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acquisitions/maurice quentin de la tour’s portrait of the princesse de rohan

Hanging in Countess  Ulla Tessin’s 
bedroom at Åkerö was a “gallery of beau-
ties”, made up of portraits of her female 
French friends. Assembling it had requi-
red considerable effort, and a good deal 
of diplomacy and flattery, on the part of 
the Tessins, as well as the reciprocal gift 
of a likeness of the countess.1 Among the 
portraits that seem to have taken longest to 
secure was that of the princesse de Rohan, 
one of Ulla Tessin’s closest friends in Paris. 
Marie-Sophie de Courcillon, princesse de 
Rohan (1713–1756), was considered the 
greatest beauty of her day, and yet was mar-
ried to a man 45 years her senior, the duc 
de Rohan-Rohan, prince de Soubise. Ulla 
Tessin described the princess’s appearan-
ce in a letter to her sister-in-law Augusta 
Törnflycht: “Elle rassemble toutes les per-
fections avec la grande beauté qu’elle a. 
Elle est bien faites, les plus beaux yeux de 
monde. La taille grande et majestueuse, 
avec cela polie affable gaÿe chantant bien, 
dansant parfaitement.”2 Carl Gustaf Tessin, 
for his part, gave her the epithet “la Belle 
Princesse”, or even “la Divine Princesse”.3

Maurice Quentin de La Tour’s Portrait of the Princesse de Rohan

Magnus Olausson
Director of Collections and the Swedish National Portrait Gallery

Fig. 1 Maurice Quentin de La Tour (1704–1788), 
Marie-Sophie de Courcillon, Duchesse de 

Pecquigny, Princesse de Rohan (1713–1756), 
married to (1) Charles François d’Albert d’Ailly, 

(2) Hercule Mériadec de Rohan, c. 1740. 
Pastel on paper, 58.2 x 47.8 cm. 

Purchase: The Wiros Fund. 
Nationalmuseum, NMB 2650.
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acquisitions/maurice quentin de la tour’s portrait of the princesse de rohan

tify the song. Presumably, the music can be 
linked to the sitter herself, who according 
to Ulla Tessin was an accomplished singer. 
The cornflowers the princess wears in her 
hair are a symbol of exquisite refinement, 
a quality often ascribed to her. The blue re-
curs in the fur-trimmed cape, which is ren-
dered with great bravura. It is no mere coin-
cidence, surely, that the Nationalmuseum, 
which holds a large portion of Carl Gustaf 
Tessin’s collections, should now have been 
able to acquire La Tour’s original portrait 
of the princesse de Rohan, something the 
great art collector himself never managed 
to do 275 years ago.

Notes:
1. Merit Laine and Carolina Brown, Gustaf 
Lundberg 1695–1786, Stockholm, 2006, p. 188.
2. National Archives of Sweden (RA), Ericsbergs-
arkivet, E 3082, Ulla Tessin to Augusta Törnflycht, 
dated 21 November 1739.
3. Carl Gustaf Tessin to Ulla Tessin, dated 13 
October 1740; see Gunnar von Proschwitz, 
Tableaux de Paris et la cour de France 1739–1742, 
Göteborg, 1983, p. 114.
4. Sigrid Leijonhufvud, Omkring Carl Gustaf Tessin, 
vol. I, Fru grevinnan Ulla och fru grevinnan Augusta, 
Stockholm, 1917, p. 99. Cf. Magnus Olausson 
and Roger de Robelin, “Nunnan i grevens lilla 
garderob”, in Lust och last, Nationalmuseum 
exhibition catalogue no. 663, Stockholm, 2011, 
p. 177.
5. Carl Gustaf Tessin to Ulla Tessin, dated 1 
November 1739; see von Proschwitz 1983, p. 59.
6. Leijonhufvud 1917, p. 109.
7. Carl Gustaf Tessin to Ulla Tessin, dated 19/30 
June 1741; see von Proschwitz 1983, p. 156. 
8. Ibid., dated 14/25 June 1741, p. 190. 
Jean-Marc Nattier’s original is in the Toledo 
Museum of Art.
9. Ibid., dated 19/30 June 1741, p. 156.
10. Ibid., dated 28 November/8 December 1741, 
p. 250.
11. Whether the copy sold at Sotheby’s, London, 
on 3 July 1991 (lot 162) was the one given to 
Tessin is impossible to say.
12. Neil Jeffares, “La Tour and Lundberg’s 
portraits of la princesse de Rohan”, http://www.
pastellists.com/Essays/LaTour_Rohan.pdf 
13. Laine and Brown 2006, p. 74.
14. Jeffares, op. cit.
15. Personal communication from the conservator 
Cécile Gombaud, who has conserved Maurice 
Quentin de La Tour’s portrait of the princesse de 
Rohan. Gombaud will be publishing the results of 
her investigations at a later date. 

be the star attraction of a future gallery 
of beauties.9 When the replica was finally 
made, however, Tessin was disappointed. 
He considered it “assez mal copié” and, in 
a letter to his wife, explained why: “c’est 
qu’on n’y a voulu mettre que Deux cent 
francs”. Tessin himself had had to stump 
up at least as much for a frame, as none 
had been provided.10 It is not known what 
has since become of Tessin’s version.11 As 
Neil Jeffares has shown, a head-and-shoul-
ders copy of it was made by the Swedish 
pastellist Gustaf Lundberg, a version that 
was also to be found at Åkerö.12 

Before this, the princesse de Rohan 
had promised Ulla Tessin that she would 
sit to Lundberg, but it would appear that 
she never did.13 This may possibly ex-
plain why Ulla finally saw no alternative 
but to make a copy herself, under Lund-
berg’s supervision (Fig. 2), of the pastel 
portrait of the princesse de Rohan which 
Maurice Quentin de La Tour had produ-
ced around the same time, that is to say 
in 1740. This copy was among the many 
objects shipped from Paris to Stockholm 
in August of the following year. It was long 
believed that La Tour’s original had been 
lost, but, as Jeffares demonstrates, its iden-
tity was still known at the beginning of the 
20th century, when the portrait was in the 
collection of Maurice Fenaille. By 1932 
however, in conjunction with the Exposi-
tion François Boucher (1705–70) at the hôtel 
Jean Charpentier, the pastel was attributed 
to Boucher and the sitter had become an 
unknown woman. Not until 2013 could 
the true identity of the portrait once again 
be established.14

Maurice Quentin de La Tour (1704–
1788) executed the portrait of the princesse 
de Rohan at the beginning of his rising care-
er (Fig. 1). The sitter is depicted half-length, 
three-quarter face to the left, as if surprised by 
the viewer as she is about to sing a love song. 
While the music is fully legible, the words, for 
some unknown reason, seem to have been 
deliberately erased.15 As Neil Jeffares has 
shown, they are visible in Lundberg’s copy, 
but even so it has not been possible to iden-

Count Tessin also told the somewhat 
risqué story of how he himself had “hap-
pened” to catch the princess’s lady’s maid 
off guard and managed to push ajar the 
door to the bathroom occupied by her 
mistress. Here, the Swedish guest had 
caught “a glimpse of the beauty within, in 
the clear water”.4 Presumably this was just 
a tale fabricated by the count after visiting 
the princesse de Rohan “à sa toilette”, an 
occasion he also described in a letter to his 
wife Ulla.5 It was perhaps more a matter of 
daydreaming on Carl Gustaf Tessin’s part 
than of reality, despite all the rumours of 
promiscuity that surrounded the princess. 
She remained a close friend of the count 
and countess, and Ulla Tessin was presen-
ted with, among other things, a portrait 
miniature6 designed to be mounted in a 
snuffbox, while Carl Gustaf was to be given 
a replica of Nattier’s large portrait of the 
princess.7 The latter painting, though, was 
a long time coming, not being produced 
until after the Salon of 1741.8 To under- 
score his wish, Tessin had made a point of 
telling the princess that her portrait would 

Fig. 2 Gustaf Lundberg (1695–1786), Marie-Sophie 
de Courcillon, Princesse de Rohan, c. 1740. 
Pastel on paper, 63 x 50 cm. Private collection.




