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HILE THE CIVIL WAR RAGED IN
America, another, very different revo-
lution was beginning to take shape across the
Atlantic, in the studios of Paris. The artists
who would make Impressionism the most
popular art form in history were showing their
first paintings amid scorn and derision from
the French artistic establishment. Indeed, no
artistic movement has ever been, at its incep-
tion, quite so controversial. The drama of its
birth, played out on canvas, would at times re-
semble a battlefield; and, as Ross King reveals,
Impressionism would reorder both history
and culture as it resonated around the world.
The Judgment of Paris chronicles the dramatic
decade between two famous exhibitions—the
scandalous Salon des Refusés in 1863 and the
first Impressionist showing in 1874-—set
against the splendor of Napoleon 11T’s Second
Empire, and its dramatic fall after the Franco-
Prussian War. A tale of many artists, it re-
volves around the lives of two, described as
“the two poles of art” Ernest Meissonier, the
most famous and successful painter of the
nineteenth century, hailed for his precision
and devotion to history; and Edouard Manet,
reviled in his time, who nonetheless heralded
the most radical change in the history of art
since the Renaissance. Out of the fascinating
story of their parallel lives, illuminated by
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Monet, Hugo, Degas, and many more—Ross
King shows that their contest was not just
about artistic expression, it was about com-
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historian, King recalls a seminal period when
Paris was the artistic center of the world, and
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In this bitch of a life, one can never be too well armed.
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CHAPTER ONE

Chey Meissonier

NE GLOOMY JANUARY day in 1863, Jean-Louis-Ernest Meissonier,
Othe world’s wealthiest and most celebrated painter, dressed himself in
the costume of Napoleon Bonaparte and, despite the snowfall, climbed onto
the rooftop balcony of his mansion in Poissy.

A town with a population of a little more than 3,000, Poissy lay eleven miles
northwest of Paris, on the south bank of an oxbow in the River Seine and on the
railway line running from the Gare Saint-Lazare to the Normandy coast.! It
boasted a twelfth-century church, an equally ancient bridge, and a weekly cattle
market that supplied the butcher shops of Paris and, every Tuesday, left the me-
dieval streets steaming with manure. There was little else in Poissy except for the
ancient priory of Saint-Louis, a walled convent that had once been home to an
order of Dominican nuns. The nuns had been evicted during the French Revolu-
tion and the convent’s buildings either demolished or sold to private buyers. But
inside the enclosure remained an enormous, spired church almost a hundred
yards in length and, close by, a grandiose house with clusters of balconies,
dormer windows and pink-bricked chimneys: a building sometimes known as
the Grande Maison.

Ernest Meissonier* had occupied the Grande Maison for most of the previous

*Most Frenchmen during the nineteenth century were christened with three hyphenated
names. As in Meissonier’s case, the first two were usually either biblical or the names of
saints, and generally speaking the third was that used in social relations. Meissonier, for ex-

ample, signed both his letters and paintings “E. Meissonier” or sometimes simply with the
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two decades. In his forty-eighth year he was short, arrogant and densely
bearded: “ugly, little and mean,” one observer put it, “rather a scrap of a
man.”? A friend described him as looking like a professor of gymnastics,® and
indeed the burly Meissonier was an eager and accomplished athlete, often ris-
ing before dawn to rampage through the countryside on horseback, swim in
the Seine, or launch himself at an opponent, fencing sword in hand. Only after
an hour or two of these exertions would he retire, sometimes still shod in his
riding boots, to a studio in the Grande Maison where he spent ten or twelve
hours each day crafting on his easel the wonders of precision and meticulous-
ness that had made both his reputation and his fortune.*

To overstate either Meissonier’s reputation or his fortune would have been
difficult in the year 1863. “At no period,” a contemporary claimed, “can we
point to a French painter to whom such high distinctions were awarded, whose
works were so eagerly sought after, whose material interests were so guaran-
teed by the high prices offered for every production of his brush.”® No artist in
France could command Meissonier’s extravagant prices or excite so much pub-
lic attention. Each year at the Paris Salon—the annual art exhibition in the
Palais des Champs-Elysées—the space before Meissonier’s paintings grew so
thick with spectators that a special policeman was needed to regulate the
masses as they pressed forward to inspect his latest success.® Collected by
wealthy connoisseurs such as James de Rothschild and the Duc d’Aumale,
these paintings proved such lucrative investments that Meissonier’s signature

7 «

was said to be worth that of the Bank of France.” “The prices of his works,”

noted one awestruck art critic, “have attained formidable proportions, never
before known.”®

Meissonier’s success in the auction rooms was accompanied by a chorus of
critical praise and—even more unusual for an art world riven by savage rival-
ries and piffling jealousies—the respect and admiration of his peers. “He is the
incontestable master of our epoch,” declared Eugéne Delacroix, who pre-
dicted to the poet Charles Baudelaire that “amongst all of us, surely it is he
who is most certain to survive!”® Another of Meissonier’s friends, the writer
Alexandre Dumas fils, called him “t4e painter of France.”'’ He was simply, as

a newspaper breathlessly reported, “the most renowned artist of our time.”"!

monogram “EM.” Other painters were considerably more ambiguous. Jean-Auguste-
Dominique Ingres was known as “Dominique” to many of his contemporaries, though
often he inscribed his letters and paintings “J. Ingres.” Such was the respect he inspired

that in his lifetime he came to be known simply as “Monsieur Ingres.”
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Ernest Metssonzer

From his vantage point at the top of his mansion this most renowned artist
could have seen all that his tremendous success had bought him. A stable
housed his eight horses and a coach house his fleet of carriages, which in-
cluded expensive landaus, berlines, and victorias. He even owned the fastest
vehicle on the road, a mail coach. All were decorated, in one of his typically
lordly gestures, with a crest that bore his most fitting motto: Omnia labor, or
“Everything by work.” A greenhouse, a saddlery, an English garden, a photo-
graphic workshop, a duck pond, lodgings for his coachman and groom, and a
meadow planted with cherry trees—all were ranged across a patch of land
sloping down to the embankments of the Seine, where his two yachts were
moored. A dozen miles upstream, in the Rue des Pyramides, a fashionable
street within steps of both the Jardin des Tuileries and the Louvre, he main-
tained his Paris apartment.'?

The Grande Maison itself stood between the convent’s Gothic church and
the remains of its ancient cloister. Meissonier had purchased the pink-bricked
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eighteenth-century orangery, which was sometimes known as Le Pavillon
Rose, in 1846. In the ensuing years he had spent hundreds of thousands of
francs on its expansion and refurbishment in order to create a splendid palace
for himself and his family. A turret had been built above an adjoining cottage
to house an enormous cistern that provided the Grande Maison with running
water, which was pumped through the house and garden by means of a steam
engine. The house also boasted a luxurious water closet and, to warm it in
winter, a central heating system. A billiard room was available for Meissonier’s
rare moments away from his easel.

Yet despite these modern conveniences, the Grande Maison was really in-
tended to be an exquisite antiquarian daydream. “My house and my tempera-
ment belong to another age,” Meissonier once said."> He did not feel at home
or at ease in the nineteenth century. He spoke unashamedly of the “good old
days,” by which he meant the eighteenth century and even earlier. He de-
tested the sight of railway stations, cast-iron bridges, modern architecture
and recent fashions such as frock coats and top hats. He did not like how peo-
ple sat cross-legged and read newspapers and cheap pamphlets instead of
leather-bound books. And so from the outside his house—all gables, pitched
roofs and leaded windows—was a vision of eighteenth-century elegance and
tranquillity, while on the inside the rooms were decorated in the style of
Louis XV, with expensive tapestries, armoires, embroidered fauteuils, and
carved wooden balustrades.

The Grande Maison included not one but, most unusually, two large studios
in which Meissonier could paint his masterpieces. The azelier d*hiver, or “win-
ter workshop,” featuring bay windows and a large fireplace, was on the top
floor of the house, while at ground level, overlooking the garden, he had built
a glass-roofed annex known as the atelier d’ét¢, or “summer workshop.” Both
abounded with the tools of his trade: canvases, brushes and easels, but also
musical instruments, suits of armor, bridles and harnesses, plumed helmets,
and an assortment of halberds, rapiers and muskets—enough weaponry, it was
said, to equip a company of mercenaries. For Meissonier’s paintings were, like
his house, recherché figments of an antiquarian imagination. He specialized in
scenes from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century life, portraying an ever-
growing cast of silk-coated and lace-ruffed gentlemen—what he called his
bonshommes, or “goodfellows”—playing chess, smoking pipes, reading books,
sitting before easels or double basses, or posing in the uniforms of musketeers
or halberdiers. These musicians and bookworms striking their quiet and reflec-
tive poses in serene, softly lit interiors, all executed in microscopic detail, bore
uncanny similarities to the work of Jan Vermeer, an artist whose rediscovery in
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the 1860s owed much to the ravenous taste for Meissonier—and one whose
tremendous current popularity approaches the enthusiastic esteem in which
Meissonier himself was held in mid-nineteenth-century France.

Typical of Meissonier’s work was one of his most recent creations, Halt at an
Inn, owned by the Duc de Morny, a wealthy art collector and the illegitimate half
brother of the French Emperor, Napoleon III. Completed in 1862, it featured
three eighteenth-century cavaliers in tricorn hats being served drinks on horse-
back outside a half-timbered rural tavern: a charming vignette of the days of old,
without a railway train or top hat in sight. Meissonier’s most famous painting,
though, was The Brawl, a somewhat less decorous scene depicting a fight in a tav-
ern between two men dressed—as usual—in opulent eighteenth-century attire.
Awarded the Grand Medal of Honor at the Salon of 1855, it was owned by Queen
Victoria, whose husband and consort, Prince Albert, had prized Meissonier above
all other artists. At the height of the Crimean War, Napoleon IIT had purchased
the work from Meissonier for 25,000 francs—eight times the annual salary of an
average factory worker—and presented it as a gift to his ally across the Channel.

“If I had not been a painter,” Meissonier once declared, “I should have liked
to be a historian. I don’t think any other subject could be so interesting as his-
tory.”!* He was not alone in his veneration of the past. The mid-nineteenth
century was an age of rapid technological development that had witnessed the

The Brawl (Ermest Meissonier)
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invention of photography, the electric motor and the steam-powered locomo-
tive. Yet it was also an age fascinated by, and obsessed with, the past. The nov-
elist Gustave Flaubert regarded this keen sense of history as a completely new
phenomenon—as yet another of the century’s many bold inventions. “The
historical sense dates from only yesterday,” he wrote to a friend in 1860, “and
it is perhaps one of the nineteenth century’s finest achievements.”"® Visions of
the past were everywhere in France. Fashions at the court of Napoleon III aped
those of previous centuries, with men wearing bicorn hats, knee breeches and
silk stockings. The country’s best-known architect, Eugéne-Emmanuel
Viollet-le-Duc, had spent his career busily returning old churches and cathe-
drals to their medieval splendor. By 1863 he was creating a fairy-tale castle for
the emperor at Pierrefonds, a knights-in-armor reverie of portcullises, round
towers and cobbled courtyards.

This sense of nostalgia predisposed the French public toward Meissonier’s
paintings, which were celebrated by the country’s greatest art critic, Théophile
Gautier, as “a complete resurrection of the life of bygone days.”'® Meissonier’s
wistful visions appealed to exactly the same population that had made 7%e
Three Musketeers by Alexandre Dumas pére, first published in 1844, the most
commercially successful book in nineteenth-century France.!” Indeed, with
their cavaliers decked out in ostrich plumes, doublets and wide-topped boots,
many of Meissonier’s paintings could easily have served as illustrations from
the works of Dumas, a friend of the painter who, before his bankruptcy, had
lived in equally splendid style in his “Chéiteau de Monte Cristo,” a domed and
turreted folly at Marly-le-Roi, a few miles upstream from Meissonier. Both
men excelled at depicting scenes of chivalry and masculine adventure against a
backdrop of pre-Revolutionary and pre-industrial France—the period before
King Louis XVI was marched to the steps of the guillotine and the old social
relations were destroyed, in the decades that followed, by new economic forces

8 “The age of chivalry is gone,” wrote Edmund

of finance and industry.
Burke, a fierce critic of the French Revolution who lamented the loss, after
1789, of “manly sentiment and heroic enterprise.”'” But the age of chivalry
had not entirely vanished in France: by the middle of the nineteenth century it
lingered eloquently in Dumas’s novels, in Viollet-le-Duc’s spires and towers,
and in Meissonier’s jewel-like “musketeer” paintings.

Still, the subject matter of Meissonier’s works accounted only partly for their
extraordinary success. What astounded the critics and the public alike was his
mastery of fine detail and almost inconceivably punctilious craftsmanship. “It
is impossible to comprehend that our clumsy hands could achieve such a de-
gree of delicacy,” enthused Gautier.”’ Meissonier’s paintings, most of which
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were small in size, rewarded the closest and most prolonged observation. After
purchasing one of his works, the English art critic John Ruskin would examine
it at length under a magnifying glass, marveling at Meissonier’s manual dex-
terity and eye for fascinating minutiae. A critic once joked that Meissonier was
capable of putting the Prophets of the Sistine Chapel on the setting of a ring.?!
No one in the history of art, it was said, ever possessed such a superlative and
unerring touch with his brush. “The finest Flemish painters, the most meticu-
lous Dutch,” claimed Gautier, “are slovenly and heavy next to Meissonier.”?

Despite his great success, Meissonier was not, however, immune to criticism.
By 1863 an undertone of murmuring had begun to accompany his seemingly
endless parade of chess players and musketeers. The art critic Paul de Saint-
Victor had bemoaned this seemingly limited repertoire, complaining that Meis-
sonier’s bonshommes, however well executed, did little more than read, write
and puff their pipes. Another critic, Paul Mantz, inquired: “Would it be too de-
manding to ask this talented artist to renew his choice of subjects a little?”?

Most critical of all, though, was Meissonier himself. His minute paintings of
eighteenth-century officers and gentlemen may have brought him wealth and
fame, but for all of that he claimed to despise them as beneath his talents.
“Nothing can express adequately my horror at going about making bons-
hommes for a living!” he declared.?* These elegant little paintings were not, he
insisted, the true expression of his genius. Posterity would celebrate him, he
believed, for something quite different.

“An artist cannot be hampered by family cares,” Meissonier once wrote. “He
must be free, able to devote himself entirely to his work.”” Yet Meissonier
seemed always to have been hampered by family cares. His father, Charles,
had been a successful businessman, the proprietor of a factory in Saint-Denis,
north of Paris, that produced dyes for the textile industry. Though possessed
of an artistic temperament—he played the flute, sang ballads and danced the
quadrille at parties—Charles Meissonier did not contemplate with enthusiasm
the prospect of a painter in the family. He was a strict, practical man who sub-
scribed to the theory that children should be toughened up by means of expo-
sure to the cold. And, not unnaturally, he expected Ernest, the eldest of his two
sons, to follow him into the dye business. When young Ernest indicated his
distaste for such a career, relations between father and son deteriorated, all the
more so after Madame Meissonier died and Charles had a liaison, and subse-
quently a daughter, with a laundress, whom he duly married. Ernest was then
sent, at age seventeen, to work in a druggist’s shop in the Rue des Lombards.
His days were spent preparing bandages and sweeping the floor, while at night
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he sketched in secret and dreamed of launching his artistic career. Only a
dogged show of determination and a threat to run away to Naples convinced
Charles Meissonier to apprentice his son to Léon Cogniet, a well-known his-
tory painter who had studied in Rome and received important public commis-
sions such as a mural for the ceiling of a gallery in the Louvre.

Meissonier had proved a precocious talent. A fellow artist later observed that
he seemed to have been born a master, free from the clumsiness and uncertainty
that marked the early careers of other artists.”® The talented young Meissonier
set his sights high, aiming to become a history painter like Cogniet, who had first
made his name in 1817 with a sandal-and-toga scene entitled Helen Delivered by
Her Brothers Castor and Pollux. The depiction of these grand historical scenes
was believed to be the most noble task a painter could set for himself in the nine-
teenth century. History painting occupied the summit in the strict hierarchy en-
dorsed by the Académie des Beaux-Arts, the prestigious institution charged with
shaping the destiny of French art. Landscapes, portraits and still lifes were all
thought inferior because, unlike history paintings, they could not impart moral
precepts to the spectator—and the teaching of moral lessons was, for most
members of the Académie, the whole point of a work of art. The ideal painting,
according to this wisdom, was one in which well-known characters from the
Bible, national history or classical mythology performed heroic deeds and, in so
doing, provided cogent moral inspiration for the viewers. One of the most cele-
brated examples was Jacques-Louis David’s The Oath of the Horatii, painted in
Rome in 1784, a thirteen-foot-wide canvas featuring a band of toga-clad broth-
ers pledging an oath to their father to defend Rome against its enemies.

The young Meissonier had begun a number of these high-minded paintings,
including The Siege of Calais and Peter the Hermit Preaching the Crusade—
works that were intended, he later wrote, “to express great thoughts, devotion,
noble examples.””” But his style of painting was to change, and instead of exe-
cuting these grand visions with their lofty moral lessons he soon found himself
illustrating books and dashing off more modest scenes that were exported to
America and brought him five francs per square meter.

The main reason for this less exalted style was that in 1838, at the age of
twenty-three, Meissonier had married a rather austere Protestant woman from
Strasbourg named Emma Steinheil, the sister of one of his artistic companions.
His father then presented him with a set of silver cutlery, paid a year’s rent on
his lodgings, and promptly terminated his slender allowance. “It is now quite
evident that you want nothing further from me,” Charles Meissonier an-
nounced. “When people set up house together they must consider themselves

capable of providing for themselves.”?
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Two children were born in due course, Thérése and Charles. On the birth
registration of his daughter, born in 1840, Meissonier boldly declared his occu-
pation as “painter of history.”? But grandiose history paintings—no matter
how revered by the members of the Académie des Beaux-Arts—did not sell as
readily as smaller canvases such as landscapes or portraits, which fit more easily
onto the walls of Paris apartments. So the saints, heroes and angels disappeared
from Meissonier’s easel and the little donshommes, the products of economic ne-
cessity, began appearing under his brush. He quickly became known as the
“French Metsu,” a reference to the seventeeth-century Dutch painter Gabriel
Metsu, who specialized in miniature scenes of bourgeois domestic life.* By
1863 Meissonier had been producing his charming little paintings, and enjoying
his extravagant success, for more than two decades. “I resigned myself to their
creation,” he later wrote wistfully of his donshommes, “dreaming the while of
other things.”!

Meissonier was dreaming of these other things, presumably, on that winter
day in 1863 when, dressed in the cocked hat and gray riding coat of Napoleon,
he climbed to the top of the Grande Maison.

Outside on his balcony, Meissonier swung into a saddle cinched to a wooden
horse and, in imitation of the famous gesture, tucked one hand inside the gray
riding coat. Then, examining his reflection in a mirror, he took up his paint-
brush and, as the snow drifted down from the winter sky, began painting his
own somber image on the wooden panel placed on the easel before him—a
study for a historical work, then well under way, called :824: The Campaign of
France.

“On how many nights did Napoleon haunt me in my sleep!” Meissonier once
declared.” He had been born, ironically enough, in 1815, the year of Waterloo.
More than four decades after Napoleon’s death on Saint-Helena, his legend
was still very much alive, not least thanks to vigorous promotion by his
nephew, Napoleon III, who came to power in 1848. Each year on the fifth of
May, the anniversary of his death, a Mass was performed in the chapel of the
Invalides and wreaths were laid at the foot of the Vendéme Column. Each year
on the fifteenth of August, the anniversary of his birth, a national holiday was
observed: soldiers paraded in the Place de la Concorde, clowns frolicked along
the Champs-Elysées, fireworks crackled overhead, and more wreaths ap-
peared at the base of the Vendéme Column.

Everywhere in Paris, it seemed, Napoleon was venerated. Brought back from
Saint-Helena with much pomp in 1840, his bones resided in a magnificent por-
phyry tomb beneath the dome of the Invalides. His statues presided over the
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city from atop the Vendéme Column and the Arc de Triomphe, while streets
and bridges, such as Rivoli, Wagram and Austerlitz, bore the names of his mil-
itary victories. He was the subject of numerous biographies, and the biggest-
selling book in France after The Three Musketeers was Adolphe Thiers’s
History of the Consulate and the Empire of France under Napoleon, of which
twenty volumes had been churned out between 1845 and 1862.3 Napoleon was
also kept alive in novels by Stendhal and Balzac, and in poems by Victor Hugo.
Béranger celebrated his name in patriotic songs, and Berlioz composed a can-
tata, The Fifth of May, in his honor. His valet, his secretary, his doctor, his
chamberlain, and his wife’s lady-in-waiting—all wrote about him at length in
their memoirs. His sword from the Battle of Austerlitz and the harness of his
favorite horse, Marengo, were cherished as holy relics. The Chéteau de Mal-
maison, his house near Paris, had been turned into a museum dedicated to his
legend, and all over France willows grew from cuttings taken from the tree
that had sheltered his tomb on Saint-Helena.

Napoleon was also an inspiration for artists. “The life of Napoleon is our
country’s epic for all the arts,” announced Delacroix, whose father had served
as Napoleon’s Foreign Minister.*> No figure except Christ had been so ubiqui-
tous in French art. Every episode in his career was commemorated in paint.
The Paris Salons teemed with military imagery as his exploits from Italy to
Egypt were illustrated in scores of paintings and lithographs. At one Salon,
nine different canvases showed the Battle of Wagram; another boasted eigh-
teen of Austerlitz. His coronation as Emperor had been memorialized by
Jacques-Louis David, his windswept tomb on Saint-Helena by Horace Vernet,
who reverentially draped his canvas in black when he exhibited the painting.
In 1855 Vernet, perhaps the greatest of all the battle painters, was paid 50,000
francs for a canvas of Napoleon surrounded by his marshals and generals on
the field of battle. But even this gargantuan sum was dwarfed when, five years
later, a wealthy banker named Gaston Delahante commissioned his own
Napoleonic scene for 85,000 francs. The subject was to be Napoleon’s last days
as Emperor. The painter was to be Meissonier.

The saddle on which Meissonier posed for The Campaign of France, his com-
mission from Delahante, was completely authentic. It had been lent to him by
one of Napoleon’s nephews, Prince Napoleon-Jérome. The riding coat was
likewise authentic, or nearly so: Meissonier had borrowed the original from the
Musée des Souverains, where various Napoleonic relics were housed, and then
had it copied by a tailor, stitch by stitch, right down to its frays and creases. He
had been donning this coat and climbing into the saddle for much of the previ-
ous year, making endless studies of the way in which, for instance, the coat
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draped over the crupper of the wooden horse or—as on that snowy
afternoon—how the winter light fell across his face.

Meissonier had selected himself as the model for Napoleon because he be-
lieved his own short, powerful physique perfectly matched the Emperor’s. “I
have exactly his thighs!” he boasted one hot summer day when a visiting art
critic discovered him wearing the gray riding coat and perspiring heavily as he
painted his self-portrait.* Another visitor, the playwright Emile Augier, was
treated to an even more arresting sight. Meissonier had taken to making
sketches of himself in the nude, the better to portray, he believed, the
physique of the Emperor on horseback. He was in this compromising state
when Augier surprised him in his studio, naked but for a suspensoir, a truss
used to support the scrotum in cases of hernia and gonorrhea. Augier inquired
whether the bandage meant Meissonier was suffering from a medical condi-
tion, to which the artist enthusiastically replied: “No, but you see the Emperor
wore a suspensoir.””’

The subject to be rendered with such historical accuracy—right down to the
suspensoir—was Napoleon’s retreat across France in the early months of 1814,
in the face of a massive attack by the British, Prussian, Austrian, Swedish and
Russian armies. The episode would end with the invasion of Paris and
Napoleon’s abdication and subsequent exile on Elba. These events were re-
counted in comprehensive detail in the seventeenth volume of Thiers’s best-
selling History, which had been published in 1860, the year Meissonier received
his commission from Delahante. Meissonier kept this book beside his pillow and
on occasion played boules and discussed politics and history with the short, be-
spectacled Thiers, a regular visitor to the Grande Maison. Thiers had been Min-
ister of the Interior under King Louis-Philippe, and in this capacity he arranged
for the return of Napoleon’s body from Saint-Helena and oversaw the installa-
tion of the statue on the Vendéme Column. His greatest tribute to Napoleon,
though, was his History, in volume seventeen of which he reserved the highest
praise for the bravura with which the doomed Emperor conducted himself in
the face of the invading armies. In a desperate war against an enemy outnum-
bering his own troops by as much as five to one, Napoleon “added to all the bril-
liance, daring and fertility of resource exhibited on his former campaigns,”
Thiers contended, “one quality that he had still to display—and which he then
displayed even to a miracle—unchangeable constancy in misfortune.”

Meissonier hoped to capture precisely this aspect of Napoleon’s character:
his admirable courage in the face of staggering adversity. “All have lost faith in
him,” Meissonier wrote of the episode. “Doubt has come. He alone believes
that all is not yet lost.”* The Campaign of France would depict the Emperor,
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The Grande Maison

the great and tragic genius celebrated by Thiers for the originality and
grandeur of his “astonishing deeds.”* Meissonier showed him astride his
white charger and at the head of the exhausted Grande Armée, grimly leading
his weary soldiers through snowy wastes to engage their formidable enemy in
a last, desperate struggle. Grand in manner and noble in subject, it would be
exactly the sort of work he had dreamed of painting as a young man in Cog-
niet’s studio.



CHAPTER TWO

Modern Life

s MEISSONIER WORKED on The Campaign of France, a short distance
A.away in Paris, in a small studio in the Batignolles district, another artist
was preparing a painting of a quite different sort. Edouard Manet, at thirty-
one, was seventeen years younger than Meissonier. He lived in a three-room
apartment in the Rue de 'Hotel-de-Ville and did his painting in his studio
nearby in the Rue Guyot. “Bohemian life,” wrote Henri Murger, “is possible
nowhere but in Paris,”! and nowhere in Paris was bohemian life more
possible—in the early 1860s at least-—than in the Batignolles. A mile north of
the Seine, this lively working-class neighborhood had low rents, open-air
cafés, immigrants from Poland and Germany, and an itinerant population of
ragpickers, gypsies, artists and writers. By no means was it Paris’s cleanest or
most peaceful enclave. At its heart was France’s busiest railway station. Each
year millions of passengers poured through the Gare Saint-Lazare on excur-
sions to Rouen, Le Havre or more local destinations such as Asniéres or Ar-
genteuil. From the railway tracks, which ran north into the industrial suburb
of Clichy, came the stink of burning coal, showers of sparks and cinders, and
constant whistle blasts that a friend of Manet once described as sounding like
the “piercing shrieks of women being violated.”?

The dandyish Manet looked more than a little incongruous in the bustle and
smoke of the Batignolles. His usual costume consisted of a top hat, frock coat,
gloves of yellow suede, a walking stick and, according to a friend, “intention-
ally gaudy trousers.”” If Meissonier was pugnacious and arrogant, Manet, a
handsome young man with reddish-blond hair, was the personification of
charm. Witty and sociable, he possessed both an infectious humor and a bold
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streak of independence that made him a natural leader among younger artists.
One of them, an Italian named Giuseppe De Nittis, claimed to love him for his
“sunny soul,” adding: “No one has ever been kinder, more courageous, or
more dependable.”* Another friend, the poet Théodore de Banville, even paid
homage in verse to Manet’s numerous allurements:

The laughing, blond Manet,
Emanating grace,

Gay, subtle and charming,

With the beard of an Apollo,
Had from head to toe

The appearance of a gentleman.’

The “laughing, blond Manet” was indeed every inch a gentleman. He had
been born and raised in more prestigious surroundings than the Batignolles, at

Edouard Manet (Nadar)
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his parents’ home on the Left Bank of the Seine, in the aristocratic Faubourg
Saint-Germain. The house stood across the street from the government’s offi-
cial art school, the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, and across the river from the Louvre,
the former royal palace that had served since 1793 as a national art museum. As
a boy, Manet had been taken on regular visits to the Louvre by his maternal
uncle, Colonel Edmond Fournier, a military man with an artistic bent. Fit-
tingly for someone raised in such an environment, he had decided at a young
age that he would become a painter. His father had other ideas. Auguste Manet
was the son of the former mayor of Gennevilliers, a small town on the Seine
where a street had been christened with the family name. Auguste, a lawyer,
had served as the principal private secretary to the Minister of Justice and, af-
ter 1841, as a magistrate. He drew a comfortable salary of 20,000 francs per
year presiding over cases involving paternity suits, contested wills and viola-
tions of copyright. His wife, Edouard’s mother, came with an even more im-
pressive pedigree. The daughter of a diplomat, she was the goddaughter of
one of Napoleon’s generals, Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, who later fought
against the Emperor in the 1814 campaign and four years later became King
Karl XIV of Sweden.

Young men with such commendable forebears did not become painters, or so
Auguste Manet believed. Instead, he had in mind for his eldest son a career in
law. Alas, young Edouard had failed to distinguish himself at school, except in
gymnastics, in which he excelled, and penmanship, where he was judged par-
ticularly atrocious. He passed his baccalauréat, in the end, only because his fa-
ther knew the school’s director.®

With careers in law and art both preempted, Edouard had set his sights on
the French Navy. This plan too seemed doomed when he failed the entrance
examination for the naval academy: “a waste of time,” his examiner had
gloomily observed after surveying the result of his test.” However, in 1847 a
law was passed guaranteeing admission to the academy to anyone who spent
eighteen months on board a naval vessel. Manet therefore went off to Brazil
on board the Havre and Guadeloupe, which weighed anchor in December
1848; but by the time the vessel returned to France six months later the
seventeen-year-old sailor possessed no further appetite for the high seas.
Within the year, his father finally having relented, he began his training as an
artist. He had no wish to enter the prestigious Ecole des Beaux-Arts, where
originality and individuality were discouraged, and where students learned
anatomy and geometry but not, bizarrely, how to paint. Manet began his stud-
ies, instead, in the studio near the Place Pigalle of a young painter named
Thomas Couture. Known for encouraging spontaneity and self-expression
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among his students, the thirty-four-year-old Couture nonetheless had an
unimpeachable artistic pedigree: he was a graduate of the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts, a former winner of the Prix de Rome—the highest prize available to
students at the Ecole—and a member of the Legion of Honor. He had also ex-
ecuted the portrait of, among others, Frédéric Chopin. Auguste Manet must
have regarded him as a respectable member of what was otherwise, in his
opinion, a fairly disreputable profession.

Manet was treading a similar path to that of Ernest Meissonier, who had
likewise shunned the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in favor of studying in the work-
shop of a respected painter. But there the similarities ended. Meissonier had
exposed his first painting at the Paris Salon, a juried exhibition, at the aston-
ishingly youthful age of nineteen, claiming his first medal six years later.
Edouard Manet, on the other hand, appeared to be far less precocious, clash-
ing frequently with Couture, a notably generous and broad-minded teacher
who nonetheless believed his pupil to be fit only for drawing caricatures. Ac-
cording to legend, Couture told Manet that he would never be anything more
than the “Daumier of your time,” a reference to Honoré Daumier, an artist
known much better for his barbed political cartoons than for his paintings.?
Manet nevertheless remained under Couture’s tutelage for almost six years,
during which time he spent many hours copying prints and paintings in the
Louvre, including works by Diego Velazquez—a particular favorite—and
Giulio Romano. He had been intoxicated by the art of previous centuries, and
at various times he made visits to Venice, Florence, Rome, Amsterdam, Vi-
enna and Prague, making sketches in their churches and museums. He took
three trips to Italy, where he copied, among other masterpieces, Raphael’s
frescoes in the Vatican Apartments and, in the Uffizi in Florence, Titian’s
Venus of Urbino.” Inspired by these journeys, he planned canvases showing
biblical and mythological characters, such as Moses, Venus and a heroine from
Greek legend, Danaé—exactly the sort of works commended by the
Académie des Beaux-Arts.

Manet had befriended Charles Baudelaire, a poet who had become notorious
with the publication in 1857 of Les Fleurs du mal. Together they frequented the
Café Tortoni, which stood on the corner of the Boulevard des Italiens and the
Rue Taitbout, a temptingly short stroll from Manet’s studio in the Batignolles.
Manet also took a mistress at this time, a blonde Dutchwoman named Suzanne
Leenhoff. Two years his senior, Suzanne had given him piano lessons for a few
months in 1851 before becoming pregnant and then giving birth, in January
1852, to a boy of mysterious paternity who was christened Léon-Edouard
Koélla.!® Whether or not he was the father, by the late 1850s Manet was living
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with both Suzanne and her child, who masqueraded in public as her younger
brother. Showing a touching domestic regard that belied his more bohemian
pursuits, Manet took Léon for walks through the Batignolles each Thursday
and Sunday.

Not until 1859, when he was twenty-seven years old, did Manet feel himself
ready to launch his career at the Paris Salon, or “The Exhibition of Living
Artists,” as it was more properly called. This government-sponsored exhibi-
tion was known as the “Salon” since for many years after its inauguration in
1673 it had taken place in the Salon Carré, or Square Room, of the Louvre. By
1855 it had moved to the more capacious but less regal surroundings of the
Palais des Champs-Elysées, a cast-iron exhibition hall (formerly known as the
Palais de I'Industrie) whose floral arrangements and indoor lake and waterfall
could not disguise the fact that, when not hosting the Salon, it accommodated
equestrian competitions and agricultural trade fairs.

The Salon was a rare venue for artists to expose their wares to the public
and—Ilike Meissonier, its biggest star—to make their reputations. One of the
greatest spectacles in Europe, it was an even more popular attraction, in terms
of the crowds it drew, than public executions. Opening to the public in the first
week of May and running for some six weeks, it featured thousands of works
of art specially—and sometimes controversially—chosen by a Selection
Committee. Admission on most afternoons was only a franc, which placed it
within easy reach of virtually every Parisian, considering the wage of the
lowest-paid workers, such as milliners and washerwomen, averaged three to
four francs a day. Those unwilling or unable to pay could visit on Sundays,
when admission was free and the Palais des Champs-Elysées thronged with as
many as 50,000 visitors—five times the number that had gathered in 1857 to
watch the blade of the guillotine descend on the neck of a priest named Verger
who had murdered the Archbishop of Paris. In some years, as many as a mil-
lion people visited the Salon during its six-week run, meaning crowds aver-
aged more than 23,000 people a day.*

*To put these figures into context, the most well-attended art exhibition in the year 2003 was
Leonardo da Vinci: Master Draftsman, at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.
Over the course of a nine-week run, the show drew an average of 6,863 visitors each day,
with an overall total of 401,004. £/ Greco, likewise at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, av-
eraged 6,897 per day during its three-month run in 2003—4, ultimately attracting 574,381
visitors. The top-ranked exhibition of 2002, Fan Gogh and Gauguin, at the Van Gogh Mu-

seum in Amsterdam, drew 6,719 per day for four months, with a final attendance of 739,117.
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For this great exhibiton in 1859 Manet had submitted, not one of his Renais-
sance-inspired mythological canvases, but The Absinthe Drinker, the model for
which was a rag-and-bone man named Collardet whom he had met one day while
sketching in the Louvre. The presence in the Louvre of a rag-and-bone man tes-
tified to how interest in fine arts crossed all social boundaries in Paris, and how in
some years a million people—out of a city of only 1.7 million—could visit the
Salon. Yet Manet did not depict Collardet as a connoisseur of art. He posed him
beside an overturned bottle with a glass of absinthe at his elbow, a stovepipe hat
perched on his head. The result was a modern-day Parisian, a rough-looking
drunkard such as one might have seen after dark in the Batignolles.

Absinthe was a greenish alcoholic beverage so popular with Parisians that
they spoke of the “green hour” in the early evening when they sat imbibing it in
cafés. However, besides being seventy-five percent proof, the drink was fla-
vored with wormwood, an herb whose toxic properties caused hallucinations,
birth defects, insanity and, according to the authorities, rampant criminality.
Manet’s solitary figure loitering menacingly among the shadows must have
seemed an all-too-graphic illustration of the consequences of its consumption.
At least as unsettling as the subject matter, though, was the style of the work.
Two years earlier a critic had praised Meissonier for painting his bonskommes so
realistically that their lips appeared to move.!! Such mind-boggling manual
dexterity and painstaking dedication to minutiae were entirely absent from
Manet’s work. He applied his paint thickly and in broad brushstrokes, suppress-
ing finer details such as the facial features of his reeling drunkard and taking in-
stead a more abstract approach to visual effects. Ushered into Manet’s studio,
Couture ventured the opinion that his former student had produced only “in-
sanity.”!? The jury for the 1859 Salon was no more impressed, promptly reject-
ing the work. It appeared to them not only to lack any sort of finesse but also to
celebrate the same debauched low life as the poems in Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs
du mal, one of which, “The Wine of the Ragpickers,” recounted the antics of a
drunken rag-and-bone man as he staggered through “the mired labyrinth of
some old slum / Where crawling multitudes ferment their scum.”!®

At the next Salon, in 1861, Manet submitted, and had accepted, two canvases,
both less controversial in theme if not in technique: The Spanish Singer, show-
ing a model in Spanish costume seated on a bench and playing a guitar; and a
portrait of his mother and father, the latter of whom had by this time been par-
alyzed and robbed of his speech by a stroke (a tragedy alluded to in the grim,
downcast expressions of both his parents). The two paintings received con-
trasting receptions when they were placed on show with almost 1,300 others.
While Portrait of M. and Mme. Manet was roasted by the critics—one wrote
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The Absinthe Drinker (Edouard Manet)

that the artist’s parents “must often have rued the day when a brush was put
into the hands of this merciless portraitist”'*—his guitar-strumming Spaniard,
inspired by Veldzquez, caught the eye of Théophile Gautier, the friend and ad-
mirer of Meissonier.

The fifty-year-old Gautier, who smoked a hookah and favored wide-
brimmed hats and dramatic capes, was a scourge of bourgeois respectability
and a champion of such rebels as Hugo, Delacroix and Baudelaire, the latter of
whom had dedicated Zes Fleurs du mal to him. Generous and sociable, he en-
tertained every Thursday evening at his riverfront house in Neuilly-sur-Seine,
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Théophile Gautier (Nadar)

a pleasant suburb to which luminaries such as Gustave Flaubert would go to
recline on Oriental cushions among their host’s collection of cats, books and
cuckoo clocks. A poet and novelist in his own right, he had become, in the
words of a fellow critic, “the most authoritative and popular writer in the field
of art criticism.”"> A favorable word from Gautier could make the reputation
of a painter, with the result that the flamboyantly attired critic was daily bom-
barded with letters from artists pleading for reviews.

“Caramba!” wrote Gautier in Le Moniteur universel, the official government
newspaper, after seeing Manet’s 7he Spanish Singer. “There is a great deal of tal-
ent in this life-sized figure, which is painted broadly in true colors and with a bold
brush.”!¢ This seal of approval meant the canvas was singled out for public atten-
tion, soon becoming so popular with Salon-goers that it was placed in a more
conspicuous location. An award even came Manet’s way: an Honorable Mention.
Still more gratifying, perhaps, was its reception by other young artists, who were
intrigued by its vigorous brushwork, its sharp contrasts of black and white, and a
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slightly slapdash appearance that seemed to oppose the highly polished, highly
detailed style of so many other Salon paintings. The Spanish Singer was painted
in such a “strange new fashion,” according to one of them, that it “caused many
painters’ eyes to open and their jaws to drop.”!” Though he had yet to sell a single
painting, Manet, at the age of twenty-nine, seemed emphatically to have arrived.

Edouard Manet’s forebears on his father’s side had been, if not quite aristo-
crats, then at least respectable members of the gentry. In the middle of the
eighteenth century, Augustin-Frangois Manet, the painter’s great-great-
grandfather, had been the local squire in Gennevilliers, a town on the Seine a
few miles northwest of Paris. His son Clément, Manet’s great-grandfather, had
served King Louis X VI as treasurer for the Bureau des Finances for Alengon,
north of Le Mans. Shrewdly switching sides after King Louis lost his head, he
swore the civic oath, gobbled up even more land in Gennevilliers, and in 1795
became the town’s mayor. His son, likewise named Clément, followed in his
footsteps, serving his own term as mayor from 1808 to 1814.

Fifty years on, the family fortune consisted of two hundred acres of land in
the suburbs of Gennevilliers and neighboring Asniéres-sur-Seine, together
with a house in Gennevilliers where the family spent part of every summer in
order to escape the heat of Paris. Edouard Manet became an heir to this sizable
estate in the year following his victorious Salon: still disabled by his stroke,
Auguste Manet died in September 1862, at the age of sixty-six.!® Edouard was
due to receive a third of the legacy, splitting with his two younger brothers,
Gustave and Eugéne, the proceeds of lands worth as much as 800,000 francs—
a huge fortune—if sold on the open market."

These ancestral acres lay fewer than five miles from Manet’s modest studio in
the Batignolles. Asniéres and Gennevilliers were within easy reach of Paris by
train, the former only a ten-minute ride from the Gare Saint-Lazare. Gennevil-
liers was a mile or so to its north, on a low-lying plain whose rich soil, fertilized
by sewage from Paris, allowed numerous market gardens to grow vegetables
for the dinner tables of the capital. Since the arrival of the railway in Asniéres in
1851, however, another industry had developed. The Seine was two hundred
yards wide at Asniéres and, as such, perfect for sailing and rowing. A sailing
club, Le Cercle de la Voile, had been founded, and on weekends during the
summer Parisians descended on Asniéres in the thousands to rent rowboats,
swim in the river, picnic on the bank, or avail themselves of attractions such as
the Restaurant de Paris, which served food and drinks on a large terrace over-
looking the river. These crowds were tempted, according to a novel of the day,
“by the idea of a day in the country and a drink of claret in a cabaret.””
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Edouard Manet had arrived among this brigade of daytrippers one day in the
late summer or early autumn of 1862, around the time of his father’s death. He
was in the company of a friend named Antonin Proust, the son of a politician and
a fellow pupil from Couture’s studio. More than thirty years later, Proust was to
remember how the two young men had sunned themselves on the riverbank,
watching skiffs furrowing the Seine and, in the distance, female bathers disport-
ing in the shallows. Their talk turned naturally enough to painting, in particular
to the nude. Nudes always attracted a great deal of attention at the Salon. Few
things impressed the critics more than a well-turned heroic male nude, the exe-
cution of which, in the style of either the Ancients or the masters of the Italian
Renaissance, made the strictest trial of an artist’s abilities. Even more highly
prized by the critics were female nudes.?! Such paintings were venerated so
highly by the Académie des Beaux-Arts that painters referred to a nude study as
an académie

Female nudes were not meant to titillate the viewer with their sensuality but
to give physical form to abstractions such as ideal beauty or chaste love.
What could happen if an artist strayed from portraying this ideal of beauty
or virtue in favor of a more unvarnished illustration of the unclad female
form had been demonstrated by French art’s greatest béze noire, a blustering,
bellicose painter named Gustave Courbet. A self-proclaimed socialist and
revolutionary who had founded a school of painting he called Realism,
Courbet had exhibited at the Salon of 1853 a canvas called The Bathers, which
featured two young ladies in the woods, one sitting half-undressed beside a
stream, the other presenting to the spectator, as she stepped naked from the
water, copious layers of fat and a bountiful posterior. The critics were dis-
gusted by such a show of lumpy female flesh; even Delacroix lamented
Courbet’s “abominable vulgarity” in depicting what he called “a fat bour-
geoise.”” The canvas was swiftly removed from view by a police inspector,
but not before the emperor Napoleon III was rumored to have struck it a
sharp blow with his riding crop.

So far in his career Manet had not sent a nude, either male or female, to the Sa-
lon. But the sight of Parisians taking a dip in the Seine reminded him of Titian’s
Le Concert champétre in the Louvre, a painting that featured two women and two
men in a rural landscape, the women nude, the men fully clothed.? Proust re-
membered how Manet stared at the bodies of the women leaving the water be-
fore remarking: “It seems that I must paint a nude. Very well, I shall paint
one.”” However, he explained to Proust that his own painting would include
“people like those you see down there”—modern-day Parisians instead of the
elegant sixteenth-century Venetians of Titian’s work. “The public will rip me to
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shreds,” he mused philosophically, “but they can say what they like.” Where-
upon, according to Proust, the young artist gave his top hat a quick brush and
clambered to his feet.?

The notion of painting modern-day Parisians was a relatively new one,
though as long ago as 1824 the novelist Stendhal had urged artists to depict “the
men of today and not those who probably never existed in those heroic times so
distant from us.”? This imperative had been adopted more recently by Manet’s
teacher, Thomas Couture. Though his own most famous work was 7%e Ro-
mans of the Decadence, a historical tableau showing the moral decline of the Ro-
man Empire, Couture had urged his students to take their subjects from
nineteenth-century France. “I did not make you study the Old Masters so that
you would always follow trodden paths,” he told his pupils before exhorting
them to represent such contemporary sights as workmen, public holidays and
examples of modern technology such as locomotives. Artists of the Renais-
sance did not paint such sights, he pointed out, for the sole reason that in those
days they did not exist.”

Visions of the past may have abounded in France, but so too did unmistakable
signs of the present, of a world that over the past few decades had been dramati-
cally transformed through technology and invention. “Everything advances, ex-
pands and increases around us,” wrote the photographer and traveler Maxime du
Camp in 1858. “Science produces marvels, industry accomplishes miracles.”?
By the early 1860s, France was crisscrossed by 6,000 miles of railway track and
55,000 miles of telegraph wire. Over the previous ten years, eighty-five miles of
wide new streets—made out of macadam and asphalt instead of cobblestones—
had been laid in Paris under the guidance of Baron Georges Haussmann, the
Prefect of the Seine. In 1863 a three-wheeled wagon powered by an internal
combustion engine, the invention of an engineer named Lenoir, rode these
boulevards on a fifteen-mile return journey to Joinville-le-Pont. Those witness-
ing this triumphant progression must truly have believed themselves to be living
in what a German critic, writing of Paris, would later call the “capital of the
nineteenth century.”*

While Ernest Meissonier shunned this audacious new world by retreating
into an eighteenth-century idyll of periwigs and cavaliers, not everyone re-
mained convinced of the suitability of such a response. Du Camp, for one,
found absurd the fact that, in an age of electricity and steam, artists were still
producing mythological scenes featuring Venus and Bacchus. In a similar
spirit, Baudelaire had written a treatise entitled The Painter of Modern Life in
which he encouraged artists to abandon “the dress of the past” and take their
subjects from modern life instead. He called on painters to embrace what he
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christened /a modernité, by which he meant the fleeting and seemingly trivial
world of contemporary life. Like Couture, he believed the task of an artist was
not to regurgitate the forms of past centuries but to produce visions of this
modern world—crowds, street scenes, vignettes of middle-class life—in all
their splendor and all their ugliness.’!

With his devotion to the art of previous centuries, Edouard Manet may have
seemed an unlikely convert to this cause. The inspiration for his early paint-
ings came mostly from Old Masters he had sketched in the Louvre and the Uf-
fizi rather than from the everyday life he saw along the boulevards of Paris or
in the cafés of Asnieres. Fishing at Saint-Ouen, begun about 1860, was set on
the banks of the Seine a mile or so downstream from Asniéres, in the industrial
suburb of Saint-Ouen; modeled on a work by Peter Paul Rubens, however, it
showed not modern-day factory workers or boisterous holidaymakers but a
couple in seventeenth-century dress posing beside the river. Still, Manet had
begun paying heed to the advice of Baudelaire and Couture with canvases
such as The Absinthe Drinker and The Old Musician. The latter canvas, painted
in 1862, portrayed a number of indigents from the Batignolles, including a vi-
olinist from a gypsy colony—though even in this work Manet had borrowed
some of his poses directly from paintings in the Louvre.

Determined to capture another scene from modern life, Manet began a can-
vas called Le Bain, or “The Bath,” soon after his return from Asniéres. A nude
scene of modern-day Parisians, Le Bain would be, in its own way, as striking a
vision of modernity as Haussmann’s boulevards or Lenoir’s gasoline-powered
engine.



CHAPTER THREE

The Lure of Perfection

F SOMETHING WAS worth doing, Ernest Meissonier always maintained, it
Iwas worth doing properly. He had been conscientious even as a child, show-
ing remarkable patience in tasks like blacking his boots or, when put to work in
the druggist’s shop, tying up parcels of medicine for customers.! He applied
the same exacting standards to his paintings, each of which took months, if not
years, of concentrated effort. “Although I work under great pressure from all
sides,” he claimed, “I am always altering. I am never satisfied.”* Because he of -
ten spent one day scraping away the paint he had spent the previous day labo-
riously applying, he referred to his works-in-progress as “Penelope’s webs,”
an allusion to how each night Odysseus’s wife Penelope would unravel the
shroud she was weaving on her loom for Laertes, her father-in-law. Sometimes
Meissonier did not even bother to scrape away the offending part of the work;
he simply repainted the entire canvas, often so many times that the finished
product was merely the uppermost layer of a series of palimpsests. “Perfec-
tion,” he claimed, “lures one on.”?

Meissonier always spent many months researching his subject, finding out,
for example, the precise sort of coats or breeches worn at the court of Louis
XV, then hunting for them in rag fairs and market stalls or, failing that, having
them specially sewn by tailors. Historical authenticity was taken very seriously
in the nineteenth century, not just by Meissonier but also by other artists who
likewise went to great lengths to ensure the authenticity of their works. When
Théodore Géricault began his masterpiece, The Raft of the “Medusa™—a
huge canvas depicting survivors of a notorious shipwreck—he had shown ex-
ceptional diligence. Starting work in 1818, two years after the event, he pored
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over published accounts of the ill-fated voyage, interviewed a number of sur-
vivors, employed some of them as models, and studied corpses in a hospital
morgue. He even hired the carpenter of the Medusa to build him an exact
replica of the raft. The resulting canvas was shockingly grisly and violent—
but accurate in its every gory detail.*

This kind of historical reconstruction had always been Meissonier’s stock-
in-trade. Recently he had spent more than three years on a painting that was a
mere thirty inches wide by seventeen inches high: The Emperor Napoleon 111 at
the Battle of Solferino (plate 2A). The work, a battle scene, had been some-
thing of a departure for the painter of donshommes and musketeers. Marking
the new direction in Meissonier’s career, it took as its subject a victorious bat-
tle fought by the French against the Austrians in 1859, when the emperor
Napoleon III, together with Victor Emmanuel II, King of Piedmont and Sar-
dinia, tried to oust the Habsburgs from their territories in northern Italy.
When hostilities commenced early in the summer of 1859, Meissonier had re-
ceived a commission from the government to illustrate several scenes from the
campaign. He set off for the front in Lombardy, taking with him a servant, two
horses and a supply of pencils and paints. Arriving in time to witness a bloody
battle fought outside the village of Solferino, he made numerous on-the-spot
sketches of the action, barely escaping with his life after several bullets
whizzed past his head when he accidentally strayed into the thick of the action
in his quest for a good vantage point.

Meissonier’s studies for The Battle of Solferino had continued long after the
war ended. At the army camp in Vincennes, east of Paris, he painted further
sketches of soldiers, and at the Chiteau de Fontainebleau he did portrait stud-
ies of both Napoleon III—who was going to be the focus of the scene—and
his horse, Buckingham. He even made a return trip to Solferino, a year after
the battle, to make still more studies of the bleak, dusty landscape. The paint-
ing was accepted by the judges, sight unseen, for the Salon of 1861, where
Meissonier had been hoping to show the critics that he had risen above his

*This is not to say that the historical record was never traduced in nineteenth-century
French art, especially when political reputations were at stake. Baron Gros’s Napoleon at
the Battle of Arcola (1797) shows Bonaparte heroically leading his troops across a bridge,
under fire from the Austrians, whereas in actual fact he fell off the bridge and into the river.
And Jacques-Louis David’s The Coronation of Napoleon (1805—8) includes the emperor’s
mother Letizia, who in reality had stayed away from the ceremony because of her dislike

of her daughter-in-law, Joséphine.
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lucrative “musketeer style” to paint something more ambitious in conception.
It failed to materialize: the master was still perfecting the work in his studio.
Nor did it appear the following year, as announced, at the Universal Exposition
in London. Meissonier would not complete the painting until January of 1863,
almost four years after his first expedition to Solferino.

The Campaign of France, commissioned while The Battle of Solferino was
still on his easel, required equally prolonged and unstinting researches. Start-
ing work in 1860, he consulted Adolphe Thiers, both in person and in print. He
interviewed survivors of the 1814 campaign, such as the Duc de Mortemart,
one of Napoleon’s generals. He also consulted Napoleon’s valet, an old man
named Hubert. He made a special journey to Chantilly to see Napoleon’s
groom, Pillardeau, whose home was a bizarre shrine dedicated to the memory
of Napoleon and the Grande Armée, complete with papier-mdché replicas of
the kind of bread eaten by the soldiers. Meissonier thereby became an expert
on every aspect of Napoleon’s life, from how he changed his breeches every
day because he soiled them with snuff, to how he undressed himself—for rea-
sons of modesty—only in total darkness.*

Meissonier did not begin the actual painting of any of his works until he had
first made numerous preparatory sketches and studies. And he did not begin
these until he had worked out the composition of the painting in the most elab-
orate detail, usually by means of a three-dimensional scale model of the scene.
A number of painters had resorted to this strategy, from Michelangelo, who
made wax figurines of many of the characters he painted, to the eighteenth-
century English landscapist Thomas Gainsborough, who fashioned tabletop
models with sand, moss, twigs, bits of mirror for water or sky, and miniature
horses and cows. But Meissonier, as ever, took matters a step or two farther.
Thus, for The Campaign of France he sculpted in wax a series of highly de-
tailed models, some six to eight inches high, of Napoleon and his generals, as
well as the horses on which they sat. These models he then arranged in his stu-
dio on a wooden platform four feet square. He also made models of tumbrils
and wagons, which he proceeded to drag across a muddy landscape—
carefully molded from clay spread on top of the platform—to create the fur-
rowed road along which Napoleon trekked with his generals. He prided
himself on these creations, considering himself, according to a friend, “by
turns tailor, saddler, joiner, cabinetmaker.””

Absolutely nothing was left to chance or imagination; everything had to be
rigorously and impeccably correct. Meissonier had faced a problem, though,
with his tableau vivant for The Campaign of France. Despite the presence of
Napoleon and his generals, this new painting was conceived as, first and fore-
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most, a snowscape: a panorama in which the Grande Armée plods across a
vast expanse of snow beneath a leaden sky.® And since Meissonier would not
paint anything without first having the correct specimen before his eyes, he
had naturally found himself in need of snow. So across the expanse of fur-
rowed clay he had sprinkled handfuls of finely granulated sugar and, to give
his snow its glitter, pinches of salt. With a shod hoof, likewise executed in
miniature, he then meticulously pressed the imprints of the horses’ feet. The
leadership of the Grande Armée was thereby devised in perfect effigy against
a snowy landscape.

“What an effect of snow I obtained!” Meissonier had proudly declared when
the model was finished.” Unfortunately, the sugar soon attracted the attention
of bees from a neighbor’s hive, forcing him to replace it with flour—which
merely served to bring on another invasion of unwanted guests: “The mice
came and ravaged my battlefield,” he lamented.® At which point Meissonier
decided to stage The Campaign of France on a larger scale, in the grounds of
his house at Poissy.

Work on this full-scale mock-up had begun around the summer of 1861,
with elaborate plans and preparations more typical of staging an opera than
painting a picture. Models were hired, costumes sewn, and a white horse, a
double for Napoleon’s charger, brought to Poissy from the stables of
Napoleon III. Then, to simulate snow, vast quantities of flour were raked
across the grounds of the Grande Maison—so much that at the end of each
day Meissonier’s models and their horses needed to be de-whitened by a team
of servants.” Meanwhile the escort of generals posed on horseback. The model
serving for Marshal Ney—riding immedia