraordinary reception made L’Accor-
dée de Village (Fig. 1), as the composition subsequently
became known, a public work to an extent that no
previous French painting had been. Its exhibition
marks a turning point in the relationship between
art and the new public sphere.? Paradoxically, recent
studies of Greuze have tended to ignore his first great
success, focusing instead on paintings that were not
shown at the Salon.* Just why L’Accordée should have
made such a sensation has not yet been adequately
explained.

Existing attempts to account for its impact have
usually done so by locating Greuze in the context of
the literary phenomenon of sensibilité, which reached
new heights in the same year with the publication of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s novel, La Nouvelle Héloise.®
Such an interpretation unduly restricts the terms of
reference, however, since it fails to acknowledge the
broader cultural shifts that took place in France after
1750, as the élite began to replace their frivolous
concerns with a new set of reformist and utilitarian
ideals.® Books and articles on agriculture and eco-
nomic problems in general found a massively
increased readership and, within a few years, com-
mentators felt able to discern the rise of an espnt
philosophique, which they described as ‘the study of
man’.’ The great monument of this new critical spirit
was the Encyclopédie, which embodied a belief in the
benefits of applying rational enquiry to all aspects of

Fig. 1. Jean-Baptiste Greuze, ‘L’Accordée de Village’, 1761, oil on canvas. 92 x 117 em. Musée du Louvre, Pans.
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human endeavour. At the same time, its editor, Denis
Diderot, also argued that philosophy must be
endowed with human interest; only in this way
would it be possible ‘to please, interest, touch’, even
when dealing with the driest subject-matter.® The
Encyclopedists could not afford to neglect such con-
siderations; it was vital to win over public opinion
which had emerged as a power within the nation,
rivalling that of the absolutist French monarchy itself.’

It is my contention here that L’Accordée de village
played a part in the project of Enlightenment. The
painting can be said to have emerged from one of the
literary salons which provided a crucial forum in
which new ideas could be worked out, prior to
addressing the public beyond." It seems likely that
a significant factor in the decision of its original owner,
the Marquis de Marigny, to commission such an
ambitious and innovative composition for his collec-
tion was his friendship with Mme Geoffrin, who was a
notable patron of the arts as well as the hostess of a
salon frequented by the philosophes."" Her hospitality
played an important, if indefinable, role in bringing
together artists and men of letters, among them
Diderot and Greuze.'? What made it possible for the
visual arts to be brought into play as instruments of
Enlightenment was the existence of that other Salon,
the biennial exhibition held in the Louvre and fre-
quented by a broad cross-section of Parisian society,
which gave substance to the otherwise rather abstract
notion of the public."

In what follows, I will first consider the means by
which L’Accordée de village engaged the attention of the
Salon audience and attempt to define the nature of its
appeal. Where my analysis will decisively depart from
previous accounts of the painting is in the demonstra-
tion that these effects were not an end in themselves
but had a political import. L’Accordée can be aligned,
both on the level of subject matter and of composition,
with a particular ideological position. Far from simply
representing an event in the private life of a humble
rural family, it offered, in microcosm, a utopian vision
of an enlightened social order. It held out the possi-
bility of reconciling virtue with prosperity as nearby
England was believed to have done. L’Accordée’s
success is inseparable from the growing vogue for
reformist ideals at a time when France’s hegemony
in Europe seemed to be in jeopardy.

I

The attention that L’Accordée received was in large part
a consequence of the striking pictorial innovations that
it represents. The shallow space and statuesque figure
style endow the painting with an unparalleled sense of
physical presence. It is devoid of the picturesque
disorder of traditional genre scenes and the space is
defined by strong vertical and horizontal lines formed
by the wall and cupboard door and the shelf above.
Against this austere backdrop, the figures stand out
with a force which makes their formal grouping
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instantly legible. The composition builds up from
the lower corners in twin diagonals reinforced by
inward turning glances and gestures. This clarity is
enhanced by differentiated use of colour and line; the
pale tones and curving contours of the predominantly
female left half contrast with the dark shades and
angular outlines of the three men on the other side.
Bright touches of colour punctuate this pattern, with
the bridegroom’s red waistcoat providing a focal point.
The overall effect is arresting.

The startling frontality and immediacy of L’Accordée
can be seen as a calculated response to the difficult
viewing conditions of the Salon. Amidst the crowds
that flocked there, a painting had to stand out from the
dense, multi-layered hang and engage spectators in a
much more direct and uncomplicated way in order for
them to notice it at all. By 1750, critics had begun to
make demands for a new kind of illusion, one that
could carry absolute conviction.'"* They evoked an
ideal painting, which through the stillness and dignity
of figures, simplicity of setting and high finish of
details could, they claimed, deceive viewers into
believing in the actuality of the scene in front of
them. As one critic satirically pointed out, the logical
conclusion of such demands would be for painters to
depict everything lifesize.'” Evidently, the result would
be indistinguishable from a tableau vivant.

L’Accordée undoubtedly did have the desired effect
on those who saw it.'® So forcefully did it call to mind
a tableau vivant that, before the end of the year, the
Comédie italienne had put on a play inspired by the
painting, entitled Les Noces d’Arlequin; at one point, the
curtain rose to reveal the actors in the same costumes
and poses as the figures in the painting.'” Greuze was
praised for creating an illusion so perfect that the eye
was deceived into thinking that it beheld not a picture
but reality.”® These simple pleasures were not, how-
ever, incompatible with the requirements of serious,
edifying art. Sensationalist philosophy suggested that
images had a greater power over human beings than
did poetry because they addressed the senses, giving
direct access to the soul without the mediation of
words.'® These ideas gave rise to a new interest in
the art of pantomime, associated with the lowly Italian
players, which, Diderot argued, could supplement the
primarily verbal tradition of the Comédie franaise.”®
That the official stage’s function as a public and
moral spectacle was shared by L’Accordée is evident
from Les Noces d’Arlequin. A comic intrigue in which
Harlequin was the fiancé and a man in drag played
the mother, the piece stands in relation to the painting
as other Comédie italienne farces did to the serious plays
of the Comédie francaise that they parodied.

Nothing stood in the way of L’Accordée’s popular
appeal and didactic function since, unlike a history
painting which derived from a pre-existing text, it
could be understood without reference to anything
beyond its frame. Visitors to the Salon would have
had no difficulty in recognizing the subject, which
is not in fact a wedding but a betrothal.? To be
precise, the painting depicts the conclusion of the
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contract by which the financial and other terms of
the young couple’s union are agreed.”” The subject
was not an entirely novel one.”” What is innovative
is the relative scale and elaboration with which
Greuze depicted this central rite of passage. The
drawing up of a marriage contract prior to the
religious ceremony was standard practice in
France among all but the very poor.”* Since the
sixteenth century, as the monarchy had gradually
appropriated jurisdiction over such matters from the
church, marriage had itself come to be widely
regarded as a civil contract rather than a holy
sacrament.” This secular conception of marriage
was not, pace Edgar Munhall, exclusively Protes-
tant; his claim that Greuze may have depicted a
Protestant a civil ceremony is hard to credit, not
least because no such institution existed in France
at this date.”® Had L’Accordée functioned as a
statement on behalf of a persecuted minority, it
could not have been exhibited at the Salon, much
less excited such general enthusiasm.

In choosing to depict a familiar yet significant event
in the human life cycle, Greuze might seem to be
following the didacticism of the new sentimental
novel. At any rate, there is clear parallel between the
impact of L ’Accordée, which forced critics to revise their
habitually disdainful attitude towards genre scenes,
and contemporary developments within literature,
which had shown how a hitherto despised genre
could gain respectability by turning to an emotionally
involving and morally improving depiction of private
life. A key role in this transformation was played by
translations of the work of Samuel Richardson, which
seemed to stand in reproof to the conventional world-
liness of French fiction.” According to Diderot, the
naturalistic depiction of ordinary lives in Richardson’s
novels was inherently virtuous because the reader
identifies with the characters, a denial of one’s indi-
viduality that affirms membership of a common
humanity.?® In the case of L’Accordée, such an identi-
fication is promoted by the depiction of a family group
which offers a microcosm of humanity, uniting as it
does young and old, men and women.” Moreover, the
figures of the mother and sister who cling tearfully to
the bride remind us that the happy event of the
wedding will create a gap in the family circle; it is
this underlying melancholy which excites the sympa-
thetic response of the viewer. Like a novel, L’Accordée
seeks to edify by creating a new intimacy, founded on
the shedding of tears, between the human beings who
appear within it and those who constitute its public.

In general terms, the effectiveness of the painting
depends on the heightened legibility offered by the
strongly differentiated physical types and the forceful
expressions and gestures.30 It was, however, the bride
herself who seems to have fascinated contemporary
viewers most. Comments on this figure reveal a degree
of uniformity which suggests that sentimental fiction
provided the critics with a standard point of reference;
one saw her as a portrait of Pamela, Richardson’s
resolutely chaste heroine.*" The lowered gaze of the
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bride, her hand not quite holding that of her fiancé,
were read as the expression of her modesty, which
prevents the young woman from revealing her love.
This was commended in terms which highlight the
ambiguity of the very concept of modesty.*? It was
held to be a natural quality in the female sex but also
one that needed to be cultivated.*® Since humanity
was believed, in the optimistic assessment of senti-
mental moralists, to be essentially good but in con-
stant need of moral reinforcement,** the modest bride
can embody humanity’s aspiration to virtue. This was
emphasized by the widely accepted identification of
the girl looking on intently at the far right as a jealous
elder sister. It assured viewers that the right girl has
got the man, confirming that the painting, like Pamela,
shows Virtue Rewarded.

The morality of the scene depended, however, on a
further opposition, in this case between the rustic
innocence depicted in the painting and the spectators’
own world. The true love that the young couple were
assumed to feel for each other stood in implied reproof
to the cynical attitude to marriage prevalent in Paris
and at court. The contrast between rural and urban
matrimony, which L’Accordée inevitably called to
mind, is made explicit in a widely circulated poem
inspired by the painting. It tells how a young finan-
cier, used to the ‘brilliant weddings’ of ‘le monde’, in
which the heart plays no part, stumbles across the
union of a loving young couple in the countryside; on
witnessing this touching sight, he ‘tastes the inexpres-
sible delights of an unfamiliar feeling’.*> This account
of the scene’s impact on a sophisticated urban viewer
accords with Diderot’s claim that ‘honest and serious
plays’ would be most successful ‘among corrupted
people’, since ‘it is there that they will see the human
race as it really is, and so be reconciled with it’.%
Similarly, Rousseau’s first preface to La Nouvelle
Héloise declared: ‘Theatres are necessary in cities,
and novels among corrupted peoples.”’ Such com-
ments clearly refer as much to intended as to achieved
effects but nevertheless point to what is distinctive
about this novel brand of didacticism.

Comparison of L’Accordée with La Nouvelle Héloise
suggest that both functioned to bring about the
internalization of new moralized identities, new
forms of subjectivity, among their publics. Rousseau
claimed that his aim in the novel had been to inculcate
virtue by presenting models of right conduct which,
rather than discouraging, were accessible and uplift-
ing.”® The deluge of letters he received testified to its
power to move people and even to change their lives;
several of his correspondants claimed that ‘reading
this work had turned them into better people’.* The
reader follows the path of the heroine, Julie, from
frailty to virtue, undergoing a process of conversion
through identifying with her.* Like Rousseau, Greuze
endows didactic art with a new persuasive force by
focusing on a charming young woman whose human
desires are balanced by her sense of morality. In both
novel and painting, moreover, marriage appears as the
moment of truth in which potentially disruptive
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female sexuality is contained and redirected towards a
higher moral end.* The underlying message, a mes-
sage with which even the most progressive thinkers
would have concurred, is that happiness should be
sought through virtuous submission to the general
good.”? One account of Rousseau’s novel stated: ‘I
regard his plan as an immense machine, concealed
beneath the veil of the most noble simplicity.”*?
L’Accordée too can be seen as a machine for the
creation of order.

II

Although L’Accordée de Village takes its current name
from the bride, Greuze’s contemporaries do not seem
to have felt that hers was the most important pre-
sence.* Her seductive figure draws the viewer into the
scene, but, instead of remaining fixed on her, the gaze
continues rightwards as if reading a text and comes to
rest on the father of the family. The critics assumed
that this figure is delivering a moral homily to his son-
in-law; according to one commentator, ‘his animated
face, his raised hand . . . makes clear to the most
stupid spectator, all the interest which agitates the
good father at this moment’.** He is the centre of
attention; as Diderot observed, ‘the father is the only
one who speaks. The others listen and keep quiet’.*
He thus not only upholds virtue but also guarantees
the intelligibility of the composition. The subordina-
tion of all the other figures to this one endowed
L’Accordée with the formal and dramatic unity of a
true tableau in the highest tradition of French painting.
This expressive concentration was encapsulated by the
notion that the painting speaks to the viewer; several
critics identified it as a peinture parlante.’ Thus, by
implication, it is not simply the onlookers within the
picture who heed the father’s words and thereby yield
to his moral authority but also the spectators outside
the frame who by the simple act of looking become
part of the ordered structure of the composition.
L’Accordée fulfils Diderot’s dictum that ‘every piece
of sculpture or painting must be the expression of a
great maxim, a lesson for the spectator, without which
it is mute’.*® It provides a pictorial counterpart to the
drames which the philosophe wrote in response to his
own demands for a didactic art.* Diderot found in
Greuze’s painting a parallel to his own attempts to
rationalize classical French drama by introducing an
element of realism without, however, subverting its
rules. He admired the combination of formal structure
and naturalism in L’Accordée, commenting that the
‘pyramid’ of conventional academic practice appeared
in it as if by accident.’® And just as Diderot’s attempts
to create a non-authoritarian moral art (paralleling
contemporary innovations in the novel) were com-
promised by reliance on secular sermons interpolated
into the narrative to make the message clear, so also,
in L’Accordée, the father’s rhetorical gesture, the
insistent centrality of his open hands, betrays the
fact that the whole scene is, as it were, put on for
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the spectator’s benefit. The most direct connection
between Greuze’s painting and Diderot’s drames, how-
ever, lies in a shared concern with the moral respon-
sibilities of fatherhood, on which, both believed, the
good order of society depended.” Le Pére de famille,
first performed by the Comédie frangaise in February
1761, provided a precedent, perhaps even a direct
model, for L’Accordée.>

Whatever the nature of the connection between
them, both works embody a distinctively novel vision
of fatherhood which departs from more traditional
conceptions of paternal authority.? In the Encyclopédie,
for example, not only is the emphasis laid on a father’s
duties rather than his rights but it is also made clear
that these are shared between both parents.* The
parallel positions of the father and mother in L’Accor-
dée seem to echo such a conception (some critics
assumed that the latter is similarly advising her
daughter on how to conduct herself).”> In Diderot’s
play, the widowed father seems to unite in himself the
qualities of both a father and a mother; he is ‘kind,
vigilant, firm and tender’. Refusing to abuse his power
over his children, he ends up by blessing their
marriages, despite having earlier opposed both
matches. His real concern for their best interests is
highlighted by comparison to a ruthlessly self-seeking
uncle.”® This contrast between a loving father figure
and a usurping, tyrannical one echoes the distinction
made by Diderot in the Encyclopédie between the
legitimate monarch who is paternally attentive to his
subjects’ welfare and the despot, whose power is
arbitrary and oppressive.”’ A similar doubling of
authority figures occurs in L’Accordée, where the
notary, whose black tricorn serves as a mark of
status, appears to embody authority that seeks
power for its own sake.?® Juxtaposition to his lowered,
sour-featured face enhances the nobility of the father’s
raised head. The authority of this virtuous old man,
who gives his daughter in marriage to the man she
loves, is justified by his natural concern for his
children’s happiness.

Nevertheless, the father is distanced from his
immediate family by being placed on the right of
the painting between the fiancé and the notary. The
latter’s presence defines this male grouping in terms of
the public sphere of law and reason in contrast to the
private domain of natural feeling, represented by the
women on the left. The father’s relationship with his
son-in-law is regulated by the contract, drawn up by
the notary, and manifested by the handing over of the
dowry. This embodies the rejection of traditional
patriarchal thought by the Encyclopedists, who
denied that political authority derived from that of
the father, arguing instead that civil society had been
initiated by a contract, which provided a consensual
model for all exchanges between individuals.®® The
natural dependence of a son ends when he reaches the
age of reason, after which he is obliged to listen to the
advice of his elders, like the young man in L’Accordée,
but has no need of their consent to leave home or
marry.®® The bride, by contrast, though she too is
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party to the contract, remains in the state of nature;
having no control over her dowry, she simply passes
from her father’s tutelage to that of her husband. This
was justified on the grounds that women, whose
natural emotionality meant that they remained
child-like all their lives, were not rational, autonomous
individuals; as such, they were excluded from the
original contract and remained outside civil society.®'
The fundamental tenets of patriarchy, on which the
absolutist French monarchy depended,’® were not
undermined by the Encyclopedists, who continued
to view the family as the basic unit of society and its
head as the mainstay of public order.

It is this emphasis on the handing over of authority
from a present to a future head of household that
makes L ’Accordée so resonant; it evokes a polity guided
by the principles which they embody. The central
value upheld here is property: a money-bag, framed
by the father’s commanding hands, irresistibly attracts
the viewer’s attention. Although the critics insisted
that Greuze depicts a loving union in which material
interest plays no part, they had no qualms in asserting
that the father is telling the fiancé to make wise use of
the money.®® For them, human relationships were
inevitably tied up with property. According to the
Encyclopédie, the family was itself a kind of property;
the very word, it explained, applied only to citizens of
the middling ranks of society, who hand on their
name, status and virtues from father to son.** This
conception of the family as an economic and moral
patrimony, which must be preserved through careful
planning of inheritance, careers and marriages, had
emerged among the propertied classes in the sixteenth
century.® Paternal authority was crucial to ensure a
coherent strategy, but this ideal also meant that the
father had a duty to ‘establish’ his children: to provide
them with an occupation, an inheritance and a spouse.
Although strict pragmatism dictated that the family
property should be left intact to the heir, morality
required that daughters and younger sons should not
be made to suffer.® By depicting not the signing of the
contract, as was usual, but the handing over of the
dowry, Greuze shows that this father has fulfilled all
the obligations of his position.”’

Such a father, concerned as he was to provide for his
children, was an exemplary citizen whose efforts
enriched the state and provided it with new citizens
to take his place. For one associate of Diderot, concern
for one’s dependents was the precondition of love of
the public good: ‘How can you have a fatherland, if
you don’t have a family?” Another asserted that a
father, hard at work in his study, would redouble his
efforts when he heard the patter of tiny feet in the next
room.%® The father in L’Accordée has clearly worked
hard for his daughter’s dowry. A couple of critics
discerned the imprint of a life of labour on the bodies
of the parents, apparently echoing Diderot’s interest in
the effects of work on the human system.® Diderot
himself claimed that the mother consoles herself for
the loss of her daughter with the thought that the
fiancé is a good, hard-working boy.”” Moreover,
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particular prominence is given to the tanned and
worn hands of the father and mother, which contrast
strongly with the paler flesh of the young couple. This
is reminiscent of the plates of the Encyclopédie plates
depicting artisanal trades where, as Roland Barthes
noted, humanity often appears simply as disembodied
hands around the work illustrated.” Here, the par-
ents’ hands indicate their industry and, as the Ency-
clopedists deprecated idleness above all over vices and
argued that the only entitlement to property was
through work,”? demonstrate that the family fortune,
of which the glass and metalware in the cupboard
provide further evidence, has been justly earned.
However, the lesson in public morality that L’4c-
cordée offers depends above all on the critics’ identi-
fication of this household as both prosperous and rural
since the rich farmer, such as Greuze depicts here, had
by the 1760s come to exemplify the industrious,
property-owning citizen.”® Farmers (also known as
laboureurs) had a vital importance for the Encyclope-
dists, who not only promoted the new science of
agronomy but also that of political economy, in
which agriculture figured as the basis of the nation’s
wealth. In 1756, the Encyclopédie published the article
‘Fermiers’, emphasizing how much the nation
depended on their endeavours, by Francois Quesnay,
who subsequently developed these ideas into the
economic doctrine known as Physiocracy. Quesnay
drew a fundamental distinction between the rich
tenant farmer who owns a team of horses and the
poor métayer or share-cropper who ploughs with
oxen.” In its emphasis on land as the sole source of
all wealth, Physiocracy epitomizes the tension
between tradition and innovation in the ideals of the
reformers; it preached the need for highly capitalized,
market-oriented farming but, by denying that trade
and industry had any real value, affirmed its propo-
nents’ loyalty to a static social order based on landed
wealth.”® Although progressive writers like Diderot
were later alienated by its more authoritarian aspects,
the views of the Encyclopedists and Physiocrats did
not seriously diverge until the end of the 1760s.
L’Accordée embodies the ideal of the Physiocrats,
who believed that France could only be modernized if
profitable, large-scale cultivation, then restricted to
areas of Northern France such as Normandy, was
extended over the whole country, eliminating small-
scale subsistence farming. The household depicted by
Greuze is undoubtedly integrated into a market eco-
nomy; the transfer of the dowry is a financial transac-
tion, showing that the father has access to cash. The
large door at the left and the figure on the stairs about
to vanish from sight also hints at links with the outside
world. Not only is the bride about to leave home but,
according to one viewer, both she and her mother
have the air of ‘la halle de Paris’, of the marketplace:
the one is a ‘pretty shopgirl’, the other ‘a fat market-
woman’.”” This is less incongruous than might at first
appear: when a Norman farmer needed a wife, he
looked for a capable woman who could buy and sell
for him since he was too busy to go to market himself
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(though it would clearly be unwise to regard the
painting as a ‘realistic’ depiction of a Norman farmer’s
household).”® The tenant farmer was primarily a
producer of wheat for the urban market; his success
depended on his ability to exploit the dependence of
consumers on this most basic of commodities. L’Ac-
cordée reflects the long-standing French obsession,
born of recurrent shortages, with bread as the staff
of life; here the farmer’s productivity, his ability to
make the proud boast that ‘there’s always bread in the
house’,” is demonstrated by the loaves stacked on the
shelf at the top of the painting.

Another indication that this is a farmhouse is
provided by the child on the left scattering grain to
the hen and her chicks. This detail assimilates the
human family with the world of nature and the
domestic interior with the farmyard outside. La Basse
Cour, a comic opera performed the following year,
includes a scene in which the father contentedly
watches his hens while his daughter, who is throwing
them grain, looks tenderly towards her lover.®’ From
around 1760, the Opéra comique began to follow the
vogue for agriculture and to propagate enlightened
ideals. In one such opera, entitled Rose et Colas (1764),
by the dramatist Michel Sedaine, the paternal virtues
are exemplified by Mathurin, a prosperous farmer,
whose harvest is imminent; he provides his daughter
Rose with a generous dowry and allows her to marry
her beloved Colas, the son of another rich tenant
farmer.?" There was a certain logic at work here
since, according to the Encyclopédie, the cultivation of
plants and the education of children were analogous
activities; farmer and father alike must take account of
the natural tendencies of their field and child, respec-
tively.®” The good-hearted labourer of comic opera does
seem, from one contemporary comment, to have been
perceived as embodying the paternal ideal depicted by
Greuze.”

The representations of the laboureur in economic
theory, in literature and in painting were mutually
reinforcing. Diderot’s account of a visit to a prosperous
farmer at Maisons, who had a wife and many children
and rejoiced in the absurdly apposite name of Bled
(Wheat), is strongly coloured by the rustic gaiety of
comic opera. Happy, virtuous and rich, Bled belongs
to the lower rungs of the broad class of useful citizens,
between the privileged and the peuple, among whom
the Encyclopedists counted themselves.* A significant
cause of his well-being seems to be the fact that the
Seigneur of Maisons is ‘a dishonoured man’ who
skulks in his chéateau. Many reformist writers, the
Physiocrats among them, condemned seigneurial
rights on utilitarian grounds, claiming that they
yielded no real economic benefits.*® That the father
in L’Accordée is just the kind of self-reliant farmer that
they admired can be deduced from the gun hanging
on the wall. This distances the scene from the
seigneurial system, since it must mean either that he
served in the army in his youth, or, more probably,
that he goes out shooting, disregarding the seigneur’s
exclusive right to hunt. The seigneur is thus elimi-
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nated by sleight of hand, just as the seigneur of
Maisons is fortunately out of sight.

However, it is unlikely that anyone would have
interpreted L’Accordée as an attack on the seigneurial
system. As often as not, the real purpose of the
Encyclopedists’ denunciations of tyrannical seigneurs
was to focus attention on the superior authority of the
crown as the true protector of peasants’ interests.?
The generous father in L Accordée provides, within the
family, a model of that benevolent authority which,
they argued, a king should exert on behalf of his
people. Diderot compared the bad king who favoured
some subjects at the expense of others to a bad father
who spoils one child and ignores the rest.®” He also
argued that the iconography of Pigalle’s projected
statue of Louis XV for Rheims, which showed the
king as the benefactor of his subjects, should be
altered by the addition of a laboureur (personifying
agriculture) and a woman and child (personifying
population) to the existing figure of an artisan (who
signified commerce) in order to emphasize his duty to
protect the whole French people, especially the
neglected peasantry.®® The reformers were essentially
replacing the ancient belief that the king must, like a
father, guarantee his children’s daily bread by an
enlightened paternalism focused on the producer in
the countryside rather than the consumer in the
town.*

All economic writers looked to the crown to take
action to reverse the disastrous consequences of
having so long failed to protect agriculture. Rejecting
the traditional view that poverty was the spur forcing a
basically idle peasantry to work, they insisted that the
harsh conditions prevailing in the French countryside
served only to debilitate and demoralize them.® In
order to create the general affluence that was the basis
of a healthy economy, it was necessary to redistribute
the tax burden, which at present weighed so unfairly
on the peasantry. Among the reforms they demanded,
economists laid special emphasis on the abolition of
state control of the grain trade; it was argued that
allowing farmers to profit by selling their grain freely
would stimulate productivity and thus benefit the
nation as a whole.” For a model of thriving, commer-
cialized agriculture to contrast to their own poverty-
stricken land, they looked to the example of England
(as too did the less politically minded agronomists,
who advocated the adoption of English farming
methods).” The happy state of affairs supposedly
prevailing over the Channel depended, they assumed,
on the wise policies of the government.

These anglophile tendencies, countering the
ancient enmity between the two countries, were
central to progressive ideals.® England epitomized
the true patrie, one in which the government guaran-
teed the liberty of citizens and, above all, their
property rights, thereby assuming prosperity and
virtue; only under these circumstances would men
love their country as they did their own family.**
However, writers who advocated following the English
example did so as much out of fear as of friendship,
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believing that if France failed to do so it would soon
lose its European hegemony to Britain.”® They argued
that economic might served the nation’s interests
better than noble military valour; a readiness to
learn from the enemy was thus more truly patriotic
than the blind prejudices of the conservatives.® L’Ac-
cordée must be viewed in the context of this enlightened
patriotism, which, by 1761, had gained new impetus
from the reverses of the Seven Years War. In Bazile et
Thibault, a novel in pictures which Greuze wrote in the
mid 1760s, the virtuous Bazile heroically repels an
English raid on the coast; soon after, in a scene
reminiscent of L’Accordée, he is betrothed to his sweet-
heart, Manon, the daughter of a rich laboureur. The
end of Bazile’s story, his marriage, is illustrated in a
drawing which has been identified as a sketch for a
pendant painting and entitled Le Départ de la mariée
(Fig. 2); text and image correspond exactly.”’

This suggests that Greuze was himself familiar with
the fundamentals of the new economic doctrines.
More important for present purposes, however, are
contemporary comments indicating that he was
regarded as an artist capable of giving visual expres-
sion to the Physiocrats’ programme. In 1769, Pierre-

Samuel Dupont de Nemours, editor of their journal
Les Ephémérides du Citoyen, proposed that Greuze
should produce a painting to commemorate the
occasion when the Dauphin demonstrated his aware-
ness of the importance of agriculture by trying his
hand at the plough.® In the same year, Dupont
reviewed the Marquis de Saint-Lambert’s long
awaited poem Les Saisons, in which the author, a
contributor to the Encyclopédie, set out to describe the
rich laboureur celebrated by the Physiocrats.® How-
ever, Dupont complained, by describing his farmer as
poor, contented, and living in a thatched cottage,
Saint-Lambert repeated the tired conventions of pas-
toral poets and painters who rhapsodized over the
happiness of the rural poor. Special condemnation
was reserved for the kind of painter who depicted
country life with a spade, a rake, a watering can and a
cottage in the distance; he seems to have in mind the
picturesque clutter of Boucher’s rustic idylls.

By contrast, Dupont considered the depiction of the
happy home life of the laboureur and his family in
Saint-Lambert’s poem to be worthy of comparison
with Greuze.'” The relative austerity of L’Accordée,
with its sobre tonality, strong lines and overall sense of

Fig. 2. Jean-Baptiste Greuze, ‘Le Départ de la mariée’, ink and wash on paper. 53 % 65 em. Musée du Louvre, Pans.
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order, corresponds to Dupont’s typically Physiocrat
vision of the disciplined productivity of a laboureur who
is as much a manager as a worker.'” He insisted that
it was necessary to combat conventional notions about
the joys of peasant poverty by promoting the image of
the rich laboureur in order to protect farmers from the
misguided attempts of royal intendants to take their
profits in taxation. Thus, the prosperity of the family
in L’Accordée should be seen as the consequence of the
enactment of the reforms demanded by the Physio-
crats; the image of the rich farmer might, as Diderot
came to realize,'”? avert attention from the poverty of
the mass of the French people but, in theory, he
represented an ideal that had not yet been attained.

For contemporary viewers, L’Accordée offered a
vision of rural life that was clearly idealized but
nevertheless plausible, vraisemblable.'”® Diderot, for
example, considered Greuze’s peasants more refined
than the gross figures of Teniers but not ‘chimerical’
like those of Boucher.' One detail he found almost
too exquisite was the bride’s white overdress; but
then, he concluded, the occasion justified a bit of
luxury.'® Like the Physiocrats, Diderot distinguished
between sterile luxury, based on excessive inequality,
and productive luxury, the result of general prosper-
ity.!% As ever, the model for the latter was England,
where, one traveller reported, the rural population
lived amazingly well, the women being dressed with
real elegance: ‘a village girl elsewhere is only a peasant
but here, often, the neatness of her attire and the
refinement of her whole person would lead one to take
her for a shepherdess of romance.’'”” Nothing, he
added, could be more unlike the French peasant
women, who are so worn down with labour that
they can hardly be distinguished from their husbands.
Thus the marked differentiation between male and
female figures in L Accordée is a further sign of prosper-
ity. The sobre right half of the painting, indicating
productivity, contrasts with the rococo grace of the left
side, which corresponds to the luxury of exchange and
consumption.'%®

III

What ultimately made L’Accordée de village so persua-
sive and compelling a vision of a new society was its
overall coherence, the way that every part is integrated
with the rest of the composition. According to Diderot,
the figure grouping was absolutely right for the
subject, while another critic wrote that all the subor-
dinate elements were ‘linked so well to the main action
that it seems impossible to imagine any others’.'®
This inner logic does not simply ensure that the
composition is readily intelligible but has a deeper
ideological significance. The strictly unified tableau
functions as the location of perfect order and rational-
ity; it is a closed system in which all that appears
confused and inexplicable in the phenomenal world,
as it is experienced by human beings, is subordinated
to a controlling intelligence, that of the artist.''® For
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Diderot, the notion of the dramatic unity of the tableau
as an expression of the causality of nature corresponds
to the hope that the frontiers of human knowledge
could be pushed back in order to achieve total under-
standing of the world and its phenomena.'"' The
tableau imposes order upon reality, just as the Encyclo-
pédie attempts to order knowledge, asserting that
human reason can grasp and ultimately master the
world. Thus, the order of the tableau invokes a future of
perfect rationality, in which humanity has complete
control of its destiny. From this perspective, the unity
of L’Accordée serves to confirm that the harmonious
society it depicts can one day become reality.

Greuze was admired by contemporaries for his
ability to perceive, like a philosophe, the reality under-
lying the conventions of his own society.''? L’Accordée
could thus be seen to embody the universal principles
on which nature was ordered. Dupont de Nemours,
having repeated the familiar claim that social institu-
tions, above all oppressive governments, had distorted
nature and undermined virtue, asserted that some
painters and sculptors, keeping themselves apart
from frivolous society, had remained more in touch
with the natural order. Greuze’s depictions of virtuous
family life were cited as examples of works of art which
fulfil the task of philosophy: ‘to paint nature . . . and to
express with force the laws by which she showers us
with benefits.’!'® For Dupont, as also for his colleague
the Abbé Baudeau, it was painters working in the so-
called lower genres, who, by their unparalleled nat-
uralism, held up a model for society as a whole.''* The
Physiocratic belief, which Diderot shared, that the
basis of wealth and morality lies in the physical
order of nature and not some metaphysical conception
of order'"® lay behind their approval of Greuze’s art
which was both impeccably ordered and forcefully
natural. L’Accordée conforms in both structure and
content to the new science of society.

The success of the painting lies in this combination
of order and naturalism, which paralleled the refor-
mers’ hopes of creating a society purged of the
arbitrary, artificial character of contemporary reality.
By combining faithful depiction of the appearance of
external nature, undistorted by the caprices of the
imagination, with a representation of a virtuous
human nature, uncorrupted by the prejudices of
society, it evoked the underlying truths of a natural
order. In seeking to persuade viewers through illusion-
ism, rather than merely laying down the law like
traditional didactic art, it provided a model of non-
despotic authority grounded in nature: so too did its
depiction of the virtues of a truly paternal rule. It held
up a vision of the future from which all the problems
of the present had been eliminated and evades all
questions of how this utopia might be achieved, other
than through the winning over of public opinion.

Moreover, its appearance of perfect harmony and
control glosses over fundamental contradictions
within the ideology that it promotes. L Accordée repre-
sents an extraordinary reconciliation between diver-
gent tendencies in contemporary French society,
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between morality and self-interest, traditional order
and a commercial economy, inconsistencies that are
deeply rooted within the thinking of both Encyclope-
dists and Physiocrats. Its primary function is to
demonstrate the natural basis of a still essentially
patriarchal family and hence of a society founded on
the same principles yet the very fact that the painting
represents the drawing-up of a contract serves as a
reminder that the social order is, as it were, man-
made.!*® Its illusionism reveals a new world but, at the
same time, conceals the painter’s labour, as, it could
be said, Greuze avoids depicting the actual work
performed by the laboureur. For all the Encyclopedists’
praise of utility, aristocratic leisure continued to be
prized. Not until Le Premier Sillon of 1801 did Greuze
paint a scene in which the farmer and his son are
actually shown ploughing.
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