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The Fantasy of the Imperishable in the
Modern Era

Towards an Eternal Painting

Philippe S&eacute;n&eacute;chal

At M. Bernard’s I saw several magnificent paintings on porcelain by Mon-
sieur Constantin. In two hundred years, Raphael’s frescoes will be known
only through Monsieur Constantin.

Stendhal, Voyage en France, 1837

If we compare the forms that the act of copying has assumed in
various civilizations, we cannot fail to notice that a certain num-
ber of phenomena are specific to European culture since the
Renaissance. Perhaps one of the most singular of these phenom-
ena is the will to create and to possess imperishable reproductions
of works that have been singled out, at a given moment, as the
brightest jewels of Western art. The history of the fortune of
Graeco-Roman sculptures has been masterfully related by Francis
Haskell and Nicholas Penny in Taste and the Antique: The Lure of
Classical Sculpture 1500-1900,1 even if it would no doubt be worth-
while to give further consideration to the critical fortune of mate-
rials used for reproduction, and particularly to the particular
prestige attached to bronze-from the Mantuan works of Antico2
to the reconstitutions of Greek Urbilder in bronze, instead of the

plaster used earlier, which were executed at the beginning of the
twentieth century, such as the two Doryphoros that Georg Romer
realized from various ancient marble copies of Polyclitus’s
athlete.3 But, in fact, it was not only in modem Europe that copies
were made in bronze. The production of copies using this alloy
was particularly prevalent in imperial China after the rediscovery,
in the second half of the eleventh century of our era, of a collection
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of archaic bronzes from the Shang era.’ This is why I prefer to call
attention to a practice that appears to me, in contrast, to be unique
to the Western world: the copying of renowned paintings in mate-
rials that are supposed to defy time.

The desire to make the masterpieces of painting that adorned
Saint Peter’s basilica inalterable can be said to have begun with
the papacy of Urbanus VIII (1623-1644). Mosaic, a material autho-
rized by paleo-Christian precedent and the example of Giotto’s
Navicella, lent itself particularly well to this undertaking.5 Once
again, the weight of ancient heritage appears to be determinant.
The permanence of Roman or paleo-Christian mosaics was a
provocative example and challenge. As early as the middle of the
sixteenth century, Vasari declares that &dquo;mosaic is certainly the
most durable form of painting. With time, the other sorts of paint-
ing are effaced; mosaic becomes more and more brilliant. Painting
disappears and is ruined all by itself, while mosaic enjoys such a
long life that it can almost be called eternal.&dquo;6 In 1628, Giovanni
Battista Calandra (1586-1644) executed a small altar painting in
mosaic, representing The Triumph of Saint Michael over Lucifer, after
a cartoon by Cavalier d’Arpino. The result was judged disappoint-
ing by certain connoisseurs, for the glass tesserae were too shiny
and together they produced surface reflections that prevented a
good view of the painting as a whole.7 This failure impeded the
Barberinian plan to replace with mosaic paintings the pale of
Christendom’s most prestigious church. Nevertheless, the idea
was reborn at the beginning of the eighteenth century. The humid-
ity in Saint Peter’s had caused serious damage to paintings exe-
cuted on clay under Clement VIII; they were replaced by works of
contemporary painters, which were in turn replaced by copies in
mosaic. The technical reason was also a pretext for getting rid of
pale that had become outmoded. The Studio del Mosaico, estab-
lished in 1727 to breathe new life into the Vatican studio created
under Gregory XIII (1572-1592), began a systematic campaign to
replace paintings. Under the direction of Pietro Paolo Cristofari
(1685-1743), Poussin’s Martyr of Saint Erasmus, Domenichino’s Last
Communion of Saint Jerome, and Guerchino’s Martyr of Saint Petron-
illa were among the paintings whose transposition to mosaic, this
time, was well received. The pontifical chemist Alessio Mattioli
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had managed to produce a new kind of opaque glass, called
scorzetta, that prevented distracting reflections and produced flesh
tones and purples of infinite nuance. The irregularities of the
tesserae, which had caught light unevenly, were smoothed over
by the use of the levigatura, a special mode of polishing. Certain
traditional characteristics of mosaic were thus eliminated in favor
of the pictorial effect and evenness of surface.8 The creation of pale
in mosaics after cartoons by living artists, and the conversion of
altar paintings by the masters of the Seicento, were pursued under
the directorship of Pier Leone Ghezzi (1743-1755) and that of Sal-
vatore Monosilio (1755-1776). The successes of the Studio del
Mosaico subsequently encouraged artists to reproduce works con-
served outside Saint Peter’s basilica. Thus Caravaggio’s Laying in
the Tomb, previously at Santa Maria in Vallicella, today at the Vati-
can painting gallery, was transcribed in mosaic in 1814 by Raf-
faelle Cocchi (1792-1858) and installed in the chapel of the Holy
Sacrament of the Vatican basilica.9 But the most ambitious under-

taking was no doubt the transposition into tessera of Leonardo da
Vinci’s Last Supper, a tour de force realized in 1817 by Giacomo
Raffaelli (1753-1836) and conserved today at the church of Our
Lady of the Snows in Vienna. In the case of a mural in poor condi-
tion, the mosaic copy served as a substitute that obviated the
inevitable disintegration, and it did so even more than copies
painted on canvas-however old and large in size, such as the one
in the Royal Academy of Arts in London, attributed to Giampie-
trino, or the one in the Tongerlo abbey, realized before 1545, for
these canvas reproductions were themselves subject to alterations
in color, craquelures, yellowing varnish, and so forth.

Still, despite its technical success from the end of the eighteenth
century on, this costly procedure, which was practiced exclusively
by Italian craftsmen, met with competition from other techniques
of producing an unalterable copy: painting on enamel, encaustic
painting, and especially painting on porcelain. Enamels painted
on copper were restricted to copies of limited dimensions;
excelling in this technique were Swiss artists, such as Abraham
Constantin (1785-1855) and Salomon-Guillaume Counis (1785-
1858), who vied with each other in the execution of copies of
Raphael’s Madonna della Sedia.lO The process met with some fur-
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ther success in the Renaissance revival of the nineteenth century,
as attested by the creations of Paul Grandhomme (1851-1944) and
Étienne-Marie Gamier (1848-1908?) after Mantegna, Botticelli, and
Crivelli.ll But, with these artists, the originals, of which they
sometimes copied only a detail, became the pretext for small
paintings that were sparkling and precious, combining opaque
enamels with translucent enamels and glitter.

Beginning in the middle of the eighteenth century, the fascina-
tion with the pictorial techniques of the Ancients inspired numer-
ous attempts in France, England, and Italy to rediscover the secret
of encaustic painting. 12 But this technique does not appear to have
been used much in order to copy renowned paintings, apart from
the staggering reproduction of Raphael’s Loggie in the Hermitage.
In 1788 Johann Friedrich Reiffenstein, counsellor to Catherine II,
influenced by the writings of the Jesuit Vincenzo Requefto,13 had a
team of Roman painters directed by Christoph Unterperger realize
a complete copy of the Vatican frescoes in encaustic painting on
panels, which were then assembled at Saint Petersburg by Gia-
como Quarenghi. 14

In the realm of ceramics, the factory at S~vres, starting in
approximately 1761, produced plaques that reproduced contem-
porary paintings, either as decoration for precious furniture or as
autonomous works. The damage caused by a fire to a tapestry of
the ch5teau of Belleville encouraged Louis XVI to have master-
pieces of painting and tapestry reproduced in porcelain. This led
to the creation of plaques of pate tendre after Oudry’s Chasses du
Roy, woven at the Gobelins, or, somewhat later, after the suite of
Usages et modes du Levant that Am6d6e Van Loo had painted
between 1772 and 1775, copied between 1783 and 1786 (Sevres,
Mus6e national de c6ramique; and Versailles, Mus6e national du
chateau). The copy in ceramic could therefore play a role in con-
servation, or even as insurance against damage, as a talismanic
Ersatz. It also served to reveal taste by showing which works were
given priority in such conservation efforts. Unlike mosaic, this
was a work of painting, in which one could, to a certain extent,
perceive the work of the paintbrush, the touche. Moreover, seen up
close, the image remained integral, without fragmentation into
multiple elements. But enamel painting on porcelain presented
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two drawbacks. For one thing, for a long time only a limited range
of colors was available to artists. The palette was expanded only
with improvements made at the S6vres factory, under the direc-
tion of Alexandre Brongniart, that is, from 1800 to 1847. For
another, the plaques did not attain large dimensions. Here again,
technical improvements made by Brongniart made it possible to
produce larger plaques, obtained by casting. IS The most talented
painters on porcelain, Marie-Victoire Jaquotot (1772-1855) and
Abraham Constantin (the latter having abandoned painting on
enamel), then tackled the great monuments of painting, not only
on canvas but also frescoes. 16 The first of these painters, whom
Louis XVIII dubbed &dquo;the king’s porcelain painter,&dquo; wanted her
tomb to read as follows: &dquo;To Madame Jaquotot, Creator of Inalter-
able Painting.&dquo; Her copies of Gerard’s Psyché et 1&dquo;Amour (1816) or
of Raphael’s Belle Jardinière (1822) received unanimous acclaim. 17
Madame Jacquotot did not hesitate to enliven the colors in an
attempt to restore the original shades, darkened or altered by
aging or by clumsy restoration efforts. These copyists on porcelain
evinced a sort of demiurgic attempt to rediscover and perma-
nently fix the very essence of a masterpiece. For his part, Constan-
tin owes his ephemeral glory to a series of extraordinary copies
after Raphael, including reproductions of the Stanze, from The
Miracle of Bolsena to The School of Athens. This last plaque mea-
sured no less than 95 by 125 centimeters (Sevres, Mus6e national
de ceramique, Inv. 7645). The problem of the size of the porcelain
panels was determinant. As soon as it became possible to do so,
the Genevan artist tried to use plaques of the exact dimensions of
the original. Such was the case with Ezekiel’s Vision after Raphael
(1821), now at the Galleria Sabauda in Torino (Inv. no. 178), which
was part of a lot of seventeen porcelain paintings acquired in 1825
by Charles-Albert of Savoy, then Prince of Carignano. But Con-
stantin also complained &dquo;because the difficulty of obtaining
plaques force[d him] not to choose [his] subjects, but to copy those
whose dimensions were proportionate to the plaque.&dquo;18 In any
case, when the dimensions were suitable, he tried to perfect the
illusion by asking those who possessed his copies to recreate the
lighting and display conditions of the original.19
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Beginning in the middle of the nineteenth century, these feats
lost some of their ability to dazzle. Not only were they rivaled by
the new photographic exactitude-this despite the loss of color-
and by the size limitations of the plaques, but in addition they had
become preponderantly attached to the work of Raphael and suf-
fered increasingly from the renewed interest in painters emphasiz-
ing visible brushstrokes, such as Titian or Velazquez. The loss of
the materiality of painting, the impossibility of making the brush-
strokes or impasto felt, shocked devotees who were fascinated by
the fire of the romantics. On the other hand, painted copies,
preferably those made to the original’s true dimensions, found
ardent defenders. They made up the large pedagogical collections
that were attempted both in Paris-from Louis Peisse’s Mus6e des
modeles, created in 1834 at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, to Charles
Blanc’s ephemeral Mus6e des copies, open from April to Decem-
ber 1873 at the Palais de l’Industrie des Champs-Elysees, and to
the Mus6e des monuments franqais du Trocadero2°-as well as in
Munich, where, between 1863 and 1880, the jurist and writer
Adolf Friedrich von Schack, a great lover of painting, assembled a
collection of eighty-five copies on canvaS21 in addition to his
superb collection of paintings by contemporary German masters.
If, in Charles Blanc’s &dquo;European museum,&dquo; Raphael and
Velazquez took up the lion’s share, in the Bavarian collection it
was the Venetian school that prevailed, with fifty-five copies ver-
sus six of Raphael and four of Velazquez. The finest reproductions
of Titian and of the Spanish master were due to a great German
artist, Franz von Lenbach, who admirably rendered the dashed-off
texture of the models. 22 And, even among the works of the

Urbinate, the chief attraction was the most Venetian in style, the
Velata of the Pitti museum, copied by Hans von Mar6es, who
accentuated its Titianesque aspects.23 As for the large sizes, the
Ecole des Beaux-Arts was able to exhibit certain impressive true-
to-size copies, such as the Last Judgment by Xavier Sigalon (1787-
1837) and Numa Boucoiran (1805-1869) after Michelangelo,24 and
the Schack collection held the Presentation of the Virgin at the Temple
by August Wolf (1842-1915), after the Titian of the Venice Acad-
emy, which measures no less than 3.59 by 7.78 meters.25
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The obsessive concern with preserving traces of threatened
masterpieces found quite involuntary confirmations in the events
of the day. Thus Louis Auvray, who championed the cause of
museums of copies, could easily argue his case by recalling, in
1873, that the copy painted after Titian’s Death of Saint Peter the
Martyr, made in 1842 by a student of Ingres, Eugene Appert (1814-
1867), was one of the few remaining traces of the sublime canvas
after the original was destroyed in the 1866 fire that had ravaged
the church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo in Venice.26 For the rest,

Auvray’s book Le Mus6e europgen has been wrongfully neglected
and scorned. This painstaking work, which he published in order
to support the creation of his friend Charles Blanc-this Museum
of copies attacked by his political opponents and by advocates of
photographic galleries-contains most of the arguments in favor
of such a collection. The word &dquo;European&dquo; must be taken seri-
ously. Wishing to assemble in Paris copies of masterpieces con-
served in the various galleries of Europe, the promoters of the
Museum established in the Palais des Champs-Elysees never lost
sight of the Denonian ambition of the Mus6e Napoleon, which for
several years had made possible the collection of the most extra-
ordinary membra disjecta of Western art. At the time a nearly com-
plete history of painting could be read at the Palais du Louvre, at
least in terms of the canon of the time. The aspiration to totality is
one of the distinctive characteristics of the nineteenth century.
Therefore the loss of the irreplaceable moment when this histori-
cal totality had been embodied remained a thorn in the side of
numerous French experts. In his compendium, which is a guide to
the various gallery rooms, Auvray never fails to point out which
works used to be present in the Louvre-and at times one can
detect a spiteful note, or at least unabashed rationalization for the
Napoleonic plundering. Thus regarding Raphael’s Transfiguration
and the same painter’s Madonna di Foligno, he speaks of &dquo;two mas-
terpieces that were once in France’s possession and that should be
to this day.&dquo;27 Charles Blanc’s Mus6e des copies is seen as a nostal-
gic prosthesis of this irreversibly amputated Louvre,28 but also of
the Louvre that, in any case, will never be able to possess the fres-
coes of the Renaissance masters that are the flower of Italy, even if
Italy allows them to decay in disgrace.29 Above all reigns the
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didactic and democratic intent, in virtue of four postulates: art can
be taught; the list of key works is known; the public has a right to
know these treasures; only the rich can travel. Thus the need for
facsimiles. 30

Auvray’s conceptions might seem out of date and definitively
associated with a Third Republic that was prone to pedagogy. Yet
his ideals have just recently found their most grandiose applica-
tion. Several months ago in Naruto, Japan, the Otsuka Museum of
Art was inaugurated: a gigantic museum of copies on ceramic of
masterpieces of Western painting, from antiquity to the present
day 31 The selection aims to present examples of most movements
and most countries, and with a few exceptions is limited to land-
mark works, from the Aldobrandine Wedding to Guernica.32 Painting
is understood here in a broad sense, for the collection includes the
Battle of Arbela, a mosaic that is itself the reflection of a painting
from antiquity. A new procedure has made possible a form of
photographic enameling of large plaques, which may be set next
one another in order to reproduce immense works such as the
Scrovegni chapel or the vault of the Last Judgment from the Sistine
Chapel. This collection is made up of true facsimiles, for each
work is duplicated true to size. The museum creator, Masahito
Otsuka, wishes both to exhibit inalterable copies and to make
accessible to the public an entire legacy that is unfamiliar to the
Japanese, to initiate the public to a culture that they would be able
to know first hand only by traveling to Europe some day, and to
do so by seeking to create the illusion of being face to face with
the original, by virtue of viewing conditions that are analogous at
least in terms of the volume of the rooms, as at the Mus6e des
monuments franqais. The plaques are surprisingly matte; still,
because of the artificial lighting, the shininess that had such a dis-
tracting effect in the case of the mosaics of papal Rome or of the
Sevres copies on enamel or porcelain is not totally absent. More-
over, the orthogonal lines where the plaques meet prove some-
what disturbing to the view of the work whole. Nevertheless, this
steriled Pantheon represents a staggering accomplishment. This
place is the tangible manifestation of the persistence of the idea of
the masterpiece, of the possibility of a canon, of a naive faith in
the eternity of art, with regard to and against all the desacraliza-
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tions of postmodernism. It would be absurd, however, to dismiss
postmodernism haughtily, to see it as nothing but a simulacrum
condemned to the status of kitsch, like those ridiculed a bit too

smugly by Umberto Eco in his The War of the False, following his
odyssey in the United States.33 First of all, a faithful reproduction,
in color and true to size, possesses more than its mere pedagogical
virtue, which is already far superior to that of a slide, which
reduces all works to a standard format. The sensory impact of the
exact dimensions upon any viewer, whether ignorant or erudite, is
crucial. Centuries of engravings and over a century and a half of
photography have accustomed us to contemplate reproductions
that are reduced and has led us to see this disadvantage, whether
consciously or not, as secondary, whereas in actual fact it consti-
tutes a major loss, a fundamental departure from the artist’s
wish.34 And above all, the Otsuka Museum is a magnificent testi-
mony to the Westernization of Japan, obviously through the
choice of works and through the fact that it adopts the notion of
collecting copies, like its French or German predecessors of the era
of eclecticism; but also, and even more profoundly, because it
forms the crowning paroxysm of a dream of perfect and incor-
ruptible duplication that has traversed European civilization from
Rome of the seventeenth century.

In conclusion, a few additional hypotheses may be proposed in
explanation of this aspiration on the part of European artists.
Since the seventeenth century, such a quest presupposed the con-
vergence of a certain number of conditions: the weight of the
Graeco-Roman heritage; a consciousness of the historical develop-
ment of art and the singling out of a certain number of artists as
heroes, results of Vasari’s monumental Vite that were reinforced

by museums as these became increasingly accessible to the public;
the existence of a restoration practice that was both increasingly
regulated and increasingly the subject of debates35; and finally,
beginning in the eighteenth century, technical competition among
various countries and among individual artists.

Translated from the French by Jennifer Curtiss Gage
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December 1822, cited by A. Lajoix, "Alexandre Brongniart...," op. cit. note 15
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thought to be by Raphael, is conserved in the Uffizi and measures 66 x 53 cm.

20. On Peisse, see N. Laneyrie-Dagen, "Louis Peisse et le ’Mus&eacute;e des mod&egrave;les’ &agrave; 
l’&Eacute;cole des Beaux-Arts," Bulletin de la Soci&eacute;t&eacute; de l’Histoire de l’Art fran&ccedil;ais
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(1985): 217-241. On Blanc, see A. Boime, "Le Mus&eacute;e des Copies," Gazette des
Beaux-Arts, 6e. p&eacute;riode, t. LXIV (1964): 237-247; usefully corrected and com-
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sammlungen, Stuttgart,1889/3.

22. Franz von Lenbach actualized no fewer than seventeen copies for Count
Schack, who was particularly proud of the Charles V at the Battle of M&uuml;hlberg,
copied in 1868 after the Prado Titian, to its true dimensions (3.36 m. x 2.8 m.),
for which he had to have a special canvas made in Paris. See E. Ruhmer (ed.),
Schack-Galerie, cited in preceding note, I, pp. 501-506; and II, fig. 194.

23. Ibidem, I, pp. 524-526; II, fig. 198.
24. Realized between 1833 and 1838, this painting can still be seen in the chapel
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583-585.
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belongs, the dates of the artist’s birth and death, the place where the original
painting is found, and the name of the author of the copy that is displayed. This
is of great service to the visitors who cannot buy a catalogue; it provides free
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