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ABSTRACT

RENOIR: THE SUCCESS AND FAILURE
OF HIS CLIMB TO FAME

By

Elizabeth Anne King

Pierre Auguste Renoir, who today is much admired and
revered in our society, is known for his depictions of the
human element in his vast legacy of approximately 4,000
paintings and for his contributions to the movement of
impressionism, an ideology in art committed to the study
of the effects of light on objects in the surrounding
environment. A number of his works are poignant, spectacular
and moving; without a doubt, the history of art would
experience a grave vacuum should certain of his paintings,

in particular, Au Moulin de la Galette, never have been

created. Yet few of his paintings do in fact reflect the
goals of impressionism; his oeuvre is uneven in quality; and
the vast majority of his paintings are portraits or nudes,
both of which, unconcerned with ideals, are intended to

sell. Why, then, should such a talented artist, noticeably
outstanding in his handling of paint, colour and composition,
and obviously a dedicated, hard-working man, have produced

so few truly great works of art? To get at an answer, it

is necessary to look at surrounding factors. Hence, this
thesis is an examination of the background of Renoir, the

conditions in nineteenth century France which influenced



his life, the prevalent conceptions of art, the motivational
forces directing this artist, and their resultant impact

upon his work.



Figure 1. Photograph of Pierre Auguste Renoir, 1861
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PART I: INTRODUCTION



PART I: INTRODUCTION

The twentieth century of the Western World is built
upon dreams of hope and opportunity. Through application
and intellect, a person can improve his or her position
in l1ife. During previous centuries, for the most part,
the occupation and status of a man or woman would have been
determined by that of his or her parents at birth. 1In
France one hundred years ago, with few exceptions, upward
mobility was almost impossible and one's station in life
was fairly rigidly fixed. To acquire and maintain a
position of wealth, one needed money either to school one's
self, to buy land, or to purchase and maintain a business.
It was a rare exception for someone who "beat the system"
to increase his wealth from little or nothing. Even if
one's wealth was increased, it was rare for a person to
be accepted into the social class of a bourgeois, let alone
"la haute" of France. Pierre-Auguste Renoir was a man who
defied all odds and shattered all molds by breaking free
of his low social status and circulating within higher
echelons. Renoir was a poor man who "made it big".

Today many writers regard Renoir as a revolutionary
who dared to go against the grain and who rose above the

1



tide of customs which governed taste. Stylistically, his
art stood as an alternative to tiers upon tiers of placid
paintings which covered the Salon walls. His acts stood

as a challenge to the very idea of Salon showings in that

he chose to include his paintings in a group show of
independent artists instead of the conservative Salon, as
though he were a belligerant, childish artist thumbing his
nose at the establishment. But was Renoir a veritable
revolutionary? If so, to what degree? Was not the upper
crust, amongst whom he circulated, conservative? Was it

not in their best interest to maintain their status quo

by upholding the checks and balances which kept the lower
class in their place? How amused would they be by a radical
who defied the system which they had worked for and believed
in? Quotes attributed to Renoir contradict all that we

tend to associate with him: he himself would have denied
the revolutionary label.

On the contrary, according to Jean, his son, Renoir's
favorite and oft-repeated theory was that of the "cork":
"'One is merely a cork....You must let yourself go along
in 1ife like a cork in the current of a stream.'" (1) Jean
questioned him about his association with the "Impressionist
revolution”, but was promptly informed that, on the contrary
and in keeping with the "cork" theory, Renoir believed
himself simply to have followed the path of those who had

worked before him. Jean recounts the words of his father:



"'You go along with the current...Those who want to go
against it are either lunatics or conceited; or what is
worse, 'destroyers.'"(2) Renoir elaborated: "'When I
painted in light tones I was not being revolutionary, I
was being the 'cork.''"(3)

But if Renoir was not a radical, what, then, was he?
At that, was not impressionism, with whom Renoir was then
and still is today closely associated, in itself
revolutionary? Was not the creative process radical and
out-of-step when measured, inch by inch, against the typical
Salon canvas? Was not the unity of the impressionist group
on the issue of rejecting the staid, static Salon
exhibitions indicative of a defiant, maverick temperament
out to turn society upside down and push it forward at
whatever the cost? By virtue of association, was not Renoir
a part of the thinking and decision-making which made
impressionism what it is?

Renoir today is perhaps the best known of the
impressionists among the public at large. What is
impressionism? What credence did Renoir place in the
movement? To what degree was he instrumental in its outset
and evolution? How significant was Renoir's contribution
to the movement? How revolutionary were his works, and
how did they fit in with the art of Paris at the time?
These are questions which shall be broached in this thesis

to help put Renoir and his contributions into perspective.



BACKGROUND

Those familiar with books on Renoir are aware of his
rags-to-riches tale. Of humble origin, he was born on
February 25, 1841, the son of a tailor in Limoges, France
and was the fourth of five children. The family moved to
Paris in 1845 when Renoir was four years old.(4) Money
gave a person options and Renoir, being poor, was without
those options. When Renoir was thirteen years old, his
father was unable to pay for additional schooling. Had
he continued the academic route, his father would have
needed money for the boy's training in high school and
university, should Renoir demonstrate aptitude and gain
entrance. Renoir had two major talemnts: he could sing and
he could draw. He was encouraged to become a baritone opera
singer by Gounod, the choirmaster of his church, but as
an occupation, this was dubious. Had a person desired a
sampling of poverty at its most debilitating, this as a
career would have offered more than ample flavour. Renoir,
as a singer, could have been as poor as a church mouse.
On the other hand, art could be lucrative. Most if not
all decoration at the time was painted by hand, there was
a market demand for decorated objects, and one could support
oneself with wages drawn from the activity. Renoir was,
hence, placed by his father into an apprenticeship program
as a porcelain painter. He made his debut by decorating

the borders of dessert plates with garlands, arabesques



and flowers, and later, he progressed to embellishing the
center of plates with depictions of Marie Antoinette
profiles, which were lucrative. Paid by the piece, Renoir
received two sous for a dessert plate and '"three sous for
Marie Antoinette in profile".(5) He was offered, according
to Jean Renoir, "the exorbitant salary of twenty francs

a month" but his sister made him turn it down and accept
only a salary by the piece.(6) According to the biographer
Vollard, Renoir earned a salary of six francs per day when
painting porcelain.(7) The point is, from an early age,
Renoir had to earn a living.

Porcelain painting is said to have made its mark in
Renoir's work as an artist. This can be seen both in his
treatment of the painted surface and in his work ethic.

As pointed out by the author Pool, "it has often been
suggested that this early experience fostered in him a
precise use of the brush, a delicate touch and an
appreciation of the effect of bright colours on a smooth
white ground. Renoir always retained a technical brilliance
in his handling of surface and texture; moreover, dark
shadows and rich impastos cannot be achieved on porcelain.
He often spoke of painting as a handicraft, observing that
good craftsmen are needed to do it well and that the
disappearance of the old apprenticeship system was by no
means an artistic gain."(8)

In addition, Renoir learned at an early age that



aesthetics were inextricably bound with money. Permission
to depict Marie Antoinette profiles was granted only to
those who showed the ability to handle the exercise. 1In
other words, these had to be accomplished and flattering
enough to sell. Renoir's position and success were
contingent upon his ability to create attractive depictions
of people.

Renoir was geared into a career as a porcelain painter
and regarded it as his position for life. However, he ran
into a snag. Mechanization made inroads into pottery and
pre-printed designs replaced the hand craftsman. Renoir's
employer was driven out of business in 1858 (9) and Renoir
was out of a job. Vollard stated that Renoir was seventeen
at this time and had worked as a porcelain painter for four
years.(10)

Renoir tried various solutions to re-establish himself
in the career as a porcelain painter, but to no avail.

The buying public preferred the evenness of mechanically
printed designs over and above the range in quality of hand
painting. Still an adolescent, Renoir was forced to seek
an alternate career. He turned to mural and fan painting,
then later depicted religious scenes on blinds for
missionaries in Africa under the employment of M. Gilbert.
In each case, he worked for an employer who paid him by

the piece or square footage.

The "crisis in career" turned out to be fortuitous.



In the long run, the challenge of adapting to new conditions
and a new repertoire of images paid off, not merely in his
resultant gain in versatility. Perhaps due to the incentive
of piecework, Renoir had learned to work quickly and to

take shortcuts. This became his major strength,
particularly when he painted religious scenes. The work
entailed the transfer of designs onto blinds. Renoir's
predecessor had approached the chore by meticulously
squaring off the material to be painted, drawing the
outlines of the scene, square by square, onto the blinds,
then painting within the outlines. Renoir shortened these
steps by eliminating the squares completely and sighting

the design directly onto the blinds. Renoir was able to
paint a number of blinds to his predecessor's one, and as

a result made, in proportion, more money.

THE CONDITIONS
Money gave Renoir options which he never before had
had. He was encouraged by his lifelong friend Laporte to
elevate his position in life by becoming an artist. He
could redirect his profits into formal training by entering

the Ecole des Beaux Arts. Laporte was aware of an atelier

instructed by Gleyre whose fees were low and covered only
the cost of the studio rent and model. The risk was high

but so were the stakes. He could submit to the Salon, do



portraits and cultivate a moneyed clientele who, when he
made a name for himself, would pay him upwards of 1,000
francs per painting instead of the paltry sum he received
for his piecework. He would be self-employed instead of
under the thumb of an employer. He would be a man of
letters rather than a plebian. He would be in a position
to generate and sell "high art" which could command a high
market value once his name became familiar on the tongue
of the bourgeois Parisian. Be his occupation the
reproduction of religious scenes as an artisan or the
orchestration of masterpieces in the guise of an artist,
Renoir nevertheless was dealing with visual images, and
both were work. The latter role, however, might be more
gratifying in the long run. Renoir, at the bottom looking
up, had nothing to lose.

Should this endeavour prove unprofitable, Renoir could
always return to work as an artisan with full confidence
in his ability to find a comfortable job ana earn a living.
To his last days, Renoir never lost sight of the idea that
art was an occupation. He started work as early as 8:00
a.m. (11) and kept at it throughout the day, taking only
a few breaks, then stopped "as soon as it grew dark."(12)
However, before practicing Academic art, Renoir first needed
to acquire both an approach and knowledge of the medium;
these fundamentals he could attain through the schooling

system.



An aspiring student need not enter the Academic system
to achieve the goal of professional artist. Well-known
options, distinct from the official system, included the

Academie Suisse and the Academie Julienne where, for a small

fee used to cover rent and the cost of a model, artists
worked together. However, to Renoir, the best and most
legitimate means to becoming an artist was the official
Academy. Clearly demarcated to all who had the time,
talent, inclination, perseverance and money, its structure
assured security, if not fame, to all who succeeded within
it.

To train artists in the fundamentals in painting, the
Academy had sanctioned two complementary forms of
instruction, the first of which was administered at the

ﬁcole des Beaux Arts, and the second, at the studio of a

recognized Academician. A student entered the ﬁgglg and,
following a proscribed series of steps, copied drawings,
progressed to studies of plaster casts of classical
sculpture, then worked from a living human model.(13) Upon
completion of the égglg, or while still in attendance, a
student then joined the atelier of a recognized Academician
to whom he paid a monthly fee.(14) 1In this purlieu the
student would paint from available plaster casts or the
living model and an Academician would come around once or
twice a week to give critiques. The atelier of an Academic

painter, although a sanctioned part of the Academic training
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program, was distinct from the égglg.

Such routes were not open to anyone: a ceiling was
placed on the number of students admitted to the égglg.
Applicants were required to submit to and pass an entrance
examination. The age of entrants into the Egglg ranged
at least from fifteen to twenty-seven.(15) Admitted
students who created the best works during the year were
rewarded with medals; those who did not "were required to
keep on taking the annual examinations."(16)

Within the structure of the ﬁgglg a student could vie
for the annual medals and awards offered. The culminating
and most prestigious award within this educational system

was the Grand Prix de Rome.(17) On average, one student

was awarded this coveted prize per year, although
occasionally no awards were given, and sometimes multiple
awards were made.(18)

The Grand Prix de Rome had a number of advantages.

Aided by a generous scholarship which covered most of the
recipient's expenses, including food, lodging and medical
care, a student was sent by the igglg to study for four
years at the French Academy in Rome.(19) Furthermore, funds
were provided to support their study for additional years
after the student's return to Paris.(20) The age of

recipients of the Prix de Rome, on the whole, ranged between

twenty-five and thirty. The age limit of eligible winners

was thirty; in late 1863 this was reduced to twenty-five.
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Publicity meted out to award recipients gave them direly
needed recognition when they joined the throngs of artists
who met the public.

The Ecole des Beaux Arts was not the be-all to end-all

in the life of an artist; it simply helped an aspiring youth
get his feet off the ground. Winners of awards benefitted
most from the system due to publicity which aided their
establishment of a clientele and, in turn, income. The
ggglg also served a practical purpose. When artists ground
their own paints, they needed guidance in discovering what
minerals and ores were stable and could be used in
combination to ensure permanence. However, with the advent
during the 1830's of oil paint in tubes, (21) instruction
from the Ecole in this vein became phased out. Manufacture
of oil paint in tubes, ironically, was no guarantee of the
medium's stability.

The next step in the career of an artist was the
establishment of ties with the public. To live, the artist
needed to sell his work. The Salon, established by the
Academy, acted as a liason between the artist and the public
who admired and purchased art. On an annual basis, in late
March or early April, artists, usually no younger thamn the
age of twenty, (22) submitted in general from one to three
canvases to the Salon. As early as 1791 anyone could

enter; they need not go through the Ecole des Beaux Arts

to receive this privilege. A jury, dominated by members
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of the Academy, was elected to select works which would
be admitted. Having gone through the égglg regime and,
consequently, being moulded by its doctrine, the judgements
of the jury tended to perpetuate the status quo. After
having viewed as many as 5,000 paintings, the jury then
authorized the placement of the chosen works on the walls
of the Palace of Industry--the equivalent of Britain's
Crystal Palace--by a hanging committee.

The Salon established its own built-in merit system
which rewarded the signal success of artists who created
oil paintings of outstanding worth (Appendix A). This was
distinct from the ggglg, which had its own system of awards,
mentioned earlier. All artists who had previously won a
Salon medal were automatically granted the privilege, called

hors concours, of by-passing the jury and exhibiting on

the Salon walls. Awards themselves, coupled with generous
gifts of money, were classified as first-, second- and
third-class medals. A number of artists could win medals
within each one of these categories. These were capped

by one single, highly esteemed Medal of Honour which
originated in 1853.(23) Medals called the attention of
patrons to particular artists; while mere entrance into

the Salon provided the skeletal basis of public exposure.
Medals could lead to government purchases, state commissions
and publicity, in addition to aiding the foundation of a

regular clientele.
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The Salon did not mark the end of the road to official
recognition. Two concomitant societies, prevalent as
adjuncts to the system of merits and honours bestowed upon
artists, were indirectly connected with the Salon. The
penultimate laureate was the Legion of Honour, with which
an artist was decorated and to which he automatically became
a member. Artists were singled out and conferred this
distinction later in their lives after they had contributed
a recognizably salient body of work to the whole of
contemporary French art.

The ultimate token of esteem was election to the
Academy. This glory, like the Legion of Honour, generally
was conferred later in an artist's life, and membership
was permanent. An artist was voted in by the members of
the Academy when a "chair" opened; in short, when one of
its members died. Admission in great measure was
exclusive., Forty artists were permitted to join the
Academy; of these, fourteen seats were reserved for
painters.(24) The average age of entrants was fifty-three
in the nineteenth century.(25) As can be seen from the
foregoing survey, the system, as complicated as it was,
provided a range of significant rewards, spaced out along
the career of an artist, which assured both his fame, if
earned, and the system's growth. There were many examples
of painters who had used the system to advantage and became,

as a result, rich; hence, a career in art was most
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attractive to one with talent.

STAGE ONE: EDUCATION
Thus was the system available to Renoir when he chose
to become an artist. Renoir wrote the entrance examination

to the Ecole des Beaux Arts and placed sixty-eighth on a

list of eighty.(26) 1In 1862 Renoir attended evening classes

at the Ecole des Beaux Arts under Signol.(27) Further

evaluations of the influence of Signol and the Ecole des
Beaux Arts on Renoir have yet to be established.

Renoir also attended the atelier of Gleyre, the Swiss
artist who, according to the author Boime, was not an
Academician,(28) but was respected. Because his own youth
had been beset with the struggle of scraping together 25
or 30 francs to meet the consulting fees of his own master,
Gleyre was sympathetic toward students of limited financial
means. Thus, he kept his own atelier fees low,(29) charging
in the early 1860's 10 francs per month to cover the cost
of rent and the model's wage.(30)

The advantage of entering Gleyre's atelier was not
strictly pecuniary. His instruction was recommended to
many new students by their senior peers perhaps because,
in the words of Boime, "in the period just prior to the
Reforms of 1863, his was the most promising of the important

ateliers, and perhaps one of the last maintaining the old
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tradition".(31) Because Gleyre had inherited it from the
respected artist, Delaroche and its lineage went back to
the highly revered painter, J.-L. David, it had a great
tradition of respectability. Gleyre encouraged original
thinking in art, drawing from memory, landscape painting
in open air, drawing, composition, and copying of the great
colourists in the Louvre.(32) Gleyre's atelier is
significant because it was in this environ where Renoir
met his closest friends and colleagues, namely, Monet,
Bazille and Sisley, all of whom contributed to the
development of impressionism.

One can surmise that Renoir was well indoctrinated
by Academic training and placed full credence in its
benefits. Renoir regarded himself as a serious student,
and became upset when the atelier closed due to Gleyre's
poor health and unstable financial condition.(33) Renoir,
while in attendance, wrote all of the exams, beginning in
April, 1862 when he was admitted and ending in April, 1864,
during the closing days of Gleyre's studio.(34)

When the Reform of 1863 lowered the age limit of the

contestants in the Prix de Rome competition from thirty

to twenty-five, this affected a number of students who were
presently attending the égglg. Those vying for this coveted
award but who had reached the age of twenty-five were
automatically struck off the list of potential candidates.

Sisley, two years older than Renoir, became a part of this
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category in 1864, one year after its enactment, and, with
understandable consternation, signed a petition which
fulminated against it. Renoir did not sign. It seems
doubtful that Renoir ever held hopes of winning it himself,
even though one of his major competitors, albeit a close
friend, was put out of action.

I1f Renoir had harboured no hopes of winning the Prix
de Rome, such a petition would have been meaningless to
him. Renoir felt strong aversion to being associated with
anything which remotely resembled the notion of radical,
and not without good cause. His career depended upon
acceptance by society. Should his actions affront anyone,
he would risk losing his own credibility and, subsequently,
his potential to earn a living. Furthermore, he endorsed
the Academic system. Without it, he would have experienced
great difficulty in closing the gap between the tools and
knowhow of an artisan and those of a great painter.

An unanswered question is, had the Academic system
been of such great import to Renoir, why did he not simply
switch to another studio after Gleyre's atelier had closed?
Peer pressure cannot be undermined: none of his colleagues
selected this route. Moreover, cost was a major factor.
Renoir could afford Gleyre's atelier, but his resources
might easily have been stretched thin if not totally
depleted under the pressure of paying consulting fees over

and above the basic costs of the model and rent. Moreover,
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there might have been little advantage. Renoir might have
felt secure enough to strike out on his own, given his
background and training under Gleyre. The benefit of
joining another atelier would arise only if Renoir were

vying for the Prix de Rome. But the problems associated

with doing so would have been insurmountable. Within one
year Renoir would need to win the confidence and support
of a new instructor who already would have selected his
star pupils. In addition, Renoir would need to usurp not
only these satellites but also those of other Academicians
in other studios, all within a span of two years. Renoir
had not received the backing for this award from Gleyre,
let alone even hoping to win the confidence of other
Academicians under new conditions. However, another route
to success open to him was the Salon, within which Couture
and Gerome had both won their glory without first winning

the Prix de Rome. Thus, the stage was set for Renoir's

entrance into the world of art, competitions, Salon shows

and patrons.

STAGE TWO: THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A CAREER AS AN ARTIST
The ground was laid for the second stage in Renoir's career
as a professional artist: he needed to cultivate sources
of income. To effectuate this, Renoir chose three courses

of action: he exhibited in the annual Salon shows, he made



18

new contacts, and he maintained close ties with his

friends. Eager of necessity, Renoir entered his works in
the Salon of 1864, the year in which Gleyre had closed his
studio. Renoir submitted one painting, Esmeralda Dancing
with her Goat, a theme selected from a contemporary novel,

The Hunchback of Notre Dame, by Victor Hugo. Renoir's work

was accepted by the jury. The significance is, Renoir
learned not only that his paintings could be accepted in
Salon corridors but, moreover, they could attract the
interest of potential clients. When the Salon had ended,

a patron who wanted to buy Esmeralda Dancing with her Goat

approached Renoir. Unfortunately, following a conversation
with the Barbizon artist Diaz in the Forest of
Fontainebleau, Renoir had destroyed this work, believing
that it contained too many blacks; thus, it no longer was
available for the walls of the art aficionado.

Cracks were prevalent in the Academy and Salon systems
which created hardships for artists who hoped to build
careers in art., A wide gulf separated expectations from
reality. The Academy was built on the premise that art
is a respectable profession for a learned man who should
enjoy the same economic and social status as that of a man
of letters; specifically, an artist expected to be a
bourgeois. However, the Salon itself was overloaded with
artists whose abilities ranged from exceptional to

mediocre. Wide differences in ability among artists, or
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people in any field for that matter, obviously is a fact

of life. Well-planned organizations would accommodate these
variations and bring out the best in all people. However,
in this sense, the design of the Salon was a failure.
Artists of humble talents were pitted against those with
multiple gifts in one great competition which had one set

of expectations regarding what artists should produce, and
little room for divergence. This affected all artists,
including Renoir. Reasons for this situation had to do

with the historical background of the Royal Academy.

When the Royal Academy first became an official
organization in 1648,(35) it developed alongside artists'
guilds, an older, well-established mediaeval system of
services in the visual arts. Both the Royal Academy and
the guilds shared rigid views on what constitutes art.
However, each had distinct structures, objectives and, to
a certain extent, audiences. Guilds were equipped to employ
wide ranges in artistic abilities: those of exceptional
talents were trained to co-ordinate and conduct challenging
projects in painting and sculpture, whereas artists with
lesser abilities were channelled into the crafts. On the
other hand, the Royal Academy was designed to cater
specifically to the interests of the elite.(36) During
the seventeenth century the Royal Academy rose in power
and soon dominated the guilds, which were finally

extinguished in the French Revolution when the last of their
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members, the Guild of St.-Luc, was destroyed.(37) 1In its
inception, the Royal Academy did not have to deal with
mediocre artists, for those with lesser abilities could
be sent to a guild to learn a trade. Without this as an
alternative, mediocre artists, who now had only the Royal
Academy to look to, became an integral part, if not the
Achilles' heel, of the system.(38)

In combination with the decree which allowed anyone
to submit work to the Salon jury, Paris became flooded with
more artists and more paintings than the market could
handle. Because there was a great variance in the degree
of talent possessed by the artists themselves, similarly,
the quality of their overall body of work ranged. As a
result, the best in art became watered down by the worst.
Buyers of art had much to choose from and, consequently,
upcoming artists experienced great difficulty: most found
their works obscured among the hoards of exhibits which
covered the Salon walls. Although nascent artists expected
to enjoy the status and income of a bourgeois, much time
was needed to build up a clientele who supplied a stable,
substantial income. 1In the interim, these artists were
faced with the financial burden of middle-class rents and
family responsibilities.(39)

A new, upcoming artist would feel lost and hopeless
being one of 3,000 entrants into the Salon. Should the

artist be admitted, usually he was represented by only one
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or two paintings displayed amid a sea of approximately 2,000
that filled the Salon walls. Although admission itself
marked a8 modicum of success, it could be undermined when

an artist saw his work "skied" near the rafters on the high
walls, so that a patron, not wishing to stand back or strain
his neck muscles, could easily overlook the work. The room
in which it was hung also mattered: an artist usually was
assured of greater success if his painting was placed near
the entrance to the Salon and greeted the throngs of art
lovers. However, should a painting be obscured among the
multitudes of works which embraced the walls of remote
rooms, it could be overlooked by prospective patrons. Many
bourgeois parents discouraged their sons from pursuing this
vocation because it contained the element of risk: an artist
could fail to draw an income and, draining his parents'
resources and his inheritance, a life of poverty could lie
in wait. As pointed out by the authors White and White,

an artist could lose his bourgeois status.(40)

Implications of rejection were numerous. Should an
artist be excluded from a Salon showing, he would be forced
to wait one year for the next exhibition. It thwarted
access to public exposure, the artist's major contact with
potential clientele. Moreover, art not endorsed by the
Salon was usually refused by dealers and, on the whole,
turned down by buying customers. Purchasers were known

to return paintings which they had bought and to ask for
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their money back should the artist have been refused that
year at the Salon, as had happened to Jongkind, a colleague
of the impressionists.(41) People did not necessarily assert
their own taste, judgement and discretion, but rather let
Salon juries set the pace.

To survive, Renoir needed to submit his work to the
Salon and to build up his contacts. Renoir approached the
Salon by creating paintings which would win Academic
approval. Renoir's contributions to the Salon ranged from
the years 1864 to 1890 inclusive, by which time he was well
established. Work created by Renoir for this express
purpose will be analyzed at a later point.

Early in his career, Renoir fortuitously befriended
Jules Le Coeur, whose family became important to his
career. Renoir's ties with this man, beyond friendship,
were somewhat complex. The two companions courted sisters,
Clémence and Lise Tréhot, the latter of whom was Renoir's
girlfriend approximately between 1866 and 1872. Jules Le
Coeur, eight years older than Renoir, was an architect
turned painter. Douglas Cooper speculates that Renoir and
Jules might have met as early as 1862 or 1863 at the ggglg

des Beaux Arts when the latter "was engaged in supervising

the reconstruction" of the institution.(42) That they knew
each other in 1865 is recorded in a letter by Jules.(43)
However, according to Cooper, their friendship lasted only

for a few short years and Renoir instead developed closer
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ties with other members of the Le Coeur family, in
particular Charles, the brother of Jules.

The Le Coeur family was significant in the career of
Renoir because they became his first major patron. Renoir
was Introduced to and accepted by this prosperous family
as early as 1865 (44) and retained ties with them until
1874. 1In 1866 Renoir, who had a knack for winning the
confidence of the head of a family first and then
progressing to other members, initiated a series of
portraits of the Le Coeurs. Beginning sensibly with the
widowed mother of Jules and Charles, viz., Mme. Joseph Le
Coeur (1866, Figure 2), Renoir extended his portraits to
include the rest of the immediate family and, if married,
their spouses. Few settings could be more glamourous for
several of these sittings than the cosmic garden of
Mme. Joseph Le Coeur's elegant home, a "late
eighteenth-century pavillon on the edge of Paris, which
had once been given by Napoleon to Massena in recognition
of his military victories."(45)

The occupations of Renoir and Charles Le Coeur
complemented one another and, moreover, greatly benefitted
Renoir. An architect, Charles gave Renoir a golden
opportunity. Privately commissioned, Charles was
responsible for the design and construction of "an hotel
particulier at 22 Avenue de Latour-Maubourg which was being

built for the Prince Georges Bibesco. As part of the
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Figure 2.

Mme. Joseph Le Coeur,
1866.

decoration of this héigl he commissioned Renoir to paint
two ceilings.”"(46) Work on this commission was carried
out during the early part of 1868, according to a letter
written by Jules,(47) who had enquired about Renoir's
progress. Drawings of the decoration which survive reflect,
in one, the influence of Fragonard and, in the other, the
influence of Tiepolo (48) (Figure 3).

Thus the Le Coeur family, the first and most important
contact in Renoir's early career, could have opened

additional doors had not a disgraceful incident occurred
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Figure 3. Féte Champetre (ceiling decoration), 1868.

in 1874. Renoir, who had become a friend of the family,
watched Marie, the young daughter of Charles and Marie (née
Marie Charpentier) Le Coeur, grow from a child of seven
and blossom into a young lady of sixteen, a marriageable
age. Aside from basic attraction, Renoir, advancing in
years, would benefit financially from strengthened ties
with this family. They were rich; he was not. The author
Douglas Cooper records the unfortunate episode in this
fashion: "Renoir, so family tradition relates, made
overtures to Marie Le Coeur, then aged sixteen, writing
her a billet which was read by Jules. The latter promptly
informed his brother Charles, as a result of which Renoir

was banished from the Le Coeur circle for ever."(49)
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It appears, after Renoir was cut off from the Le Coeur
family, that his social interaction with Prince Bibesco
also came to an end, such as it may have been. Although
much ink has been spilt on Renoir's friendship with the
Prince, their ties must be regarded as indirect and
primarily related to work: Charles as an architect and
Renoir as an artist. Thus, Renoir, 33, once again was
floating in his career without promise of future patrons,
but with one difference: ten years had passed since his
departure from Gleyre's atelier.

Although the incident with the Le Coeur family did
coincide with Renoir's involvement with the first
impressionist group exhibition in 1874, it did not determine
his decision to participate actively in the development
of impressionist shows and policy-making of the group.

The inspiration for an independent artistic exhibition can
be traced back to the Paris World Fair of 1855 when the
artist Gustave Courbet displayed his own works in the
Pavilion of Realism. Because his paintings had been
excluded from the official art exhibition, he decided, as
an alternative, to build, at his own expense, his own
exhibition quarters and to hold his own show.(50) Manet
adopted Courbet's practice when, during the Paris World
Fair of 1867, both artists displayed their works
independently in individual pavilions.(51) During this

same year, Bazille had suggested that he and his friends
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hold their own independent exhibition, but this idea was
taken seriously only six years later, in 1873. Several
months had yet to pass before the Le Coeur incident would
occur. Hence, Renoir's agreement to exhibit with his
friends in an independent group show was unrelated to the
Le Coeur incident. Rather, feeling restricted by the
limited number of opportunities to build a clientele through
the Salon, Renoir hoped that an independent exhibition would
draw patrons and provide a smaller, more intimate
environment where his works could easily be seen,
appreciated and sold.

The decision to participate in the organization of
an independent group show came not during a period of
depression and failure, but rather in the wake of moderate
success. Renoir had had in his pocket at this time the
patronage of the Le Coeurs, Captain Darras (during the
Franco-Prussian War) and Prince Bibesco. Moreover, Paul
Durand-Ruel had been introduced to Renoir in 1872 and, by
1873, supported his work. Although short-lived, Durand-
Ruel had paid at this point more than the market value for
the works of Renoir and his friends in hopes of attaining
a monopoly on these artists and their depictions of
landscapes. In 1873, following a number of purchases made
by this dealer, Renoir was able to rent a large studio on
rue St. Georges in Paris.(52)

And yet, Renoir did not have a sharp ken for value.
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Figure

4. Pont des Arts, 1867.

Earlier, when Renoir did piecework, the number of francs

attached to
to Monet in
vicinity of
Antoinette,
and lawyers

each.(53)

one item was small. One can compare Renoir
this respect. When Renoir was earning in the
three to eight sous for a profile of Marie
Monet was selling his caricatures of teachers

in his home town of Le Havre for twenty francs

Similarly in 1872, when Renoir received two

hundred francs for Pont des Arts (1867, Figure 4) from

Durand-Ruel,

(54) Monet was receiving three hundred francs

for each of his paintings from the same dealer during the

same year in London.(55)

Paul Durand-Ruel supported landscape painters. His

father had initiated this trend by handling canvases of
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the Barbizon painters, all of whom Renoir and his friends
were either aware of or personally acquainted with from
their expeditions to the Forest of Fontainebleau.
Durand-Ruel continued the practice of his father, but more
aggressively when he added Renoir, Monet, Sisley and
Pissarro to his repertoire of landscape painters. Of his
close colleagues, Renoir was the only artist who was not
fully ensconced in landscapes as a subject matter. Instead,
at this time, his work was distributed among Academic
styles, portraits, landscapes, rococo styles, classical
themes and romantic styles. Despite this range, it seems
fitting that Durand-Ruel's first purchase from Renoir was
a landscape, given the dealer's ostensible wish to make

a name for himself as the major retailer of this metier

in Paris.

Holding a monopoly on specific artists had distinct
advantage. Once a demand for these artists was created,
Durand-Ruel could create a bull market by causing the value
of their works to artificially rise and fall. Rises could
be instigated by withholding all with the exception of
select works from the market, whereas falls would be
generated by flooding the market, a strategy which could
be most useful when the competition tried to handle the
works of these artists. If the competition held no
paintings by the artists who received support from

Durand-Ruel, the latter could display in his shop one or
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two examples of their oeuvre. This would leave a patron
with the desired impression that such paintings were hard
to come by, and hence, valuable. The prices of individual
works by these artists could then rise and the dealer, in
turn, could reap higher profits., However, if the
competition, seeing the prices rise, decided to capitalize
on this and handle the oeuvre of the same artists,
Durand-Ruel could retaliate by pulling out from storage
his stockpile of their work and use these to flood the
market. Prices would drop, and as a result, the competition
would be forced to sell low. Had the competition bought
high with hopes of selling even higher, he could face the
loss of much money and even go out of business.(56)

Over and above the support of patrons and, in
particular Durand-Ruel, Renoir had in his background a
history of submitting to the annual juried Salons (Appendix
B). Before his decision to join his friends in an
independent group show, Renoir had entered his works in
all of the nine Salons held between 1864 and 1873 inclusive
(the Salon of 1871 was cancelled due to the Franco-Prussian
War). Renoir was admitted to five of these Salons, namely,
during the years 1864, 1865 and 1868-70 inclusive. Renoir
was excluded from the Salons of 1866, 1867, 1872 and 1873,
although during the latter year he was included in an
exhibition of rejected artists. Of the seven accepted

paintings, two were classical, one was a landscape, three
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Figure 5. Woman of Algiers, 1870

were portraits and one was in the mode of Delacroix (Woman
of Algiers, 1870, Figure 5). Of the Classical paintings,

one, Bather with a Griffon, was distinctly a contemporary

portrait of Lise Tréhot. Of the four rejected paintings,
each fell into one of the four aforementioned categories,
such as Diana which was executed in the classical mode
(Figure 6). By virtue of his desultory approach, was Renoir
seeking a "key" to what the jury would like, or had he yet
to find his own element?

Quite often writings underliﬁe the poor treatment of
the impressionists by the established Academy and the lack
of recognition of their ability on the part of the Salon.

Renoir himself complained of these express points when he
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Figure 6.

Diana, 1867.

discussed his early years.(57) It should be pointed out
that all of the works submitted to the Salon by Renoir,
with the exception of three paintings, were done according
to academic standards. Renoir's "genius" could not be
discerned if he did not show it. Moreover, the two
paintings created with a style which reflected later trends
in impressionism, viz., an interest in light, vibrant
colours and loose brushwork, were both accepted by the

jury. These paintings, titled Lise with a Parasol (1868,
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Figure 7) and Summer (1869, Figure 8) were exhibited in

the Salons of 1868 and 1869 respectively. The third

painting, Bather with a Griffon (1870, Figure 35), was

produced in a realist mode, a style that was frowned upon

by the Academy at that time in France. Nevertheless, it

was accepted by the jury and exhibited in the Salon of 1870.
Nor was Renoir ignored by the press. Between 1868

and 1870 inclusive, three of the four paintings accepted

into the Salon received press coverage. Moreover, an

Figure 7.

Lise with a Parasol,

1868.
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Figure 8.

Summer, 1869.

Figure 9.

Morning Ride in the

Bois de Boulogne,
1873
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additional painting, Morning Ride in the Bois de Boulogne

(1873, Figure 9), which had been refused by the Salon jury

but later exhibited in the Exposition artistique des oeuvres

refuses of 1873 (essentially a Salon des Refuses fashioned

after its forerunner of 1863), was discussed favourably
by three critics and subsequently purchased by Henri Rouart.
Press coverage in general was positive. One reviewer

mentioned and two discussed Lise with a Parasol, a canvas

in which Renoir observed the effects of reflected outdoor
light on forms in space. Two reviews were positive and
one was negative. Burger commended Renoir on his inclusion
of green reflected from the background foliage on the white
gauze dress of his foreground model, since these lighting
conditions occur naturally in real life.(58)

The negative criticism levied by F. de Lasteyrie

against Lise with a Parasol seemed moreso directed toward

the "realist school" led by Manet and Courbet in general
than against Renoir and his painting in particular.(59)
More than likely, the charges spelled out would have had
an effect diametrically opposed to the critic's intent; in
other words, it would have stimulated interest in the
realist school and the artist's work rather than snuffing
it out. By referring to Lise... as "a fat woman splashed
with white" and by implying that this one particular
painting was indeed powerful enough (albeit in a negative

connotation) to forebode the demise of the realist
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school,(60) one would be curious to see exactly what kind
of a painting could generate all of these catastrophic
disasters. Furthermore, was Lise... as grotesquely fat
as Lasteyrie made her out to be or was he exaggerating?

Lasteyrie's use of terminology, although deliberately
vituperative, is humourous and does stimulate interest.
By using the word fat, one could say that he called a spade
a spade, minus the euphemisms. How many people would rush
to stand in front of the painting had the critic referred
to the subject as a sweet, sophisticated, placid, pretty
young thing standing daintily outdoors in her gorgeous white
dress and gently shading herself under her delicate sun
umbrella? Running to see the painting would be as thrilling
as viewing the wedding album of someone whom you do not
know. But Lasteyrie's select terminology in combination
with the implication that this painting could bring an end
to the strong realist movement in art would stimulate an
audience to wonder what on earth was in the painting which
would make it so destructive. Ironically, art very well
can be made or broken through polemics, not quality. Or
perhaps, controversiality is a quality of art.

The handful of paintings by Renoir admitted into the
Salon between 1864 and 1873 inclusive may seem scant if
not parsimonious, and the reviews in the newspapers more
brief jottings than full-fledged articles. However, an

unbiased evaluation of Renoir's seeming modicum of success
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can be made only in the context of the period. The number
of artists working in Paris at the time was not small but
great: White and White estimate that the number of painters
alone who were alive and working in 1863 totalled
approximately 3,300.(61)

Statistics are unavailable for the number of paintings
that were shown in the Salon between 1864 and 1873
inclusive. However, White and White state that the number
of entries admitted to the Salon between 1835 and 1847
totalled on average a little over 2,000 with a low of 1,597
in 1843 and a high of 2,536 in 1836 (Appendix C).(62)
Should circumstances have remained fairly constant, one
could speculate that these figures would apply as the lower
average for number of works shown in the Salon between the
years 1864 to 1873, with the ceiling being no greater than
3,000 or 3,500. It is necessary to go over the Salon
catalogues to arrive at a more accurate figure.

According to White and White, 3,000 painters submitted
5,000 entries to the Salon of 1863.(63) According to
Rewald, 70 per cent of the paintings were rejected in this
year.(64) Because of the resultant outcry among artists,

a Salon des Refuses was established, and the following year

the jury eased up considerably in its decision-making.
According to Rewald, in 1864, the year in which Renoir first
entered the Salon, only 30 per cent of the paintings were

rejected and provision was made for the display of rejected
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works. (65)

Should a 30 per cent acceptance rate in 1863 be
accurate, then approximately 1,500 paintings would have
been displayed, well below the norm of approximately 2,000
set for the decade between 1835 and 1847.(66) The following
year, in 1864, if 70 per cent of the works were accepted,
this would mean that approximately 3,500 paintings alone
were displayed, provided 5,000 of them were again handed
into the jury. These figures seem improbable and one cannot
make an assessment with them.

The question is, was the jury being hard omn Renoir
and short-sighted in ascertaining the merit of his work
between the years 1864 and 1873 respectively? Was the press
myopic in its criticisms and blind in its failure to
recognize Renoir's talent and "genius"?

To begin with, as mentioned previously, the paintings
which Renoir submitted to the Salon for judgement by the
jury were of academic orientation, and in relationship to
his competition on this level, his paintings were average,
not outstanding. Again, as stated earlier, most of the
press coverage which he did receive was positive. The one
example of negative criticism did associate Renoir with
the realist school, but in reality Renoir rarely submitted
a painting which could fit into this category without
argument., This is hardly enough evidence to convict the

artist on the grounds of his association with any maverick
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tendencies.

In ascertaining the "fairness"of the press, one must
keep uppermost in mind what Renoir was competing against.
The number of painters working in Paris was large and the
number of works accepted per artist was small. Renoir was
only one of approximately 3,000 practicing artists. Renoir
was not a special case: like many, he was merely starting
out in the mid-1860's and joining their throngs. Critics
had no reason to single him out. Again, the conditions
laid out by the Salon applied to Renoir as they did to all
others: an artist was limited to three entries, and
generally only one or two were accepted per artist. Given
the possibility, of these entries, that the number of works
accepted by the jury and admitted into the Salon might have
been narrowed down by as many as one-half to two-thirds,
Renoir's paintings would number only one or two among
approximately 1,700 to 2,400 canvases. That he was accepted
and, above all, that his paintings caught the attention
of the press amid this mass of work is to his credit.
Renoir had few legitimate complaints about his treatment
when the plans for an independent exhibition were in
progress. As pointed out by White and White, the structure
of Salon shows as a whole lay at the bottom of discontent
experienced by an artist.(67) The Salon was a slow, tedious
road to success, This affected not only Renoir, but most

artists.
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Ibid, pp. 255, 272

Ibid, p. 255

According to White and White, "monopoly of an artist's
production was important in making speculation
rational; Durand-Ruel in his first daring coup bought
up almost the entire production of several Barbizon
painters." (White and White, op. cit., p. 92).
Durand-Ruel was a businessman first and foremost.
When opportune, profit motive was substituted for
scruples. If it was necessary to comnstruct a

fictitious collection, he would; or if it benefitted
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the dealer to show recent paintings in an exhibition
of earlier generations of painters, this, too, he did.
For instance, "In 1870....In London he opened a gallery

on New Bond Street and exhibited his pictures, as well

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

as the collections of several French amateurs who had
entrusted them to him for safe-keeping. Since his
own name was not well-enough known, he used a
fictitious sponsor: "The Society of French Artists.'
Among the pictures, mostly 'School of 1830,' appear
several paintings by Monet and Pissarro." (White and
White, op. cit., p125; see pp. 124-126 for additional
accounts)

C. L. de Moncade, "Le peintre Renoir et le Salon
d'Automne", La Liberte, X:13, n.p., Oct. 15, 1904,
translated by Lucretia Slaughter Gruber;; quoted in

B. E. White, Impressionism in Perspective, under the

heading "Renoir's interview with C. L. de Moncade"
(Editor's title), pp. 21-22
Rewald, op. cit., p. 180

Ibid, p. 187

Ibid. 1In the critic's words: "'And thus, from

to imitation, the realist school threatens to go down

...in cascades.'"

White and White, op. cit., pp. 45-46
1bid, p. 30

Ibid, p. 52
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Rewald, op. cit., p. 136, n 22
Ibid, pp. 102-106; 136, n. 22

White and White, op. cit., p. 30

Ibid, p. 155. The Academic system and its Salon were

originally designed to handle only a few hundred
artists. However, through time, the profession of

art had grown, but the system had not changed to

accommodate this expansion. In turmn, severe restraints

were placed on its ability to help each individual
artist build a moderate clientele, which, in turn,
would assure a steady income (For a synopsis of the
structural problems within the Academic system, see

White and White, ibid, "Conclusions", pp. 155-161).
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PART II: RENOIR'S EARLY CAREER

EARLY GOALS AND HURDLES

Renoir's main objective in life was to earn a living
through art., If it were merely a matter of making money,
he would have remained employed in the occupation of
painting blinds, where he was offered a partnership had
he agreed to stay. However, Renoir wished to become
affluent. This never would come about in the little
esteemed business of decorating blinds, but it was possible
through art.

Once Renoir became an artist, he would experience a
rise in status. As a painter of blinds, he would always
have been low on the social scale. On the other hand,
because the occupation of an artist connoted self-
employment, he would be allowed admission to the ranks of
the bourgeois. Although at the outset he might earn very
little, Renoir was bound and determined to ride this
occupation for what it was worth, to overcome poverty, and
to be comfortable, if not wealthy.

Renoir learned the significance behind adding numbers
when he did piecework. According to the writer Daulte,

45
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Renoir was paid 30 francs each for the blinds which he
painted. In his words: "Comme Renoir travaille rapidement,
il peint jusqu'& trois stores par jour que M. Gilbert lui
paie trente francs piéce. Il amasse ainsi un petit pécule,
qui lui permettra bientdot de réaliser son réve: se vouer

a la peinture.”"(1) Over the period of one year, if he
worked a six day week, his wage would reach the vicinity

of 9,000 francs. 1f, instead of 30 francs per blind he
received 500 to 1,000 francs per painting, he would soon
have more money than he would know what to do with. His
earnings over the period of one year could range anywhere
from 100,000 to 300,000 francs at a time when an average
skilled worker earned an annual salary of 1,300 to 2,000
francs. Renoir would be rich.

Before taking the ﬁcole des Beaux Arts examination

and entering the profession of art, Renoir had tested
himself. It was a calculated risk. Could he compete in

the top leagues of the world of art? Renoir sought to
discover his limitations before he went into the profession,
not after. The only way an artist could learn how he stood
among the best would be through experiment. Renoir applied
for and received permission to paint in the Louvre and copy
its masters. Given to him by the administration and valid
for the duration of one year, the cards were issued on
January 24, 1860, March 5, 1861, January 21, 1862, and April

9, 1863 respectively.(2) Notably, Renoir had received his
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cards before he entered the égglg on April 1, 1862, the

start of the summer semester.(3) In addition to testing

and developing his own skills, Renoir, understandably, might

also have wanted to give himself every advantage when he

competed against his fellow students for awards: practice

in copying the masters would give him a distinct edge.
Renoir, a serious student at the igglg and at Gleyre's

atelier, undoubtedly would have stayed to compete for its

awards and, ultimately, the Prix de Rome had he experienced

greater success when taking the examinations. The results
of Renoir's examinations were uneven: only once did he come
close to the top, but at that, he rated merely fifth on

the list (Appendix D). His next closest two ratings were
both tenth, a further distance from award. Coupled with
the shut-down of the atelier of his instructor, Gleyre,
Renoir's unsuccessful attempts at competing for medals and
prizes within the schooling system caused him to renounce

his desire to contend for the coveted Prix de Rome in

1864,(4) to leave behind the Ecole and to test his skills
in the real world of Salons, patrons, state commissions,
press reports and auctions.

Renoir quickly learned that there was life after the

Ecole des Beaux Arts. An artist could make his mark in

the world of art through the Salon without first winning

the Prix de Rome: Thomas Couture (1815-1879), who ran an

atelier for students, had done so as had his contemporary,
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the Academician Jean Leon Gerdme (1824-1904). Renoir, who
relished the prospect of winning Salon medals, worked
diligently to create Academic showpieces which, he hoped,
would be approved by a difficult-to-please jury and admitted
to the Salon. However, Renoir faced one major shock once

he was accepted: being one mere artist amid the
multitudinous hoards of exhibitors proved a great burden,
especially if his works were "skied" in a back room. Renoir
could hardly expect to be noticed. Moreover, even though

he was admitted to five of the seven Salons held between
1864 and 1870 inclusive, Renoir could not be guaranteed

that its jury would admit him to any subsequent Salon.
Renoir's hopes for finding a smooth journey down the road

to fame and fortune were dampened.

Nonetheless, Renoir continued to submit his work to
the Salon, and for good reason. Despite its drawbacks,
here was one of his few opportunities to become acquainted
with moneyed clientele, to win Salon awards, and to vie
for government commissions, which usually were meted out
only to Salon medalists. Even though his early entries
drew little attention and few patrons, Renoir was chained
to this system. Having come from a poor background, his
family had no social ties with the upper class. Any
contacts which Renoir wanted to make had to be earned on
his own merit or cultivated of his own accord. Nor was

Renoir able to turn his back on the numbers of people who
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visited the Salon. As many as 8,000 to 10,000 people daily
paid an admission fee for the privilege of viewing the
paintings, sculpture, drawings and prints within.(5) For
the duration of its run of approximately forty days, these
numbers would sometimes add up to as many as 400,000 guests
over the whole of the exhibition.(6) Even if only one or
two people noticed his work and, subsequently, became his
patrons, his entrance into the Salon would have proven
productive,.

Renoir needed his name to become known and circulated.
He did receive a modicum of publicity through his early
Salon showings, but he would be long inhumed before he could
hope to build up a reputation in this manner; at least,
so it seemed from the start. Renoir was in a quandary: he
wanted desperately not only to succeed within the Salon,
but moreover, through it, to earn much money. Renoir firmly
believed, through application and meeting the right people,
that this was possible. But only the Salon system of merits
and awards could quench Renoir's thirst for fame and
fortune. Recognition through any other channel was not
genuine honour: true commendation had to come from the
Salon., Renoir could agree wholeheartedly with his elder
colleague, Manet, who stated that the Salon was an artist's
proving ground.(7) Yet award through the Salon seemed as
close at hand as the moon. Even the simple task of

cultivating one or two new patrons though this system proved
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to be a gargantuan hurdle against which Renoir more often
collapsed than climbed. The glittering goddess tempting
him to reach for the sky became Renoir's target, yet foil.
It lured him in with its promise of patrons, success, fame
and fortune, yet it denied him these exact rewards.

Thus, Renoir had much food for thought when he made
decisions about his direction in art. The Salon was a
viable route without which he could not live, yet his dire
need for recognition seemed as though it would never find
satisfaction. Renoir was forced to seek alternatives.

In the interim, Renoir continued to maintain close contact

with his friends.

RENOIR AND HIS FRIENDS

Who the impressionists were was to a great extent
determined by friendships. Renoir, Sisley, Bazille and
Monet had considerable interaction as friends throughout
the 1860's. They worked together, lived together, revelled
at parties, saw plays, ballets and operas together and
visited the same cafés. They exchanged views on Wagner's
operas and argued about the merits of writers whose books
they had read. The friends congratulated one another when
their paintings were accepted into the Salon, and consoled
any of their group who failed to gain entrance, noting how

injust the system was and how short-sighted the members
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of the jury were, feeling especially convinced of the latter
when their own works were refused.

The formation of the impressionist circle for the most
part took place naturally: Claude Monet, Frederic Bazille,
Alfred Sisley and Renoir had met and developed a friendship
at Gleyre's atelier. The activities of this group were
not always as a foursome; on the contrary, at an early date
Monet and Bazille had paired off as one set of friends,
while Renoir and Sisley were a second.

The meeting of Monet, Bazille and Sisley became
singularly the most significant event in Renoir's artistic
life. Through their joint efforts in painting landscapes
and their awareness of current theories and trends, the
group developed a style, now known as impressionism, through
which they later became famous. Because of this style,
the group is now looked upon as an art historical landmark.

Had it not been for his role in the impressionist
movement, Renoir's place in the history of art in all
probability would have been minor. Renoir listemed to the
ideas discussed by his colleagues, especially during his
frequent visits to the Cafée Guerbois in the evenings, and
saw the new and stunning canvases produced by his friend,
Monet, who propouned upon his intent to paint light and
colour. Influenced by these ideas, Renoir created
masterpieces for which he is now famous, such as Au Moulin

de la Galette, 1877, which otherwise never would have come
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about (Figure 48).

The formative years in the development of style was
shared by Renoir, Sisley, Bazille, and Monet between 1862
and 1874 inclusive. Sisley, however, faded into the
background somewhat, but not completely, after the early
1870's. The year 1870 also marked the sad termination of
Bazille's participation. This talented artist died in the
Franco-Prussian War when struck by a bullet while in action
in the battle of Beaune-la-Rolande on November 28.(8) Renoir
and Monet, who then continued to maintain close contact
with one another, have since been credited as the prime
generators of the impressionist style.

During its formative years, Monet surfaced as the
natural leader of the group. Not only was he aggressive
and gregarious, but he must also have seemed worldly to
his friends, including Renoir. By 1862, the year of their
acquaintance, Monet had had informal instruction from the
artist Boudin and experience painting landscapes for five
years, while virtually none of his associates could at that
time have claimed a career as a professional artist. Renoir
came close, yet the practice of copying on one cup after
another the profile of Marie Antoinette required little
skill, particularly after the third, fifth, or, especially,
the tenth representation. On the other hand, landscape
painting demanded critical judgement, particularly in the

placement of motifs such as trees, grass, sky, rocks, and
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water within a convincing space and atmosphere.

Monet must also have served to a certain degree the
character of a mentor to his friends. Among them, he was
the only person who was able to present an alternate
viewpoint toward Academic training. Monet had worked
independently in Parisian studios, such as the Academie
Suisse, developing his own tastes and interests for a period
of approximately two years prior to his entrance to Gleyre's
atelier in 1862. During this time, Monet's curiosity had
led him around the art world and had increased his awareness
of the identity of artists living in Paris and their work.
He formed an out-of-step attitude toward training at
Gleyre's atelier, which must have stimulated thought and
interest among his friends.

Renoir, on the other hand, was unable to follow Monet's
example of independence. Renoir's one and only opportunity
to excel was through the emulation of "high art" which,
taught by the Academy, could command a high price on the
market. Renoir, well aware of this, took his studies in
art seriously, hoping to learn how to paint in this mode.

Nevertheless, he could benefit from surveying the scene
as though from Monet's vantage point. Monet had alternate
ideas which comforted Renoir and their friends when, as
students, they were pommelled by their instructors with
unkind criticisms. For instance, Renoir had been attacked

for his prolific use of reds and was warned to avoid at
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Figure 10.

Iy
Eugene Delacroix,
Massacre at Chios,

1824.

all costs the path of his predecessor, Eugene Delacroix,
who was known to bathe shadows and highlights of his work
such as Massacre of Chios, 1824, with this colour (Figure
10).(9) Renoir idolized Delacroix and found support in
this veneration through Monet. Delacroix offered an
additional role model to these impressionable young
artists: he was a maverick who had fought the Academic
system and won. Renoir was further berated by his igglg
instructor, Signol, for a crude rendering of the toe of
Germanicus. Renoir had been working from a plaster cast

derived from a surviving statue of this ancient Roman



55

general (10) when Signol spotted him at work. To drive

the point home, Signol testified that a toe in art never
should resemble that of a coal merchant.(11) When Signol
aimed this jibe at Renoir, he had in mind the outlawed
realist school led by Gustave Courbet who painted anything
from pigs and bulls to obese women and lesbians. Because
Courbet refused to glamourize his subjects and remove their
flaws but instead relished the vulgar and garish aspects

of the human condition, his work sparked an outrage among
conservative stalwarts. Signol's derision of Renoir's
drawings implied that such characteristics were unorthodox,
repulsive and without a home in the world of art. Renoir
endured the sting of this opprobrium through the support
of his friends, in particular Monet, who admired Courbet.
Monet acquired his reverence for Courbet second-hand,
through his informal instructor, Boudin, who had known
Courbet and had worked with him. Moreover, Monet realized
that the realist school was the newest, most progressive
and most stimulating of contemporary art movements. At
that time in Paris, it behooved creative members of the
avant-garde to bear the pennant of realism. Vanguard
artists and writers engaged in the thankless mission of
depicting contemporary life stripped of narrative, moral
content and the idealized treatment of human form. Monet
could pass on his affirmation of realism to Renoir and their

friends. On the other hand, having his vision clouded with
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Academic precepts, Renoir listened to new ideas, but,
nevertheless, he felt pulled in the other direction.
Monet's views might supply ghe benefit of a fresh outlook
but, without a doubt, Renoi; saw with his own eyes paintings
which did sell for 100,000 érancs, and these were all
Academic showpieces. That alone was good reason for
remaining on a straight and narrow path.

A poignant difference existed between the background
of Renoir, who was from a working class family, and that
of his friends, who were bourgeois. Today the width of
the ravine between these two social categories, in status
no less than income, is narrow in comparison with the chasm
that divided French society during the nineteenth century.
Artisans such as tailors, the trade of Renoir's father,
were part of the servile race who performed menial tasks.
Never would a bourgeois be found using his hands to sew
tedious stitches to create a wardrobe for another
individual. A true bourgeois would be a designer of fashion
who hired a team of seamstresses to carry out his ideas.
So great was the aversion not merely to artisan praxis but,
moreover, to anyone associated with servile activity, that
certain bourgeois flatly refused to be seen in the same
room with their inferiors.(12) 1Indeed, during the
nineteenth century even the design of homes mirrored
distinction between social categories. Neither the trade

of Renoir's father nor his own former employment as a
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painter of blinds or porcelain were regarded in high
esteem: both were pegged in the lower social echelons of
France.

Nevertheless, Renoir was accepted by his friends.
Without a second thought, they refused to permit his
background to slant their perceptions of his talent and
accepted him into their ranks. However, had a taint of
reverse prejudice existed? 1In other words, did Renoir
select his friends on the very basis of their manifest
promise in art or high social rank?

The answer to this query remains in doubt. Without
question, Renoir at this point had no inkling of what would
become of his friends. However, one cannot help but wonder
if there was any motive or advantage on his part when he
did choose his friends, granted that he did have a tendency
to be selective. For instance, Renoir's first friend from
early childhood, Emile Laporte, had encouraged him to join
Gleyre's atelier. Renoir frequently lunched at the home
of Laporte's parents during his student days.(13) In 1864
Renoir painted the portraits of Laporte (Figure 11) and
his sister, Marie. Shortly afterward, Renoir apparently
terminated his fellowship with this man. Renoir declared
that they no longer had any interests in common,(14) whereas
Laporte speculated their falling out might have occurred
because: "'Life...women...separated us....Indeed, when I

started falling in love, I began to neglect my friends a
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Figure 11.

Portrait of the Painter,

EmileiHanrd Laporie,

1864.

bit.'"(15) Laporte's social status probably would have
been reasonably close to Renoir's own. When Renoir shifted
ranks and fostered a friendship with his new Gleyre circle,
Laporte appears excluded.

Although a substantial number of students who attended
the Egglg were born of poor or working class families,
Renoir tended to avoid their company. These students could
attend drawing, painting and sculpture classes at the gggis
only because they had been awarded scholarships, engendered
for the express purpose of helping needy but artistically

promising students whose abilities had been noticed in



Figure 12.

Self-Portrait, 1875.

provincial drawing schools. According to the author
Philippe Grunchec, "Even contemporary observers had noted
that in the ateliers of the Ecole it was more common to
encounter the sons of workers and of peasants than the sons
of the rich bourgeoisie or of the aristocracy..."(16) Jean
Renoir, in his biography on his father, relays an account
of Monet which concurs with this position. Well aware of
social distinction, Monet discriminated between those who
could and could not be his friend. "Except for his friends

in the 'group,' he looked upon the rest of his fellow
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students as a sort of anonymous crowd--'just a lot of
grocer's assistants,' he called them."(17) Thus, a number
of students in the Egglg were not well-to-do, but Renoir
chose only the latter as friends.

Obviously Monet did not regard Renoir as part of the
faceless, characterless mass below, and one cannot help
but wonder why this would be. It appears Renoir was able
to successfully hide his humble origins and, moreover, to
abstain from cultivating ties with anyone who, like himself,
was poor or from the working class. Renoir cannot be blamed
for desiring to disassociate himself from a sector of the
populace which was disdained and which he thought would
hinder his own acceptance by the upper classes: it was his
attempt to improve his own standing in life. Renoir was
in a position to generate ploys which could enhance his
own social position and impress his friends. For instance,
he could casually mention that he had been offered a
partnership in the business of painting religious scenes
on blinds, but had turned it down to enter the ggglg and
become an artist. From his earnings, Renoir had the means
to purchase textiles of a heavier weight and higher quality,
and could enlist the aid of his father for the design of
a suit for himself of a stylish cut.

Yet Renoir had little control over certain behaviours
which revealed that, at certain points in his life, he must

have been acquainted with the borderline between desperation
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and hopelessness. For instance, other students from
wealthier backgrounds discarded their paint when it neared
the end of the tube. Renoir rummaged through the
wastebarrels and salvaged these tubes, squeezing out the
very last drops which he then added to his own canvases.(18)
Renoir, moreover, methodically pressed paint out of its
tube from the bottom upward, making sure that he did not
miss even a scant drop when he arranged colours on his
palette. This habit of Renoir stayed with him throughout
his life, and his neatly rolled tubes of paint often ranked
among his first idiosyncratic traits noticed by his
visitors.(19) However, despite the financial difficulties
which Renoir had seen his own parents face, he apparently
withdrew from others, even close friends, who fell upon
hard times, as in the case of Sisley.

As with Laporte, Renoir's friendship with Sisley came
to an end. Sisley's father, who had made much money through
a legitimate silk business which traded principally with
South America, lost all of his wealth in 1871 as a result
of the Franco-Prussian War.(20) Renoir apparently worked
with Sisley in that same year, but only once since then,
in 1873.(21) Although he painted portraits of Sisley in
1874 and his two children in 1875, Renoir apparently stopped
visiting him as a friend or working companion. During the
early 1870's, Renoir admittedly would have felt elated by

his friendship with the Le Coeur family and his encounters
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with Prince Bibesco. Needless to say, it was Monet, not
Renoir, whom Sisley was influenced by when he painted
landscapes. On his deathbed in January, 1899, Sisley would
summon Monet, not Renoir, to see him.

After the E&glg and during the early stages of his
career, Renoir moved toward his objective of success at
a slow, halting pace. The Salon created more obstacles
than openings on the way to his goal of a comfortable
income. However, during the 1860's, Renoir saw the inchoate
growth of a modest number of patrons, including the Le
Coeurs. As evident in Appendices E, F and G, Renoir would
have had great difficulty making ends meet as an artist
had it not been for his friendship with the Le Coeurs.
Aside from their direct support, Renoir, through them, met
other patrons, especially Prince Bibesco and probably the
Countess de Pourtaleées.

For an income, Renoir looked toward portraiture and,
for sitters, he relied heavily upon personal contacts, few
of which were made through the Salon. Renoir tended to
make the most of his affluent friends and contacts by
painting portraits of them and their families. 1In one
sense, he was left with little choice: he was poor while
they were rich. Without question, he needed to earn an
income which only they had the capacity to provide. Renoir
perceived them as a ticket to greater gain, whereas they

saw him as a talented artist who needed a financial boost.
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The depiction of Alfred Sisley's father was the first
of what was to become a series of portraits of children;
budding adolescents; youthful, charming mothers; and,
occasionally, distinguished fathers, all of whom came from
well-to-do families. Renoir accepted commissions to paint
portraits until approximately 1890, at which point work
which he did on his own, especially his nudes, was in demand
and supplied a more than substantial income. Borrowing the
pose of Ingres' portrait of Louis-Francois Bertin (1832,
Figure 13), Renoir showed Sisley's father seated in an

armchair (William Sisley, 1864, Figure 14). Although he

Figure 13.
Jean-Auguste-Dominique
Ingres, Portrait of

Louis-Francois Bertin,

1832.
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Figure 14.

William Sisley, 1864.

fell short of the brutal, turbulent character simmering
beneath the surface of his preéecessot's potent image, the
portrait was accomplished and did win the approval of the
jury who admitted it into the Salon of 1865, the year
following its completion. The portrait was subsequently
purchased by Dr. Leudet, the brother-in-law of Alfred
Sisley.(22)

Renoir's surviving portraits of Alfred Sisley begin
at a later date than that of his father. Renoir included
Sisley in Mother Anthony's Inn (1866, Figure 15) and

portrayed him stealing a clandestine kiss from his wife
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in 1868 (Alfred Sisley and his Wife, Figure 16). Renoir

also made him the sole subject of two portraits, both titled
Alfred Sisley, which were painted in 1868 (Figure 17) and
approximately 1874 respectively. The actual date of the
latter painting, which was exhibited in the third
impressionist exhibition of 1877, is speculative and
possibly could have been created during Renoir's last
working visit with Sisley.

Renoir's main goal at this point was the establishment

of a steady flow of income, and portraiture proved to be

Figure 15.

Mother Anthony's Imnm,
1866.




Figure 16

Alfred Sisley and his

Wife,1868.

Figure 17.

Alfred Sisley,
1868.
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one direct, lucrative means to this end. In June 1870
Renoir was a guest for several weeks at the apartment of
Edmond Maitre,(23) whom he had met through Bazille and the
latter's distant relative, the Commandant Lejosne.(24)
Sometimes portraiture led to additional responsibilities.
During his stay, Renoir not only created portraits of this
amateur musician and his mistress, Rapha, but, moreover,
painted designs on some of their belongings, such as a cabi-
net which can be seen in the background of Femme au Corsage
de Chantilly (1869-70, Figure 18).(25) Approximately ten
years later, Renoir decorated the country home, located

at Wargemont, of his recently acquired patrons, the

Figure 18.

Femme au Corsage de

Chantilly, 1869-70.
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Bérards. According to the biographer Fosca, "On the
woodwork and the doors of the library and the bedrooms,
and over the fireplace in the little sitting-room, he
painted flowers; on the dining-room panelling he depicted

La Chasse l'ete (hares, partridges and quails) and La Chasse

d'hiver (rabbits, pheasants and woodcock)."(26) 1In
addition, there was a flourishing market for paintings of
nudes, which he not only enjoyed depicting, but selected
as a motif throughout his career. However, until the mid
to late 1880's, portraiture was the mainstay of Renoir's
income. As early as 1874, among his friends, Renoir was
the only artist who was in good financial shape, and this
came about specifically because he painted nudes and
willingly accepted commissions for portraits to support
himself.(27)

Concepts about what art was and was not were clear-cut
in nineteenth century France (Appendices H, I). Beauty
and honourable ideals were regarded as being synonymous
with art. The public raved when they saw paintings of
flawless goddesses sitting in tranquil, spectacular, idyllic
countrysides, and gasped when bedazzled by vast crowd scenes
wherein people appeared to move about convincingly in real
space, be they standing nearby in the foreground or
vanishing off into the distance. These were virtuoso
paintings which few people had the patience or ability to

carry out; hence they admired them greatly.
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Figure 19. Jean-Francois Millet, The Gleaners, 1857.

As easily as the public could be beguiled by art, they
could be offended. An artist who wanted to be noticed in
nineteenth century France need only observe the weak links
in taste. Depictions of peasants were only beginning to
receive acceptance when Renoir came on the scene. Millet,
however, suffered the sting of cruel derisions when he
monumentalized humble workers such as The Gleaners or The
Sower in his art (Figure 19). The director of Art in France
at that time, Count de Nieuwerkerke, spoke of Millet's
subjects in an opprobrious manner: "'this is the painting
of men who don't change their linen, who want to intrude

themselves upon gentlemen; this art offends and disgusts
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me.'"(28) Courbet and Manet, like Millet, both ran against
strong opposition when they depicted human figures which
were flawed, not idealized, and found in contemporary French
society rather than the classical past.

Renoir had a few decisions to make. He could follow
the straight and narrow path, clearly laid out by Salon
strictures, which could lead him only after many years,
if ever, to fame and success. Or he could break the rules
and, by creating ignoble art, possibly achieve notoriety
instantaneously. Both options were tempting, and true to
form, Renoir was pulled in both directions, as is reflected

in his work.

DECISIONS AND INDECISIONS

Upon leaving the Ecole des Beaux Arts and stepping

feet first into his career, Renoir cannot be accused of
placing financial gain as a strict, all-encompassing
prerogative in life. Comradeship mattered as much as art,
and Renoir willingly joined his friends in their gay,
spirited trips to the outskirts of Paris to paint depictions
of the countryside.

Impressionism was largely a landscape movement that
had been initiated and led by Monet, an avowed follower
of this métier, who rounded up his friends, including

Renoir, for what was to become the first of their many
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peregrinations throughout the countryside around Paris.
In 1863 he sojourned with Bazille in the Forest of
Fontainebleau, then expanded his entourage the following
year to include Renoir and Sisley. Monet had practiced

painting en plein air since his mid to late teens.

The impressionists were not the first to tackle the
problems of outdoor vistas and make their mark in 1it.
Mounting respect in Parisian eyes for landscapes was born
as a result of the tireless efforts of an earlier generation
of artists, the Barbizon painters, a group which included
Corot, Millet, Theodore Rousseau, Dupre, Daubigny and Diaz.
The Forest of Fontainebleau, which contained breath-taking
scenery, had been a hunting preserve stalked by the kings
of France, but later became an artists' mecca inspired by
the lustrous visions created in the art of their Barbizon
forerunners. Hence, the nascent impressionists were joining
a vanguard of aspiring artists when they sojourmned here.

Renoir had many reasons for adhering to paintings of
the countryside as a subject in art. Encouragement to paint
landscapes in open air came not just from Monet but also
from Gleyre, their former instructor.(29) 1In addition,
other Academicians such as Cabanel, Bouguereau and Gérodme
all endorsed the activity.(30) Landscapes served a useful
purpose: not only were they compelling in and of themselves,
but they made convenient backdrops for figures and classical

themes. Quite rightly, Renoir needed to get a handle on
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them. Through them, he was able to kill two birds with
one stone: he could enjoy an outing with his friends,
thereby welding these ties more permanently, and he could
develop his skills in depicting the out-of-doors au
naturel. Renoir at this point very much was under the
influence of Monet.

Renoir's early renderings of the Forest of
Fontainebleau were tight, restrained, and detailed. When

Renoir undertook Clearing in the Woods (c. 1865, Figure

20), he was determined to depict a shallow expanse of land
with a stream which broke a wooded region. He successfully
caught the magnitude of individual trees, bush and rock

by showing a raking light against stark shadows, and used

Figure 20. Clearing in the Woods, c. 1865.
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Figure 21.

Young Man (Jules Le
Coeur) Walking his
Dog in the Forest
of Fontainebleau,

1866.

this chiaroscuro effect to portray the structure of
individual branches. Nevertheless, the full breadth of
Renoir's creative potential was stagnated by overt caution.
Form was constrained; and composition, conservative. Renoir
denoted the leaves and foliage in Young Man (Jules Le Coeur)
Walking his Dog in the Forest of Fontainebleau (1866, Figure
21) with greater freedom, but nonetheless, these resembled
bunched splatters of colour that were vacant of vitality
expressly because the brush strokes were deadened by

repetition. In addition, the greens and oranges in this
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painting, potentially dynamic and vivacious colours, were
vitiated by a heavy application of lugubrious earth tomnes.
Colours were monochromatic and lacked the brilliance of
his future work, wherein the inherent greens of trees and
blues of water, imbued with a rainbow of colours, resulted
in an atmosphere of scintillating light, life and
exuberance. Renoir's early paintings, hence, must as of
yet be considered Academic exercises in want of the fervour
of exploration and the excitement of discovery that will
be found in his forthcoming art.

Five years later, thoughts of fame and success shifted
closer to the forefront of Renoir's thoughts. He ached
for these goals but did not quite know how to get there.
He had a taste of what it was like to mix shoulder-to-
shoulder with la haute and wanted to be a part of this,
not just a mere hired, albeit talented,‘artist.

At first, the Academic route seemed most promising
when Renoir joined forces with Sisley, a rising star who

competed for the Prix de Rome when under the tutelage of

Gleyre during their student days. A few years later,
however, the satellite productions of Sisley began to fade
into the background, especially when Renoir's eye wandered
over to the paintings of Monet. In contrast, Monet's work
was stupendous: already it showed manifestations of novelty
and greatness.

Early on, Monet was building an edifice of first-rate



75

work based on the concept of depicting light and colour
through landscapes.(31) Landmark results from these

included Garden of the Princess (1866, Figure 22), wherein

people were reduced to quick brush strokes, not detailed

studies; Terrace at Sainte-Adresse (1866, Figure 23), which

had shadows permeated with colour, not black, and had forms
reduced to strong light and dark contrasts; and Women in
the Garden (1866-67, Figure 24), again, with strong light

and dark contrasts whose shadows were imbued with colour,

Figure 22.
Claude Monet,

Garden of the Princess,

1866.
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Figure 23. Monet, Terrace at Sainte-Adresse, 1866.

not black or dull earth tones.

However, Monet experienced negative repercussions when
he submitted the latter work to the Salon of 1867, a year
that Paris hosted the World's Fair. It was refused because
it was carried one step too far out-of-bounds for Academic
taste. Monet was deeply let down by this development
because he had counted on this Salon to sell his work.
However, he refused to modify his artistic goals simply
to cater to the predilections of a handful of Salon jurers.

Through Monet, Renoir had a first-hand opportunity
to watch a friend defy the system. Renoir knew that exactly

these moves could help an artist become famous down the
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Figure 24.
Monet,
Women in the Garden,

1866-67.

road. Previous artists such as Delacroix, Courbet, and
presently Manet, all of whom revolutionized art, usually
faced strong opposition at first, but later became known
and well-to-do as a result of their efforts. Now Monet
was making obvious ploys to follow the same route, and,
true to form, he was eliciting the antagonisms of the
Academy. If his art could raise such a great fuss, the
potential was there for Monet to be remembered.

Notably, when the power and promise of Monet's work
became evident to all within their circle, Renoir decided

not only to strengthen their ties, but, moreover, to work



haline. BN



78

with him and copy his style while in progress. 1In a letter
to Bazille, Monet wrote: "'I have indeed a dream, a picture
of bathing at La Grenouillire, for which I've made some

bad sketches, but it's a dream. Renoir, who has been
spending two months here, also wants to do this
picture.'"(32)

Renoir's knack for copying the works of his friends
was not limited to Monet. In 1874, he arrived at the home
of Monet in time to see Mme. Monet posing with her son for
a painting which Manet had begun. Renoir immediately pulled
out his paints, placed his easel right beside Manet's, and
began to paint exactly the same motif from almost exactly

the same point of view (compare Mme. Monet and Her Son in

Figure 25. Mme. Monet and Her Son in their Garden at

Argenteuil, 1874.
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Figure 26. Edouard Manet, The Monet Family in Their Garden

in Argenteuil, 1874.

their Garden at Argenteuil, Figure 25, by Renoir with The

Monet Family in Their Garden in Argenteuil, Figure 26, by

Manet). Following his departure, Renoir's elder, more
sophisticated colleague, in a moment of irritation,
approached Monet and advised him to tell Renoir to give

up painting. In his words, "'He has no talent at all, that
boy.'"(33) It is difficult to ascertain whether Manet's
drastic pronouncement was prompted as a result of Renoir's
rather obvious mimicry or a serious evaluation of the man's
abilities. That it should be noted at all is of great
interest.

One decade later, Cézanne began to produce his most
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outstanding paintings. Renoir visited this artist at his
home province of Aix, France and, working at his side,
created still lifes and at least one landscape which, in
composition and subject matter, could never have
materialized without knowledge of Cézanne's work. The art
dealer and biographer Vollard showed another biographer,
Fosca, a landscape by Renoir, stating that the artist had
visited Cézanne with the express purpose of picking up his
style.(34) Exactly which landscape Vollard showed Fosca
is not known; however, Renoir did paint his own version

of Mount Sainte-Victoire (1899, Figure 27) with Cézanne's

work in mind (compare Cézanne's version of Mount

Sainte-Victoire, 1888, Figure 28).(35) 1Ironically, this

painting was created when Renoir revisited the province
of Aix in 1889, one year after Renoir and Cézanne had had
a falling out.(35) Existing still lifes by Renoir that

were created at Cézanne's side include Fruits of the Midi

(c. 1881, Figure 29) and Grapes and Fruits (1881, Figure

30). In these, Renoir retained components of his own style,
including a haphazard pastiche of iridescent violets,
mauves, blues and greens which scintillated amid the reds
and oranges of the fruit. Cézanne, on the other hand,
reduced his palette to unadulterated primary colours and
their complements which he left unmixed and let stand, side
by side, in stark, flat planes. Cézanne also wrapped blue

outlines around each depiction of individual fruit, although



Figure 27.

Figure 28.

Mount Sainte-Victoire, 1889,

Paul Cézanne, Mount Sainte-Victoire, 1888.




Figure 29. Fruits of the Midi, c. 1881.

Figure 30. Grapes and Fruits, 1881.
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Renoir chose not to adopt this device. Hence, Renoir had
no aversion to working with his colleagues such as Monet,
Manet and Cézanne, observing their approaches and
incorporating their styles into his own work.

The body of work by Renoir which most poignantly
expresses Monet's influence was created in 1869 at their
new outdoor haunt, La Grenouillére. During this time, a
radical about-face sprung into the paintings of Renoir,
best observed in his representation of one specific site
at this fun-filled paradise. Working side by side, Renoir
and Monet created almost identical versions of a point on
the Seine River punctuated with a small, circular island
which was jammed with a crowd of people and bridged to the
mainland with a wharf. The two versions by these artists

were, predictably, both titled La Grenouillére (see Figure

31 for Renoir's version and Figure 32 for that by Monet).
At this moment, Renoir's technique did not meander
but sprinted in leaps and bounds. 1In contrast to the taut,

particularized versions of Clearing in the Woods or Young

Man (Jules Le Coeur) Walking his Dog in the Forest of

Fontainebleau, Renoir suddenly exhibited great latitude

in his approach. His brush stroke transformed into loose,
distinct, stark, unblended units as seen, like Monet, in
his depiction of water. The full spectrum of colours,
frequently placed adjacent to one another within their host

verdure, gave birth to sprinklings of tinctures which



1869.

La Grenouillére,

Figure 31.

Monet, La Grenouillére, 1869.

Figure 32.



85

glittered gaily from shrubs, trees, grass and flowers.
The technique of a loose brush stroke, in combination with
a liberal use of colour dappled throughout the scene, became
a hallmark of impressionism.

When Renoir and Monet made their selection of site,
method might have furnished the impetus behind their

madness. La Grenouillére served two-fold advantage: it

attracted a number of wealthy, prominent Parisians to its
environs and it was a playground resort. During the day,
Renoir and Monet could don a conservative front and meet
well-to-do patrons who might return home with the youthful
adventurers in mind for future commissions. At night, the
two friends could storm the town and enjoy themselves
without restraint.

La Grenouillére represents an abrupt shift in style

when placed in context with other of Renoir's work created
during the same period. Within a span of less than eight
months, Renoir had jumped from impressionism (La

Grenouillére) to romanticism (compare Woman of Algiers,

1870, Figure 5 and Parisian Women Dressed as Algerians,

1872, Figure 33 by Renoir with Delacroix's version, Les

Femmes d'Alger dans leur appartement, 1834, Figure 34) to

classicism (Bather with a Griffon, 1870, Figure 35).

Night and day could not be greater opposites than La

Grenouillére and Bather with a Griffon. 1In the former work,

Renoir matched, step by step, almost identically the path



Figure 33.

Parisian Women Dressed

as Algerians, 1872.

Figure 34. Eugéne Delacroix, Les Femmes

d'Alger dans leur

appartement, 1834.
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Figure 35.

Bather with a Griffon,

1870.

cleared by his friend Monet; whereas in the latter canvas,
with the exception of its realist content influenced by
Courbet, Renoir diverged barely one inch from Academic
ground rules. Aside from the obvious difference of subject
matter (landscape as opposed to a bather), the chasm between
techniques was radical. Loose brush strokes permeated La
Grenouillére, but were subordinate to the whole in Bather
with a Griffon. Figures in La Grenouillére were loosely

sketched, enabling the eye to trace the movement of the
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brush down a leg from hip to toe, whereas the nude figure

in Bather with a Griffon was a belaboured study of light

and shadow cast across exposed flesh. Form was decomposed
in the figures portrayed on Renoir's landscape, whereas

form was solid and impervious in Bather with a Griffon.

Not only did Renoir experiment with different styles
from one painting to the next but he also played with the
combination of styles within the same painting.

Essentially, Bather with a Griffon was a portrait, a

classical nude and a nineteenth century realist painting
all rolled into one. Beginning with her overall pose and
extending to the disposal of her recently removed garb,
Renoir's bather would need little adjustment to correspond

almost exactly with the time revered form of Aphrodite of

Knidos (c. 350-325 B.C., Figure 36) by Praxiteles. Because
it was painted in reverse, one can with a fair degree of
assurance speculate that Renoir had consulted an etching
of Aphrodite that would have been in circulation at the
time.

As mentioned earlier, Renoir had been chastised as
a student for a rendering which was described as a coal
merchant's toe and might have tried to avoid all such
implication in this painting at whatever cost. Be that
as it may, despite his bold attempts to launder
respectability into it by using a distinguished Praxitelian

predecessor, Bather with a Griffon had more in common with
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Figure 36.
Praxiteles,

Aphrodite of Knidos,
c. 350-325 B.C.

the toe of a coal dealer than with the ancient Greek goddess
of love. As touched upon earlier, Courbet, the leader of
the realist movement, blazed the trail for artists who were
interested in the depiction of contemporary life stripped
of rose-coloured visions, flawless physiques and calm,
beautiful faces. Certain examples of Courbet's realist
paintings, especially The Bathers (1854, Figure 37), his
famous work which had aroused antagonisms and tipped the

whip of Napoleon III, were blatant, belligerent selections
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Figure 37. Gustave Courbet, The Bathers, 1854.

of coarse, earthy, flawed fat, unattractive human beings.
By no means did Renoir consciously attempt to emulate
Courbet's lead to the letter. However, without a doubt,

Bather with a Griffon failed to conform with the Academic

outline of pulchritude but instead echoed the covenants
of the realist school.

Bather with a Griffon not only contravened the physical

paradigms laid out by Praxiteles but also went against
Academic doctrine. To nineteenth century art connoisseurs,
forms found in nature, including the human body, were looked
upon as mere take-off points from which an artist could

work. The human figure needed to be purified; namely, to
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be raised above mundahe, blase platitudes, cleansed of any
imperfections and idealized. It was believed that beautiful
visions would uplift the spirit of humankind, provide
individuals with ideals worthy of emulation, and eventually
strengthen and improve the human race. Renoir, however,
created a clearly identifiable facial and anatomical
portrait of his model, Lise Trehot. The face conformed
with the specific contours and modulations of Tréhot rather
than being generalized and beautified. The body itself
was given particular traits such as awkward, bulging
breasts, a narrow chest, broad hips and thick thighs,
denoting the configuration of a specific individual instead
of a model translated into a slender, artistic showpiece.
Renoir further appears to have toyed with the idea

of following the mode of Manet's Luncheon on the Grass

(1863, Figure 38) which showed two clothed nineteenth

century bourgeois men relaxing in the company of a seated,
nude woman. As a result of this juxtaposition, Manet ranm
up against a great deal of criticism. Renoir's background

figure in Bather with a Griffon, although a woman, appears

originally to have been cast as a man., Fully dressed and
in the company of a bather who has just removed her dirndl,
she is not just a companion, but a voyeur who appreciates
the nude body of her friend. The griffon, like most dogs
in art history, is a time-honoured symbol of fidelity in

art, and, in combination with the wedding band worn on the
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Figure 38. Manet, Luncheon on the Grass, 1863,

left-hand ring finger of the bather, would make sense only
if the background figure were a man.

Had he shown a nineteenth century bourgeois man in
the background, like Manet, instantaneously Renoir would
have jumped from a nonentity to a radical outcast.
Nineteenth century Parisian sensibilities accepted works
wherein nude women appeared with clothed men, but only on
the provision that the men wore classical robes which safely
distanced the scene in the past. But, on the other hand,
if a nude woman appeared in the same scene as a man garbed
in contemporary bourgeois or aristocratic dress, it created

an uproar. How dare an artist hand to posterity a legacy
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which suggested that Parisians were morally debauched and
sexually lascivious?! The consequences were far graver
than he was willing to bear. Faced with a desire to remedy
his impecunious status, Renoir compromised his values: the
attainment of a moneyed clientele and income took precedence
over long-term ideals. Renoir chose not to promote his
own demise as an artist by raising the antagonisms of
Academicians and eliminating his hopes of ever exhibiting
again in Salon corridors. Renoir was unable to face the
prospect of being a poor, starving artist.

Had Renoir tampered with the spirit of revolt, it was

in a substantially modified manner. 1In Bather with a

Griffon, Renoir more or less played with existing modes

of expression (realism and classicism) and their various
combinations, rather than trying to achieve a new or radical
approach to art. Nevertheless, especially in this painting
and his work of this period, it is evident that Renoir was
pulled between the pursuit of radical ideals and Academic
precepts.

Granted, Renoir had arrived at a perfect solution for
those who were unable to make up their minds about what
style they liked best: he could now offer paintings which
combined current tastes, such as classicism and realism.

When he showed Bather with a Griffon in the same Salon as

Woman of Algiers, obviously he had hoped to impress art

collectors with his ability to handle almost any style.
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Indeed, Renoir built up a repertoire of canvases which
he could offer to customers when they knocked on his door.
If they wanted a classical painting, he could show them
one, or if they preferred a romantic, he had examples of
these, too. He had worked in the styles of Delacroix,
Courbet, Rubens, Boucher and Fragonard, and he could offer
conventional portraits of patrons seated on horses. Should
someone want a bather, he could sell them one, or, should
8 client prefer landscapes, why, he had these as well.
Renoir would copy verbatim paintings of his predecessors
in the Louvre if the price was right, and, at least at this
point in his career, fairly low prices would do. Renoir
was building up a reputation for being able to paint in
the style of Delacroix, which led to at least two
commissions, one of which, at the request of Jean Dollfus,
a rich industrialist, involved the direct copying of La

Noce Joive (The Jewish Wedding) in the Louvre (see Figure

39 for Renoir's version and Figure 40 for the original by
Delacroix).

Between 1869 and 1873 inclusive, Renoir continued his
production of conservative paintings designed for exhibition

on Salon walls but, with the exception of Bather with a

Griffon, never once did he paint a canvas which would
challenge Academic values. 1In the foregoing painting the
realist content might have ruffled a few feathers, but not

all indignantly condemned him, obviously, because he was



Figure 39. La Noce Joive (The Jewish Wedding), 1875.

Figure 40. Delacroix, Jewish Wedding in Morocco, c. 1839.
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let into the Salon.

Concurrently, in the company of Monet, Renoir
surreptitiously built up a repertoire of landscapes which
reflected Monet's advancements. For the time being, the
Academic route seemed most lucrative; however, it was
equally obvious that Monet's novel paintings, by virtue
of their unorthodox nature, presaged posterity. Rather
than gamble and risk losing the fortune which could be had
through either one of these viable approaches, Renoir chose

to follow both.

THE IMPRESSIONIST D ECADE
The First Step

In late 1873, Renoir swung full force into
impressionism, marking the start of a phase which lasted
almost nine years. Renoir's earlier work in the footsteps
of Monet predisposed him to claim membership in the group.
By the time of the first independent exhibition, the number
of artists with similar interests had enlarged to include
Berthe Morisot, Camille Pissarro, Edgar Degas and Paul
Cézanne, among others.(36) Pissarro and Morisot shared
with the Gleyre's group an interest in landscape painting.

One of the major bonds which held these friends and
colleagues together was their common desire to display their

own paintings. Motivations among the artists were many
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and varied. A prime impetus was the desire for
recognition. All members of the group could wholeheartedly
concur that the Salon offered an unquestionably fickle and
tedious system which hindered the acceptance of ambititous,
creative young artists, especially those whose works were
less than congenial, if not at loggerheads, with the Salon
norm. An independent group exhibition would obviate the
practice of catering on an annual basis to the Academic
leanings of conservative Salon juries.

Another advantage to such an exhibition was expressed
by Morisot who believed their work was distinct, unique
and united by their common interest in landscapes. To be
convinced of their merit, patrons needed to be exposed to
their work as one whole unit, rather than seeing it
scattered and watered down by run-of-the-mill paintings
in the Salon.

Degas, of an alternate view, insisted that
practitioners of divergent styles be included in the
independent show. Because his art centered on Parisian
night 1ife and people as subject matter, obviously he wished
to avoid having his own art swamped by and lost amongst
the landscapes of his friends. Renoir could concur with
Degas's policy on two counts. First, the inclusion of a
greater number of artists, albeit of different styles, would
mean that the substantial cost of holding a show would be

spread among a wider range of people, thereby easing the
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financial burden on each individual artist. This was not
a concern of Degas, but it meant much to artists such as
Renoir, Pissarro and Monet who were less affluent. Second,
many of Renoir's paintings were not landscapes and, like
Degas, he might have felt uncomfortable if he were part
of an exhibition that was dominated by this subject matter.
Moreover, Renoir intended to cater to a wide range of public
taste. An art connoisseur who liked his paintings but
disliked landscapes could now choose from his selection
of alternate subjects, such as portraiture and nudes.
Third, Renoir was fully aware that landscapes did not sell
as well as paintings of people. An exhibition that was
open to a greater range of subject matter might attract
a broader range of buyers.

Renoir's decision not merely to show with the group
of independent painters, but, moreover, to accept a
management position on the committee, came at a time of
moderate success. Juries usually accepted his work into
the Salon, and critics, for the most part, were positive.
Renoir sat in a favourable position with a growing
clientele, in particular, the Le Coeurs, for whom he created
the most portraits during this time and through whom he
was led to new patrons. The dealer, Durand-Ruel,
intermittently purchased some of his work and, even though
he lacked the adequate funds to carry it out fully, seemed

enthusiastic about supporting Renoir and his friends. He
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purchased paintings by a number of the artists during the
early 1870's, although the frequency of these gradually
dropped off, not because he disliked their works but because
he was unable to find buyers. These artists undoubtedly
hoped that an independent show would spur Durand-Ruel's
sales and give the public an opportunity to view their work
objectively in order to, ultimately, share their dealer's
enthusiasm.

Had Renoir believed he was joining the ranks of
mediocre or insignificant artists who were failures at the
Salon, he would have abstained from showing with them.
However, prudently, Renoir was associating with a
respectable group who had experienced a reasonable degree
of success at the Salon, especially Morisot and Degas who
had always been accepted by its jury since the submission
of their first entries in 1864 and 1865 respectively.
Renoir was not alone in his determination to be visible
in the public eye as a creditable artist. All wished to
avoid the stigma of being confounded with artists who could
not make it in the Salon. For this reason, the majority
of artists were opposed to the participation of Cézanne,
whose works, consistently rejected by the Salon juries,
caused the artists to believe that these would lower the
quality of their show. Cézanne was permitted to join the
group, but only by the skin of his teeth, and at the

insistence of Pissarro.
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In keeping with the idea of a respectable exhibition,
the timing of the show took on as great a significance as
the status of its participants. A show held concurrently
with the Salon or after it had ended might mislead the
public into believing that these artists were displaying
their works separately only because they had been rejected
by the jury and were unable to get into the Salon. Hence,
to avoid any confusion, these artists ran their exhibition
before the Salon had a chance to open its doors. Moreover,
members of the group realized that not all of their
colleagues consistently had good fortune when submitting
to the Salon. For instance, Renoir, Monet and Sisley all
fell into this category: although they were sometimes
admitted, each had also faced rejections. 1If exhibitors
in the independent show also submitted their work to the
Salon only to watch the jury turm it down, why, critics
could have a heyday, being supplied with ample ammunition
to attack them as incompetents who, failing approval through
official routes, were groping for last resorts. Thus, the
organizers of the independent exhibition, including Renoir,
agreed upon a pact which barred the inclusion in their
galleries of anyone who submitted work to the Salon.(37)

In addition to the above, Renoir had personal
motivations for becoming a part of an independent group
exhibition. First, the overall respectability of the group

enhanced his own, not only in their status as artists but
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also in their family background. Morisot was the daughter
of a wealthy magistrate (38) and Degas came from an upper
middle class background.(39) Second, like his comrades,
Renoir unquestionably felt the pangs associated with slow
recognition. Displaying only one or two paintings amid

a couple or so thousand would dampen the spirits of many
artists who hoped to gain public recognition and clients.
Third, as mentioned earlier, the Salon attracted throngs
of visitors. Should an independent exhibition attract even
a fraction of these multitudes and interest them in their
art, members of the group conceivably could survive in
moderate comfort, if not decadent luxury. Finally, since
the Franco-Prussian War, Renoir's works had been rejected
from both Salons held in 1872 and 1873, although his entry
during the latter year had been successfully shown in the

1873 Salon des Réfuses (see pages 33-35). It would be

easier for Renoir to participate in an independent
exhibition and be assured of having his works displayed,
rather than submitting to the Salon without guarantee that
his paintings would even be accepted. 1In the latter
instance, if he was rejected, Renoir would have to wait
one year before he could submit new work, and at that, he
could again face rejection.

The Salon had yet to aid Renoir in building a solid
clientele. 1If Renoir did meet patroms through this gallery,

their numbers were low. Because the mainstay of his
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business was built on personalfcontact, Renoir had every
reason to believe that this tr;nd would continue at an
independent show where he would be one of 30, not 1,500,
painters and where he could meet people on a one-to-one
basis. On December 27, 1873, when Renoir added his
signature to the first charter of independent artists, the
independent group exhibition held the greatest promise of

fame and fortune, and thus, was worth the risk.

The Shows

The group of independent artists held a total of eight
independent impressionist exhibitions which ranged
intermittently from 1874 until 1886 inclusive; of these,
Renoir participated in only four shows; namely, in 1874,
1876, 1877 and 1882 respectively (Appendix J).

Before their first opening, minor details, such as
their name, needed to be clarified among members of the
independent artists. In this, there were two opposing
views. Degas promulgated the idea of calling their
exhibition by a quaint, but neutral title such as La
Capucine (the nasturtium),(40) based on the name of the
street, 35, boulevard des Capucines, where it would be
held. Renoir, however, adamantly vetoed all attempts to
give the show a name, including Degas' suggestion, the most

neutral that was brainstormed. To Vollard, Renoir explained
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that he "...was afraid that if it were called the
'Somebodies' or 'The So-and-Sos' or even 'The Thirty-Nine,'
the critics would immediately start talking of a 'new
school'".(41) Renoir feared that a "new school" would
frighten away people who bought art. Hence, the title
finally agreed upon for the first impressionist exhibition
was: "Societe anonyme des artistes peintres, sculpteurs,
graveurs, etc..."(42) Despite Renoir's efforts, the first
show was dubbed "impressionism" by the critic Louis Leroy
in his derisive article on this group of painters, and the
name stayed.

Renoir ceased production of his academic work and went
full force into independent exhibitions, showing a total
of sixty-eight works during the whole of his participation,
beginning with a modest contribution of seven paintings
in the first and reaching the astounding number of
twenty-five in the last show (Appendix K). For the first
exhibition, Renoir displayed a range of works, mostly of
people, which could appeal to a variety of public tastes.
He employed models to pose for three of his paintings,

including La Parisienne (1874, Figure 41), La Loge (1874,

Figure 42) and The Dancer (1874, Figure 43). La Loge was
created after Renoir had made a number of studies of his
model Nini, whose countenance he transformed from a plain,
apparently homely appearance to that of a stunning

vision.(43) The Dancer was of a young ballerina
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Figure 41.

La Parisienne, 1874.

standing singly against a plain background, whereas La
Parisienne was strictly a genre portrait of a woman,

Mme. Henriot, one of Renoir's preferred models, who more
than obviously had adopted a cute pose which would appeal
to the taste of certain audiences for pretty, albeit
unprofound pictures. However, all of these paintings are
about appearance and subject matter, not theory. During
this exhibition, Renoir included only one painting, The

Harvesters (1873, Figure 44) in which he did experiment



with impressionist theories by breaking away from
conventional brush strokes and showing an interest in the
qualities of light. However, Renoir's paintings were far
from being fully developed, nor were they as daring as
Monet's. The sentiments of the critic Jean Prouvaire, who
visited their show and wrote an article on it, are wholly
apt. Apparently he has "Trés fortes réserves sur le
mouvement, mais, dans l'ensemble, appréciation sympathique
des peintres, qu'il trouve moins révolutionnaires que leur
théories."(44)

The impressionists were met with a host of critics

Figure 42.

La Loge, 1874.




Figure 43.

The Dancer, 1874.

Figure 44. The Harvesters, 1873.
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when their doors opened to the public. Had Renoir thought
the term "fat" was a serious malediction directed toward

Lise with a Parasol in the Salon of 1868, he was in for

an even greater shock. During the impressionist
exhibitions, the critics went on the rampage. Beginning
with Louis Leroy and patterning themselves after his lead,
many jumped on the bandwagon and gleefully contributed to
the rapidly growing ranks, clever or otherwise, of derisive
articles.

Leroy, on his own account, had toured the first
impressionist exhibition with a cohort, the painter Joseph
Vincent, whom he had encountered on the premises. The
reader is led to believe that all commentary in Leroy's
subsequent article originated from the collaborated efforts
of both men. According to this facetious account printed
in Charivari, the legs of The Dancer were described by

Vincent as being "'as cottony as the gauze of her

skirts'"(45) and The Harvesters, a loosely painted work,

was called "too finished" when compared with the paintings
of Morisot.(46) In the ribald view of these adversaries,
a man depicted by Renoir in the midst of a field of wheat
should have been depicted with one stripe of colour, not
three, had the artist been a true impressionist.(47)

Whereas his friends went one way and continued to
develop impressionism, Renoir turned and ran in the opposite

direction. During the second impressionist exhibition in
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1876, Renoir took no chances. Under no circumstance did

he wish to show paintings which could draw the attention

of critics who would label him a revolutionary. Renoir
feared this tag would give his reputation a beating and
cause his slowly building clientele to drop. Almost all

of his works were portraits, and two thirds of these were
society commissions, but not one was a landscape. Moreover,
eleven of the fifteen paintings were owned by his patrons
whose names Renoir included next to the entries in the
catalogue, hoping to add an air of respectability to these
works. However, this ruse failed to waylay the attacks

of critics. 1If two years earlier Louis Leroy had sharpened
a knife, the critic Albert Wolff now wielded a hatchet.

In this show, Nu au Soleil (1876, Figure 45), a modest

study, was one of the few, if only, paintings in which
Renoir experimented with impressionist theory. The flesh
of the nude was dappled with reds, blues, violets, greens
and yellows, denoting sunlight that had been refracted upon
striking the skin.

Wolff described this torso as "'a mass of flesh in
the process of decomposition with green and violet spots
which denote the state of complete putrefaction of a
corpse!'"(48) Less ingenious critics took this description
and played it to the utmost, perhaps causing the
impressionists and, especially, Renoir to feel that they

would never live it down. Never again would Renoir depict
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Figure 45.

Nu au Soleil, 1876.

human flesh with obviously variegated tints of colour.

In 1876, during the winter months which preceded the
third impressionist show, Renoir was sought out by a
recently acquired patron, Georges Charpentier, who had
purchased his painting, Pecheur a la Ligne, during one of
the group's auctions held at the HGtel Drouot in 1875.
Renoir was commissioned to tackle portraits of this patron's
family and, later in the year, was invited to their evening
salons, at which he became a regular guest. Apparently
one of the most spectacular in Paris, these soirées bristled

with influential coteries of keynote politicians, official
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painters, famous writers, and prominent critics.(49)

Before the commencement of the third impressionist
exhibition in 1877, and because of his contacts made at
the salons held by the Charpentiers, Renoir was well on
his way to establishing a solid clientele in the upper class
quarters of French society. During this exhibition, Renoir
had distributed his subject matter equally into three
distinct categories. This would enable patrons to choose
their preferences in art, be these society portraits, which
comprised the first third of his paintings; genre, the
second; or landscapes, the third. This time, when Renoir
singled out the society portraits which he would show, the
notability of his patron mattered. The individuals
who had posed for him were prominent, well-to-do
citizens of Paris. Mme. Charpentier, the daughter of a
"grand bourgeois", a jeweler to the Crown,(50) was married
to M. Georges Charpentier, a publisher who owned a
bookstore (51) and who, in addition, maintained the
Charpentier library that was founded by his father.(52)
Mme. Daudet, the daughter of a rich industrialist, was a
talented writer who had published poems, memoirs and
essays.(53) Jeanne Samary was an attractive, well-known
and very popular actress in Paris whom Renoir had met at
the Charpentier Salon and had volunteered to paint.(54)
Renoir had hoped that the prestige of these prominent people

would enhance his own.
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Renoir also showed two resp&ctable portraits of men,
completed a few years earlier, including the Portrait of
Alfred Sisley (c. 1874, Figure 46) and the Portrait of

Jacques-Eugdne Spuller (1871, Figure 47), a member of the

provisionary government during a short-lived commune
following the seige of Paris after the Franco-Prussian War.
Although his exhibits were dominated by portraits of women,
Renoir wished to remind visitors that societal depictions
of men were also within his powers. Renoir was more
strongly committed to building an income by painting the

portraits of moneyed clientele than to following the ideals

Figure 46.

Portrait of Alfred Sisley,

c. 1874.
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Figure 47.
Portrait of

Jacques-EugEne Spuller,

1871.

of impressionism.

Especially in his representations of women, Renoir
distinguished his paintings with a "soft-focus" appearance
which had a tendency to make the sitters look very
attractive, even if they were not. To achieve the same
results, Academic paintings used a scumble; that is, a thin
coating of opaque colour placed over an abrupt edge to
soften it. Renoir eliminated the distinct edge, completing
contours of a figure, face or hand with jagged dabs of
paint. As he had learned when depicting Marie Antoinette

profiles, attractive appearances sell.
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Notably at this time, Renoir credited himself with
insisting upon the use of the title "impressionism" for
the third group exhibition in 1877. Vollard presented
Renoir's reasoning as follows: "It served to explain our
attitude to the layman, and, hence, nobody was
deceived".(55) Degas, naturally, was opposed to the use
of the name of impressionism. A neutral title could have
been employed as a reference to a general exhibition which
contained a variety of styles; whereas the name
impressionism denoted only a handful of artists within this
exhibition, among whom he felt his own work did not belong.
Renoir, however, had personal motivations for now desiring
the designation "impressionism". Undoubtedly, at the salon
of the Charpentiers, he would have been introduced as one
of the impressionists since, at this point, this name was
circulating in Paris. Thus, by using this name, Renoir
undoubtedly hoped that a number of the wealthy art
collectors whom he had met at the Charpentier salon would
recognize the show when it was advertised and be interested
in visiting it. Once drawn, they could see his work and
perhaps purchase a few paintings or commission a portrait,
If the exhibition was called by any other designation, these
amateurs might unwittingly overlook the advertisement and
not realize that Renoir's work would be in it. To draw
these wealthy clientele, it had to be called impressionism.

Renoir, however, apparently was unable to convince his



114

his associates to go along with the new name. His friends
and colleagues, instead, agreed upon the title Exposition
de Peinture (Exhibition of Painting) for the third
independent group show.(56)

For this show, Renoir produced his greatest and

deservedly famous work, Au Moulin de la Galette (1876,

Figure 48). This masterpiece cannot help but overwhelm

a viewer. One is beguiled by the dazzling lights, the
sensuous waltzes, the gay smiles, the relaxed demeanors,

the fond, affectionate gestures of hands brushing shoulders,
the warm contact of embracing bodies, the frivolous
conversations and the pungent wines. Not one single person

has a quarrel with another; or, if so, this is not depicted.

Figure 48. Au Moulin de la Galette, 1876.
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All are vivacious. All are engrossed in their surroundings
and enveloped in an atmosphere of moderate pleasure of one
sort or another. No one is either languid or downright
depressed. Women are pretty with wide set eyes, smooth
noses and archaic smiles on their lips, reminiscent of the
expression carved on the faces of ancient Greek kouros and
kore statues. Men, on the other hand, are stoic and suave.
Many of the costumes are of a relatively dark navy blue
or black colour; yet the painting as a whole avoids
melancholy for it is sprinkled with arrays of colour
radiating from the occasional dress, terrace, trees,
flowers, hats and ornaments. No one would have a sour
thought, and realities such as jealousies, broken
engagements, false promises, pregnancies, marital breakdowns
and the menial chores of daily life have no place in this
world of wine, song and roses. Perhaps Renoir had his head
set squarely upon his shoulders when he constructed this
masterpiece: life is short and the world is to be enjoyed.
Perhaps the spirit of freedom permeated its influence:
Renoir was 35 at the time and a bachelor.

At this point it may seem difficult to ascertain why,

exactly, a painting such as Au Moulin de la Galette is a

specific example of impressionism, but not mainstream art,
or, for that matter, any other style of art. After all,
it seems moreso a depiction of a glamourous outdoor ball

attended by cavorting people sharing intimate waltzes and
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obstreperous revelry than that of artistic theory. To find
an answer, it is necessary to return to the first
impressionist exhibition where the name had originated.

In the spring of 1874, Monet had titled one of his
paintings with the caption, Impression, Sunrise (1872,
Figure 49), which was spotted by Leroy and his accomplice,
Vincent.(57) 1In their eyes, the label "impression" aptly
described what they were seeing in the works of a number
of artists; in particular, Renoir, Monet, Sisley, Morisot,
Pissarro, Degas, and Cézanne. The critic and his associate
saw brush strokes stand unblended on the surface of the

canvas, which implied a lack of concern for exactitude and

Figure 49. Monet, Impression, Sunrise, 1872.
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truth to nature. These two adversaries were accustomed

to viewing paintings in which brush strokes were
subordinated to the whole and smoothed to an indiscernible,
glossy patina. They believed that colours should ring and,
moreover, exhibit a certain agreement with those extant

in nature. Most highly valued in France at that time were
trompe l1'oeil paintings which could make a viewer forget
that the image hanging in front of them was comprised simply
of slippery oil brushed on the surface of a primed canvas,
but instead almost convince them that living, breathing
people, massive buildings, spacious rooms, sun-drenched
vistas, light-shot trees, elegant dining room suites, and
other paraphernalia stood before their eyes.

The use of distinct brush strokes was not unknown to
the French public. Delacroix liberally deployed them
throughout his canvases to convey the excitement and drama
of his action-packed subjects, well aware that these would
be optically blended the moment a person stood back from
a painting. However, to art connoisseurs, unblended brush
strokes were chiefly associated with an unfinished canvas.

A technique, called ébauche, was taught by the Ecole des
Beaux Arts and practiced by artists, wherein the composition
was rapidly built up with an undercoat of paint using crude,
broad brush strokes which covered the whole of the canvas
surface in a haphazard, multi-directional fashion. This

method was employed as a means to envision the overall



product in short order. The subject would later be worked
to achieve a smooth finish. Not only did Gleyre advocate
this practice to his students at the atelier, but this
technique dates at least as far back as 1800 to
Jacques-Louis David's unfinished portrait of Mme. Récamier
(Figure 50).(58)

Thus, when critics and artists viewed the first
independent show, they were not impressed. They were
familiar with unblended brushstrokes but chiefly associated
these with the <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>