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Head of Apollo 
 
Red chalk on paper, ca. 1862-78. 
Signed lower left: JL Gérome, numbered in the lower margin in pen and brown ink: 19. 
260 x 163 mm 
 
PROVENANCE: Private collection, France 
 
LITERATURE: Gerald M. Ackerman, Jean-Léon Gérôme. Monographie révisée, catalogue raisonné mis à jour, 
Courbevoie, 2000, p. 29, 293, 250-251 – Jean-Léon Gérôme, Notes autobiographiques, présentées et annotées par 
Gerald M. Ackerman, Vesoul, 1981 – Laurence des Cars, Dominique de Font-Réaulx, Edouard Papet, Jean-
Léon Gérôme (1824-1904). L'histoire en spectacle, exhib.-cat., Musée d’Orsay, Paris 2010, pp. 144-151 
 
 
If we could admire at first sight the present drawing as a head of a woman, some minor details reveal 
that it is actually the mask of the god Apollo. The androgynous beauty of the face drawn by Jean-
Léon Gérôme appropriates the impressive hair knotted in the front of the head as various Apollo’s 
antique sculptures. The face is surrounded by rays of light, referring to Apollo the god of Sun and his 
golden hair. As well as his physical beauty, Apollo was also the god of music, poetry, archery, healing, 
and represented the moral excellence of the civilization. Louis XIV used this character at considerable 
length for the decoration of Versailles [fig. 1]. Precisely it is one of the heads of Apollo displayed at 
Versailles that is here depicted by Gérôme. 
 
The comparison of Louis XIV with the sun and the sun god Apollo was already initiated at the time 
of his birth by the Dominican padre Tommaso Campanella, and systematically continued by the 
Chief Minister Cardinal Mazarin to confirm the role of the King as a divine representative on earth. 
The sun was a symbol of its central position within the state as well as its claim to a global domi-
nation and priority among the monarchs of Europe. The sun symbolism at the court of Versailles 
was confined not only to symbolic references in art and literature; in 1653, as a young monarch, Louis 
XIV personally played the role of the sun god Apollo in Jean-Baptiste Lully’s Ballet royal de la nuit and 
thus appeared as the sun [fig. 2]. 
 
Jean-Léon Gérôme translated his interest for Versailles into two paintings depicting historical anec-
dotes: Louis XIV and Molière (1862, Malden Public Library) [fig. 3] and Reception of Condé in Versailles (1878, 
Musée d’Orsay) [fig. 5]. In both paintings, the head of Apollo appears as a central focus in Gérôme’s 
dramatic narratives, as the royal symbol of art, peace and wisdom (see figs. 4 and 6).The Escalier des 
Ambassadeurs - where the head emerges - in the Orsay painting, is a pure reconstruction as it had been 
destroyed in 1752. Gérôme had to make many preparatory studies from rare engravings to set his 
historical realism style. In a letter to William Henry Vanderbilt, first owner of the Orsay painting, 
Gérôme told the anecdote about Le Grand Condé, a great man of war who permitted France to win 
several battles of highest importance, but crippled by rheumatism, he struggled to climb the stairs. 
Seeing that he made the King wait, he said to him: "Sire, I beg your pardon for making your Majesty to wait so 
long." Magnanimous, the King replied: "My cousin, do not hurry. When one is loaded like you by so many laurels, one 
can only walk with difficulty." 
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Fig 1: Grille Royale du Chateau de Versailles (detail); Fig. 2: Unknown artist, The young Louis XIV as Apollon, dancing  
reconstructed in 2007.    in Lully’s Ballet royal de la nuit. Drawing and gouache, c.1653. 
      Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 3: Jean-Léon Gérôme, Louis XIV and Molière, 1862. 
Oil on panel, 42 x 75 cm. Malden Public Library, Malden Massachusetts. 
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Fig. 4: Detail of the King’s bed, c.1701, (visible in the background of Gérôme’s  
painting Louis XIV and Molière). The bed chamber of Louis XIV, Chateau de Versailles. 
 
 

  
 

Fig. 5: Jean-Léon Gérôme, Réception du Grand Condé à Versailles;. 1878;  Fig. 6: Detail of Fig. 5 with the 
Oil on canvas, 96,5 x 139,7 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.    Head of Apollo above the bust. 


