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Versailles was an important place for the devel-
opment of drawing in France, particularly during 
the Ancien Régime before 1789. The Bourbon 
rulers were amateur draftsmen and were the driv-
ing force behind a series of artistic projects that 
followed at a frenetic pace, one after another. 
The artistic flowering at the château of Versailles 
is inseparable from that of the development of 
the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture 
(founded in 1648), which provided a veritable 
breeding ground for artists, who were linked by 
their commitment to drawing, the institution’s 
leading discipline at the time. The collapse of 
the monarchy during the French Revolution 
(1789–99) understandably disrupted the life at the 
château: Versailles was abandoned in 1789, with 
the palace seized the following year; it was then 
transformed into a museum in 1796. It operated 
as such for a period, but was again abandoned, 
this time by Emperor Napoleon (reg. 1805–14). 
Under the impetus of King Louis-Philippe I (reg. 
1830–48), the château opened its historic galleries 
in 1837. During the nineteenth century and until 
1954, Versailles remained a center of heritage 
conservation activities enthusiastically carried out 
by curator Pierre de Nolhac (1859–1936), who 
was in charge from 1892. The curators who 
succeeded him after 1920, when he transfered 
to the Musée Jacquemart-André, contributed to 
the development of the château, which has since 
become one of France’s leading museums and pat-
rimony sites. Its cabinet of graphic arts reflects the 
rich and complex history of Versailles, a tradition 
evident in the catalogue to the exhibition held last 
summer and autumn, Dessins pour Versailles: Vingt 
ans d’acquisitions (1 June–7 November 2021). 

This ambitious undertaking––led by curator 
Elisabeth Maisonnier––analyzed the collection of 
drawings at Versailles in the context of the acqui-
sitions policy pursued over the first two decades 

of this century (2000–2020). The year 2000 was 
fundamental, for that was when a curator was 
appointed for the first time with responsibility for 
the graphic arts, even though the print room had 
been established in 1930. Of the 30,000 works on 
paper, about 1,600 are drawings. Xavier Salmon 
(who had been in charge of the institution’s eigh-
teenth-century paintings since 1993) served as 
the cabinet’s first curator (2000–2008). He was 
succeeded by Nicolas Milovanovic and Juliette 
Trey between 2008 and 2012. Alongside their 
duties as painting curators at the château, the 
former was responsible for drawings, the latter for 
pastels. Appointed in 2013, Elisabeth Maisonnier 
is the first curator with exclusive responsibility 
for all of the institution’s graphic arts. She is able 
to fall back on a handful of previous exhibitions 
devoted to the institution’s holdings, including 
one that she herself organized.1 Among them 
was the catalogue Trésors cachés by Xavier Salmon 
(2001), which offered many new insights, even 
though it included few unpublished works (often 
on deposit from the Musée du Louvre) and almost 
no recent acquisitions. As Perrin Stein noted,2 the 
catalogue’s special contribution was his research 
on François Lemoyne, the subject of a separate 
book by Salmon published the same year.3

The catalogue under review here, Dessins 
pour Versailles: Vingt ans d’acquisitions, differs from 
Salmon’s various publications: rather than being 
a selective representation of works preserved 
in the stores, it is a detailed and comprehen-
sive catalogue of 103 drawings and albums that 
entered the château’s collections over the last two 
decades. This somewhat reflective, retrospective 
approach to the period was evident in the exhi-
bition’s introductory wall text, but is curiously 
passed over in silence in the catalogue. In fact, the 
book lacks an essay that illuminates either the his-
toric collection or the recent acquisition policy. 
It was Laurent Salomé, the institution’s director, 
who tackled the subject in his brief introduction. 
He rightly emphasized the extent to which their 
holdings illustrate the complex history of the 

Dessins pour Versailles: Vingt ans d’acquisitions
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château, and he described the different policies 
pursued during its transformation into a museum. 
However, he states without qualification (p. 15) 
that “the personality of the collection was thus 
strongly established” (“la personnalité de la collection 
s’est donc fortement affirmée”) at the beginning of 
the twenty-first century. A more nuanced view 
comes across from the drawings themselves. It is 
clear that the iconographical value of potential 
acquisitions took precedence over formal or artis-
tic qualities, with priority given to drawings high-
lighting the role of Versailles as a royal residence, 
and, to a lesser extent, those linked to historical 
events of the monarchy, as well as to the transfor-
mations of the estate over the last two centuries.4 

Ten authors from different curatorial depart-
ments at Versailles, joined by conservator Cécile 

Gombaud, were responsible for writing twen-
ty-seven entries in the catalogue; the rest were 
signed by Elisabeth Maisonnier. The catalogue’s 
organization mirrors the installation of the exhi-
bition on display in the apartments of Mme de 
Maintenon. Adhering to an internal chronolog-
ical order, four themes are developed: portraits, 
court life, preparatory drawings, and views of 
Versailles and Trianon. These recall the categories 
established by Salmon in 2001—“iconography of 
the château and the estate,” “museum of French 
history,” and “portrait galleries”—while reveal-
ing a desire to showcase two parallel facets of 
Versailles: people and places. Thus the sections 
devoted to the public and private lives of all the 
château’s inhabitants preceded those dedicated to 
building projects inside and outside the property. 
The scholarly value of the catalogue lies in the 
summarizing of knowledge and the development 
of hypotheses in the content-rich entries, sup-
ported by comprehensive bibliographies—all of 
this achieved despite library closures and other 
constraints due to the pandemic.5 A particular 
strength is the generous number of comparative 
illustrations. 

The catalogue brings together drawings by 
artists associated with Louis XIV, notably Charles 
Le Brun, with a pastel portrait of Charles Perrault 
(No. 6; Fig. 1);6 Louis II de Boullogne, with 
painted allegorical projects (Nos. 39–40); Jules 
Hardouin-Mansart, through elevations attributed 
to his architectural firm (Nos. 66–67); and Robert 
de Cotte, with a collection of plans for the gardens 
of Marly and Saint-Germain executed by his firm 
(No. 70). Although the Regency period (1714–
23) is absent from the catalogue, the reign of 
Louis XV (reg. 1715–74) is well represented, nota-
bly by preparatory drawings for the château deco-
rations by François Lemoyne and Charles Natoire 
(Nos. 43–47), portraits and scenes highlighting 
the life of the Dauphin (Nos. 10–11, 15, 17, 23, 
25, 29–30, and 50–51), and plans of theaters in 
Europe and Versailles (No. 74). The drawings 
made during the reign of Louis XVI (reg. 1774–
92) emphasize the importance of entertainment 
and the development of a new sense of nature, as 

Figure 1

CHARLES LE 

BRUN

Portrait of Charles 
Perrault (1628–
1703), 1665  
(No. 6)

Versailles, Musée 
National des  
Châteaux de  
Versailles et de 
Trianon
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seen in Hubert Robert’s plans for the surrounding 
gardens (Nos. 84–85) and Richard Mique’s work 
at Trianon (No. 83). After the Revolution, the 
number of drawings is more limited. Among them 
are the portrait of the Prince de Poix executed c. 
1800 (No. 24); the only drawing of a textile by 
the famous Jean-François Bony for the bedroom 
of Empress Marie-Louise in 1811 (No. 55; Fig. 
2);7 the only drawing relating to furniture, a ricordo 
of a pedestal tabletop executed by Michaël Köck c. 
1819 (No. 56); preparatory sketches for paintings 
by Prosper Lafaye and Horace Vernet adorning 
Louis-Philippe’s historical galleries (Nos. 57–58); 
a scene of political life during the Third Republic 
(No. 98); twenty-seven views of the exterior of 
the château in various techniques, including a 
watercolor by Jobst Riegel from 1876 (No. 99), a 
gouache by Charles Jouas from c. 1910 (No. 100), 
a pastel by Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer from 1923 (No. 
103), and a charcoal by Georges Paul Leroux from 
c. 1925 (No. 102; Fig. 3).8 

The catalogue includes some remarkable draw-
ings, such as the Head Study for “L’Amour de la 
Vertu” (No. 46; Fig. 4)9––used for the catalogue 
cover––which demonstrates François Lemoyne’s 

Figure 2

JEAN-FRANÇOIS 

BONY

Design for 

Embroidered Satin 

for the Bed Chamber 

of Empress Marie-

Louise, 1811 (No. 55)

Versailles, Musée 

National des  

Châteaux de  

Versailles et de Trianon

Figure 3

GEORGES PAUL 

LEROUX

View of the 

Quinconce du Midi 

Bosquet in the 

Gardens of Versailles 

(No. 102)

Versailles, Musée 

National des  

Châteaux de  

Versailles et de Trianon
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culations, the first of which is the annual rate of 
acquisitions. Between 2000 and 2013, there was 
an average of three acquisitions per year,11 increas-
ing to eight from 2014. An especially exceptional 
year was 2008, with thirteen architectural and 
garden projects acquired at the Lefuel sale (Nos. 
64, 69, 82, and 84–94).12 Over the past twenty 
years, the holdings of the graphic arts cabinet have 
been expanded through eighty-three purchases, 
nineteen donations,13 and one gift in lieu of tax 
(No. 17). Purchases, with the help of private indi-
viduals and the Société des Amis de Versailles, and 
sometimes with the assistance of the Fondation 
du Patrimoine, were modest until 2013. Finally, 
between 2014 and 2020, forty-five drawings 
were acquired at auction, taking advantage of the 
French State’s right of pre-emption.

The relevance of the acquisition choices is 
self-evident. Worth mentioning are the rare royal 
portraits in pastel by Wallerant Vaillant (Nos. 

Figure 4
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LEMOYNE

Head Study for 
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(No. 46)
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Figure 5

SYLVAIN 

BONNET

Louis XIV Instructing 

the Dauphin (No. 11)

Versailles, Musée 

National des  

Châteaux de  

Versailles et de Trianon

virtuosity and the importance of color in the 
drawing, from in its formerly blue paper support 
to its combination of colored chalks and pastels. 
There are rarities such as a miniature on vellum 
by Sylvain Bonnet from c. 1670 (No. 11; Fig. 5),10 
illustrating the education of the Dauphin and still 
in its imposing original frame; a large study for an 
archway of the king’s grand apartment by Claude 
II Audran (No. 38); calligraphic royal portraits 
(Nos. 14 and 20–22); and twenty-three drawings 
(No. 60) reproduced using a diagraph, an inven-
tion developed by the engineer Charles Gavard to 
facilitate the transfer of designs for the engraved 
illustrations in the Galeries historiques de Versailles, 
published between 1837 and 1843.

Maisonnier has certainly given new impetus 
to the growth of the collection at Versailles. To 
support this contention, I have made a few cal-
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1–5, e.g., Fig. 6),14 the numerous anonymous 
projects, and the important collaborative work 
of architectural studios and firms. The same is 
true for individual works by amateurs, such as the 
view by the Comte de Paroy of Marie-Thérèse 
of France Drawing the Temple Tower (No. 37) 
and the album of Anglo-Chinese garden projects 
at Trianon by the Comte de Caraman (No. 82). 
Acquisitions of collections are noteworthy, such 
as the unique album of twenty-six views and plans 
of the palace and gardens of Versailles by Franz 
Anton Danreiter and the most complete album of 
views of Trianon by Claude Louis Châtelet,15 both 
of which were included in the exhibition Visiteurs 
de Versailles in 2017 (Nos. 71 and 83). 

A few weaknesses, however, do emerge, such 
as the domination of male artists and the complete 
absence of works by women during the Ancien 
Régime, and the lack of representative works by 
any artist from the Regency period, which was 
nevertheless a phase when drawing flourished 
as an art form, embodied by the “celebrated 
Watteau.” In general, it seems that the museum 
continues to fill gaps in a collection that––owing 

to its history––is unfortunately quite unbalanced. 
By analyzing the nature of the 103 drawings 
and albums in the show, we can gauge the ten-
sion between works related to historical events 
as advocated by Louis-Philippe and those that 
reflect Nolhac’s commitment to drawing related 
to three-dimensional design. If one were to move 
away from both these strict criteria, it would cer-
tainly make it easier to rectify the main gap in the 
collection: namely, the absence of virtuoso draw-
ings of consistently high quality.

Compared to the holdings of the Louvre or the 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, with equally 
strong historical aspects to their developments as 
museums, the collection of drawings at Versailles 
is modest. The château cannot compete with the 
institutions that currently preserve thousands of 
drawings once housed there. Indeed, the 7,500 
drawings that once belonged to the collection of 
the Secretary of State for the King’s Household 
(Secrétariat d’Etat de la Maison du Roi) are now 
in the Archives Nationales. Another example is 
the Robert de Cotte topographical collection, 
preserved in the print and photography depart-
ment of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France; 
this contains c. 1,000 drawings directly related to 
the architecture of Versailles. The same is true 
of the collections of drawings assembled before 
1790 by four superintendents of the Swedish 
court (Nicodemus Tessin, his son Carl Gustav, 
Carl Hårleman, and Carl Johan Cronstedt) now 
at the Nationalmuseum and the Royal Library in 
Stockholm, which are of capital importance for 
the history of Versailles.16 Finally, the iconographic 
wealth of the hundreds of drawings housed in the 
institution’s library and in the Musée Lambinet at 
Versailles should be emphasized. 

With this in mind, and in order to revitalize 
the acquisition policy for drawings, one might 
consider breaking away from the strict tradition of 
collecting only those works related to the people 
who lived at Versailles, the objects that decorated 
it, or the actual sites. Instead, the selection criteria 
might be expanded to include master drawings 
that could reveal the role played by Versailles as 
a center for the development of the discipline of 

Figure 6
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XIV (No. 1)

Versailles, Musée 
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Châteaux de  
Versailles et de 
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pandemic hampered research into some aspects of unpub-
lished drawings.

6. Inv. no. V2018.10. Pastel; 558 x 425 mm; see https://
www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/19-556891-2C6NU0A 
H0AB9V.html. Image: © Château de Versailles, Dist. 
RMN-Grand Palais/Christophe Fouin. 

7. Inv. no. V2018.17. Watercolor, over graphite; 467 x 
340 mm; see https://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/21- 
513619-2C6NU0ADQHA89.html. Image: © Châ-
teau de Versailles, Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/Christophe 
Fouin.

8. Inv. no. V2019.54. Charcoal; 192 x 376 mm; see https://
www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/20-502142-2C6NU0AIXL 
JQ5.html. Image: © Château de Versailles, Dist. RMN-
Grand Palais/Christophe Fouin.

9. Inv. no. V2020.16. White, black, and red chalks, and pas-
tels; 250 x 200 mm; see https://www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/ 
20-575995-2C6NU0ADI75PI.html. Image: © RMN-
Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Christophe Fouin.

10. Inv. no. V2017.7. Pen and ink and opaque watercolor 
on vellum; 90 x 51 mm; see https://www.photo.rmn.fr/
archive/21-541672-2C6NU0A545454.html. Image: ©  
RMN-Grand Palais (Château de Versailles)/Christophe 
Fouin.

11. The average number of purchases between 1988 and 
1998 was also three per year. According to Xavier Salm-
on’s 1999 catalogue, there were thirty purchases and two 
donations, totaling sixty drawings.

12. Sale [Olivier Lefuel collection], Paris, Hôtel Drouot 
(Millon & Associés), 26 June 2008.

13. The number of donations turns out to be minimal, three 
in 2000, two in 2019, and only one each for the years 
2001, 2003, 2006, 2015 to 2018, and 2020.

14. Inv. no. V2014.56.1. Pastel; 570 x 430 mm; see https://
www.photo.rmn.fr/archive/15-513256-2C6NU0AOD4M 
VR.html. Image: © Château de Versailles, Dist. RMN-
Grand Palais/Christophe Fouin.

15. Four related views and a plan, formerly belonging to Gus-
tav III (reg. 1771–92), are in the Royal Library (Kungliga 
biblioteket) of Sweden (inv. no. KoB H. vol. 35).

16. Several were included in Guy Walton, ed., Versailles à 
Stockholm: Dessins du Nationalmuseum, peintures, meubles et 
arts décoratifs des collections suédoises et danoises, exh. cat., 
Paris, Institut Culturel Suédois, 1985.

17. The château has a rich library, an ambitious research 
center, and extensive files for each department––im-
portant research resources, which deserve to be better 
known to curators and academics.

drawing in France, in the same way that Rome 
did for early modern European artists.17 One 
might also consider drawings linked to engineer-
ing, crafts (e.g., jewelry and textiles), and science 
(esp. botany and zoology), all of which are distin-
guished by their use of paper and the development 
of artistic practices. Finally, new thematic groups 
could be introduced that encourage the renewed 
assemblage of monographic oeuvres, for example 
by focusing on women or foreign artists who 
participated in court life at Versailles. While con-
tinuing the quest for original and rare works, the 
collection could be enriched more regularly with 
sheets of high artistic quality, following the exam-
ple set by the pastel by Lemoyne. This augurs well 
for the future growth of the château’s holdings of 
drawings.

Sarah Catala, formerly the Getty Paper Project Fellow 
at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris (2019–21), is 
now Chercheur associée at the LAHRHA (laboratoire 
de recherche historique Rhône-Alpes) UMR 5190 
CNRS.

 notes

1. See Xavier Salmon, Château de Versailles: Nouvelles acqui-
sitions du Cabinet des dessins, 1988–1998 (1999); idem, 
Trésors cachés: Chefs-d’œuvre du cabinet d’arts graphiques 
du château de Versailles (2001); Nicolas Milovanovic, 
Les Grands Décors peints de Louis XIV: Esquisses et dessins 
(2002); and Elisabeth Maisonnier, Versailles: Architectures 
rêvées, 1660–1815 (2019).

2. See Perrin Stein, “Review: Trésors cachés. Chefs-d’oeuvre du 
Cabinet d’Arts Graphiques du Château de Versailles,” Master 
Drawings, 41, no. 1, 2003, pp. 69–73.

3. See Xavier Salmon, François Lemoyne à Versailles, exh. cat., 
Versailles, Château de Versailles, 2001.

4. See, for instance, the criteria put forward by Xavier Salm-
on in his 1999 publication.

5. Of particular usefulness to scholars are the high-quality 
issues of the annual scholarly journal of the Société des 
Amis de Versailles, Versalia (founded in 1988), which are 
available free online (https://www.persee.fr/collection/versa). 
By the same token, unfortunately, conditions during the 
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