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2 The Courbet Legend

I have as my guarantee the hatred I beir towards men and towards

our society, which will last as long as I live.
Courbet to Bruyas, 1854.7
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Baudeluire once planned an essay on Courbet, after their friendship was over. He E?Li:::‘ffu“
took as his motto 2 clumsy phrase from one of the painter’s letters to Chamyp-

fleury, ‘Puisquc Réalisgne 1LY A’; and he began with a page of spleen against
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Champficury and his third-tate er:dhusiasms. Then he jotted down two headings:
... . AU .
erhaps they indicate what he would have written, once the anger had subsided -
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(Analysis of Nature, of the talent of Courbet, of morality).”
. “Courbet saving the world.’* (”/Yﬁf) s
: : s o INds (AN
- These are cryptic notes, and as so often with Raudelaire, thev snooest an effort to
. h 3 s 1 Mi;é‘"""'"“"’“““\\“—: poyscluas o A
- hold together in a single tl;xr,c%d f narrative yery olherenttkma:_ of kaps T
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do so would be half a chaﬁ%ng’?: to the suEJect i hand, ialf a I mage to it. To
analyse Courbet's talent would mean ex laining Nature and 'is horrors, and mock= i )

1 1
nowiedge. To
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ing the Realist’s wofrslhlflof sanctified végetables. But it would also mean discussing, ¢
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mean taking seriously, for once, the enormous, }:Ea‘:ry cynicism of his greatest b
paintings. (One critic in 1853 ca&lc]d the great naked bourgeoi ¢ who steps from the cs M&’w@’f?
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water inClhe Bafliegd'this He#p o tatter, powerfully réidered, cyuically wning its 205700
7 | J =
back on the be a‘:{&’. That could stand as 2 motto for Courbet’s art as a QVl‘io}c
- . =z (i
etween 1849 and 1856.)'And it would mean, above all, putti the talent 310“%“‘13
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he pretensions; giving weight to Courbet’s imtense) rambling philosophy.and
his desire to save the world. I want to make a living art, I want to be a man: so

qburbct thundered in his €855 manjEcTuJ@Thchstof‘B:i—udelairc’s headings sums
that up. It adapts the proud title that Courbet had invented that same year for his

. s Aedednay : g . , . 5 =
with a certain blrfﬁuﬁ admiration, the eccentric morality of Courbet’s art; it would oo iRy
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(portrait of Jean Journct, the Fourierist prophety “setting out for the conquest of

Universal Harmony’. Where Journct went, so the heading implies, Courbet fol- o ¢
. - -V
lowed: whether to universal harmony, which Journet never reached, or the Paddcz?é \

o N . :
cells of Salpétriére, which he knew quite well.
What I want to do in this book is follow in Baudelaire’s footsteps, or at least se

myself the same sort of task. Since there is Realism, and since Courbet’s version is a
z - s m:tkbm.é ;
problem still — no less mysterious for being so blatant —81 want to keep quite

different kinds of explanation in'tontact, T want to distinguish the art from the life-
style, but give each their separate weight. I want to ﬁ?é‘g“"é‘é‘t the ﬁu?f;%%g of
Courbet’s poses; to find what Eh\c e'étlg%hand the crazy ambition were for; to see
why Courbet cultivated tHeRontasan between his art and his life.

This is not tme—{)a's_ééﬂétritrll_::wi_fﬁ'(:’é_\rélﬁé—, nor abandon Baudelaire’s irony
in the face of Courbet’s bluster. It is not, above all, to apologize for Courbet; but
at least to rescue him from one particuﬁ&g%gr{ggggag myth. The myth in question

i i P Ln ) cedlale/
goes like this:[Courbet, a{\’ﬁm?)man, a simpleton, a naff, a pE%sant who could not

ol 5

spell, ‘rien w'un peintre’, was led int Realism and politics by various friends,
more or less u%%%?ﬂpuﬁimad thcm% ra f\i‘ﬁ;:ﬁeories; grew fat on their praisc;
ended by believing that his art was political; and paid for it in the fiasco of the
Commune.|The myth has many@&?ﬁf&?s, but the main one is Champfleury. ‘T am

N . . g s :
Rdf:ﬁgﬁted that Courbet is working’ — this is one of a score of such passages in his i
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letters in the 1860s —
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The way of life in the countryside will be better for him, and healchier, than the brasseries
of Paris. The country should make him forget, I hope, his role of s:'z}%d'tll'rf 'of the world
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through painting. He is a painter, a robust, excellent painter. So let hinT rémain what nature
made him, simply a painter.’ £y
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Those instructions have been echoed often enough since; they. are the stapié\alct,
: Ty RS R |
still, of books about Coprbet. If only Courbet hadstuck to id easel’ iF only he had
gy i >
not left us those blundering manifestoes, those vulgar pronouncements on politics;
if only he had not listened to Proudhon (or Dupont, or Buchon, or whoever the
writer’s ideological villain may be): tIﬁs‘_‘i,sjthe myth in its modemn form. And yet
3 L RERLR Y Oy =g = 3
Champfleury’s letters, the authentic :goufg:c of, the myth, are transparently dis-
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honest: an inimitable mikture of personal pique and aesthetic dcspmr; a giving up
of the critical ghost. Take for example a comment like this:

Understang._that it is not exactly the subjects Courbet chogscs s which ihg%k me. If only they

worcgmé‘ég&ok§éﬁﬁ"g, I wouldn’t mind if he showed a bather, some pric%f:'s/, or Proudhon’s
family.+

Itis éats‘l,_l think, that phrase ‘sufficient covering’. Sad from a man who had madea
real cffor_‘t; at &r‘ipicism between 1848 and 1853. It seems almost as if the myth itself
were to blame %the myth of Courbet produces the critical bathos in the face of his
work. And the question becomes why the myth survived at all, if these were its
origins. But to answer that would lead us to France in the 1870s, after the
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Commune, and the world of art in the twentieth century, which is much too far

from 1848.  uleyw
I shall offer instead one example of Courbet as his enemies saw him. This is

Alexander Dumas the younger, writing his ‘Lettre sur les choses du jour” on 6 June
1871: bt " , ,
WS AT PR L i Y Al
From what fabulous crossing of a slug with a peacock, from what genital antitheses, from
P2 adaala i . . i}
what sebaceous oozing can have S?;:cn generated, for instance, this thing called M. Gustave
Laa ' 5
Courbet? Under what gzt_rc_lcﬁcr' ‘&OCE\S[,L\VLL[I the help of what manure, as result of what

2 . i het Uk .
mixture offfvmc, beer, cortosivé mgcti‘s and fAatulent cedema can have grown this sonorous
e UeR

¢

(R D, . .
2nd hairy Pu;ﬂp\kin, this aesthetic beﬁ:/, this imbecilic and impotent incarnation of the Self?
Wouldn't one say he was a force_:of God, ‘f God — Whom this non-being has wanted to
destroy — were capable of playing Eﬁn}?; and could have mixed Himself up with this?

This is much better writing than most on the same subject.
1133nngs by
Iistead of the myth, let q); 0 b&c}; £ Courbet before he was famous, on the
n vy

.o LV .
eve of the 1848 revolution. vidence is scarce from this time, but what we have

sugwests a Courbet without a persorid. (It is as if the life-style is chosen — almost
constructed — in the next few years, at the same time that Courbet discovers his
style as a paintc‘r.) When Baudelaire drew Courbet on a sheet of caricatures,
perhaps as carly as 1847, he already sported his Assyrian profile, and was already
perhaps the poseur. But when Francis Wey say him for the first time, é?\\l"l.%s studio

A

. in 1848, he was still “a tall young man, with superb eyes, but very thin, sa low;bony,
T zawRy (so he was then), and he nodded to me without uttering a word’. He was

alrc_ag_}{ ‘bizarre’, already ‘in revolt at one time or another against most theories,

3 _-nhrgu\_j ég gr« W oA ! AUl y »

and imbued with a deliberatg 1gr;%rance§/&(h.lch simed at making an effect’.s But
oA EANET TR e Y
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there is an air of sobriety, cven sombreness,&\ébout‘}x{{c ’s actount of Courbet at
pud L 'i”\ £,
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twenty-nine; and that is also the tone of the ot reliable' witness we have — he is
the only one who writes free from hi&;afight — Prosper Haussard in his Salon of

1}}4{9_: 2| & LYol
¥
M. G. Courbet, who has come to Paris from a village in the provinces, promised himself

t he would be a painter and be his own mastet. He has kept his word. After ten Ygarssfk il /J'vw&"\

studying, of painful cﬂ’&%"a@ﬁd hcmtat%ﬁ after ten years of hardship, poverty, and obsctrity,
WL oy

at the very moment when he had run out of money and was ready to‘ggréj ujat_,’hcrc heis-a
painter, and very ngﬁrly a master already. ... These hard beginnings, this solitary apprentice-
‘ship, and the lon ‘triékiin&hrca by M. Courbet, are all visible in his paintings, which are
e Al Ty o ;
I_‘!}ﬂ{k&“.— bya Frtain sombre S doncentrated force, by a sadness of expression and a certain
vagery in their style. His Tandscapes . . - are no more than sketches; yet they have this same

g character.®
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- This suggests someone quite
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different from the Courbet who struts towards The
Meeting (painted in 1854), or even the Courbet of 1851 who stated that he was ‘not
only a Socialist, but a democrat and a Republican as well: in a word, a supporter
of the whole Revolution, and, above all, Realist, that is to say a Sincere Jover of
gélﬁir:c truth’.7 It is a long way from Haussard's painter of 1849, whose works

Flirror his ‘grave and penctrating character’, to the Courbet of the 1860s, the
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B scribes the artist’s version of
i, A
\ J
Courzer. Eh lon lon laire, lon la! Quai? quoui? I'Hi-dai-ial? Mon maire &tai un honge! -
La Crroui, mon nhammi? Mais, si je voulldi, je pourtai me foutrrre un calvaire au cul...—
Bo e En quirrant-huit i gn'idvai qu'deux hommes de prraits: mod et peurrouddhon. Vous aites
; L don un impdsteur qu'vous dites que Jatsus-Christ 1 vivai o daipens dais fimmes ai qu'vous
Cﬁr\l,\.'\m‘,t voulai pas dire qu'c’étai un migquero? Col\rbg?ﬁﬁ g’t};yous avat it ca? . . . I'Hidat-al?
Nader” And ciralmﬂe&)gqg“tgnd modulations, with bursts of ?la‘_l:{g‘}l_ppr exploding in Lais ];)card, which
prd “‘?‘"?""\ . hewould then wipe with the back of his hand. His belly ‘danced, he ﬂﬁ%b‘ggbp and down,
f“\f\lw-zvxf'&w‘%(”"ﬁ}, Jaughed till he cried, wiped away a tear from the comner of his cow-like eye with his fat

|
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Courbet whom Zola described in his o
with his own personality, unse

vl effort to reach the Goid] 1T 3t AL

otes for L’ Qeuvre: ‘the monster Puﬁ-cd up
|fcritical, who has become God: Courbet, Hugo' .2

on either of them.)

(Not that this was Zola's last word
described in print. The finest

Once it was chosen, Courbet's persona was often
ules Vallgs, Courbet’s friend, novelist and Communard; he tran-
left ,

account is by
the French language in a way which has to be ‘
L ‘\ﬁv‘)“r FAV. 0N L\.uu_,‘/\

/a,;rﬁmfm.; PREVER S vl
fellow ! Works like an ox,

houtth T r—ﬂri/vv‘\_
ARy L

B

The most ]Jvc)autiful animal I have seen, this blessed but as gay

as 2 bear—cu ' a ﬁwﬁf%f‘ the fields and a beast of the fair. .
So na.ively"'w';a‘ﬁ?sd "é?étcsqucly“agaﬁéﬁi disorderly and patient, hard-working and thirsty,

with the paunc gfﬁ Silenus, the pride of Jupiter, the beauty of Sesostris: on top of all this as

careful of his pui%c‘as Sancho, wishing for windmills on his island, and talking of the ‘million’

to be won!® (/5 %)

A hundred o tell the same, story — the same

wsinaY L S P live
cfgl‘%e’r’atc\’ rustic pafois, the enormous stomach, the beer, the vanl the laugh, The
. % o ‘ el TV i riRe At
3 put it sutnctly: ‘the @i of aﬁlcermgjpeasant. A
brasserie one day in 1872 and reported his
e :

e~ ULTT

ther caricatures and anecdotes
e

el
trucule )
Year): ‘It
and told

'10

official police report of 187

B vy b n oy 7 0T
style of poh_m:.s| _Ea sad disguise for his own recantation in the previous
scems he reproached Martin Bernard with abait Snitrig 'the Commune,

him that he and Louis Blanc would be the first yictims of a new commune.
But this, of course, i Courbet in full dé‘/cllmé,dc{)\:ing of alcoholism and Political
shell-shock, the prisoner of his ublic face. In the period which Johcerns us, the
persona Was still under construction; the poses were being chosen, but the reasons
for the choices were clearer. In the early 1850s, Courbet was well Sware that ‘to

. ) Mgl R : -
live the life of a sﬁ@‘ag‘éﬁ, as he decided in the letter to Francis Wey which T used to
—_— — — " . s bovlu

s book, was a dangerous and costly project — a necessity, buta bitter one.

v hedbastard, the idea

Courbet the father of an aban on
that his public personality was no more than a mask was not just rhetoric. He !
854: ‘Behind this laughing mask 3

wrote to his patron Alfred Bruyas in November, 185
3 DUV R g Ay i . ek
{and bitterness;'and a sadness which clingst* ¥ |

of mine which you know, [ Zonceal grie
to my heart like 2 vampire. In the society i, which we live, it doesn’t take much

begin thi
For Courbet the alcoholic,

COL;fbct's letters, an impogtant one. Its language is the

A W [ A Ay

conféssiot, borrowed and ll—dlgestcd: fike Courbet’s

40s. But its very clumsiness is revealing: the way
: , reveallny

A e e gy '%?_'mcbwu'
{f f-\'\ww«.l

This is a rare moment in
commonplace of Romantic
pictorial Romanticism of the 18

24
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2 EDouArRD MANET
View of the Paris World's Fair 1867

3 AUGUSTE RENOIR
Dortrait of Alfred Sisley and his Wife 1868

4 ERNEST MEISSONIER
Portrait of Madame Sabaticr 1853

5 AucusTE CLESINGER
4 oman Bitten IJy a Snake 1847
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6 GusTAVE COURBET
The Apostle Jean Journct 1850

L’ APOTRE JEAN JOURNET

g 3 2 . ,
bk conequete AN Chacimiic ulltvf‘_‘)x"['c_"..._
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Aarlanh preny

7 NADAR
Jean Journet 1857
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petwle nvader, outsider, vulgarian,
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e Brasseric‘Andler and the Céniclede Bas-M ud

& ol
["feprcss"ca\in the next seritenice or

! i
Jolidn e A D YT g
the pale,” sombre young man of 1848 suddenly reappears, only to be stoically

two. Courbet himself is not at home in this vein;!
\

and the next sentence is a returt} to his public voice: he had met a Spanish woman
- @ Y Tl e et by ; 5
in Lyons, and ‘She prescribed a remedy which cured me completely’. *

We do not know much of Courbet’s sexuality, beyond the comic promiscuity
depicted in a letter to Buchon and in another to Alfred Bruyas. In 1847 his mistress
Virginie Binet bore him a son; and some time in the early 1850s she left him, taking
her son with her. All that survives of that crisis is a letter to Champfleury, didactic,
pathetic: ‘T shall miss my boy yery much, but art gives me enough to do without

N m Ar{? AN 2 . &
buzdehifig mydsfclf with a hsdsehold; moreover, to my mind a married man 1s a
1 485 1~8%.0 : .
reactionary.’** This was anathema to Ch@gﬂcu\ry’, + solid family man; much
[ o S . ]
later he recalled Chenavard and Courbet poking fun at Proudhon in 1852 for his
new-found bourgeois domesticity (he had married three years earlier, 3 few days
after taking his Confessions Jun révolutionnaire to the press).t3 That was one of the
few occasions when Proudhon came in for Champfleury’s sympathy. \*.f'\/(m L

So this s the ‘life of a savage which Courbet chose in 1850: 2 disguise which was

necessary (the letter to Wey 1s certaint of that), but bought at some considerable
{ga¥ s, . £

what was the advantage in the elaborate disguise, what

the mask let Courbet

uite different

cost. The question must be:
did it enable Courbet to do? I think the answer is this:
remain inside Paris — at the very centre of the world of art, in 2 wa
from Millet or Daumier —_Vwitb_gut__bt;gpiﬁg&pggigf it. He acted the part of

in order to stay in the middle of things, but keep his
own distance from them. My point is more or less the opposite of Champfleury’s
in the letter I cited T think the evidence shows that Courbet needed the brasseries
painting of rural life; he played the rustic — believing
be a bourgeois, but to have access to every-

of Paris in order to sustain his
in the role, of course — in order not to
thing that only a bourgeois knew.. 1 el s o
Courbet wanted knowledge: tl_lf;tf i oo doubt “of that. He prétended total
‘on other people’s . sophistication. For a painter
\?‘&f}tg\(,);a'cco ding to the myth, was nothing but an eye and a technique, Courbet
sﬁrrounﬁcédﬁmsclf with an unlikely collection of friends. Who frequented the
' 2 Who but the intellectuals and
r of artist—philosophcr,
Atquainted with Hegel himself; (Marc Lrapadouxy mystic and Bohemian, ‘brah-
min’ as Courbet called him in 1849, biographer of St John of the Cross; Francis
@,} friend of Rémusat and the official Republicans of the National, king of the
fo_rffqr_t_:_[{u'i\ﬂ\érm, author of J%‘”d‘%&(%?d provocative Almanach démocratique in 1848;
(JE@ the philosopher of Murger's Scnes de la vie de Bohéme, translator of
Hegel's Logic, author of De la nature hyperphysique de I’hamme;@ﬁfﬁﬂ%@jr))
complex opportunist, in 1847 still planning a history of Egyptian art and at the
same time writing pantomimes for the Funambules;@@@ critic,

academic, eccentric, friend of Balzac, enemy of Realism;

ignorance of things, but he 1"?631

—

@nﬁ@‘,’/ the very type

g&ﬂlosophcrs of artistic Paris:

le ierre Dupont and Gustave
Mathicu, @E{_\T_)rker—pocts of 1848; the young(]_fﬂ‘es' v a__§§,gju§t—?:scapcd from
school; Proudhon; from time to time.
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In some strangc way,

Courbs\:\t was th force that
together (Herr Andler 2difitced it, rather ;ucfni[y: Courbet was goo

- . bt
Hcrtflr\\}c \on 1ts

PlLanazl »

a naif,

e L TR

over page after page- Yet he was also, m(hls own cantan En,ous way, 2 theon!
L [P e P -

dnder the onslaught of the twelve-page

[Fa8 gdlge

doctrinaire Proudhon himself groane

mixture of the groésqand the intellectua
laughed at his hour-long tirades against the Ideal and in favour of Alsatian
they Jaughed but they. stened, night after night. Courbet was, in facg§_£gjgg¢gdjm

almost .o illiterate, with wild spelling and fi_sint_c_grating syntax spilling

letters, beer-stained and crumpled, which grcetcd his drafts of D principe

[art. JM(,L?LK

o o \

What Baudc\lai:c feared and despised 1 Courbet was not his
T\, : Yo P -

'

: A ek lasns !
cheoretical determination,

he had t’:\a}g.eps

EJ‘PNQha mpﬂcury’s

1ogic:11 conclusions:
phrase and taken it seriously, ruth

N

opportumsttc PI.'E.CT,].CC.

S B

ness of €of iction which is positively dangerous.”*4 And what was fearsome a
became an instrument of

delaire’s). As Baugt::\:

bet, poisoner

that was _the Way. in which theory, in Courbet's hands,
QoW L el |

Pl g| PRV
personal dominationtﬁt least over such a frg’cgﬁc'\f)sychc- as Bau
Jaire put it Jatcr in Panvre Belgique, ‘the philosophy of our friend Cour

: A vl DY
with a vested 1nterest.

see) s

PR e )

{

Baudelaire’s imagination. There is other evidence. I spite of the

syntax, there is plen
1855. When late in 1849 he wrotc Francis Wey

breakers, Wey took it OVEr,

essly even; he was the theorist of Champ
‘As for Courbet, he has become the clums

F: i - Ve € O .
this Borgia. - « - Courbet has made a theory out of an innocent 1arce, \:twth a strict-
i A Vi B

of intellectual force in Courbet’s Jetters betwe

: vy .
his manic resolve tO pus the theory of Realism to
half-laughing, cas

Machiavelli

held the Brasserie Andler
d for business)-
1; the others sat and
beer:

ay, 2 theorist, 2

de

naivety but his

1ts

ual catch-
fleury’s

to

only what I

(Paint onl what you see! Le. you will paint
am y what ¥O

el
) vy ) . ’l}\—:\VVU}Rﬁ.
Courbet the theorist 1s 20 anfamiliar’ animal, byt not simply a figment,©
L E SIS

AL

word for word, as the centrepiece of a chapter i

pel 1rié1 and the
ecn 1848 and

a description of his own Stone=

own novel Biez de Serine. This was 2 calculated tribute (which the critics misunder-

stood,
The letter iself solved problcms:

donlen

There is an old man of sevent

. Slawvy :
head in the shade of a straw,_hat; his trousers of rough cloth are patc
stockings which were once blue,

inside cracked wooden clogs,

i

disgusting shirt, all in}?{dfgsi,%xposcs his arms and his flan ¢s¥ Jeather brace

thinking Courbet had based his picture on Wey's story), b

, bent over his work, pick 1n air, skin burnt by the sun,
cd all over; he wears,
with the heels showing

through. Here's a young, man with his head covered in dust, his skin greyish-brown; his

ut approPriatc.

s hold up what is

left of a pair of trousers, and his muddy leather shoes atc gaping sadly in many places. The

old man is on his knecs, the young man s behind him, standing up,

N

stones with great encrgy- Alas, in this gécﬁsati‘gﬁ you begin like the one amé
other! Their tools are scattered here and there: a back-basket, 2 hand barrow, 2 ditching-

tool, a cooking-pots etc. All this is set in the bright sun, in the open country,
(MEs).

side of the road; the landscape fills the whole qanvas.‘5
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Courbet’s 12 id. accurate hrases; his visual accurac
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! awkwardness; his casual interjection of a moral (‘Alas, in this occupation, you
begin like the onc'é'nd"énﬂ”liké tlirc'other!') which hardly interrupts the A% ofz'
description, which Tiises to be a verbal glfr?i\ik(?béill this is language that Wey, or
Champfleury, or Buchon, still ‘g!t\r“ukhg-fl‘nbg\ in 1849 to adapt older styles of rhetoric
to new pcil‘rkp"éi?s, could justlyenvy. (It will be argued of course that Courbet
simply did not sec the problem. What, after all, had he to do with the writers his
friends admired and imitated, people like Hoffmann, or Chateaubriand, or George
Sand? But this does not explainaway his management of description in this passage;
or his effect on writers who knew Hoffmann and George Sand toowell) .

Baudelaire’s phrase ‘cltﬁb&g\mgaﬂavclli’ is a good description, an ess neal'6ne
Even the 1855 Manifesto has the appearance ogvpcrsonal tho/b]\%}&i Dot dictation

A gt 9%
from Champfleury or Bruyas. Itisastruggletoa

\
propriate 8 multitude (too many)
of other people’s ideas, but also to define their u‘é(c for his own project, to turn 2

+ « Sz g WL 5 T
sequence of complex ideas into 2 creed. The résult is contusion, but it is Courbet’s
] ; WA e Pl
confusion, no one else’s. T ant”

Vilvs
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We have come a long way from the Courbet of caricature, the naif, the rustic,
arranging his Assyrian profile for the camera of Nadar or Carjat. Let’s go no fur-
ther, for the camera does not lie. The paivety is the essence of the man: all we have

to do is learn to take that naive seriously. Seriously enough to see its purpose, the
—— : . e, i
advantage for Courbet in his laughing mask, his vie de sauvage. ARG

The advantage, in one word, was distance — detachment from the stifling,dxsivi’

5 10y e Wi . Foriad e T .

chaotic agreement which %rcvaﬁe& among, the mﬁr{flbcvg of Ehe Parisian avant-
2 . . A 4 B

garde; Qpenuess to ideas and experience which were pro Sundly alien to that world

Ao

and its catenics. To be in Paris but not of it: that was what Courbet wanted. To !

use the ideas and inventions of the avant-garde for his own ends: that was the
ambition, spelt out in the letters to Francis Wey. One could not do this s1ﬁ1p“lzyby
changing places, though Courbet in his thirties was an adept at that - moving from
Brussels to Montpellier, Munich to Berne, Salins to the Indre, with a mixture of

Ly - PO L L .
"inease and SiihrationIn the end one came back to Paris, to the Salon, to the

c

brasserie, to one’s own reputation. How to survive in that world? And not me
. : . (porenit
to survive, how to dominate, instruct, agonize? One needed camouflage, and
. oy d by ° o
that (%our'bet had in plenty - obstinate patois, Provmc:al manners, the pose of a
Sentl a¥aa 2 . .
peasant — but to dominate one needed more than that. This was where the naivety
s o P=cel velltina :
did its work: it was, for Courbet, a strategy of exposure to ‘Paris, a kind of power
. R S
over the city's confusion. T/ttt ERn

Buchon saw this clearly when he talked, in a famous passage, of the advantages
of Courbet’s spontaneity:

Courbet's greatest advantage, in the midst of the chaos surrounding him, is undoubtedly his
rich spontaneity. . . . [ have mentioned Courbet’s spontaneity. Let me now mention the

’3@,‘ ] TS

o L{S’\. ' . . .
strreness of his glance, the subtlety of his moral sense, the ease with which he follows and
often dominates the movement of current sane ideas [saines idées ambiantes), helped only by
T Mgl e olody!
OO S VY b ] !
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Al + Aarnaay: Chenavard, or Proudhon, or Villiers de I'lsle Adam. He is above all an extremust,
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Ik ™ gaping for its pre§,

his great intuitive power. Courbet has never had anything in the way of instruments of |

education and study except his magnificent vision, and that has been quite enough.*?

The point here is not the general praise of Courbet’s simplicity, but the fact that
P g P P
Buchon saw what it was for. It did not cut Courbet off from social and moral
Dot G S\ e I Ty, . 5 .
BSsFreness; on’\t/ﬁg c’})ntrary, it was the sotrce of his political assurance, his open

VIR ; - . i et~
IeSpONSIVENcss to the saines idées ambiantes of his time. (And the dmbrance was not
just Paris: Courbet’s politics in 1850 had a diffcrent frame of reference, and that is
why they proved so explosive in Paris itself.) There are moments when gqivety

. AN N 3 A~

does not close horizons, but opens new ones: does not shut 3 painter within the
S"‘-‘““i“ 7 Cwmalig 7 s

onfines of his craft, but breaks those limits completely.

The Courbet I propose is both rustic and theoretician — a peasant in order to be
doctrinaire, doctrinaire in order to stay a peasant. He is the naif surrounded by
peasant with the enormous paunch, in the brasserie with

an excentrique, a réfractaire. Which leads us back to Baudelaire’s phrase: ‘Courbet

saving the world’.

If there was one man who served as a model for Courbet it wag]ean Journet; the
half—mad,{v?g:;éfgs\‘s',b ridiculous prophet of Fourierism, whom Champfleury had
described in an 1847 feuilleton,*® and Courbet had painted ‘setting out for the con-

= A +
AT L R . E o 5
R R quest of Universal Harmony’ in 1850[6]./Courbet became Jean Journct, as Baudelaire

ironically implied: adopted his manic style, decided (in the 1850 letter to Wey)
that he too Would"\(’a}‘ﬁ&?}ﬁ'\o/x‘l ‘the great vagabond and independent life of the
Bohemian’. He became Journet, even in pictorial Garas: he had based the 1850
portrait of Journet on a popular image from Le Mans of the Wandering Jew; and

he used the same image as the source of his own definitive self-portrait in 1854,

The Meeting.

To read Champfleury’s essay on Journet is — in spite of the patronizing, trivial
tone — to discover the prototype of Courbet’s life-style. Journet was desperate,
unstoppable: raining pamphlets from the balcony of the theatre before
a literary soirée at Lamartine’s; pcrsuaéing Dumas

v - R e LY A B w W . 3 &
to give him an annyal i come; pouring scorn on Fourierist ‘revisionists’ like Con-
’

Journet's language kept pace

R P Bl -
sidérant — ‘omnivorous ofiniarch’, he called him,
. . "—‘v‘{'\. ﬁ»g,"w;. g el
with his personal style. Two g{:iamplcgl{grgp esying ‘doom, very accurately, on
TR vt i VI Y B PR
20 February 1848 ‘Thc}?rcnzy is mounting from hour to hour, the abyss is
the cataclysm is upon us. It is upon us, and none of us but

(AL
|

prodigious,
the police closed in; breaking up

knows it!'19

Or, more brilliantly, ‘chidipg I(_,amartine for his reception at the soirée:
TRVIVRTN 7

the cries of children and the

dcspan;. E’gstz‘ dO\%~ﬂ141
aint star, hide

e E.?E\E’\ you have eyes so that you may not hear. You aréﬁéﬁ? o

“" “groans of the aged. You are blind to woman’s tears and man’s

rh\f'ﬁécr‘igﬁ? enough of this feigned religiosity. The fgégki‘s.wﬁhycd out: y
light! The sun of understanding is flooding the horizon. The Last Judgment will precede
the social resurrection. Everything is stirring, scething, preparing; O future, futurc! ‘May

God enlighten you!'2°

T




fealad e
Shades of Baader in the Reichstag,

or Douanier Rousseau at his banquet.

Talking of Journet, taking him seriously for a momentasa model for Courbet’s

life-style, leads us to the most important problem: what was Bohemia, and to
CruprAar vVl . 5 T

eV Courbet a member of it? First of all, what Bohemia was fiof. It

what extent was
Ikl 1 - flesloa ¢ : . i
was not the”sﬁff,?‘ skifful $raam-world which Champfleury had pioneered in his
hich Henry Murger gave definitive form.

Confessions de Sylvius of 1845, and to W
About this Sainte Boheme, as Théodore de Banville called it, the best remarks were
made by Albert Cassagne: .

FRuwAln

_ ake it agreeable to
{fonces between the Bohemian
der to establish a useful
s de la vie de Bohéme. To

. L T .
en scine of Bohemia knew how to fashion 1t adrajtly to mi
P

[the bourgeois public]. They knew how to use real resem
student in the Latin quarter, in or

life and the life of the bourgeos
confusion, 2 ifasion which is already manifest in [Murger’s] Scéne
to sing of bourgeos youth.>*

sing of Bohemia was thus, to a degree,

The metteurs

The reality of Bohemian life in the 1840s and 18505 Was quite different. In the
early days, for a fCWJ?EQA&CL.MQMYPEFLQ&EO_hfzfili?: had been a comfort-
_gjblg_}}_ggtf_of_%;;;m:g&[dé supported by doting fathers and therefore carefree,
Houssaye, Nerval, Roger de Beauvoir had

n up and gone its separate Ways, |

fashionable, uﬁéé?tfpﬁfoﬁs—(Gauticr,
been its leading lights). But that group had broke
into various kinds of accommo
art. Bohemia, after
anti-bourgeois, living on in the absolute, outdated style of the
ing death by'sfa}%?gtiaﬁ/: “Yorval lived through that change in the
Bohemia, and died in madness and hunger; Journet was commi
Salpétriére more than once. wAtTARAA
It was this Bohemia, this confused, indigent, sﬁifting Pbpulation, with its
Romantic postures, that Jules Valles tried to rescue from Murger and myth in his
book Les Réfractaire. published in 1865. He tried to show the real Bohemia: a
¥ TRk ﬂsi T teik . 3
world of gm}é}}g’-uagyerty, UF absolute refusal of bourgeots society, rather than
book for Vallés the

the sowing of ﬁippaﬁtm:é?ild oats. It was not an irrelevant
Socialist and revolutionary to write; for Bohemia in mid nineteenth—century
Paris was a real social class, a real locus offw&i‘;ééﬁ.ﬁl&nd if we want to locate it
within the complex social structure of Paris, we should put it alongside not the
students of the Latin quarter but the classes dangereuses. It was this dangerous
clement — this mob of unemployed, criminals and déclassés of every sort, the first
victims, the first debris of industrialism — which made up one part of the rebel
fighting force in June 1848. The great social historian of ‘/t’hcjuncJ Days, Rémi

7 By on LUzt i ;
Gossez, closes his description of the class origins of the insurgents By saying that
the last category of the rebels comprise

d “social outcasts of all kinds: tramps, street-
porters, organ—grindcrs, ragpickers, knife-grinders, tinkers, errand-boys, and all
those who lived by the thousand little occupations of the streets of Paris, and also
that confused, drifting mass known as la Bohéme' .

These are words which throw Bohemia and Bohemianism into new relief. They
rescuc them from Mimi and Sylvius, and reinstate them as part of working-class
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dation with the market and the official world of | 2ula dreyi( 1

that, was an unassimilated class, wretchedly poor, obdurately |
‘Romantics, court-
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Paris. This was the Bohemia to which Vallés gave credence and definition. This
\g’ru Lt LAaAT g
was Daumier’s Bohemia: the ragplckcrs and organ»grmacrs of Gossez’s list come

stralght from his canvases. This was Courbet’s Bohemia, this was Journet’s, this

was Baudelaire’s (‘Perhaps the future belongs to the déclassés? . lcttcr to Ancclr%

ik".ot G

s March 18%) 23 It was a life-style and a social situation. It meant a clogged refusal
to aba;zdon

E a1ms of Romanticism, a manic and self-destructive individualism,

a ‘cult ofmu]tlplc sensation’: “Wine and Hashish compared as means for multlply- fatans Y

ing individuality,” as Baudclalrc putitin 1851. It meant a place between the classes
dangereuses of pro]ctarlan Paris and the intelligentsia; between two classes which
were themselves strange, intricate misfits in any class system, and remained unsure of
whose side they were on. So that in Junc the intelligentsia stayed loyal - fcrociously
loyal — to the Government, and many of Baudelairc’s friends fougflt with the
Latin Quarter detachment: and the classes dangereuses closed ranks w1th thc ?rdc
‘JMObzlc, and slaughtered rebels with the best of them. Courbet I lesitate

feamed'on utopian é%ounds Baudelaire fought for the rebels, with Bohemia.
One wonders what Journet did and said in June.

The effectiveness of the Bohemian style was this: in a city which still half-
believed in the first dreams and‘ldea s of capitalism, in the fairy world of arcades,

and

exhibitions, the bazaar the entre feneiit'and the vote for everyone, the BOhCIEl}Tan o
- AR VRV

caricatured the claxrﬂjﬂéﬁ%@/l{ourgcms‘w_qgg_ He took the slogans at face-value; 1
the city was a playground he would play; if individual freedom was sacrosanct then
he would celebrate the cult twcnty—four hours a day, Iatssez—fmre meant what it
said. The Bohemian was the dandy stood on his head: where the dandy was the
bourgeois playing at being an aristocrat (hence his pathos), the Bohemian was the
bourgeois playing at being a bourgeois - the heroic, absurd, mythical bourgeois of
1789. (One could say that the Bohem{an style. only works in a capitalism with a
myth of itself, a belief in its future. il B of its British variants; hence
its régﬁ)cérancc in Cahfomla | ST st

Courbet’s game was t!:vcn more mfunatmg, in its way. He shifted identities from
picture to picture, year to year. Was he peasant or Bohemian? Was there a reason
for being both? In 1851, when the great Bohemian self-portrait Man with Pipe
accompanied the Journet. ‘Eortralt and the Burial at Ornans to the Salon, which
picture was Courbet? (I—Iowevcr naive it may seem to us, it was the kind of question
which critics asked in 11850. ) The critics could accept the self-portrait casily enough:

what hurf, what p puzz zzled them, was its relation to the other p1cturcs, to the other
{vhaag b,
cglances they suggcstcc{ ST Apspgment’

No doubt some wil that these allegiances and ambiguities never occurred to
Courbet. The central tenet, of the Courbet legend is, after all, that to be naive and
rititored tricans b0 Have cxtremcly simple ambitions, a very narrow field of vision
— to be interested in the tcch_.h%ggc of painting not just primarily (which goes with-

out saying: any artist is involvad first with his material and its problems) but

“ﬁcxcluswcly '54]3‘15 is simply a non sequitur, a theory of n:uvety which has to be 1
N H !

supported by proof' Dlike any other. I think the proofs are Iac\kmé What evidenté

we have points to Courbet’s naivety as a source of complexity, not of simplicity.
¥ &f\I Ji oy fel

34

s Y by

4




.5_&&.-4«, n y

Of course the various implications of his life-style and his paintings that I have
described so far did not all Sochir th Courbet, in the sense that he gave them verbal
privilege of painters. Who was more silent than,

expression. But that is the
: . ; g
Daumier; who was more verbose than Chgnavard? Therearesilences which dErna

explanation, just as there are (atements which ask to be ignored.

‘I have simply wished to base upon a thgr}JuEE kigwledge of tradition the
~ Tdisoned and independent feeling of my own individuality,” Courbet said in 1855.%4
That was not such a simple wish as it sounds.
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Proudhon’s language with Courbet’s in his
1861 statements.

2. The Courbet Legend
(pp- 21-35)

1. Cited Borel (1), pp. 71-2.

2. B.O.C,, p. 637. The notes were prob-
ably written late in 1855.

3. 29 Oct. 1864, cited Troubat (2), p. 177.

4. ‘Remarquez que ce ne sont pas précisé-
ment les sujets choisis par Courbet qui me
choquent. S'ils étaient recouverts d'un
manteau suffisant, peu m'importe qu'il
montre une baigneuse, des curés ou la
famille de Proudhon.’ 23 Apr. 1865, cited
Troubat (2), pp. 180-I.

5. Wey Mss,, cited C., II, 184-5.

6. ‘M. G. Courbet, venu du village 2 Paris,
s'est dit qu'il serait peintre et son maitre 3
lui-méme. Il s’est tenu parole. Aprés dix ans
d’études, d'efforts et de titonnements
douloureux, apreés dix ans de privations, de
pauvreté et d’obscurité, au moment méme
"étre A bout de courage et de ressources, le
voild peintre et, peu s'en faut, déji maitre.
. . . Ces durs commencemens, cet apprentis-
sage solitaire et ces longues épreuves de M.
Courbet se lisent sur ses ouvrages empreints
d'une certaine force sombre et concentrée,
d’une expression triste et d’une maniére un
" peu sauvage. Ses paysages . . . ne sont que des
esquisses; mais de ce méme caractére grave
et pénétrant.’ Le National, 7 Aug. 1849,

7. ‘Non seulement socialiste, mais bien
encore démocrate et républicain, en un mot,
partisan de toute la Révolution et par
dessus tout, réaliste, c’est-A-dire, ami sincére
de la vraie vérité.” Letter to Le Messager,
19 Nov. 1851, cited R., pp. 93—4-

8. B. Nat. Mss. Nafr. 10316 fol. 286, cited
Hemmings, p. 216.

172

9. Journal d'Arthur Vingtras, Courbet,
portrait-charge’, in Gil Blas, 9 May 1882.
See Vallés (2}, pp. 250-1.

10. ‘Lair d'un paysan goguenard’; ‘Il y
aurait reproché 3 Martin Bemard d'avoir
abandonné la Commune, et il lui aurait dit
que lui et Louis Blanc seraient les premiers
victimes d'une nouvelle commune.’ Arch-
ives de la Préfecture de Police, Courbet file,
Ba. 1020. For the spy’s report, see 1872,
Fiche 173. :

11. Cited Borel (1), p. 5.

12. Cited M., p. 86, written in winter
1851-52.

13. See Troubat (2), pp. 125-7, undated
letter to Buchon.

14. B.O.C, p. 635.
15. B.O.C,, p. 1429.

16. ‘LA est un vieillard de soixante et dix
ans, courbé sur son travail, la masse en I'air,
Ies chairs halées par le solei, sa téte 3 "'ombre
d'un chapeau de paille; son pantalon de rude
étoffe est tout rapiécé, puis dans ses sabots
félés, des bas qui furent bleus laissent voir
les talons. Ici, c'est un jeune homme 3 la
téte poussiéreuse, au teint bis; la chemise
dégoiitante et en lambeaux lui laisse voir les
flancs et les bras; une bretelle en cuir retient
les restes d'un pantalon, et les souliers de cuir
boueux rient tristement de bien de cotés. Le
vieillard est 3 genoux, le jeune homme est
derritre lui, debout, portant avec énergie un
panier de pierres cassées. Hélas! dans cet
état, c'est ainsi qu'on commence, c'est ainsi
qu'on finit! Parci par-13 est dispersé leur
attirail: une hotte, un brancard, un fossoir,
une marmite de campagne, etc. Tout cela se
passe au grand soleil, en pleine campagne, au
bord du foss¢ d'une route; le paysage
remplit la toile.’ Cited C, II, 75-6.

17. Where Buchon wrote this passage is
obscure. It is usually quoted from Léger's
transcription, in Mercure de France, 1928, and




" Légercallsit there an extract from Buchon's
1855 Recueil de dissertations sur le réalisme.
But it does not in fact come from that book,
and 1 have not found the original source.

18. Reprinted in Champfleury (2), pp-
72-10L.

19. See Champfleury (2), p. 101.

20. See Champfleury (2), p- 84.
2L Cassagne, pp. 121-2.

22. Gossez (2), p. 451.

23. B.C.G, ], 151-2.

24. Exhibition . . . , cited C,, II, 6o.

3. Courbet’s Early Years
(pp- 36-46)

© 1. See M, pp. 29-30.
2. Cited R, p. 42.

3. E.g. the portrait of Théodore Cuénot,

¢. 1846, in the Courbet exhibition, Ormnans,

.. 1969. Along the top is written ‘Ce Portrait
* est un don de lauteur 3 mére Cuénot
supéricure de I'hdpital d'Ormans et en
souvenir de M. Théodore Cuénot bien-
faiteur de cet hospice mort en 1847 The
Cuénots were family friends of the Courbets.

4 In 1844 Courbet had two pictures re-
jected: perhaps the La Nuit de Walpurgis and
©a picture which might have been the
' first version of L'Homme blessé, entitled
L'Homme délivré de I'amour par la mort. In
1845 he had four rejected: Portrait de Juliette,
Le Hamac, Les Joueuts d"échecs, an unidentified
Portrait d’un homme. In 1846, scven pictures
were sent back; and in 1847, the Violoncelliste,

Cuénot.

5. ‘Aux murs deux gravures, les deux seules
reproductions d'un collégue, la Promenade des
curds et les Seminaristes aux champs, d’ Amand

L'Homme & la pipe, and Portrait d'Urbain .

Gautier; un couple de charbonniers érot-
ques figurant au besoin Adam et Eve; des
¢tudes bizarres, enfantines, la Halte du soldat
et I'Homme casqué, des dames embuissonnées
de dentelles, une platée de cerises noires;
le fameux Sauvage traversant les rapides, cette
toile fantastifluc dont on n’a jamais pu
s'expliquer l'incubation; un Combat mari-
time (sa deuxiéme toile!) cascade d’orangeade
et de groseille 3 terrifier le flagomeur le
plus impudent — la coquetterie d’atelier
du maltre consistait précisément dans cet
étalage presque affecté des infirmités de son
début — une Pythonisse prétée au Domini-
quin; enfin ses essais statuaires.” Published in
La Lanterne, 26 Jan. 1878, collected in Arch.
de 1a Pref. de Police, Ba. 1020, Fiche 562.

6. Poe, pp. 145-6.

7. Novalis, pp. 7-9 (translation slightly
modified).

8. Eg. Prud’hon’s Portrait de I'impératrice
Joséphine, the various Arab subjects of Vernet
or Decamps, Deveria’s Naissanice de Henri IV
(1827 Salon), Léopold Robert’s Italian pea-
sant subjects. Couture showed Le Trouvére
in the 1843 Salon, and later painted an Orgie
parisienne, complete with Pierrot and
. Harlequin. :

9. A much disputed date, but this scems the
most likely on grounds of style. It may have
been retouched later, perhaps c. 1849. Itisnot
the exhibit in the 1849 Salon called Le Peintre;
this was a drawing with quite different di-

mensions.

10. The pseudo-Géricault is now in the
Musée Fabre, Montpellier, the Deroy is at
Versailles. =

1. There has been confusion about which
picture the Portrait of Monsieur X*** really
is. Léger says it is the Besancon self-portrait;
its style and the closeness of its dimensions to
those. in the Salon registers suggest he is
right.
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