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Jean-Charles Delafosse (1734-1789)

Jean-Charles Delafosse, Masquerade ball (detail), second half of the 18th century, New
York, Cooper Hewitt Museum (inv. 18171863)

A prolific ornamentalist of remarkable originality, Jean-Charles Delafosse

(1734-1789) was an important artistic figure at the end of the 18th century, a

true herald of neoclassicism. As a draughtsman, professor at the Académie

de Saint-Luc, and also an architect, he offered an enlightened reflection on

architecture and the arts, as a true intellectual of the Age of Enlightenment.

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse (after), Pair of mounted vases, circa 1760-1775, New York,
Metropolitan Museum of art (inv. 1976.240.5)

The son of a Parisian wine merchant, Jean-Charles Delafosse entered

the Académie de Saint-Luc in 1747 after a literary education. At the time,

there was a great deal of excitement in the Parisian art academies. A new

style was being developed, one that moved away from the Louis XV rocaille

style and focused on the purity of the ornament. The publication in 1743 of

Piranesi's Prima parte d'architetture e prospettive in Rome set in motion the

conception of a new style, to which the students of the Académie de France in

Rome responded. Their innovative engravings arrived in Paris in the early

1750s and the young Delafosse was inspired by them. He took an important

part in the debates of the time, fuelled by Count of Caylus and supported by

the Marquis de Marigny and the travel to Italy he made in 1749 with the Abbé

Leblanc, Charles-Nicolas Cochin and Jacques-Germain Soufflot. In the

creative turmoil that reigned in Paris at the time, Delafosse stood out and

produced a work of great originality.

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse, Iconologie,

IIIrd volume of the Œuvre of Jean-Charles

Delafosse, Paris, at Jacques François Chereau,

1740-1775, FOL RES 107

Jean-Charles Delafosse (after), Pair of
gilt wood wall-lights, circa 1770,

Galerie Léage

Jean-Charles Delafosse was very successful as an ornamentalist. With great

inventiveness, he produced a multitude of ornamental models, multiplying

books of trophies, vases, cartouches, fountains, tombs, clocks, girandoles or

candlesticks. At the time of stylistic revolution, the demand for new motifs

was growing, and Delafosse knew how to respond with brio, providing his

contemporaries, whether bronzemakers, sculptors or architects, with an

inexhaustible source of inspiration. Moving away from the "Greek style" of

the middle of the century, he endeavored to qualify his work as "antique

style", following the research of Piranesi. Instead of the almost automatic

repetition of the Greek ornaments of the first taste, he preferred the

cultivated and sought-after reinterpretation of the ornaments of classical

antiquity. He also mocked his contemporaries who were followers of Greek

taste in acerbic caricatures.

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse, "à la grecque" engravers, second half of the 18th century, New
York, Metropolitan Museum (inv. 60.576.5(5))

Delafosse had a lively style, with fine lines and powerful volumes, which

dexterously serve his overflowing inventiveness. His style and originality

seduced many collectors who were keen on drawings and prints. The latter

were then considered as "emanations of the artist's creative process", a

precious commodity that comes close to the very essence of art, and all the

more so for an artist as creative and original as Delafosse. He was thus

surrounded by a circle of collectors who mainly bought his architectural

drawings, but also the various scenes he produced, pastorals, balls or

caprices of ruins. 

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse, Landscape with ruins, second half of the 18th century, Paris, Musée
des arts décoratifs (inv. 21599 B)

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse was a drawing teacher and ornamentalist, as well as

an architect and decorator. In addition to the numerous architectural

projects he designed, which were rarely intended to be realized, he built

several buildings in and around Paris. He thus modified a folly in Pantin, and

gave new decorations to a house in rue Sainte-Apolline. Above all, he built

two private mansions in the rue du Faubourg Poissonnière. Still in existence

today, their facades have been modified since then, and only a few photos

remain of the interior decor, also designed by Delafosse in a simple and

refined style.

 

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse, Hôtel Goix, Interior decor of a boudoir, photograph, M. A et P. (inv.
78POO687 et 78POO686)

Jean-Charles Delafosse was also an astonishing man, an artist and a

researcher, sensitive to the intellectual questions that were shaking his

time. He was first interested, with Viel de Saint-Maux, in works on the

origins of architecture. Above all, he was interested in hieroglyphics and the

representation of concepts by figures and motifs. He linked this

preoccupation to his talent as an ornamentalist in his Nouvelle iconologie

historique, published in 1768. In this work, he assembled about a hundred

plates, accompanied by explanatory texts, with the ambition of representing

the world in hieroglyphs, symbolic images that carry a message. His

ambition went further than a simple collection of ornaments, he said that "in

this work, I present to the imagination all that has happened most

memorably since the Creation of the World until now, following the

principal Epochs of History, both sacred and profane".

 

Jean-Charles Delafosse, Nouvelle iconologie historique, "Poems", plate 63,
1768, Bibliothèque nationale de France, département Estampes et photographie,

(inv. FOL-TD-3)

Artist and intellectual, Jean-Charles Delafosse was a major figure in the

Parisian artistic milieu in the second half of the 18th century. His very rich

production and his great creative inventiveness made him an important

source of inspiration for artists, and enriched the graphic art collections of

many amateurs. An original figure, he approached ornament as a major and

highly symbolic art form, which he tended, throughout his career, to

magnify.
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