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 On 17 December, the French 
auction house of Ader will be presenting 
two bronze chefs-modèles (master models) 
by Charles Henri Joseph Cordier (1827-
1905) with brown patina on their original 
ebonised wood base.  
 
Kept in one of the branches of the artist’s 
family, their existence was suspected but 
not located – until today. These are the 
two chefs-modèles or master models, i.e. 
the first casts executed by the artist, which 
then serve as a reference for subsequent 
casts. In this they are of particular 
importance, as they are made to be perfect 
in every respect to serve as a template for 
the rest of the production. They had to be 
impeccable in the quality of the cast, the 
chiselling and the patina.
 
Not only is the head of the Cheik Arabe 
du Caire (the Arab Sheikh of Cairo) not to 
be found in any museum collection but its 
very limited number of versions makes it a 
very rare work. There is, however, a copy 
of the Arabe d’el Aghouat exhibited in the 
large hall of the Musée d’Orsay; a version 
wearing a turban and draped in a burnoose 
made of onyx marble.

French auctioneers David Nordmann and 
Xavier Dominique, in collaboration with 
the experts from the offices of Sculpture 
et Collection, will be presenting these two 
bronze heads, for which the models were 
made during two trips taken by the artist: 
first to Algeria in 1856, then to Egypt in 
1866.
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Arabe d’el Aghouat 
and Cheik arabe du 
Caire : Two bronze 
chefs-modèles with 
brown patina, circa 
1856 and 1866.

PROVENANCE

Family of the artist 
then by descent.

DIMENSIONS

Height: 48 and 47 cm 
respectively including the 
original ebonised 
Wood base: 14 cm.

Charles Cordier 
(1827 - 1905)

ESTIMATION

€20,000 - €30,000 each 
(the works are to be sold 
separately)
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Charles Cordier 
(1827 - 1905), 
French sculptor
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CHARLES 
CORDIER

He chose subjects never 
before represented in 
sculpture.

IN FIVE
KEY POINTS

Cordier’s intention was 
to represent the diversity 
of the human race in all 
its beauty.

He is the author of 365 
ethnographic busts 
among a body of work of 
617 known sculptures.

He revived the fashion 
for polychrome sculpture 
in order to reflect the 
singularity of his models. 
To this end, he used 
patinas in brown, black, 
gold and silver and used 
marble, yellow and white 
onyx and ivory to adorn 
his busts.

His works were bought 
by such figures as 
Napoleon, Queen 
Victoria, and numerous 
scientists.

1846
Charles Cordier 
creates the sculpture 
of the freed slave Seïd 
ENKESS..

1856
Charles Cordier goes on 
expedition to Algeria. 
There he creates the 
Arabe d’el Aghouat.

1860
Charles Cordier is 
made a chevalier of 
the French Légion 
d’Honneur.

1866
Charles Cordier goes 
on expedition to Egypt. 
There he creates the 
Cheik arabe du Caire.
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 There is the sculptor that society gives 
birth to, the one that institutions, national 
schools of Fine Arts, Academy and ministries 
hold close and who are awarded prizes and 
distinctions, knighthoods and titles. There 
is also the sculptor whose work brings new 
perspectives influencing society by the force 
of his ideas. 

This type of sculptor, our sculptor, 
nevertheless followed the same rigorous 
classical training and garnered many honours 
(from the Arts Décoratifs, Ecole des Beaux-
Arts de Paris, Second Prix de Rome), but in 
his quest for authenticity sought an aesthetic 
that lay outside the traditional standards of 
ideal beauty.

It is precisely by deviating from custom and 
protocol that Charles Cordier began his 
career. Inspired by the Orientalist movement 
of artists such as Ingres and Delacroix before 
him, Cordier was very early on interested by 
peoples from far away lands now brought 
closer by French colonialism. The 19th century 
notions of "genre", "species" and "type" are 
at the heart of the anthropology that Charles 
Cordier adhered to. This is reflected in the 
unprecedented and innovative work of the 
artist who is considered to be the father of 
anthropological sculpture.
 
With the two chefs-modèles offered at 
auction by Ader, Charles Cordier invites us to 
take a different look, a new point of view of 
what was then little-known subjects. His is the 
observation of a 19th century artist trying to 
bring veracity and beauty to a new science - 
ethnography. He invites us to hold our gaze 
as long as a work itself, carved in the alloy 
of science and humanist philosophy, whose 
"execution is so perfect", can last.

«  My genre had the topicality of a new 
subject: the revolt against slavery and 

anthropology at its birth » 

Charles Cordier in his ‘Memoirs’.
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of anthropological
sculpture

CHARLES 
CORDIER

the inventor



 The two busts presented by Ader are 
the work of a young Charles Cordier, who in his 
thirties had been working in bronze for more than 
ten years and who pursued with equal fervour 
his vocation to represent human diversity, the 
universality of Beauty and the vivacity of exotic 
peoples. At the moment of his creating these 
two master models, the former student of 
François Rude had perfectly mastered the art of 
carving, casting and chasing.

"The treatment is impeccably naturalistic [...]." 
Philippe Dagen, Le Monde.

After casting, Charles Cordier carried out 
chiselling and work on the patina that he took to 
an astonishing level of definition and precision. 
This is exactly what the master model allows 
us to appreciate, this is the challenge and the 
vocation of such a work: to be perfect so that 
subsequent castings can be as close as possible 
to the artist’s original intention. 

"It’s wonderful, because here we are really at 
the source, we are as close as possible to the 
artist’s creation [...] the quality of execution 
is admirable, it’s exactly what he intended". 
Alexandre Lacroix 

The last, delicate phase is the patina. It consists 
in making the copper contained in the cast iron 
react, while hot, by exposing it to chemicals 
(diluted in rainwater and applied with a brush). 
This makes it possible to obtain the desired 
brown tones for the colouration of the skin, the 
black of a retina, the gold of an ornament.

ARABE D’EL 
AGOUHAT, 
SHEIK OF 

CAIRO

two perfect
works at 
auction
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 During an expedition, 
Cordier would shape the genesis 
of his work in terracotta. This 
light, easily worked and sturdy 
material allowed him to fix the 
expressions and anatomical 
details of the model before him 
immediately and with precision. 
On 17 December, in addition to 
the two master models, Ader will 
be auctioning a terracotta study 
by Charles Cordier, also from the 
artist’s studio.
In the sculptor’s creative 
process, the original work was 
then converted into plaster, 
which in turn would give rise to 
the master model in bronze.

"What is particularly interesting 
in these works is that it is the raw 
portrait, the genesis of the work. 
In the artist’s creative process, 
we are at the very beginning."
Elodie Jeannest de Gyvès, 
sculpture expert.

L’Arabe Del Aghouat, the 
Cheik arabe du Caire  : two 
masterpieces will delight both 
purists wishing to bring another 
facet to their collections and 
institutions in search of first 
castings.

"Under the direction of the 
artist and as per his instructions, 
two models are cast that will 
be chiselled, then the patina 

CREATIVE
PROCESS

FROM EXPEDITION 
TO MUSEUM

the artist’s
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will be created and that will be 
the standard, the reference for 
all the others afterwards. One 
model would be kept by the 
artist, the other by the foundry. 
They are not works intended for 
sale". Alexandre Lacroix.

In his quest for authenticity and 
naturalistic rendering, Charles 
Cordier brought polychrome 
sculpture back into fashion. 
He worked with patinas that 
were coloured, silver and black, 
and dressed the busts in onyx, 
marble and ivory. He mobilised 
a whole range of skills in order 
to transcribe "avec une sévère 
vérité" the psyche, culture, 
passions and character traits. 
An unexpected consequence 
was that he did, in fact, revive 
a small phenomenon, that of 
using polychrome, which since 
its heyday in Antiquity had 
fallen into disuse. It was a sort of 
small, unexpected and spirited 
‘revival’ with the creation of 
works that contrasted with the 
pearly whiteness of marble and 
monochrome bronzes that paid 
homage to classical sculpture, 
another academy requirement 
that Cordier disregarded with 
great success.

"My essentially artistic and 
scientific works (...) are not 
based on fantasy, but on 
subjects chosen from their 
sphere and rendered with strict 
accuracy" Charles Cordier.Charles Cordier (1827 - 1905), 

Head of Sudan (entre 1856 et 
1857), Paris, Musée d’Orsay.



 The ‘warrior for beauty’; 
was how his contemporary 
and counterpart Jean Garnier 
described him. He did indeed 
have the devotion and discipline 
of a warrior; two virtues to which 
one can add a pronounced taste 
for the unknown. The battle he 
engaged in - without worrying 
about possible mutinies or 
sudden opposition - is the 
representation of the Beauty 
of Man, universal and singular, 
African, Chinese, feminine, 
working class, everyday. Despite 
this unorthodox approach, 
no censor appeared on the 
horizon. His audacity paid off 
and everyone followed him: 
critics, intellectuals, scientists, 
the State, learned societies, 
and patrons (including Queen 
Victoria, who acquired his very 
first sculpture representing a 
freed slave).

"He immersed himself in the 
world he represented. It wasn’t 
exoticism; he had this desire to 
go elsewhere, to meet people, 
to experiment. He used his own 
money to set up expeditions. 
Sometimes he would contact 
the Ministère des Beaux-Arts 
to receive the funds that were 
owed to him, but he would not 
wait to be paid before leaving. 
And he would return showing 
what he had done in order to 
interest people".
Elodie Jeannest de Gyvès

He captures - like a photographer. 
He captures the beauty that 
he sees in all types of people   
throughout the world, with a 
sensitivity as reactive as that of 
film to light. In their exhibition 
"Charles Cordier, l’Autre et 
l’Ailleurs" (2004), the Musée 
d’Orsay compared him to two 
of his own contemporaries, the 
photographers Henri Jacquart 
and Jacques-Philippe Potteau. 
He immersed himself in culture, 
entered the daily lives of the 
humble, and looked at them 
with a rare scientific acuity. 
Once the work of observation 
and immersion was done, he 
would move on to the material; 
modelling and sculpting a bust 
that would conform, in every 
respect, to the laws of anatomy. 
And because of the first, 
immersive phase of his work, he 
was able to give them a soul, a 
mind. 
More than just an Egyptian Sheik 
or an Algerian Arab among 
others, our two busts represent 
the beauty of the Egyptian Sheik 
and the beauty of the Algerian.

"Beauty is not the attribute of 
a privileged race; I conveyed 
to the world of art the idea of 
the ubiquity of beauty". 
Charles Cordier

for BEAUTY

CHARLES 
CORDIER

the warrior

Charles Cordier, Arabe d’El Aghouat en burnous 
(1856) Paris, Musée d’Orsay.
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Charles Cordier, Femme des colonies (1861), 
Paris, Musée d’Orsay.



 An independent thinker, 
Charles Cordier allowed himself 
complete freedom in his work: he 
chose subjects that he was the very 
first to introduce into the art of 
statuary. On several occasions, he 
invested his own money in order to 
maintain his independence from his 
clients. Before Cordier, the majority 
of portrait busts represented 
important personalities from the 
political and economic scene. 
Previously, the task of sculpture 
had been to portray great moral 
principles, whereas he wanted to 
portray "the (human) race as it is 
in its relative beauty, in its absolute 
truth, with its passions”. The sculptor 
freed himself completely and chose, 
as an ardent humanist, to represent 
human diversity and "the vivacity of 
exotic peoples".

This is a new turning point, a true 
adventure in the history of sculpture. 
This is how he was able to make the 
bust of an Egyptian peasant woman, 
a Kabylian harvester, a Maltese coral 
fisherman, and of course, "Seïd 
ENKESS" – the freed slave, his first 
model, a work that propelled him to 
the forefront. His boldness enabled 
him to be considered one of the 
most important of French sculptors 
and brought him international 
recognition. He was a visionary in his 
challenge of conventional standards 
and a perfect representative of all 
that was specific to the 19th century: 
an orientalist love for the exotic, a 
keen eye for truth in representation 
as taught by the realists and a 
growing interest in science. 
 
And he was successful. 

a free spirit 
in the history 
of sculpture

Charles Cordier 
"Revolutionized science, 
art and history by the 
choice of his subjects, by 
giving a chance to people 
who had none" 

Frédéric CHAPPEY,  
Former director of the museums 
of Boulogne-Billancourt.

"A magnificent Sudanese 
appears in the studio. 
In fifteen days I made 
this bust and sent it 
to the Salon, never 
doubting that it would be 
received" 

Charles Cordier regarding his 
portrait bust of Seïd Enkess.

CHARLES 
CORDIER
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 Charles-Henri-Joseph 
Cordier (1 Nov 1827 Cambrai - 
29 July 1905 Algeria) was born 
during the monarchy of Charles 
X and the Second Restoration, 
at the dawn of one of the 
most important French colonial 
initiatives. This native of France’s 
Picardy region would ultimately 
live out his final years in Algeria. 
The son of a pharmacist, he 
attended evening classes at the 
Ecole Royale de Dessin (today’s 
"Ecole Nationale des Arts 
Décoratifs") on a scholarship. 
The instruction was demanding 
and rigorous. Rodin followed 
him there a few years later.
In 1846, Charles Cordier was 
received at the Beaux-Arts in 
Paris and entered the studio 
of François Rude. It was in this 
studio that he met Seïd Enkess, 
a freed Sudanese slave, whose 
portrait bust he made and then 
exhibited two years later - the 
year slavery was abolished - at 
the Salon. Despite this risky 
choice, the statue, entitled "Saïd 
Abdallah, de la Tribu de Mayac, 
Royaume de Darfour" was a 
huge success. Several copies 
were made and presented at 
the Great Exhibition in London 
in 1851. The work aroused great 
interest among the scientists 
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of the time and was bought by 
Queen Victoria herself. Charles 
Cordier was only twenty at the 
time. It was during the following 
decade that he produced the 
two statues representing the 
Sheik of Cairo and the Arab of 
El Aghouat. 

Cordier stands apart. He was the 
most celebrated ethnographic 
sculptor of the 19th century, 
exploring the long held French 
interest in exotic and oriental 
themes that he translated into 
a sophisticated balance of the 
scientific and the poetic.

These two bronzes, master 
models for iconic works, 
known and yet just recently 
rediscovered, fresh to the 
market and bearing a perfect 
provenance, showcase both 
Cordier’s virtuoso technique and 
his rigorous attachment to truth 
from observation and beauty as 
an ideal.  

biography

CHARLES 
CORDIER
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