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1. Photograph of Félicien Rops, 1879.


    




    Felicien Rops




    The nineteenth century Belgian printmaker and painter Felicien Rops was essentially a literary artist. He drew the inspiration for many of his best works from Baudelaire, Poe, Barbey d’Aurevilly, Huysmans and Peladan. The writers of the late nineteenth century reciprocated with extravagant admiration for Rops’ work. In the last two decades of the century, probably only Pierre Puvis de Chavannes and Gustave Moreau came close to matching the prestige of Rops in avant-garde literary circles. As early as the 1860s Rops’ great mentor Charles Baudelaire wrote a charming and later much quoted versified tribute to him;




    Use all your eloquence….




    To say how much I like




    That bizarre Mr. Rops




    Who may not be a Rome First Prize




    But whose talent is as great




    As the pyramid of Cheops.


  




  

    

      [image: ]




      
2. Self-portrait, ca. 1860, pencil drawing, 16,2 x 11,2 cm.


    




    His glory peaked in 1896 with the publication of a special edition of the literary revue “La Plume” entirely devoted to him to whom numerous distinguished literary figures contributed eulogies, including Joris-Karl Huysmans, Octave Mirbeau, Josephin Peladan and Jose-Maria De Heredia. Writer after writer compares Rops unblushingly to Leonardo da Vinci, Durer, Rembrandt and Goya and proclaims that it was Rops, rather than Manet, Degas, the Impressionists or Toulouse Lautrec, who best expressed the spirit of modernity. As well as the men of letters, there were artists too who were fascinated by Rops and paid him the compliment of imitation or even plagiarism. He was greatly praised by Puvis de Chavannes whose serene and heavenly visions seem like an inverted reflection of Rops infernal ones. As has frequently been pointed out, Edvard Munch lifted the figure of the terrified naked girl in his famous painting “Puberty” directly from Rops print “Don Juan’s greatest love”.




    It was not until the triumph of the Symbolist movement in the mid-1880’s that the already middle-aged Rops’ reputation finally took wing. Like Pierre Puvis de Chavannes and Gustave Moreau who became fashionable at the same time, Rops was several years older than the Impressionist generation. It needed a reaction against the materialist and positivist philosophies that had nurtured Realism and Impressionism before such artists as Puvis, Moreau, Redon and Rops could be fully appreciated. Previously regarded as eccentric and with a minority appeal, they now seemed more modern and more relevant to the interests of a younger generation than the painters of “modern life” such as Manet and Degas or the Impressionists. In a famous letter that August Strindberg wrote to Gauguin and which the latter published as an introduction to an exhibition catalogue, the Swedish playwright noted the extraordinary sea-change that had taken place in the attitudes of the Parisian avant-garde between 1883 and 1885, In 1883, he said “Manet was dead but his spirit lived on in an entire school that struggled for hegemony with that of Bastien-Lepage.” By the time of Strindberg’s next visit to Paris two years later “amidst the last spasms of naturalism, one name was pronounced by all with admiration, that of Puvis de Chavannes”.
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