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The Fountain of Venus by Francois Boucher
By Rebekah Gooding
Francois Boucher’s Fountain of Venus (1756) (Figure 1) is an oil painting on canvas held
by the Cleveland Museum of Art that is much unlike any of his other paintings of Venus. While
there are many elements within this painting that are similar if not the same as his other paintings
with the same subject of the Roman Goddess Venus, this painting stands out quite starkly in both
composition and coloration to his others. The reasons for this may lie within what little is known
about the painting, primarily that the scholars at the Cleveland Museum of Art have highlighted
that the painting may have been used as a cartoon for tapestries. 1
Boucher’s many other paintings of Venus are of lush landscapes or skyscapes with Venus
sprawling over clouds and rocks. Vivid colors dominate the paintings and the loose brushwork
characterizes the pieces as the epitome of the Rococo style. Paintings such as The Triumph of
Venus (Figure 2) or Venus at Vulcan’s Forge (Figure 3) are prime examples of this style. In The
Triumph of Venus, the composition is filled with vibrant, lush blues of both the sea and sky,
which fill a large part of the left half of the painting. Venus herself sits upon a rock, looking
down at the tumble of bodies surrounding her in the water. The group surrounding her seems to
be playful and enjoying themselves, putti flying above them, similarly watching the group.
Meanwhile in Venus at Vulcan’s Forge, Venus is sitting among the clouds, pointing
towards a sword that her husband Vulcan is brandishing towards her. The forge glows a bright
hue of red, signifying Vulcan’s status as the smith of the Gods, the blue of the sky surrounding
Venus like that of The Triumph of Venus, is light and playful. The painting is taken by brighter
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colors, of blue, pink, green, and red. While there are the darker colors from Vulcan’s forge, they
do not dominate the largely light painting.
Boucher’s many other paintings of Venus are of lush landscapes or skyscapes with Venus
sprawling over clouds and rocks. Vivid colors dominate the paintings and the loose brushwork
characterizes the pieces as the epitome of the Rococo style. Paintings such as The Triumph of
Venus (Figure 2) or Venus at Vulcan’s Forge (Figure 3) are prime examples of this style. In The
Triumph of Venus, the composition is filled with vibrant, lush blues of both the sea and sky,
which fill a large part of the left half of the painting. Venus herself sits upon a rock, looking
down at the tumble of bodies surrounding her in the water. The group surrounding her seems to
be playful and enjoying themselves, putti flying above them, similarly watching the group.
Meanwhile in Venus at Vulcan’s Forge, Venus is sitting among the clouds, pointing towards a
sword that her husband Vulcan is brandishing towards her. The forge glows a bright hue of red,
signifying Vulcan’s status as the smith of the Gods, the blue of the sky surrounding Venus like
that of The Triumph of Venus, is light and playful. The painting is taken by brighter colors, of
blue, pink, green, and red. While there are the darker colors from Vulcan’s forge, they do not
dominate the largely light painting.
These two paintings by Boucher are classic to his style, displaying the Goddess’ light
airiness and inherent eroticism. Each has bodies tumbling over themselves, laying upon each
other, and the floating putti accompanying the Goddess show she is the embodiment of love. In
contrast, Fountain of Venus is darker and does not hold that airy quality to it. The painting is
dominated by browns and greens, displaying a garden fountain that sits in front of a wall covered
in ivy. The bright colors are largely absent, with only a small section of blue sky and the white of
Venus being the primary sections of vividity. Instead of a live goddess, Venus is depicted as a
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statue perched atop the overflowing fountain, looking down at a putto who is looking back up at
her. The pristine white of her figure contrasts the darker stone of the rest of the fountain that is
formed by two men who seem to have fish tails in place of legs and a large, gaping fish. The
water spills from the fountain’s edges, overflowing even though there seems to be no clear
source. Surrounding the fountain are trees and bushes, all darkly colored, even the red/pink of the
roses to the right seems dark.
The differences between the two other examples of Boucher’s Venus paintings and this
one are drastic. Instead of a bright, airy Venus with supple pinked skin, she is frozen in cold,
white stone and surrounded by shadows. That is not to say it is a gloomy painting as it still holds
beauty and elegance, it is just in a darker setting in comparison. Commonalities between the
three are still present, white doves and putti appearing in all three as well as the same gaping fish
appearing in both Fountain of Venus and The Triumph of Venus. Yet, the question persists as to
why these differences are occurring.
The answer may lie in the fact that Boucher designed cartoons for tapestry reference,
working for Beauvais on many series of tapestry references so the weavers could replicate his
grand images. 2 Like the entry from the Cleveland Museum of Art states, “While it may have
been exhibited as an independent work of art, it probably served initially as a preliminary design
for a tapestry.” 3 While there is no record of any tapestries from this potential cartoon remaining,
that may be in fact due in part to how few tapestries have survived this long, even those
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commissioned by the French royal family. 4 The tapestry may have been created or intended to be
created from this painting, even if there is no surviving record.
Yet the composition may extend past a simple lighthearted design for a tapestry in the
style that so many aristocrats of this time period enjoyed as the museum implies. The Fountain
of Venus is a garden scene and as David R. Coffin’s article discusses, Venus is more than just a
goddess of love. She is also a goddess of gardens, which is partially what made her a popular
statuary feature in Eighteenth Century English gardens. 5 As gardens were rather common scenes
to be depicted in tapestries, such as in the tapestry The Collation from a set of the Italian Village
Scenes (Figure 4) which was originally designed by Boucher, Fountain of Venus fits into the
standard for tapestries during the Rococo period.
This idea of Venus as a garden feature, instead of in her usual context as a mythological
symbol gives a different image to consider and opens opportunities to discuss her not as a
mythological being enacting fantastic tales, but as a symbol of sexuality. Themes of sexuality
were a main feature of not only Rococo artwork, but also the pastoral scenes so prevalently
featured in Boucher’s tapestries. The eroticism of Venus has been a focus of art for centuries.
The nude form of the goddess was a constant sign of sexual liberty and feminine sexuality that is
thinly veiled in many depictions of her. 6 Unlike common garden depictions reflecting the Venus
de’ Medici (Figure 5) where Venus covers herself with a hand, her hair, or some cloth, the Venus
depicted in Boucher’s painting sits with no pretense of shame or want to cover herself in her
posture. 7
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However, a connection can be made in the garden depictions of Venus to the form that
she holds in the painting. The Venus Anadyomene form was “usually placed by a pool or in a
grotto as if bathing.” 8 This form of the goddess is one of her rising from the sea at her birth, as
depicted in Titian’s painting (Figure 6). Usually this form shows Venus wringing her hair out as
she steps out of the foam of the sea, but another interesting way that the birth of Venus is
depicted is shown in Boucher’s own paintings. The Triumph of Venus is a birth scene and one
connection it has to Fountain of Venus is the pose that Venus is presented in within both
paintings.
While Venus may not be taking the typical Venus Anadyomene pose, the two figures
depicted in Boucher’s paintings mirror one another. Sitting atop rocks, looking down to her right
while her right arm is outstretched, Venus is almost identical in both paintings. By considering
both this parallel and Coffin’s discussion of Venus figures placed in grottos, the composition
takes on a new understanding dealing with the figure’s pose and setting.
Even without these interwoven connections of gardens and paintings, it is not that much
of a stretch to connect Boucher’s other tapestry designs to this probable cartoon. The Fountain of
Love (Figure 7) is one of Boucher’s pastoral tapestry designs. While it bears little resemblance to
Fountain of Venus, there is one feature that stands out prominently. A fountain painted in a
familiar style, color, and with uncannily similar putti figures decorating it. While this fountain is
crowded into the corner of the painting, what is discussed in Jean-Luc Bordeaux’s article is that
cartoons were sometimes cut into smaller sections so that weavers could focus on one section at
a time. In fact, a finished tapestry that has survived until the present era shows that the fountain
was not just a part of the corner of the composition, it was a central feature to the tapestry, much
Coffin, “Venus in the Eighteenth-Century English Garden,” 172-93. Also uses the introduction to help explain the
form of Venus compared to the painting discussed.
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like the title implies.9 So, having a fountain being one of the central features of a tapestry was
not an alien concept to Boucher.
Viewing Fountain of Venus as a cartoon for a factory prompts many questions and ideas
which are fascinating to consider. The eternal dilemma is trying to compare both sides of
Boucher’s career that are being melded into one in a single painting. As a prominent painter
during the Rococo period, he is seen as painting grand compositions while on the other side of
the same coin his most famous tapestry designs are his pastorals. In a sense, this painting is both
and neither at the same time. Fountain of Venus is relating itself directly to Boucher’s other
paintings of Venus through symbols such as putti and doves while also connecting to his tapestry
cartoons with its overflowing fountain that has the goddess of love perched atop it instead of
putti like in the Fountain of Love. This painting draws together both elements and mixes them to
create something unique. Perhaps this Venus is most easily understood as a Venus Anadyomene
that was featured in grottos like the ones in English gardens, but maybe it is more complex than
those simple terms. 10 So little is known about Boucher’s Fountain of Venus that it is easy to draw
any number of conclusions about it, but certainly bringing in ideas about how it may have been
used a tapestry cartoon brings a new dimension to its understanding.

Jean-Luc Bordeaux, “The Epitome of the Pastoral Genre in Boucher’s Oeuvre: ‘The Fountain of Love’ and ‘The
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https://www.jstor.org/stable/4166343.
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Figures

Figure 1: Francois Boucher, Fountain of Venus, 1756, oil on canvas, 233 x 215 cm (91 3/4 x 84
5/8 in.), Cleveland, Cleveland Museum of Art.
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Figure 2: Francois Boucher, The Triumph of Venus, 1740, oil on canvas, 162 x 130 cm,
Stockholm, National Museum Sweden.

Figure 3: Francois Boucher, Venus at Vulcan’s Forge, 1769, Francois Boucher, oil on canvas,
107 11/16 x 80 9/16 in. (273.5 x 204.7 cm) Framed: 110 3/4 x 83 3/4 x 2 1/2 in. (281.3 x 212.7 x
6.4 cm), Fort Worth, TX, Kimbell Art Museum.
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Figure 4: Francois Boucher, The Collation from a set of the Italian Village Scenes, designed
1734-36, woven 1762, wool and silk tapestry, 10 ft. 10 in. × 8 ft. 6 in. (330.2 × 259.1 cm), New
York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Figure 5: Venus de’ Medici, Late 2nd c. BC-Early 1st c. BC, marble, 153cm, Uffizi Gallery,
Florence, Italy.
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Figure 6: Titian, Venus Rising from the Sea “Venus Anadyomene,” 1520, oil on canvas, 75.80
cm x 57.60 cm (framed: 103.00 x 84.70 x 14.00 cm), Edinburgh, Scottish National Gallery.

Figure 7: Francois Boucher, The Fountain of Love, 1748, Francois Boucher, oil on canvas, 294.6
× 337.8 cm (116 × 133 in.), Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum.
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