The Impressionists and Edouard Manet

Stéphane Mallarmé

This reprint of “The Impressionists and Edouard
Manet” will make generally available a key critical work
in the history of French avant-garde painting of the
1870s. The article first appeared in the 30 September
1876 issue of The Art Monthly Review and Photo-
graphic Portfolio, a periodical published in London.' We
know that the poet Arthur O’Shaughnessy arranged with
George T. Robinson, the director of the review, to have
the essay published, because Robinson wrote a letter of
confirmation, dated 19 July 1876, to Mallarmé:

Our mutual friend Mr. Arthur O’Shaughnessy told me
that you will kindly write an article for me on the views
and aims of the Impressionists, and especially those of
Manet. [ will allocate to you two or three double-
columned pages. . . . Please express your opinion and
your account or critique very frankly. Speak to the public
as you would speak to friends—straightforwardly and
without too much discussion, but not too short.2

A second letter from Robinson to Mallarmé, dated
19 August 1876, reveals that the essay is a translation:

“I made a translation of your article—it is in the bands of
the printer, and in two or three days you will have
proofs.” In a letter written to O'Shaughnessy exactly
two months later, Mallarmé expressed his satisfaction
with the translation and noted confidentially that he had
made some corrections:

Thank you one last time for [your assistance with] the
article on the Impressionists. Mr. Robinson was charm-
ing about everything; and, except for some easily recti-
fied mistranslations (this is between us!) his excellent
translation did my prose honor and rendered the work
presentable. It goes without saying that the payment was
generous and punctual.*

Although *“The Impressionists and Edouard Manet”
is unquestionably a translation, Mallarmé’s satisfaction
with the published text is important because the original
French manuscript apparently no longer exists. More-
over, minor peculiarities of sentence construction, syn-
tax, and diction suggest that Mallarmé may have done
more than address mere problems of translation. In this
connection, it is noteworthy that Mallarmé’s command
of fluent English is indisputable; following a trip to Lon-
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don in 1863 to learn the language in order to read the
work of Edgar Allan Poe (1809—1849), be began a
thirty-year career as a teacher of English in French
schools.’

Mallarmé’s early poetry was published in 1862, but he
did not become well known until the 1870s when he pub-
lished his translation of Poe's The Raven (1875) and his
own Lapreés-midi d'un faune (1876), both of which were
illustrated by bis good friend Manet. In the 1880s he
emerged as the central figure in the Symbolist movement
in literature, which, like Impressionism, emphasized not
things themselves but the effects produced by things
(peindre non la chose mais I'effet qu’elle produit).© Fur-
thermore, the Tuesday evening gatherings in his apart-
ment on the rue de Rome, which began in 1880, played
an exceedingly important role in the development of late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century French
literature.

“The Impressionists and Edouard Manet” is an
appreciation, explanation, and defense of his friend’s
work; it is also valuable as a general statement about
the Impressionist movement of which Manet, will-
ingly or not, was the acknowledged leader” Manet
repeatedly refused invitations to participate in the group
shows, but numerous critics, including Mallarmé, cited
him as “the head of the school of Impressionists, or
rather the initiator of the only effective movement in this
direction.” In his essay, Mallarmé, like Duranty in The
New Painting, attempts to come to terms with the move-
ment as a phenomenon and to give it the broadest possi-
ble definition. He associates it with the rise of Realism, in
both literature and painting, and notes that in the late
1860s it was “‘a nameless school" that was not without
“party strife.”” He goes on to observe that by the nid-
seventies the public had begun to show measurable inter-
est in “those then styled the Intransigeants, now the
Impressionists.”™®

In addition, be points out the characteristics of both
subject and style that distinguish the emerging group.
Manet’s work will, be believes, “'educate the public eye”™
and render “the graces which exist in the bourgeoisie . . .
as worthy models in art.”” Mallarme identifies the other
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members of the group as artists whose primary interests
are landscape painting and *‘subtle and delicate changes
in nature.” Underscoring their new treatment of light,
space, and air the critic draws attention to the growing
acceptance of the principles of Manet and his colleagues:
There is indeed no painter of consequence who during
the last few years has not adopted or pondered over some
of the theories advanced by the Impressionists, and
notably that of open air, which influences all modern
artistic thought.

Mallarmé’s essay also places the modern movement in
a broad historical context: “Impressionism is the princi-
pal and real movement of contemporary painting. The
only one? No. . . ." Equally important, he perceives the

Without any preamble whatsoever, without even a word
of explanation to the reader who may be ignorant of the
meaning of the title which heads this article, I shall enter
at once into its subject, reserving to myself either to draw
my deductions, new from an art point of view, as the
facts I relate present themselves, or leave them to ooze
out when and as they may.

Briefly, then, let us take a short glimpse backward on
art history. Rarely do our annual exhibitions abound
with novelty, and some few years back such years of
abundance were still more rare; but about 1860 a sudden
and a lasting light shone forth when Courbet began to
exhibit his works. These then in some degree coincided
with that movement which had appeared in literature,
and which obtained the name of Realism; that is to say, it
sought to impress itself upon the mind by the lively
depiction of things as they appeared to be, and vigor-
ously excluded all meddlesome imagination. It was a
great movement, equal in intensity to that of the Roman-
tic school, just then expiring under the hands of the land-
scape painters, or to that later one whence issued the
bold decorative effects of Henri Regnault; and it then
moved many on a new and contemporaneous path. But
in the midst of this, there began to appear, sometimes
perchance on the walls of the Salon, but far more fre-
quently and certainly on those of the galleries of the
rejected, curious and singular paintings—laughable to
the many, it is true, from their very faults, but neverthe-
less very disquieting to the true and reflective critic, who
could not refrain from asking himself what manner of
man is this? and what the strange doctrine he preaches?
For it was evident that the preacher had a meaning; he
was persistent in his reiteration, unique in his persistency,
and his works were signed by the then new and unknown
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period to represent a wide-ranging transition “'from the
old imaginative artist to the energetic modern worker.”
And with remarkable clarity and foresight, he identifies
the inexorable rise of new social, political, and

esthetic orders:

The participation of a hitherto ignored people in the
political life of France is a social fact that will honour the
whole of the close of the nineteenth century. A parallel is
found in artistic matters, the way being prepared by an
evolution which the public with rare prescience dubbed,
from its first appearance, Intransigeant, which in politi-
cal language means radical and democratic.

C.5.M.

name of EDOUARD MANET. There was also at that time,
alas! that it should have to be written in the past tense, an
enlightened amateur, one who loved all arts and lived for
one of them. These strange pictures at once won his sym-
pathy; an instinctive and poetic foresight made him love
them; and this before their prompt succession and the
sufficient exposition of the principles they inculcated had
revealed their meaning to the thoughtful few of the pub-
lic many. But this enlightened amateur died too soon to
see these, and before his favourite painter had won a
public name,

That amateur was our last great poet, Charles
Baudelaire.

Following in appreciative turn came the then coming
novelist Emile Zola. With that insight into the future
which distinguishes his own works, he recognized the
light that had arisen, albeit that he was yet too young to
then define that which we to-day call Naturalism, to fol-
low the quest, not merely of that reality which impresses
itself in its abstract form on all, but of that absolute and
important sentiment which Nature herself impresses on
those who have voluntarily abandoned conventionalism.

In 1867 a special exhibition of the works of Manet and
some few of his followers, gave to the then nameless
school of recent painting which thus grew up, the sem-
blance of a party, and party strife grew high. The struggle
with this resolute intruder was preached as a crusade
from the rostrum of each school. For several years a firm
and implacable front was formed against its advance;
until at length vanquished by its good faith and persis-
tency, the jury recognised the name of Manet, welcomed
it, and so far recovered from its ridiculous fears, that it
reasoned and found it must either declare him a self-
created sovereign pontiff, charged by his own faith with




the cure of souls, or condemn him as a heretic and a pub-
lic danger.

The latter of these alternatives being now-a-days defin-
itively adopted, the public exhibition of Manet's works
has of late taken place in his own studio. Yet, and not-
withstanding all this, and in spite of concurrent Salons,
the public rushed with lively curiosity and eagerness to
the Boulevard des Italiens and the galleries of Durand
Ruel in 1874 and 1876, to see the works of those then
styled the Intransigeants, now the Impressionists. And
what found they there? A collection of pictures of strange
aspect, at first view giving the ordinary impression of the
motive which made them, but over beyond this, a pecu-
liar quality outside mere Realism. And here occurs one of
those unexpected crises which appear in art. Let us study
itin its present condition and its future prospects, and
with some attempt to develope its idea.

Manet, when he casts away the cares of art and chats
with a friend between the lights in his studio, expresses
himself with brilliancy. Then it is that he tells him what
he means by Painting; what new destinies are yet in store
for it; whatit is, and how thatit is from an irrepressible
instinct that he paints, and that he paints as he does. Each
time he begins a picture, says he, he plunges headlong
into it, and feels like a man who knows that his surest
plan to learn to swim safely, is, dangerous as it may seem,
to throw himself into the water. One of his habitual
aphorisms then is that no one should paint a landscape
and a figure by the same process, with the same knowl-
edge, or in the same fashion; nor what is more, even two
landscapes or two figures. Each work should be a new
creation of the mind. The hand, it is true, will conserve
some of its acquired secrets of manipulation, but the eye
should forget all else it has seen, and learn anew from the
lesson before it. It should abstract itself from memory,
seeing only that which it looks upon, and that as for the
first time; and the hand should become an impersonal
abstraction guided only by the will, oblivious of all pre-
vious cunning. As for the artist himself, his personal feel-
ing, his peculiar tastes, are for the time absorbed,
ignored, or set aside for the enjoyment of his personal
life. Such a result as this cannot be attained all at once. To
reach it the master must pass through many phases ere
this self-isolation can be acquired, and this new evolu-
tion of art be learnt; and I, who have occupied myself a
good deal in its study, can count but two who have
gained it.

Wearied by the technicalities of the school in which,
under Couture, he studied, Manet, when he recognised
the inanity of all he was taught, determined either not to
paint at all or to paint entirely from without himself.

Yet, in his self-sought insulation, two masters—masters
of the past—appeared to him, and befriended him in his
revolt. Velasquez, and the painters of the Flemish school,
particularly impressed themselves upon him, and the
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wonderful atmosphere which enshrouds the composi-
tions of the grand old Spaniard, and the brilliant tones
which glow from the canvasses of his northern compeers,
won the student’s admiration, thus presenting to him
two art aspects which he has since made himself the mas-
ter of, and can mingle as he pleases. It is precisely these
two aspects which reveal the truth, and give the paintings
based upon them living reality instead of rendering them
the baseless fabric of abstracted and obscure dreams.
These have been the tentatives of Manet, and curiously, it
was to the foreigner and the past that he turned for
friendly council in remedying the evils of his country and
his time. And yet truth bids me say that Manet had no
pressing need for this; an incomparable copyist, he could
have found his game close to hand had he chosen his
quarry there; but he sought something more than this,
and fresh things are not found all at once; freshness,
indeed, frequently consists—and this is especially the case
in these critical days—in a co-ordination of widely-
scattered elements.

The pictures in which this reversion to the traditions of
the old masters of the north and south are found consti-
tute Manet’s first manner. Now the old writers on art
expressed by the word “manner,” rather the lavish blos-
soming of genius during one of its intellectual seasons
than the fact fathered, found, or sought out by the
painter himself. But that in which the painter declares
most his views is the choice of his subjects. Literature
often departs from its current path to seek for the aspira-
tions of an epoch of the past, and to modernise them for
its own purpose, and in painting Manet followed a simi-
larly divergent course, seeking the truth, and loving it
when found, because being true it was so strange, espe-
cially when compared with old and worn-out ideals of it.
Welcomed on his outset, as we have said, by Baudelaire,
Manet fell under the influence of the moment, and, to
illustrate him at this period, let us take one of his first
works, “Olympia’’; that wan, wasted courtesan, show-
ing to the public, for the first time, the non-traditional,
unconventional nude. The bouquet, yet enclosed in its
paper envelope, the gloomy cart, (apparently suggested by
one of the prose poems of the author of the “Fleurs du
Mal,”) and all the surrounding accessories, were truth-
ful, but not immoral—that s, in the ordinary and foolish
sense of the word—but they were undoubtedly intellec-
tually perverse in their tendency. Rarely has any modern
work been more applauded by some few, or more deeply
damned by the many, than was that of this innovator.

If our humble opinion can have any influence in this
impartial history of the work of the chief of the new
school of painting, | would say that the transition period
initis by no means to be regretted. Its parallel is found in
literature, when our sympathies are suddenly awakened
by some new imagery presented to us; and this is what |
like in Manet’s work. It surprised us all as something
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long hidden, but suddenly revealed. Captivating and
repulsive at the same time, cccentric, and new, such types
as he gave us were needed in our ambient life. In them,
strange though they were, there was nothing vague, gen-
eral, conventional, or hackneyed. Often they attracted
attention by something peculiar in the physiognomy of
his subject, half hiding or sacrificing to those new laws of
space and light he set himself to inculcate, some minor
details which others would have seized upon.

Bye and bye, if he continues to paint long enough, and
to educate the public eye—as yet veiled by
conventionality—if that public will then consent to see
the true beauties of the people, healthy and solid as they
are, the graces which exist in the bourgeoisie will then be
recognised and taken as worthy models in art, and then
will come the time of peace. As yet it is but one of struggle
—astruggle to render those truths in nature which for her
are eternal, but which are as yet for the multitude but
new.

The reproach which superficial people formulate
against Manet, that whereas once he painted ugliness
now he paints vulgarity, falls harmlessly to the ground,
when we recognise the fact that he paints the truth, and
recollect those difficulties he encountered on his way to
seek it, and how he conquered them. “Un Déjeuner sur
I'Herbe,” “L’Exécution de Maximilien,” “Un Coin de
Table,” “Des Gens du Monde a la Fenétre,” ““Le Bon
Bock,” “Un Coin de Bal de I'Opéra,” “Le Chemin de
Fer,” and the two “Canotiers” —these are the pictures
which step by step have marked each round in the ladder
scaled by this bold innovator, and which have led him to
the point achieved in his truly marvellous work, this year
refused by the Salon, but exhibited to the public by itself,
entitled “Le Linge" —a work which marks a date in a life-
time perhaps, but certainly one in the history of art.

The whole of the series we have just above enumerated
with here and there an exception, demonstrate the paint-
er’s aim very exactly; and this aim was not to make a
momentary escapade or sensation, but by steadily endea-
vouring to impress upon his work a natural and a general
law, to seek out a type rather than a personality, and to
flood it with light and air: and such air! air which despot-
ically dominates over all else. And before attempting to
analyse this celebrated picture I should like to comment
somewhat on that truism of to-morrow, that paradox of
to-day, which in studio slang is called “the theory of open
air” or at least on that which it becomes with the authori-
tative evidence of the later efforts of Manet. But here is
first of all an objection to overcome. Why is it needful to
represent the open air of gardens, shore or street, when it
must be owned that the chief part of modern existence is
passed within doors? There are many answers; among
these | hold the first, that in the atmosphere of any inte-
rior, bare or furnished, the reflected lights are mixed and
broken and too often discolour the flesh tints. For
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instance | would remind you of a painting in the salon of
1873 which our painter justly called a “Réverie.” There a
young woman reclines on a divan exhaling all the lassi-
tude of summer time; the jalousies of her room are
almost closed, the dreamer’s face is dim with shadow, but
a vague, deadened daylight suffuses her figure and her
muslin dress. This work is altogether exceptional and
sympathetic.

Woman is by our civilisation consecrated to night,
unless she escape from it sometimes to those open air
afternoons by the seaside or in an arbour, affectionated
by moderns. Yet I think the artist would be in the wrong
to represent her among the artificial glories of candle-
light or gas, as at that time the only object of art would be
the woman herself, set off by the immediate atmosphere,
theatrical and active, even beautiful, but utterly inartis-
tic. Those persons much accustomed, whether from the
habit of their calling or purely from taste, to fix ona
mental canvass the beautiful remembrance of woman,
even when thus seen amid the glare of night in the world
or at the theatre, must have remarked that some mysteri-
ous process despoils the noble phantom of the artificial
prestige cast by candelabra or footlights, before she is
admitted fresh and simple to the number of every day
haunters of the imagination. (Yet I must own that but few
of those whom I have consulted on this obscure and deli-
cate point are of my opinion.) The complexion, the spe-
cial beauty which springs from the very source of life,
changes with artificial lights, and itis probably from the
desire to preserve this grace in all its integrity, that
painting—which concerns itself more about this flesh-
pollen that any other human attraction—insists on the
mental operation to which I have lately alluded, and
demands daylight—that is space with the transparence of
air alone. The natural light of day penetrating into and
influencing all things, although itself invisible, reigns also
on this typical picture called “The Linen,” which we will
study next, it being a complete and final repertory of all
current ideas and the means of their execution.

Some fresh but even-coloured foliage—that of a town
garden—holds imprisoned a flood of summer morning
air. Here a young woman, dressed in blue, washes some
linen, several pieces of which are already drying; a child
coming out from the flowers looks atits mother—that is
all the subject. This picture is hife-size, though this scale is
somewhat lower in the middle distance, the painter
wisely recognizing the artificial requirements forced
upon him by the arbitrarily fixed point of view imposed
on the spectator, Itis deluged with air. Everywhere the
luminous and transparent atmosphere struggles with the
figures, the dresses, and the foliage, and seems to rake to
itself some of their substance and solidity; whilst their
contours, consumed by the hidden sun and wasted by
space, tremble, melt, and evaporate into the surrounding
atmosphere, which plunders reality from the figures, yet




seems to do so in order to preserve their truthful aspect.
Air reigns supreme and real, as if it held an enchanted life
conferred by the witchery of art; a life neither personal
nor sentient, but itself subjected to the phenomena thus
called up by science and shown to our astonished eyes,
with its perpetual metamorphosis and its invisible action
rendered visible. And how? By this fusion or by this
struggle ever continued between surface and space,
between colour and air. Open air;—that is the beginning
and end of the question we are now studying. Astheti-
cally itis answered by the simple fact that there in open
air alone can the flesh tints of a model keep their true
qualities, being nearly equally lighted on all sides. On the
other hand if one paints in the real or artificial half-light
in use in the schools, it is this feature or that feature on
which the light strikes and forces into undue relief,
affording an easy means for a painter to dispose a face to
suit his own fancy and return to by-gone styles.

The search after truth, peculiar to modern artists,
which enables them to see nature and reproduce her,
such as she appears to just and pure eyes, must lead them
to adopt air almost exclusively as their medium, or at all
events to habituate themselves to work in it freely and
without restraint: there should at least be in the revival of
such a medium, if nothing more, an incentive to a new
manner of painting. This is the result of our reasoning,
and the end [ wish to establish. As no artist has on his
palette a transparent and neutral colour answering to
open air, the desired effect can only be obtained by light-
ness or heaviness of touch, or by the regulation of tone.
Now Manet and his school use simple colour, fresh, or
lightly laid on, and their results appear to have been
attained at the first stroke, that the ever-present light
blends with and vivifies all things. As to the details of the
picture, nothing should be absolutely fixed in order that
we may feel that the bright gleam which lights the pic-
ture, or the diaphanous shadow which veils it, are only
seen in passing, and just when the spectator beholds the
represented subject, which being composed of a har-
mony of reflected and ever-changing lights, cannot be
supposed always to look the same, but palpitates with
movement, light, and life.

But will not this atmosphere—which an artifice of the
painter extends over the whole of the object painted -
vanish, when the completely finished work isasa
repainted picture? If we could find no other way to indi-
cate the presence of air than the partial or repeated appli-
cation of colour as usually employed, doubtless the rep-
resentation would be as fleeting as the effect represented,
but from the first conception of the work, the space
intended to contain the atmosphere has been indicated,
so that when this is filled by the represented air, itis as
unchangeable as the other parts of the picture. Then
composition (to borrow once more the slang of the stu-
dio) must play a considerable partin the aesthetics of a
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master of the Impressionists? Noj; certainly not; as a rule
the grouping of modern persons does not suggest it, and
for this reason our painter is pleased to dispense with it,
and at the same time to avoid both affectation and style.
Nevertheless he must find something on which to estab-
lish his picture, though it be but for a minute—for the one
thing needful is the time required by the spectator to see
and admire the representation with that promptitude
which just suffices for the connection of its truth. If we
turn to natural perspective (not that utterly and artifi-
cially classic science which makes our eyes the dupes of a
civilized education, but rather that artistic perspective
which we learn from the extreme East—Japan for
example)—and look at these sea-picces of Manet, where
the water at the horizon rises to the height of the frame,
which alone interrupts it, we feel a new delight at the
recovery of a long obliterated truth.

The secret of this is found in an absolutely new science,
and in the manner of cutting down the pictures, and
which gives to the frame all the charm of a merely fanci-
ful boundary, such as that which is embraced at one
glance of a scene framed in by the hands, or at least all of
it found worthy to preserve. This is the picture, and the
function of the frame is to isolate it; though | am aware
that this is running counter to prejudice. For instance,
what need is there to represent this arm, this hat, or that
river bank, if they belong to someone or something exte-
rior to the picture; the one thing to be attained is that the
spectator accustomed among a crowd or in nature to iso-
late one bit which pleases him, though at the same time
incapable of entirely forgetting the abjured details which
unite the part to the whole, shall not miss in the work of
art one of his habitual enjoyments, and whilst recogniz-
ing that he is before a painting half believes he sees the
mirage of some natural scene. Some will probably object
that all of these means have been more or less employed
in the past, that dexterity —though not pushed so far—of
cutting the canvass off so as to produce an illusion—per-
spective almost conforming to the exotic usage of
barbarians—the light touch and fresh tones uniform and
equal, or variously trembling with shifting lights—all
these ruses and expedients in art have been found more
than once in the English school, and elsewhere. But the
assemblage for the first time of all these relative processes
for an end, visible and suitable ro the artistic expression
of the needs of our times, this is no inconsiderable
achievement in the cause of art, especially since a mighty
will has pushed these means to their uttermost limits.

But the chief charm and true characteristic of one of
the most singular men of the age is, that Manet (whoisa
visitor to the principal galleries both French and foreign,
and an erudite student of painting) seems to ignore all
that has been done in art by others, and draws from his
own inner consciousness all his effects of ssimplification,
the whole revealed by effects of light incontestably novel.
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This is the supreme originality of a painter by whom
originality is doubly forsworn, who seeks to lose his per-
sonality in nature herself, or in the gaze of a multitude
until then ignorant of her charms.

Without making a catalogue of the already very con-
siderable number of Manet’s works, it has been neces-
sary to mark the successive order of his pictures, each one
of them an exponent of some different effort, yet all con-
nected by the self-same theory; valuable also as illustrat-
ing the career of the head of the school of Impressionists,
or rather the initiator of the only effective movement in
this direction; and as showing how he has patiently mas-
tered the idea of which he is at present in full possession.
The absence of all personal obtrusion in the manner of
this painter’s interpretation of nature, permits the critic
to dwell so long as he pleases on his pictures without
appearing to be too exclusively occupied by one man; yet
we must be careful to remember that each work of a
genius, singular because he abjures singularity, is an
artistic production, unique of its kind, recognisable at
first sight among all the schools of all ages. And can such
a painter have pupils? Yes, and worthy ones; notably
Mademoiselle Eva Gonzales, who to a just understand-
ing of the master’s stand-point unites qualities of youth-
fulness and grace all her own,

But his influence as from friend to friend is wider
spread than that which the master exercises over the
pupil, and sways all the painters of the day; for even the
manner of those artists most strongly opposed in idea to
his theory is in some degree determined by his practice.
Thereis indeed no painter of consequence who during
the last few years has not adopted or pondered over some
one of the theories advanced by the Impressionists, and
notably that of the open air, which influences all modern
artistic thought. Some come near us and remain our
neighbours; others, like M. Fantin-Latour and the late
M. Chintreuil, painters without any common point of
resemblance, while working out their own ideas have lit-
tle by little attained to results often analogous to those of
the Impressionists, thus creating between this school and
that of academic painting a healthy, evident, true, and
conjunctive branch of art, at present upheld even by the
generality of art lovers. But the Impressionists them-
selves, those whom cosy studio chats and an amicable
interchange of idea have enabled to push together
towards new and unexpected horizons, and fresh-
formed truths, such as MM. Claude Monet, Sisley and
Pizzaro [sic], paint wondrously alike; indeed a rather
superficial observer at a pure and simple exhibition of
Impressionism would take all their works to be those of
one man—and that man, Manet. Rarely have three work-
ers wrought so much alike, and the reason of the simili-
tude is simple enough, for they each endeavour to sup-
press individuality for the benefit of nature. Nevertheless
the visitor would proceed from this first impression,
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which is quite right as a synthesis, to perceiving that each
artist has some favourite piece of execution analogous to
the subject accepted rather than chosen by him, and this
acceptation fostered by reason of the country of his birth
or residence, for these artists as a rule find their subjects
close to home within an easy walk, or in their own
gardens.

Claude Monet loves water, and it is his especial gift to
portray its mobility and transparency, be it sea or river,
grey and monotonous, or coloured by the sky. [ have
never seen a boat poised more lightly on the water than in
his pictures or a veil more mobile and light than his mov-
ing atmosphere. Itis in truth a marvel. Sisley seizes the
passing moments of the day; watches a fugitive cloud and
seems to paint it in its flight; on his canvass the live air
moves and the leaves yet thrill and tremble. He loves best
to paint them in spring, “when the yonge leves on the lyte
wode, waxen al with wille,” or when red and gold and
russet-green the last few fall in autumn; for then space
and light are one, and the breeze stirring the foliage pre-
vents it from becoming an opaque mass, too heavy for
such an impression of mobility and life. On the other
hand, Pizzaro [sic], the eldest of the three, loves the thick
shade of summer woods and the green earth, and does
not fear the solidity which sometimes serves to render the
atmosphere visible as a luminous haze saturated with
sunlight. It is not rare for one of these three to steal a
march on Manet, who suddenly perceiving their antici-
pated or explained tendency, sums up all their ideas in
one powerful and masterly work. For them, rather are
the subtle and delicate changes of nature, the many varia-
tions undergone in some long morning or afternoon by a
thicket of trees on the water’s side.

The most successful work of these three painters is dis-
tinguished by a sure yet wonderfully rapid execution.
Unfortunately the picture buyer, though intelligent
enough to perceive in these transcripts from nature much
more than a mere revel of execution, since in these
instantaneous and voluntary pictures all is harmonious,
and were spoiled by a touch more or less, is the dupe of
this real or apparent promptitude of labour, and though
he pays for these paintings a price a thousand times infe-
rior to their real value, yet is disturbed by the after-
thought that such light productions might might be mul-
tiplied ad infinitum; a merely commercial misunder-
standing from which, doubtless, these artists will have
still to suffer. Manet has been more fortunate, and
receives an adequate price for his work. As thorough
Impressionists, these painters (excepting M. Claude
Monet, who treats it superbly) do not usually attempt the
natural size of their subjects, neither do they take them
from scenes of private life, but are before everything
landscape painters, and restrict their pictures to that size
easiest to look at, and with shut eyes preserve the remem-
brance of.
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With these, some other artists, whose originality has
distanced them from other contemporary painters, fre-
quently, and as a rule, exhibit their paintings, and share
in most of the art theories | have reviewed here. These are
Degas, Mademoiselle Berthe Morizot [sic], (now
Madame Eugéne Manet,) and Renoir, to whom | should
like to join Whistler, who is so well appreciated in
France, both by critics and the world of amateurs, had he
not chosen England as a field of his success.

The muslin drapery that forms a luminous, ever-
moving atmosphere round the semi-nakedness of the
young ballet-dancers; the bold, yet profoundly compli-
cated attitudes of these creatures, thus accomplishing
one of the at once natural and yet modern functions of
women, have enchanted M. Degas, who can, neverthe-
less, be as delighted with the charms of those little wash-
erwomen, who fresh and fair, though poverty-stricken,
and clad but in camisole and petticoat, bend their slender
bodies at the hour of work. No voluptuousness there, no
sentimentality here; the wise and intuitive artist does not
care to explore the trite and hackneyed view of his sub-
ject. A master of drawing, he has sought delicate lines
and movements exquisite or grotesque, and of a strange
new beauty, if | dare employ towards his works an
abstract term, which he himself will never employ in his
daily conversation.

More given to render, and very succinctly, the aspect of
things, but with a new charm infused into it by feminine
vision, Mademoiselle Berthe Morizot [sic| seizes won-
derfully the familiar presence of a woman of the world,
or a child in the pure atmosphere of the sea-shore, or
green lawn. Here a charming couple enjoy all the limpid-
ity of hours where elegance has become artless; and there
how pure an atmosphere veils this woman standing out
of doors, or that one who reclines under the shade of an
umbrella thrown among the grasses and frail flowers
which a little girl in a clean dress is busy gathering. The
airy foreground, even the furthermost outlines of sea and
sky, have the perfection of an actual vision, and that cou-
ple yonder, the least details of whose pose is so well
painted that one could recognise them by that alone,
even if their faces, seen under the shady straw hats, did
not prove them to be portrait sketches, give their own
characteristics to the place they enliven by their visit. The
air of preoccupation, of mundane care or secret sorrows,
so generally characteristic of the modern artist’s sketches
from contemporary life, were never more notably absent
thanhere; one feels that the graceful lady and child are in
perfectignorance that the pose unconsciously adopted to
gratify an innate sense of beauty is perpetuated in this
charming water-colour.

The shifting shimmer of gleam and shadow which the
changing reflected lights, themselves influenced by every
neighbouring thing, cast upon each advancing or depart-
ing figure, and the fleeting combinations in which these
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dissimilar reflections form one harmony or many, such
are the favourite effects of Renoir—nor can we wonder
that this infinite complexity of execution induces him to
seck more hazardous success in things widely opposed to
nature. A box at a theatre, its gaily-dressed inmates, the
women with their flesh tints heightened and displaced by
rouge and rice powder, a complication of effects of light—
the more so when this scene is fantastically illuminated
by an incongruous day-light. Such are the subjects he
delights in.

All these various attempts and efforts (sometimes
pushed yet farther by the intrepid M. de Césane [sic|) are
united in the common bond of Impressionism. Incontest-
ably honour is due to these who have brought to the ser- |
vice of art an extraordinary and quasi-original newness
of vision, undeterred by a confused and hesitating age. If
sometimes they have gone too far in the search of novel
and audacious subjects, or have misapplied a freshly dis-
covered principle, it is but another canvass turned to the
wall; and as a set off to such an accident they have
attained a praiseworthy result, to make us understand
when looking on the most accustomed objects the delight
that we should experience could we but see them for the
first time.

If we try to recall some of the heads of our argument
and to draw from them possible conclusions, we must
first affirm that Impressionism is the principal and real
movement of contemporary painting. The only one? No;
since other great talents have been devoted to illustrate
some particular phrase or period of bygone art; among
these we must class such artists as Moreau, Puvis de
Chavannes, etc.

At a time when the romantic tradition of the first half
of the century only lingers among a few surviving mas-
ters of that time, the transition from the old imaginative
artist and dreamer to the energetic modern worker is
found in Impressionism.

The participation of a hitherto ignored people in the
political life of France is a social fact that will honour the
whole of the close of the nineteenth century. A parallel is
found in artistic matters, the way being prepared by an
evolution which the public with rare prescience dubbed,
from its first appearance, Intransigeant, which in politi-
cal language means radical and democratic.

The noble visionaries of other times, whose works are
the semblance of worldly things seen by unworldly eyes
(not the actual representations of real objects), appear as
kings and gods in the far dream-ages of mankind;
recluses to whom were given the genius of a dominion
over an ignorant multitude. But to day the multtude
demands to see with its own eyes; and if our latter-day
art is less glorious, intense, and rich, it is not without the
compensation of truth, simplicity and child-like charm.

At that critical hour for the human race when nature
desires to work for herself, she requires certain lovers of
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hers—new and impersonal men placed directly in com-
munion with the sentiment of their time—to loose the
restraint of education, to let hand and eye do what they
will, and thus through them, reveal herself.

For the mere pleasure of doing so? Certainly not, but
to express herself, calm, naked, habitual, to those new-
comers of to-morrow, of which each one will consent to
be an unknown unit in the mighty numbers of an univer-
sal suffrage, and to place in their power a newer and
more succinct means of observing her.

Such, to those who can see in this the representative art
of a period which cannot isolate itself from the equally
characteristic politics and industry, must seem the mean-
ing of the manner of painting which we have discussed
liere, and which although marking a general phase of art
has manifested itself particularly in France.

Now in conclusion | must hastily re-enter the domain
of aesthetics, and [ trust we shall thoroughly have consid-
ered our subject when | have shown the relation of the
present crisis—the appearance of the Impressionists—to
the actual principles of painting—a point of great
importance.

In extremely civilized epochs the following necessity
becomes a matter of course, the development of art and
thought having nearly reached their far limits—art and
thought are obliged to retrace their own footsteps, and
to return to their ideal source, which never coincides
with their real beginnings. English Praeraphaelitism, if 1
do not mistake, returned to the primitive simplicity of
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mediaval ages. The scope and aim (not proclaimed by
authority of dogmas, yet not the less clear), of Manet
and his followers is that painting shall be steeped again
in its cause, and its relation to nature. But what, except
to decorate the ceilings of saloons and palaces with a
crowd of idealized types in magnificent foreshortening,
what can be the aim of a painter before everyday nature?
To imitate her? Then his best efforts can never equal the
original with the inestimable advantages of life and
space.—*“Ah no! this fair face, that green landscape, will
grow old and wither, but I shall have them always, true
as nature, fair as remembrance, and imperishably my
own; or the better to satisfy my creative artistic instinct,
that which I preserve through the power of Impression-
ism is not the material portion which already exists,
superior to any mere representation of it, but the delight
of having recreated nature touch by touch. I'leave the
massive and tangible solidity to its fitter exponent, sculp-
ture. | content myself with reflecting on the clear and
durable mirror of painting, that which perpetually lives
yet dies every moment, which only exists by the will of
Idea, yet constitutes in my domain the only authentic
and certain merit of nature—the Aspect. Itis through her
that when rudely thrown at the close of an epoch of
dreams in the front of reality, | have taken from it only
that which properly belongs to my art, an original and
exact perception which distinguishes for itself the things
it perceives with the steadfast gaze of a vision restored to
its simplest perfection.”
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Notes

1. Stéphane Mallarmé, “The Impressionists and Edouard Manet,”
The Art Monthly Review and Photographic Portfolio, a Magazine
Devoted to the Fine and Industrial Arts and Illustrated by Photography
1,n0. 9 (30 September 1876): 117122, The article also has been
reprinted in Carl Paul Barbier, Documents Stéphane Mallarmé, vol. 1
(Paris, 1968), 66—86. For discussions of the text, see Jean C. Harris, “A
Little-Known Essay on Manet by Mallarmé,” The Art Budletin 46,
no. 4 (December 1964): §59-563, and Barbier, §9-65 and B7-91.

2. Barbier, 65: “Notre ami mutuel Mr Arthur O'Shaughnessy m'a dit
que vous aura [sic] la bonté de m'écrire un article sur les vues et les aims
[sic]des impressionistes et surtout les vues de Manet. Je vous donnera
deux ou trois pages de deux colonnes. . . . Exprimez votre opinion et
votre récit ou critique toute franchement, je vous prie. Parlez au public

comme vous parlerez [?] aux amis ~ nettement pas trop discussion mais
non trop court.”

3. Barbier, 65: “*Jai fait une traduction de votre article—il est sous les
mains des imprimeurs et en deux ou trois jours vous aurez les
épreuves.”

4. Barbier, 94: “Merci une derniére fois de I'article sur les Impres-
stonistes. M. Robinson a été charmant de tout point; et, a part quelques
contre-sens faciles i redresser (ceci bien entre nous!) son excellente
traduction fait honneur 3 ma prose, et rend ce travail passable. Paie-
ment large et exact. etc; inutile méme a moi de le dire.”

5. Wallace Fowlie, Mallarmé (Chicago and London, 1953/1970), 11.

6. Fowlie, 12.

7. See Charles 5, Moffett, “Manet and Impressiomism,” Manet:
18321887 exh. cat. (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1983),
29-35.

8. For a discussion of the term Intransigeant, see Stephen Eisenmann,
“The Intransigent Artist,” in this catalogue.
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