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Marble  
64 x 50 x 40xm 
Circa 1872 

Signed J Bte Carpeaux

Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux
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Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux (Fig. 1) was, without doubt, one of the greatest contributors to the development of 
European sculpture in the nineteenth-century. With a career spanning across France, Italy and England, 
Carpeaux’s international outreach began with the prestigious award of the Grand Prix de Rome in 1854. 
While a was still a student, his technical skills, mingled with his innovative approach to set academic themes, 
opened the path to modern sculpture, influencing the work of other great late-Romantic artists including 
Auguste Rodin.  

 

The present sculpture, Laughing Girl (also known as the Bacchante with Roses), testifies to Carpeaux’s 
technical prowess, and to his privileged relationship to marble, the artist’s favourite medium . Rather than 1

being the product of the atelier, the outstanding quality of the piece demonstrates the master’s direct 
participation in the carving process. In addition, the marble suggestively summarises two defining aspects 
of Carpeaux’s oeuvre, namely his work for public monuments, since it derives from the group of The Dance 
on the facade of the Opera in Paris, and his skill as a portrait artist. 

 Richarme and Poletti, 2010, p. 33.1

Fig 1., B. Cherier, Portrait of Jean-Baptiste 
Carpeaux in his studio, 1875?, oil on canvas,  
Musée des Beaux-Arts, Valenciennes 



From Paris to Rome, and back: 
the career of Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux 

Born in Valenciennes, Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux moved to Paris early in his life to train at the Petite École and 
then, from 1844, at the École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts. His early master was François Rude, whose 
sculpture of the Marseillaise (Fig. 2) famously decorates the city’s Arc de Triomphe.  
 

 

After being awarded the Grand Prix de Rome in 1854 Carpeaux moved to Italy, residing there for over 
twelve years. The works of the Renaissance masters left a lasting impression on him. In particular, 
Carpeaux’s debt to Michelangelo’s language is well exemplified by the iconic group of Ugolino and his sons 
(Fig. 3). Conceived during the artist’s formative years in Rome, the piece’s monumental scope eventually 
transcended the constraints imposed by the French Academy. This extraordinary model was produced in 
both bronze and marble; the latter version was completed and exhibited in 1867 at the Universal Exhibition 
in Paris, where it was rapturously received. Without doubt, the Ugolino group was one of the artist’s most 
accomplished compositions, anticipating the thematic interest in Dante’s Inferno that will later characterise 
the visual language of French late-Romantic sculpture. 

Fig. 3, J.B. Carpeaux, Ugolino and his sons, 1865-1867, 
marble, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 



Upon his return to Paris Carpeaux became the official portraitist of the Imperial family, working for 
Napoleon III. Alongside works for private patrons, the artist also received important public commissions, 
such as The Dance (Fig. 4) for the Opera House of Paris in 1865, and the Fountain of the Four Continents for 
the Luxembourg Gardens in 1872. The present sculpture of The Laughing Girl, or Bacchante with Roses, 
derives from the former group. 
 

 

Fig. 4, J.B. Carpeaux, La Danse, 1869, stone, Musée d’Orsay, Paris 



A Scandal in Paris: the Reception of The Dance 

The Dance is one of the most iconic works produced by the artist. The original monument is currently 
housed in the central hall of the Musée d’Orsay, while a later copy now occupies its original position on the 
Opera’s façade. Commissioned by Carpeaux’s friend and colleague at the Petite École, the architect Charles 
Garnier (1825-1898), the eight-figure group took over four years to complete, bringing the artist to the 
verge of bankruptcy. 

In the composition, the Spirit of Dance leaps forward, surrounded by six maenads, who embrace each 
other, while a putto lies at his feet. The frenzied liveliness of the piece greatly contrasts the rigid appearance 
of the other sculptural groups on the facade, representing Poetry (or Harmony, Fig. 5), Music and Drama 
respectively. These were unveiled at the same time, leading one contemporary critic to state:  

‘The Poetry of M. Jouffroy, the Music of M. Guillaume, and the Drama of M. Perraud carry on the sober, grey and 
inert tradition from which only Rude and David [d’Angers] in this century have had the courage to distance 
themselves. [...] Mm. Perraud, Jouffroy, and Guillaume did not even manage to be bad – they were mediocre, which 
is worse! Thus their groups seem to have been put there only the better to highlight M. Carpeaux’s Dance, to serve 
as foils to it.’  2

 

While these words may seem to suggest a positive reception of Carpeaux’s sculpture, the erotic overtones 
of the piece caused great uproar in Paris. The public’s prudish reaction was expressed in numerous 
newspaper articles, which accused the sculptor and his work of indecency. Official requests were made to 
remove the piece from the Opera’s facade. The vehemence of such a reaction even led to an act of public 
vandalism: on the night between 26 and 27 August 1869, ink was thrown on the sculpture, staining two of 
the bacchantes on the left and part of the Spirit of Dance’s torso. The perpetrator was never caught. 

 E. Vermesch in Le Figaro, 12 August 1869, quoted in Draper 2014, pp. 146-147.2

Fig. 5, F. Jouffroy, Poetry (or Harmony), 1869, stone, Opera 
House, Paris 



With the outbreak of the Prussian War in 1870, proposals to replace the sculpture were put on hold, and 
the artist himself was forced to flee the city, eventually moving to London. Upon his return to Paris in 1871, 
confident in the strength of his earlier composition and in dire need of income, Carpeaux started producing 
free-standing figures from his earlier works in marble, terracotta and bronze for the collector’s market. 

The master is in the detail: the marble of the Laughing Girl 

The present model of the Laughing Girl derives from the Bacchante to the right of The Dance (Fig. 6), whose 
features were originally modelled from Mlle Miette (Fig. 7), a dancer at the theatre of the Palais Royal. This is 
the most sensual bust deriving from the group at the Opera, especially if compared to the other famous 
model deriving from the composition, the Bacchante with Laurel Leaves (Fig. 8). Turning the full-size figure 
into a life-size bust, the sculptor covered part of the figure’s torso with a light cloth, framing her flowing hair 
with rose vines that fall down to cover part of her left breast. The twist of the figure’s shoulders and head 
conveys the movement and liveliness of the original model. 

 

Fig. 6, Fig. 4, J.B. Carpeaux, La Danse (detail), 1869, stone, 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris

Fig. 7, Mlle Miette, detail from a Palais Royal Theatre 
poster, Paris



 

 

Two versions of the Bacchante with Roses bust derived from the composition of The Dance. In the first one, 
bust and socle are separate, as it can be noted in the plaster bust at the Carlsberg Glyptotek in 
Copenhagen, in the marble currently housed in the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (Fig. 9), as well as in 
numerous other bronzes and terracotta pieces that have appeared on the market. In the second version, 
the vine leaves flow down from the figure’s hairdo, over her breast, reaching the integrally carved socle. The 
present work, along with the sculpture at the Musée des Beaux-Arts in Bordeaux (Fig. 10),  are the only 
known versions of this composition in marble. 
 

 

Fig. 8, J.B. Carpeaux, Bacchante with Laurel Leaves, 1872, plaster, 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris 

Fig. 9,  J.B. Carpeaux, Bacchante with Roses, ca 1872, 
marble, The Museum of Fine Arts, Montreal 

Fig. 10,  J.B. Carpeaux, Bacchante with Roses, ca 1872, 
marble, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Bordeaux 



Carving the figure and socle separately facilitated the work of Carpeaux’s atelier, which employed at least 
four marble practitioners, including Samuel Meyner, who was at the head of the sculptor’s studio from 
1873. In this light, what may appear as a minor compositional change adds in fact a considerable layer of 
technical complexity to the sculpture’s execution. This detail holds an even greater relevance if placed in the 
context of Carpeaux’s broader oeuvre; indeed, a similar compositional device was employed in the bust of 
Mme Joachim Lefèvre (Fig. 10), which was commissioned around the time of the present marble’s creation, in 
1871. The master’s direct participation in the carving of the present piece is further substantiated by close 
visual analysis of the piece.  
 

 

The liveliness and sense of movement of the Bacchante’s composition are greatly enhanced by the technical 
prowess displayed in its execution. The figure’s skin palpitates with life, radiating from the almost 
imperceptible folds of the skin near her eyes, to the tense musculature of her neck and shoulders. The 
figure’s hair is carved so thinly that light is able to shine through the marble, while the creases of the cloth 
resemble wet fabric and contrast with the ripeness of the rosebuds decorating the Bacchante’s hair and 
upper torso. 

In light of the technical quality of the piece, it is possible to date the work to the early 1870s, when the 
sculptor was still deeply involved with the practice, before assigning the directorship to his brother Emile, 
and later, in 1873, to Meyner. This successful venture was eventually put to an end by Carpeaux’s untimely 
death in 1875, at the age of forty-eight. 

Fig. 10,  J.B. Carpeaux, Bust of Mme Joachim Lefèvre, 1871, 
marble, Musée d’Orsay, Paris 



 


