René Gruau (Covignano 1909 - Rome 2004)
Elégante
Brush and black ink and black wash, with touches of pink and red gouache.
Signed * Gruau at the lower right.
467 x 314 mm. (18 3/8 x 12 3/8 in.)
In an obituary for René Gruau, published in The Times, it was noted that, ‘Before photography reigned
supreme in fashion, its new collections and attendant luxuries – perfumes, stockings, make-up – were
recorded and publicised in magazines by specialist artists, of whom the most successful in the heyday
of haute couture was René Gruau. His uncluttered draughtsmanship is instantly recognisable, consisting
of sinuous lines rapidly executed with a limited but dramatic palette, often just white, black and red. “La
femme Gruau” is charming, haughty and feline, inhabiting (with her impeccably dressed consort) a world
of timeless elegance that owed much to the artist’s upbringing on Europe’s rivieras in the 1910’s.’
The present sheet may be related to a number of drawings of a similar motif by Gruau which were used
as designs for advertisements for Le Rouge Baiser lipstick. Beginning in 1949, Gruau’s spare yet bold
drawings of a woman’s face and lips became the iconic images of this famous brand of bright red
lipstick, which was celebrated for being indelible or ‘kiss-proof’.
A very similar image by René Gruau was published as a colour lithographic poster in 1950.

Artist description:

Born to an Italian nobleman and a French mother in Covignano, near Rimini, Renato Zavagli
Ricciardelli, Conte delle Camminate, enjoyed a life of luxury as a child, living between Rimini, Milan,
Paris and Monte Carlo. He displayed an innate talent as a draughtsman from an early age and,
adopting his mother’s maiden name of Gruau, embarked on a career as an illustrator while still in his
late teens. Settling in Paris in the early 1930’s, he soon found employment providing drawings of the
latest fashions for the newspaper Le Figaro and the fashion magazine Femina. He also recorded the
collections of such Parisian designers as Pierre Balmain, Jacques Fath, Jeanne Lanvin, Jean Patou,
Elsa Schiaparelli, Cristobal Balenciaga and, in particular, Christian Dior, who was a close friend. Gruau
worked closely with the couturier, designing numerous advertisements and posters for the atelier.
Indeed, Gruau may be said to have helped to shape, to a large extent, the public image of the house of
Dior, particularly during the period of the fashion designer’s brief independent career, between 1947
and his death ten years later.
By the end of the Second World War Gruau’s reputation was firmly established, and had spread beyond
France. He lived for several years in America, working for Harper’s Bazaar and Vogue in New York in
the late 1940’s and in California for Flair. Although he had designed costumes and scenery for ballet
companies in Paris, he declined offers to design costumes for Hollywood films. Following the death of
Dior in 1957, Gruau largely abandoned the field of fashion illustration, and began providing designs for
advertisements for such products as Martini, Lindt chocolates and Perrier, as well as theatre posters. In
the 1980’s he returned to fashion illustration, working in Paris for Vogue France, Elle and Madame
Figaro. A retrospective of Gruau’s work was held at the Musée du Costume in Paris in 1989, and at the
city’s new Musée de la Publicité in 1999, while the following year a permanent exhibition of his work
was inaugurated at the Museo della Città in the artist’s birthplace of Rimini.

