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Patinated plaster 
35 x 41 x 42 cm 
1892-1894 

Jean-Joseph Carriès

Provenance 
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• His son, Roger Tixier 
• His granddaughter, Paris until 2019
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Like in a Boschian dream, a half-man, half-frog creature materialises before the viewer, stretching its 
grotesquely long back forward so that its knees almost touch its shoulders. A giant toad crouches down 
between the Frog-man’s forearms: their bodies and webbed limbs appear as if they are fused together, 
emerging from the ground. Four smaller amphibians surround the central group, situating the scene in a 
fantastic swamp or pond. The plaster’s soft modelling and waxy texture, together with its seemingly 
unmodelled parts, enhance the outlandish nature of the creature and its batrachian entourage.  

This extraordinary composition was exhibited for the first time in ceramic at the Paris Salon de la Société 
Nationale des Beaux-Arts in 1892 (Fig.1), establishing the international career of its creator, Jean-Joseph 
Carriès, two years before his premature death in 1894. 

 

Fig. 1, J.J. Carriès, Le Grenouillard, ceramic version exhibited at the Salon de la Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts  
(Paris 1892), from Revue encyclopédique, no 45, Paris 1892, p. 1495 

Jean-Joseph Carriès: the Artist’s Early Career and the Porte de Parsifal 

In the course of his relatively brief career, which lasted little over twenty years, Jean-Joseph Carriès (Fig. 2) 
was hailed by contemporary critics and fellow artists as one of the most accomplished French sculptors of 
the century. Born in Lyon in 1855, he was left an orphan at an early age, and moved to Paris in 1873 to 
study at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Carriès rose to fame as a portraitist of both ideal and real subjects, 
exhibiting his work for the first time at the Salon in 1881; the vitality of his busts led critics to compare his 
work to that of the master Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux, who had passed away in 1875 . Auguste Rodin also 1

admired the sculptor’s modelling skills, which he inspected directly when he sat for a portrait that was never 
completed, famously stating that ‘Carriès’ talent is fine like amber’.  2

Marx, 1892, p. 14961

Alexandre, 1895, p. 1112



 

Fig. 2, J.S. Sargent, Portrait of Jean-Joseph Carriès, 1880, oil on canvas,  
Sheldon Memorial Art Gallery and Sculpture Garden, University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

Carriès played a fundamental role in the innovation of sculptural practices in late nineteenth-century 
France, focusing on the ‘crafting’ of his works as much as on their modelling. In the words of the artist’s early 
biographer Arsène Alexandre: 

 ‘Usually, as it leaves the hands of the sculptor, his work does not belong to him anymore. It passes from 
his hands to the hands of the moulder, then of the studio assistant or of the founder, and immediately after it is 
placed in an exhibition or a square. The sculptor is then only interested in collecting praise or profit. The child he 
has made is entrusted to others who deform it. […] This was never the case with Carriès.’  3

In fact, unlike most sculptors of his time, Carriès carefully followed all aspects of his pieces’ production, from 
their initial modelling through to their finish, working especially in bronze, plaster and ceramic. The sculptor 
became enamoured with the latter medium during the Exposition Universelle of 1878, where the ceramics 
displayed in the Japanese Pavilion left a lasting impression on him. 

Although Carriès had already shown a fondness for pottery during his military service in Montauban, in 
1877, it was only ten years later that he started working regularly with such a medium. In 1888, he moved to 
the Nièvre region, famous for its stoneware production. There, he was introduced to local artisans by his 
friend Jean Limet, Rodin’s favourite patinator, setting up a studio in the town of Saint-Amand-en-Puisaye 
and experimenting extensively with enamelling, glazing and patination. 

‘L’oeuvre sortie des mains du sculpteur ne lui appartient plus d’ordinaire. Elle passe de ses mains en celles du mouleur, puis du practicien ou 3

du fondeur, et de là dans une exposition ou sur une place. Il ne s’y intéresse plus que pour recueillir les éloges ou le profit. L’enfant qu’il a fait, il 
le confie aux autres pour les déformer […] Avec Carriès, il n’en alla jamais ainsi.’ Alexandre, 1895, p. 69.



Around the same time, in 1889, Winnaretta Singer, one of the most fascinating patrons and music amateurs 
in France at the turn of the century, commissioned Carriès to produce a monumental door for her Parisian 
home. This was to be placed at the entrance of the room containing the original manuscript of Richard 
Wagner’s Parsifal. The project, which is known as the Porte de Parsifal, was never realised, and only the 
door’s maquette (Fig. 3) and a few independent figures survive. As with Rodin’s Gates of Hell, the Porte de 
Parsifal became Carriès’ life-long obsession, or, in the artist’s own words, his ‘Calvary’ (‘mon calvaire’).   4

 

Fig. 3, J.J. Carriès, Maquette for the Port de Parsifal, 1890, patinated plaster, Petit Palais, Paris 

The project occupied the sculptor from 1889 until his death in 1894 and became a fertile ground for his 
technical experimentations. Many of the sculptures Carriès displayed at the Salon of 1892 were originally 
conceived as part of the portal. These were rapturously received by public and critics alike, eventually 
leading to the sculptor’s appointment to the Legion of Honour in the same year. Carriès derived inspiration 
for such figures from Gothic sculpture, and particularly from the bestial hybrids that populate the carved 
entrances of medieval cathedrals in Paris and Lyon. The conception of the Frog-man is also closely related 
to such a project.

Alexandre, 1895, p. 1534



The Frog-man between the Gothic and Japanese Traditions 

Amphibians such as frogs and toads were particularly popular subjects with ceramicists and collectors in 
late nineteenth-century France. Yet, Carriès had a peculiar fascination with these semi-aquatic creatures 
which transcended current trends of taste . Remembering a walk taken in Paris together with the sculptor, 5

the author Octave Uzanne wrote: ‘a toad from the banks of the Seine was hopping around our feet […] 
Carriès caught it immediately [...] and stroked it lightly with his finger. You could see the admiration in his 
eyes’ . The sculptor was later able to translate such fascination into artistic inspiration, producing a small 6

group of fantastical amphibians, such as the Frog with Rabbit Ears (Fig 4.), Frog Arching its Back (Fig. 5), and 
the present sculpture.

           

After the ceramic version of the Frog-man was exhibited at the Salon of 1892, Carriès’ contemporaries 
immediately saw it as the original product of a mingling of the Gothic and Japanese traditions. Water 
demons such as the Kappa were often the subjects of netsukes in late nineteenth-century Japan. A fine 
example of such a piece, made of wood and dark horn, is currently part of the collection of the British 
Museum (Fig. 6), depicting the demon according to its traditional iconography: the body of a turtle, the head 
of a monkey and and the limbs of a frog. As we have seen, Carriès’ fascination with Japanese art was mostly 
related to the technical advancements in the glazing and texture of ceramics. While it is impossible to prove 
the direct influence of Japanese netsukes on the present model, the Frog-man affinities with such works are 
particularly compelling and demonstrate the visionary scope of the sculptor’s invention.  

Thiébaut, 1982, p. 1245

‘Un crapeau venu des berges de la Seine, vint sautiller … entre nos jambes […] Carriès s’empara aussitôt […] il le caressait de son doigté léger, 6

avec de l’admiration plein les yeux’ in Thiébaut, 1982, p. 124

Fig. 5, J.J. Carriès, Frog Arching its Back, ca 1891, ceramic, Petit 
Palais, Paris 

Fig. 4, J.J. Carriès, Frog with Rabbit Ears, ca 1891,      
ceramic, Petit Palais, Paris



 

 

Lastly, together with the influence of the Gothic and Japanese traditions, the Frog-man is closely related to 
another important facet of the sculptor’s oeuvre, namely his interest in the depiction of uncanny 
caricatures. While the artist had already engaged with such a theme in the earlier part of his career as a 
portraitist, this became a fundamental avenue of research towards the end of his life, giving life to a series 
of famous, grotesque masks (Fig. 7). The exaggerated features of the Frog-man, his unusually shaped head, 
enlarged ears, bulbous eyes and elongated, pustulous mouth, fit within the artistic explorations of the 
sculptor in the first years of the 1890’s. 

                                                     

Fig. 6, Netsuke (seated Kappa), Edo Period (late nineteenth Century), 

wood and dark horn, British Museum, London  

Fig.7, J.J. Carriès, Mask of Horror, 1891, ceramic, Musée d’Orsay, Paris  



Plaster, Patination and Provenance 

The present sculpture is one of only four known versions of the model ever produced by the artist in 
plaster, and a perfect example of the painstaking attention paid by Carriès to the finish of his sculptures. 
The rich, dark tones of its patination is reminiscent of the colour used by the sculptor for his works in 
bronze and has been referred to by critics as ‘vieux bois’ (‘old wood’). This description appears all the more 
fitting if one takes into account the piece’s early provenance.  

The plaster has formed part of the collection of the Tixier family until very recently. The family set up their 
parquetry workshop in 1875 in Saint-Amand-en-Puisaye, where Carriès had also moved in 1889. 
Correspondence between the artist and members of the Tixier family survives (Fig. 8), testifying to their 
close acquaintance, which continued during Carriès frequent sojourns in Paris, in his studio in the Cité 
Fleurie. 

             

 

The Tixiers were famous for the production of ‘bois brûlé’ (‘burnt wood’), whereby planks of wood were 
charred to achieve a rich, dark colour. In the context of the present discussion, this notion is particularly 
compelling, especially if one compares the plaster’s patination to that of the version now in the Art Institute  
of Chicago (Fig. 9); this piece is in fact characterised by lighter brown tones, reminiscent of the more 
widespread patination of late nineteenth-century French bronzes.  

Fig. 8, Letter from Carriès to François or Leon Tixier (undated)  



 

Fig. 8, The Frogman, 1892, patinated plaster, Art Institute of Chicago  

Perhaps conceived as a tribute to the Tixiers’ artisanship, the creation of the present, much darker patina 
certainly represented a stimulating challenge for Carriès, adding a further layer of complexity to the piece’s 
conception history: while its composition was originally exhibited in ceramic, it was then produced in plaster 
with a finish emulating ‘charred wood’. Thus, the plaster of the Frog-man resonates perfectly with Carriès’ 
artistic character, uniquely able to mingle together whimsical vision and technical flair.


