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Tour promoted himself through winking fictions 
and boastful half-truths. Legends tend to grow 
over time, and accounts of La Tour’s life have 
often failed to distinguish fact from fable. Paul 
Besnard and Georges Wildenstein helped clarify 
matters in their 1928 catalogue raisonné on the 
artist, but many ambiguities remained, and much 
of the information in that publication is now out 
of date.2 Subsequent scholarship, especially Rena 
Hoisington’s insightful dissertation on La Tour,3 
has greatly expanded our understanding of the 
artist’s cultural significance but has not attempted 
a complete summation of his life and work.

Part of Jeffares’s achievement, then, is simply 
to provide a far more comprehensive synthesis of 
information about La Tour than any scholar has 
previously attempted. (The 1,900 works in the 
catalogue, which includes both original pieces 
and copies, represent nearly double the total in 
Besnard and Wildenstein.) But what makes the 
project truly distinctive is the degree to which 
Jeffares reveals the thought processes that led him 
to his conclusions. For years, he has shared his 
thinking in real time via his website and associ-
ated blog, where he posts his research on La Tour 
and other eighteenth-century pastelists.4 Many 
of the supplementary essays that accompany the 
La Tour catalogue raisonné began their life as blog 
posts, and Jeffares here preserves their relatively 
informal tone, providing a personal perspective 
on topics such as the ambiguities of archival doc-
uments and the perils of attribution by intuition. 
Jeffares comes to art history after spending much 
of his career in finance, and he expresses himself 
with the refreshing transparency of an outsider 
willing to talk openly about what others might 
say only in private. In the tradition of nine-
teenth-century connoisseurs such as Giovanni 
Morelli, he derives his authority not from his 
formal education or institutional affiliation, but 
from his willingness to show how he puzzles 
through a problem.
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Neil Jeffares, La Tour: Supplementary Essays, 2022, published 

online (http://www.pastellists.com/Misc/LaTour_Supplementary_
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Academic art historians tend to read catalogues 
raisonnés with a mixture of gratitude and indiffer-
ence. An authoritative record of an artist’s oeuvre 
provides a necessary foundation for the more 
interpretative approaches to art history that are 
practiced in most colleges and universities, but the 
publication itself is regarded as tediously docu-
mentary, limited by the supposedly narrowmind-
ed positivism of connoisseurs. And yet, as Carlo 
Ginzburg has argued,1 the detail-oriented work 
of attributing artworks to their makers is part of a 
vital intellectual lineage of conjectural knowledge, 
one that runs from Neolithic hunters tracking the 
pawprints of their quarries to contemporary phy-
sicians interpreting the symptoms of their patients.
At its best, connoisseurship provides a model for 
the interpretation of clues, a way of thinking 
backwards from effects to causes, and it reveals the 
necessarily experimental process of reaching con-
clusions based on incomplete evidence. For recent 
proof, we need look no further than Neil Jeffares’s 
catalogue raisonné and accompanying essays devot-
ed to the eighteenth-century pastelist Maurice-
Quentin de La Tour (1704–1788). 

La Tour presents an especially challenging 
subject for any cataloguer and biographer. Widely 
regarded as the greatest pastelist of the eighteenth 
century, he produced hundreds of portraits that 
spawned thousands of copies and imitations. The 
autograph replicas that he created of his own 
work are often difficult to distinguish from highly 
accomplished versions produced by other hands, 
and he made matters more difficult by never 
signing his pictures. His biography poses other 
quandaries. Ever conscious of his reputation, La 
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Figure 1

MAURICE-

QUENTIN DE LA 

TOUR

Portrait of 
Louis Duval de 
L’Épinoy, 1745

Lisbon, Museu 
Calouste Gulbenkian

Figure 2

JEAN-GABRIEL 

MONTJOYE 

(after MAURICE-

QUENTIN DE LA 

TOUR)

Self-portrait in a 
Jabot

Amiens, Musée de 
Picardie

Throughout his writing, Jeffares devotes par-
ticular attention to the role of visual evidence in 
making attributions. In the case of La Tour, he is 
hesitant to assign too much importance to individ-
ual marks of the pastel crayon. La Tour’s touch was 
varied. He employed neither the extreme flourish-
es of his rival Jean-Baptiste Perronneau (c. 1716–
1783) nor the tightly controlled technique of his 
other major competitor, Jean-Étienne Liotard 
(1702–1789), instead exploring the range of possi-
bilities that existed between these extremes. Jeffares 
therefore observes that it is “easier to identify his 
work on the basis of pose, expression and compo-
sition than on handling as such” (p. 37). The point 
is especially noteworthy given recent scholarship 
that has emphasized how the autographic traces of 
the hand became an increasingly important meth-
od of artistic individuation during the eighteenth 
century.5 La Tour does not fit neatly within this 
narrative. His works are defined less by a specific 
gestural imprint in the material than by an ineffa-
ble suggestion of a social encounter with the sitter. 
Scholars have often highlighted La Tour’s uncanny 
ability to convey the subjective presence of his 
sitters through animated expressions, and Jeffares 
is especially alert to the effect. In a vivid supple-
mentary essay devoted to La Tour’s Portrait of Louis 
Duval de L’Épinoy (1745) in the Museu Calouste 
Gulbenkian, Lisbon (Fig. 1),6 Jeffares describes 
how the expression of the sitter appears to change 
as you draw closer, “from a wry quizzical, almost 
cynical ambiguity, to one of pure pleasure” (p. 75). 
The transformation depends on the slightest hint 
of Duval de L’Épinoy’s two front teeth, which are 
all but invisible in reproduction. Other artists had 
explored similar techniques, but Jeffares rightly 
states that none did so with such subtlety. 

Jeffares’s sensitivity to these visual effects does 
not, however, lead him to place excessive faith in 
the power of his eyes as instruments of authentica-
tion. One revealing example is Jeffares’s discussion 
of the Self-portrait in a Jabot (c. 1750), in the Musée 
de Picardie, Amiens (Fig. 2).7 The work’s prove-
nance can be traced back to the mid-eighteenth 
century, when it belonged to La Tour’s friend 
Louis Mangenot (1694–1768). Scholars have long 
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Figure 3 (left)

MAURICE-

QUENTIN DE LA 

TOUR

Portrait of Madame 
de Pompadour, 
1755 (detail)

Paris, Musée du 
Louvre, Département 
des Arts Graphiques

often conceal a remarkable departure from what 
others saw” (p. 38). Among the most notable exam-
ples is La Tour’s Portrait of Madame de Pompadour 
(Louvre, Paris; Fig. 3),10 which gives the marquise 
a much straighter nose and broader forehead than 
we find in other portraits of her from the time (cf. 
Figs. 4–5).11 Jeffares observes that such inconsisten-
cies exist even within La Tour’s own depictions of 
the same person, and a trait as simple as eye color 
sometimes changes from work to work. These 
discrepancies matter to the documentary project 
of identifying sitters in a catalogue raisonné, but they 
also provide insight into the ontology of portraiture 
more generally. They point to what Henri Zerner 
has described as the “resemblance effect”—the 
power of a portrait to convince the viewer of its 
accuracy simply by playing with aesthetic conven-
tions.12 If we tend to see La Tour’s portraits as true 
to their models, it is because their faint smiles and 
knowing glances convey a far greater sense of inti-
macy than we find in other portraits from the era. 
Believability always depends on style.

By emphasizing some of the theoretical impli-
cations of Jeffares’s observations, I may be saying 
more than he himself would wish to state. Jeffares 
makes clear that he has little patience for what he 
regards as the speculative and theoretical proclivi-
ties of academic art historians. His catalogue raisonné 
and accompanying essays contain several asides 

Figure 4 (middle)

FRANÇOIS 

BOUCHER

Portrait of Madame 
de Pompadour, 
1756 (detail)

Munich, Alte 
Pinakothek

assumed it to be an “essential work” by La Tour, 
indicating that it was among his submissions to 
the 1750 Salon.8 The picture’s appearance gave 
little cause for doubt; one distinguished scholar 
described it as a “magisterial work of psychology 
and technical mastery.”9 And yet, as Jeffares points 
out, a previously overlooked footnote in the 
Mercure de France in 1755 suggests that the pastel 
from Mangenot’s collection was a copy produced 
by La Tour’s largely unknown student Jean-Gabriel 
Montjoye (1725–1800). Jeffares devotes one of 
his supplementary essays to the significance of 
this discovery, acknowledging that he himself did 
not seriously question the attribution of the work 
to La Tour until coming across the footnote (pp. 
86–95). By narrating the evolution of his thinking, 
Jeffares allows himself to reflect on a reality that 
most authors of a catalogue raisonné would prefer 
not to discuss: an undistinguished artist can create 
a highly convincing copy of a great work.

Jeffares is also cautious about the use of visual 
evidence in assigning names to La Tour’s sitters. One 
of the most compelling sections in the introduction 
to the catalogue raisonné is devoted to the subject of 
“resemblance.” French critics frequently used the 
word “ressemblance” when praising La Tour’s work, 
but Jeffares warns us against assuming that the por-
traits are faithful representations of their subjects: 
“La Tour’s ability to offer a persuasive icon can 

Figure 5 (right)

CHARLES ANDRÉ 

VAN LOO

Portrait of Madame 
de Pompadour,  
c. 1760 (detail)

Versailles, Musée 
National du 
Château de 
Versailles et du 
Trianon
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about art being “over-analysed from fashionable 
academic slants” (see, for example, p. 15 of the 
catalogue raisonné or p. 107 of the supplementary 
essays). Art history professors (myself included) 
undoubtedly exhibit some of these tendencies, but 
Jeffares’s barbs are unfortunate because they hinder 
the potential for a more symbiotic relationship 
between academics and connoisseurs, each work-
ing with complementary goals. Jeffares presents 
a trove of information that calls out for further 
analysis from cultural and social perspectives. He 
at times ventures into this process of interpre-
tation himself, such as when he remarks that La 
Tour’s self-portraits and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 
Confessions emerged from the same cultural climate 
of psychological introspection (catalogue raisonné, 
p. 28). In these moments, Jeffares reveals that he 
has something in common with the scholars he 
somewhat dismissively describes as being “focused 
on embedding La Tour into academic theses about 
the Enlightenment, the role of artists and the social 
structure implied by portraiture” (ibid., p. 16). The 
occasionally scornful edge to Jeffares’s commen-
tary represents a hazard of his decision to blur the 
boundaries between personal website and schol-
arly publication. If Jeffares had elected to publish 
his writings through an academic press, an editor 
would likely have trimmed the impolitic remarks. 
But the deletions would also have spoiled much 
of the writing’s charm, imposing formality on a 
text that delights in suggesting something of the 
personality of its author. Like La Tour’s portraits, 
Jeffares’s work invites us into a sphere of intimacy 
where we are sometimes forced to wonder wheth-
er we are being greeted with a generous smile or 
a condescending smirk. The discomfort is a small 
price to pay for the pleasure of seeing an active 
mind at work.

Oliver Wunsch is an assistant professor of art history  
in the Art, Art History, and Film Department at 
Boston College.

notes

1.	 See Carlo Ginzburg, “Morelli, Freud, and Sherlock 
Holmes: Clues and Scientific Method,” History Workshop, 
9, 1980, pp. 5–36.

2.	 See Paul Albert Besnard and Georges Wildenstein, La Tour: 
La Vie et l’oeuvre de l’artiste, Paris, 1928.

3.	 See Rena Hoisington, “Maurice-Quentin de la Tour and 
the Triumph of Pastel Painting in Eighteenth-century 
France,” PhD diss., New York University, Institute of Fine 
Arts, 2006.

4.	 See http://www.pastellists.com; and https://neiljeffares. 
wordpress.com.

5.	 See Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, The Painter’s Touch: Boucher, 
Chardin, Fragonard, Princeton, 2018; and Charlotte 
Guichard, La Griffe du peintre, Paris, 2018.

6.	 Inv. no. 2380. Pastel; 1200 x 930 mm; see https://
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