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CHRÉTIEN, Gilles-Louis 
Versailles 5.II.1754 – Paris 4.III.1811 

Chrétien was a musicien de la chapelle du roi 
until, around 1783–86, he invented the 
celebrated physionotrace, a kind of 
pantographic machine which permitted the 
mechanical tracing of profile portraits in just a 
few minutes. Customers were offered either an 
immediate, life-sized chalk drawing, for 6 livres 
(the “grand trait”), or, for 15 livres (24 if the 
plate was taken) they could collect 12 
impressions of a reduced size engraving. 
Chrétien exhibited at the salons from 1793 to 
1799; he worked alone from 1786 or in 
partnership with Quenedey 1788–89, with 
Fouquet 1789–99 (qq.v.), and later with 
Bouchardy or Fournier. Quenedey in particular 
developed the technique, making the drawn 
profiles in a few minutes, while assistants were 
engaged to make the engravings. Records of 
drawings executed with this device are often 
misdescribed. 
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