Balthasar Permoser (Sazburg 1651 - Dresden 1732)
Autumn and Winter
Circa: 1695
1695
Autumn signed 'BAT:P:INV' (to the back); Winter signed 'B.P.v' (to the front)
24 cm high (Auumn) and 22cm high (Winter)

After having lived in Rome and worked for the Medici in Florence, Balthasar Permoser accepted an
invitation to the court of the Elector of Saxony and moved to Dresden in 1690. Remaining in that city
until his death (except for a period in Berlin), he produced a range of works, from monumental
sculptures to devotional pieces full of pathos and exquisite ivory figures.

Permoser’s series of the four seasons in ivory, signed and dated 1695, was executed in Dresden. The
figures of Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter were split into two pairs in the early 19th century while in
Paris and only the female figures were returned to Braunschweig (now Herzog Anton Ulrich Museum).
After almost two centuries of separation the four ivories were temporarily reunited on the occasion of
the exhibition held in Florence in 2013 (see lit.). The elegant movement that animates the figures and

the technical virtuosity in the carving make them masterpieces of the late Baroque period.

Following the Renaissance tradition of representing Roman gods as personifications of the four
seasons, Permoser carved a smiling figure of Flora (Spring), an energetic Ceres (Summer), a drunken
Bacchus (Autumn) and an aged Vulcan (Winter). Permoser illustrated the theme more than once, not
only in ivory but also on a monumental scale, as with the Ceres and Vulcan in stone at the Zwinger,
Dresden (1714/1715)[1]. It is known that the artist carved two other ivory groups of the same subject:
one, undated, is in in the Grünes Gewölbe, Dresden, the other, now lost, was formerly in the collection of
Carlo Ginori in Florence and was used as model in his porcelain factory at Doccia from the mid-18th
century. Extant Doccia porcelain statuettes indicate that the Ginori group was presenting some
comparable compositional elements with our ivories and those in Braunschweig. The Dresden cycle
however is entirely different and very likely of a later date, ca. 1714. The present ivories, along with their
female counterparts in Braunschweig, are thought to be Permoser’s first treatment of the subject[2].
That they are the artist’s original invention is supported by his inclusion of the word ‘invenit’ in his
signature on the figures of Spring, Summer and Autumn. They are a tour de force in ivory carving, with
subtle rendering of textures and virtuoso detailing. Their composition is lively and the naturalism of the
poses remarkable. The statuettes are in exceptional condition.

Carved in 1695, the statuettes very likely entered the Braunschweig collection at the time of Anton
Ulrich, Duke of Braunschweig (reg 1685–1714), one of the most outstanding German Baroque princes.
Anton Ulrich’s most important building enterprise was Schloss Salzdahlum (destroyed in 1812). Work
began in 1688 and after 1700 the orangery and more wings to house the art collections were added;
the Grosse Galerie was the first independent gallery built for the express purpose of housing paintings
and sculptures in Germany. In his own lifetime the Duke’s collections were widely known, attracting
many visitors. They included many important works by Italian, Netherlandish, and Dutch masters, in
particular Rembrandt and his circle, as well as sculptures and Italian majolica that are now in the Herzog
Anton Ulrich-Museum in Braunschweig. Anton Ulrich’s son, Augustus William, Duke of Braunschweig
(reg 1714–31), sought to emulate the brilliance of his father’s household. From 1718 he had a palace
constructed in Braunschweig by the architect Hermann Korb, where the present ivories were brought to
in 1722 from the palace of Salzdahlum.
Charles I, Duke of Braunschweig (reg 1735–80), opened the family art collection to the public. When
Napoleon expanded his hegemony into Germany, he seized art from the conquered territories, the
newly director of the Louvre museum Dominique Vivant Denon carefully selecting the most outstanding
pieces. It was then that the ivory cycle of the Four Seasons was taken to France. Part of the loot was
restituted to Braunschweig in 1815, including the figures of Spring and Summer, however the present
ivories remained in Paris where they was acquired by Edward Viscount Lascelles sometimes before
1814 and then brought to Leeds.

[1] for illustrations see S. Asche, 1978, pp. 232-235

[2] see J. L. Burk’s entry in the exh. cat. Diafane Passioni, 2013, p. 328
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