Edouard Manet (Ed’ word Man nay’), 1832-1883, French Painter
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Edward Manet was born in Paris, France, on January 32, 1832, to a rich and distinguished family. During this time, about 30 years after the French Revolution, an emperor ruled France, but the real power rested firmly with the middle class known as the “bourgeoisie.” Edward Manet was an artist19th Century French painting. He bridged the gap between the old classical traditional Realism of the early 1800s and the new, modern style of Impressionism that developed after the mid-1800s.  Manet was a great admirer of Spanish painting, and he adopted many of their techniques in his own paintings. His compositions were also influenced by the structure of Japanese prints and by the invention of photography. Although he was close friends with many of the Impressionist artists, he followed his own style and refused to be labeled as such; he also refused to participate in any of their group exhibitions. Manet was a pioneer in showing modern life and his work generated a growing interest in this new subject matter. Unlike the Impressionist artists, he did not abandon the use of black in his painting and he continued to paint in his studio. 


He refused to show his work in the Impressionist exhibitions, instead preferring to submit his work to the traditional Salon. In those days, salons were the museums everyone went to.  In addition, there was a jury of distinguished artists who set the standards for what was considered “good” French art. This group was called the Salon and it held yearly art exhibits that attracted thousands of people. They gave “official” approval to the exhibited art and accepted artists were then given commissions by the French government for future work. Paintings rejected by the Salon became so disliked that they could not be sold. So an artist’s success depended upon receiving Salon approval.  Manet used strong contrasts and bold colors. His works contained flattened shapes and patches of “pure color.” He painted a variety of everyday subjects, with an emphasis on figures and still life elements.


Instead of classic hero poses and a central event, Manet painted the ordinary modern world in a spontaneous manner. He found his subjects among contemporary Parisian life—on the streets, in the cafés, gardens, parks, and even at the horse races—and he painted simplified shapes with bold color and brushwork.  Manet’s pictures of everyday subjects alarmed the traditional Salon jurists as well as the middle class. 
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The Bar at the Folies-Bergére

The years 1863-1865 were key years in Manet’s career. Manet’s work was the subject of controversy because he portrayed un-idealized nudes realistically in works such as, “Luncheon on the Grass” and “Olympia.” He was rejected by the Salon and criticized by the public. During this time, he suffered intense confrontations with the public and the Salon. Manet valued and tried to gain Salon approval but when he submitted Luncheon on the Grass in 1863 and Olympia in 1865, both paintings were not only rejected, but each caused great public scandal. Although both works showed nudes and each was based on admired and accepted classical themes created by earlier artists, Manet’s realistic portrayal of ordinary naked women without idealization left his audience shocked and repulsed.

In 1863 the Salon judges were even tougher: of 5,000 submissions, they rejected more than 2,800. When the rejected artists protested it was decided that all rejected works would have their own art show. Thus, the Salon des Refusés [the Salon of the Refused] was held nearby and many more people actually rushed to see the “rejected” show than visited the official Salon exhibition. The bourgeoisie came especially to gawk at Manet’s newest painting, Luncheon on the Grass.” Because of this scandalous work, Manet found himself suddenly thrust into the position as leader of the antiestablishment artists, those labeled the avant-garde or “New Painters” of the French art world. Younger artists saw Manet as an admirable pioneer and they began to gather around him. Known as “Manet’s gang,” several, including the artists Fantin-Latour, Degas, and Bazille regularly joined Manet at the Café Gerbois for discussions about new, modern art. Bazille also brought along other artists—Monet, Renoir, and Sisley. Even recluse, Cézanne, and Pissarro joined the group discussion on occasion. These friends would soon be known as Impressionists and although Manet enjoyed their friendship and admiration, he never painted in a truly Impressionistic style nor had any wish to join their artistic group. He would also become annoyed whenever some critic confused him with his friend, the Impressionist Claude Monet.

In 1882, Manet’s last great masterpiece, The Bar at the Folies-Bergére, was exhibited at the Salon. This scene from the modern world of Parisian nightlife exemplified Manet’s philosophy of life and art. Although he had finally achieved the peak of his career, he was now very ill, frequently collapsing from the fatigue, weakness, and extreme pain caused by adisorder of the nervous system. During his final weeks, the circulation in his legs failed, causing gangrene in his left foot. The doctors were forced to amputate, but he continued to decline and died at the age of 51 on April 30, 1883. He left behind 430 oil paintings and a reputation for recording modern Parisian life in his own style, however controversial that it was for the time.

Vocabulary + Extra Information

Realism—A style of art that shows objects or scenes accurately, objectively, and without idealization. During the 19th Century, Realism was also an art movement rebelling against traditional classical subjects, favoring instead scenes from modern life.

Impressionism—A style of art that originated in 19th Century France that concentrated on the visible changes in light and color. Impressionist artists typically painted outdoors [en plein air] and they used dabs of pure colors and no black when capturing their “impression” of a scene.

Still life—A painting or drawing of inanimate objects.


Art Elements

Color—Color has three properties: hue, which is the name of the color; value, referring to the lightness or darkness of the color; and intensity, referring to the purity of the hue. Primary colors are yellow, red, and blue. Secondary colors are orange, green, and purple. Warm colors appear to advance toward the viewer while cool colors appear to recede in an artwork. Manet painted with a restricted palette of “pure colors,” Black was very important in his work and he never abandoned its use, as did the Impressionist artists.
Shape—Shape is an area contained within an actual or implied line that can be identified because of color or value changes. Shapes are geometric or organic and positive or negative. In a realistic work, the subject is a positive shape and the background is a negative shape. Design in art is basically the planned arrangement of shapes.  Manet painted shapes that appeared flat due to harsh fontal lighting. He created shapes by using flat areas of color that stood out because of their contrasts. 


Art Principles

Contrast—Contrast refers to differences in values, colors, textures, shapes, and other elements that then create visual excitement while adding interest to a work of art. Value contrast is most evident when black is placed next to white. Contrast of color intensity occurs when a pure, intense color is placed next to a muted or grayed color. Shape contrast occurs when positive and negative shapes or geometric and organic shapes are juxtaposed. Manet contrasted negative background shapes with the positive shapes of the subject as well as light values placed against dark values for emphasis.
Emphasis—Emphasis is used by artists to create a dominant focus in an artwork. Artists can emphasize color, value, shape, or other elements in order to draw attention to the most important aspect of their work. Placement in the center, isolation, strong value contrasts, shape contrasts, and color dominance can all add emphasis to a focal area. Manet used placement, isolation, and strong contrasts of shape and color in his single-figure compositions; in larger group paintings, he used value, shape, and color contrasts to add emphasis to focal areas.
