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Introduction





In the last third of the nineteenth century in Paris, the Manet-Degas circle of painters, the greatest concentration of artistic genius since the Italian Renaissance, created a new way of looking at the world. Like all innovators, they had to struggle to achieve acceptance. Rejected by the official Salons and derided by the critics, they were the first artists to court publicity and risk scandal and ridicule to further their cause. Called “Impressionists” by a scornful critic, they took the name as a badge of honor. They abandoned stale religious and classical subjects, broke the stranglehold of the academic tradition and transformed the finished surfaces and sharp edges of earlier masters, Jacques-Louis David and Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, into new forms of brilliance and color. They recorded the fleeting effects of light in the landscape and celebrated the ordinary lives of sensuous men and women. The Impressionists’ portrayal of everyday life and the natural landscape not only taught viewers to see the world through their eyes, but also sparked a revolution that propelled art in the direction of Cézanne, Picasso and abstraction.


Though Edouard Manet did not participate in the Impressionists’ exhibitions, they considered him their leader. He painted with Edgar Degas at Boulogne in the summer of 1869, and with Claude Monet and Auguste Renoir at Argenteuil in the summer of 1874. Monet and Alfred Sisley, who became members of “la bande à Manet,” learned a great deal from his vigorous brushstrokes, his habit of painting directly on white canvas, his striking palette and unified compositions. The young men gathered for intense discussions about new ways of painting light and color, exhibitions and dealers, politics and art-politics, in the Café Guerbois near Manet’s studio. Monet, eight years younger than Manet, recalled how these talks “sharpened one’s wits, encouraged frank and impartial inquiry, and provided enthusiasm that kept us going for weeks and weeks until our ideas took final shape. One always came away feeling more involved, more determined, and thinking more clearly and distinctly.”


Manet and Degas were the most cultivated, talented and intellectually interesting Impressionist painters. Manet and Berthe Morisot, like Degas and Mary Cassatt, had close emotional and artistic bonds. The men both encouraged and dominated their gifted disciples and sometimes even “corrected and improved” their paintings; the women were informal pupils of the occasionally harsh masters they loved and admired. Like members of the London Bloomsbury group half a century later, they were friends and rivals who gained strength and confidence from their social and professional connections. They drank, dined and traveled together, frequented the same family soirées and salons; painted and exhibited together, inspired and influenced each other’s work; shared models, patrons, dealers, and vital information on how to conduct the business of art. They posed for each other and collected each other’s art. Today their paintings are frequently reproduced and instantly recognized, and pictures that once sold for a few francs now fetch millions of dollars. But their lives--unlike those of Gauguin, Van Gogh and Lautrec--are not well known.


Though revolutionary, the Impressionist Quartet saw themselves as part of the artistic tradition. Manet visited Eugène Delacroix, Degas visited Ingres, and had their early work praised by the older masters. Both Manet and Degas went to Spain and admired Diego Velázquez. Manet, Morisot and Degas lived at the center of French culture and had strong ties with the leading writers of the time: Charles Baudelaire, who advocated the painting of modern life; Stéphane Mallarmé, an intimate friend of both Manet and Morisot; Emile Zola, the champion of Manet; the Goncourt brothers, J.-K. Huysmans, Paul Valéry and André Gide, as well as George Moore and other distinguished visitors from England: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Algernon Swinburne, Oscar Wilde and Frank Harris.


In contrast to the self-destructive painters and poets of the next generation, Van Gogh and Rimbaud, Manet’s circle came from an upper-class background and led stable lives devoted to art. They dressed fashionably but conservatively, rejecting bohemian capes, broad felt hats, long hair and loose cravats. Manet’s and Morisot’s fathers were successful lawyers; Degas’ and Cassatt’s were prosperous bankers. Unlike Camille Pissarro, Monet and Renoir, who came from poor families in the provinces or colonies, Manet, Morisot and Degas all grew up in Paris. Cassatt, born near Pittsburgh, spent most of her adult life in France. Manet and Degas were eldest sons; Morisot and Cassatt were youngest daughters. Manet and Degas were male counterparts of these two rich, sheltered and talented younger women. The Manet and Morisot, Degas and Cassatt relationships lasted a lifetime.


These painters lived through a period of political upheaval and stressful social change. Manet and Degas both served in the National Guard during the Prussian siege of Paris in 1870. Manet and Morisot (who remained in Paris during the war) had nervous breakdowns after the starvation and slaughter during the Commune of 1871. Cassatt suffered a breakdown after the death of her brother in 1911, and Degas remained neurasthenic throughout his life. Manet (two years older than Degas) and Morisot (three years older than Cassatt) died in their early fifties; Degas and Cassatt in their early eighties. All four had considerable courage. Manet endured decades of public vilification; Degas and Cassatt struggled with increasing blindness, which finally extinguished their careers. Morisot and Cassatt fought social disapproval and became successful professional artists in a world dominated by men.


This Impressionist quartet, the art critic Robert Herbert observed, “were equally devoted to contemporary life, rendered in naturalistic terms, without idealization, without need for ‘noble’ subjects, without literary sources.”1 Yet they were not always objective observers. Manet and Degas, two powerful personalities, had emotional connections to Morisot and Cassatt as enduring as their artistic and intellectual influence. The portraits Manet painted of Morisot and those Degas did of Manet and Cassatt reveal their powerful ties to their subjects. These four artists have vanished into their paintings. This book illuminates their intimate relationship.




 





A word on method. I frequently use comparisons with literature to illuminate the painters’ characters and art, and analyze the crucial incidents of their lives more thoroughly and extract more meaning than previous biographers. Unlike most art critics, I’m not interested in the historical sources of the paintings, in the obtuse and often abusive criticism written by the artists’ contemporaries, or in applying fashionable theory to their lives or careers. I take a fresh look at the art, with careful attention to detail, and describe exactly what I see. I explain, within the context of the artist’s life and time, what’s happening in the paintings and what they mean. In this way, I offer new interpretations of a dozen great pictures: Manet’s Portrait of M. and Mme. Auguste Manet, Luncheon on the Grass, Battle of the Kearsarge and the Alabama, The Luncheon, Chez le Père Lathuille, The Escape of Rochefort, and A Bar at the Folies-Bergère; Degas’ The Misfortunes of the City of Orléans, Interior: Rape, The Pedicure and At the Louvre: Etruscan Gallery; and Cassatt’s The Caress. I have used English translations of French, Italian and German sources when available; otherwise, the translations are mine.




Notes


1. Monet, in Françoise Cachin and Charles Moffett, Manet, 1832-1883 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1983), p. 31; Robert Herbert, Impressionism: Art, Leisure, and Parisian Society (New Haven, 1988), p. 48.



















I. Edouard Manet



















One


Indefinable Finesse, 1832-1858





I


Edouard Manet, the notorious creator of sexually daring paintings, was beloved by his friends and despised by the critics and the public. In the 1860s, when he began his career, he was handsome, charming and always fashionably dressed in his carefully tailored jacket, light colored trousers and tall, wide brimmed hat. Burning to succeed, and sure that he knew the direction painting should go, he worked with models in his studio, met friends in the Louvre and in private galleries, talked art and politics in the Paris salons and cafés. The crusading novelist Emile Zola, an early defender of his art, noted his “keen, intelligent eyes, [his] restless mouth turning ironic now and again; the whole of his expressive, irregular face has an indefinable finesse and vigor about it.” Armand Silvestre, a contemporary critic, described Manet’s appealing character and caustic wit. He was “a kind of dandy. Blond, with a sparse, narrow beard which was forked at the end, he had in the extraordinary vivacity of his gaze, in the mocking expression on his lips—his mouth was narrow-lipped, his teeth irregular and uneven—a very strong dose of the Parisian street urchin. Although very generous, and very good-hearted, he was deliberately ironic in conversation, and often cruel. He had a marvelous command of the annihilating and devastating phrase.”


Antonin Proust, his faithful friend since childhood, emphasized Manet’s courtly manners. He was of “medium height and muscular build. He had a lithe charm which was enhanced by the elegant swagger of his walk. No matter how much he exaggerated his gait or affected the drawl of the Parisian urchin, he was never in the least vulgar. One was conscious of his breeding.” Easily astonished and easily amused, Manet’s character was as dazzling as his appearance. Despite his sharp tongue, nervous outbursts and fits of depression, he impressed distinguished friends like Baudelaire and Mallarmé. He told Zola that “he adored society and discovered secret pleasures in the perfumes and brilliant delights of evening parties.”1 Théodore Duret, who met Manet in Madrid in 1865 and became his friend, summed him up as essentially “a man of the world, refined, courteous, polished … fond of frequenting salons, where he was remarked and admired for his verve and his flashing wit.”


The art dealer René Gimpel suggested his physical charm, remembering how the very smoothness of “his beard, well kept, brushed, curled, soft and caressing, [was] almost uniquely suitable for love.” The journalist Paul Alexis defined the sensitivity and responsiveness that made so many women fall in love with him. Manet was “one of the five or six men of present-day Parisian society who still know how to talk to a woman. The rest of us … are too bitter, too distracted, too deep in our obsessions: our forced gallantries make us resemble bears dancing the polka.”


One story synthesizes Manet’s delightful personality and delicate wit. When a collector bought his Bunch of Asparagus and was so pleased with the painting that he paid an additional 200 francs, Manet painted another still-life, of a single asparagus spear, and sent it along with a note that read: “There was one missing from your bunch.”2 Manet’s social graces and artistic genius attracted many followers. He would need all his courage and self-confidence, all the loyalty and support of family and friends, to face years of official rejection, critical hostility and public neglect.


II


As a child Edouard showed little sign of the academic talent so prized in France. Intended by his father to be a lawyer, he studied first at the Institut Poiloup and then—from the age of twelve to sixteen—at the Collège Rollin. “‘This child is feeble,’ the headmaster noted on Edouard’s report card, ‘but he shows zeal, and we hope he will do well.’” Here he met his future biographer Antonin Proust, who later described Manet’s boredom and misery in that oppressively grim atmosphere. The Collège, at one time a girls’ reform school, had become a typically austere school for boys:


[There was] an ill-lit, prison like room, stinking of smoky lamps in the evening, furnished in the most primitive manner with narrow, rough benches, screwed so close to desks that they crushed your chest. We were packed in there like sardines. There was nothing on the walls, not even a map….


The only lesson which interested him at college, apart from gymnastics and the drawing lessons which he took from time to time, was history.


A few years later, his reports had marginally improved, from “feeble” to “distracted,” “slightly frivolous” and “not very studious.” Relying on his own memories, Proust declared that “Edouard was as happy at home as he was unhappy at the Collège Rollin,”3 but this was not true.


Manet “came from one of those austerely, high-minded and pious families,” the art critic John Richardson observed, “which traditionally provided the French state with the most eminent of its public servants.” They were also, as Baudelaire wrote (with some exaggeration) of his own parents, “idiots or maniacs, in grand apartments, all of them victims of terrible passions.” Manet’s ancestors had made money, bought land, and established solid positions in the learned professions and in upper-class society. His father Auguste (born in 1797) was a supervisor of personnel in the Ministry of Justice, where he gathered files on prospective judges, and rose rapidly through the administrative ranks to become a judge in the civil court. He sat on the bench with two other judges to hear “cases that included contested wills, paternity suits, legal separations, negligence charges, and copyright violations.” On his mother’s side Manet had some connections with Napoleonic royalty. His maternal grandfather, Joseph Fournier, a successful merchant in Sweden, had helped Napoleon’s marshal Jean Bernadotte to become crown prince and then King Charles XIV of Sweden. Bernadotte became godfather to Manet’s mother, Eugènie, who was born in Gothenburg in 1811 and married Auguste Manet in 1831.


Auguste’s salary and his wife’s dowry, his investments and inherited property in Gennevilliers (on the Seine, north of Paris) provided a substantial income and a comfortable home. One critic called Auguste “a man of duty, sternly honest, unflaggingly virtuous. He was enormously self-righteous,”4 and had solidly bourgeois ambitions for his three sons. Edouard, the oldest, was born in Paris on January 23, 1832, followed by his brothers Eugène in 1833 and Gustave in 1835. The teenage Manet was unhappy at school and at home, where his father’s disappointment in his son caused considerable friction. Fortunately, Edouard’s uncle and neighbor, the artillery Captain Edmond Fournier, encouraged his nephew’s talent for drawing, took him to the Louvre on Sundays and gave him his first informal lessons in the history of art.




III


Convinced at last that his son had no aptitude for the law, and casting about for an alternative, Auguste Manet proposed that he train to become a naval officer. Eager to escape the tensions of home life, Edouard agreed. His career began badly in July 1848 when at the age of sixteen he failed the entrance exams to the Ecole Navale, but in October the naval regulations were changed to permit cadets to retake the naval exams after making an equatorial voyage. He was offered the opportunity to be one of forty-eight paying guests on a cargo ship bound for Rio de Janeiro, with four instructors to prepare the cadets for exams. He would have no shipboard duties, and leapt at the chance to travel the high seas while his classmates remained grounded in school. On December 9 Auguste accompanied his son to the Channel port of Le Havre. The boy was naively impressed by the splendid ship and wrote his mother that “we’re going to be really comfortable; we won’t have just the bare necessities, there will even be a certain amount of luxury.” One of his shipmates, the young Adolphe Pontillon, eventually became a naval officer and married Berthe Morisot’s sister.


The ship, which took two months to cross the Atlantic, carried manufactured goods to Brazil and coffee back to France. Edouard soon became disillusioned with this floating version of the Collège Rollin, and wrote frankly and freely about the miseries of life at sea. On December 15 he noted the severe discipline on the ship, especially for the humblest members of the crew: “Our maître d’hôtel, who is a Negro … and is responsible for training [the apprentices], gives them a terrific licking if they don’t behave; for our part, we don’t take advantage of our right to hit them, we’re keeping that in reserve for special occasions.” Two days later, when the sailors had become the victims, he emphasized the arduous work, the bullying and the danger: “it’s no fun taking in a reef perched on a yard that is sometimes under water, working day and night in all kinds of weather; the fact is that they all hate their job…. The second-in-command, he’s a real brute, an old sea-dog who keeps you on your toes and pushes you around like anything.”


Five days later the little cadet told his mother about the discomfort, the sickness and the ennui: “The weather was dreadful; it’s impossible to form an idea of the sea if you haven’t seen it as wild as we did, you can’t imagine the mountains of water that surround you and suddenly almost engulf the whole ship, and the wind that whistles in the rigging and is sometimes so strong that they have to reef in all the sails.” What, Edouard seems to be asking, am I doing here? His complaints were forthright, vivid and funny: “A sailor’s life is so boring! Nothing but sea and sky, always the same thing, it’s stupid; we can’t do a thing, our teachers are sick and the rolling is so bad that you can’t stay below deck. Sometimes at dinner we fall on top of each other and the platters full of food with us.”


On February 5, 1849, after a lot of rough weather, they finally anchored off Rio de Janeiro. In this warm and peaceful interlude Edouard had some outlet for his talents. To pass the time the captain asked him to give his shipmates drawing lessons, and Edouard also did amusing caricatures of the officers. When the captain discovered that the red rinds of the Dutch cheeses they were transporting had been discolored by the salt air and seawater, he asked Edouard to repaint them with red lead. By the time he’d finished the cheeses glistened like tomatoes. The rotten cheese was then sold locally and the result made him feel guilty: “the natives, especially the Negroes, rushed to buy them and devoured them down to the rind, regretting only that there weren’t any more. Several days later, the authorities issued an announcement to reassure the population which had been alarmed by some mild cases of cholera. The announcement attributed them to overindulgence in unripened fruit. Naturally I had my own ideas about this.”5


When Edouard reached Rio, Brazil was prospering. After a series of bloody revolutions between 1832 and 1845, the country had become relatively peaceful and stable under the enlightened rule of King Pedro II. The largest city in South America, Rio had a population of more than 250,000, equally divided between whites, slaves and free people of mixed race. The main exports were coffee and sugar, and the staples of daily life were rice, beans, manioc flour, sugar, coffee, corn and dried meat. After the crude provisions at sea, the boy had no complaints about the food.


But he found much to dislike in Brazilian society. Rio was the center of what the idealistic, censorious young man called the “revolting spectacle” of slavery. He wrote home earnestly that “all the Negroes in Rio are slaves. The slave trade flourishes here.” Making no allowance for the tropical climate, he said the Brazilians were “spineless and seem to have very little energy.” He found the white women were carefully chaperoned, and his Parisian manners and handsome uniform failed to impress them. “Their women are generally very good-looking,” he wrote, with the air of a connoisseur, “but don’t deserve the reputation for looseness they’ve acquired in France; there’s nothing so prudish or stupid as a Brazilian lady.” Manet may have had encounters with prostitutes in Rio and contracted the disease that later caused his death.


He’d suffered on the ship and his time on shore was just as miserable. He wrote rather dramatically that he’d even considered deserting: “On an excursion to the country with people from the town, I was bitten on the foot by some snake, my foot got terribly swollen, it was agony, but now I’m over it….. In the end I haven’t really enjoyed my stay in the roadstead; I’ve been harassed, a bit roughed up; and have been more than once tempted to jump ship.”


Despite his voluble complaints, Edouard had some adventurous, even poetic moments. The hardships of the voyage had matured him and given him self-confidence; the beauty of the tropics sharpened his aesthetic sense. On the voyage out, he’d told his mother: “We’ve had a fine day, the sea was calm enough for us to do some fencing…. At 4 o’clock they harpooned some porpoises…. They swim like lightning and are a very difficult target…. This evening was more phosphorescent than usual, the boat seemed to be plunging through a sea of fire, it was quite beautiful.” As an adult, when the painful memories had faded, he reflected that “I learnt a great deal during my voyage to Brazil. I spent night after night watching the play of light and shade in the wake of the ship. During the day I watched the line of the horizon. That taught me how to plan out a sky.”6 He used this experience when painting great seascapes like The Battle of the Alabama and the Kearsarge and The Escape of Rochefort.


IV


After his return from Rio, Manet once again failed his naval exams. Living at home, older and wiser but still unsuited for a professional career, he finally persuaded his exasperated father, with the help of his uncle Fournier, to allow him to pursue an artistic career. Following the traditional custom, he became the pupil of a successful academic painter, who exhibited in the official yearly Salons and sold his work to private and public institutions. In 1850 he entered the studio of Thomas Couture, where he stayed for six years. As an essential part of the training, he was granted permission to copy the Old Masters in the Louvre, its collections greatly enhanced by art plundered in Napoleon’s campaigns.





Couture had been a pupil of Baron Gros, who had studied with the great neo-classicist Jacques-Louis David. A colorful figure, Gros had been Napoleon’s official war painter but, after a number of late failures, had committed suicide in 1835. In 1847 Couture had achieved acclaim and a gold medal at the Salon for his sprawling Romans of the Decadence, in which nude women were abundantly displayed, under the guise of moralistic disapproval. Antonin Proust, Manet’s fellow student once more, reported that Couture was all too casual about his teaching duties and left his pupils pretty much on their own: “Couture’s atelier consisted of twenty-five to thirty students. As in all studios, each student paid a monthly subscription to study from the model, man or woman. Couture came to visit us twice a week; he glanced at our studies with a distracted eye, ordered a ‘break,’ rolled himself a cigarette, told some stories about his master, Gros, and then took himself off.”


It soon became clear that Manet, rebelling from the start against the lifeless academic tradition, didn’t fit into Couture’s classes any more than he had at school or at sea. In the teacher’s absence Manet challenged the professional models, who assumed what he considered stiff and mannered poses. “‘Can’t you be more natural?’ Manet would exclaim. ‘Do you stand like that when you go to buy a bunch of radishes?’” After one particularly heated quarrel with a model, Manet rushed out of the studio and sulked for a month, before obeying his father’s orders to return. He complained to Proust: “I can’t think why I am here; everything we see here is absurd; the light’s false, the shadows are false. When I arrive at the studio I feel as though I’m entering a tomb.”7 Why, then, did he remain with Couture for so long and keep so little of his early work? He was still very young when he entered the atelier. He had to acquire the basic techniques of drawing and painting, to learn how to refine his talent, and the routine of study and practice gave some structure to his rebellious spirit. He also had no choice: after refusing to study law and failing in the navy, he had to stick with art to satisfy his father.


As a teacher Couture also had some redeeming qualities, and was not as reactionary as he seemed. In his Methods and Conversations in the Studio (1867), a book describing his lifelong principles of teaching and practice, Couture expressed his belief, later adopted by Manet: that one must paint contemporary life. He stressed the value of modern subjects and insisted that the artist should “relate to [his] own times. Why this antipathy for our land, our customs, our modern inventions?” In view of his success with vast scenes of Roman orgies, this might seem an odd assertion for him to make. One critic noted that Couture strived to remain in both camps, “to conciliate avant-garde and conservative tendencies…. He nervously sought a style capable of reconciling his longing for traditional forms with his anxiety to be modern.” The historian Peter Gay emphasized the parallels between master and pupil and added that Couture “encouraged spontaneity, which meant rapid painting and imaginative composition. Precisely like Manet later, he discountenanced the mixing of colors on the palette; precisely like Manet, he preferred scraping off the canvas a stroke he disliked to fussing over it with corrections; precisely like Manet, he was skeptical of half tones and taught a variety of techniques to enhance the brilliance of his canvases.”8


Though Couture himself was attracted to new styles and subjects, he paradoxically treated Manet’s early work with scorn. In 1859 Manet was preparing to submit to the Salon his The Absinthe Drinker, a shocking treatment of a degenerate alcoholic. Couture—accustomed to noble subjects and anticipating disaster—exclaimed: “An absinthe-drinker! How can you paint anything so abominable? My poor friend, you are the absinthe-drinker, you are the one who has lost his moral sense.” The painting was duly rejected. Proust recorded that in these disputes Auguste Manet, though disappointed with his son’s path in life, gave him emotional as well as financial support. When Manet began to exhibit his paintings, his father, “who had been the first to berate his son when he complained of his master Couture, now gave himself over to the bitterest sallies against the painter of the Romans of the Decadence.”


Manet’s years with Couture gave him practical experience, but his independent study of Delacroix and his travels abroad to copy Old Masters in Italy and Spain had a far more decisive influence on his work. In 1855, on the pretext of asking permission to copy one of Delacroix’s paintings in the Musée du Luxembourg, the young Manet visited his studio. A friend warned him, “Beware…. Delacroix is cold.” But, Proust recalled, the master was kind to the students who came to his door and the visit was a great success: “Delacroix greeted us in his studio on the rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette with a perfect grace, asked us about our preferences and told us his. ‘You must study Rubens, be inspired by Rubens, copy Rubens.’ Rubens was his god…. Manet said to me: ‘It’s not Delacroix who is cold: his doctrine is glacial. Nevertheless, we’ll copy his Dante’s Barque,’”9 an illustration, in the romantic style, of a scene from Dante’s Inferno.


Manet took Delacroix’s advice and copied Rubens’ Portrait of Helena Fourment and Her Children in the Louvre. Later he painted himself and his future wife as characters in a painting by Rubens, in the corner of Fishing 1861-63 (while punning on his own name, manet, a kind of fishing net). Though too ill to serve on the Salon jury, a few months before his death in 1863 Delacroix saw the exhibition of Manet’s paintings at the Galerie Martinet. Despite the hostility and ridicule accorded The Absinthe Drinker, he praised the work and maintained that he was sorry that he was unable to defend Manet. On August 1, Manet paid his last respects by attending Delacroix’s funeral with Baudelaire.


Unlike Degas, who spent many years in Italy, the young Manet made only brief trips abroad: to Holland in 1852; to Kassel, Dresden, Prague, Vienna and Munich, then to Venice, Florence and Rome in 1853; and, after leaving Couture’s studio in 1856, back to Florence the following year. The main purpose of these trips was not to explore different cultures and discover the latest movements in contemporary art, but to copy the Old Masters—Fra Lippo Lippi, Andrea del Sarto, Titian—in the major museums. He knew instinctively that it would be wrong to imitate all the mediocre traditional painters who made a comfortable living by turning out wall-coverings for a complacent, bourgeois society. Manet would shake up the art world and change it for ever; but first, as a student, he had to take possession of the greatest European art of the past. Delacroix and Velázquez, not Couture, were his teachers.


Manet lived in a period of great political and social upheaval. He was born two years after Louis-Philippe, the constitutional monarch and “citizen king,” had replaced the Bourbon brothers of the guillotined Louis XVI: Louis XVIII, who had been restored to the French throne after the defeat of Napoleon, and his successor Charles X. In 1848, the year Manet sailed to Brazil, Louis-Napoleon, Napoleon’s opportunist nephew, became president of the Second Republic. In 1851, after a violent coup d’état, he declared himself Emperor Napoleon III.


These dramatic events, in which those who resisted were shot down, had a powerful impact on the impressionable nineteen-year-old Manet, and influenced him both artistically and politically. He learned to loathe Louis-Napoleon, and later based major paintings on contemporary wars and civil conflicts. As soon as Manet and Proust heard the news of the 1851 revolt, they ran into the street to see what was happening. They heard the roll of drums and harsh bugle calls, smelled gunpowder in the air, and saw galloping horsemen and crowds of civilians fleeing for their lives. Proust recalled that they ran into danger and were rescued by chance: “In front of the steps of the Café Tortoni some innocent pedestrians had just been shot. A cavalry charge swept like the wind down the rue Laffitte, cutting down everything before them. The picture-dealer, Beugniet, dragged us to safety into his half-open shop.” Lying flat on their stomachs, they watched the bombardment of the district. Later on, they were arrested by a patrol and forced to spend the night in a police station.


The following day they witnessed executions in the streets. The day after that, with Couture’s students, they rather cold-bloodedly sketched the corpses of the defeated. This episode, Proust recorded, had a traumatic effect on Manet: “With all our comrades from the atelier, we went to the cemetery in Montmartre where the victims of Louis-Napoléon had been laid out under a covering of straw, with only their heads showing. The visitors … were ordered by the police to file past the dead over rickety planks. This mournful inspection, interrupted from time to time by piercing screams from those who had recognized relatives among the dead, left a terrible impression on us—so terrible that even at the atelier … this visit to the cemetery at Montmartre was never mentioned.”10 Manet, a Left-wing republican, hated the social injustice and violent oppression, the philistine vulgarity and cynical hypocrisy of the Second Empire, which would last until 1870.
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Two


Family Secrets, 1859-1864





I


Manet’s scenes from contemporary life included many striking portraits, and in 1860 he showed his special gift for conveying psychological insight. His revealing and devastating picture of his parents, Portrait of M. and Mme. Manet, publicly displayed the emotional tensions, inner loneliness and repressed anger within the family. This mood became a keynote of Manet’s work: the strange uneasiness and isolation of people, alienated not only from each other but also, in the modern mode, from themselves. In the portrait the seated paterfamilias is heavily bearded and dressed entirely in Spanish black, with his left hand (in a Napoleonic gesture) pushed into his coat. He displays his Légion d’honneur ribbon and wears a high, brimless magistrate’s hat, like the ones worn by Daumier’s judges and by Manet’s lawyer-cousin Jules de Jouy in his portrait of 1879. With clenched fist and stern, angry, even furious expression, Auguste turns away from his wife.


Standing behind him, with thin lips, sharp nose and heavy lidded eyes, Eugènie wears a white cap, collar and sleeve, and plunges her fingers into the soft, colored wool of a knitting basket. She’s enclosed in a stiff black dress trimmed with thick velvet stripes that suggest the bars of a cage and contrast with her glistening wedding ring. She looks down at her husband with a grim, anxious and mournful expression, as if judging the judge. Their faces half in shadow, they seem to be in the midst of a quarrel. She may have reproached him; he’s become enraged; and she’s now attempting to mollify him. The picture suggests that Auguste, then paralyzed by syphilis and as hard and rigid as the tortoise-shell box on the table next to them, is desperately trying to maintain his dignity. Unable to speak and hiding the unspeakable, the “unflaggingly virtuous” father suffers for his darkest family secret and sexual sins.


A clear-sighted contemporary critic, noting the unyielding quality of precisely observed truth, wrote that “the Artist’s Parents must more than once have cursed the day when a brush was put into the hands of this merciless portraitist.” The palpable tension of this early portrait shows that Manet was merciless not only to his parents but also to himself, and that he’s displaying his own inner life, his own anguish. The philosopher Richard Wollheim, describing “the bleak image of the parents, separated by what they share,” noted that “the image of intimacy as a transient moment of intense, shared isolation, must have stamped itself early on in Manet’s mind.”1 In Manet’s paintings the solitude of his subjects provides the inherent drama.


Manet spent his adolescence and young manhood living at home and in the shadow of this unhappy marriage that ended with his father’s death in 1862. A year later, in October 1863, Manet surprised his close friend and confidant Charles Baudelaire. “Manet has just told me the most unexpected piece of news,” he declared, “He’s leaving for Holland tonight and will return with his wife.” The poet, who had a rough time with women himself, was naturally sceptical about the sterling qualities of the bride-to-be: “He does have some excuse, however, for it seems she’s beautiful, very kind, and a very great pianist. So many treasures in a single female, isn’t that rather monstrous?” Neither Baudelaire nor anyone else knew that the handsome bachelor and boulevardier had had a secret mistress for three years and was about to marry her.


His bride, Suzanne Leenhoff, born in Delft, Holland, in 1829 and three years older than Manet, was the daughter of the organist of the gothic cathedral in Zaltbommel—and looked exactly like a woman who came from a place called Zaltbommel: large, heavy, bosomy and blunt-featured. Manet had slimmed down, sculpted and idealized Suzanne in The Nymph Surprised (1859-61). Manet frequently portrayed her fashionably dressed, fishing, reading, at the beach, sitting on a blue couch or in a conservatory and playing the piano. In his Portrait of Mme. Edouard Manet (1866-67), Suzanne—with high chestnut hair, full lips, rosy cheeks and fine skin—looks attractively wistful.


In fact, Manet had met his wife in his own home. In 1849, at the age of nineteen, Suzanne left her conventional middle-class family, came to Paris and became the piano teacher of the three Manet sons. Edouard, recently returned from his adventures in Rio, was rather old to begin piano lessons. He had a tin ear and in adult life showed scant interest in music, but Suzanne played a sexual as well as musical role in the highly respectable household. In Paris, in January 1852, she gave birth to an illegitimate child named Léon Koëlla, though no trace of his exotically named father has ever been found. To cover up this embarrassing event, Léon was called Leenhoff and politely passed off as Suzanne’s younger brother. He was baptized in 1855, with Manet as his godfather and Suzanne as his godmother. Suzanne had been living in Paris with her two brothers and, after the arrival of the baby, was joined by her grandmother. At the time of their marriage, when the boy was eleven, Manet had been living in his own apartment with Suzanne and Léon for three years.


Giuseppe De Nittis, an Italian painter and friend, described the solid Suzanne as good humored, “kind, simple, and direct, blessed with an unshakable serenity.” Duret, who seemed fond of Suzanne, noted that “in her, Manet found a woman of artistic taste, able to understand him and to give him that support and encouragement which helped him better withstand the attacks made upon him.” Manet seemed to have a filial as well as matrimonial relationship with his rather phlegmatic wife. As Lady Ottoline Morrell wrote of Joseph Conrad’s wife Jessie, who also stabilized her neurasthenic and volatile husband: “she seemed a nice and good-looking fat creature, an excellent cook … and was indeed a good and reposeful mattress for this hypersensitive, nerve-wrecked man, who did not ask from his wife high intelligence, only an assuagement of life’s vibrations.”2


Suzanne, a talented pianist, attracted many musicians to their home, including the composer Emmanuel Chabrier. Manet painted two late portraits of the round-faced, bearded composer. Chabrier dedicated his Impromptu in C major for piano (1873) to Suzanne, collected Manet’s works and liked to claim that Manet had died in his arms. His biographer, stressing their resemblances, wrote: “Manet and Chabrier, products of a bourgeois milieu, son and grandson of magistrates, are strikingly similar in their behavior and their reactions. They seem interchangeable. They had the same taste for puns, the same frank, bracing, liberating laughter. And also the same sensibility: irritated, bordering on the neurotic, evident in their mobile features, lively talk and expressive gestures.”


Though far from monogamous, Manet loved his wife. When separated from Suzanne, who moved to the Pyrenees during the siege of Paris in 1870, Manet wrote to her frequently, expressed his devotion and mentioned how much he missed her. “Your portraits are hanging in every corner of the bedroom,” he said, “so I see you first and last thing in the morning and evening.” He was also capable, according to a friend who traveled with them to Venice, of teasing “Madame Manet in my presence, usually on the subject of her family, and particularly her father, a typical Dutch bourgeois, sullen, fault-finding, thrifty, and incapable of understanding an artist.” De Nittis told a revealing story about Manet, always in search of an attractive model or sexual adventure, “following a slender, pretty, coquettish young woman in the street. Suddenly his wife came up to him and said, laughing, ‘There, I’ve caught you this time.’” To which the quick-witted Manet retorted, “Well, that’s funny. I thought it was you!”3 Suzanne good naturedly tolerated Manet’s frequent affairs. It was the price she had to pay for her sexual indiscretion and the birth of Léon.


Léon’s paternity has remained the crucial mystery of Manet’s life. It would seem that by marrying Suzanne, Manet tacitly acknowledged that Léon was his own son. Yet there is strong evidence to suggest that Auguste Manet was in fact Léon’s father. Manet knew his father had syphilis, and had reason to believe he would inherit the disease. Fearful of passing it on to his wife and children, he was reluctant to have a child of his own. The estrangement, fear and barely suppressed rage in his portrait of his parents may have been provoked by the secret surrounding Léon and by Manet’s bitter resentment that he had to step into the shoes of his hypocritical father—who heard paternity suits and was enormously self-righteous—in more ways than one. Manet may have inherited his father’s mistress as well as his fortune, and felt dishonored at home as well as humiliated in the Salons.


Illegitimate children were common among the Impressionist painters. Pissarro, Cézanne, Monet and Renoir all had children out of wedlock and were reluctant to marry their fertile but uneducated mistresses. (The painter Maurice Utrillo and the poet Guillaume Apollinaire were themselves illegitimate.) Monet, for example, lived with his model for many years before marrying her, three years after the birth of their son, in 1870. But all these painters legitimized their children after marriage. Manet did not.


Many friends, including Baudelaire, wondered why Manet married Suzanne. A recent biographer found it hard to believe that Manet would serve as godfather to his father’s illegitimate child and then, eleven years after the child’s birth, marry his father’s mistress. But in a society which placed a premium on keeping up appearances, many kinds of bizarre behavior were possible as long as they were discreet. Wives kept quiet, preserving domestic security and their children’s loyalty. Husbands and sons of the haute-bourgeoisie frequented places of entertainment where they could meet semi-respectable women. Servants colluded with their masters to maintain the status quo. Most families would do anything to hide terrible truths. Like Degas, who sacrificially saved the family’s honor after his father’s bank was ruined, Manet also had dark personal secrets—which included two generations of syphilis.


The Manet scholar Susan Locke noted that there was good reason why Manet did not legitimize Léon: “in French law of the time, whereas nothing stood in the way of legitimation of children born out of wedlock upon the marriage of their parents, children born to individuals who were already married to others at the time of conception could never be legitimized under any circumstances.” In other words, Manet could have legitimized Léon if Léon were his own son; but couldn’t, and didn’t, since Léon’s father was a married man.


The French translator Mina Curtiss was the first to suggest, in 1981, that “Manet père was actually Léon’s father. Manet’s will left everything to his wife with the provision that Léon Leenhoff inherit from her. ‘I believe that my brothers will find this provision entirely natural,’” he wrote. Punning, perhaps, on “natural” son, Manet arranged for Léon to inherit the share of the Manet property that Léon had been unable to get from Auguste. To protect the family’s honor and Auguste’s august reputation Manet married his father’s mistress, adopted his illegitimate child, and disguised Léon as Suzanne’s brother and his godson. Manet must surely have resented her previous liaison. After Auguste’s death in September 1862 and Edouard’s marriage in October 1863, Manet’s mother—joining this weird ménage—moved in with Edouard’s family. Their Ibsen-like household, predictably enough, generated high tension and personal conflict as the two women fought for emotional control of Manet.


In 1883, a few months after Manet’s death, his mother attempted to recover the dowry she’d given Edouard. She told her nephew, the lawyer Jules De Jouy, that when they’d been separated from Edouard during the war of 1870, “Suzanne used to write her husband a thousand complaints about me, and when he was able to see for himself what was going on,” he realized her accusations were false. “Her jealousy,” his mother added, “was always there, against me!” Madame Manet justified her action by affirming that her son had died childless and there was no one to inherit the dowry. She bitterly condemned Suzanne’s character, to show that she was unworthy to receive it: “There are some things that I will not reconsider, namely the crime she committed out of affection for that dear boy who is merely a victim of his unfortunate birth. She wanted more than she was entitled to have, that is the punishment of her crime, let her suffer for it.”4 The letter is cryptic, but his mother seems to be saying that Suzanne’s “crime” (which covered up Auguste’s “crime”) was to marry—perhaps entrap—Edouard in order to provide a father for her son. If Manet had no children, as his mother stated, then Léon could not be his son.


The fear of syphilitic contagion, Manet’s hostile portrait of his parents, his desire to preserve the family’s honor, his inability to legitimize Léon, the stipulation in his will that Léon inherit from Suzanne, Madame Manet’s condemnation of Suzanne’s “crime” and her statement that Manet had no children all strongly suggest that Auguste was Léon’s father.


Manet’s numerous paintings of Léon, a convenient and docile model, provide some additional evidence about his birth and reveal Manet’s gradually evolving attitude toward him. The handsome Manet had a fine, narrow nose. Léon, like Auguste in Manet’s etchings of 1860, had an unusually broad nose and wide nostrils. After Auguste’s death and his marriage to Suzanne, Manet showed increasing acceptance of Léon and “outed” him in his art. In The Balcony (1868) Léon appears as he had been: obscure, in the shadowy background, almost hidden and carrying a pitcher, like a servant. In The Luncheon (also 1868) he appears as he should have been: clear, out in the open and self-assuredly dominating the foreground, while a servant carries a coffee pot. He wears a yellow straw hat, yellow striped tie and yellow trousers, the color subtly accentuated by the curled lemon peel on the table. On his right, next to a familiar cat bending over to clean itself, are two ivory-handled swords with gleaming bosses and an armored helmet, which represent the arsenal of the history painter. (Degas had remarked of Ernest Meissonier’s Cuirassiers of 1805 that everything was iron except the breastplates.) On his left are the remains of the luncheon; and the knife on the table, which echoes the swords, links the genres of still-life and history. The buxom maidservant standing behind him and the top-hatted bearded man seated at the table may well stand for Suzanne and Edouard, and their belated recognition and acceptance of Auguste’s son.


Léon first learned that his legal name was Koëlla at the age of twenty, when in 1872 he was called up for military service. He later told Adolphe Tabarant, an early biographer of Manet, that because of the dark “family secret, about which I never knew the whole truth, [I was] pampered, spoiled by both of them [Edouard and Suzanne] who indulged all my whims. We lived happily, the three of us, above all I myself, with no concern whatever. I therefore had no reason to question my birth.” Tabarant concluded that if Edouard had been Léon’s father, he surely would have told the boy the truth. In 1868, when Manet painted The Balcony and The Luncheon, Léon was working as a messenger at Degas’ father’s bank. As an adult, “he dabbled in several ill-conceived ventures, including the founding of a bank that failed, before succeeding with a store that bred and sold chickens, rabbits and fishing worms.”5


Madame Manet’s inevitable bitterness against his wife made Manet’s homelife a torment. Like Thomas Mann’s fictional Buddenbrooks, the Manet family was in gradual decline. In three generations they went from highly respected judge, to scandalous and universally condemned artist, to humble shopkeeper.
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Three


Habitual Offender, 1859-1864





I


Between about 1853 and 1869, when Manet was in his twenties and thirties and making his way as an artist, Paris was being transformed from a medieval to a modern city. Under the ruthlessly progressive rule of Baron Georges Haussmann, the prefect of the Seine during the Second Empire, houses were razed, whole streets were suppressed, hills were leveled, roads cut and paved, and row upon row of apartment buildings were erected, imposing patterns of modernity that are still very much in evidence….


There was now an extensive network of long, tree-lined streets—the ubiquitous boulevards; there were four new bridges and ten reconstructed; 27,500 houses were pulled down in the Department of the Seine, and over 102,500 were built or rebuilt; and there were new public squares and parks.


Haussmann’s work involved much more than making handsome new streets:




It was laying out new aqueducts along the Dhuis one hundred miles from Paris; it was doubling the acreage of the city by annexation, fitting new lenses on the gas lamps, having [the architect] Viollet-le-Duc put up a spire of oak and lead on Notre-Dame, declaring open the great collector sewer, providing ways for men to relieve themselves (more or less) in public, putting an outer circle of railways round the city, building the new Opéra and the new morgue.1





The new plan of the city had political as well as social consequences, for the wide avenues made it easier for government troops to fire artillery and suppress disturbances in working-class districts. Though many historic old quarters were destroyed, Paris was made larger, cleaner and more efficient, with a lively and elegant social scene. It became a beloved subject of Impressionist paintings.


When Manet left Couture’s studio and began his professional career, the Paris art world was dominated by massive state-sponsored exhibitions. The Salon was a huge annual marketplace, an art competition held in public buildings and attended by everyone of any importance, including the emperor himself. Meant to demonstrate the artistic glory of France, it actually symbolized the Babylonian excesses of the materialistic Second Empire. By the mid-1860s four to five thousand paintings and sculptures were on view, hung in alphabetical order, in four to five rows from floor to ceiling, so tightly packed that their frames touched. On Sundays, when admission was free, 30,000 eager spectators cascaded through the doors, and the total number of visitors reached 300,000. Works by established painters and their favorites were hung in the best places, “on the line” or at eye level, but hundreds of unfortunates had their work dropped to the ground or skied out of sight.


A contemporary art historian explained why the Salons were so popular with the public: “the Parisian habit of taking in the show on the Champs-Elysées had become as much a part of the spring season as the races at Longchamps or the revues on the Grand Boulevard.” The crowds made “their way through thirty large, hot, dimly-lit rooms: while the ladies passed before portraits of the fashionably dressed, the men headed for the glassed-in sculpture garden where, with a beer in one hand and a cigar in the other, they could take in the statues of the nude goddesses.” Artists desperately struggled to get noticed by the newspaper reporters and reviewers for the weekly journals. They hoped for a vital moment of contact with critics and collectors, and were eager to gain a reputation, sell their work and make some money.


Painters of the French Academy were scornfully called pompiers because their pictures were full of Roman soldiers whose helmets made them look like Parisian firemen. The art schools encouraged young painters to copy historical, mythological and allegorical pictures from the past, to imitate the classical models of Greece, Rome and the Italian Renaissance. Artists knew that adopting an academically approved subject and style greatly increased their chances of acceptance by the jury and of a medal, prize or honorable mention. These awards would also help sell their work to the state, which bought many pictures for local and national museums. Rejected works were carried away like corpses from the battlefield. In any case, more than half the works at the Salon were unsaleable, and “paintings were exported at reduced prices to England or America or Russia, with the painter receiving twelve francs including the frame.”2


Manet is now recognized as the greatest painter between Delacroix and Picasso. But in his lifetime he was repeatedly shot down, like a soldier constantly volunteering to go over the top, while attempting to enter the Salons. His friend Duret emphasized the glaring contrast between the prevailing style and Manet’s startling innovations: “His contemporaries avoided brilliancy of colour, blended the different tones together, or shrouded the outlines in shadow. Manet, on the other hand, suppressed the shadows, painted everything in a luminous tone, put the boldest, the most incisive colours in immediate juxtaposition.”


Over a period of twenty-three years Manet submitted thirty-seven paintings to the Salons and had twenty-six accepted, but most of them were mocked and condemned when exhibited. The conservative Salon juries, extremely reluctant to accept anything different or new, demanded and got variations on a limited range of subjects, treated in a conventional manner. Manet was impatient with stale academic pictures and believed in his own genius—the rightness of his shocking, revolutionary style and content. But he also wanted to achieve success within the established system, and continued to believe that his talent would eventually be rewarded and his art accepted. “Professing his intention not to offend,” Peter Gay observed, Manet paradoxically “persisted in being offensive.” He knew he had to educate the eye of the experts and the public, but he could not understand that what he clearly saw was right and true would be so ruthlessly rejected.


His technique itself was a radical departure from the norm. Instead of executing the traditional series of preparatory studies, Manet, like an action painter, “hurled himself on his bare canvas in a rush, as if he had never painted before.” One of his models stressed his reliance on intuition, immediacy and natural impulse: “He was not always master of his hand, for he made no use of fixed technique and he had kept a schoolboy’s frank naiveté before nature. In beginning a picture he could never have told how it would come out. If genius is made of unconsciousness and of the natural gift of truth, he certainly had genius.” Recalling his portrait of Antonin Proust in a letter to his friend, Manet rejoiced in Proust’s approval of his rapid method, which led, according to his critics, to an unfinished, slapdash result. He wrote: “I remember, as if it were yesterday, the swift and summary fashion in which I treated the glove in the bare hand. And when at that moment you said to me: ‘Please, not a stroke more,’ I felt we were in such perfect agreement that I could not refrain from the pleasure of throwing my arms around you.”3


He’d always believed he had to paint what he saw in his own time, to break out of the traditional mold instead of imitating it, and to resist falling into a rut, even one of his own making. “I have only one ambition,” he exclaimed, “not to stay equal to myself, not to do the same thing day after day. I want to keep on seeing things from new angles. I want to try and make people hear a new note.” He was influenced in turn by the Spanish styles and themes of Velázquez and Goya, by Japanese art and the print-making revival, by Impressionism and plein-air painting. He later told Proust, when adopting the Impressionist aesthetic of light and color: “That’s what people don’t fully understand yet, that one doesn’t paint a landscape, a seascape, a figure; one paints the effect of a time of day on a landscape, a seascape, or a figure.”4


In 1863, at the beginning of his career, a critic remarked that Manet “has all the qualities needed to be unanimously rejected by every jury on earth.” In 1878, toward the end of his all-too-brief career, another critic—alluding to French colonial expansion in Asia and the loss of the eastern provinces in the Franco-Prussian War—wrote: “There is no way of ignoring it, every year there is a Manet problem, just as there is an Orient problem or an Alsace-Lorraine problem.”5 His paintings were consistently attacked for his failures of perspective, his bewildering lack of finish and the way his figures stood out severely against their flat backgrounds.


II


Manet’s favorite model in the 1860s, and the subject of his most striking works, was the charming chameleon, Victorine Meurent. Born in 1844 in a working-class district of Paris, the daughter of an impoverished engraver, she’d modeled for Couture and the Belgian painter Alfred Stevens, who became her lover. She was eighteen when Manet first saw her in a crowd outside the Palais de Justice. Struck by her unusual appearance and self-possessed air, he asked her to pose. According to Manet’s friend Adolphe Tabarant, Victorine was an exceptional model. She was “exact, patient, discreet and not given to chattering. Most important, she was [physically uninhibited but] not too vulgar in appearance.” She had “fine eyes, animated by a fresh and smiling mouth. With that, the lithe body of a Parisian, delicate in every detail, remarkable for the flowing line of the hips and the supple grace of the bust.” (Many writers, following Tabarant, have claimed that Victorine modeled for Woman with a Parrot (1866). But the eyes of this model are set differently; her face is oval, not round; her nose narrow, not wide; her lips thin, not full; her chin pointed, not rounded; her body lean, not solid. She does not look at all like Victorine.)


Victorine’s physical presence and distinct personality inspired Manet to portray her in many unusual and sexually disturbing settings. His technical experiments and willingness to take risks led to some troubling failures, most notably Mlle. V[ictorine] in the Costume of an Espada (a bullfighter who kills with a sword) in 1862. In contrast to Manet’s Bullfight of 1866, painted after his journey to Spain, or even to the picador’s fight (wildly out of perspective) in the background of Mlle. V., the plump female espada in male costume (unheard of in Manet’s time), with protruding belly and buttocks, is ludicrously inauthentic. Instead of a bullfighter’s traje de luces, she wears a long headscarf, tasseled breeches and laced brown slippers. Her muleta, the cape that controls the bull and covers the sword, should be blood red (not pink), and held with the hand sideways (not palm down). The drawn sword should always be pointed downward (not pointlessly waved in the air).


The daring composition of The Dead Toreador (1864) is far more successful. In a black jacket, breeches and shoes, dramatically set off by a white shirt, tie, scarf, sash and stockings, he lies dead on the sandy ground. His red lips seems to have drunk, Dracula-like, the blood that leaks from his fatal wound. If the painting is turned upside down the matador, seen from high above, suddenly springs to life and seems to be standing sideways, right hand on chest and left hand clutching the cape, ready to face the charging bull that is about to kill him.


Manet’s portraiture ranges from these daring and exotic Spanish figures, imaginary or authentic, to lowlife portraits reminiscent of Goya—like The Absinthe Drinker (1858-59), scorned by Couture and the Salon—to vivid likenesses of friends. The grubby, stupefied, blurry-featured drinker, wearing an absurdly high stiff top hat and swathed in a ragged brown shawl, is a rather grim complement to the fashionable Portrait of Theodore Duret (1868). His friend Duret is elegant, alert and distinctly delineated, dressed in a soft fedora hat and well cut suit. Each man has a foot pointed outward (though the drinker’s looks more like an artificial limb) toward his favorite drink: a shimmering carafe of wine for Duret and a poisonous glass of greenish absinthe for the drunkard—extracted from the ominously empty black bottle on the ground.


Duret left a fascinating account of how Manet, inspired in the midst of the painting, intuitively and incrementally added new form and color, interest and meaning, to enhance the portrait:




One day when I came back, he had me pose as I had been and placed a stool near me, which he began to paint with its dark red cover. Then he had the idea of taking a soft-bound book, which he threw [under] the stool, painting it a light green. He also placed on the stool a lacquer tray with a carafe, a glass, and a knife. All these objects constitute an additional still life, varying in tone, in a corner of the painting. They had not been planned and I did not expect them. Finally, he added one more object, a lemon balanced on the glass on the small tray. I watched him make these successive additions in some amazement. When I asked myself why, I realized that I was witnessing his instinctive, almost organic way of seeing and feeling. Clearly, he did not like the entirely gray and monochromatic painting. His missed the colors that satisfied his eye and, not having used them from the start, added them afterwards, in the form of a still life.





In 1863 the howls of protest from aspiring painters about the vast number of works rejected by the Salon jury (2,783 out of 5,000 submitted) provoked the emperor himself to authorize an official alternative in an adjacent gallery, the Salon des Refusés. It exhibited only half the rejected canvases and allowed the public to make its own judgments. The critical comments and vicious cartoons in the papers, the open jeering and mockery, amused the crowd and gave it something to talk about. As Flaubert’s friend Maxime du Camp remarked, “there is something cruel about this exhibition, people laugh as they do at a farce.”6


In the Salon des Refusés Manet showed one of his greatest paintings, Luncheon on the Grass, 1863), a work that synthesized many of his preoccupations and displayed his wit and imagination. With her chin in her hand Victorine, staring confidently, even brazenly, at the spectator, sits naked on the grass at the center of the painting. Wearing no adornment, her hair coiled in a bun, her breasts exposed, she sits next to two fully dressed men, the one on the right holding a cane and wearing a student’s smoking cap, both absorbed in conversation and apparently indifferent to this glowing nude. In the background and some distance from the men, another woman, detached from the group and dressed in a white shift, bathes in a shallow pond. None of the three looks at the others, and the woman is strangely isolated in this naked lunch.


Manet borrowed some elements from a previous painting, a portrait of Suzanne, The Nymph Surprised (1859-61). Both pictures have an idyllic forest and pond in the background and a naked woman sitting sideways, her face turned toward the spectator. In the earlier picture Suzanne, seated alone, wearing a ring and pearl necklace, her hair flowing along her back, demurely crosses her arms and legs, and covers her breasts with a sheet. Her eyes look down and her expression seems demure. Victorine sits sideways in Luncheon on the Grass, but stares openly at the spectator.


Manet got the idea for this painting while watching ordinary people swimming at Argenteuil, on the Seine, north of Paris. Manet had told Proust that he wanted to re-do a famous picture, Giorgione’s Concert Champêtre (Pastoral Concert, c. 1510, now attributed to Titian). In this work, two dressed men and two nude women are playing music in a pastoral setting. Manet said he wanted to “make it translucent, using models like these people we see over there.” But the effect of Manet’s picture is quite different from the Concert Champêtre. His dressed men and undressed woman are like artists and their model chatting in a studio, but they are neither painting nor being painted. In an unreal forest glade, they are not swimming with the bather nor rowing the boat that sits idle in the background. And they are not eating their lunch, which consists only of a wine flask, a single roll and, spilling out of a basket, sensual red cherries and symbolic ripe figs.


Manet’s contemporary audience was both mystified and affronted by Luncheon on the Grass. In a classical, religious or historical painting, they knew the context from the title and from the dramatic moment the artist had chosen to illustrate. Manet portrayed a modern situation, real people in a natural setting, with a visual analogy to a well known classical work. But he leaves us puzzled about the context of this casual yet startling situation. What exactly is going on in this painting? How did the men and women get there? What are they looking at? What are they going to do? Did the men modestly lower their eyes when the woman brazenly took off her clothes? Or did they watch her undress and carelessly pile the garments beside her during her prelude to this afternoon of a faun?
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