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ABSTRACT 

 

This essay explores the significance of depicting children’s games in 18
th

-century 

Rococo painting and the differences in intended meanings when applied to children 

versus adults.  More specifically, the focus of my research is on the use of these games to 

exhibit moral lessons among adolescents and expose the connotations of fickleness, 

courtship, and eroticism when directed at aristocratic adults. The specific images that will 

be included in my discussion are Jean-Honoré Fragonard’s Happy Hazards of the Swing 

(1767) and Blind Man’s Bluff (c.a. 1750-1752), Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s Soap 

Bubbles (1733-34) and The Young Schoolmistress (ca. 1735-36), Jacques-Phillipe Le 

Bas’s Blind Man’s Buff (1737), and Nicolas Lancret’s Blind Man’s Bluff (c. 1728). I will 

also discuss the relevance of these paintings within their time period and the cultural 

politics of the eighteenth-century that would have had an impact on the development and 

interpretation of these images. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 In 18th-century France, adults and children alike engaged in games and playful 

activities; in Rococo painting this became a prominent subject. The theme of playful 

subjects in Rococo art was elegant and witty in ways that challenged the viewer’s 

intellect. Artists accomplished this through the utilization of emblems, visual puns, erotic 

allusions, and through frequent references to other works of art. Paintings of this playful 

subject matter also made use of the visual game, which can is best described by Jennifer 

Milam as “a self-conscious and extended stimulation of the beholder that encourages one 

to see relationships amongst internal parts of the image and the interaction of the image 

with external elements.”
1
 

 Figure 1, Jean-Honoré Fragonard’s Happy Hazards of the Swing from 1767, is an 

example of the dominance of the visual game, in which he develops connections between 

“the theme of vertigo and the vertiginous manner of handling paint and compositional 

form, as well as between the amusement as pictured and the sensational and associative 

                                                           
1
 The ideas involving the interpretive and visual game are derived from Jennifer Milam’s Fragonard’s 

Playful Paintings: Visual Games in Rococo Art (Manchester UK, 2006), pg. 52-53. 
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memories of a ride on a swing.”
2
 At this time, there was a cultural value in reminiscence 

and accessing feelings and ideas associated with childhood. 

 Happy Hazards of the Swing also exemplifies the interpretive game. This painting 

directs the viewer through the image by use of emblems and visual puns that work their 

way to the aesthetic pleasures of vertigo.
 3

  This image may make the most use of the 

interpretive and visual themes in this genre of painting because Fragonard devised this 

painting to demonstrate his talents as an artist and ability to balance the conception and 

reception of a work of art, specifically when constrained by a patron’s directive.
 4

 The 

patron who commissioned this painting specified the subject matter in detail, as I will 

discuss later. 

 The interpretive challenge is much more evident in Fragonard’s portrayal of Blind 

Man’s Bluff (c.a. 1750-1752). (Fig. 2). Both images have a similar theme related to 

distortion of vision and rely on the beholders ability to interpret the symbolisms within 

them. However, Blind Man’s Bluff focuses more on process of perception. And while 

both paintings provide an example of how the movement and energy involved in play 

                                                           
2
 Milam, Fragonard’s Playful Paintings, pg. 53. 

3
 The ideas involving the interpretive and visual game are derived from Milam’s Fragonard’s Playful 

Paintings. 
4
 Milam, Fragonard’s Playful Paintings, pg. 53. 



8 
 

might cause a loss of physical or behavioral control, this is more evident in this version of 

Blind Man’s Bluff.
5
   

Figure 3, Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s Soap Bubbles (1733-34), is an oil 

painting that is also representative of play in the 18
th

-century. However, this image, using 

an equal amount of symbolism, has as its goal a moral lesson directed at children. The 

painting features a young male figure engaged in activity with an object that refers to the 

passing of time; a bubble. The image makes strong use of the interpretive aspect 

associated with these paintings. Figure 5, Chardin’s The Young Schoolmistress (ca. 1735-

36), does not show play in a direct way. Rather, it features a young woman teaching a 

child to read through example, concentration, and practice. Chardin presents the 

significance of mimicry and education through patience and focus in this painting, in a 

way that is more literal than in his Soap Bubbles or Fragonard’s use of play and 

imagination. 

 

TIME PERIOD 

 

                                                           
5
 Milam, Fragonard’s Playful Paintings, pg. 52. 
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 Modes of play were specifically important to the social classes in 18
th

-century 

French culture. Play and leisure activities allowed for the rules of decorum to become 

relaxed. This allowed the otherwise languid aristocrat to engage in feelings of excitement 

and nostalgia for the freedom and limitless fun associated with childhood. Similarly, it 

allowed for a temporary escape from the mundane responsibilities of daily life. In this 

way, adults were given a means to temporarily re-experience the ideal form of childhood. 

 Class status had much impact on the types of leisure activities in which people 

involved themselves. Swinging, for example, was an appropriate form of leisure for an 

adult of the upper class because it allowed for one to still uphold the appropriate 

appearance of the refined and conspicuously unproductive leisure activities; as well as the 

social attitudes and cultural politics of the time demanded that people of the upper class 

not be seen in compromising positions, fatigued, or improper. Because of this, exercise 

could not involve much physical exertion. Additionally, a desire for games that brought 

good company, polite conversation, and a handsome presentation of the self was fostered. 

Swinging was particularly desirable because it allowed the player to engage in the 

amount of movement necessary for good health, while also allowing the player to remain 

at ease. The involvement of the swing exposed the body to different postures. This caused 

the muscles to react by habit, giving the player the ability to be active and passive at the 
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same time. This activity was also desirable by the upper class because swings allowed for 

the delirium of vertigo and inadvertent sexual disorder for both the spectator and player.
6
  

Towards the end of the Ancien Régime, swings were introduced to urban parks 

and gardens, in which people could pay to ride single and double occupancy swings. 

These were equally, if not more beguiling, to the spectators than actual swingers because 

of the occasional compromising position it put them in; women could easily expose parts 

of their body that would normally be kept from sight, as they progressed backward and 

forward, above and below the spectators in the swinging motion.
7
 

Pastoral paintings and fête galantes were also popular during this time for their 

depiction of bucolic setting parties that took place among the contemporary elite. Many 

of these paintings, including Watteau’s Pilgrimage to the Isle of Cythera (1717), were not 

literal in their translation on canvas, but are important because of their social significance 

and representation of the atmosphere and essence of elite play (Fig. 6). Fêtes allowed the 

elite class to entertain themselves and signify their social identity by engaging in 

decidedly appropriate leisure activities, while displaying exclusivity. Participants were 

offered an abundance of unusual experiences and opportunities that they were normally 

                                                           
6
 Julie Anne Plax, Watteau and the Cultural Politics of Eighteenth-Century France, Cambridge University 

Press UK, 2000, whole book. 
7
 Much of the information regarding the history of swings and cultural norms are learned from Jennifer 

Milam, Playful Constructions and Fragonard’s Swinging Scenes, Eighteenth-century Studies, Vol. 33, Issue 
4, pg. 543-560. 
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restrained from indulging in. They would allow themselves to be teased by these various 

pleasures. However, the ability to control these liberating forces by only engaging in 

them in a way that was profitable to the individual is what separated the upper class from 

the lower classes; more so it could be considered rude and inferior to succumb to one’s 

impulses. Similarly, one’s ability to enjoy these pleasures, rather than become 

overwhelmed by them was important to the participant’s success at these parties.  

Furthermore, the fête made an example of the constructive conventions of the 

societal world. Many times fêtes involved dressing up in masquerade costumes, allowing 

the participants to disguise themselves and temporarily act more freely. This drew 

attention to the fact that social constrictions, politics, and the like were far less natural or 

divine than people would generally like to think.
 8 

 

Some of the games and their depictions could be directed towards adults and 

children at the same time. However, both games and their representations could also have 

the primary purpose of encouraging children to imitate adult culture and to assimilate the 

codes of behavior expected of adults, including self-control.  By use of game play, 

children were being taught to exercise a balance between their desires for childish things, 

including play, and to conduct themselves in appropriate manners expected by adult 

                                                           
8
 The majority of my research involving fête galantes is from Amy S. Wyngaard, From Savage to Citizen: 

The Invention of the Peasant in the French Enlightenment, pg.58-31 and Plax, Watteau and the Cultural 
Politics of Eighteenth-Century France, pg. 108-115. 
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society. This involvement in game play was also important to a child’s development 

because of the social importance now involved with playing them as adults. 

 

THE DEPICTION OF CHILDREN’S GAMES IN ROCOCO PAINTING 

 

ADULTS AT PLAY 

 

Fragonard’s Happy Hazards of the Swing provides a notable example of at least 

two characteristics of play in 18
th

-century painting that are worth discussing. The first is 

how movement in game play can affect the players by putting them in compromising 

positions in which they might easily lose physical or behavioral control. The second is his 

portrayal of the swing as an invitation to the viewer to interact with it. 

Happy Hazards of the Swing features a “beautiful” young female figure dressed 

all in pink silk, poised mid-air upon a swing, kicking off one shoe. By her placement 

above an elderly admirer and her excited young lover, she is presented as an unattainable 

seductive figure. The “Gentleman of the court” who commissioned the painting gave the 

instructions that it was to include his mistress on the swing with himself positioned where 
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he could glimpse between her legs. The patron and another artist decided upon several 

ideas concerning the subject and composition before the commission was finally turned 

over to Fragonard. However, the painting gives the impression that Fragonard was in full 

control of the subject matter. This painting is thought to be originally intended for a 

petite-maison; with its strong emblems and connections to the ideas of inconstancy and 

fickleness of a lover, the swing, as a subject, would have been perfect for this location. 

There are statues of putti throughout the image, but it is thought that, while having 

meanings related to love, these putti are mainly added to direct the viewer through the 

image. 

 Movement is significant to this composition because of the delirium and 

confusion shared by all players due to the oscillation of the swing, as well as the 

compromising positions and illicit or indiscreet views. Here, I would like to focus on the 

prior. This disruption in vision is meant to draw parallels in the process of beholding and 

take the viewer back to an earlier stage of cognitional development. This takes the 

observer back to looking at the painting as a picture, prior to the analysis of emblems and 

relies on the impressions acquired by instinctual response. This allows for the swinger, 

spectators, and audience of the painting to engage in the sensations of play and desired 

qualities of childhood. 
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The portrayal of the swing invites the viewer to interact with it both by this idea 

of disrupted vision and by the way the viewer is taken through the painting in a series of 

steps directed by the heavy use of emblems. Some of the more important emblems 

involve the flicking of the woman’s shoe towards the Cupid statue, while having her back 

turned away from the two angelic putti. This is a direct and easily recognizable symbol of 

the loss of virginity. The manner in which Fragonard portrays this, by displaying her shoe 

being flicked off during swinging play, adds to the narrative because it is one of the 

“accidents” that can occur in the course of play. Fragonard additionally plays with irony 

in Happy Hazards of the Swing by dressing the young woman in a bergère hat; this 

shepherdess hat would normally be associated with the virtue of a young woman who is 

living closely with nature and thus, uncorrupted by the temptations of city life. 

The motifs of fickleness, courtship, and eroticism are also built up through the 

utilization of games that have well known conventions. For example Blind Man’s Bluff, 

creates a specific dialog that can be easily read based on the structure of the game itself. 

In this game and, similarly, the painting there is a discourse on the folly of marriage. 

Blind man’s bluff is a game that is played by a single couple, in which a young male 

suitor tickles his blindfolded beloved on the cheek with a piece of straw; a reference to 

the natural acts of courtship. Often these paintings include a putto who distracts the 

young woman from her suitor; Fragonard has included two characters that have been 
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described as either being putti or children depending on the source. It is important to 

notice that one of Fragonard’s characters is tickling the woman’s hand with a stick. Here, 

he is depicting sensual stimulation that is intended to add to the sexual risk presented to 

the woman. The woman then reaches out to locate her lover while she is stumbling 

around trying to catch him. She is shown glancing out from beneath her blindfold, 

catching the gaze of the viewers. The woman shows certainty that the final outcome and 

specific suitor are inevitable. However, nothing cautions the girl about this sexual or 

romantic encounter. 

Fragonard’s sets this scene within a terrace surrounded by a low wall, with a gate 

that has fallen off its posts; another obvious reference to the loss of virginity. In addition 

to this symbolism, the young woman is falling out of her very ruffled clothing, to the 

extent that her right breast is exposed and she is flushed.
 9

 In addition to this, the young 

woman is at the edge of a step. This is again alluding to her potential fall from innocence. 

Significant to this, is the less positive representation of blind man’s bluff in other images. 

For example, Jacques-Phillipe Le Bas portrayed blind man’s buff being played by a male 

figure, who is being teased and taunted by spectators (Fig. 7). The depiction in the 

engraving is entirely judgmental of the man’s folly and lack of prudence. Similarly, 

Nicolas Lancret portrays the spectators in his painting of blind man’s bluff as keeping the 

                                                           
9
 General information about the nature of the game and Fragonard’s painting were learned from Toledo 

Museum of Art, Blind Man’s Bluff, Web source. 
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player’s actions in check (Fig. 8). By not only leaving these components out, but also 

giving the children a putti like appearance and playful interaction with the player, 

Fragonard creates a composition that urges blind love forward. Part of the reason 

Fragonard may have painted Blind Man’s Bluff in a positive and playful manner, 

throughout each of his versions of it, may be to comment on the changing attitudes 

towards love in courtship and marriage, as well as a possible encouragement of social 

reform through play.
 10

 

 

CHILDREN AT PLAY 

 

Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin’s Soap Bubbles is a valuable example of the 

didactic depiction of children’s games in art. Chardin used bubbles in several of his 

paintings, as objects of ephemeral beauty to show a sense of play and wonder. The soap 

bubble is the main object in the painting, as it takes up the central space. The translucent 

bubble is coming from a straw that an older boy blows, while a younger boy watches 

intently. Unlike the images of adults playing children’s games, the composition of this 

                                                           
10

 Much of the information analyzing the game and portrayals of blind man’s bluff was learned from 
Jennifer Milam, Fragonard and the Blindmans Game: Interpreting representations of blindmans buff, 
whole article. 
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painting is reduced to its simplest forms, with only a glass of soapy water and some vines 

present. The scene is composed in a triangular fashion and light comes in from the left to 

illuminate the field of interest. Another significant difference in this painting is the use of 

earth tones as opposed to bright flirtatious colors. 

Throughout the 18
th

-century, soap bubbles were a common emblem for the 

impermanence and fragility of life. Chardin’s Soap Bubbles demonstrates this idea, as 

well as the idea of progression, by connecting the viewer with the various stages of 

development. The youngest boy is unaware of the process in which soap bubbles are 

created. However, the older boy demonstrates that he has a higher understanding of how 

the bubbles are made and used. Finally, the painting anticipates that a more sophisticated 

observer, mainly an adult, would be able to connect the emblematic association of the 

bubble to the transience of life. By use of symbolism and pre-existing conventions, 

images of children’s involvement in game play are just as complex as images containing 

adults. 

It is worth discussing The Young Schoolmistress because this painting is also 

meant to be representative of pedagogic material involving the same methods of play. 

However, this painting is less “playful” in appearance. The Young Schoolmistress does 

not depict children playing a game. Rather, it shows a young woman teaching reading 

through practice and example. The child is concentrating on learning through patience 
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and focus, in a way that urges the viewer to mimic her actions and experience the 

pedagogy built into the composition.  This painting is more about the mimicry and 

playful performance of a child’s learning and development than it is of literal play. In this 

way, The young schoolmistress is also relatable to children’s games. While there is not a 

game being played, the characters still uphold all of the characteristics of play found in 

compositions of children actually involved in play. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Eighteenth-century depictions of games played by children and adults extended 

beyond entertainment. Aesthetic theory, in the second half of the century, conceptualized 

the idea of art as play in broader ways that demanded anticipation and interactive 

responses by viewers. Many artists, specifically Fragonard, anticipated their viewers and 

were aware of the connection between the artist, image, and beholder. They often 

developed their compositions with this connection in mind, including material directed at 

skillful and willing viewers that would have an attention to the mechanics of 

interpretation, its creative sources and effects and to the role of experience in generating 

associative response. Whether by analyzing the many emblems, visual puns, and erotic 
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allusions involved in images involving adults or following the associations of learning 

through play and mimicry of didactic renderings of children, these allowed spectators to 

develop a greater aesthetic awareness.  
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