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The Rouillet Process and Drawing Education in Mid-
Nineteenth-Century France
by Camilla Murgia 
 

Fig. 1 Portrait of a man 
standing with his right foot 
placed on a chair. Charcoal 
drawing

Note: Even in his lifetime, the surname of this article's subject was 
spelled in various ways. For clarity, the author has chosen to use Rouillet, 
though the name is sometimes also found in historical documentation and 
contemporary commentary as Roulliet or Rouilliet.

The First Steps of Drawing: Bosio's Treatise and the Dupuis 
Method
At the dawn of the nineteenth century, art education was, as it 
had been for centuries, a matter of constant practice aimed at the 
mastery of drawing. The academies taught only drawing, as 
students were not allowed to paint until they had become 
accomplished draftsmen. Typically, an aspiring artist, having 
followed a course of drawing from an early age, was sent to one 
of the numerous ateliers in Paris. There he would continue 

drawing for many months, or even years.1 Students drew from 
plaster casts of antique statuary and, especially, from the live 
model. Life drawing was considered an education in and of itself.

In the atelier of the renowned painter Jacques-Louis David, 
students drew from the model without being instructed in the 

fundamentals of drawing.2 This approach seems to have been 
unsatisfactory to some of them. In 1801, one of David's pupils, 
Jean-Baptiste-François Bosio (1764–1867), published his 

Elementary Treatise on the Rules of Drawing.3 This text, though by 
no means the first drawing manual, bears witness to a growing 
need for a set of simple rules that could be followed progressively. 
According to Bosio, the student's first challenge was to draw the 
contour of the figure. Having mastered contour, he could then 
suggest volume through hatching and highlights by leaving areas 

of the white paper untouched.4 The young artist was taught to 
compose his pictures from separate elements. Thus he would 
make, for example, detail studies of the nose, the eyes, the ears, 
the mouth, and the chin, with the goal of rendering them perfectly.

Other drawing books were published during the first half of the 
nineteenth century, all of which responded to (1) the need for 
clear instruction and (2) the need to diffuse the knowledge of 

drawing given the rapid expansion of the industrial arts.5 These 
manuals invariably raised the question of the status of drawing. A 
new generation of artists criticized the rigid rules laid down in the 
late eighteenth century; in particular, the pursuit of pure and 
exact contours was increasingly held responsible for suffocating 
creativity and producing works of art that lacked "soul" or vitality.

Epitomizing the new direction in art education is Alexandre 
Dupuis's manual, Teaching Drawing from an Industrial Point of View, 
published in 1836. Dupuis, a teacher at the Collège Saint-Louis in 
Paris, strongly condemned the elitist character of drawing, which 
he blamed on the artists themselves: "we have made of drawing a 
science inaccessible to the majority, a privileged science, so to 
speak, of which the difficulties are extreme and will only be 
vanquished by the 'elite troupes' made up of those who have a 

special talent."6
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Indeed, the legacy of the preceding generation was the notion 
that the art of drawing was too complex for all but the most gifted, 
and remote from everyday life. Dupuis especially challenged the 
practice of drawing from the live model. Long considered the 
foundation of an artist's training, this practice was based on the 
fundamental principle that a three-dimensional figure in space 
could be defined most aptly by a contour line. The student who 
drew from the human figure could never produce a convincing 
work, since the goal of the exercise was to show skill in the 
precise delineation of contour. Instead of learning to draw 
immediately from the model or plaster casts, Dupuis advocated 
beginning with three-dimensional, geometric shapes. The student 
would start with simple rectilinear forms, then gradually advance 
to more complex, rounded ones.

While the Dupuis method enjoyed some success, it did not 
address the pressing needs of an industrialized society to 
reproduce forms in nature rapidly and accurately. In his 1868 
essay, The History of the Teaching of Drawing from the Beginning of 
the World until Today, Louis-Joseph Van Péteghem recognized this 
weakness: "I believe I have found the intention that led the 
learned Dupuis to develop his method: he wanted to save time. 
He wanted to do away with the copy, but as he had the good 
sense to understand that creating a drawing immediately from life 
is impossible, he tried to find a middle ground between the copy 
and the life drawing; he believed to have found this intermediary 
in having students study busts, first angular, and then rounded. 
[His approach] is useful, but it lacks a beginning. This starting 

point is the line, or rather, the contour."7

The Rouillet Process and the Problem of Artistic Observation
Van Péteghem's "starting point" would be provided less than a 
decade after the publication of Dupuis's method, not in a drawing 
manual, but in a magazine article on a new invention. This 
apparatus and a new process of drawing were developed by 
Amaranthe Rouillet (1810–1888), a landscape painter from the 
French provinces.

We know little about this artist, although he must have been very 
active during his lifetime, both as an artist and as a teacher-
inventor. Born on 2 February 1810, in Vérosvres, Saône-et-Loire, 
Rouillet studied at the École des Beaux-Arts in Lyon from 1822 to 

1831.8 He then moved to Paris, where he lived until his death in 
1888.9 He exhibited at the Paris Salon from 1831 to 1883, and at 
the Salon of Lyon in 1836 and 1843–44. Around the time that 
Dupuis published his manual, Rouillet began to take an interest in 
drawing instruction. He wrote various small booklets, all on the 
fundamentals of drawing. In 1836, David for Schools: An 
Elementary Summary of Drawing, Containing Twenty Plates of 
Progressive Principles for the Use of Young People was published 

both by F. Chavant in Paris and by Ch. Tilt in London.10 This album 
of lithographic plates was devoted to the study of the human 
figure. As the title indicates, the author aimed at reducing the 
drawing practice of great Master to simple principles. The student 
was to study the nose, the mouth, and the eye, then sketch a 
face consisting of these elements. The ears or chin would be 
studied at a later stage. The anatomical detail was reproduced 
twice in the same plate: first as a line drawing, then with the 
addition of hatching to model the form. However, like Dupuis, 
Rouillet had still not found an easy, foolproof way to reproduce 
forms in nature.

Thomas Eakins: American Realist
Reviewed by Alan C. Braddock 



A few years later, on 8 April 1843, the periodical L'Illustration 
published a short article entitled "The Rouillet Process" in its 
section with the heading "New Inventions." Rouillet's method was 
simple to follow. The draftsman stretched a transparent cloth over 
a frame, placed the frame before an object, traced the contours of 
the object with a charcoal or a lithographic pencil onto the cloth, 
placed a sheet of paper over the cloth, and rubbed the surface 
with a rag. This procedure enabled any person capable of holding 
a pencil to draw, quickly and precisely, any form he wished. Gone 
was the pain of drawing for years at the academy, where the 
school of David continued to be held up as the highest standard. 
No longer was it necessary to draw casts from classical antiquity 

or to study the live model in endless poses.11 Preceding the article 
is a dedicatory note to Rouillet, which seems to call the entire 
practice of drawing into question: "In the art of drawing, there is 
one part that is nothing more than the exact imitation of the 
contour of objects, of their positions, and of their relative 
proportions; this is the material reproduction of what we see; 
imagination and emotion have no place in this completely 

mechanical process of which the difficulty, however, is extreme."12

These lines reveal the strategic advantages and pitfalls of 
Rouillet's invention. For the beginner, as well as the great artist, 
the act of rendering the human figure or any form in nature is, 
above all, a matter of close observation. Artistic observation 
consists of two distinct moments: realism and idealization. The 
first is concerned with the precision of contour and form and the 
exact transfer of the observed object to the sheet of paper, that 
is, a faithful study from life. The second—which depends on the 
beholder's innate talent and creativity—will always reflect the skill 
of the artist in the final work of art.

During the course of the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
perception of the relationship between these two aspects of 

artistic observation changed significantly.13 Critics of the 
traditional method of drawing instruction disapproved of the 
emphasis on the copying of contours at the expense of fostering 
creativity and teaching artistic composition. Advocates recognized 
that the Rouillet Process, by enabling the student to transfer the 
outlines of natural forms in a short amount of time, provided new 
options for the teaching of drawing. In effect, this method 
rendered the observation and depiction of reality, which had 
hitherto taken years of practice to perfect, entirely mechanical. 
Contrary to his critics, Rouillet believed that his process released 
the artist from the repetitive part of drawing (capturing the "real") 
and allowed him to concentrate on the creative part (presenting 
the "ideal"): "The artist can now return to his true vocation, which 
is not to slavishly copy nature but to idealize it. By analogy, the 
sculptor is not the one who cuts the statue in marble, but he who 

translates and materializes thought into clay."14 The publication of 
this new method sparked a controversial debate around art 
education and gave Rouillet a prominent voice among the 
participants.

Inspection of the Rouillet Process by a Government 
Commission: The Debate on Drawing Leading up to the 1863 
Reform of the École des Beaux-Arts
The Rouillet Process appeared in the years leading up to a key 
moment in the history of fine arts education in France: the reform 

of the École des Beaux-Arts in 1863.15 In the decades that 
preceded this reform, numerous drawing methods and courses 
were introduced, with the dual aim of providing a solution to the 
teaching of drawing on the one hand, and determining its scope 



on the other. This development played out not only in the art 
world, but also in other areas of society, which became 
increasingly interested in finding mechanical means for the 
immediate and exact reproduction of objects in reality.

At this time, all new processes or devices related to reproductive 
means were subject to scrupulous study by the French 
government. Evaluations were carried out by commissions that 
answered to the Ministre de l'Intérieur. One of these was the 
Direction des Beaux-Arts, which had an office in every region of 
the country. Composed of members from different fields—painters, 
architects, sculptors, and archaeologists—the Beaux-Arts 
commission appointed special committees to examine the 
applicant's process or device and drew up a report containing a 
detailed description and final assessment, either positive or 
negative. These reports were often published in the newspapers, 
such as Le Moniteur universel, which helped to diffuse the new 
methods.

In the case of the Rouillet Process, the commission's final report 
was published in Le Moniteur in 1844, a year after Rouillet had 
submitted his application to the government. A file with various 
documents dated to 1843 preserved in the Archives Nationales 

reveals the steps leading up to its approval.16 As will be seen 
below, the diffusion of the new process became very influential in 
the area of drawing education.

On 14 January 1843, Rouillet wrote to the Ministre de l'Intérieur: 
"As a landscape artist and a portrait painter, I was motivated by 
the initial, practical difficulties of art to research processes that 
could minimize those difficulties without altering the beauty of art. 
After ten years of calculations, of combinations, of patient and 
multiple experiments lasting often into late, exhausting nights, I 
have finally arrived at a discovery of the most extreme simplicity, 

completely different from everything tried up until now."17 
Following receipt of this application, François Cavé, then director of 
the Beaux-Arts office, formed a committee to study Rouillet's 
invention. The committee was composed of nine members: Jean-
Baptiste Cicéron Lesueur, architect; Jean-Baptiste Antoine Lassus, 
architect; Léon Cogniet, painter; Jean Alaux, painter; Hippolyte 
Flandrin, painter; Camille Corot, landscapist; Louis Lenormant, 
member of the Académie des Inscriptions et des Belles Lettres; 
Louis Vitet, state councilor; and Prosper Mérimée, chief inspector 

of the Monuments Historiques.18 Judging by the inclusion of these 
prominent members, the process invented by Rouillet had caught 
the attention of the art world. Vitet's and Mérimée's participation 
clearly conveys the potential importance that the Direction des 
Beaux-Arts attached to the new discovery, since, through them, 
the entire organization would learn of it.

In his initial letter, Rouillet implied that his new process could have 
multiple applications: "Without any machine or clumsy apparatus, 
without any other than the most inexpensive, commonplace 
instruments of drawing, I am able to reproduce with an almost 
unbelievable rapidity even the largest and most complicated 
objects. Linear perspective constructions, even the most difficult, 
with multiple lines, relative proportions, or required dimensions, 
are obtained with an accuracy of volume and a sense of depth 

that may be said to be mathematically correct."19 

The scope of the potential applicability of the new invention 
explains the participation of architects as well as painters and 
landscapists, such as Camille Corot. If the process could be used 



in any field that required drawing, it was important that these 
fields were represented. Of the nine men asked to join the 
committee, only Corot, who was preparing to leave for Italy, could 

not participate.20 He had proposed to Cavé that the meetings be 
postponed until his return, but there appears to have been great 
urgency to study the process, as Corot was replaced first by 

Jacques Félix Duban, an architect,21 and later by another 
architect, Alexandre-Nicolas Dubois, who signed the final report 
with the other members.

Evidently convinced that his invention would be accepted, Rouillet, 
who must have known at least some of the future members of the 
commission, wrote to Cavé on February 15, a month after his first 
letter: "Monsieur, I saw M. Vitet yesterday, and he asked me to 
tell you that you should write at once to M. Rochette so that he 

can send you the Académie [des Beaux-Arts]'s report."22 The 
support of this institution would have legitimized Rouillet's process 
and, above all, would have confirmed his perception that there 
was indeed a gap in the teaching of drawing. Désiré Raoul-
Rochette, secretary of the Académie, did not delay. Less than a 
week later, on February 24, Raoul-Rochette sent a letter to the 
Ministre de l'Intérieur, arguing against the adoption of Rouillet's 
process, revealing that members of the Académie des Beaux-Arts 
had examined it prior to the committee's final report to the 
ministry and had disapproved of it. This negative assessment 
delayed the acquisition of the Rouillet process by the government 
for a full year.

In his letter to the ministry, Raoul-Rochette noted with regret the 
current preoccupation with the rapid expansion of new methods 
aimed at simplifying drawing. He stated that Rouillet's process, far 
from ennobling the practice of drawing, would impoverish it. As a 
result, the Académie des Beaux-Arts urged rejecting the new 
invention:

This decision of the Académie is based on a way of looking 
at art that is concerned both with fundamental principles 
and all that is beneficial to its progress. [The Académie] is 
convinced that all these inventions, the goal of which is to 
render the practice of drawing easier, more rapid, and more 
expeditious, serve only to encourage mediocrity and will do 
more harm to art than good. The entire Académie is of the 
opinion that the practice of the arts of drawing will always 
be accompanied by all kinds of difficulties, which can only be 
conquered by serious vocation and persistent study. The 
lazy and mediocre will try to evade those difficulties but they 
will not stop true talent. Given this profound conviction, [the 
Académie] has always refused and will continue to refuse 
approval of shortcut processes, of whatever kind, that tend 
to dispense with study and knowledge, that make of art a 
trade and of the artist a machine, that belong only to 

industry and can only lead to failure.23 

These lines by Raoul-Rochette reflect the continuing concern of the 
teaching establishment with the re-evaluation of drawing as the 
foundation of all art. To those who saw drawing both as a starting 
point and a means of discovering talent, such a reassessment 
risked marginalizing drawing at the expense of new industrial 
demands. From this moment on, and up until the reform of 1863, 
the Académie strove to preserve for drawing its dual identity as a 
teaching tool and as artistic product. For members of the 
Académie, drawing was much more than a progressive step in the 



mechanical observation of an object, as Rouillet maintained. Above 
all, it was an expression of the inner life of the artist. Each artist 
had a unique vision for every object, which would be rendered 
according to that vision as well as individual talent. In proposing a 
mechanical conception of observation, Rouillet went against the 
most deeply held convictions of the Académie, which fought with 
all its might against each attempt to replace the time-honored 
practices of drawing with those that employed mechanical means 
without substantial effort. Subconsciously, the Académie no doubt 
wanted to guard the sacred sphere surrounding the fine arts in 
this period (which made of drawing a "privileged science," to 
borrow the words of Alexandre Dupuis), to protect the hegemony 
that resided in the ancient organization of the Institut de France, 
and to clearly demarcate the line between great "Art," that is, 
work produced in prestigious studios and worthy of display in the 
Salons, and reproductive forms that primarily served industrial 

purposes.24 

Though the practice of tracing from life, which was the essence of 

Rouillet's process, was not unknown to the art world,25 the 
inventor's originality lay in inserting this practice into the drawing 
apprenticeship, thus eliminating frequent visits from the master to 
"correct" the student's drawing. The adoption of such a method 
was intended to fill a didactic gap on the one hand, and to reform 
institutions on the other, by providing an easier way of learning to 
draw. In the view of Rouillet and others, making the act of drawing 

accessible to the masses or to industry was to be welcomed.26

Fig. 2 Shoulder-length portrait 
of the same model as in fig. 1. 
Charcoal drawing

Despite the opposition of the Académie des Beaux-Arts, the 
government's committee resumed its evaluation of the Rouillet 
process, which lasted nearly a year. Before the publication of its 
final report in Le Moniteur, a less scientific interim report was 
produced, a copy of which is in the Rouillet file at the Archives 

Nationales.27 In this report, the results of different experiments by 
Rouillet were described. One experiment consisted of drawing first 
the entire model and then only the head. Two such drawings are 
in the Rouillet file (figs. 1, 2). According to the report, the tracing of 
the live model was accomplished quickly and with success. A 
second experiment involved making an enlargement of one of the 
first two drawings, by placing an oil lamp behind the gauze with 
the contour drawing on it, and projecting it onto the wall. 
However, Rouillet encountered problems when he could not 
darken the room sufficiently. He experienced more difficulties when 
he tried to copy a medal, due to the object's small size and the 
fact that he ran out of gauze. The report also compared Rouillet's 
method with other processes of reproduction already in use, such 
as that of Eugène Joseph Perdoux, a student of Léon Cogniet, 

who used a mirror to execute tracings.28 Despite the various 
setbacks noted, the committee was impressed by Rouillet's 
experiments: "Inasmuch as the results presented to us by M. 
Rouillet were obtained through easy and truly new means, we 
consider his invention to be extremely useful. His enlarging 
process, in particular, could have a lot of applications and we 
would wish for it to be published. All artists would be well served 

by being able to reproduce their sketches in large size."29

Once the experiments had been corrected, repeated several 
times, and studied again, the Rouillet Process was approved by 
the government. The final report appeared in Le Moniteur on 22 
January 1844. There was no longer a preoccupation with the 
"mechanization" of observation that had been opposed so 
strongly by Raoul-Rochette: "As for now, it seems to us that the 
apparatus of M. Rouillet is particularly useful to artists; no shortcut 



process is easier or yields more good results. We do not think that 
it discourages one from learning how to draw. On the contrary, we 
believe it serves draftsmen well by saving them time, and painful 

trials and errors."30

Fig. 3 Title page and cover of 
Rouillet’s 1843 album.

Fig. 4 Portrait of seated man. 
The inscription below reads: 
"Aramanthe Roulliet, done in 
two minutes with the help of 
his process." Lithograph in 
Rouillet's 1843 album.

Fig. 5 Landscape. The 
inscription below reads: 
"Aramanthe Rouilliet, done in 
half an hour with the help of 
his process." Lithograph in 
Rouillet's 1843 album.

Close to the time that the report appeared in 1844, the Gihaut 
brothers published an album with twelve lithographic plates made 
after Rouillet's drawings (fig. 3). The first ten are portraits, 
including one of a man seated on a chair (fig. 4), followed by two 
landscapes (fig. 5). Each plate gives the number of minutes that it 
took to complete the drawing, emphasizing the efficiency of the 
process. Rouillet himself wrote a drawing manual in 1857, New 
Principles of Drawing, published by the Susse brothers, which 

focused on perspective and the figure.31 The government's 1844 
report on his process was reprinted in a second edition of this 
book, published in 1863.

Tracing and Memory Drawing: Rouillet and Madame Cavé
The Rouillet Process met with success in the years that followed 
the 1844 report. Most importantly, it was integrated into a manual 
entitled Drawing without a Teacher: A Method of Learning Drawing 

from Memory.32 This book was evidently very popular as it was 
reprinted four times between 1850 and 1857. The author, Marie-
Elisabeth Cavé (née Boulanger) (1809–after 1875), was a painter 
who frequented the Parisian studios. Once romantically involved 
with Eugène Delacroix, with whom she took a trip to Belgium, she 
later married François Cavé, the head of the Direction des Beaux-
Arts, at the time that Rouillet submitted his invention. Delacroix 
wrote an article publicizing her drawing method in the Revue des 
deux Mondes on 15 September 1850.

Madame Cavé's method employed two techniques: drawing from 
memory and the mechanical transfer of an observed object onto 
paper. The first technique had already been introduced by Horace 
Lecoq de Boisbaudran in his Education of the Visual Memory 

published in 1847.33 Lecoq advised students to closely observe an 
object, commit it to memory, and then copy it as faithfully as 
possible onto the paper. Correct observation, he believed, allowed 
the eye to accurately define the contours of a form, down to the 
smallest detail. This method did not pretend to be innovative, but 

rather was intended to aid young students of painting.34

Calling for the introduction of mechanical tools to drawing 
education, Madame Cavé proposed that students, in addition to 
drawing from memory, trace objects from life onto stretched and 
transparent cloth. This, of course, was the Rouillet Process, to 

which she devoted an entire chapter.35 While the process of 
tracing from nature had been practiced for centuries—Renaissance 
masters had made tracings of objects on glass, for example—the 
transfer to paper posed problems. Rouillet's invention had 
overcome these. Madame Cavé explained the transfer part of the 
process well and in great detail: "When the tracing is completed, 
you attach a sheet of paper to your drawing board, very straight, 
and on this piece of paper you place your gauze, also very 
straight, taking care that it touches equally everywhere. With a 
pin, you lift the gauze slightly and let it fall again, and the copy on 

the gauze transfers exactly to the paper."36

When her book first appeared, it spurred debate. Again, the 
principal criticism was that this practice ignored the talent of the 
artist. Anticipating objections, Madame Cavé stated in her 
introduction that the reproduction of exact contours did not make 
an individual an artist; only invention could determine that. Rather, 



this method, in conjunction with the exercise of memory, enabled 
the artist to better utilize his own resources: "With this method, 
as you learn to copy the objects in front of your eyes, they 
become etched in your memory so that you can retrieve them 
whenever you want. Visual memory is the most common [form of 
memory] and the easiest. After six weeks of study, our female 
students themselves are surprised by what they know, by what 
they draw. To draw from memory, is to have your thoughts at the 

tip of your pencil, as the writer has his at the tip of his pen."37 

Madame Cavé built upon Rouillet's process, especially the use of 
tracing and enlargement. She even wrote to Rouillet requesting 
further elaboration of his methods, and, at the end of her book, 
she reprinted Rouillet's response, which described the process in 
minute detail. The artist was to first trace the drawing onto glass 
or a piece of gauze. Then an oil lamp was to be placed before the 
center of the tracing, so that the drawing would be projected onto 
the chosen support—a canvas on an easel, for example, or a wall. 
The further the transfer was placed from the source of light, the 

greater the enlargement.38

Madame Cavé's method was also reviewed by a government 

commission.39 Despite fervent opposition among some members, 
it was approved in the final report of September 1850, thanks 
largely to Delacroix, who sat on the committee. Delacroix believed 
that a great artist trusted his or her experience to resolve the 
problems of copying and of composition, and he attributed the 
success of a work of art to innate talent. His view sheds light on 
why elementary principles of drawing were rarely taught: "The 
knowledge of nature, fruit of long experience, gives to 
consummate painters a sort of habit as to the means they employ 
to render what they see; but instinct still remains for them a guide 
more sure than calculation. This explains why the great masters 
rarely stop to give out the recipes of the art they practice so 

well."40

What treatises had been written by the old masters tended to 
offer advice rather than instruction or methodology. In his article, 
Delacroix mentioned Leonardo da Vinci and Albert Dürer, noting 
that Cavé's method had not occurred to these masters precisely 
because of its simplicity. As a staunch believer in the development 
of accurate observation, he cared not if this was acquired 
mechanically: "To learn to draw...is to learn to have a good eye; it 
doesn't matter that a machine serves as the teacher, provided 
that one learns before all to have a good eye; the reasoning and 

the emotion need not come until later."41

The Rouillet Process and the Emergence of Industrial Drawing
The Rouillet Process and the Cavé method offered two 
advantages to artists and art students: (1) tracing from nature 
was easy, and (2) rendering forms "mechanically" saved valuable 
time. As such, they met the concrete needs of industrial drawing, 

which in these years grew immensely.42 The production in art of a 
precise two-dimensional copy could be extended to benefit various 
kinds of industry, and mechanical solutions were eagerly 
anticipated. This was the case with the "Copiste électro-chimique," 
which was reported in Le Correspondant littéraire on February 
1844:

One of the great successes of our time is the Copiste électro-
chimique. Its ingenious as well as useful discovery is due to 
the Maison Beau, rue du Mail, 30. This apparatus, which 



appears to have attained the ultimate degree of perfection, 
reproduces the corresponding object by a most simple 
process that from this moment on will eliminate the old and 
inconvenient copy presses. The Copiste électro-chimique is, 
moreover, within reach of every wallet, for it is reasonably 
priced. One also owes to the Maison Beau the Album of the 
Young Draftsman (Album du jeune Dessinateur), a charming 
volume, which, with the aid of a process resembling that of 
the Copiste, permits men or women who own it to obtain the 

most delicate drawings and sketches.43 

One of these new inventions was the téléiconoscope, an apparatus 
designed to reproduce forms seen from a distance and used for 
the cataloging of historic monuments. In a letter to Eugène Viollet-
le-Duc, Prosper Mérimée, a member of the committee that studied 
the Rouillet Process, expressed his impatience in learning to use 
this device, which had been furnished to him by the architect Henri 

Révoil.44 

The intense interest in reproduction at this time calls to mind the 

first attempts at photography, especially the daguerreotype.45 By 
1816, the inventors Nicéphore and Claude Niépce were conducting 
experiments with the goal of developing a new reproduction 
process that would replace lithography, which had recently been 
introduced in France. (Like other techniques of engraving, 
lithography still required the direct intervention of the artist.) To 
achieve this, they borrowed a device known since the Middle Ages, 
the camera obscura, a box with a tiny hole in it that could reflect 

an image in reverse via the light coming through the hole.46 
Niépce set out to find a medium sensitive to light that would fix 
such images, and eventually discovered bitumen of Judaea, found 
in any engraver's workshop.

Even earlier in the century, Thomas Wedgwood and Humphrey 
Davy had attempted to fix images produced by the camera 
obscura onto paper coated with silver nitrate. In an article 
published in 1802 in the Journal of the Royal Institution, they 

emphasized the role of light in the reproduction of contours.47 
Although their experiment failed, it marked one of the earliest 
attempts to reproduce an object through the use of light. Thus the 
tracing or copying of contours—whether of an object, a drawing, 
or an engraving—had been on artists' minds for centuries, not just 
as a technique to produce an autonomous work of art, but also as 
a means of study and as an aid in the making of finished images.

Conclusion 
The fear that creativity would suffer with the introduction of 
mechanical methods of reproduction lay behind the criticism 
directed first at Rouillet, and then at Madame Cavé. However, if 
such processes were considered only as tools and remained 
neutral in their utility, they left room for the artist's individual 
talent. In 1867—not long after reforms in French art education 
admitted the utility of certain mechanical tools—Jean-Louis 
Tirpienne wrote:

Amateurs, artists themselves, seduced by the admirable results of 
[photography in reproducing] architecture [in all its] picturesque 
details, and dazzled by the magic of these reproductions, have 
nearly ceased to look at art. But, coming back from this 
fascination, they soon recognize that realism is not the same for 
everyone; that the mere structure of [our] eyes causes immense 
modifications in the impressions that we receive from nature; and, 



finally, that our eyes do not just reflect objects mechanically, but, 
by a divine mystery, transmit them to our soul [which will be 

affected] according to the nature of its impressionability.48 

While the photographic processes of the beginning of the century 
were ultimately to satisfy the demand for reproductive techniques 
in the industrial sector, the drawing process invented by 
Amaranthe Rouillet addressed the problem of reproduction in the 
art world. His method created a bridge between observation and 
imitation. In his process, mechanical means were used to facilitate 
observation, but the artist participated directly in the transfer of 
image to paper. What was new in this practice was that the skill of 
the artist no longer rested primarily in his hand, but in his eye. As 
in photography, the artist's vision determined what image would 
be reproduced and how it was composed on the page. This 
relationship between artistic practice and visual experience would 
continue to inform debates about the emerging photographic 
techniques and their place in the art world throughout the 

nineteenth century.49 

This article was translated by Sarah Field. The editors thank the 
University of Neuchâtel for its generous underwriting of the translation 
process.
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Fig. 3: Process ATHE Roulliet, bought by the Ministry of the Interior to 
facilitate the study of the art of drawing. Album comprising twelve 
drawings made from nature and lithographed by Aramanthe Rouilliet. 
Paris: Gilhaut Frères, [1843]. Bibliothèque Nationale, Cabinet des 
Estampes et de la Photographie, Paris. SNR-3 ROUILLET

Fig. 4. Process ATHE Roulliet, bought by the Ministry of the Interior to 
facilitate the study of the art of drawing. Album comprising twelve 
drawings made from nature and lithographed by Aramanthe Rouilliet. 
Paris: Gilhaut Frères, 1843]. Bibliothèque Nationale, Cabinet des 
Estampes et de la Photographie, Paris. SNR-3 ROUILLET

Fig. 5: Process ATHE Roulliet, bought by the Ministry of the Interior to 
facilitate the study of the art of drawing. Album comprising twelve 
drawings made from nature and lithographed by Aramanthe Rouilliet. 
Paris: Gilhaut Frères, 1843]. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Cabinet des 
Estampes et de la Photographie. SNR-3 ROUILLET Bibliothèque Nationale, 
Cabinet des Estampes et de la Photographie, Paris. SNR-3 ROUILLET
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