
Jean-Baptiste PILLEMENT (Lyon 1728 - Lyon 1808) 

Ornamental Design with Flowers and Ribbons
Black chalk, with stumping.

Signed J. Pillement at the lower left.

173 x 277 mm. (6 7/8 x 10 7/8 in.)
 

This charming, whimsical drawing of stylized flowers is a study for one of eight etchings published in
London in 1760 as Recueil de differentes Fleurs de Fantasie dans le goût chinois, Propres aux

Manufactures d’etoffes de Soie et d’Indienne, inventées et dessinées par Jean Pillement et gravé par
P.C. Canot. 

Pillement created numerous designs of fleurs de fantasie throughout his career, intended as designs for
silk embroidery, textiles or wallpaper. Many of these were reproduced as series of prints, with several

published in London around 1760. As a recent scholar has noted, ‘His flowers could be realistically
drawn or painted with his usual finesse and delicacy, but many, if not most, are the creations of his
irreverent imagination. Some names of the folios are characteristic: Fleurs de Caprice, Fleurs de

Fantaisie, Fleurs de Plumes, Fleurs de Pomponade, Fleurs Persannes, Fleurs Baroque, Fleurs Idéalle,
Fleurs de Goût, Fleurs Singulières, and others. In these multiform creations one can see the full scope
of the artist’s extravagant fancy. The viewer is baffled at first: the flowers seem to be flowers, but they

are not, although they could be...However, most of his quaint flowers are innocently lovely whether single
or gathered in a composition sometimes interwoven with bows of ribbons, and they are never ordinary

or dull.’ 

Another scholar has written that ‘Of all the many men who specialized in the minor arts of decoration
during the eighteenth century, Pillement stands out because of the sheer delight which lies in his

completely nonsensical work. Groups of flowers or seed-pods are arranged in marvellous patterns,
which are the more entrancing because they have no apparent rhyme or reason.’

A comparable design for chinoiserie flowers is among a group of ornamental drawings by Pillement in
the Rothschild collection at Waddesdon Manor, while other, similar studies of flowers are in the Musée

des Arts Décoratifs in Lyon.

 
Provenance:

Private collection, France
Anonymous sale (‘Succession de Monsieur et Madame X’), Paris, Hôtel Drouot [Piasa], 8 December

2006, lot 55.



 
Artist description:

‘An artist with a great deal of merit, gifted with a prodigious talent, this busy man worked in all genres
(except history painting and portraiture) in oil, pastel, chalk, ink, pencil, and always with an ease, a

facility, a remarkable rapidity. His touch is extremely firm, neat, precise. One never sees hesitation or
indecision in his works, all of which are characterized by a great harmony, and by an abundance of

spirit.’ Thus was Jean Pillement described some twenty years after his death, and such assessments of
his abilities have lasted into the present day, with one modern scholar aptly describing the artist as ‘a

versatile painter and an exquisite draughtsman’. 

One of the most influential decorative and ornamental draughtsmen working in Europe in the second
half of the 18th century, Pillement was an equally gifted painter, producing pastoral landscapes,

marines, flowerpieces, animal subjects and chinoiseries. A precocious talent, by the age of fifteen was
working as a designer at the Gobelins tapestry factory in Paris. In 1745, aged seventeen, he left France

to spend three years in Madrid. This was to be the first in a long series of travels throughout Europe
over the next forty years. After a period in Lisbon, where he was offered, and declined, the title of

Painter to the King, Pillement spent the next few years working in London, between 1754 and 1763. His
pastoral scenes, seascapes and picturesque views found an appreciative audience in England, and he
became a popular and re¬spected member of artistic society in London. It was also in England in the

1750’s that some of his ornamental designs were first engraved and published, and where he
established himself as a fashionable decorative painter.

Pillement continued to travel extensively during the 1760’s, receiving several prestigious commissions.
Between 1763 and 1765 he was in Vienna, where he won commissions from the Empress Maria
Theresa and the Prince of Liechtenstein. He was appointed court painter to King Stanislas August

Poniatowski of Poland, for whom he decorated rooms in the Royal Castle and the palace of Ujazdów in
Warsaw between 1765 and 1767. Back in France and appointed peintre de la reine in 1778, Pillement

painted three decorative canvases for Marie Antoinette’s Petit Trianon at Versailles; the only real
instance in his long career of an official French commission. For much of the 1780’s he worked in
Portugal and Spain, and it was during this period that he produced some of his finest landscape

drawings. Returning to France in 1789, he abandoned Paris during the Revolution and spent much of
the decade of the 1790’s working in the small town of Pezénas in the province of Languedoc. The last

years of Pillement’s career found the artist in his native Lyon, where he was employed at the
Manufacture de Soie et des Indiennes and gave lessons in decoration and design. He died in relative

obscurity at the age of eighty, his output having suffered from the decline of the French taste for the
rococo in the aftermath of the Revolution.


