
A r t  P r o f i l e s
F o r  K i d s

ManetMANET

Kathleen Tracy

Although his career spanned a mere twenty years, Édouard Manet 
remains one of the most infl uential artists in history. Rejecting the 
classical style of painting religious or mythological subjects, Manet 
was one of the fi rst artists in the nineteenth century to paint 
modern people in modern situations. Many of his paintings depicted 
the everyday street life of Paris, especially the cafés. The realism 
of his art offended the mainstream art community, and as a result, 
Manet’s work was criticized as being obscene and unskilled. 
Despite the critics, paintings such as The Luncheon on the Grass 
and Olympia inspired the Impressionist movement and marked 
the beginning of modern art.
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It was a scandal that rocked the Parisian art community. It also introduced 
a new painting style that would revolutionize nineteenth-century art. 

In the 1860s, the most important event of the French art world was 
the annual Salon, a public art show that could make or break a young 
painter’s career. Because so many influential people attended the Salon, 
the competition to get a painting exhibited was fierce—and frustrating. 
Most members of the selection committee were conservative academics 
who did not encourage originality. They wanted paintings that were true 
to the style and artistic philosophies of the classical Renaissance paint-
ers, so artists such as Édouard Manet were viewed as upstarts with 
questionable talent. In 1863, Manet’s controversial Déjeuner sur l’Herbe
(The Picnic, or its literal translation, Lunch on the Grass) had been 
resoundingly rejected by the jury, which labeled the painting obscene. 
Nearly three thousand other works—an extremely high number—were 
also rejected. 

The jury’s rejection of so many artists created a heated public contro-
versy that escalated to the point where Emperor Napoleon III felt he had  
to get involved. He was worried the artistic showdown might become a 
political cause célèbre. To defuse the outcry, he established the Salon 
des Refusés, an exhibit featuring works refused by the main Salon. Natu-
rally, many people attended the Salon des Refusés just to see firsthand 
the source of all the controversy. Regardless of any negative press, the 
publicity helped validate the emerging Impressionist movement. The 

Trés Scandal 

Chapter 1
one
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CHAPTER 1

centerpiece of that first Salon des Refusés was Manet’s Déjeuner sur 
l’Herbe, which depicted clothed men picnicking outdoors with a nude 
woman. Today, the painting seems almost quaint, a snapshot of a bygone 
era. But at the time, the idea of placing a naked woman in a contempo-
rary setting was considered outrageously improper. 

Considering the scandal Le Déjeuner sur l’Herbe caused, Manet 
waited two years before submitting another painting for Salon consider-
ation. To his surprise, the jury agreed to show Olympia in the 1865 Salon. 
Art historians now suspect the Salon jury selected Olympia for political 
reasons: Although they did not believe it up to their classical standards, 
they did not want to be accused again of censorship or narrow-minded 
thinking. They decided to let the public judge for themselves. Curiously, 
though, Manet did not view himself as an outsider. He was influenced 
and inspired by traditional artists and themes; he just wanted to put his 
own contemporary spin on those themes. 

When the exhibit opened, the uproar was deafening. Manet was vili-
fied for the painting’s revolutionary style and subject presentation. 
Olympia shows a woman reclining on a bed, nude except for a slipper 
on her left foot—the slipper on her right foot has fallen off—a bow 
around her neck, a bracelet, and a pink flower in her hair. There is a black 
cat at the foot of the bed, and a maid is presenting flowers to her. 
Although nudes were common subjects in art, it was the realism of the 
painting, and the fact that Olympia is probably a prostitute—the flowers 
are presumably from a waiting client—that upset the public’s nineteenth-
century sensibilities.  

Adding to the realism of the painting was the way Manet used strong 
brushstrokes and “impressions” of shapes and forms rather than detail-
ing each aspect of the painting. “Olympia shocked in every possible way,” 
notes art historian Linda Nochlin in the film Shock of the Nude. “That is 
to say formally, morally, in terms of its subject matter. It had the whole 
range of outrage.”1

Art historian Kenneth Clark added that the picture did more than 
outrage viewers; it made them uncomfortable because it hit so close to 
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TrES Scandal

home. “For almost the first time since the Renaissance, a painting of the 
nude represented a real woman in probable surroundings. . . . Amateurs 
were thus suddenly reminded of the circumstances under which actual 
nudity was familiar to them and their embarrassment is 
understandable.”2

Writer Antonin Proust, Manet’s longtime friend, later observed, “If 
the canvas of the Olympia was not destroyed, it is only because of the 
precautions that were taken by the administration.”3

Manet’s depiction of nude women in relatable settings in Olympia 
and Le Déjeuner sur l’Herbe was so revolutionary, he is considered the 

When Olympia was exhibited in 1865, it was condemned by critics as 
obscene. Today it is considered a masterpiece of early Impressionist style.

 ʻ
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CHAPTER 1

first modernist painter. But while it was Manet’s talent that brought 
Olympia to life, it was the model he chose, Victorine Meurent, who gave 
the painting its visceral punch. Victorine came from a creative family—her 
mother made hats and women’s accessories, and her father was a 
bronze-worker. She began working as a model when she was just six-
teen, posing over the years for many famous artists, including Alfred 
Stevens, Edgar Degas, and Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. She also sang at 
the cafés and gave guitar and violin lessons. 

She met Manet after he saw her walking down the street carrying a 
guitar and was struck by her red hair and small stature. He re-created 
that first impression in their first collaboration, The Street Singer, in 1862 
when she was eighteen. She was also his model in Le Déjeuner sur 
l’Herbe. 

In the early 1870s, Victorine began taking art classes, and a short time 
later she and Manet became estranged—after she posed for his 1873 
painting Gare Saint-Lazare (The Railway). In an ironic twist, three years 
after she stopped modeling for Manet, Victorine submitted her work to 
the Salon and was accepted. That same year, the jury rejected Manet’s 
submissions.

While Victorine suffered no apparent consequence from posing in 
two highly controversial paintings, Manet was crushed by the criticism of 
his work. In a letter to a friend, French poet Charles Pierre Baudelaire, he 
wrote, “They are raining insults on me. Someone must be wrong.”4

Time would prove Manet right. Over the next two decades, he would 
help define Impressionism, in both style and content. 

“Manet has given us an incredible gift,” said New York artist Mike 
Bidlo, “this idea that art is something which kind of rattles your cage or 
takes you to another area of intellectual understanding. He was exploring 
the role of artist as provocateur.”5

Manet’s refusal to conform to the status quo would become an inspi-
ration for generations of artists to follow. 
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