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Pascal-Adolphe-Jean Dagnan-Bouveret

Pascal-Adolphe-Jean Dagnan-Bouveret
French, 1852–1929

97  |   �Primavera  1914

Oil on canvas, 172.7 x 87.5 cm
Lower left: PAJ. DAGNAN-B / 1914
1955.43

A student of both Alexandre Cabanel and Jean-Léon 
Gérôme at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, Dagnan-
Bouveret debuted at the Salon of 1875. He soon estab-
lished his reputation as a painter of narrative genre 
scenes rendered with almost photographic detail in 
such works as Wedding Party at the Photographer’s 
Studio, exhibited at the Salon of 1879 (Musée des 
Beaux-Arts, Lyon), and An Accident, shown in 1880 
( The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore). By the 1890s, his 
subject matter had shifted from modern life to society 
portraiture and large-scale religious imagery. His elec-
tion in 1900 at the age of forty-eight to the Académie 
des Beaux-Arts, the bastion of the French art establish-
ment, marked the pinnacle of his career. In the face 
of increasingly abstract stylistic tendencies in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Dagnan-
Bouveret remained resolutely naturalistic in his style.1

Primavera, painted in 1914, was shown at the 
Salon of 1920, which marked the artist’s first Salon 
since the untimely death in 1918 of his only child, 
Jean, a casualty of World War I. The Gazette des Beaux-
Arts hailed the artist’s submission: “As an offering for 
his return to the fold, from which his already glorious 
springtime once sprang forth, Mr. Dagnan brings a 
Primavera, youthful, redheaded, slender, and nude, 
who emerges, in full relief, with an exquisite gesture 
of her head and arms, from a green veil where the new 
season dawns; and in her slenderness there is all the 
grace of the unfinished.” 2 At the same Salon, Dagnan-
Bouveret also exhibited Oréade (location unknown), a 
partially veiled female nude in the guise of a mountain 
nymph, set against a backdrop of greenery.3 Given its 
similarity in subject and composition to the Prima
vera, Oréade might well have served as a pendant, 
its voluptuous nude complementing the lithe, youthful 
figure personifying Spring.

Dagnan-Bouveret’s work from this period depicts 
a range of female subjects, from allegories such as 
Primavera, to literary figures, including Ophelia (loca-
tion unknown) and Marguerite at the Witching Hour 
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discolored varnish surrounding it. Ultraviolet light inspec-
tion shows this reworked area may contain zinc white. There 
is traction crackle where the figure’s proper left hand was 
painted over the green robe. The varnish fluorescence and 
surface reflectance are thin and uneven. The picture has 
never been treated.

The ground is a commercially pre-primed off-white layer. 
The artist applied an overall brown tone to the ground, visible 
around the picture’s edges, and painted the picture prior to 
stretching it. There are black charcoal grid lines spaced at 
intervals of 6.4 cm across the canvas, fainter where they pass 
under the heavier drawing used for the figure. The charcoal 
sketch for the figure and the drapery is particularly notice-
able in and around the hands, and some of the figure lines 
may have been reinforced during the painting phase. In infra-
red reflectography, adjustments between the drawing and 
paint layer can be seen in the width of the girl’s legs and the 
lowered feet positions. The entire image was created using 
large brushes. 

	 1.	On the artist, see Jean Dampt, “P. A. J. Dagnan-Bouveret, 
1852–1929,” in Dagnan-Bouveret 1930, pp. 3–7.

	 2.	Bricon 1920, p. 414: “Pour l’offrande de son retour au 
bercail, d’où s’échappa jadis son printemps déjà glo-
rieux, M. Dagnan apporte une Primavera, juvénile, 
rousse, menue et nue, qui sort, toute modelée, avec un 
geste exquis de la tête et des bras, d’un voile vert où 
éclôt la saison nouvelle; et il y a dans sa gracilité toute 
la grâce de l’inachevé.”

	 3.	Paris 1920a, p. 22, no. 436.
	 4.	See Paris–Toulon–Pau 1986.
	 5.	Paris 1920a, p. 22, no. 437: “Étude inachevée.”
	 6.	On the artist’s use of photography, see New York 2002, 

pp. 61–74.

(Musée Municipal, Cognac), exhibited at the Salons 
of 1910 and 1912, respectively. These works, at odds 
with his contemporaneous religious subjects, recall 
the feminine imagery that flourished in fin de siècle 
Symbolist art.4 The timeless and idealized nude of 
Primavera evokes the allegorical figures and nymphs 
that populate the oeuvres of such Symbolist artists 
as Alphonse Osbert (1857–1939) and Lucien Lévy-
Dhurmer (1865–1953 ). At the same time, the subject 
of the female nude resonates in the context of main-
stream contemporary art. In the Salon of 1920, on view 
alongside Dagnan-Bouveret’s Primavera and Oréade 
were images of frolicking nymphs and bathers, women 
at their toilette, mythological goddesses, and other 
thinly veiled allegories.

Primavera was exhibited as an “unfinished study,” 
which the artist would never complete.5 The paint-
ing’s matte finish and limited tonal range suggest the 
appearance of a pastel. An evenly spaced grid of char-
coal lines underlies the oil sketch, clearly visible in the 
lower right of the composition (see Technical Report). 
The squared composition reflects the academic 
practice of transferring preparatory drawings to can-
vas. Beginning in the 1880s, Dagnan-Bouveret also 
employed photographs in a similar fashion, squaring 
paper prints for transfer to canvas in order to achieve 
a greater sense of realism in his paintings.6  KCG

provenance  Muilloc, Paris; Robert Sterling Clark (after 
1920–55 ); Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 1955.

exhibitions  Paris 1920a, p. 22, no. 437, as Primavera; 
Williamstown 1955, no. 43, pl. 28; Williamstown 1958b, pl. 
11; Williamstown 1979b, no cat.

references  Bricon 1920, p.  414; Paris 1930, p.  29; 
Williamstown–New York 2006–7, pp. 97, 113.

technical report  The support is an unlined coarse-weave 
linen (16 x 19 threads/cm), with a colorman stamp for G. Vas-
seur, the successor to Hardy-Alan, Paris, on the stretcher. A 
piece of canvas was originally added along the bottom edge, 
and the reverse of the canvas was sealed with an off-white 
layer prior to being stretched. The uneven canvas weave, 
combined with the slack tension, has created longitudinal 
undulations on the lower right edge and a bulge on the left 
beyond the figure’s arm. There is a depression running along 
the seam across the bottom of the picture and through the 
signature. The slightly yellowed varnish stops 2.5 cm short 
of all the edges, indicating that the picture was varnished in 
its frame. Several areas of color are applied as glazes, and 
there are artist’s reworkings over the varnish, especially the 
overpaint on the breast area, now more noticeable due to the 


