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Ambiguity, and the engagement of spatial illusion within the surface of Manet's paintings

2. PICTORIAL PERSPECTIVES: Text
______________________________________________________________________

The background to Manet's dynamics in spatial illusion involves both his past and
his present. His endeavours and achievements were at one and the same time embedded
in the pictorial traditions of the Old Masters and absorbed into the contemporary
developments and influences of his own times. They were also set at the vanguard of
those crucial changes that led to twentieth-century painting, and were thus a link between
his past and future.
Since the fifteenth-century Renaissance, Western art had developed the use of
linear perspective as the pictorial means to approximate perception with natural
perspective. All painting is to some degree an artifice, but by the middle of the
nineteenth century the potential for perspectival spatial illusion to give a reflection of the
reality of natural perception was so entrenched into the vision of Western art that the
nature of painting's production and reception required, or enabled, the fictive world of
history painting, genre painting, sentimental or anecdotal vignettes, the picturesque, and
images of reverie and fantasy to imagine the pictorial space, not in terms of the artifice of
picture-making, but to be real, beyond the ideal. The potential for painting to be vitally
creative in its own right had thus been diminished. As Clement Greenberg has claimed,
"realistic, illusionist art had dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art".1
The history of Western pictorial space and its structure provides an interesting
comparative background to considerations of Manet's application of a perspectival
spatial geometry and his fragmentation of space.2 Greco-Roman space was an
aggregation of different views without a coherent geometry and with each depicted
object set in its own separate space.3 Medieval painting used both a stage space with a
limited spatial recession to a vertical background and a stratified space with horizontal
bands, often not chronologically connected, set above each other and the spatial
recession implied with increased elevation.4 The Proto-Renaissance contributions of
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artists such as Cimabue (c.1240–1302?), Duccio di Buoninsegna (c.1255–1318?), and
Giotto di Bordone (1266?–1337) provided tentative but substantial progression towards a
unifying spatial system based on empirical observation. Cimabue used a consistent
relationship between light and shade,5 Duccio displayed a surprising grasp of
convergence in his building forms,6 and Giotto, in his attempts at a coherent spatial
system, used a unified viewpoint, angled planes to the left and the right to convey threedimensional rectilinear form, overlapping planes to indicate recession, and figures
formed with a real sense of volume.7 The bringing together of all these elements within
the coherent, consistent geometry of linear perspective emerged in the environment of
the early fifteenth-century Renaissance in Florence.8 Its invention by Filippo
Brunelleschi (1377–1446) in c.1413,9 its initial applications by Masaccio (1401–28) in
his frescoes of the 1420s,10 and its codification based upon Euclidean postulates by Leon
Battista Alberti in his treatise Della Pittura of 1436,11 established the basis for spatial
illusion in Western art. A relatively coherent perspectival geometry of spatial recession,
and a related illusion of volume and shadow projection were evident in Masaccio's
frescoes, and these devices of geometries and form were integrated with other
illusionistic devices such as atmospheric perspective and colour recession to form an
overall system of spatial illusion.
In contrast to the tentatively angled forms of the fourteenth-century artists, the
characteristics of Alberti's 'perspective box' included its centred viewpoint and its
primary space set parallel to the picture plane. This system provided the basis for
pictorial space in painting throughout the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, even if
used with less accuracy in northern Europe, and its principles and procedures were
theoretically developed and applied within the work of many artists such as Paolo
Uccello (1396/7–1475),12 Piero della Francesca (1410/20–92),13 Leonardo da Vinci
(1452–1519),14 and Albrecht Durer (1471–1528).15
There were, however, limitations with Alberti's system involving the spatial
distortion and apparent change in view which were created with the lateral offset of the
viewpoint beyond the limits of a practical cone of vision. But there are many examples of
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offsets or displacements of the principal vanishing point in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries and these have been seen by James Elkins as a "play" with the potential of
perspective.16 Such a displacement is highlighted with two predella panels depicting the
Miracle of the Host (Fig.81) painted by Paolo Uccello for an altarpiece in c.1468.
Whereas the left hand panel, The Selling of the Host, displays a typical Albertian
perspective with a central centre of vision and vanishing point, in contrast, the right hand
panel, The Jew's Attempt to Destroy the Host, has its centre of vision and vanishing point
offset far to the right with the extent of view, as part of a widened cone of vision,
extended to the left. This creates not only a distortion of the space to the left of the scene,
but also the sense that one is viewing the interior room of the scene at an angle, as if part
of a two-point perspective, and not perpendicular to the picture plane.17 The angles of the
orthogonals in perspective to the left also accentuate the sense of spatial recession.
Although this use of the offset viewpoint remained as one of the standard techniques of
perspective practice through to the nineteenth century, it is less than clear whether the
artists who used its geometry did so as a conscious decision to make use of its
accentuated diagonals or its inherent ambiguity as an apparent angled view.18 And
whether the potential for that ambiguity was also identified by Manet in any earlier
works is unknown, even though it can be shown in this dissertation that it was used by
him for that very purpose. During his trips to Italy he would certainly have seen many
clear examples in the works of artists, such as in Titian's Madonna of the Pesaro Family
(1519–26, Fig.82).19 The possibility of such an influence is later considered in Chapter 4,
with the spatial comparison of some important Manet works and their acknowledged
sources.
Perspective's geometry was also an obvious influence on pictorial space. Alberti's
system set pictorial space parallel to the picture plane, initially with the primary 'action'
depicted in the foreground. During the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries there were
many variations on the extent of evident spatial recession within such a spatial
configuration, including: a limited 'stage' space,20 a spatial recession, often sequential, to
a middle distance;21 and spaces which receded completely into a background landscape,
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with either a clear separation between the foreground 'action' and the background,22 or
intermediate planes set in the middle-distance.23 Alternatives to such overt structuring of
the pictorial space were also developed, even though perspective remained the
underlying geometry. Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564),24 for example, created an
integration between figures and space itself, with its articulations leading to the dynamic
use of pictorial space by the Mannerists. And artists of the Renaissance in Venice, with
the Byzantine influence and the early contact with the oil paintings of artists such as Jan
van Eyck from Northern Europe, used tonal modulation for spatial illusion rather than an
overt spatial structure. As noted by David Rosand, Titian, for example, understood the
"constitutive elements of spatial representation: architectural perspective and luminous
landscape, color and tone", but was reluctant "to build compositionally upon a consistent
and fully realized architectural base."25
At the same time, developments in theory and practice enabled perspective to
relate more accurately to natural perspective with the double-angled depiction of threedimensional form, as had been attempted in the fourteenth century. This involved the
introduction of the technique of tiers points by Jean Pélerin (called Viator) in his De
Artificiali perspective of 1505,26 and its perfection by Jean Cousin in his Livre de
Perspective of 1560.27 With the important determination of the vanishing point by
Guidobaldo del Monte in 1600, and its development and confirmation by Pierre
Desargues in the 1630s, perspective's basic principles had been established and clarified
and, notwithstanding the many subsequent developments in procedure and application,
did not change during the following centuries to Manet's time.28
The pictorial potential provided by these conventions of perspective was another
matter. The use by the sixteenth-century Mannerists of a shallow but dynamically figured
space set parallel to the picture plane, and often with dramatic perspectives using low
viewpoints,29 was an influence on painting through the Baroque and Rococo periods of
the seventeenth- and eighteenth-centuries.30 Dramatic spatial perspectives were achieved
by Michelangelo Caravaggio (1575–1610) by different means, with a juxtaposition of the
limited spatial recession created by his backgrounds of darkness and the accentuated
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spatial illusion achieved with the extreme foreshortening of his figures and the pictorial
space seemingly projected in front of the painting's surface.31 Nevertheless, the more
visually stable structure of the 'perspective box' of Alberti, characterised by its centred
viewpoint and planes set parallel to the picture plane, was continued with many
variations as a more formal and classical use of spatial illusion, with its ideal form
exemplified in the work of Nicolas Poussin (1594–1665).32 These contrasting strands of
a classicised, idealised space and the more naturalistic but at times dramatic space,
carried through to the nineteenth century in many guises and with many borrowings and
overlaps.33 From the middle of the eighteenth century, for example, the classicised space
which had been retained as a counter to the freedom of Baroque space underwent what
James Elkins has described as a "single decisive change during the period 1750–1840"
with it being "very gently rotated so the picture became a 'two-point'… construction".34
Variants of this rotation, Elkins has pointed out, included symmetrical "two-point
constructions", and a Neoclassical adjustment involving the centred corner moved
slightly to one side.35 These spatial manipulations using the geometry of perspective to
construct an image can be seen against those naturalistic responses to the visible world
which had developed in painting from the seventeenth-century, and in which the use of
linear perspective was inherent in the translation of natural perspective to its illusion in
the two-dimensional surface.
Within perspective's structure during these centuries, spatial ambiguities were
intentionally achieved either as the result of pictorial devices such as anamorphosis and
perspectival incongruity, or as a contradiction between the geometry of the pictorial
spaces and the means of depiction. The anamorphosis in The Ambassadors of 1533 by
Hans Holbein (1497/8–1543) is an example of such a device but, typically, appears as an
appendage and is not directly involved in the artifice of the work.36 And in those works
which present incongruous spaces within frameworks of perspectival geometry, such as
the unsettling Carceri d'Invenzione series of 1745–61 by Giovanni Battista Piranesi
(1720–78), the means to achieve the spatial ambiguity are pictorially obvious.
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Las Meninas (1656, Fig.86) by Diego Velásquez (1599–1660), is of particular
interest here as it has been seen by many scholars as an influence on Manet's articulation
of space in A Bar at the Folies-Bergère.37 Its complex spatial uncertainty, seen beneath a
straightforward spatial appearance, involves: the uncertain interplay between Velásquez
as the artist of the actual painting; the self-portrait of Velásquez as the artist within the
painting; the unseen surface of the canvas within the painting; the unseen subject of the
gaze of Velásquez and the group of the Infanta Marguerita and the court members; the
reflection in the mirror on the background wall; and the placement, highlighting, and
gaze of the figure seen on the stairs in the background. Although the pictorial spaces
seem to have been structured on perspective, the uncertainty in how the painting works
raises a doubt about the application of its geometry. Joel Snyder and Ted Cohen have
claimed and demonstrated that "At the level of its geometry, Las Meninas… is
thoroughly and ingeniously orthodox".38 Although not dissimilar to Manet's spatial
ambiguity, that in Las Meninas exists within a traditional perspectival unity, not within
an apparent rejection of it as seen in A Bar at the Folies-Bergère.
The forms of illusionistic space from the fifteenth century through to the
nineteenth were thus generally based on perspective's geometry, as views either
constructed with a knowledge of its procedure or translated with an understanding of its
principles. And the many published perspective manuals, particularly from the
eighteenth-century, certainly provided the means for artists to construct or translate
views in any situation.39 This knowledge was consolidated by the scientific development
of optics, with the camera obscura and the later camera lucida not only providing tacit
confirmation of perspective's principles but, in their ability to make available on a
surface an image of a selected view, also being used to an ever-increasing extent as aids
for painting from the seventeenth-century.40
Although seen as a logical progression from these optical devices, photography,
with its fixing of the refracted image, not only enhanced this perspectival and spatial
confirmation but also provided the means for an artist to record a pose or scene for use as
source, aide-mémoire, or instrument of transfer. By Manet's time perspective was the
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established means of depicting spatial illusion, but photography, with rapid
developments made in its technology from the 1840s, brought a new understanding of
imagery and its potential within a two-dimensional surface, and liberated painting from
many pictorial preconceptions.41 The composition of images with 'accidental' framing or
cropping, the selection of new viewpoints and directions of view, the emphasis on planes
in focus, the blurring of images with movement, the overlaying and combining of
images, and increased tonal contrast with the reduction of half-tones, were all direct
pictorial influences from photography on painting.42
Even though many of these pictorial aspects were absorbed and used by Manet,43
the most important connection with photography existed with those two strategies he
employed for his spatial ambiguity, the offset viewpoint and the composite image. The
interplay discussed above between the offset centre of vision in a one-point perspective
and the simultaneous creation of an apparent angled view was an every-day occurrence
in the world of the professional photographer in Manet's time. The standard camera used
by these photographers, the chambre photographique,44 could create its image in exactly
that way. The camera could be positioned with its centre of vision set to replicate a onepoint perspective and, by means of parallel sliding frames, a part of a wide-angle cone of
vision could be selected so that even though its spatial shaping suggested an angled view,
the horizontal lines parallel to the photographic plate in the camera would still be seen as
horizontal lines of a one-point perspective. Apart from the practical benefit of easier
handling of the camera, the frames provided the means to 'correct' perspective.45
Obviously there was no novelty in the use of such cameras by the 1860s and any artist
would have been aware of, and comprehended, their function.
The potential for the same spatial ambiguity also existed, in a converse way,
within the fixed image of a relatively wide-angle photograph, taken, for example, as a
centre-point perspective. Rather than create the spatially ambiguous photograph which is
possible with the chambre photographique camera, those parts of a photographic image
furthest from the centre of vision can be seen to be spatially ambiguous when isolated
from their original context. Although the horizontal lines parallel to the photographic
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plate in such a circumstance remain horizontal and confirm the underlying one-point
perspective, the offset space can also make the direction of view appear to be angled.46
Whether this potential for spatial ambiguity was seen by Manet either in an
understanding of the chambre photographique camera or in the isolation of part of a
photographic image is not known, but it is shown in Chapter 5 that Manet directly
applied this underlying geometry in creating a number of his problematic works. It can
even be proposed that the often-noted tendency of Manet to 'flatten' his perspective
derives from this same geometry. It suited him artistically to have these elements more
horizontal, and with the geometry he had the means to pictorially create them without a
need for artificial 'flattening'.
Permanent photographic images also provided a repertoire of images which could
be re-used in part within new composite contexts. Such composites, created by
combining and overlaying numerous negatives to form one image or by a 'cut-and-paste'
technique with paper prints, had developed in England in the 1850s.47 Although
officially rejected in France as a valid photographic technique,48 the potential for
photographs to provide new approaches to imagery was not lost on artists. Again, there is
no evidence that Manet utilised photographic images in this way, but this research
indicates, as shown in Chapter 5, that discrete parts of what could only have been
photographic images were overlaid or interlocked in the creation of some of his most
ambiguous works. The evidence also indicates that some of these source photographs
could only have been taken from an elevated position, such as from an aerial balloon.
The early history of aerial photography in Paris, involving Manet's friend Nadar, and
others, is a contradictory one (see Appendix 3), but the possibility that Manet used such
photographs is seen as a logical occurrence when set into the circumstances of his own
artistic agenda and within the milieu of the Paris in which he lived. Such a possibility
may also require re-assessments of the nature and dating of some of his works.
A less direct, but nonetheless important, aspect of photography's influence
involved the way in which the fixing of an image onto the surface of a negative re-famed
the way in which reality and real space could be depicted on a painting's surface. What
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was changing for art with the development of Realism in the 1850s was the move away
from the imagined to the real, and in this respect photography, with its recording of an
'actuality', provided an insight into the nature of the surface of paintings.49 The image in
photography, created by means of light refraction and light-sensitive chemicals, exists
within its terrain as a record of an 'actuality', no matter how unreal or artificial that
'actuality' is made to appear. And although the artifice of photography is latent and not as
overt as that of painting, hidden as it were behind its verisimilitude, it is suggested that
artists such as Manet understood that the representation in a painting of that actuality
could never be achieved by an attempt at direct 'realism'. Photography confirmed that the
concept of 'realism' was an artificial one, and that any sense of truthfulness in a painting's
representation could only be achieved by engaging the artifice in its surface and not in
the belief of creating a 'real' image of anything, particularly of space.
Photography thus provided the potential for the two-dimensional surface of a work
to be a field of new visual and spatial dynamics, and the extent to which Manet realised
that potential is one of the many aspects of Manet's art yet to be resolved. His use of
photography as a direct image source, and the probability of its use by him as a pictorial
influence and a tool for the transfer of images has been raised previously by many
scholars,50 but the limited available evidence is not seen as a negation of the research
results of this dissertation. Some of the works considered in the overview in Chapter 4
certainly suggest an underlying perspectival geometry taken from photographs and show
evidence of composite construction. And of the works examined in Chapter 5, Incident in
a Bullfight, View of the 1867 Exposition Universelle, The Burial, The Railway, and A Bar
at the Folies-Bergère provide evidence of separate views or fragments of views brought
together as overlays or collages to form a single, composite image. Such a practice
provides the circumstance, but not the direct evidence, in which it can be deemed
probable that Manet used photographs in a 'cut-and-paste' procedure, either for
transferred images or as actual fragments of photographs, at the preliminary or
intermediate stages in the development of his overall images. A lack of evidence may not
be so surprising. If such proposed stratagems were in fact used to create the ambiguities
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in his works, Manet would certainly not have wished any evidence of a photographic aid
to be seen. It may be possible, then, that the extent to which Manet used photography
and photographs and the degree of their importance to him in his picture-making process
may have been much greater than the lack of evidence has implied.
Pictorial language was certainly extended by photography, but another important
aspect of that language involved concepts intrinsic to French art within which Manet's art
had been critiqued, particularly during the 1860s, and which also inflected upon his use
of spatial disjunctions and fragmentation. These were the complex pictorial notions of
tableau and morceau. In both the theatrical and painting contexts in the 1750s there had
been a requirement for works to have a compositional unity as tableaux. Michael Fried,
who has extensively examined these two issues in his writings, has stated that writers
such as Denis Diderot and Friedrich Grimm demanded that in paintings a "pictorial unity
be instantaneously apprehensible".51 This requirement, Fried noted, was an "emphasis on
the tableau", as "the portable and self-sufficient picture that could be taken in at a glance,
as opposed to the "environmental", architecture-dependent, often episodic or allegorical
project that could not",52 and which "denoted the achievement of a sufficiently high
degree of compositional and coloristic unity… to produce a powerful and instantaneous
effect of formal and expressive closure".53 Such a concept of pictorial unity continued
through to the 1850s when, in critiques of the paintings of Gustave Courbet, the
contrasting term of morceau was used to indicate that his canvases had failed "to
conform to traditional notions of compositional unity… [and] were mere morceaux,
pieces or fragments, regardless of their actual size".54 One of the differences between the
two terms can be seen in their use in 1860 by Zacharie Astruc when contrasting the art of
Courbet with that of Delacroix. "À l'inverse de Delacroix," stated Astruc, "qui ne voit
plus qu'un ensemble où résonne l'idée, lui se plaît au morceau spècial qui l'éloigne. Du
morceau on monte à l'ensemble, au tableau".55 And in a posthumously published essay,
Delacroix had written that "Le réaliste le plus obstiné… ne peut prendre un morceau
isolé ou même une collection de morceaux pour en faire un tableau".56 In both of these
descriptions a tableau was seen not as a summation of morceaux but rather as an
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overarching concept, and that the morceaux were incorporated within the unifying
tableau.
These same notions were similarly applied to Manet and his work. Throughout his
career, Manet was criticised for his paintings being insufficiently unified as tableaux,
and within the concept of the term used in the 1850s, their various parts, seen as separate
entities, were described as morceaux. In a review of the 1863 Salon des Refusés, in
which Manet exhibited Mlle V...in the Costume of an Espada, Young Man in the
Costume of a Majo (1863, Fig.15), and Le Déjeuner sur l'herbe, Théodore Pelloquet, for
example, complained that "M. Manet ne sait pas composer un tableau, ou plutôt, il ne se
rend pas compte de ce qu'on entend par un tableau",57 and that "Je vois bien ça et là des
morceaux qui approchent de la nature… mais… le reste est d'une incohérence tout à fait
inexplicable".58 Jules Castagnary, in a review of the 1864 Salon, wrote of the fallen
matador in Incident in a Bullfight as "un morceau excellent; mais… que devient
l'ensemble du tableau?",59 and by 1870 he was still suggesting that Manet "possède une
partie des qualités nécessaires pour faire des tableaux. Ces qualités je ne les nie pas; mais
j'attends les tableaux".60
The nature of Manet's pictorial fragmentation was, however, very different to the
perceived lack of compositional unity in Courbet's work, and other critics saw Manet's
works more holistically, both in that term's general sense as a summation of the parts,
and in its philosophical sense in which the whole is more than a sum of its parts. In his
review of the 1863 Salon des Refusés, Astruc spoke of "des oeuvres… si harmonieuses,
exécutées avec tant de verve et de force qu'elles semblent jaillies de la nature par un seul
élan".61 Of Manet's art Astruc believed that "lui n'impose et ne montre pour ainsi dire son
accent vital",62 and that "L'individualité est si forte qu'elle échappe au mécanisme de
construction. Le rôle de la peinture s'efface pour laisser à la création toute sa valeur
métaphysique et corporelle. Longtemps après, seulement, le regard découvre les formes
de l'exécution."63 Any sense of ambiguity, incomprehensibility, or pictorial disjunction in
Mlle V…in the Costume of an Espada, a work referred to by Astruc as a "bizarre tableau
qui nous montre une femme victorieuse, dans une cirque",64 provided no impediment to
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him specifically praising the three exhibited paintings, stating that "Rien de plus
séduisant de ton que la jeune femme tenant son épée nue à la main; de plus franc, de plus
robuste que le portrait; de plus savoureux que le grand paysage d'un caractère si jeune, si
vivant, et que Giorgione semble avoir inspiré",65 or to presciently suggest that Manet's
"grande intelligence… demande à fonctionner librement dans une sphère nouvelle qu'il
vivifiera".66 Fried has suggested that
Astruc saw Manet's paintings as exactly opposite to Courbet's: that is,
he claimed that how Manet's pictures were painted was far less
important in one's experience of them than their sheer individuality,
their vitality, their immediate, instantaneous power to attract or
repel… [and] all that was experienced… was the total result, the
painting as a whole, in its essential unity.67
Such a description makes it clear that Fried has translated Astruc's comments to refer to
Manet's works as tableaux and made a connection between such an understanding and
the writing of Gonzague Privat, who used the terms morceau and tableau in a later
perceptive and supportive review of Manet's two paintings in the Salon of 1865, Jesus
Mocked by the Soldiers (1864–65, Fig.27) and Olympia (1863, Fig.19). In contrast to
Astruc, Privat believed that "M. Manet a cherché le tableau sans se préoccuper assez de
la forme et des détails",68 but when imagining how Velásquez may have advised Manet,
he suggested "acharnez-vous à rendre la nature dans toute sa vérité; peignez beaucoup le
morceau, mais gardez bien précieusement votre tempérament artistique".69 For Fried,
Privat's interplay between morceau and a wider artistic context had suggested in Manet's
work a "too glaring disjunction between the realist morceau and the artistic tableau",70
confirming for Fried that "during the first half of the 1860s Manet was in search of a new
paradigm of what a painting was".71 Fried has seen that search as one for a tableau and
has set it within contexts of his own making, 'absorption' and 'theatricality'.
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To present an alternative paradigm for which Manet was 'searching', Astruc's
responses can be seen in terms other than those determined by Fried. Without reference
to morceau or tableau, Astruc seems to have principally recognised, with some
enthusiasm, that Manet's works were artistically cohesive, irrespective of the means by
which they had been constructed. Such a view acknowledged that the pictorial fragments
of Manet's paintings, rather than being disparate parts in search of the organic, unifying
shroud of a tableau, existed as separate, and often strangely different, but integral parts
of a cohesive whole of his own making. Within this cohesive whole these parts were
variously connected or disconnected, unified or in opposition, or ambiguously
somewhere in between. And such a cohesive whole ignored conventions, was very
unlike a tableau, and in painting terms, was very new. A requirement for a tableau
precluded a painting surface in which spatial ambiguities and disjunctions could be
intentionally sustained, or in which parts of the surface were treated with different, and
often contrasting, degrees of emphasis or finish. The apparent contradiction that Manet's
cohesive whole was often created with fragments, and without an adherence to
preconceived ideas about a unified surface, reflects his 'art for art's sake' approach, and
the double contradiction that such a fragmented whole was achieved with unseen threads
of linear perspective invokes a Flaubertian 'double refusal'.
The milieu of contemporary Paris in which these critiques of pictorial concepts
such as tableau and morceau were raised also provided the rich tapestry of influences
and possibilities from which Manet's pictorial space developed. The artistic sense of the
new, the modern, and the avant-garde had received its impetus during the 1850s, and the
conjunction of influences and circumstances which transformed Paris provided the
background in which Manet brought his program of practice to fruition during the 1860s
and 1870s. This layered background of spectacle, modernité, and strata of class and
gender, also included a new and dynamic physical environment of new boulevards,
vistas and viewpoints, and public and private spaces.72 The problem for an artist such as
Manet who wished "être de son temps", to paint "des oeuvres sincères" and "être vrai"73
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in the visual expression of such a world involved the engagement between the actuality
of this reality and the artifice.
Contemporaneity for the avant-garde artists was considered essential, but although
subject matter had changed accordingly,74 spatial illusion was handled little differently to
that of the Academicians, with the traditional use of perspective. The evocation of la vie
moderne was achieved at a superficial level with narrative genre works75 and popular
illustrations,76 but the artistic negotiation of the actuality of this world of artifice with its
contradictions, ambiguities, uncertainties and disjunctions required a new means of
pictorial translation somewhat different to the narrative artifice of Academic imagery.
Manet was the artist who best negotiated this new terrain. Although modernity for him
was real, its reality could not be literally or overtly depicted, but rather needed the layers
within its fabric to be translated into the surface of his paintings with an imagination
beyond the directly visible. The pictorial spaces within which this translation evolved
had neither the 'artificial' literalness of the spatial depiction of the Academicians nor the
equivalence to nature claimed by the later Impressionists, who presented their pictorial
artifice, with its rendering 'en plein air' of 'light' on 'landscape' as an 'impression' of what
the 'eye' sees at a 'moment' in time, as fact. The concept of time generally evident in
Manet's work is neither the narrative climax of a history painting nor the fleeting
Impressionistic moment, but was part of a typically contemporary, everyday event of life
embodying the past and future in its present.
Manet's pictorial spaces had the same resonance, being neither separate nor
unified, open-ended or closed, but responsive to the artistic requirement at hand. Music
in the Tuileries of 1862 (Fig.9), for example, has often been seen as Manet's first
painting which addressed the implications of modernity and the issues of his time. It is
certainly not the compositional unity required of a tableau, but in spite of its uneven
spatial texture, made up of the informal gathering of motley groupings of people, chairs,
and trees, it is an artistically cohesive whole and can be contrasted with another work of
that period, La pêche of c.1861–63 (Fig.8), in which many different and disparate spaces
seem to have been interlocked into place, but for which no cohesive whole seems to
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exist. What Manet had achieved in Music in the Tuileries, with a cohesive whole
incorporating uncertain or dislocated pictorial spaces, was continued to be used by him
throughout his career. By its very nature, however, his new and unique concept of
pictorial space was always unsettling to a certain degree, even when used in scenes of
domestic or familial quietude. Particularly in his interior views, Manet's pictorial space
was rarely one of a relaxed ease and openness, of a pictorial informality as can be seen,
in contrast, in the matter-of-fact space of Frédéric Bazille's The Studio in the rue de la
Condamine (1869–70, Fig.98) – a space into which one could imagine entering. Manet's
space was rarely confrontational, but in both manner and means it was forever acting a
dual role, creating its illusion and, at the same time, contradicting itself with its
engagement at the surface.
Other visual influences which were absorbed to varying degrees by Manet and his
avant-garde colleagues included the direct graphical qualities of popular imagery,77 the
potential of lithography as a potent artistic process,78 and the simplicity of Japanese
coloured woodblock prints, with their characteristic compositional freshness, angled
spatial geometries, and interplay between spatial illusion and surface.79 The exact
circumstances by which the artists in Paris became aware of the woodblock prints are not
certain, with conflicting claims for dates and personalities involved. And their influence
on French art in Manet's time was looked upon with mixed reactions. One of the most
influential in recognising the importance of the ukiyo-e prints and who popularised the
movement he called 'Japonisme' was Philippe Burty, a close friend of Manet.80 Together
with others such as Félix Bracquemond, another of Manet's friends, Burty typified those
who felt that Japanese art provided, among many other things, a fresh, alternative view to
prevailing traditions. Edmond Duranty, a supporter of la nouvelle peinture, was not so
enthusiastic, feeling that it had the potential to reduce French painting to the decorative
and the ornamental.81 Although the extent of direct sources used by Manet is not certain,
there are many evident correspondences, all of which involve some degree of interplay
between pictorial space and surface. In spatial illusion terms, these include: surface
patterning of elements in space,82 forms depicted with large areas of relatively
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unmodulated colour;83 vertical railings as space modulators;84 direct application of
oblique parallel geometries, with either one plane parallel (or almost parallel) to the
picture plane,85 or with no planes parallel to the picture plane;86 accentuated perspectival
recession;87 and single, staged figures with various rotations of the head, hand gestures or
actions.88 Other paintings show no direct connection in terms of their spatial
organisation, but rather are expressions of Japoniste fashion and accoutrements.89 In all,
no pattern of influence is evident from those works which involve a correspondence and
it seems that Manet absorbed what he needed within the overriding requirements of his
own work.
Although it reflected these contemporary pictorial influences and was a response
to the milieu of his time, Manet's work was nonetheless seen, even in the climate of
artistic change, to have been radically new and different. But, notwithstanding such an
assessment, it did not ignore the past. Despite its appearance, Manet's unconventional
imagery can be seen to have been structured for the most part on the traditional
conventions of perspective and to thus provide the principal evidence of a point of
conflation in Western painting, set between its past and future.90 Rather than using it to
see through the illusionistic 'transparency' of a painting's surface, which had falsely been
seen by the Academicians as a time-honoured tradition, Manet idiosyncratically used
perspective to position and enmesh his ambiguous and fragmented spatial illusion firmly
within its surface and, in doing so, reclaimed the terrain of the painting's surface in its
much more traditional role as a field of artistic negotiation.
The concept of the surface as a place of Manet's creative negotiation is in itself,
however, not new.91 When writing in both historical as well as artistic terms on the
nature of the surface in Manet's works, James H. Rubin, for example, stated in his
Manet's Silence and the Poetics of Bouquets of 1994, that
Manet had not so much reduced a previously spatial conception of art
(though that is the historical effect), as he had produced an art where
contact between the creative self and the realm of its creativity… is
maintained by treating the canvas as the supporting slab for materials
represented by the paint.92
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For Rubin, "the defining element of Manet's painting… is no longer the frame but the
surface", and "the canvas has become the stage for representation".93 Believing that "no
longer can one so confidently refer to the painting's field as a space – realm or site might
be more appropriate",94 Rubin suggests instead that the "space of uncertainty between the
viewer and the picture is… the field within which Manet's painting silently operates".95
The context, specificities and nuances of Rubin's notions of Manet's space and surface
are, however, very different to this dissertation's proposals which see the illusion of
space to be the very means by which the surface was reconstituted.
The way in which other avant-garde artists of Manet's time handled pictorial space
in the midst of these new influences is of comparative interest. Even though pictorial
dynamics were often exploited by other artists with uncustomary views influenced by
photography, perspective remained the standard form of spatial geometry. And although
the influence of lithography, popular imagery, and Japanese woodblock prints can be
seen in compositional effects involving space in their paintings,96 their main impact was
rather in their prints, drawings and illustrations. It is of interest to note, however, that the
ambiguity involved in the interplay between offset centres of vision and apparent angled
views discussed above was not only of interest to Manet. But whereas such an interplay
was covertly used by Manet for its ambiguity, its overt use by others often created a
strangely distorted space for a painting's content.97
Works of three very different artists who were all contemporaries of Manet, Edgar
Degas (1834–1917), Paul Cézanne (1839–1906), and Gustave Caillebotte (1848–93),
provide comparisons of particular interest with his spatial concepts.98 The art of Degas,
who was as mindful of the traditions of the Old Masters as Manet and as determined to
revitalise painting, indicates a similar path, although one with some important pictorial
differences.99 Even though evidence of photography's influence can be seen in works
such as At the Races in the Countryside (1869, Fig.100), the spatial constructs of his
work during the 1860s remained somewhat conventional. During the 1870s, however,
Degas was much more dynamic in his experimentations with perspective and space than
Manet, even if more literal. His use of raised and lowered viewpoints to create views
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with spaces set obliquely to the picture plane, placed an emphasis on the subject and
introduced new issues for composition, as evident in Mlle La La at the Cirque Fernando
(1879, Fig.101) and Diego Martelli (1879, Fig.102). The matched dynamics of
composition and pictorial space as seen in Japanese woodblock prints seem much more
evident in Degas' work than in Manet's and, with the pattern of its spatial indicators seen
also as important compositional elements, create a very different kind of interplay
between spatial illusion and surface.
Cézanne seems to have experimented with spatial geometries as much as anyone.
In two frontal portraits, Portrait de Louis-Auguste Cézanne (1866, Fig.94), and Portrait
d'Achille Emperaire (c.1868, Fig.95), for example, a very clear influence of angled,
parallel geometries from Japanese prints is evident, and a work not exhibited in
Cézanne's lifetime, Paul Alexis lisant à Émile Zola (c.1869–70, Fig.96), not only gives
surprising and further evidence of an angled geometry with the reclining figure of Zola,
but shows as drastic a disjunction of pictorial space as anything by Manet to that time. In
Origins of Impressionism, Henri Loyrette limited his assessment of this particular work
to suggesting that "had it been exhibited, it would have promptly invited comparison
with Manet because of its colors, the blacks and greens it owed to Le Balcon".100 But the
placement in that same text of its image adjacent to that of Manet's Baudelaire's Mistress
Reclining (c.1862, Fig.13)101 (which, likewise, was not exhibited in Manet's lifetime),
highlighted their similarly angled and fractured spaces, their brutally 'modern' and
unsettling spatial ambiguity, and the extent to which Cézanne had at that time rejected
conventions of perspectival space. In the 1870s, Cézanne, influenced at first by the
Impressionistic techniques of Camille Pissarro (1831-1903), continued to fracture space
but that unsettling, ambiguous quality so evident in Paul Alexis lisant à Émile Zola gave
way to a more structured approach involving, in part, visual surface texture.
Compared with Degas and Cézanne, Caillebotte's use of an interplay between
space and surface is limited, but his work is of general interest here with its often
accentuated use of perspective, and of particular interest with the relationship between
two of his paintings, Dans un café (1880, Fig.H1) and Le Pont de l'Europe (1876) and
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two Manet paintings, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère and The Railway, respectively. In
contrast to Manet, Caillebotte accentuated spatial recession with perspective, particularly
with his depiction of the plunging vistas of the new boulevards of Paris,102 and often
negated any real interplay between space and surface by the somewhat obvious use of
impasto pigment disengaged from the depicted space. There are, however, important
points of connection between their works.
With its use of a mirrored double-reflection to choreograph an uncertain scene,
Caillebotte's Dans un café has often been seen as a possible influence on Manet's later A
Bar at the Folies-Bergère of 1881–82.103 Certainly Dans un café creates an ambiguous
spatial interplay that has some similarities to Manet's work, and the analyses of both
paintings here only enhance that possible influence (see Appendix 2(a) for the analysis of
Dans un café, and Chapter 5(F) for the analysis of A Bar at the Folies-Bergère). In a
reversed process of influence, Caillebotte's Le Pont de l'Europe suggests that it not only
may have been influenced by Manet's The Railway of 1873, but that such an influence
also raises the possibility that Manet and Caillebotte discussed their artistic processes in
some detail. Such a possibility is discussed in Appendix 2(b).
With painting immediately after Manet taken in different directions by the later
work of Degas, Cézanne, and Claude Monet (1840–1926), and by the developments of
Vincent Van Gogh (1853–90), Paul Gaugin (1848–1903), and Georges Seurat (1859–91),
the extent of Manet's impact or influence on his contemporaries and on those later
developments and changes in painting into the twentieth century is very difficult to
accurately evaluate. Even though he was seen as the leader of the 'new painting', and at
least at the end of his life supported by many, there was no accord about the nature or
worth of his art. At Manet's funeral, Degas was overheard to say that "Il était plus grand
que nous le croyions!".104 His innovations, recognised by some but usually seen as faults,
were not able to be codified or carried on and developed by any would-be 'follower'. His
friend Berthe Morisot (1841–95) and his only pupil, Eva Gonzalès (1849–83), were
obviously directly influenced by the 'style' of his brushwork and the 'lightness' of his
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palette but, for the most part, their works seem devoid of the gravitas underlying Manet's
works or the frisson at their surfaces.
Scholars have also been uncertain about Manet's influence. The paintings of
Cézanne and then of the Cubists have often been retrospectively seen as developments
from Manet, but there seems little consensus in these assessments. In an article arguing
against the multiple viewpoint theory for Cézanne and the Cubists, with its suggestion of
the fragmenting and reforming of solids, John Adkins Richardson105 has claimed that
Braque and Picasso, as the two most important cubists, created "pictures from
discontinuous fragments and elements of marks",106 and that "from its very first
appearance in the nineteenth century, modernism in painting has been to a greater or
lesser extent concerned with the fragmentation of visible wholes."107 To counter a
connection with what he saw as the predictable raising of the multiple viewpoint theory
to explain Manet's A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, Richardson offered the even more
predictable explanation for its disjunction of the mirror reflection that the man with
whom the barmaid is engaged in conversation should "block our view of her – unless we
are are meant to identify with him as spectator".108 For Richardson "modernity is full of
shatterings of visual reality".109 In a response to Richardson's proposition, Nan
Stalnaker110 agreed that Cézanne "did not cut up and recombine pieces of traditional
space", but that
"he was… working with an idea of pictorial space, which originated
with Manet, that rejects single viewpoint perspective as the basis for
painting composition. In this new understanding of space, multiple
viewpoints were tolerated in a way they were not in traditional
pictorial representation."111
But in describing this new space in terms posited by Stéphane Mallarmé in 1876,112
Stalnaker claimed that Manet gave priority to the interaction of tones rather than to that
of perspective.113
Such a discourse illustrates the problems in the perceptions of Manet's historical
position. Both Richardson's rejection of Manet's possible use of multiple viewpoints and
Stalnaker's perception of it in tonal rather than perspectival terms are conceptual
speculations, without a confirmation or otherwise of their existence, the means by which
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they may have been used, or their artistic purpose. If it had been known in Manet's time,
or soon after, that many of his images used multiple viewpoints with perspectival
interaction for purposes of spatial ambiguity, the question can be asked whether it would
have changed the nature and extent of his influence? But these processes that Manet used
were not identified, discussed, or copied, and the uncertainty and speculation that have
dominated the assessments of his art have ensured that it has been in constant reappraisal
by scholars and not codified to become an icon of influence. And certainly in the last
decades of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth, more profoundly
influential agencies other than Manet's work were involved. The development of nonEuclidean space and its relationship with time as the fourth dimension,114 the
explorations into the domain of the psyche, and the socio-political events within Europe
as it stumbled towards the First World War were major influences on philosophy, art, and
popular imagination, and their impact far outweighed any possible direct or latent
influence on the directions of painting from Manet.
The most relevant, apposite, and longer-term perception of Manet's influence on
the direction of painting was incorporated in the retrospective propositions made by
Clement Greenberg in his essay of 1961, 'Modernist Painting'.115 The proposition that
"Manet's paintings became the first Modernist ones by virtue of the frankness with which
they declared the surfaces on which they were painted"116 set Manet's art at the vanguard
of Modernist art and into a position of influence on all avant-garde art into the twentieth
century. Notwithstanding the limited viewpoint from which it was written, Greenberg's
essay reassessed Manet's art and its influence, both historically and pictorially, in an
unprecedented way and in unambiguous terms, and in the process raised questions about
illusion and surface. It also initiated a diverse and important discourse about Manet's
artifice and the surface of his paintings which has continued to the present.
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scientific research in visual perception. Further research for this thesis raised
questions which required some objective evidence rather than the continuance of a
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