
Jean-Antoine WATTEAU (Valenciennes 1684 - Nogent-sur-Marne 1721) 

A Young Man Looking Down
Black chalk, graphite and red chalk, heightened with touches of white chalk.

A strip of paper added at the top edge of the sheet.

Laid down. 

185 x 125 mm. (7 1/4 x 4 5/8 in.)
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This half-length trois crayons study of a young man looking down has been dated by Pierre Rosenberg
and Louis-Antoine Prat to around 1715. In their 1996 catalogue raisonné of Watteau’s drawings,

Rosenberg and Prat noted of the present sheet that ‘The drawing belongs to the series of copies after
Venetian works (Bassano or Veronese?), and is datable to around 1715, but despite our

researches...we have not found the precise source.’ Throughout his career, Watteau made drawn
copies of motifs from the work of earlier artists, notably those of the great Flemish master Peter Paul

Rubens and the Venetian painters of the 16th century.

In a letter of 1946, Karl Parker noted that he first saw the present sheet some fifteen years earlier, and



describes the drawing as ‘manifestly genuine and extremely fine.’ As the same scholar has written
elsewhere, ‘It has often been stated, by Goncourt, among others, that portrait drawings by Watteau are
exceptional. In point of fact just the opposite is the case; almost all his studies of heads are in a general

sense portraits, the natural result of drawing constantly from the living model, and of seizing with
supreme facility its distinctive characteristics.’

The pose of the figure in the present sheet is very similar, albeit in reverse, to that of one of the pair of
lovers in Watteau’s late painting La Surprise of c.1718-1719, long thought to be lost and known only

from an engraving by Benoit II Audran until its reappearance at auction in London in 2008; the painting
was acquired by the J. Paul Getty Museum in Los Angeles in 20178. Two preparatory drawings by

Watteau related to La Surprise are known; a study in red and black chalk in the Louvre for the seated
figure of Mezzetin playing his guitar and a red chalk drawing for the amorous couple, in the collection of
the Musée des Arts Décoratifs in Paris. The latter sheet is in turn derived from two peasant figures in

Rubens’ large painting The Village Wedding (La Kermesse), today in the Louvre, which Watteau
studied when it was in the French Royal Collection.

This drawing was formerly in the collection of Baron Paul Bernhard Hatvany (1899-1977). Born and
raised in Hungary, Hatvany left the country as an emigré and settled with his family in England shortly
before the Second World War. He assembled an important collection of Old Master paintings and

drawings, kept at his home in Cadogan Place in London, that was dispersed at auction three years
after his death.
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Artist description:

Born in the northern French city of Valenciennes, Jean-Antoine Watteau arrived in Paris around 1702,
and there studied with Claude Gillot and, later, Claude III Audran. Gillot’s particular influence is seen in

some of Watteau’s earliest works, which depicted scenes from the commedia dell’arte; a popular
feature of street life in Paris. In 1709, at the age of twenty-five, he won a second prize in the Prix de
Rome competition at the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture. Perhaps disappointed with

losing the chance to study in Italy, Watteau returned to his native Valenciennes for a year. After his return
to Paris, accompanied by his pupil Jean-Baptiste Pater, he was provisionally received (agrée) into the

Académie in 1712, and was invited to submit a painting as his reception piece. This morceau de
réception, however, was not presented to the Academy for another five years, with the result that

Watteau was only admitted (reçu) as a full Academician in 1717, with his painting The Pilgrimage to the



Island of Cythera. He was, in fact, admitted as a painter of fêtes galantes; a genre created by the
Académie especially for him. By this time Watteau was already quite successful, and counted among

his patrons and supporters Pierre Crozat, whose superb collection of Old Master drawings he was able
to study at length, as well as Count Carl Gustaf Tessin and the Duc d’Arenberg. In 1719 he spent a year
in England, where he painted two works for the physician and collector Richard Mead, and on his return
to France in 1720 lived for some time with his friend, the art dealer Edmé-François Gersaint. Already in

poor health after his return from London, he died the following year.


