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This drawing depicts a naval shipyard, in which a large cloud of smoke surrounds one of the ships under
construction, possibly linked to woodworking for the vessel’s hull. The ships are depicted with a

documentary precision, and indeed contemporary accounts of Ozanne praised his extensive knowledge
of nautical art. This accuracy extends gracefully even to the reflections of the ships in the water.

 
Artist description:

From a young age, Nicolas Ozanne displayed a remarkable talent for observation and accurate
technical reconstruction of naval vessels. He was apprenticed to a naval engineer in his hometown, the
port city of Brest, and as a result enjoyed a thorough understanding of ships and naval architecture that
was made manifest in his work as a painter and engraver. In 1744 his father died and the sixteen-year-

old Nicolas took it upon himself to guide his brothers and sisters toward the study of fine arts,
particularly in the field of printmaking. The Ozanne family would become a prominent artistic household,
made up of draughtsmen and engravers dedicated to the Navy. The young Ozanne was commissioned

by King Louis XV to record his visit to Le Havre in 1749, and in the succeeding decade he assisted
Claude-Joseph Vernet in his great series of paintings of the ports of France, commissioned by the King

in 1753. In 1751 Ozanne settled in Paris when he was appointed dessinateur de la marine, royal
draughtsman for the Naval Department and tasked with working on views produced during Louis XV’s

great voyage to Le Havre a few years earlier. Between Paris and Versailles, Ozanne also devoted
himself to the nautical instruction of the Dauphin of France and his brothers.

It was in his role as dessinateur de la marine (an honour later shared by his younger brother and pupil
Pierre Ozanne) that Ozanne created, between 1762 and 1765, a famous series of plates depicting the
principal ports of France, probably inspired by his voyages with Vernet, entitled Recueil des vues des

ports de France. Thanks to his travels onboard naval vessels exploring the French and European
coasts, Ozanne’s work combined technical precision with artistic clarity, and bear witness to French
maritime power during the Enlightenment. Influenced by the works of François Boucher and Charles-
Joseph Natoire, as well as of the English engraver resident in Paris John Ingram, Ozanne refined his



manner, particularly with regards to the foregrounds of his compositions, which became richer and more
animated.


