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    “He was greater than we thought he was.”




     




    — Edgar Degas
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    Self-Portrait with a Palette, 1879.


    




    Oil on canvas, 83 x 67 cm,




    Mr et Mrs John L. Loeb collection, New York.


  




  

    
Biography




     




     




    1832: Born Edouard Manet 23 January in Paris, France. His father is Director of the Ministry of Justice. Edouard receives a good education.




    1844: Enrols into Rollin College where he meets Antonin Proust who will remain his friend throughout his life.




    1848: After having refused to follow his family’s wishes of becoming a lawyer, Manet attempts twice, but to no avail, to enrol into Naval School. He boards a training ship in order to travel to Brazil.




    1849: Stays in Rio de Janeiro for two years before returning to Paris.




    1850: Returns to the School of Fine Arts. He enters the studio of artist Thomas Couture and makes a number of copies of the master works in the Louvre.




    1852: His son Léon is born. He does not marry the mother, Suzanne Leenhoff, a piano teacher from Holland, until 1863. His son, Léon-Edouard Leenhoff, who will pose as his model, was officially presented as the little brother of Suzanne and the godson of Manet.




    1853: Travels throughout Europe (Kassel, Dresden, Prague, Vienna, Munich, Florence and Rome), where he visits the major museums. Travels to Italy where he makes a copy of Titian’s Venus d’Urbino which will inspire his Olympia.




    1855: Meets Eugène Delacroix in his studio in Notre-Dame.




    1856: Leaves the studio of Thomas Couture to find his own. Visits the Rijksmuseum of Amsterdam.




    1857: Meets the artist Henri Fantin-Latour at the Louvre.




    1858: Meets the poet Charles Boudelaire.




    1859: Gets to know Degas at the Louvre. Submits his first piece to the Salon, The Absinthe Drinker which is refused.




    1860: Moves in with Suzanne and Léon into an apartment in Batignolles. Becomes a regular at the café Guerbois where he meets up with his friends.




    1861: Exhibits for the first time at the Salon with his Portrait of Mr and Mrs Auguste Manet and The Spanish Singer, which receives an honourable mention.


  




   




  

    1862: Paints his first large-scale canvas, Music in the Tuileries which is poorly received by the public. His father dies. He meets Victorine Meurent who will become his favourite model (Olympia, Luncheon on the Grass, Miss Victorine Meurent in the Costume of an Espada, The Street Singer, etc.).




    1863: Marries Suzanne Leenhoff in Holland. Exhibits a series of fourteen ‘Spanish’ canvases at the Martinet gallery. Along with other works, exhibits one of his major works, Luncheon on the Grass, at the Salon des Refusés. Eugene Delacroix dies.




    1864: Manet is on vacation near the coast of Boulogne when a battle breaks out between two opposing American vessels of the war of the Secession. He paints The Battle of the Kearsarge and the Alabama.




    1865: Exhibits Olympia, painted in 1863, which provokes a scandal at the Salon. Travels to Spain, where the art has always had an influence on his work.




    1866: Zola becomes friends with Manet after having come to the artist’s defence in Le Figaro. Manet will paint his portrait in 1874. The Piper and The Tragic Actor are refused at the Salon.




    1867: At the time of the Universal Exhibition, he organises a personal exhibition of his work in a private building. His competitor, Gustave Courbet, does the same. Publication of a brochure on Manet, put together by Émile Zola that includes an engraving of Olympia, as well as a portrait of the artist. The death of Charles Boudelaire deeply distresses the artist, inspiring Enterrement (The Funeral).




    1868: In October, Parisians discover on the walls of their city a poster of Manet promoting the publication of a book by his friend Champfleury, The Cats: history, deaths, observations and anecdotes. Meets the artist Berthe Morisot, who poses for him. She will become Manet’s sister-in-law and their relationship will remain slightly ambiguous.




    1868: Exhibits two canvases at the official Salon, The Balcony and Luncheon in the Studio, but the final version of The Execution of the Emperor Maximilien is refused.
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    1870: 1 September, the French army surrenders to Seudan, leader of the Prussian army who invaded France. On the 19 September, the siege of Paris begins. Manet remains in the capital until the 12 February, where he joins the the National Guard and takes part in the resistance as a gunner.




    1872: Settles into his studio on 4, rue de Saint-Pétersbourg, next to the Western railway line. Produces his piece The Railway, St. Lazare Station. Regularly frequents the Café La Nouvelle Athènes, where every day he meets his friends, fellow artists, critics and writers. The café will be shown in his canvases, The Absinthe Drinker and The Prune, two examples of his works that are said to be ‘Naturalist’.




    1873: Meets the poet Stéphane Mallarmé.




    1874: Despite his friendship with Claude Monet, he refuses to take part in the first Impressionist exhibition. Spends the Summer at Gennevilliers, near Argenteuil where the Monet family lives. There he will paint their portrait, The Monet Family in their Garden at Argenteuil. Exhibits Argenteuil, then travels to Venice.




    1876: Publication of Mallarmé’s book, L’Après-midi d’un faune (The Afternoon of the Faun), illustrated by Manet, who also paints a portrait of the author.




    1877: Paints Nana, evidence of his connections with the work of Emile Zola.




    1880: At the request of his friend Antonin Proust, creates two symbolic feminine portraits, titled The Spring and The Autumn. Also paints the Portrait of Georges Clémenceau at the Tribune.




    1881: His childhood friend, Antonin Proust becomes the Minister of Culture. Awarded the Legion of Honour by the French Government.




    1882: His health deteriorates and prevents him from working. Exhibition of his last great canvas, At the Bar at the Folies-Bergère, at the Salon.




    1883: Manet dies on 30 April due to gangrene ten days after the amputation of his left leg.




    1884: Organisation of the posthumous exhibition in honour of Manet the Master.




    1893: Thanks to his friends, Manet’s Olympia is bought and transferred to the Louvre, by the personal order of president Clemenceau, where it is exhibited opposite Ingres’ Grande Odalisque (Large Odalisque).
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ÉDOUARD MANET (1832-1883)





           




          The art of Manet was one of the most important aesthetic factors contributing to the emergence of Impressionism. Although he was only twelve years older than Monet, Bazille, Renoir, and Sisely, those painters considered him a master. “Manet was as important to us as Cimabue and Giotto were for the painters of the Italian Renaissance”, Renoir told his son. The originality of Manet’s painting and his independence from academic canons opened new creative horizons for the Impressionists. Manet’s biography reads like that of many artists: his wealthy family of the Paris bourgeoisie wanted their son to be a lawyer, not an artist-painter.




           


        

      




      

        	

          
The Absinthe Drinker



          




          1858-1859




          Oil on canvas, 180.5 x 105.6 cm




          Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen
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          As a compromise, it was decided Manet would become a sailor. After failing the entrance exams for the Naval Academy, he boarded a sailing ship called the Havre and Guadeloupe as a sixteen-year-old apprentice and set off across the Atlantic. The romantic voyage to Rio de Janeiro only intensified Manet’s desire to devote himself to art. Returning to Le Havre in 1849, he nevertheless tried again to get into the Naval Academy, but (luckily for him) failed a second time. In 1850, with his school friend Antonin Proust, Manet entered the studio of Thomas Couture. Couture was still participating in the Salon and made a name for himself in 1847 with a huge canvas called The Romans of the Decadence (Musée d’Orsay, Paris).




           


        

      




      

        	

          
Boy with Cherries



          




          1858-1859




          Oil on canvas, 65.5 x 54.5 cm




          Museu Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon
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          The teaching methods of his studio were considered innovative for his day. As a pupil, Manet was probably easily taught in the beginning, but he quickly became disillusioned. “I don’t know why I’m here”, he said to Antonin Proust in 1850, his first year with Couture. “Everything before our eyes is ridiculous. The light is wrong, the shadows are wrong. When I enter the studio I feel like I’m entering a tomb. I know we can’t make a model undress in the street. But there are fields and, at least in the summer, we could do studies of the nude in the country, since the nude appears to be the first and last word in art.”




           


        

      




      

        	

          The Surprised Nymph


          




          1858-1860




          Oil on canvas, 34 x 25 cm




          Private collection
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          Manet nevertheless spent six years in Couture’s studio and the influence of Couture’s solid training is consequently notable in many of Manet’s paintings. The details of their student-teacher relationship are unknown, but Couture probably recognised Manet’s brilliant individuality, even if it was inconsistent with his own idea of art: one day while looking at Manet’s work, Couture reputedly told his pupil that it looked like he wanted to become the Daumier of his time. Manet constantly copied the old masters and demonstrated a wide variety of interests at the same time he was training in Couture’s studio. During trips to European cities he copied paintings in museums, including Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum and probably the museums of Kassel, Dresden, Prague, Vienna, Munich, Florence, and Rome.




           


        

      




      

        	

          Fishing


          




          c. 1860-1861




          Pencil and watercolour, 21 x 29 cm




          Museum Boijmans-Van Beuningen, Rotterdam
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          He was very interested in the nude, in his own words, “the first and last word in art”. In 1852 he copied Boucher’s Diane au bain (Diana Leaving the Bath) in the Louvre and in 1853 he copied Titian’s Venus of Urbino, also in the Louvre. Manet was probably formulating the idea for his own variation on the classical nude, his future Olympia (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) at this time. But from the outset what interested him most was colour, and his favourite old masters represented the school of colour: Titian, Rubens, and Vélasquez. The Louvre was also where Manet often made new acquaintances. It was there that in 1857 he met Henri Fantin-Latour and they later became friends. In 1859, while copying Vélasquez’s L’Infante Marguerite directly onto a copper plate, a painter his own age stopped behind him.




           


        

      




      

        	

          The Students of Salamanca


          




          1860




          Oil on canvas, 72 x 92 cm




          Private collection
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          It was Degas. “You have the audacity to engrave like that, without any preliminary drawing, I wouldn’t dare do it like that!” he exclaimed. Manet also had a role model among his living contemporaries: Eugène Delacroix. Antonin Proust remembered Manet returning from a visit to the Luxembourg museum exclaiming, “There’s a masterpiece in the Luxembourg: The Barque of Dante. If we go see Delacroix, we’ll make it the pretext of our visit to ask him for permission to copy The Barque.” Proust and Manet polished-up on their plan and were received by Delacroix, who gave them a piece of advice that Manet could truly appreciate, as Proust remembered it: “One must look at Rubens, be inspired by Rubens, copy Rubens, Rubens was God.”




           


        

      




      

        	

          Portrait of a Man


          




          1860




          Oil on canvas, 61 x 50 cm




          Kröller-Müller Museum collection, Otterlo, The Netherlands
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          According to Proust, Delacroix gave them a rather cool reception, but the older artist seemed to warm before Manet’s paintings. When critics attacked Manet’s painting Music in the Tuileries Gardens (La Musique aux Tuileries, The National Gallery, London), Delacroix said that he regretted “being unable to come to this man’s defence”. The year was 1863, shortly before Delacroix’s death and during Manet’s exhibit at the Martinet gallery. Manet attended Delacroix’s funeral with Charles Baudelaire. One year later, Manet’s friend, the talented portraitist Henri Fantin-Latour, painted a large canvas called Homage to Delacroix (Musée d’Orsay, Paris), which depicts Manet at age thirty among Delacroix’s friends and admirers in front of a portrait of the great Romantic.




           


        

      




      

        	

          Spanish Cavaliers


          




          c. 1860




          Oil on canvas, 45.5 x 26.5 cm




          Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lyon
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          Manet appears just as his contemporaries described him: “A blonde with a silky beard… grey eyes, and a straight nose with mobile nostrils.” Clearly the point of the painting, with Manet occupying such a significant position in it, was to establish Manet as the direct descendent of Delacroix. The loss of Delacroix coincided with the advent of Manet’s art before the public. On 1 March that same year (1863), Manet showed fourteen paintings at the Martinet gallery. Most of these works were painted in 1862; all shared a common characteristic: the painter’s admiration for Spanish painting. Manet had yet to visit Spain; his awareness of Spanish painting was limited to the Louvre’s collection and to reproductions.




           


        

      




      

        	

          Portraits of Mr and Mrs Auguste Manet


          




          1860




          Oil on canvas, 110 x 90 cm




          Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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          Nevertheless, the young Parisian painter had discovered in the work of seventeenth-century Spanish masters the colour quality he was seeking in his own painting. According to critics, even the most intimate painting exhibited at Martinet, the Boy with a Sword (L’Enfant à l’épée, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York) painted in 1861, was an intentional evocation of Spanish infante portraiture. The little boy who posed for the painting in Manet’s rue Guyot studio, Léon Leenhoff, was probably the only son of Manet and his wife, the pianist Suzanne Leenhoff. Manet’s admiration for the palette of Vélasquez is evident in the boy’s black and white infante costume, his pink complexion, and the green-brown background.




           


        

      




      

        	

          Portrait of Roudier


          




          c. 1860




          Sanguine, 19.8 x 15.5 cm




          Musée du Louvre, Paris
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          In Young Woman Reclining in Spanish Costume (Jeune Femme couchée en costume espagnol, Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven), a young woman lying on a sofa (probably photographer Gaspard Félix Tournachon’s a.k.a Nadar’s mistress) also wears a Spanish man’s costume. Contemporaries saw the influence of Goya in the red velvet sofa and the warm highlights on white satin combined with the black bolero jacket. We know that Nadar photographed Goya’s The Clothed Maja (Maja Vestida, Musée du Prado, Madrid) and that the photograph was sold in Paris. In fact, Manet wrote the following dedication on the painting’s grey background: “To my friend Nadar, Manet.” Manet also employed a Spanish palette of silvery grey, pink, and cherry-red in The Street Singer (La Chanteuse des rues, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston).
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