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			This is the story of a discovery that shook the art world and stacked expert against expert. Released a few short days after the Paris Match revelations about Gustave Courbet’s The Origin of the World, our story began in 2010 when an art collector acquired this “lustful beauty” in a Parisian antique shop for €1,400. Upon arriving home, he noticed the painting’s edges had been severed, as if cut away from a larger work. He also noticed that it hadn’t been signed. Yet he later discovered a stamp on the canvas’ back, perhaps that of a local hardware store. The collector spent endless hours hunting through documents, hoping to retrace the identity of this mystery woman. Finally, one night: “Shaking, he downloaded an online copy of The Origin, made a life-size print (46 by 55 cm) and placed it nearly exactly over his painting … a revelation.”

			 

			In June, luck struck once again: he discovered a copy of Courbet’s Woman With a Parrot. It was nearly the same portrait. The woman’s name was Joanna Hiffernan, the painter’s model and mistress, undoubtedly the subject of The Origin of the World. Following a four-month investigation, he met Gustave Courbet expert Jean-Jacques Fernier at the Gustave Courbet Institute, “the only person qualified to attribute the master’s works.” 

			 

			The expert confirmed that indeed, the scandalous painting was an incomplete work, a fragment from a larger work. The collector turned his painting over to the specialists at the private art research center, CARAA. Their results were a perfect match. The analysis provided sufficient proof for Jean-Jacques Fernier to register the work in volume III of the Gustave Courbet catalogue raisonné.

			 

			This fantastic discovery is exclusively detailed here in the context of Courbet’s life: the most unusual story of The Origin of the World. 

			 

			 

			By Anne-Cécile Beaudoin, Danièle Georget and François Pédron

			Cover photos credits : Philippe Petit, RMN.

		

	
		
			The Discovery

			She appeared one winter morning, her face twisted backward, her lips slightly apart, her throat outstretched, her thick curly hair flowing over her diaphanous body, seemingly undressed upon waking. It was January 2010. It was pouring in Paris. John had taken refuge in a small antique shop. The voluptuous beauty was waiting on a dresser, lost in a room full of musty furniture and old-fashioned knick-knacks.

			 

			John, an art-lover, was captivated. The impulsive brush strokes and her disheveled hair, the smeared red of her ear, her skin texture. The tense muscles, sculpted out of swaths of light: this was not a classical Greek beauty … Such a feat could only have been accomplished by a great 19th-century painter. “Who made this painting?” he asked the dealer. “No idea,” he answered. “I bought it from a junk dealer about 15 years ago. It was on my mantle piece. But today, I need the money …” “How much?” asked John. “1,600 euros,” he replied. “I’ll take it 1,400, that’s all I have.” And he left with the 41 by 43 cm portrait tucked tightly under his arm. He knew his painting held an incredible secret; he could sense it. 

			 

			At home, he began inspecting his beauty. The painting’s edges were unevenly cut, and the folds over the stretcher frame bore the brushstrokes of her shirt, making it appear as if it had been removed from a larger work. It wasn’t signed. But on the back, a stamp caught his attention. “… EFFORT … CARPENT …,” and underneath, “PARIS.” After five patient days of meticulous study, it was all he could decipher. Was it the stamp of a local stencil supplier? Like any paint lover, he was certain to find the key to the mystery at the Louvre Museum library. He hurried off and dove into the archives, scouring the works on merchants and thumbing through hundreds of pages before he finally landed on a complete list of merchants in Paris. Among them, a certain “Deforge Carpentier, fine-art supplies and painting canvases. Boulevard Montmartre, Paris.” Bingo! He continued reading: “The Deforge-Carpentier company was in business from early 1858 until Deforge’s death in 1869. It has been known as Carpentier since 1870.” John’s painting would have been painted between 1858 and 1869, but by whom?
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