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Gerard de Lairesse in Portuguese:
The Groot schilderboek in Lisbon and Rio

In the thirteenth book of his Groot schilderboek Gerard de Lairesse observed that the
graphic art had a remarkable feat. It “[made] itself every where present; flying over the
Universe, as well as the sounding trumpet of Fame”." Little did he know that in this exact
capacity his musings on art would help modernise the Portuguese graphic arts scene, to
ultimately start the printing presses in Brazil in the process of the country’s transformation
from a colonial into an imperial state.

Gerard de Lairesse’s Groot schilderboek (1707) was a great international success right
from the start. His magnum opus, the first treatise to observe the art of painting in all its
branches, was in the following decades translated into German, French, and English, and
was mainly used at art academies throughout Europe.” It is little known, though, that in
1801 De Lairesse’s encyclopaedic work was translated into Portuguese too (fig. 1). This task
was carried out by the Brazilian friar and botanist José Mariano da Conceigéo Veloso
(1742-1811), who, a year earlier, had established the Oficina Tipografica, Calcografica e
Literaria do Arco do Cego (Printing and Literary centre of Arco do Cego) in Lisbon.?

Although the Grande livro dos pintores was originally meant to help the graphic artists
gathered around this newly founded artistic institution, shortly afterwards De Lairesse’s
volume crossed the Atlantic Ocean and landed in Brazil. It is not entirely inappropriate
to say that it ended up there by sheer coincidence, for this journey was caused by the
political unrest in Portugal and the flight of the Portuguese court to the New World at the
onset of the Napoleonic wars (1808). Once in Brazil, De Lairesse’s instruction inspired and
contributed to the development of the hitherto forbidden practice of printing and
printmaking, and marked the commencement of book production and commercial press.*

This article will trace the fascinating journey of the Groot schilderboek from Portugal
to Brazil and assess its place in the modernisation of printing business in these two
countries. In order to demonstrate the significance of De Lairesse’s musings in this process,
I will briefly scrutinise the Portuguese printing scene of the long eighteenth century
(1683-1808), discuss the printing enthusiasts who stood behind the translation and various
Portuguese editions of the Groot schilderboek, as well as the role of De Lairesse’s treatise
in the training programme of aspiring print makers associated with the Arco do Cego.
I'will ultimately follow its crossing to Brazil, all in hope of shedding additional light on the
purely practical side of the Groot schilderboek that has oftentimes gone unnoticed.

The Portuguese printing scene in the long eighteenth century

In the second half of the eighteenth century Portugal was a backwater of European art,
and very much reflected the sorry image the country enjoyed in the rest of Europe.> In the
wake of a devastating earthquake, which was followed by a tsunami and fire that destroyed
Lisbon in 1755, architecture, sculpture, and decorative arts flourished at the expense of
other artistic media.® Even before the natural disaster struck, however, not much attention
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had been paid to artistic training of home-grown printmakers. During the era of Jodo V
(1706-1750), which saw an enormous influx of gold from Brazil and was marked by unprec-
edented wealth and splendour, artists were imported from abroad.” The printing scene
was dominated by the French. The most notable engravers were Guilherme F. L. Debrie
(d. 1755) and Pierre Massar de Rochefort, also known as Pedro de Rochefort (1643-1740).
Both artists came to Lisbon to work on engravings for publications of the Royal History
Academy, which was founded by Jodo V on 8 December 1720. Their prints were eclectic in
nature, and included portraits of royalty and aristocracy. Neither Debrie, nor Rochefort
seem to have settled in Portugal for good.®
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The situation was going to change with the establishment of the Impressdo Régia (Royal
Printing Office), and the concomitant foundation of the very first Portuguese school of
engraving that opened on 24 December1768. According to the eleventh article of the royal
constitutional act issued by Jodo’s V successor, D. José (1750-1777), the principal aim of the
school was to train aspiring print makers under the supervision of an expert print maker.®
This highly-skilled expert, who was as of 29 December 1768 in charge of the program, was
Joaquin Carneiro da Siva (1727-1818) (fig. 2). For this post Carneiro da Silva was awarded
an enviable annual salary of 400000 real, and an additional bonus of 40000 real, if a trainee
of his program would be recognised as an accomplished artist upon graduation. This bonus
was awarded only once during Carneiro da Silva’s nineteen-year long appointment.” Even
though his artistic ingenuity was fairly limited, Carneiro da Silva’s relatively small oeuvre
reveals several very competently executed engravings. The Equestrian statue, The calvary,
The travelers (after Nicolaes Berchem), as well as portraits of Bartolomeu do Quental,
Infant d. Henrique (fig. 3), and the Immaculate virgin Mary made for the princess D. Maria
Benedeta betray a steady, yet light hand of a true master.”

2

Gregorio Francisco de Queiros,
Joaquim Carneiro da Silva,

ca. 1790, print, 17 x 14 cm,
Lisbon, Biblioteca Nacional de
Portugal, inv. BN, 1977.
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Despite being described as an honest man of integrity and great competence by his col-
leagues from the school’s administration, Carneiro da Silva turned out to be an inadequate
teacher.” He stubbornly held on to the old-fashioned techniques of engraving that could
not satisfy the needs of ever-growing print runs. Heavily influenced by Italians, Carneiro
da Silva swore by the burin with a very sporadic use of etching techniques. His trainees
thus authored engravings that were available in very few copies, not infrequently showing
a lack of technical knowledge. This often resulted in a coarse finish, which was a perfect
match to their sloppy and unoriginal designs. The steady decline that marked the last
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decade of Carneiro da Silva’s professorship had its climax in his act of leaving the Impresséo
Régia in 1786. This led to the demise of the school of engraving as well.”

In this light the foundation of the Arco do Cego seems even more significant, for it
was a breath of fresh air in the musty corridors of Portuguese printing business. Established
with a generous moral and financial support of D. Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho (1755-1812),
who was at the time the Secretary of the state, the Arco do Cego was the very first school
to have recognised the significance of importing the know-how, instead of artists from
abroad. Its founder, Mariano Veloso, was keen on introducing methods explained in vari-
ous treatises to strengthen the curriculum, and De Lairesse’s writings were of indispensable
help in this process." The flair, intelligence and authority of Mariano Veloso, however, did
not ensure the longevity of the institution — the Arco do Cego was incorporated into the
Impresséo Régia only a short year after its set up, more precisely on 7 December 1801. Nor
did Veloso spark the versatility of its editions. Despite Veloso’s extraordinary initiative, it
is safe to say that he failed miserably as the director of the Arco do Cego. The core business
of the Press was the mass production of books, book illustrations and maps. Even though
there isno documented evidence to support this, it seems likely that Veloso not only lacked
the commercial talent, but he also was wanting in broader erudition that would help him
recognise the significance of potentially profitable literary and scientific publications that
were brought to his attention. Most of them were declined, for they were beyond Veloso’s
area of expertise. Towards the end of its ephemeral existence, the Arco do Cego was almost
exclusively working to an end of publishing botanical treatises written by the director
himself.s This undoubtedly ensued its untimely, and yet inevitable downfall.

Closing down business at the Arco do Cego also coincided, and was inextricably linked
with D. Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho’s temporary leaving of the Portuguese political arena.
Holding the post of secretary of state for naval and colonial affairs from 1796 until 1801, De
Sousa Coutinho instituted considerably more progressive policies than his predecessors,
especially in regard to Brazil. A fervent promotor of the Physiocrats, Adam Smith (1723-1790)
and Abbé Raynal (1713-1796), De Sousa Coutinho advocated an entire array of radical in-
frastructural reforms. These entailed the establishment of banks, the abolition of tax-
farming, the introduction of paper money, and the provision of packet-boat services across
the Atlantic.”® Given De Sousa Coutinho’s uncompromising reforming spirit, it comes as
no surprise that he was also responsible for the opening of the first modern printing
center. The press would have helped spread information on new techniques in the arts,
industry and agriculture in Portugal and in Brazil, and, even more importantly, would also
have served as a vehicle of promotion of De Sousa Coutinho’s own political agenda.”

The Groot schilderboek in Lisbon
That Veloso was up to date with literature that would help the Arco do Cego artists to
master the craftis evident from the books he chose to have translated into the Portuguese.
Those were Abraham Bosse’s celebrated De la maniére de graver a leau forte et au burin
(1645), Evelyn’s Sculptura (1660), Du Fresnoy’s De arte graphica (1695), De Lairesse’s Groot
schilderboek (1707), Dupain’s La science des ombres and Pratique de la géométrie (1750), and
the Le moyen de devenir peintre en trois heures (1756), which was compiled by an anonymous
author.®

The title of the first Portugese edition of De Lairesse’s treatise, which reads the Grande
livro dos pintores, may be misleading though, and make one think that the entire colossal
9oo-page volume was translated in less than a year.” An endeavor that undoubtedly would
beat any hitherto known world record. The Groot schilderboek made available to the
trainees of the Arco do Cego contained only one book, which originally was not even in-
cluded into the treatise. It was the Grondlegginge ter teekenkonst, initially published as a
separate volume in 1701. Later in 1801, in the second edition of De Lairesse’s writings in
Portuguese, the title was changed into a more appropriate Principios do desenho.”® In the
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same year De Lairesse’s treatise on drawing was accompanied by the translation of the
thirteenth book of the Groot schilderboek, dedicated to the graphic arts.” According to the
frontispiece of the Principios da arte da gravura, the thirteenth book of the Groot schilder-
boek ought to be used in addition to the Principios do desenho by the same author, to the
benefit of the engravers of the Arco do Cego.” This was a brilliant idea, because the pater-
nal tone of the Principles of drawing was, step by step, introducing an ambitious draught-
sman to the secrets of design — from drawing lines and rendering squares, triangles and
circles, through working after life, to improving upon nature, and, finally, inventing a
history piece. Veloso did not fail to recognise this and observed that De Lairesse’s method
provided an easy instruction how to draw well in a short amount of time. Once the aspir-
ing artist has mastered this, he was ready to delve into De Lairesse’s musings on printmak-
ing that very clearly described different techniques, and emphasised principal differ-
ences between artistic prints and those meant for books.**

Whereas the Principios do desenho was translated by Veloso himself, the Principios da
arte da gravura was translated into the Portuguese by Veloso’s compatriot from Minas
Gerais, Padre José Joaquim Viegas de Meneses (1778-1841), who was also responsible for
the translation of Bosse’s famous manual.> Viegas de Meneses came to Portugal in 1797
in order to pursue a doctorate in theology at the University of Coimbra. He stayed in Lisbon
instead, where he met Veloso and joined the Oficina Tipografica, Calcografica e Literaria
do Arco do Cego. Under Veloso’s watchful eye, Viegas de Meneses mastered how to handle
the burin on the copper plate, as well as the principles behind the printing techniques of
chalcography and typography. Viegas de Meneses’s intimate acquaintance with De Lairesse’s
and Bosse’s writings was undoubtedly of great help in this process.*

In 1806, four years after he returned to Brazil, Viegas de Meneses authored the Canto,
a tiny publication dedicated to Ataide e Mello, the then governor of Minas Gerais. The
booklet contained fifteen pages of different Roman letter-type, and a verse encomium in
praise of the governor written by Diogo Pereira Ribeiro de Vasconcellos. This volume has
always been considered a true gem: surely not for the sloppily executed double portrait
of Ataide e Mello and his spouse (fig. 4), but because it was produced in Vila Rica, in Brazil,
during the ban on print making.*” The ban had been imposed by Sebastido José de Carvalho
e Melo, Marqués de Pombal (1699-1782) — the actual mover and shaker of the Portuguese
political arena in the mid-eighteenth century, who introduced a series of measures in
order to repress Brazilian cultural and intellectual autonomy. With a keen eye on suppress-
ing pro-independence movements, these measures included the prohibition of printing
presses in 1747, and the expulsion of the educationally active Jesuit order in 1759.*®

Both the Principios do desenho and the Principios da arte da gravura were translated
from the French, and it is safe to assume that Veloso, as well as Viegas Meneses, used the
1785 French edition of the Grand livre des peintres, which included the 1701 treatise on
drawing. Jansen, the translator of the 1785 French version of the Groot schilderboek deemed
it an excellent idea to precede De Lairesse’s musings on painting with those pertaining to
the secrets of drawing, and explained his reasoning in the foreword.” Jansen’s introduction
was included into the Portuguese edition too.*

There was no malice, or false pretence behind the publication of this marvelously
depleted version of Gerard de Lairesse’s encyclopaedic work. The reasons were purely
practical. Not only was the translator facing the time constraints, but also, it is likely that
the treatise on the art of drawing, which was slightly later accompanied by the detailed
instruction on printmaking, were seen as crucial to the training program of aspiring
printmakers, and thus given due attention.

In the preface to the Principios do desenho Veloso emphasised the rising popularity of
the Arco do Cego, which in a brief period of time attracted many young artists. According
to Veloso, in 1801 there were 24 of them, five of whom deserved to be mentioned by name.
Those artists were Inacio José Freitas, Constantino Costa e Oliviera, Silva, then the Brazilian
born Romaéo Eléi de Almeida, and Vianna, who, according to Veloso, were the masters of
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particular genius and talent.? The volume was illustrated by an artist named Santos: in all
likelihood Paulo dos Santos Ferreira Souto (fig. 5).%

O grande livro dos pintores in Rio
As we have already seen, the apparent popularity of the Arco do Cego did not ensure its
longevity. However, and regardless of its temporary disappearance from the printing scene,
its importance was again on the rise after a hiatus of seven years. As of 1808 the artists
once gathered around the Arco do Cego became the pioneers of printing business in Brazil.

When Napoleon’s armed forces invaded Portugal in 1807, part of his strategy was to
close the Continent off to British trade. The British responded by providing the logistical
support to transfer the Portuguese Court to Brazil.*® The Court always had an option of
moving to the New World if its position in Portugal became untenable. The Prince Regent
Jodo VI (1816-1826) must have endorsed this idea not only because Brazil by virtue of its
vast territory and resources had a lot more to offer to the Bragancas, but also because this
move would solidify his position as the first monarch in the New World.>

These events had tremendous consequences for graphic artists as well. Both the
reading material and the cutting-edge equipment Veloso had acquired for the Arco do
Cego were ‘boarded’ on one of the ships. In all likelihood they were part of the cargo
carried by the Medusa — one of the vessels that formed a massive squadron composed of
eight ships, three frigates, two brigs, one schooner, and more than twenty merchant ships
of the Portuguese Navy. The squadron reached Rio de Janeiro on 7 March 1808.3
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The arrival of D. J6ao VI in Rio de Janeiro in 1808 was followed by unprecedented pomp
and splendour. He landed in the capital of his principal colony surrounded by a retinue
of fifteen thousand people. Rio de Janeiro, at the time a city of approximately 50.000 inhabit-
ants, was soon to be transformed and promoted into the seat of the Portuguese empire.
The marquises, counts, and barons moved into fancy mansions lining freshly swept streets
thatnever before had heard the steps of people of title. This sudden change in the political
and social landscape required as swift a reorganisation of the cultural and artistic activities.
Even more urgently, however, the government institutions and public administration had
to be redefined and adapted to these novel circumstances.®* The printing press played the
central role in this process. It therefore comes as no surprise that the Royal Print Office of
Rio de Janeiro opened on 13 May 1808, only two months after the transfer of the court to
Brazil.# In reaction to this, Hipdlito da Costa (1774-1823), who was a noted journalist and
De Sousa Coutinho’s friend and confidant wrote: “Late, terribly late: but in the end the
printing press did reach Brazil. And I send my heartfelt congratulations to my fellow
countrymen.”® And indeed, only South Africa — in which the printing business started in
1814, and Greece, where the Ottoman rule postponed the use of this by then already
well-established invention, were beaten by Brazil.»
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The document issued on 24 June of the same year instituted the director and announced
that the Office will work with “economy and reason to the advancement of the Press, (...)
and attract engravers capable of publishing valuable works for the Press that are advanta-
geous to the government offices, especially the military.”+ Given the mission statement,
itislittle wonder that the person in charge of the Impressido Régia was D. Rodrigo de Sousa
Coutinho, who then resumed his post in the Portuguese government.

The first report about the activities of the Impressido Régia appeared on 30 January
1809. Addressed to the director of the Press it stated that “Romao Eloi and Paulo Ferreira
dos Santos, who went to Lisbon with Father Veloso, have now arrived to Rio de Janeiro and
will start working on the map of the city of Rio de Janeiro, which has been taken from the
Military Archives, as well as on the plates for the treatise on Geometry written by Legendre.”*
This means that the first official print makers of Brazil were both trained in the tradition
of the Arco do Cego. One of them was Paulo dos Santos Ferreira Souto, who had illus-
trated the Portuguese edition of the Principios do desenho. Their initial tasks were to make
a city map of the new capital and to illustrate a scientific treatise. The map was designed
by First Lieutenant Ignacio Antonio dos Reis and later engraved by Paulo dos Santos Ferreira
Souto. Its publication was announced in the Gazette of Rio de Janeiro of 13-5-1812, which
also included a news snippet that the map got sold and fetched 6400 reals (fig. 6).** The
illustrations for Legendre’s treatise on Geometrical elements are likely to have been finished
three years earlier, and Rubens Borba de Moraes believes that these were indeed the first
engravings published by the Impressdo. The book, translated by Manoel Ferreira, was
published in 1809, and it featured 13 prints with drawings of geometrical figures.*

Printing presses, formerly forbidden, were now granted fiscal incentives and encour-
aged to open. They were central to Dom Rodrigo de Souza Coutinho’s enlightened govern-
ment program that was meant to modernise the Empire through dissemination of tech-
nical and practical knowledge. Books and private libraries that used to be sneered at,
suddenly became a sign of sophistication, and De Lairesse’s musings on drawing and
engraving were not insignificant in this process. Traditionally regarded as a substandard
rehash of French academic art theory, in their Portuguese and Brazilian adventures De
Lairesse’s writings showed their practical side, too.

6
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Library, inv. 005015481. >>
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Through the adoption and endorsement of the ‘antique’, that was “followed by the most polite nations”,

Gerard de Lairesse (1641-1711) aspired to reach out beyond the borders of the Northern Netherlands. His

success with the grand and important elsewhere would eventually put contemporary Dutch art on the

artistic map of Europe — or so he hoped. In that respect, the Groot schilderboek (1707) had an important

role to play, and it was to do so marvelously well.

It is little known, though, that De Lairesse’s encyclopedic treatise on art was translated into

Portuguese in180o1. This job was entrusted to the Brazilian friar and botanist José Mariano da Conceigédo

Veloso, who was at the time the director of the Arco do Cego — the most important printing center to

introduce new techniques to the Portuguese printing scene, that could accommodate ever-growing

print runs. De Lairesse’s writings, however, not only contributed to the modernisation of printing

industry in Portugal. In 1808 the Grande livro dos pintores crossed the ocean and landed in Brazil, where

it played a significant role in (re)starting the printing industry.

This article will trace the fascinating journey of the Groot schilderboek from Portugal to Brazil and

assess its place in the modernisation of printing business in these two countries. In order to demonstrate

the significance of De Lairesse’s musings in this process, the author will briefly scrutinise the Portuguese

printing scene of the long eighteenth century (1683-1808), discuss the printing enthusiasts who stood

behind the translation and various Portuguese editions of the Groot schilderboek, as well as the role of

De Lairesse’s treatise in the training programme of aspiring print makers associated with the Arco do

Cego. I will ultimately follow its crossing to Brazil, all in hope of shedding additional light on the purely

practical side of the Groot schilderboek that has oftentimes gone unnoticed.

147

Oud Holland 2019 - 2/3 volume 132

Downloaded from Brill.com02/11/2020 01:11:00PM
via Universiteit Utrecht



	Gerard de Lairesse in Portuguese: The Groot schilderboek in Lisbon and Rio
	The Portuguese printing scene in the long eighteenth century
	The Groot schilderboek in Lisbon
	O grande livro dos pintores in Rio
	ABOUT THE AUTHOR
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	NOTES
	SUMMARY


