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Lesson 2: Courbet, Manet and the Route to Modernism

Emile Zola (1840-1902) Edouard Manet'

Zola first defended Manet in his Salon of 1866 (see IVA6). He then extended his
discussion in a three-part essay solely devoted to Manet's work. This was first
published under the 'A New Manner in Painting: Edouard Manet' in the Revue du XX
Siecle, January 1867. Later in 1867 Zola republished it in the form of a separate
pamphlet, which is how it appears in the portrait Manet painted of him that same
year. Zola begins by reiterating his criticism of the Academy. He then goes on to
offer an account of Manet's painting which relates the 'truth’ of his art to its formal
and technical characteristics. This is not quite 'art art's sake' though. In partitis a
device to rescue Manet from the bohernianism and scandal-seeking of which he
then stood accused. More important is the nature of Zola's emphasis on "truth':
truth-to-art is at the forefront of his account, but it is never completely disconnected
from another truth, the truth of 'the contemporary girl we meet everyday on

the pavements'. Zola dislikes Romanticism, just as he admires science, and for him
Manet is an analyst. For Zola, the truth of modernity consists in the analytic
disposition, rather than in some narrative which may be woven about it. The
present extracts are drawn from the tansiation of the French text by Michael Ross
published in Pierre Courthion and Pierre Callier (eds), Portrait of Manet by Himself
and his Contemporaries, London: Cassell, 1960, 113-39.

ZOLA Writes:

(...) Circumstances have made Edouard Manet, who is quite young, into a most
unusual and instructive subject for study. The very odd place which the public even
the critics and his artist colleagues - have accorded him in contemporary art, sstruck
me as something which should be carefully studied and explained. And here it is not
only the personality of Edouard Manet that I am trying to analyse, but the whole of
our artistic movement itself and contemporary opinion on aesthetics.

A curious situation has arisen, and this situation can be summed up in two words. A
"young painter has obeyed, in a very straightforward manner, his own personal
inclinations concerning vision and understanding; he has begun to paint in a way
which is contrary to the sacred rules taught in schools. Thus, he has produced
original works, strong and bitter in flavour, which have offended the eyes of people
accustomed to other points of view. And now you find that these same people,
without trying to understand why their eyes have been offended, abuse this painter,
insult his integrity and talent; and have turned him into a sort of grotesque lay-
figure who sticks out his tongue to amuse fools.



Isn't such a commotion an interesting subject for study? Isn't it a reason for an
inquisitive, unbiased man like myself to halt on his way in the presence of the
mocking, noisy crowds which surround the young painter and pursue him with their
hoots of derision? [ picture myself in the middle of a road where I meet a gang of
young ruffians who are throwing brick-bats at Edouard Manet. The art critics--
pardon, I mean the police-- are not doing their job well. They encourage the row
instead of calming it down, and even - may God forgive me! - it looks as though the
policemen themselves have enormous brick-bats in their hands. Already, it seem to
me, there is something 'decidedly unpleasant about this scene which saddens me -
me, a disinterested passer-by, calm and unbiased.

[ go up to the young ruffians and question them; I question the police, [ even
question Edouard Manet himself. And I become more and more convinced about
something. The reason for the anger of the young ruffians and the weakness of the
police is explained to me. I am given to understand what crime it is that this pariah
whom they are stoning has committed. I go home and prepare, for the sake of truth,
official evidence which you are about to read.

Obviously, I have only one object in mind - to calm down the blind anger of the
rowdies and to try to make them return to a more common-sense point of view, and,
at costs, to stop them making such a din in the street. I ask them not only to criticize
Edouard Manet fairly but also all original artists who will make their appearance. I
entend my plea further - my aim is not only to have one man accepted, but to have
all art accepted.

Taking Edouard Manet's case as typical of the way really original personalities are
received by the public, I protest against this reception, and from the individual I
proceed to a question which touches all real artists.

This article, I repeat, for several reasons, will not be a definitive portrait. It is a
simple summary of the existing state of affairs. It is an official account of the
regrettable influence - as it seems to me - that centuries of tradition have had on the
public as far as art is concerned.

I The Man and the Artist

Edouard Manet was born in Paris in 1833. | have only a few biographical details
concerning him. In this orderly police state of ours, an artist's life is the same as that
of any quiet bourgeois; he paints his pictures in his studio as others sell pepper over
their counters. The long-haired types of 1830, thank heavens, have completely
disappeared, and our painters have become what they ought to be - people living the
same life as everyone else. [ ... |

Contemporary fools, who earn their living by making the public laugh, have turned
Manet into a sort of Bohemian character, a rogue, a ridiculous bogey, and the public



has accepted the jokes and the caricatures as so much truth. The truth is far
removed from these dummies, created in the imagination of penny-a-line humorists,
and it is in order to present the real man that I write these lines. The artist has
confessed to me that he adores society and that he found secret pleasure in the
perfumed and glittering refinement of soirees. He was drawn to them by his love of
bold and vivid colour; but, in his heart of hearts he had an innate need for
refinement and elegance which I try hard to find in his works.

Such, then, is his life. He works assiduously and the number of his canvases is
already considerable. He paints without getting discouraged; without wearying;
marching forward according to his own lights. Then he returns to his home and
there tastes the quiet pleasures of the modern bourgeois. He goes out a great deal,
following the same sort of life as most people, but perhaps with this difference, that
he is more quiet and cultivated than the majority. [ ... ]

[ would not like to lay down the principle, as an argument in favour of Edouard
Manet, that because he wasted his time at Thomas Couture's, a student's failure to
follow the teaching of his master is a mark of genius. In the career of every artist,
there is necessarily a period of groping and hesitation which lasts, more or less, for a
long time; it is admitted that each artist must pass through this period in the studio
of a professor, and [ see no harm in that. The advice received here, even though it
may, to being with, prevent the expression of original talent, does not prevent this
talent from eventually manifesting itself; the studio influence will sooner or later be
quite forgotten so long as the artist has individuality and perseverance.

But in the present case, it pleases me to regard Edouard Manet's long and difficult
apprenticeship as a symptom of originality. It would be a long list if [ were to
mention here all those artists who were discouraged by their masters and who later
became men of the greatest merit. 'You will never succeed in doing anything," says
the teacher, which no doubt means, 'Without me there is no hope, and you are not
me.' Happy pupils who are not recognized by the masters as their children! They are
a race apart, each one adds his word to the great sentence which humanity writes.
And which will never be complete. They are destined themselves in their own turn
to be masters, egoists set in their own opinions.

Edouard Manet tried to find his own way and see for himself. He spoke in a
language full of harshness and grace which thoroughly alarmed the public. I do not
claim that it was an entirely new language and that it did not contain some Spanish
turns of phrase (about which moreover I will have to make some explanation). But
judging by the forcefulness and truth of certain pictures, it was clear that an artist
had been born to us. He spoke a language which he had made his own, and which
henceforth belonged entirely to him. This is how I explain the birth of a true artist,
Edouard Manet, for example. Feeling that he was making no progress by copying
the masters, or by painting Nature as seen through the eyes of individuals who
differed in character from himself, he came to understand, quite naturally, one fine
day, that it only remained to him to see Nature as it really is, without looking at the



works or studying the opinions of others. From the moment he conceived this idea,
he took some object, person or thing, placed it at the end of his studio and began to
reproduce it on his canvas in accordance with his own outlook and understanding.
He made an effort to forget everything he had learned in museums; he tried to forget
all the advice that he had been given and all the paintings that he had ever seen. All
that remained was a singular gifted intelligence in the presence of Nature,
translating it in its own manner.

Thus the artist produced an oeuvre which was his own flesh and blood. Certainly,
this work was linked with the great family of works already created by mankind; it
resembled, more or less, certain among them. But it had in a high degree its own
'beauty - I should say vitality and personal quality. The different components, taken
perhaps from here and there, of which it was composed, combined to produce a
completely new flavour and personal point of view; and this combination, created
for the first time, was an aspect of things hitherto unknown to human genius. From
then onwards Manet found his direction; or to put it better, he had found himself. He
was seeing things with his own eyes, and in each of his canvases he was able to give
us a translation of Nature in that original language which he had just found in
himself.

[ am forced here, to my greatest regret, to set forth some general ideas. My aesthetic,
or rather the science which I will call 'the modern aesthetic', differs too much from
the dogma which has been taught up till now, to risk speaking without making
myself perfectly clear.

Here is the popular opinion concerning art. There is an 'absolute’ of beauty which is
regarded as something outside the artist or, to express it better, there is a perfect
ideal for which every artist reaches out, and which he attains more or less
successfully. From this it is assumed that there is a common denominator of beauty.
This common denominator is applied to every picture produced, and according to
how far the work approaches or recedes from this common denominator, the work
is declared good or less good. Circumstances have elected that the Classical Greek
should be regarded as the standard of beauty, so that all works of art created by
mankind have ever since been judged on their greater or lesser resemblance to
Greek works of art.

[...] For two thousand years the world has been constantly changing, civilizations
have flourished and crumbled, society has advanced or languished in the midst of
ever-changing customs; on the other hand, artists are born here or there, on pale,
cold mornings in Holland, or in the warm, voluptuous evenings of Italy and Spain -
but what of that! The 'absolute' of beauty is there, unchangeable, dominating the
centuries. All life, all passions, all that creative energy which has enjoyed itself and
suffered for two thousand years is miserably crushed under this idea.

Here, then, is what I believe concerning art. I embrace all humanity that has ever
lived and which at all times, in all climates, under all circumstances, has felt, in the



presence of Nature, an imperious need to create and reproduce objects and people
by means of the arts. Thus I have a vast panorama, each part of which interests and
moves me profoundly. Every great artist who comes to the fore gives us a new and
personal vision of Nature. Here 'reality’ is the fixed element, and it is the differences
in outlook of the artists which has given to works of art their individual
characteristics. For me, it is the different outlooks, the constantly changing view-
points, that give works of art their tremendous human interest. I would like all the
pictures of all the painters in the world to be assembled in one vast hall where,
picture by picture, we would be able to read the epic of human creation. The theme
would always be this self-same 'nature’, this self-same 'reality’ and the variations on
the theme would be achieved by the individual and original methods by which
artists depict God's great creation. In order to pronounce fair judgment on works of
art, the public should stand in the middle of the vast hall. Here beauty is no longer
'absolute’ - a ridiculous common denominator. Beauty becomes human life itself; the
human element, mixed with the fixed element of 'reality’ giving birth to a creation
which belongs to mankind. Beauty lies within us, and not without. What is the use of
philosophic abstractions! Of what use is a perfection dreamed up by a little group of
men! It is humanity that interests me. What moves me, what gives me exquisite
pleasure is to find in each of he creations of man an artist, a brother, who shows me
with all his strength and with A his tenderness the face of Nature under a different
guise.

[...] The ridiculous common denominator does not exist any more; the critic studies
a picture for what it is, and pronounces it a great work when he finds in it a viital
and original interpretation of reality. He can then state that to the genesis of human
creation another page has been added; that an artist has been born who has given
Nature a new soul and new horizons. Our creation stretches from the past into the
infinite future. Every society will produce its artists, who will bring with them their
own points of view. No systems, no theories can hold back life in these unceasing
productions.

Our task then, as judges of art, is limited to establishing the language and the
characters; to study the languages and to say what new subtlety and energy they
plossess. The philosophers, if necessary, will take it on themselves to draw up
formulas. I only want to analyse facts, and works of art are nothing but simple facts.

Thus I put the past on one side - I have no rules or standards - I stand in front of
Edouard Manet's pictures as if I were standing in front of something quite new
which wish to explain and comment upon.

What first strikes me in these pictures, is how true is the delicate relationship of
tone values. Let me explain.... Some fruit is placed on a table and stands out against a
grey background. Between the fruit, according to wether they are nearer or further
away, there are gradations of color producing a complete scale of tints. If you start
with a ‘note’ which is lighter than the real note, you must paint the hwole in a lighter
key; and the contrary is true if you start with a note which is lower in tone. Here is



what I believe is called ‘the law of values.” I know of scarcely anyone of the modern
school, with the exception of Corot, Courbet, and Edouard Manet, who constantly
obey this law when painting people. Their works gain thereby a singular precision,
great truth and an appearance of great charm. Manet usually paints in a higher key
than is actually the case in Nature. His paintings are light in tone, luminous and pale
throughout. An abundance of pure light gently illuminates his subjects. There is not
the slightest forced effect here; people and landscapes are bathed in a sort of gay
transluscence which permeates the whole canvas.

What strikes me is due to the exact observation of the law of tone values. The artist,
confronted with some subject or other, allows himself to be guided by his eyes
which receive this subject in terms of broad colours which control each other. A
head posed against a wall becomes only a patch of something more, or less, grey;
and the clothing, in juxtaposition to the head, becomes, for example, a patch of
colour which is more, or less white. Thus a great simplicity is achieved - hardly any
details, a combination of accurate and delicate patches of colour, which, from a few
paces away, give the picture an impressive sense of relief.

[ stress this characteristic of Edouard Manet's works, because it is their dominating
feature and makes them what they are. The whole of the artist's personality consists
in the way his eye functions: he sees things in terms of light, colour and masses.

What strikes me in the third place is his elegance - a little dry but charming. Let us
understand each other. I am not referring to the pink and white elegance of the
heads of china dolls, [ am referring to a penetrating and truly human elegance.
Edouard Manet is a man of the world and in his pictures there are certain exquisite
lines, certain pretty and graceful attitudes which testify to his love for the elegance
of the salons. Therein the unconscious element, the true nature of the painter is
revealed. And here I take the opportunity to deny the existence of any relationship
(as has been claimed) between the paintings of Edouard Manet and the verses of
Charles Baudelaire. I know that a lively sympathy has brought painter and poet
together, but I believe that the former has never had the stupidity, like so many
others, to put 'ideas’ into his painting. The brief analysis of his talent which I have
just made, proves with what lack of affectation he confronts Nature.

'If he groups together several objects or several figures, he is only guided in his
choice by a desire to obtain beautiful touches of colour and contrasts. It is ridiculous
to try to turn an artist, obeying such instincts, into a mystical dreamer.

After analysis, synthesis; let us take no matter what picture by the artist, and let us
not look for anything other than what is in it - some illuminated objects and living
creatures. The general impression, as [ have said, is of luminous clarity. Faces in the
diffused light are hewn out of simple bold patches of flesh colour; lips become
simple lines; everything is simplified and stands out from the background in strong
masses.



The exact interpretation of the tone values imbues the canvas with atmosphere and
enhances the value of each object.

It has been said that Edouard Manet's canvases recall the 'penny-plain, twopence
coloured' pictures from Epinal. There is a lot of truth in this joke which is in fact a
compliment. Here and there the manner of working is the same, the colours are
applied in broad patches, but with this difference, that the workmen of Epinal
employ primary colours without bothering about values, while Edouard Manet uses
many more colours and relates them exactly. It would be much more interesting to
compare this simplified style of painting with Japanese engravings, which resemble
Manet's work in their strange elegance and magnificent bold patches of colour.

One's first impression of a picture by Edouard Manet is that it is a trifle 'hard'. One is
not accustomed to seeing reproductions of reality so simplified and so sincere. But
as I have said, they possess a certain stiff but surprising elegance. To begin with
one's eye only notices broad patches of colour, but soon objects become more
defined and appear in their correct place.

After a few moments, the whole composition is apparent as something vigorous; and
one experiences a real delight in studying this clear and serious painting which, if I
may put it this way, renders Nature in a manner both gentle and harsh.

On coming close to the picture, one notices that the technique is more delicate than
bold; the artist uses only a brush and that with great caution; there is no heavy
impasto, only an even coat of paint. This bold painter, who has been so hounded,
works in a very calculated manner, and if his works are in any way odd, this is only
due to the very personal way in which he sees and translates objects on to canvas.

In a word, if I were interrogated, if I were asked what new language Manet was
speaking, [ would answer, 'He speaks in a language which is composed of simplicity
and truth.' The note which he strikes in his pictures is a luminous one which fills his
canvas with light. The rendering which he gives us is truthful and simplified,
obtained by composing his pictures in large masses.

[ cannot repeat too often that, in order to understand and savour his talent, we must
forget a thousand things. It is not a question, here, of seeking for an 'absolute’ of
beauty. The artist is neither painting history nor his soul. What is termed
'‘composition’ does not exist for him, and he has not set himself the task of
representing some abstract idea or some historical episode. And it is because of this
that he should neither be judged as a moralist nor as a literary man. He should be
judged simply as a painter. He treats figure subjects in just the same way as still-life
subjects are treated .n art schools; what [ mean to say is that he groups figures more
or less fortuitously, and after that he has no other thought than to put them down on
canvas as he sees hem, in strong contrast to each other. Don't expect anything of him
except a truthful and literal interpretation. He neither sings nor philosophizes. He



knows how to paint and that is all. He has his own personal gift, which is to
appreciate the delicacy of the dominant tones and to model objects and people in
simplified masses. He is a child of our age. I see him as an analyst painter. All
problems have been re-examined; science requires solid foundations and this has
been achieved by accurate observation of facts. This approach is not confined to the
world of science alone. In all branches of knowledge and in all the works of
mankind, man has tended to find basic and definitive principles in reality.

Compared with our historical and genre painters, our modern landscape artists
have achieved much more, because they have studied our countryside, content to
interpret the first corner of a forest they came upon. Manet uses this same method
each of his works; while others break their heads trying to compose a new picture
'The Death of Caesar' or 'Socrates Drinking Hemlock', he quietly places some objects
or poses some people in a corner of his studio and begins to paint. I repeat, is merely
an analyst. His work is much more interesting than the plagiarisms of his colleagues.
Art as practised by him leads to ultimate truth. This artist is interpreter of things as
they are, and, for me, his works have the great I merit of being accurate descriptions,
rendered in an original and human language.

Il His Works

[...] My first impression on entering Edouard Manet's studio was one of unity and
power. One is aware of both harshness and delicacy as one first glances at the walls.
'IBefore one's attention is arrested by one particular picture, one's eyes wander
from top to bottom, from right to left. These clear tones and graceful shapes,
blending together, possess a harmony and a boldness of style which is both simple
and extremely powerful.

'Le Déjeuner sur I'Herbe' is Edouard Manet's largest picture, in which he has realized
the dream of all painters - to pose life-size figures in a landscape. One knows how
skillfully he has overcome this problem. There is some foliage, a few tree trunks, and
in the background a river in which a woman in a shift is bathing. In the foreground
two young men are seated facing a second woman who has just emerged from the
water and who is drying her naked body in the open air. This nude woman has
shocked the public which has been unable to see anything but her in the picture.
Good heavens! How indecent! What! A woman without a stitch of clothing seated
between two fully clad men! Such a thing has never been seen before! But this belief
is a gross error; in the Mus6e du Louvre there are more than fifty pictures in which
clothed people mix with the naked. But no one goes to the Louvre to be shocked.
Besides, the public has taken good care not to judge 'Le Déjeuner sur I'Herbe' as a
true work of art. The only thing it has noticed is that some people are eating, seated
on the grass after bathing. It was considered that the artist's choice of subject was
obscene and showy, whereas all that the artist had sought to do was to obtain an
effect of strong contrasts and bold masses. Artists, especially Manet, who is an
analytical painter, do not have this preoccupation with subject matter which, more
than anything else, worries the public. For example the nude woman in 'Le Dejeuner



sur I'Herbe'is undoubtedly only there to give the artist an opportunity of painting
flesh. What you have to look for in the picture is not just a picnic on the grass, but
the whole landscape, with its bold and subtle passages, its broadly painted solid
foreground, its light and delicate background and that firm flesh modeled in broad
areas of light, those supple and strong materials, and, particularly that delicate
splash of white among the green leaves in the background; in fact to look at the
whole of this airy composition, at this attention to Nature, rendered with such
accurate simplicity - at the whole of this admirable work in which his unique and
rare gifts. [ ... ]

In 1865, Manet was still admitted to the Salon where he exhibited Jesus Insulted Par
les Soldats' and his masterpiece, 'Olympia’. | say 'masterpiece, and I don't retract the
word. I maintain that this painting is the veritable flesh and blood of the painter. It
contains everything the artist has in him and nothing but the artist. It will remain as
the most characteristic example of his talent, his greatest achievement. In it |
descried the personality of Edouard Manet, and when I made an analysis of the
artist's character, it was precisely this picture, which incorporates all his
characteristics, that [ had in my mind's eye. Here we have one of those 'penny-plain,
twopencecoloured' pictures as the professional humorists say. Olympia, lying on
white linen sheets, appears as a large pale mass against a black background. In this
black background is seen the head of a Negress carrying a bouquet of flowers, and
that famous cat which so diverted the public. At first sight one is aware of only two
tones in the picture - two violently contrasting tones. Moreover, all details have
disappeared. Look at the head of the young girl: the lips are just two thin pink lines,
the eyes are reduced to a few black strokes. Now look closely at the bouquet, I beg
you. Simple masses of rose colour, blue and green. Everything is simplified, and if
you want to reconstruct reality, move back a few p aces. Then a strange thing
happens - each object falls into correct relation, the head of Olympia stands out in
astonishing relief from the background, the bouquet becomes a marvel of brilliance
and freshness, Accuracy of vision and simplicity of handling has achieved this
miracle. The artist has worked in the same manner as Nature, in large, lightly
coloured masses, in large areas of light, and his work has the slightly crude and
austere look of Nature itself. But the artist has his partis pris: for art can only exist
by enthusiasm. These partis pris consist of precisely that elegant dryness and those
violent contrasts which I have pointed out' Here is the personal touch, which gives
his works their peculiar flavour. Nothing 's more exquisitely delicate than the pale
tones of the different white of the linen on which Olympia reclines: in the
juxtaposition of these whites an immense difficulty has been overcome. The pale
colouring of the child's body is charming. She is a young girl of sixteen, no doubt a
model whom Edouard Manet calmly painted just as she was. And yet everybody
cried out in protest: the nude body was found to be indecent - but naturally, because
here was flesh - a naked girl whose charms are already a little faded, whom the
artist had thrown on to canvas. When our artists give us a Venus, they 'correct’
Nature, but Edouard Manet has asked himself, 'Why lie, why not tell the truth?' He
has made us acquainted with Olympia, a contemporary girl, the sort of girl we meet
every day on the pavements, with thin shoulders wrapped in a flimsy faded woollen



shawl. The public as usual has taken good care not to understand the painter's
intentions. Some people tried to find a philosophic meaning in the picture, others,
more lighthearted, were not displeased to attach an obscene significance to it.

Ho there! proclaim out loud to them, cher Maitre, that you are not at all what they
imagine, and a picture for you is simply an excuse for an exercise in analysis. You
needed a nude woman and you chose Olympia, the first-comer. You needed some
clear and luminous patches of colour, so you added a bouquet of flowers; you found
it necessary to have some dark patches so you placed in a corner a Negress and a
cat. What does all this amount to - you scarcely know, no more do I. But I know that
you have succeeded admirably in doing a painter's job, the job of a great painter; I
mean to say you have forcefully reproduced in your own particular idiom the truths
of light shade and the reality of objects and creatures.

The Public

It now remains to me to study and explain the attitude of the public towards the
pictures of Edouard Manet. The man, the artist and his works are already known.
There is another element - the public - which must be taken into account if we are to
understand entirely the singular artistic state of things which we have seen come to
s. The drama will be complete, we will hold in our hands all the threads connecting
various actors; all the details of this strange adventure.

On the other hand, it would be a mistake to believe that the painter has never met
with any sympathy. For the majority, he is a pariah, but for a group of people, which
creases in number every day, he is a painter of talent. Latterly, especially, the
movement in his favour has increased and become more noticeable. When the
crowd laughs, it is nearly always over a trifle. Put ten people of average intelligence
in front of a new and original picture and these people, all ten, will behave in the
most childish way. They will nudge each other and comment on the picture in the
drollest way imaginable. Curious idlers, in their turn, will arrive on the scene to
swell the group and soon it will turn into a real hubbub - an access of mad folly. I'm
not making up anything. The artistic history of our times is there to tell how such
purblind fools and scoffers gathered in front of the first paintings by Decamps,
Delacroix and Courbet.

[ ...]Itis simply the more or less original appearance of the picture which has
induced this idiotic mirth. The pose is excruciatingly funny! This colour makes you
cry with laughter! This line has made more than a hundred people sick! All that the
public has seen is a subject - a subject treated in a certain manner. They look at
works of art in the same way as children look at picture books - to amuse
themselves, to get some fun out of them. Ignorant people laugh with complete self-
assurance; knowledgeable people - those who have studied art in moribund schools
- are annoyed, on examining the new work, not to discover in it the qualities in
which they believe and to which their eyes have become accustomed. No one thinks
of looking at it objectively. The former understands nothing about it, the latter make



comparisons. None of them can 'see’, and hence they are roused to mirth or anger. I
repeat, it is simply the superficial way the work presents itself to the eye that is the
cause of all this. The public never tries to probe further. They have stuck, as it were,
on the surface. What ds shocking and irritating to them is not the inner meaning of
the work, but the general superficial aspect of it. If it were possible, the public would
willingly accept the same subject matter, presented differently.

Originality! That's what shocks. We are all more or less, without knowing it,
creatures of habit who obstinately follow the same beaten path to which we are
accustomed. Every new path alarms us, we shy at unknown precipices and refuse to
go forward. We always want to have the same horizon before us; we laugh at, or are
irritated by the things we don't understand. That is why we are quite happy to
accept originality when it is watered down but reject violently anything that upsets
our preconceived ideas. As soon as someone with individuality appears on the
scene, we become defiant and scared; we are like suspicious horses that rear at a
fallen tree across the road because they can't comprehend either the nature or the
cause of this obstacle and don't seek any further to explain it to themselves.

It is only a question of what you are used to. By dint of seeing the obstacle, fear and
mistrust are diminished. After that there is always some kind passer-by who will
make us ashamed of our anger and explain to us the reason for our fear. I want to
play the modest role of the passer-by for the benefit of those who, mistrusting the
pictures of Edouard Manet, remain cavorting and frightened on the road.

The artist is beginning to get tired of his role of scarecrow. In spite of all his courage,
he is beginning to feel that he is losing his strength in the face of the public's
exasperation. It is high time that the public drew nigh and recognized the reason for
their ridiculous fear. [ ... |

But there is nobody to guide the public, and what do you expect the public to do
today in the midst of all this hubbub? Art, in a manner of speaking, is split up. The
great kingdom, split into pieces, has formed itself into a host of small republics. Each
artist has attracted his public, flattering it, giving it what it likes, gilded and
decorated toys with rosy favours - this art, with us, has become one vast sweet-shop
where there are bonbons for all tastes. Painters have merely become pathetic
decorators who ornament our terrible modern apartments. The best of them have
become antiquaries stealing a bit of this or that from the dead masters, and apart
from the landscape painters, these narrow-minded and bourgeois decorators have
made the deuce of a noise: each one has his own feeble theory, each tries to please
and conquer. The mob, fawned upon, goes from one to the other, enjoying today the
whimsies of this painter, and tomorrow the bogus strength of that. And all this
disgraceful business, flattery and admiration of trumpery, is carried on in the so-
called sacred name of Art. Greece and Italy are staked against chocolate soldiers,
beauty is spoken of in the way one speaks of a gentleman acquaintance with whom
one is on very friendly terms.



Then come the critics to cast still more trouble into this tumult. Art critics are like
musicians who all play their own tunes simultaneously, hearing only their own
instruments in the appalling hubbub that they are producing. One wants colour,
another drawing, a third intellectual quality. I could name one who polishes his
phrases and is only happy when he is able to describe a picture in the most
picturesque terms possible, and another, who apropos of a woman lying supine
finds occasion to write a discourse on democracy; and yet another who frames his
ridiculous opinions in the form of rhyming music-hall couplets. [ ... ]

So the mob, seeing how little in accord are those who have pretensions of guiding
them, allow themselves to admire or jeer as they please. There is no common point
of view. A word pleases them, or displeases them - that's all. And note, what pleases
them is always the most commonplace, something they have seen every year. Our
artists do not spoil them; they have so accustomed them to insipidity, to pretty lies,
that they reject the real truth with all their might. It is simply a question of
education. When a Delacroix appears on the scene, he is hissed. [ ... ]

And that is how, one day, a gang of urchins met Edouard Manet in the street and
started the rumpus which brought me to a halt - me, a fastidious and unbiased
passerby. I laid information against them as well as I could, asserting that the
urchins were in the wrong, and sought to snatch the artist from their grasp and lead
him to a safe place. There were some policemen - [ beg your pardon, | mean art
critics - present, who assured me that the man was being stoned because he had
outrageously desecrated the Temple of Beauty. I answered them that Destiny had
undoubtedly already chosen the future setting in the Louvre for 'Olympia’ and 'Le
Dejeuner sur I'Herbe'. No one listened, and I retired as the urchins were now
beginning to cast sullen looks at me.

(from Charles Harrison, ed., Art in Theory, Blackwell, pp. 554-564.)



