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Adrien Moreau

233  ​|   ​�The Proposal  ​1878

Oil on canvas, 59.9 x 81.8 cm
Lower right: ADRIEN_MOREAU: 1878.
Gift of the Children of Mrs. E. Parmalee Prentice
1962.151

Genre scenes presented in period costume found 
a ready market, in France and in the United States, 
during the 1860s and 1870s. Such images might be 
treated in nostalgic terms or as quaint comedies, but, 
in both cases, what was presented was a clearly intel-
ligible world in which everyone knew his or her place. 
Paintings of this sort were also opportunities for art-
ists to demonstrate their skills in the reconstruction 
of historical costumes and attributes—in this case, 
the clothing of the reign of Louis XIII in the 1620s and 
1630s. Alongside his historical genre scenes, Moreau 
specialized in picturesque scenes of peasant life, as 
well as contemporary fashionable genre subjects such 
as Contemplation (cat. 232).

Moreau’s The Proposal offers elements of both 
romance and comedy. The viewer is invited to empa-
thize with the young couple on the right—with his 
attentiveness or with her reaction as she turns away 
from him with seeming nonchalance to pluck a rose. At 
the same time, the expression of the older man seated 
at the table looking across to the young couple has a 
mixture of curiosity and prurience that introduces a 
somewhat different register of response. The setting 
is evidently very prosperous, and a substantial house 
can be glimpsed through the trees on the right.

It has been suggested that this might be the 
canvas exhibited as The Silver Wedding (Les Noces 
d’argent) at the Salon in 1879.1 To the contrary, the 
description of this canvas in the review of the exhibi-
tion in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts corresponds closely 
to another painting by Moreau known from photo-
graphs.2 Although the present picture is elaborate and 
highly finished, no evidence has come to light about 
its early exhibition history.  JH

provenance  John D. Rockefeller Sr., New York (until 1919, 
given to Prentice); Alta Rockefeller Prentice (Mrs. E. Par-
malee Prentice), his daughter, New York and Williamstown 
(1919–d. 1962); Prentice heirs, by descent, given to the Clark; 
Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 1962.

exhibitions  Williamstown–Hartford 1974, no.  51, ill.; 
Williamstown 1979b, no cat.

touches quite unlike the busily active marks around 
her. Though relatively small in scale, this is clearly 
a highly finished canvas, of a type that would have 
found a ready outlet on the commercial art market, 
whether or not it appeared in any formal exhibition 
during the period.  JH

provenance  [N. Mitchell, London, sold to Clark, 24 Sept. 
1935]; Robert Sterling Clark (1935–55 ); Sterling and Francine 
Clark Art Institute, 1955.

exhibitions  Williamstown–Hartford 1974, no.  52, ill.; 
Williamstown 1979b, no cat.

references  None

technical report  The support is a finely woven pre-
primed canvas (25 threads/cm), with a darkened glue lin-
ing onto coarser fabric (16 thread/cm). The five-member 
stretcher may be original, and is cracked at the crossbar 
join. The lining is early enough to have prevented stretcher 
creases from forming and dates before the time of export, 
which occurred some time after 1935. While most of the tack-
ing margins were removed, part of the right fold-over is now 
added to the surface dimension. All the impastos are moated 
from the pressure of lining the image face down, with cracked 
paint around the more serious depressions. Some higher 
paint strokes are melted from the heat used in the lining. 
A slight bulge occurs in the lining at the face of the sitter, 
and there are age cracks throughout the paint and ground. 
The present, thinly applied natural resin varnish is slightly 
yellowed. Inspection of the surface shows only small traces 
of an earlier varnish, and only a little solvent damage in the 
trees. The surface sheen varies with the paint brushwork.

The lower ground is an off-white commercial layer which 
extends to the cut edges of the original canvas. The artist 
may have also applied a thin white layer that, like the image, 
stops short of the edges in precise lines. This may suggest 
that the canvas was taped flat to a board while the artist 
painted. This upper layer has a diagonal striated texture to 
its application. There is no evidence of either underdrawing, 
except a long anomalous vertical line through the cheek of 
the woman, or of paint changes. Thin gray paint lines may 
lie below the final colors. It appears that the landscape 
was painted before the figure and then refined around the 
woman. Sgraffito lines delineate the thin tree branches and 
individual blades of grass. The hat ribbons appear to be done 
in black ink, and some thin dark tree lines may also be done 
in brown and black inks.

	 1.	Observation by Professor Aileen Ribeiro; personal com-
munication with the author.
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The presence of holes in the front corners may suggest that 
the image was transferred to the canvas using a cartoon 
drawing. There may be a thin lower sketch in various shades 
of brown paint. Precise and detailed paint strokes, applied 
wet-into-wet, define the entire image. Low delicate impastos, 
scumbles, and sgraffito work were also employed. Folds of 
the dress on the woman to the right may have been altered by 
the artist, and there is some shifting of color and detail in the 
background and foliage, suggesting the artist was adjusting 
the outlines of the female head and working out the pattern 
of leaves while painting. Black ink may have been used in the 
uppermost layer to define the lace cutouts on the table linen. 
The signature is executed in brown ink, and the date is either 
thinner or slightly abraded on the last digit.

	 1.	Williamstown–Hartford 1974, p. 84.
	 2.	Baignères 1879, p. 35. The other painting is reproduced 

in Hook and Poltimore 1986, p. 163.

references  New York 1980a, p. 31, ill.

technical report  The support is a finely woven unlined 
canvas (25 threads/cm), which has become brittle and slack, 
with tearing along the fold-over edges. The original five-mem-
ber stretcher has a vertical crossbar, and the back edges are 
damaged from old framing nails. About one-third of the left 
edge has released from the stretcher, causing uneven ten-
sion across the surface, with bulges and draws along the 
upper, lower, and left sides. Pronounced cupped corner 
stress cracks span the entire surface and are most severe 
in the upper right and lower left. There are traction cracks in 
the blue hair ribbon of the woman on the left. There is flak-
ing along the lower edge and in the lower right along a ridge 
caused by the stretcher joinery, as well as shattered paint 
in all four corners around tack holes in the painted surface. 
The varnish is missing in several half-inch areas. The stain-
ing on the back of the canvas, through the already formed 
cracks, points to a previous cleaning; but the yellowness of 
the varnish and the untouched condition of the paint film 
suggest that only a grime removal and additional varnishing 
may have been performed. The fluorescence in ultraviolet 
light is moderately dense, and there are no retouchings.

The ground is an off-white commercially applied layer. 
Although no underdrawing was detected, some preparatory 
technique was undoubtedly used for such a detailed image. 
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