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JEAN-BAPTISTE CARPEAUX (French, 1827-1875) 

 

Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux was one of the most prominent sculptors in nineteenth-century Europe. His 

artistic experience spanned across France, Italy and England, and many of his works can now be admired 

in world-leading public collections, such as the MET Museum, the Victoria & Albert Museum and the 

Musée d’Orsay.  

 

Carpeaux was born in Valencienne in 1827 and moved early to Paris, where he trained first at the Petite 

École and then, from 1844, at the prestigious École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, studying under 

François Rude. He later left his master and started taking lessons with Francisque Duret, internalising both 

his studio practice and Romantic poetics. 

 

Living between Paris and Valencienne, the artist worked painstakingly so as to win the highly sought-after 

Grand Prix of Rome, which was eventually awarded to him in 1854. He thus moved to Italy, studying at 

the French School of Rome; the famous Neapolitan Fisherboy and the influential Ugolino and his Sons were 

both produced during this period. Although antagonised by his academic masters, the latter sculpture had 

enormous success in Paris, inspiring contemporary artists, such as Auguste Rodin, and receiving the first 

prize for sculpture at the 1867 Exposition Universelle. 

 

Carpeaux’s fame grew exponentially in France throughout the 1860s. After his return to Paris, he worked 

extensively for the family of the Emperor, Napoleon III, and was commissioned numerous public works. 

Among these, one should mention La Danse – a sculptural group composed of a central male figure, a 

putto at his feet, and six Maenads revolving around him – which the artist produced in 1865 for the newly-

finished Opéra de Paris. Two years later, allegorical representations of Europe, Africa, Asia and the Americas 

were prominently positioned in the Luxembourg Gardens Observatory’s fountain, as part of his Les Quatres 

Parties du Monde. 

 

After the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), Carpeaux followed the example of many of 

his French compatriots and moved to London, hoping to progress his career escaping the economic 

stagnation in the French capital. His declining health, the death of his second child and fears of his wife’s 

infidelity did not curb his artistic zeal. He exposed regularly at the Royal Academy, and developed a strong 

bond with another illustrious emigrée, Jean-Leon Gérôme, who put him in contact with Henry James Turner 

– his greatest patron in Britain. 
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In this period of time, Carpeaux travelled constantly from one side of the Channel to the other, living and 

working between London and Paris. In order to sustain his family, he started producing and 

commercialising small busts and heads derived from larger figures in his earlier compositions. Illustrious 

examples of this practice are the Bacchante aux Roses (1870), Porquoi naître Esclave (1868) and Le Chinois (1868-

1872), whose subjects were originally conceived as part of La Danse and Les Quatre Parties du Monde. 

 

The artist’s studio in London was active until 1874. As his health conditions worsened, Carpeaux finally 

moved back to France. He died in Paris in 1875. He was only forty-eight years old. 


