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T
he painter Henry Fuseli (1741-1825), who had emigrated to England 

from Switzerland in 1765, wrote in a letter to his patron William 

Roscoe (1753-1831) in 1790 with regard to a statement by the American 

Benjamin West (1738-1820) about how to be successful as an artist:

‘There are,’ says Mr. West, ‘but two ways of working successfully, that is, 

lastingly, in this country, for an artist—the one is, to paint for the king; the 

other, to meditate a scheme of your own.’ The first he has monopolized; 

in the second he is not idle: [...] In imitation of so great a man, I am 

determined to lay, hatch and crack an egg for myself too, if I can. What it 

shall be, 1 am not yet ready to tell with certainty; but the sum of it is, a series 

of pictures for exhibition, such as Boydell’s and Macklin’s.1

Fuseli’s remark, full of envy, irony and disdain, offers a clear analysis of 

the situation of the artist, following radical changes to it in the second half 

of the 18th century. This letter documents the change in the career pattern 

of the professional artist: from a post at court to a focus on working for 

public exhibitions, which occurred primarily in France and England.2

The development of exhibitions from an annual event on a public 

holiday to the exclusive medium for the pr esentation of art, the 

emergence of the public and public criticism, and the re-orientation of 

artists towards exhibition work, were the most decisive and consequential 

changes in the art world since the Renaissance. The public required a 

new function, the critic was the new figure, patrons disappeared into 

the background, and the exhibition was the new field for rivalry and 

for struggles for recognition among artists. Very soon there appeared 

exhibition managers like John Boydell (1719-1804), William Bullock 

(1773-1849) and others in London.3

Also in London, Benjamin West and his rival John Singleton Copley 

(1738-1815) developed what was then called the exhibition piece. Copley 

moved to exhibition pieces with The Death of the Earl of Chatham in 

1779-1781 (fig. 1), depicting the collapse of William Pitt (1708-78) in
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1 John Singleton 

Copley, The Death of 

the Earl of Chatham, 

1779-81, oil on 

canvas, 228.6 x 

307.3 cm, Tate 

Gallery, London 

(lent to the National 

Portrait Gallery)

2 John Singleton 

Copley, The Death 

of Major Peirson, 

1783, oil on canvas, 

251.5 x 365.8 cm, 

Tate Gallery, 

London

the House of Lords during a debate over Britain’s policy in the American 

War of Independence. Copley went about his commercial exploitation of 

the subject systematically, advertising for subscriptions for the engraving 

and showing the painting in Spring Garden for six weeks, during which 

time 20,000 people went to see it.4

In 1784, Copley rented rooms in the Haymarket for two months 

and showed his new exhibition piece, The Death of Major Peirson (fig. 

2), along with the first exhibition piece. Again he chose to represent 

a tragic moment and a patriotic theme: the battle of the British troops 
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against French invaders on the island of Jersey in 1781. With his second 

exhibition piece, Copley had found a profitable formula: financier John 

Boydell as the backer who would provide a loan for the execution of the 

project and then buy the product at a relatively low price; a temporary 

exhibition, the profits from which went to the artist; as did a share of the 

profits from the reproduction.5 This formula was repeated by Copley 

and imitated by others, including artists on the Continent, such as most 

successfully by Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) in Paris.6

David showed the large painting The Sabine Women for an entrance 

fee of 1.80 Francs, but he had to defend this “exposition payante,” 

which was hated in France. David’s defence is highly interesting. In 

it, he pointed out that exhibitions derived from a practice of Antiquity, 

he lamented the sacrifice artists had to make, and claimed that he was 

promoting young artists by indicating a source of income by which they 

might end their impoverishment.7

Some French artists, including Jacques-Louis David, Guillaume 

Guillon Lethiere (1760-1832) and Jean-Baptiste Wicar (1762-1834), 

tried to organize exhibitions in London. In 1820, Theodore Gericault 

(1791-1824) showed his large painting The Raft of the Medusa in the 

Roman Gallery run by William Bullock at Piccadilly, where in 1816 the 

exhibition pieces by Lethiere and Wicar were presented to the London 

public.8

In 1828, Lethiere showed again one of his horrible exhibition pieces 

in Bullock’s Gallery in London, the large Death of Virginia, and published 

a brochure containing a reproduction and a description.9 Apart from the 

official Salon, Paris offered few or no possibilities for exhibitions before 

1871, with the exception of the World Exhibitions held in 1855 and 1867. 

The situation was different in the provinces where it was possible to 

organize private exhibitions.

Gustave Courbet (fig. 3), bom 1819 in Omans in the Franche-Comte, 

realized perfectly the condition for success for a young painter.11 He
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3 Etienne Carjat, Portrait of 

Gustave Courbet, ca. 1861, 

photomechanical print, 21 x 

27 cm, Musee d’Orsay, Paris

wrote in an 1846 letter to his parents that an artist could never achieve a 

high reputation with small paintings, and that without a big reputation he 

would rarely find buyers. In order to make his name, he was planning a 

large painting for exhibition the following year.12 I believe that A Burial 

at Ornans (pl. 1; fig. 4) was this projected huge exhibition piece, which 

eventually contained life-size portraits of nearly 50 inhabitants of the 

village.13

In the spring of 1850, Courbet held his first exposition payante in 

Ornans, Besan^on and Dijon, where he was hoping to find the public he 

needed, relying on articles in the press written by a friend, Max Buchon 

(1818-69), as publicity.14 In Besan^on, 250 people paid the 50 centimes 

entrance charge to see the work, but in Dijon Courbet had to close his 

exhibition after three days because it was running at a loss. Courbet took 

his new paintings, including the Burial at Ornans, the Stonebreakers, and
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4 Gustave Courbet, A Burial at Ornans (Un Enterrement a Ornans), 1849-50, 

oil on canvas, 315 x 668 cm, Musee d’Orsay, Paris

the Peasants of Flagey, to Paris and showed them first in his studio at Rue 

Haute-feuille 32 and then in the Salon of 1850, which opened at the end 

of the year. The Burial at Ornans aroused passionate discussion, but most 

of the reaction was negative.15

Cartoonists fell upon Courbet’s paintings, and the rough plebeians 

from the provinces and his daubs were the focus of hilarious attention.16 

Despite his occasional outbursts of fury, the painter no doubt grasped 

the immeasurable value that the publicity the cartoons gave him. His 

friend, the photographer Nadar (Gaspard-Felix Toumachon; 1820-1910), 

who was one of the wittiest caricaturists of the artist, repeats a comment 

Courbet was said to have made in 1857: “You see I am the greatest painter 

working today, for I am subject to the most frequent attack.’’17 Courbet 

was not necessarily being ironic.

Each artist was limited to three submissions at the Salons of 1852 

and 1853. With his Les Demoiselles de village, Courbet showed a work in 

the 1852 Salon for the first time that had already been sold, it having been 

bought by the Comte de Momy (1811-65), the half-brother of the Prince-
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5 Gustave Courbet, Women Bathing (Les Baigneuses), 1853, oil on 

canvas, 227 x 193 cm, Musee Fabre, Montpellier

President Louis Napoleon (1808-73) who proclaimed himself Emperor 

after the coup d'etat at the end of the same year. The 1853 Salon was 

important for Courbet in that he achieved a succes de scandale for the 

first time with Les Baigneuses (pl. 2; fig. 5); he also acquired a Maecenas, 

Alfred Bruyas (1821-77) of Montpellier, the son of a banker (pl. 3; 

fig- 6).18
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6 Gustave Courbet, Alfred 

Bruy as, 1853, oil on canvas, 

92 x 74 cm, Musee Fabre, 

Montpellier

Alfred Bruyas bought the scandalous painting, which shows a nude 

fat woman seen from behind, with her servant, by a pool in a wood. 

This painting shocked not only the public at the Salon, it even shocked 

Courbet’s friend Nadar and the critic Jules-Francois-Felix Husson (1821— 

89), also known as Champfleury. Courbet’s enemies accused the artist of 

cultivating ugliness.19 Alfred Bruyas bought the painting despite advice 

to the contrary; he also bought the Sleeping Spinner and had his portrait 

painted by Courbet (pl. 3; fig. 6). The artist made his first commission 

for a representative portrait into an alliance between the Maecenas and 

himself by depicting Bruyas with a book entitled Etudes sur I’art moderne 

// Solution //A. Bruyas (Essays on modern art // solution // by Alfred 

Bruyas).20

In the following year, 1854, Bruyas invited the painter to Mont­

pellier. They met in an open field, and Courbet being welcomed by his 

patron and a servant was made the subject of his celebrated painting The 

Meeting, or “Bonjour Monsieur Courbet" (pl. 4; fig. 7).21
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7 Gustave Courbet, The Meeting, or “Bonjour, Monsieur Courbet” 

(La Rencontre, ou “Bonjour Monsieur Courbet”), 1854, oil on canvas, 

132 x 150.5 cm, Musee Fabre, Montpellier

The controversies over Courbet’s participation in the World 

Exhibition in Paris in 1855, as well as his one-man-show in a separate 

pavilion, were decisive in regards to his position as an artist in dealing 

with the government. The order to hold a World Exhibition of Industrial 

Products was issued by Napoleon III in March 1853; two months later 

he ordered that a fine arts exhibition, Exposition Universelle des Beaux- 

Arts, should be held at the same time.22 In the autumn of 1853, the Comte 

de Nieuwerkerke (1811-92), Director of the Fine Arts, contacted Courbet 

to give him an official commission for the World Exhibition. Courbet 

reported the discussion, which was over lunch with two other painters, 

Paul Chenavard (1807-95) and Frangois-Louis Fran^ais (1814-97), in 

a letter to Alfred Bruyas. Courbet regarded Nieuwerkerke’s offer as an
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8 Gustave Courbet, The Painter’s Studio, a True Allegory on the Seven Years 

of my Artistic (and Moral) Life (L’Atelier du peintre, allegoric reelle determinant 

une phase de sept annees de ma vie artistique [et morale]), 1854-55, oil on 

canvas, 359 x 598 cm, Musee d’Orsay, Paris

insult because the minister wanted a sketch for approval first, and asked 

Courbet to submit the painting for approval as well. Courbet saw this as 

an attempt to buy him for 20,000 or 30,000 francs. He claimed the sole 

right to judge his works, saying he wanted nothing from the government 

but freedom, and for the rest a share in the takings from the Salon of 1853 

of 15,000 francs. In a letter to Bruyas, who he described as his only ally, 

he glorified his heroic attitude: “I have burned my bridges, I have broken 

openly with society, I have insulted all those who have put a spoke in my 

wheel. And now, here I am, alone, facing that society. It is win or die.”23

In fact, Courbet did not have the slightest intention of refusing to 

participate on the World Exhibition, indeed, he challenged the selection 

committee by sending 14 works. These included the huge Burial at 

Ornans (pl. 1; fig. 4) as well as The Artists Studio (pl. 5; fig. 8), which 
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was only slightly smaller and which he painted specifically for the exhibi­

tion. The selection committee accepted a total of 11 works, but rejected 

the two in large format and one portrait. The leading painters of the day, 

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1780-1867) and Eugene Delacroix 

(1798-1863), had 40 and 35 paintings respectively in the show.24

Courbet took the rejection of three of his works and the way the 

others were hung as occasion to represent himself as a persecuted 

artist whom society was determined to destroy.25 He regarded his one- 

man show as a manifestation of freedom and his way of ensuring the 

independence of art. It was held in a specially erected pavilion on Rue de 

Montaigne, opposite the exhibition palace for the fine arts, and he charged 

an entrance fee. “1 am winning my liberty, I am saving the independence 

of art,” he wrote to Bruyas, when he had finally, after much difficulty, 

overcome the administrative obstacles. Courbet was expecting costs of 

12,000 francs for rent of the space and the construction of the pavilion. 

He spent 6,000 francs, about one-third of the sum which Bruyas owed 

him for nine paintings, and he dreamt of making 100,000 francs, probably 

in the expectation that Bruyas would join him in the speculation.26 

Courbet was able to open his own pavilion, which he called Du Realisme, 

six weeks after the World Exhibition opened. In a letter to Bruyas he 

called it Le Temple, and he showed 40 paintings and four drawings. He 

put posters all over Paris in the hope of attracting a large public. Many 

people who came were consternated to find that the entrance fee was 

the same as that for the World Exhibition, one franc. Courbet offered a 

four-page brochure stating his independence as an artist, including his 

independence of realism, and giving a catalog of his works.27 Photographs 

of his works were also on sale. By holding an exposition payante and 

offering his works and photographs of them for sale, Courbet had openly 

declared his commercial interests. In this, and with his many protestations 

of independence, he showed himself to be a new entrepreneur in the art 

world, a self-made man, producer, advertiser and dealer all in one.28
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The centerpiece of the exhibition was L’Atelier du Peintre (The 

Painter’s Studio) a major work, which Courbet described in detail even 

before he had finished it (pl. 5; fig. 8). In the center is the artist in his Paris 

studio, working at a Jura landscape with a model and a boy watching him. 

On the right are his friends, and on the left are the exploiters and exploited 

of Napoleonic society.29 In his catalog, Courbet called the exhibition 

piece an allegorie reelle, saying that it had occupied seven years of his 

artistic career. These seven years parallel the seven years of rule that 

Napoleon III wished to celebrate with the World Exhibition.30 Courbet 

was demonstrating that he was on an international stage; he also wanted 

to show himself as the bearer of a message to the ruler of France, who 

appears among the exploiters in the guise of a poacher. The message is 

conveyed by the landscape, by the demonstration of pure artistic activity, 

by the depiction of poverty and suffering, and by the foreword in the 

catalog entitled Le Realisme. In his pavilion, Courbet not only displayed 

this grandiose mission de I’artiste, but also showed a self-portrait of 

himself as a man fatally wounded (fig. 9). This was an overpainting,

9 Gustave 

Courbet, The 

Wounded Man 

(L’Homme blesse), 

1844, reworked 

1854, oil on 

canvas, 81 x 

97 cm, Musee 

d’Orsay, Paris
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10 Nadar, A True Portrait 

of Saint Courbet, Painter and 

Martyr (Portrait veridique 

de saint Courbet, peintre et 

martyr), from Le Journal pour 

Rire: Journal d’images, journal 

comique, critique, satirique 

et moqueur 211, 13 October 

1855, p. 3, no. 11937

11933

Portrait vdridique de saint Courbet, 

peintre et martyr.

probably made in 1854, of an earlier self-portrait with his lover.31 That 

the artist did indeed see himself in the multiple roles of triumphant hero, 

missionary, independent apostle of realism and martyr is confirmed in a 

caricature by Nadar entitled A True Portrait of Saint Courbet, Painter and 

Martyr (fig. 10).32

The following year Courbet exhibited some paintings in London and 

Brussels. He wanted an international profile not merely for commercial 

reasons; he also needed success and distinction abroad to strengthen 

him in his lonely struggle with the hated Second Empire and its art 

institutions.33 In Paris he continued his dual strategy of enticement 

and scandal-raising. At the Salon of 1857, he showed two portraits, 

one landscape, two hunting scenes, and one picture of two half-naked 

prostitutes on the bank of the Seine. This last, Les Demoiselles des bords
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11 Gustave Courbet, Young Ladies on the Banks of the Seine (Summer) (Les 

Demoiselles des bords de la Seine [ete]), 1856-57, oil on canvas, 174 x 206 cm, 

Musee du Petit Palais, Paris

de la Seine (pl. 6; fig. 11), aroused public indignation, while the hunting 

scenes satisfied public taste, and so he enjoyed a double success.34 

Friends like Champfleury were confused, because Courbet appeared to be 

both flattering public taste and manufacturing a scandal. His sole concern 

seemed to be to gain public attention. In fact, he had first painted hunting 

scenes for the Salon of 1857, probably not only because he liked hunting 

and poaching, but because he had noted the success enjoyed by the 

English painter Sir Edwin Landseer (1802-73) in the World Exhibition of 

1855 (figs 12, 13).35 Courbet’s calculation paid off in that he regained the 

1849 medal which had been withdrawn from him, and was able to sell his 

two hunting scenes for the extraordinary price of 11,000 francs.36
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12 Edwin Landseer, Deer and Deerhounds in a Mountain 

Torrent (‘'The Hunted Stag'}, ca. 1833, oil on canvas on 

mahogany, 405 x 908 cm, Tate Britain, London

LA MORT DU CERE.

La Morl du serf. — D’aprcs Landseer.

13 After Edwin Landseer, The Death of the Stag (La Mort 

du cerf), from Le Magasin Pittoresque 19, no. 49, December 

1851, p. 385
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In the spring of 1858, Courbet showed three hunting scenes and The 

Grain Sifters in the Kunstverein in Frankfurt in Germany. In the autumn 

of 1858, he accepted an invitation to Frankfurt, where he was given a 

studio for six months and was invited to join a number of hunting parties. 

While in Frankfurt, he painted a large work, the Hunt Picnic, and started 

the trilogy of hunting scenes, which he finished in Omans for the 1861 

Salon. It would appear that Courbet was aware of the problems raised by 

his hunting scenes and animal pieces. Certainly, he wrote to Francis Wey 

(1812-82), a friend from his youth and a writer, giving a long explanation 

and an astonishing justification of the pictures with reference to British 

taste:

It even annoys me to appear at the Salon only in the categories of landscape 

and animals. I would have liked to have sent a figure painting, had I been 

able to obtain an extension, but the government did not allow it, and my 

thumb is the cause of it all. As it is absolutely necessary that I sell this year 

if I want to continue painting, I have had to send those paintings, and I 

would have sent even more if I had not broken my left thumb this winter, 

which prevented me from working for a month and a half.37

His ironic complaint about the government was only a reference to its 

setting 1 April 1861 as the submission date for the Salon.

The hunting trilogy met with a delighted reception from the public 

at the 1861 Salon. But Courbet’s attempts to induce the state to buy the 

Fighting Stags (pl. 7; fig. 14) for the Musee du Luxembourg and to be 

awarded the Legion d’Honneur failed, probably owing to opposition from 

Napoleon III. The award of the Rappel de 2e medaille seemed an insult 

to him, and the Emperor’s intervention an abuse of power.38 He was 

consoled by an official invitation to exhibit in Antwerp, expounding on 

this in detail in a letter to his father as compensation for the stupidities in 

Paris.39

Courbet wanted revenge on Napoleon III. In Saintonge, where he
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14 Gustave Courbet, Rutting in Spring, Fighting Stags (Le Rut du printemps, 

combat de Cerfs'), 1861, 355 x 507 cm, Musee d’Orsay, Paris

stayed in 1862/63, he switched from adaptation to provocation by means 

of a satire on the clergy, Le Retour de la conference {Returning from 

the Conference)^ In this large-format exhibition piece (240 x 300 cm), 

he painted a scandalous procession of bawling priests staggering home 

drunk with a donkey. Courbet intended the astonishing picture to cause a 

scandal at the 1863 Salon. Around the same time, he painted flower pieces 

as a means to make money, as he later painted numerous portraits and 

pictures of the sea at the seaside resort of Trouville.41 Returning from the 

Conference was not accepted for the official Salon. Courbet had made a 

tactical error. In December 1862, he had written to his parents:

I took advantage of all the delays to paint a picture for the upcoming 

Exhibition. [...] This painting is critical and comical in the highest degree. 

Everyone here is delighted with it. I won’t tell you what it is, I’ll show it 
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to you in Omans. It is almost finished. I hesitate whether to do others for 

the Exhibition because it is an opposition painting and because it is wasted 

effort to exhibit with the government, which is in opposition to me. If I paint 

other pictures they will refuse this one and accept the others [...].42

Nevertheless, instead of only sending the provocative painting, as he had 

originally intended, Courbet also sent a hunting scene, the Portrait of 

Mme. Laure Borreau, and a sculpture. These were all accepted. After the 

rejection of Returning from the Conference, Courbet said:

I had wanted to know the degree of liberty that our times allow us. I had 

submitted a painting of priests, very true to life, the Returning from a 

Conference. It corresponded rather well to the emperor’s insult of last year, 

and also to what is happening with the clergy. [...] I painted the picture 

so it would be refused. I have succeeded. That way it will bring me some 

43 
money.

In 1863, the Jury of the Salon rejected 2,783 works and provoked 

furious protests among the artists. In appeasement, the Emperor ordered 

the organization of a Salon des Refuses. Courbet hoped to show Returning 

from a Conference there, but it was also rejected by the Salon des Refuses, 

on moral grounds. It was, rather, another picture which created a scandal, 

Edouard Manet’s (1832-83) Dejeuner sur I ’herbe.^

Courbet tried in vain to persuade Champfleury to instigate a scandal 

in the press, but his friend refused because he thought the painting terrible. 

He found it regrettable that Courbet was allowing his feelings of rancor 

towards the government to spoil his painting. The painter, incensed, 

accused the writer of allowing himself to be bought by the government.45

Courbet found recourse in his old practice of exhibiting in his 

studio, and, according to his own statement, as always had a big influx 

of visitors.46 The artist found defenders of his satirical painting in Jules- 

Antoine Castagnary (1830-88), who thought it was evidence of artistic 
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freedom, and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809-65), who declared that 

the painter was an advocate of freedom of speech and of reason above 

religion: “When Courbet composed his painting, he did no more than 

make himself the interpreter of the law and of universal thought. His work 

ought to have a citizen’s right to exhibition, a right to the Academy and 

the Museum.”47 Courbet and Proudhon were close friends and convinced 

socialists, but believed in a peaceful revolution. After Proudhon’s death in 

January 1865, his treatise on the principle of art and its social destination 

was published in Paris, and Courbet exhibited a portrait of his friend with 

his wife and their two daughters in the Salon, a subject he repainted two 

years later.48

In 1864, Courbet’s Venus and Psyche was rejected by the Salon Jury, 

also on moral grounds, even though the art dealer Etienne Francois Haro 

(1827-97) had tried to exert his influence in its favor.49 For the same 

Salon of 1864, Henri Fantin-Latour (1836-1904) painted his Hommage 

a Delacroix (fig. 15), which was intended as a political demonstration for

15 Henri Fantin-Latour, Homage to Delacroix (Hommage a 

Delacroix'), 1864, oil on canvas, 160 x 250 cm, Musee d’Orsay, Paris
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contemporary art.50 It shows 10 painters, critics and writers assembled 

in two rows around a self-portrait by Eugene Delacroix, which is 

in a heavy gold frame.51 Fantin-Latour changed his original idea of 

crowning a bust of Delacroix with many figures, choosing instead this 

different composition. The selection of only 10 painters and writers 

was defended by Duranty (1833-80) in 1867: “Controversial artists pay 

homage to the memory of one of the greatest controversial artists of 

our time.”52 The painters Fantin-Latour depicted had all been rejected 

in 1863 and had exhibited in the Salon des Refuses. Fantin-Latour’s 

painting aroused great interest in the 1864 Salon, but his unimaginative 

composition and his choice of painters and writers were criticised. The 

artists and writers were held to be open or secret admirers of Courbet, 

and they were accused of misappropriating Delacroix as an apotheosis of 

realism.53

Again, Proudhon defended Courbet’s Venus and Psyche in a 

long discourse on prostitution in art, arguing that it was a satire on the 

repulsive aspects of the Second Empire. He concluded that the rejection 

of Courbet’s picture proved that “the art that used to be worshipped is 

now, if it pursues its rightful path, foredoomed to persecution. That has 

already started. True artists will be despised as enemies of form; they may 

be castigated for offending public morals and stirring up hatred.”54

One of the problems between painters, the public and the critics was 

the increasing violence of the period. Edouard Manet’s submissions to 

the Salon of 1865 and Emile Zola’s (1840-1902) early writings on Manet 

are also illuminating on the vicious mood that had developed between 

painters, the public and the critics. In the Salon, which was held in the 

Palais des Champs Elysees in Paris, Manet’s paintings Jesus Mocked 

by the Soldiers (fig. 16) and Olympia were hung one above the other. 

Yet both the public and the critics only noticed Manet’s modem Venus, 

the Olympia. They reacted angrily or with derision to what they rightly 

thought was a wooden and disproportioned figure, while ignoring the
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16 Edouard Manet, Jesus Mocked by the Soldiers (Jesus insulte 

pur les soldats), 1865, oil on canvas, 190.8 x 148.3 cm, The 

Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, III.

image of the suffering Christ.55 Charles Baudelaire’s (1821-67) irritated 

response to Manet’s complaints at the reaction in the 1865 Salon indicate 

that the writer thought the painter oversensitive, rather self-pitying and a 

bit naive.56

I believe that Manet represented himself in the figure of the mocked 

Christ, and we can recognize him in this role not only by the reddish beard 

but also by an etching of the seated Manet, which was made by his friend
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17 Edgar Degas, Edouard 

Manet Seated, Right Profile 

(Edouard Manet assis, tourne vers 

la droite), 1864, etching, 19.4 x 

12.9 cm

18 Gustave Courbet, The 

Sleepers (Le Sommeil), 1866, oil 

on canvas, 135 x 200 cm, Musee 

du Petit Palais, Paris
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Edgar Degas (1834-1917) in 1864 (fig. 17).57 Critics accused Manet 

of trying to gain attention and success by showing scandalous pictures. 

That might have been the case with Courbet’s calculated challenges, but 

it hardly applied to Manet, who was always surprised and wounded by 

laughter and public attack.58

At the 1866 Salon, Courbet exhibited a hunting scene and the great 

erotic nude Woman with a Parrot. To widespread surprise, Courbet’s 

works were shown by order of the Superintendent de Nieuwerkerke in the 

center of a wall facing visitors as they entered the main room from the 

vestibule. The general reaction was enthusiastic.59 Only the independent 

critic Theophile Thore-Burger (1807-69) exclaimed ironically: “Well, my 

dear Courbet, you are done for now, your good times are over! Here you 

are accepted, bemedalled, decorated, glorified, embalmed!”60 But when 

awards were ceremonially handed out on 14 August, Courbet received 

neither medal nor decoration, and the next day the painter started a long 

polemic beginning with a notice in the journal Le Monde il lustre6^

In the 1860s, Courbet produced a large number of paintings of nudes, 

which in 1882 Champfleury called “nudites elegantes a la Parisienne.”62 

The Sleepers (pl. 8; fig. 18) was commissioned by Khalil Bey (1831-79). 

Bey was a wealthy and cultivated Turkish diplomat who, by the time of 

his bankruptcy in 1868, had acquired more than 100 important paintings. 

He ordered erotic and voyeuristic works such as The Sleepers and the 

notorious Origin of the World from Courbet.63 The 1988 exhibition 

catalog of the Brooklyn Museum notes rightly a reservation about The 

Sleepers:

The term lesbian should perhaps be provided with quotation marks, insofar 

as we are dealing with images made by men, for men, and in which the very 

disposition of the women’s bodies declares that they are arranged more for 

the eyes of the viewer than for those of one another.64

This painting provoked a scandal only in 1872, when it was exhibited in 
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the window of an art dealer and Courbet was identified as responsible for 

the destruction of the Vendome column.65

In 1867, Courbet participated with four paintings at the World 

Exhibition in Paris which opened on 1 April. On 29 May, he opened a 

private exhibition where he showed a further 115 items. In a long letter to 

Alfred Bruyas about this exhibition, he wrote:

I have had a cathedral built in the most beautiful spot that exists in Europe, 

by the Alma bridge, with limitless horizons, on the banks of the Seine and in 

the heart of Paris. And I have astounded the whole world.66

The exhibition was not a full success, however, as visitors were not 

numerous and the press paid little attention to Courbet, except for the 

cartoonists, who never forgot him.67 But Courbet had found an important 

imitator in Edouard Manet, who similarly organized a private exhibition 

at the Place de 1’Alma. Manet had decided to hold his own exhibition to 

avoid the selection committee.68 In the foreword to his catalog, Manet 

describes his confrontation with the authorities, the critics and the public 

as a battle. He declared: “Exhibiting is an existential affair, the sine qua 

non for the artist.”69 He was not merely referring to the financial necessity 

but also stating clearly and unequivocally that exhibiting pictures was 

essential for producing art and for maintaining the artist’s self-confidence. 

An artist without the means of exhibiting was shut in, imprisoned in 

Manet’s view; he was a troglodyte, and his creativity would inevitably dry 

up. If an artist could exhibit, he could defend himself against attack. This 

is an intelligent legitimization of the artist on show.

What is disturbing about Courbet’s works and his attitude as an 

artist, however, is that he was obsessed with exhibitions and public 

success, and fascinated by making money, while consistently defining 

the artist as outside the state. At the same time, he insisted on his right 

to all the means of the state. He wanted to turn things upside down, to 

cause scandals and to arouse opposition, while taking every opportunity 
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to exploit his customers and buyers, and to accommodate public taste. In 

the catalog of his one-man show during the World Exhibition in 1867 in 

Paris, he offered to make replicas of his paintings in any size requested.70 

It is evident that, as a producer of pictures, Courbet distinguished 

between different categories of his work, depending on their destination. 

Provocative and demanding works were for exhibition and public 

display, and they were intended to garner the artist honors, followers 

and awards. Other works were simply pot boilers, intended to make 

money. Courbet justified this by arguing that the second category gave 

him the freedom and independence he needed so as to execute the first 

category.71
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