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WYL, Mathias-Antoine de
Lausanne — p.1784

The initials of the anonymous Lausanne
pastellist engaged by Voltaire are in the same
hand as that of de Wyl, the author of the
unknown sitter in Geneva. The name refers to
the seigneurie and chateau (SchloBwil) near
Bern belonging to the Frisching family, but the
pastellist was not the legitimate holder of this
title, Vincent Frisching, baron de Wyl (1688—
1764), but rather a charlatan known as Mathias-
Antoine de Wyl from Lausanne.

Several letters describing a  Lausanne
pastellist sent by Voltaire to d’Argental
(51.1758) and his niece Mme Dompierre de
Fontaine (g.z., 10.1.1758) have been assumed to
refer to Liotard (Cabezas 2009b, p. 194, relates
them to the La Tour pastel). The letters
envisage that the original would be sent to
d’Argental and that copies would be made in oil
in Paris, to be presented to friends. A
contemporary engraving may have been made,
as a copy by Hennezel (g.2) in 1766 is in
reverse. Voltaire initially enjoyed “jouer la
comédie a mon age, et de souffrir qu’on
m’envois de Paris des habits de Zamti et de
Narbas” (10.1.1758). He was not however happy
with the result, writing to d’Argental (8.V.1758)
to whom he sent the portrait by coach: “Un
gros et gras Suisse, barbouilleur en pastel qu’on
m’avait vanté comme un Raphaél, me vint
peindre a Lausanne il y a six semaines en bonnet
de nuit et en robe de chambre.” Mme Denis
also apologised (7.V1.1758) for sending the
portrait: “Mettez le au grenier. C’est bien malgré
moi qu’il vous est parvenu.”, and announced
that “Liotar...va peindre mon oncle la semaine
prochaine”...  “cet homme atrape la
ressemblance a  merveille.” On  16.V1.1758
Voltaire added another comment on—

ma triste figure. Je vous jure que je suis aussi laid que
mon portrait. Croiez-moy. Le peintre n’est pas bon
je 'avoue, mais il n’est pas flatteur. Faites en faire
mon cher ange une copie pour I’Académie.
Qu’importe apres tout que limage d’un pauvre
diable qui sera bientot poussiére, soit ressemblant ou
non. Les portraits sont une chimére, comme tout le
reste.

He does not mention a session with Liotard,
and it seems most probable that Mme Denis
merely reported a vague intention of trying the
better artist, who had just arrived in Geneva.

De Wyl reappears some years later, in letters
Thieriot wrote to  Voltaire (21.v.1766,
16.v1.1776) after meeting this “peintre et
chimiste qui a fait votre portrait et qui possede
une eau dont la vertu et 'usage opérent des
guérisons suprenantes”. Thieriot’s hydrocele
had diminished by a third after taking de Wyl’s
magic potion for six weeks. Evidently this is the
Mathias-Antoine de Wyl whose name appears in
the records of the Académie de médcine, as “De
Wyl, suisse, se disant médecin”. He had come to
their attention as a mountebank (“empirique”)
and was reported by magistrates in 1778. Soon
after “De Wyl, ci-devant peintre puis charlatan”
was marketing both his eau de santé and his eau
pour les yeux. Amelot investigated; Félix Vieq
d’Azyr, secrétaire perpétuel of the Société
seemed to favour the grant of a patent, but
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there were two anonymous denunciations. In a
futher submission to the Société in 1784,
regarding his eau de santé, he claimed “S’il ne
distribue plus son remede, il n’est plus soumis a
la capitation. Les étrangers ne la paie pas.”
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