Hubert ROBERT (Paris 1733 - Paris 1808)
A Kitchen in a Vaulted Hall
Red chalk.
Laid down on a late 19th century French mount.
Inscribed H. Robert. and numbered -5 at the lower left of the old mount, along with other inscriptions cut
off at the bottom edge of the mount.
Further inscribed (by Deglatigny) Ce dessin paraît avoir été fait vers 1758 dans la salle des gardes,
aujourdhui le grande guichet de la Conciergerie. Vente Roblin 26 fevrier 1900. on the reverse of the old
mount.
335 x 460 mm. (13 1/4 x 18 1/8 in.)
Datable to the late 1760s, this very large and highly finished red chalk drawing is likely to have been
done as an independent work of art for sale. As has been noted of the artist, ‘A surprisingly large
portion of Robert’s drawing production involved the execution of complete compositions that he
considered to be finished works in themselves.’ The drawing depicts the so-called Cuisines de SaintLouis, the kitchens in the medieval Palais de la Cité, situated on the Ile de la Cité in Paris. (The
residence of the French kings from the 6th to the 14th centuries, the building now houses the
Conciergerie, the Palais de Justice and the Sainte-Chapelle.) Built in 1353 by King John II of France,
known as John the Good, the kitchen pavilion originally consisted of two floors, with the king’s kitchen on
the first floor and the servant’s kitchen on the ground floor, with four huge corner fireplaces and a vault
supported by several low columns. After Charles V moved the royal court to the Palais du Louvre across
the river in the middle of the 14th century, these rooms were eventually converted into a state prison, the
Conciergerie.

A counterproof of this drawing is today in the Bibliothèque Municipale in Besançon, part of a group of
nearly two hundred counterproofs by Robert divided between the collections of the Bibliothèque
Municipale and the Musée des Beaux-Arts et d’Archaéologie in Besançon. Robert often made
counterproofs of his drawings in both red and black chalk; this was an essential task, since by making a
counterproof, any excess chalk dust – which otherwise might easily smear - would be removed from the
original drawing. Counterproofs also served the artist as records of successful compositions. At times
Robert would sell the counterproof and keep the original drawing for himself, while at other times he
would extensively rework the counterproof with chalk, ink or watercolour to create a finished, reversed
version of the original composition. Furthermore, as Grasselli has noted of the artist, ‘Upon occasion,

he made replicas of his sanguines, usually with some variations; presumably these copies had been
requested by patrons or were easily saleable.’ Indeed, a close copy or variant of the present
composition, drawn in red chalk and of similar dimensions, appeared at auction in Paris in 1929.

The Rouen merchant and archaeologist Louis Deglatigny (1854-1936) assembled an extensive
collection of paintings, drawings, books and prints, including a significant number of drawings by Hubert
Robert. Although much of Deglatigny’s collection was dispersed over five auctions in Paris in 1937, the
year after his death, the present sheet remained with his descendants until 2019.

Literature:
Sarah Catala et al, Les Hubert Robert de Besançon, exhibition catalogue, Besançon, 2013-2014,
p.150, under no.122.

Artist description:
A student of the sculptor Michel-Ange Slodtz, Hubert Robert travelled to Rome in 1754 in the retinue of
the new French ambassador to the Vatican, the future Duc de Choiseul. It was probably through the
influence of Choiseul that, although he was not officially a pensionnaire at the Académie de France in
Rome, the young Robert was able to study there for several years. Succinctly described by the director
of the Académie de France, Charles-Joseph Natoire, as a young man ‘who has a penchant for painting
architecture’ (‘qui a du goût pour peindre l’architecture’), Robert spent a total of eleven years in Italy,
mostly in Rome. He fell under the particular influence of Giovanni Paolo Panini, the leading Italian
painter of architectural views and capricci, who taught perspective at the Académie de France.
Robert’s earliest paintings and drawings, both in composition and technique, are greatly indebted to the
example of Panini. At the Académie de France Robert met and befriended Jean-Honoré Fragonard,
and with him made sketching tours of the countryside around Rome.
Robert returned to Paris in 1765, and the following year was admitted into the Académie Royale as a
‘peintre des ruines’, rather unusually being both reçu and agrée in the same year. He made his debut at
the Salon in 1767, exhibiting picturesque landscapes and capricci, and soon had developed such a
reputation for paintings of real and imagined Roman views, often incorporating ancient ruins, that he
was given the sobriquet ‘Robert des Ruines’. A versatile artist, Robert often repeated and developed
favourite views or compositions in several different formats, including chalk drawings, finished
watercolours, small cabinet pictures and large-scale wall paintings. Appointed dessinateur des jardins
du roi in 1778, Robert was also able to incorporate his artistic ideas into his landscape designs for
gardens at Versailles and elsewhere. Despite being imprisoned during the Revolution, he remained a
significant figure in the artistic scene in Paris until the end of the century.

