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Abstract

 It is well established that throughout the nineteenth century Spanish painting of the 

Golden Age played a central role in the formulation of the painterly idioms of French artists that 

adhered to diverging, even opposed, styles of painting. Spanish motifs in painting were 

championed by artists like Manet and the painterly techniques of these Old Masters became a 

fertile source of inspiration for artists like Courbet. Less recognized, however, are the complexity 

and implications of the relationship  between French painters and Spanish painting and the highly 

personal character of such a relationship. The work of Théodule Augustin Ribot (1823-1891) 

demonstrates a peculiarly  steadfast debt to the Spanish Old Masters. A close study of his oeuvre 

provides valuable insight into the nature of his relationship with Spanish painting. Conversely, it 

also elucidates the concerns and tensions imbricated in the relationships of his artist-friends, the 

critics that assessed his work, and the collectors that owned some of France’s most magnificent 

displays of Spanish painting, with Spanish painting. At a time when a young generation of artists 

searching for truthfulness and verisimilitude turned to the Spanish Old Masters for their 

compelling renditions of Saints and beggars; at a time when Spanish painting became a viable 

alternative to the classicizing motifs endorsed by the Academy; at a time when the search for a 

new national art conclusively impacted the relationships between artists and the art of the past; at 

a time when France’s interventionist policy in Spain congealed into an unprecedented influx of 

Spanish paintings in France; at such a time, what did it  mean for Ribot  to so steadfastly  inform 

his work with Spanish painting? This dissertation focuses on the ways in which Spanish painting 

impacted the work of Ribot and in so doing it complicates established notions on the relationship 

between seventeenth-century Spanish painting and French painting of the nineteenth century. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

 Théodule Augustin Ribot (1823, Saint-Nicolas-d’Attez - 1891, Colombes) belonged to a 

generation of young artists whose stylistic affinities and taste for subjects drawn from everyday 

life realities associated them with a widespread motion away from academic traditions in art and 

towards innovative sources of inspiration, towards a heightened search for originality and 

verisimilitude, and towards an increased awareness of their role within society. The seventeenth-

century Spanish masters informed the work especially  of these artists as collecting trends in 

France throughout the nineteenth century also made way for an unprecedented flow of Spanish 

paintings into the Parisian art market and subsequently  into private and public art collections. 

The Napoleonic campaigns granted license to the plundering of countless suppressed convents 

and monasteries in Spain thus enabling the formation of important collections of Spanish 

painting in France. While this influx of Spanish paintings certainly fueled the literary 

espagnolisme and played a major role in inspiring the wave of travel into Spain of the 1830s and 

subsequent years, it  also became a significant means to acquire a distinguished social status for 

those who formed their own collection of Spanish masterpieces. Conversely for artists, drawing 

from Spanish painting -- subject matter, stylistic elements, and/or painterly technique -- was not 

dissociated from the Spanish tropes that permeated conceptions of Spain and Spanish culture in 

nineteenth-century French society, thus inserting their Hispanic infused work within specific 

frameworks of reference and aesthetic discourses. The ways in which artists appropriated either 

Spanish masters’ visual vocabulary or technical elements into their personal painterly  idioms, 

whether they consciously or unconsciously obscured their sources or visibly  portrayed Spanish 

1 



art and culture according to the widespread Spanish topoi popularized by the Romantics and the 

wave of espagnolisme, affected the ways in which their work was interpreted and understood. I 

argue that informing one’s work with Spanish subjects was not a practice of neutral bearing and 

that especially for artists working towards making a contribution for a new national art, the 

attitudes towards the Spanish sources informing their work reveal a spectrum of tensions rooted 

not only within the historical and political moments wherein these expressions flourished, but 

also within a long history of Franco-Spanish relations characterized by hegemonic rivalries 

between these two nations and their European competitors. This becomes evident with particular 

poignancy in the work of artists like Ribot who maintained a steadfast interest in the work of the 

Spanish Old Masters, who produced compelling renditions of their everyday life surroundings, 

and who were considered during their lifetimes as prototypes of a young modern French school. 

The present study focuses on the work of Ribot and concentrates on this artist’s use of Spanish 

models on the one hand, and on the criticism his work elicited, on the other hand. This approach 

has two objectives. First, to draw scholarly  attention to Théodule Ribot whose contributions to 

nineteenth-century French painting and to conceptions of modern art  have received far less 

recognition than they  deserve especially when his work has been uncritically situated within an 

exclusively  Realist context. Second, to gain a better understanding of the complexity of what 

drawing from Spanish models meant within the nineteenth-century  art historical discourse in 

France. Ribot’s work and the criticism it  elicited insert themselves precisely within this Franco-

Spanish dialectic where hegemonic rivalries mark not only  the diplomatic interactions between 

France and Spain but also the aesthetic discourses that contributed to specific perceptions of 

Spanish art and culture in France. Ribot’s oeuvre and criticism will be assessed with the aid of 
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three distinct yet symbiotically complimentary frames of reference. The second and third 

chapters serve to contextualize and situate my critical study of Ribot within its historical, 

political and cultural backgrounds. The political history  of French and Spanish contact will be 

discussed in Chapter Two in light of the cultural exchanges between these two nations. In 

Chapter Three the phenomenon of collections of Spanish painting in France will be assessed 

focusing on three case studies with direct impact on the work of Ribot. As mentioned earlier, 

Chapter Four will be a critical reading of Ribot’s Salon production analyzed chronologically and 

focusing on Ribot’s Spanish sources. Chapters Two and Three are meant as a more general 

contribution to contextualize nineteenth-century realist  and naturalist painting in France in 

relation to the phenomenal impact of Spanish painting.

 Throughout his artistic career, Ribot produced fifteen hundred paintings, forty etchings, 

and drawings by  the thousands together with a few precious watercolours and gouache drawings. 

His oeuvre is dispersed across the globe with the most prestigious North American and European 

institutions holding some of his best known works, and museums in Africa and South America 

also possessing rare and precious masterpieces. Ribot’s paintings especially  have maintained a 

consistent presence in the art market notably since 1995. This is a testament to the steadfast and 

lively interest in this master among discerning collectors. However, the fact that Ribot’s 

collectors operate within the private sector to a large extent does signify  diminished accessibility 

to and limited circulation of information concerning those works. The first comprehensive study 

on this master, a doctoral thesis by Jean Coutu published in Paris in 1965, is an admirable effort 

to group  Ribot’s work and provide technical details and provenance whenever possible, with a 

thematic discussion of paintings and etchings. Still, however, the location of much of Ribot’s 
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work, especially  his earliest paintings and his drawings, remains unknown. Gabriel P. Weisberg 

is currently  preparing a monographic study of Ribot and we await with anticipation the results of 

his research. Pierre Rosenberg’s article “De Ribera a Ribot: Del naturalismo al academicismo: el 

destino de un pintor en pos de su nacionalidad y de su definición estilística” was published in the 

exhibition catalogue Ribera (1591-1652) organized to commemorate the fourth centenary  of 

Jusepe de Ribera’s brith. This is one of the most insightful studies published on Ribot’s paintings 

in relation to Spanish painting and especially to the work of Ribera. To Rosenberg’s and Coutu’s 

studies on Ribot we must add Weisberg’s publications between 1976 and 1998,1 and to these, two 

major exhibitions held in Colombes, the town where Ribot lived and worked for the last twenty 

years of his life. First, Exposition Rétrospective Th. Ribot: Peintre et aquafortiste organized by 

Les Amis des Arts de Colombes in 1934 and exhibited in Colombes’ town hall; and second, t. 

Ribot “Le maître de Colombes”: Rétrospective de l’oeuvre gravé présentée à l’occasion du 

centenaire de la mort à Colombes de ce peintre aquafortiste, exhibited at the Musée municipal 

d’art et d’histoire de Colombes in 1992. The first exhibition was centered on Ribot’s painted 

oeuvre and included paintings mainly from private collectors in France, but also from the Musée 

du Louvre, the Musée de la Ville de Paris Petit Palais, and the Musée Rodin. The 1992 exhibition 
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Weisberg, “Théodule Ribot’s Still Life with Eggs and the Practice of Still-Life Painting in the Late 19th 

century” in Van Gogh Museum Journal (1997-1998), pp. 76-87.
Weisberg, “Théodule Ribot’s Peasant: A studio Study Piece” in The Register of the Spencer Museum of 
Art 6, no. 10 (1993-1994), pp. 1-10. 
Weisberg, “Théodule Ribot: Popular Imagery and the Little Milkmaid” in The Bulletin of the Cleveland 
Museum of Art (October, 1976), pp. 253-263. 
Weisberg also discussed Ribot in his The Realist Tradition: French Painting and Drawing, 1830 -1900 
(Cleveland: The Cleveland Museum of Art, 1980), pp. 40, 70, 174, and in the subsequent The European 
Realist Tradition (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1982), pp. 20-56 both publications directly related to 
the exhibition of this subject organized by the Cleveland Museum of Art in 1980.

I thank Dr. Robert G. La France at the Krannert Art Museum, Champaign, Illinois, for bringing these 
articles to my attention and for his kindness in providing copies of them while I was in Paris, France 
completing the research for the present study.



offered a rare glimpse into the artist’s etched oeuvre. Together, these sources constitute the core 

of modern-day scholarship on Ribot. However, this artist remains poorly  understood and 

uncritically  grouped within an exclusively Realist context. Ribot seldom wrote about his own 

work. He garnered a reputation as an independent, almost recluse artist  and his extant letters and 

correspondence are rare. The contents of his studio at Argenteuil were destroyed by fire during 

the Franco-Prussian War and with them any  evidence he may have produced in writing 

concerning his conception of his own art. Ribot’s extant correspondence is located at the Institut 

Néerlandais in Paris, at the Département des Arts graphiques of the Musée du Louvre, at the 

Musée Rodin, and at the Institut national d’Histoire de l’Art, bibliothèque Jacques Doucet. 

 It is widely accepted that Spanish painting played a central role in the aesthetic discourses 

that informed nineteenth-century  French painting. However, the scarcity  of knowledge 

concerning the different uses and perceptions of such Spanish models by specific artists and their 

audiences points with urgency to the need for scholarly  attention on this subject. Informing one’s 

work with Spanish painting meant different things to different artists. Ribot is significant in this 

context precisely because he drew from and informed his work with Spanish painting 

consistently throughout his lifetime. He is not known to have visited Spain and thus his contact 

with Spanish painting occurred mainly  within the effervescent Parisian art scene wherein 

Spanish art and culture became so fashionable throughout the nineteenth-century. This first-hand 

contact with Spanish art is fundamental to the development of artists’ ideas about Spanish 

painting, whether such contact occurred in Spain or in France, and whether such Spanish works 
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were of great quality or, at  times, not even Spanish.2 A close study of his painted oeuvre and the 

Spanish paintings available in Paris during the mid-nineteenth-century  attests to Ribot’s keen 

observation of Spanish Old Masters in private collections like those of Marshall Jean de Dieu 

Soult (1769 - 1851) and the Marquis Alexandre Marie Aguado (1784 - 1842) as well as those in 

Louis-Philippe’s (1772 - 1850) more grandiose yet ephemeral Galerie espagnole. The criticism 

Ribot’s work elicited is likewise relevant in this context since it  evidences the complex 

implications that resulted from fashioning an art that was so unmistakably  informed by Spanish 

painting. To contextualize these implications a historical understanding of the responses to 

Spanish models in conjunction with the search for a national art  is necessary. In order to situate 

the expectations and limitations of Ribot’s critics and audiences within their historical and 

political moments, I will engage in a discussion of the political, historical, and cultural factors 

with direct consequence in critics’ responses, attitudes and perceptions of Ribot’s work. I will 

refer to the study of these factors as a series of “frames,” with each chapter addressing 

increasingly  focused aspects of the Franco-Spanish dynamic in relation to nineteenth-century 

French painting, and finally, to Ribot’s work and critical reception. I will focus on this series of 

contextual frameworks in order to gain insight into the factors that conditioned the artists’ use of 

and attitudes towards Spanish painting. 

 As mentioned above, this study  is divided into three main sections: Chapter Two, Chapter 

Three, and Chapter Four. I adopt a comparative approach wherein each section will represent a 

critical frame or mirror per se that facilitates critical distance on the one hand, and on the other 
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The Metropolitan Museum of Art; New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 3-66, 
discusses the shift in paradigms from the beau ideal sought in Raphael to the Spanish prototypes 
embodied mainly by Velázquez, Murillo, Ribera, and Zurbarán. 



hand, provides a means to contextualize the above mentioned themes in order to account for their 

broadest implications as well as their more nuanced specificities. The first frame, Chapter Two, 

will act as a backdrop to situate this study within its historico-political and cultural contexts. In 

this brief section the relationship between France and Spain will be discussed in a historical 

account of key moments bearing significant import to nineteenth-century conceptions in France 

of its Iberian neighbour especially taking into account the European struggle for hegemonic 

dominance, France’s interventionist policy  in Spain, and the cultural ramifications of these 

dynamics. This chapter expounds upon the cultural context that witnessed the sudden formation 

of important collections of Spanish painting in France. I will include a brief survey of the 

Spanish tropes that permeated perceptions of Spain in France especially within Romantic 

ideologies in literature and in painting. The third chapter offers a comparative study of Soult’s 

and Aguado’s collections of Spanish painting and of Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole. These 

collections have been chosen because of the directness of their impact on the work of Ribot even 

after their demise. A brief analysis of each of these collections will be included with an account 

of their formation, critical reception, and demise. The fourth and final chapter will focus on 

Ribot’s work and its critical reception. This will be a chronological study of the artist’s oeuvre 

guided by his yearly  Salon production and it will address a wide array of topics ranging from 

Ribot’s popular sources, to the impact of Spanish paintings within the private collections 

discussed in Chapter Three, and the various collaborative endeavours in which he engaged as a 

peintre-graveur and as an indépendent artist. The diverse topics addressed in this chapter relate 

to the lenses through which Ribot’s work was perceived and understood and conversely, to the 

sources that informed it. Special attention will be given to the implications of Ribot’s Spanish-
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inspired subjects, techniques, and compositional devices in light of the frameworks discussed in 

the first two chapters.

 This study seeks precisely to complicate readings of the marked taste for Spanish art and 

culture in Paris on the one hand, which could simply be interpreted as a type of Spanish presence 

in France especially when considering Parisian collections of Spanish painting; and on the other 

hand, to complicate the meanings Spanish painting held during mid-nineteenth-century France. 

How did Spanish art and culture elicit  notions of an exotic and alluring Occidental Other while 

providing a foundation for artistic expressions that  favoured compelling renditions of an 

everyday-life familiar reality? How did the Spanish tropes of the Romantics complicate the 

tendencies of artists that sought in Spanish painting a model to establish their conception of a 

new national art? Indeed these questions lead us to address notions of France’s national character 

and issues of national or regional identities. 

 While it is not my intent to trace the history  of nationalism in France or to delineate the 

question of national identity in this study, it  is significant nonetheless to consider the 

implications of France’s peculiar obsession with the idea of nation as a constructed entity  and as 
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one that required active promotion for the successful yielding and triumph of national character.3 

In this study I will draw from David Avram Bell’s definitions of nation and national identity 

versus nationalism and national sentiment. By “nation” I will refer to a people who share either a 

common language, customs, beliefs, traditions, or a combination of these and to the sovereign 

political community that  groups them as such.4  By “nationalism” I will refer to the perceived 

necessity to possess or acquire a national identity and to the deliberate enforcement of a political 

program with the aim of constructing a nation and causing its people to act as a homogeneous 

entity.5 A particularly relevant aspect of nationalism to this study is its treatment of and attitude 

towards the past, and thus, its implications for conceptions of national identity. Some examples 

of this are Louis-Philippe’s extravagant efforts to legitimize the House of Orléans by means of 
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3 For a study of the history of nationalism in France see David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: 
Inventing Nationalism, 1680-1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). See especially 
Chapter 2 “The Politics of Patriotism and National Sentiment” pp. 50-77, Chapter 4 “National Memory and 
the Canon of Great Frenchmen” pp. 107-139, Chapter 5 “National Character and the Republican 
Imagination” pp. 140-168, and Chapter 6 “National Language and the Revolutionary Crucible” pp. 
169-197. Bell focuses on the vocabulary used to foment a sense of nationalism through the rigorous 
programs of revolutionary indoctrination. Regional differences were seen as a threat to national unity and 
thus efforts towards the centralization of language were implemented. At the same time, historical 
references to France’s monarchical past were undermined and deplored. On an international setting, 
France imposed its newly established values of Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité on the nations conquered 
during the Napoleonic campaigns (1803-1815). The idea of propagating these values internationally by 
means of an authoritarian and expansive imperialist regime was a major factor not only in giving license 
to the plundering of countless art works and their transfer to the Musée national, but also in garnering a 
civilizing role for France vis-à-vis its European competitors. See also Brian Sudlow, ed. National Identities 
in France (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2012), pp. 11-45 and 46-81 where he discusses 
Nationalism within regional contexts and within biographical, cultural, and literary contexts respectively. 

4 David A. Bell, The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalism, 1680 - 1800 (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2003), 20. 

5 For a study of the development of nationalism in France see David A. Bell (2003), pp. 1-21. He argues 
that the idea of actively constructing a nation by means of political intervention was foreign before the 
eighteenth century in Western Europe. He traces the meanings of “nation” from its first usages during the 
Middle Ages to the complex meanings it embodied after the French Revolution of 1789. He ultimately 
argues that nationalism as an eighteenth-century phenomenon amounted to a deliberate nation-building 
program that made use of mass educational strategies -- obligatory civic function, public festivals and 
thematically orchestrated parades, the institution of patriotic songs, and the reading and memorization of 
select political texts, to name some examples -- with the aim of forging a unified people sharing not only a 
common political ideology but also a sense of collective identity.



the museum of French History  he inaugurated at  Versailles on 10 June 1837, wherein the battles 

and historic moments represented were carefully chosen and orchestrated; another example was 

his Galerie espanole, which became open to the public on 7 January 1838. Similarly, Napoleon 

III’s lavish support of and active involvement in the Universal Exhibitions organized during his 

regime carried significant weight as identity-making strategies. By means of these international 

paradigms of display, Napoleon III sought to establish Paris, and by extension France, as the new 

Athens and Capital of the Arts, and thus as the measure of artistic prowess by which its European 

rivals would compete. Finally, by national “sentiment” I will refer to the sense of belonging felt 

among people forming a nation, the history of which can be traced back to the Middle Ages.6 By 

“identity,” which is by nature a difficult term to concretely define, I rely on Bell’s treatment of it 

as a “hugely unstable [concept], constantly  sliding between the many things people think they 

are (and think they are not), say the are (and say they are not), and what others say they are (and 

say they are not), and what they think, say, and do despite all of the above.”7 

 Needless to say, it  is almost absurd to speak of identity  in its singular form upon 

addressing a people and even upon addressing an individual since identities by  nature evolve 

with time and are informed by a highly complex and contested terrain of factors ranging from the 

psychological and individual to the collective and global. The present study  is not an exploration 

of France’s national character or identities. However, these themes, as do others that are not 

related to national character or national and regional identities, arise on occasion as factors 

contributing to Ribot’s and his contemporaries’ experiences and conceptions of modernity, and as 
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6 See Colette Beaune, Naissance de la nation France (Paris: Gallimard, 1985), pp. 309-336. See also 
Myriam Yardeni, La conscience nationale en France pendant les guerres de religion (1559 - 1598) 
(Louvain: Nawelaerts, 1971), pp. 26-27, 63-64. 

7 Bell (2003), 20. 



such they will be addressed. The nature of modernity is likewise contingent on the passing of 

time, and thus its state is one of constant renewal. Definitions of modernity abound in 

scholarship, and it is not my intent to redefine or contest them in this study. Itself, the debate on 

modernity is not exclusive of the nineteenth century but finds earlier expressions in the quarrel of 

the Ancients and Moderns, which took place especially in seventeenth-century  France and 

England.8  We will focus on nineteenth-century perceptions and ideological constructs of 

modernity as well as on characteristics and factors that fashioned it, on a case-by-case approach. 

In this way  I hope to present a more nuanced view of the complexity of what modernity meant to 

different people at different  times, all in the context of Ribot’s Spanish sources. Based on Charles 

Baudelaire and Maxime du Camp for example, we know that modernity  represented an abstract, 

even vague, yet compelling notion. In his essay The Painter of Modern Life, published in 1863 in 

Le Figaro, Baudelaire wrote: “La modernité, c’est le transitoire, le fugitif, le contingent, la 

moitié de l’art, dont l’autre moitié est l’éternel et l’immuable.”9  While broad, this description 

focuses on a duality that will be explored in this study, that is, the dichotomy  between the 

temporary and fleeting, and the permanent and steadfast. Maxime du Camps’ call to be of one’s 

time synthesized the summon for artists to represent the present  and immediate, and thus to at the 
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8 For more on this topic see Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, Digression sur les anciens et les modernes 
(Paris, 1688); Charles Perrault, Parallèles des anciens et des modernes en ce qui regarde les arts et les 
sciences (Paris, 1688); and Hippolyte Rigault, Histoire de la querelle des anciens et des modernes (Paris: 
Librairie de L. Hachette et Cie, 1856). For a general discussion on modernity see Michèle Hannoosh, 
Baudelaire and Caricature: From the Comic to an Art of Modernity (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1992), David Harvey Paris: Capital of Modernity. (New York: Routledge, 2003), Francis 
Frascina et al., Modernity and Modernism: French Painting in the Nineteenth Century (New Haven & 
London: Yale University Press, 1993), T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet 
and His Followers (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), Anthea Callen, The Art of 
Impressionism: Painting Technique and the Making of Modernity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2000), Liah Greenfeld, Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1992). 

9 Baudelaire, “La Modernité” in Le Peintre de la vie moderne (Paris: Ed. Mille et une nuits, 2010), p. 13.



same time embrace and articulate instances of modernity. In discussing the Salon of 1867, the 

critic stated: “...notre premier devoir à tous est d’être de notre temps...”10 Du Camps’ call to be of 

one’s time brings forth another duality, that of the present versus the past. In addressing this 

duality we simultaneously address the attitudes towards each, the present and the past  in their 

broadest conceptions, and the increasingly complex relationships between artists and critics 

especially with the art  of the past. These attitudes and relationships are at the core of our 

discussion of modernity  and as will be demonstrated, they varied from one critic to another and 

from painter to painter. Conversely, they permeate the unprecedented awareness of artists and 

their role within society. It  is precisely within this context that the sense of introspective 

historicism developed by the second half of the nineteenth century. The assessment of Spain and 

Spanish art, in the manifold meanings each embodied, becomes particularly  intricate in light of 

the widespread motion to achieve modernity. On the one hand, the place Spain occupied within 

this paradigm was rather ambivalent in that the Spanish tropes propagated by  the Romantics, like 

the Leyenda Negra, continued to permeate nineteenth-century society and thus Spain continued 

to be understood, by many, as backward. On the other hand, the pull towards achieving 

modernity as a means to assume power at an international level was certainly  part  of the factors 

informing perceptions of Spain in nineteenth-century France. What then were the attitudes of 

artists and critics vis-à-vis Spanish Old Masters? What were the relationships between the 

subjects represented, as informed by seventeenth-century Spanish painting, and the painterly 

treatment of such subjects, also informed by Spanish painting of the Golden Age? How are these 
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relationships complicated by the search to be of one’s time, that  is, the search for increasingly 

truthful expressions of modernity?

 To address the aforementioned questions in a focused manner I will analyze three 

collections of Spanish painting -- Soult’s and Aguado’s collections as well as Louis-Philippe’s 

Galerie espagnole -- taking into consideration their formation, critical reception, their legacy, 

and the ways in which they operated within the complex of Franco-Spanish cultural perceptions. 

The analysis of the above private collections of Spanish painting will be included in Chapter 

Three. A study  of their significance in relation to Ribot’s work will be addressed in Chapter Four. 

No direct relationship between a painting within Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole and Ribot’s 

work had been previously found. Instead, it had been argued by modern-day scholars that while 

the influence of the Galerie espagnole on subsequent generations of artists was undeniable, that 

a direct relationship between any one painting in this collection and a work by a nineteenth-

century artist did not exist. Ribot is one artist that directly  informed his work with Spanish 

paintings from the Galerie espagnole as well as from Spanish masterpieces from Soult’s and 

Aguado’s collections. While his approach to informing his work with Spanish paintings did not 

resort to servile copying or “quoting” it  does evidence a profound understanding and close 

observation of specific Spanish Masters like Ribera, Murillo, Zurbarán and Velázquez. 

Stéphane Guégan for example, in his essay for the 2003 exhibition Manet/Velázquez, 

argued for a long-lasting influence of the Galerie espagnole, counter to Léon Rosenthal’s 

assessments of an immediate and short-lived effect following the gallery’s demise. Guégan’s 

argument suggested an uninterrupted reliance on Spanish painting from the Romantic artist Jules 

Ziegler (1804-1856) to Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) and the young generation of Realists 
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culminating with Édouard Manet (1832-1883).11 On the other hand, Janis Tomlinson suggested a 

broader approach, one beyond direct art historical influences, in considering the Galerie 

espagnole’s more general effect, and pointed to the study of the idea of Spain and Spanish 

painting formulated by artists and critics based on their experience and observations of the 

Galerie espagnole.12 Ilse Hempel Lipschutz’s study  of Romantic writers’ and artists’ interest in 

Spain (1972), the anthology of essays edited by  Francis Haskell The Artist and the Writer in 

France: Essays in honour of Jean Seznec (1974), Suzanne L. Stratton`s Spain, Espagne, 

Spanien: Foreign Artists Discover Spain (1993), and David Wakefield’s The French Romantics: 

Literature and the Visual Arts, 1800 – 1840 (2007) are the basis for the present study.13 Oscar E. 

Vázquez’s study of Spanish private collections in mid-nineteenth-century  Spain offers an equally 

insightful perspective by focusing on the discursive meanings of private collections and on their 

role in constructing identity.14  Vázquez suggested that Spanish private collections provided the 

opportunity for new relations among collectors and patrons, to which we might add critics, 

writers, and artists. He argued that the formation of collections was a deliberate means of 

constructing identities and of controlling meaning. His approach takes into account the tensions 

14 

11 See Stéphane Guégan, “From Ziegler to Courbet: Painting, Art Criticism, and the Spanish Trope under 
Louis-Philippe,” in Manet/Velázquez: The French Taste for Spanish Painting [Exhibition Catalogue] (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 191 – 201. 

12 See Janis Tomlinson’s review of Manet/Velázquez: “Review: Untitled,” in The Art Bulletin 85, no. 4 
(December, 2003), pp. 807 – 811. 

13 See Ilse Hempel Lipschutz, Spanish Painting and the French Romantics (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1972); Francis Haskell et al. Ed. The Artist and the Writer in France: Essays in honour of 
Jean Seznec. Oxford: Carendon Press, 1974; Suzanne L. Stratton, Spain, Espagne, Spanien: Foreign 
Artists Discover Spain (New York: The Equitable Gallery in association with the Spanish Institute, 1993); 
and David Wakefield, The French Romantics: Literature and the Visual Arts, 1800 – 1840 (London: 
Chaucer, 2007).

14 See Oscar E. Vázquez, Inventing the Art Collection: Patrons, Markets, and the State in Nineteenth-
Century Spain (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), pp. 1-30, 31-68, 187-208.



arising from the relationship between patronage, collecting, and the art market. While the 

Galerie espagnole can hardly be considered as an entirely private collection, the interests of 

Louis-Philippe and his administration cannot be underestimated either. Louis-Philippe’s claim of 

the Galerie espagnole as personal property, apart from interests in its monetary value, 

complicates the nature of this collection, its meanings, and its role in articulating not only 

national identity, but also a more subjective identity, that of a monarch seeking to justify  his rule 

through artistic patronage and expressing a particularly personal interest in and taste for Spain 

and Spanish painting.15 After all, Louis-Philippe did not rid himself of the Galerie espagnole or 

of its contents during his lifetime. Recent scholars tend to focus their studies of the Galerie 

espagnole on its impact and influence. Two positions arise from this debate, one arguing for a 

lasting legacy  and the other suggesting an immediate and short-lived effect. The present study 

focuses on a broader assessment of the contexts within which the Galerie espagnole operated in 

order to better trace the gallery’s effect and resonance, both immediately  after its demise and 

long after its removal from the Louvre. After all, the writings of critics and artists, their 

reflections and impressions of the Galerie espagnole, outlived its dissolution for decades. The 

memories of those who experienced the Galerie espagnole first-hand also succeeded it, and 

informed, to different degrees, the formulation of ideas concerning Spain and Spanish painting in 

mid-nineteenth-century France.
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15 The fact that Louis-Philippe issued a decree after the opening of the Galerie espagnole to declare it as 
personal property must be taken into consideration. Amendments were made to the inventory of the 
gallery. Luxenberg expands on this issue to insist on the gallery’s royal and conservative character and on 
its illegal history. See Alisa Luxenberg, The Galerie espagnole and the Museo nacional 1835 – 1853: 
Saving Spanish Art or the Politics of Patrimony (Aldershot: England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2008),        
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A few notes on the documentation of titles in Ribot’s oeuvre are timely here. I will refer 

to the original French titles for Ribot’s works only. This has the purpose of being accurate to the 

slice of reality Ribot formulated by  means of his visual imagery and descriptive titles. Often, the 

activities performed by the individuals he depicted are deeply rooted in the French language and 

culture of his time and finding an accurate English equivalent might seem anachronistic. Also, 

when consulting original sale and exhibition catalogues published in France before and shortly 

after Ribot’s death, it becomes easier to identify specific works by maintaining consistency in the 

titles under which they are listed in these documents in conjunction with the Salon exhibition 

catalogues and as cross referenced with documentation in the museums and institutions where 

they  are presently located. Indeed there are variations in the titles of more than one work even in 

the original French, but these are minor changes in articles or synonyms employed. A significant 

exception is Ribot’s practice of giving different titles to the portraits he executed of his two 

daughters, a fact that complicates the identification of each sitter especially  when to this peculiar 

practice we add the fact  that Ribot rarely  dated his work. Each of these significant  variations in 

paintings’ titles will be clearly identified. In this way, by making an effort towards maintaining 

consistency between each work’s known title, albeit descriptive in nature for the most part, and 

the sources that name each painting, I hope to make this study clear, accurate, and philologically 

sensitive. In addition to these factors, Ribot also created his own terminology, devising 

neologisms like the term “plumeur” to designate a specific activity, that  of plucking feathers in 

this case, performed within the newly emerged industry of organized kitchens in nineteenth-

century restaurants in France. For these reasons I will employ the original French to designate 

Ribot’s works. 
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A note on terminology is also needed. In this study I will use the terms “Realist” and 

“Realism” not to contest or further their complex and ever fluctuating definitions, since the 

objectives of this study lie outside an exclusively Realist scope and since these terms have been 

ambiguous and contested since their nineteenth-century usage by Courbet and Champfleury. I 

refer to such terms based on their most fundamental nineteenth-century conceptions as pertaining 

to the art historical moment during the mid-nineteenth-century, when artistic expressions that 

were rooted in the desire to render purely observable and tangible everyday-life realities in a 

manner that contested the Academy and its traditionalism, flourished.16 I will employ the terms 

“realist” and “realism” to denote the artistic efforts towards verisimilitude and truthfulness 

within a naturalist vein. That is, in a concern towards compelling renditions of observable 

realities without the socialist theories and political connotations with which the terms “Realist” 

and “Realism” are so imbued especially  in reference to Courbet art historical scholarship and 

which cannot be documented for Ribot. 

The present study considers Ribot’s paintings, and certainly those by his contemporaries, 

as documents of primary importance to the historical approach and methodology I employ for the 

purpose of investigating the various factors that at the same time constituted and conditioned the 

interactions between Spanish painting and nineteenth-century French artists like Ribot. My 

objective, rather than to present a solution to the question of the uses and perceptions of Spanish 

painting in nineteenth-century  France, is to offer a more complex array of meanings and 
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16 See Champfleury, Le Réalisme (Paris: Michel Lévy frères, 1857) pp. 1-21, 189-190, 269-285. For 
noteworthy discussions on Realism and Realist terminology see Linda Nochlin, Realism (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1971), James Rubin, Realism and Social Vision in Courbet and Proudhon (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1980), Petra ten-Doesschate Chu, ed. Letters of Gustave Courbet (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), and Timothy J. Clark, Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the 
1848 Revolution (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004).



implications arising from the integration of Spanish models into an aesthetic with a strong 

French national character. By providing a discursive and comparative study of select collections 

of Spanish painting in nineteenth-century Paris in their direct relationships with artists like Ribot, 

and by analyzing this artist’s critical reception, which shifted and evolved over time, I hope to 

make a worthy  contribution to a field of inquiry  that will benefit from a better understanding of 

Ribot’s oeuvre in light of the tensions that  marked the artistic production in France informed by 

Spanish painting. That Spanish painting was a compelling force in the aesthetic discourses that 

consumed the most daring minds of artists and critics throughout the nineteenth century is widely 

accepted in modern-day scholarship. Yet, the study  of concrete and direct ways in which Spanish 

painting informed the work of specific artists is a promising field of inquiry that necessitates 

further scholarly attention. I offer this study as a means to achieving the aforementioned 

objectives and as my contribution to art historical scholarship. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Contextualizing Spanish Painting in France

2.1 France and Spain: General Historical and Political Context

 The political histories of France and Spain display a consistent pattern of hegemonic 

rivalry and intermittent allegiances, and of political intrigue and zealous military intervention 

especially during the nineteenth century. The massive pilgrimages to Santiago de Compostela 

coupled with the efforts to reconquest Spain from Moorish occupation ensured contact between 

France and Spain throughout the Middle Ages. At the onset  of the seventeenth century, however, 

Franco-Spanish relations grew in proximity as they did in complexity. Indeed their peculiar 

relationship  extended beyond the ties and continuous contact endorsed by geographic contiguity, 

since with the marriages of Louis XIII (1601-1643) to Anne of Austria (1601-1666), of Philip IV 

(1605-1665) to Elisabeth of France (1602-1644), and with that of both their children, that is, of 

Louis XIV (1638-1715) to Maria Theresa of Spain (1638-1683), the Bourbon and Hapsburg 

dynastic rules also became a family  affair.1  The Franco-Spanish border was conclusively 

established through the Treaty  of the Pyrenées in 1659-1660, which declared the Pyrenean 

Mountains as the geographic landmark separating each political entity. Its more precise, yet 

nonetheless arbitrary and abstract political demarcation by  means of boundary stones, was 

defined in the Treaty  of Bayonne, 1868.2  This mountain range, which physically separates the 

Iberian Peninsula from continental Europe, was symbolically pronounced void with Louis XIV’s 

resounding phrase, “Il n’y a plus des Pyrénées,” enunciated upon securing the Spanish throne for 
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Spain were double first cousins, since Louis XIII was brother to Elisabeth of France and Philip IV to Anne 
of Austria. 

2 For a study of the history of the Spanish-French border and the development of nationhood in each of 
the bordering communities see Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the 
Pyrenees (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), pp. 61-102, 103-167, 198-137, and 238-266.



his second grandson Philip V (1683-1746) on November 1700.3 With Bourbon monarchs ruling 

Spain and France, Franco-Spanish relations became complicated by  the bonds of kinship in an 

unprecedentedly direct way. The War of the Spanish Succession, which broke out in 1702, not 

only demonstrated the major European powers’ reaction to the threat  of a Bourbon hegemony in 

Europe, but it also revealed the nuanced complexity of relations between France and Spain. The 

idea of an alliance between these two nations, ruled by grandfather and grandson, was 

nonetheless defined in a hierarchical paradigm of demarcation and difference, wherein these two 

political entities, rather than growing closer to each other, remained in more than one way, one at 

the service of the other. Spain hoped to gain protection from Louis XIV and France aimed, on the 

one hand, to gain leverage in the European battle for hegemonic dominance, and on the other, to 

benefit from Spain’s colonies overseas. 

 France’s interventionist policy in Spain was not restricted to the Bourbon monarchy, 

however. The peculiar trend of placing family members of the French ruling House on the 

Spanish throne continued with Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821), who made his brother Joseph 

Bonaparte (1768-1844) King of Spain in 1808 after convincing Charles IV (1748-1819), 

grandson of Philip  V, to abdicate the Spanish throne in favour of his son Ferdinand VII 

(1784-1833), and having the latter in turn abdicate in favour of himself. Upon Napoleon’s first 

defeat in 1814, Ferdinand VII returned to power after the Treaty of Valençay. His rejection of the 

liberal’s Constitution of 1812 eventually led to a revolt against him in 1823, upon which he was 

made prisoner. At this occasion, Louis XVIII’s armies, popularly known as the “Hundred 

Thousand Sons of Saint  Louis”, set out on a mission to restore the Spanish monarch to the 
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Spanish throne. This action was far from being an isolated instance of military intervention. Field 

Marshal Arthur Wellesley, duke of Wellington (1769-1852), captured a fleeing Joseph Bonaparte 

in 1813 at the Battle of Vitoria. The armies under his command ultimately defeated Napoleon at 

the battle of Waterloo in 1815. English involvement in Spain during the Peninsular War had 

meant the fuelling of an already strong anti-French sentiment that had spread in Madrid and 

across Spain especially during the Napoleonic Wars. Louis XVIII’s 1823 military intervention in 

Spain certainly inserted itself within the Bourbon monarch’s efforts to reinstate France as a major 

European power despite the marked lack of popularity his government faced in France. 

 After the fall of Napoleon, a politically divided France experienced turbulent shifts in 

governments -- from Revolutionary  ideals and Napoleon’s imperial legacy, to an unstable and 

unpopular Bourbon Restoration (1814-1830) under Louis XVIII (1814-1824) and Charles X 

(1824-1830), and from Louis-Philippe’s compromising July Monarchy (1830-1848) to Louis 

Napoleon’s (1808-1873) Second Republic (1848-1852) and Second Empire (1852-1871).4  

Needless to say, these governments had little in common but they did share a steadfast interest in 

Spain, even though such interests cannot be described as homogeneous neither in principle nor in 

the ways each government implemented foreign policy. Louis-Philippe, for example, had shown 
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uneasy compromise between Revolutionary and Republican ideals on the one hand, and an outdated 
Absolute Monarchy, on the other. French historian and Lawyer Alphonse Pépin (1808-1841) summarized 
the new regime’s juste milieu policy in Deux ans de règne (Paris: A. Mesnier, 1833), p.239 as follows: 

...quoi qu’il arrive de ce système, le principe sur lequel il s’appuie, c’est-à-dire l’élément modéré, 
devra toujours être conservé dans la monarchie constitutionnelle; toute modification apportée 
dans ce système ne devra jamais être que la transformation d’un état modéré à un autre état 
modéré; et s’il est vrai que la majorité en France veuille sincèrement de la monarchie de 1830, 
qui est une monarchie constitutionnelle, il ne faut pas qu’elle oublie que la condition d’existence 
de cette monarchie sera toujours de se maintenir dans un juste-milieu, quel qu’il soit, également 
éloigné des abus du pouvoir royal de l’absolutisme, sous peine de périr comme la restauration, et 
des excès du pouvoir populaire ou des abus de l’excessive liberté, sous peine d’être dépassé par 
l’élément démocratique; c’est-à-dire que ce gouvernement devra toujours être modéré. 



personal interest in Spanish affairs even before becoming King of the French in 1830. He had 

become involved by military action, in 1808 and 1810 as he joined forces in Seville against 

Napoleon’s troops; and by marriage, in 1809 to Maria Amalia of Naples and Sicily  (1782-1866). 

Indeed he was exiled from Spain at Wellington’s request given that through his military 

ascension he was suspected to have aspired to the Spanish throne.5  Louis-Philippe’s efforts 

towards political intervention in Spain continued as he attempted, but ultimately failed, to 

negotiate the marriage of Isabella, Infanta of Spain (1821-1897), and his son, Prince Ferdinand-

Philippe d’Orléans (1810-1842).6 France’s declaration of war in 1870 against Prussia in response 

to Bismarck’s threat to establish a member of the Hohenzollern family  on the Spanish throne is 

another example of this.7 The fact that such an event acted as a trigger of sorts for the Franco-

Prussian War is revealing of the complex interests of France in Spain, but more precisely, of what 

political involvement in Spain meant in France. My study will focus on the repercussions of this 

history of contact, interest, and intervention between France and Spain within a cultural 

framework with a focus on Spanish painting in France. More specifically  the following sub-topic 
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5 For a fascinating comparison between a British, American and French perspectives on the life of Louis-
Philippe see Alfred E. Douglas, The Life and Times of Louis Philippe, Ex-King of the French; with an 
Analysis of the Three French Revolutions (London: William Tegg & Co., 1848); Ben Perley Poore, the 
Rise and Fall of Louis Philippe, Ex-King of the French; giving a History of the French Revolution, from its 
Commencement in 1789 (Boston: William D. Ticknor & Company, 1848); and Alexandre Dumas, Histoire 
de la vie politique et privée de Louis-Philippe (Paris: Dufour et Mulat, 1852). 
Also see Francis W. Rice ed. Life of Louis Philippe, with a history of the revolution in France (Boston: 
Hotchkiss, 1848) and Louis Gabriel Michaud, Biographie ou vie publique et privée de Louis-Philippe 
d’Orléans, ex-roi des Français, depuis sa naissance jusqu’à la fin de son règne. (Paris: Bureau de la 
Biographie Universelle, 1849) for two examples of the vastly diverging attitudes concerning Louis-
Philippe’s reign abroad and in France. The former described Louis-Philippe as a type of Romantic hero 
while the latter portrayed him as a mere opportunist. 

6 See Guy Antonetti, Louis-Philippe (Paris: Fayard, 1994), 781. Isabella was daughter of Infante Francisco 
de Paula of Spain (brother of Ferdinand VII) and Princess Luisa Carlotta of Naples and Sicily (niece of 
Maria-Amalia of Naples and Sicily, Louis-Philippe’s wife). Ferdinand-Philippe d’Orléans married Helene of 
Mecklenburg-Schwerin instead in 1837.

7 For a concise history of modern France in its relations with Spain see Jeremy D. Popkin, A History of 
Modern France (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), pp. 1-189.



focuses on the cultural context that frames the phenomenal interest of nineteenth-century French 

art collectors in Spanish painting.

2.2 General Cultural Context: Spanish Painting in Nineteenth-Century France

 Cultural exchanges between Spain and France have, in more than one way, been 

facilitated, conditioned, and informed by the political circumstances of their histories of contact. 

Yet by the turn of the eighteenth century  an unprecedented fascination with the Orient 

invigorated not only  Napoleon’s Egyptian campaigns (1798-1801) but also the travellers, writers, 

artists, archeologists, and ethnographers who set out on quests of discovery  and exploration. 

Hand in hand with an increased travel to the Middle East, Napoleon’s occupation of Spain 

(1808-1813) made way  for an unprecedented amount of travel across the Pyrenees. Writers and 

travellers, most of whose sojourns operated under the auspices of military and diplomatic 

endeavours in Spain, began to introduce ideas and conceptions of Spain and Spanish culture into 

France. Their interests, a combination of a desire to document knowledge in true Enlightenment 

spirit together with the nascent Romantics’ taste for sumptuous, exotic, often violent and 

ultimately  outlandish regions and peoples, coloured the lenses through which Spain was 

documented and interpreted. That Spain was considered to be as foreign and unfamiliar as the 

Middle East in the early  1800s appears paradoxical when considering its geographic proximity  to 

France and the latter’s history of intervention in Spanish affairs since medieval times. Voltaire’s 

phrase “l’Afrique commence aux Pyrénées,” however, reveals the ideological distance between 

France and Spain and helps explain the Spanish tropes and stereotypes that developed in France 
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culminating with the Black Legend or leyenda negra.8 According to this legend, Spain marched 

forcibly in a trajectory  of violence and oppression, extreme piety and superstition, laziness and 

madness.9  It is precisely within this ideological framework that the removal of thousands of 

artworks throughout the nineteenth century from Spanish monasteries and palaces took place. 

Thus, in the view of a nineteenth-century French public, and considering France’s interventionist 

policy and drive towards cultural dominance, France ostensibly sought to rescue art from 

barbarism as an expression of the polemic of civilization against chaos. The Napoleonic Wars 

initiated a remarkable influx of Spanish paintings into France and the looted artworks 

represented more than mere spoils of war. Their introduction into France during the first quarter 

of the nineteenth century fuelled the already effervescent literary espagnolisme.10 Moreover, it 

nourished the imaginations of artists working within both Romantic and Classical circles. 

 The number of travelogues and notes de voyage published at the turn of the century is 

remarkable. They are precursors of the wave of espagnolisme that invigorated French literary 

circles precisely during the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Such publications were 

fundamental in the dispersal of knowledge of Spanish painting and literature, peoples and 

customs, architecture and landscapes into France. The Moorish vestiges of Southern Spain 

certainly summoned notions of an orientalizing nature. Accounts by French writers where Spain 
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8 See Judith Etzion, “Spanish Music as Perceived in Western Music Historiography : A Case of the Black 
Legend?” in International Review of the Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 29, no. 2 (December, 1998), 
96 – 97. The expression is generally attributed to Voltaire, however, its concrete source in writing is not 
identified by scholars.

9 See Luxenberg (2008), 25. See also Charles Gibson, ed. The Black Legend: Anti-Spanish Attitudes in 
the Old World and the New (New York: Knopf, 1971), pp. 29-41 and Ricardo García Cárcel, La leyenda 
negra: historia y opinión (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1992), 311-312. 

10 For a study that traces the impact of Spanish painting on Romantic artists, especially writers, in France, 
see Ilse Hempel Lipschutz, Spanish Painting and the French Romantics (Cambridge: harvard University 
Press, 1972), pp. 27-56. 



was depicted as an exotically  alluring place held sway  in the imagination of Romantic artists. 

Authors like Jean-François Bourgoing (1784-1811) contributed to the general awareness in 

France of Spanish history  during the first half of the nineteenth century. He published his 

Nouveau voyage en Espagne ou Tableau de l’état actuel de cette monarchie (1789-1806) after a 

nine-year sojourn in Madrid during which he acted as secretary to Louis XVI. He became 

ambassador of France in that city in 1792. Alexandre de Laborde’s highly influential Voyage 

historique et pittoresque en Espagne was published in 1807 and fuelled the Romantics’ 

fascination for all things Spanish. Laborde served as aide de camp to Lucien Bonaparte in Spain 

from 1800 to 1805. The writer and art  dealer Frédéric Quilliet’s Dictionnaire des peintres 

espagnols followed in 1816. His was a translation with some revisions of Juan Agustín Ceán 

Bermúdez’s Diccionario histórico de los más ilustres professores de las bellas artes en España, 

published in 1800. Quilliet worked for the Prime Minister of Spain, Manuel Godoy (1767-1851), 

and enjoyed privileged access to his art collections, the royal collections in Madrid and those at 

El Escorial. Under the rule of Joseph Bonaparte, he was made Artistic Inspector of the Crown, or 

Conservateur des tableaux de l’administration générale du mobilier de la Couronne. Other 

important publications include Louis Viardot’s (1800-1883) translation of Cervantes’ Don 

Quixote into French (1836), his Études sur les institutions, l’histoire et les arts de l’Espagne 

(1835) and his article “Le Musée de Madrid” published the previous year (1834) in the Revue 

republicaine. What followed during the second quarter of the nineteenth century  and well into 

the second half of the century was a wave of poems and novels that shared in their fascination for 

an exotized conception of Spain. Prosper Mérimée’s Le Théâtre de Clara Gazul (1825) and the 

series of articles he produced for l’Artiste throughout 1831 are examples of the fervent literary 
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French espagnolisme. His novella Carmen, first published in 1845 based on his sojourn in Spain 

in 1830 was adapted into an opera by Georges Bizet in 1875. Alfred de Musset’s Contes 

d’Espagne et d’Italie (1829), Victor Hugo’s Hernani (1830), and Honoré de Balzac’s El Verdugo 

(1830), are among the most  noteworthy expressions of this vogue for hispanisizing topics. Other 

important publications include Hugo’s Rui Blas (1838), Dumas’ (père) Don Juan de Maraña 

(1839), Gautier’s Voyage en Espagne (1843), and his series of poems España (1845).

 That the interest in Spanish art and culture flourished with such impetus during the first 

quarter of the nineteenth century in France is all the more remarkable when considering the 

vastly  Italico-centric focus of artistic production, education, and collecting trends throughout the 

three previous centuries. Indeed at the onset of the nineteenth century Spanish painting in France 

was as foreign as the idea of travel to Spain and its presence within private collections was as 

rare as it  was within royal and princely galleries. Spanish painting was generally considered a 

part of Neapolitan painting and thus a branch of the Italian school. A branch of painting, 

however, that certainly did not share in the beau idéal which the Academy and its classical 

traditionalism had cultivated throughout the eighteenth century. For artists, to sojourn at the 

French Academy in Rome, represented the highest reward and a token of official recognition, 

financial security, and prestige.11 For the young and wealthy gentlemen of central Europe, the 
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Grand Tour was as much a part of tradition as an elite component of leisurely education.12 But 

for cultural, political, and geographic reasons Spain was neither in the Grand Tour’s itinerary nor 

within the Academy’s decorations of honour. While artists invested with the Prix de Rome could 

see works by  Velázquez at the Galleria Doria Pamphilj, like his portrait of Pope Innocent X, and 

while the Grand Tour made this master’s Florentine works accessible at the Palazzo Pitti, like his 

portrait of Philip IV on Horseback, these were isolated instances of contact with Spanish 

painting. The vast majority of artists and collectors did not share a common interest in, or 

appreciation for, Spanish Old Masters. Yet with the fall of the Old Regime came fundamental 

ideological shifts -- in the political ideology  of nationhood, in educational practices and 

revolutionary  indoctrination, in the socio-cultural life of the average individual -- and France as a 

young Republic made efforts to promote Paris as the new Rome, that is, as the new “Capital of 

the arts.” The French Academy in Rome closed its doors in 1793. By the 1830s, however, the 

aforementioned interest in Spanish art and culture became a phenomenon that fuelled the most 

fashionable themes in Parisian theatres and Romantic literary circles, and Spanish painting found 

itself at  the core of the most reputable Parisian collectors, with Louis-Philippe himself owning 

the largest collection of Spanish paintings outside of Spain, displayed at the Colonnade of the 

Musée du Louvre from 1838 until 1848. Artists like Antoine Watteau (1684 - 1721), Jean Siméon 

Chardin (1699 - 1779), and Gabriel de Saint-Aubin (1724 - 1780), who had never traveled to 
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12 For a recent study of the impact of the Academie française à Rome in the Parisian art scene see the 
National Gallery of Canada’s Drawn to Art: French Artists and Art Lovers in 18th-Century Rome, an 
exhibition presented in Ottawa from 21 October 2011 to 2 January 2012 and in Caen from 4 February to 
23 April 2012. Sonia Couturier (NGC) and Pierre Rosenberg (Académie française) explore Rome as the 
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vast majority of France’s sculptors, draughtsmen, architects and painters of the 18th century a sojourn in 
Rome represented the opportunity to make a reputation for themselves and to forge a successful career. 
Indeed most of France’s most celebrated 18th century artists traveled to Rome, except for three 
noteworthy masters: Antoine Watteau (1684-1721), Jean Siméon Chardin (1699-1779), and Gabriel de 
Saint-Aubin (1724-1780).



Rome and who nonetheless had garnered great  success, were celebrated for their “Frenchness” 

and were promoted together with seventeenth-century Dutch and Spanish masters as alternative 

sources of inspiration in the search for a new national art. But during the last  third of the 

nineteenth century, a curious ideological turn marked the literary outpouring of the most 

prominent and influential art critics of the time: Louis de Bousès de Fourcaud (1851-1914), 

Roger Marx (1859-1913), Louis Gonse (1846-1921), Jules-Antoine Castagnary (1830-1888), 

Paul Lefort  (1829-1904), and Paul Manz (1821-1895) among the most noteworthy. These critics 

advocated for artists to turn to the art of a national past as sources of inspiration from which to 

construct their individual contributions in the search for a new national art. This vigorous 

emphasis on a rather introspective historicism had strong nationalistic undertones, the 

implications of which have not been fully  explored in nineteenth-century art historical 

scholarship. To inform one’s work with Spanish painting was not without paradox. The ways in 

which artists appropriated either Spanish masters’ visual vocabulary or technical elements into 

their personal painterly idioms -- from obscuring their sources to visibly  portraying Spanish art 

and culture according to the widespread Spanish tropes popularized by the Romantics and the 

wave of espagnolisme -- affected the ways in which their work was interpreted and understood. I 

argue that just as the collection and display of Spanish painting in public and private collections 

connoted a contested space, so did the borrowing of Spanish motifs to inform one’s work insert 

itself within a complex and tension-laden discourse, especially during the second half of the 

nineteenth century when the search for a national art and the demarcation of national character 

reached new heights. 
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 The unprecedented interest in the Spanish school in France was effected by a complex 

network of catalysts which ranged from changes in collecting tastes to the political, social, and 

artistic circumstances that made Spanish painting not only available but  desirable in France. This 

marked interest in Spanish painting is nested within the search for novelty  and the renewed 

interest in little known or forgotten Old Masters, which concurred with the search for a French 

national art especially in eighteenth-century painting and in particular in the art  of Chardin but 

also in seventeenth-century French painters like the Le Nain brothers. This interest also 

coincided, more generally  speaking, with a widespread search for original subject matter and 

increasingly  personal styles in the visual arts and in collecting trends. The role played by the 

formation of important private collections predominantly of Spanish painting was decisive. The 

collections of Marshal Jean de Dieu Soult (1769 - 1851), of the Marquis Alexandre Marie 

Aguado (1784 - 1842), of Dr. Louis La Caze (1798 - 1869),13  of Count James Alexandre de 

Pourtalès-Gorgier (1776 - 1855),14  of the Marquis José de Salamanca (1811 - 1883), of count 

Giovanni Battista Sommariva (1760 - 1826), of Eudox and Camille Marcille (1814 - 1890), and 

of Sir Frank Hall Standish (1799 - 1840) among the most noteworthy, exerted considerable 

influence in the arts and in the collecting tastes in France. I argue that such collections of Spanish 

painting in France helped define aspects of French national identity  for artists, writers, and 

collectors as I will discuss in chapters two and three. Furthermore, these collections were a 

significant index serving to demonstrate the success of France’s interventionist policy in Spain 
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13 The French physician Louis La Caze (1789 – 1869) bequeathed his collection to the Louvre upon his 
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14 Paul Mantz’s critical assessment of the Galerie Pourtalès is particularly insightful. See Paul Mantz, 
“Galerie Pourtalès” in Gazette des Beaux-Arts 18 (February 1, 1865), pp. 97 – 117. 



and its continental dominance in a cultural sphere and context. The extent to which these 

collections indicated France’s position within the complex of a politico-cultural rivalry especially 

with England cannot be underestimated. To this end, these collections serve to indicate the vivid 

efforts in achieving French cultural and political supremacy and in strengthening a sense of 

French nationalism.

 Although efforts by official agents to acquire Spanish Old Masters throughout the 

eighteenth century  were indeed made, they did not result in the formation of large-scale 

collections of Spanish paintings. Political events played an important role in France’s acquisition 

policies and collecting activities during the eighteenth century. The export ban enforced by 

Spanish minister José Moñino Floridablanca (1728-1808) in 1779 to protect Spain’s patrimony 

prohibited the exportation of paintings by Murillo and hampered that of Spanish Old Masters in 

general.15   Another such factor was the halt in official collecting activities from 1778 to 1782 

caused by France’s involvement in the American Revolution. The export  ban hindered in 

particular the efforts of Charles-Claude Flahaut de la Billaderie, count d’Angiviller (1730-1810), 

who on 2 September 1779 wrote to the French painter Charles-François de La Traverse (1726 - 

1780), then at the service of the French ambassador in Madrid, the marquis of Osuna, and stated 

his interest in acquiring Spanish paintings for the Muséum français. But to trace the taste of 

Spanish painting in France, or France’s official efforts to collect Spanish painting, would mean to 

tread on grounds that have already  been researched most notably by Paul Guinard, Ilse Hempel 

Lipschutz, Jeannine Baticle, Cristina Marinas, Geneviève Lacambre, Stéphane Guégan, Juliet 

Wilson-Bareau, Gary  Tinterow, Véronique Gerard-Powell, Claudie Ressort, Suzanne L. Stratton, 
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and Alisa Luxenberg among the most noteworthy scholars. The presence of Spanish paintings in 

royal collections from the time of Louis XIV to 2002 has been delineated most notably  by 

Gerard-Powell and Ressort in Écoles espagnole et portugaise (2002). The impact of Romantic 

thought and practice on attitudes towards Spanish art and culture was expounded upon in 

Lipschutz’s Spanish Painting and the French Romantics (1973) where she compiled listings of 

nineteenth-century (1800-1860) sale catalogues of Parisian private collections where Spanish 

paintings appeared within their listings, including the titles of such Spanish paintings. Finally, the 

changes in taste in France in favour of the Spanish school were assessed most recently in the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 2003 Manet/Velázquez: The French Taste for Spanish Painting 

(2003), which owed much to Francis Haskell’s groundbreaking Rediscoveries in Art: Some 

aspects of Taste, Fashion, and Collecting in England and France (1980).

 To establish the grounds for the phenomenal interest of nineteenth-century private 

collectors in Spanish paintings it is necessary to consider, if only briefly, the presence of Spanish 

painting in France at the end of the previous century. Before count d’Angiviller resumed work on 

the marquis de Marigny’s project of building a Muséum français, the Louvre accounted for only 

four Spanish paintings: a Portrait of the Infanta Marguerite by Velázquez and his workshop, 

commissioned by Anne of Austria and sent to Louis XIV by his grandson, the Spanish monarch 

Philip  IV; Burning Bush by Collantes and a Rape of Europa (destroyed) by  Bartolomeo 

Carducho, which were considered to be Italian works at the time of Le Brun’s 1683 catalogue 

and again in the 1709 inventory  of paintings;16 and an anonymous View of the Escorial acquired 
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16 See Gerard-Powell and Ressort (2002), pp.10-11. 



by Louis XIV, all of which remain at the Musée du Louvre except for Carducho’s painting. In his 

letter of 2 September 1779, to the French artist de La Traverse in Madrid, d’Angiviller wrote: 

 Je sais que de nombreuses peintures de grands maîtres sont perdues et oubliées dans les 
 greniers en Espagne. Je sais que les marchands n’y  ont pas encore pénétré. J’avais pensé 
 qu’on aurait pu trouver à bon marché des Titiens, des Velázquez, des Murillos, etc. et 
 qu’on  pourrait  augmenter et fortifier facilement la magnifique collection du roi, le tout à 
 bon compte.17

 From this brief quote we learn that d’Angiviller’s interests in Spanish painting were 

focused, for different reasons, mainly  on Velázquez and Murillo; that the French perception of 

the status of Spanish paintings in Spain was that of oblivion and neglect; and that collectors were 

not yet considerably active in their efforts to acquire Spanish paintings by the last quarter of the 

eighteenth century. Nigel Glendinning’s study of yearly envoys of Spanish paintings into 

England throughout the nineteenth century  illustrates this point. Based on the Custom Books in 

the Public Records Office, Glendinning identified only one Spanish painting entering England in 

1800, a radical increase of 633 paintings in 1810, and sustained yearly  imports of more than one 

hundred paintings after 1830 with a peak in 1838 of 648 paintings.18 D’Angiviller was not alone 

in expressing a combination of dismay and enthusiasm at the thought of neglect as the condition 

wherein the artistic treasures of Spain lied. After his trip to Spain between 1807 and 1808, Jean-

Baptiste Pierre Le Brun (1748 - 1813) stated: “My admiration made me want to snatch from 
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17 Archives Nationales, O1 1915 (79), fº 155. Also cited in Gerard-Powell and Ressort, Écoles espagnole 
et portugaise, p. 11 and in McClellan, Inventing the Louvre, p. 63. 

18 See Nigel Glendinning, “Nineteenth-Century British Envoys in Spain and the Taste for Spanish Art in 
England” in The Burlington Magazine 131, no. 1031 (February, 1989), pp. 117-126.



oblivion many famous masters who are unfamiliar to all who live outside Spain.”19 Statements 

like these demonstrate that a sentiment of artistic and political dominance tainted the views of 

those who regarded France as a civilizing power and Spain as an agent of “barbarism.” Such 

views were informed by the leyenda negra and older myths of a backward Spain formulated 

especially during the eighteenth century. 

 While count d’Angiviller was unable to purchase Spanish paintings from the “lost and 

forgotten attics of Spain” he did procure five Murillos from Parisian collectors. In 1782 he 

purchased Young Beggar also known as Le Piedbot (Musée du Louvre), which had entered the 

collection of Jean-Louis Gaignat (1697 - 1769) before 1752; in 1784 he purchased Virgin of the 

Rosary, Prayer at the Garden of Gethsemane, and Christ at the Column with Saint Peter, at the 

24 November sale of the count de Vaudreuil’s collection;20 finally, in 1786 he acquired The Holy 
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19 Cited in Haskell (1980), 35 from J-B. P. Le Brun, Choix des tableaux les plus capitaux de la rare et 
précieuse collection recueillie dans l’Espagne et dans l’Italie, par M Lebrun, dans les années 1807 et 
1808 (Paris: Didot Jeune, 1810). English translation of the original cited in Haskell, Rediscoveries in Art 
(1980), 35. 

20 On the count de Vaudreuil see Colin B. Bailey, Patriotic Taste: Collecting Modern Art in Pre-
Revolutionary Paris (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), pp. 163-206. See Le Brun, Catalogue 
raisonné d’une très belle collection de tableaux des écoles d’Italie, de Frandre et de l’Hollande, qui 
composent s. cabinet [vente 24 novembre, 1784] (Paris: n.e., 1784).



Family or The Virgin of Seville from the collection of the count of Serrant.21 Thus, at the opening 

of the Muséum français on 10 August 1793, ten Spanish paintings were displayed.22 

 But the presence of Spanish paintings even within the most reputable Parisian collections, 

was rare. Such a presence indicated an unusually eclectic taste or the result of political 

involvement in Spain. Gaignat for instance, was the recipient of the Consignations des Requêtes 

du Palais. He cultivated the reputation of a judicious collector who alongside his prestigious 

collection of paintings had amassed a collection of literary  rarities. His collection of paintings 

was well publicized in Dezailler d’Argenville’s Voyage pittoresque de Paris: ou Indication de 

tout ce qu’il y a de plus beau dans cette ville en peinture, sculpture et architecture (1778); and 

documented in the sale catalogue of 14 February 1769 illustrated by  Gabriel de Saint-Aubin. 
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21 For these paintings’ complete provenance see Gerard-Powell and Ressort (2002). See Nos. INV. 930; 
INV. 931; INV. 932; and INV. 933. Virgin of the Rosary is not accounted for in Gerard-Powell and 
Ressort’s 2002 catalogue but is listed as INV. 929 in Ressort’s 1983 study of Murillo paintings in French 
museums: Murillo dans les musées français. Catalogued under No. D 49-3-1 it is now at the Musée Goya, 
Castres. Genviève Lacambre and Deborah L. Roldán document this work in Manet/Velázquez (2003), p.
69 and 353 respectively.

22 There is dissent among scholars as to which ten paintings can be considered as Spanish at the 
opening of the Muséum français based on later re-attributions of paintings once considered by non-
Spanish masters and vice versa. Lacambre considered a Saint Paul (location unknown) attributed to 
L’Espagnolet and a Saint Pierre (Musée du Louvre) also attributed to L’Espagnolet at the opening of the 
Muséum français, but now given to Mola and catalogued as Saint Pierre en prière. Ribera’s Drinker is 
now attributed to Cesare Francanzano as is Soldier Leaning on His Lance, both at Compiègne. See 
Roldán (2003), pp. 353-354. Paul Guinard accounted for the following paintings at the time of Louis XIV: 
Portrait of the Infanta Marguerite by Velázquez; and Flaming Bush by Collantes; See Paul Guinard, 
Dauzats et Blanchard peintres de l’Espagne romantique (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1967), 
p. 132. Gerard-Powell traced the development in France of official collecting endeavours of Spanish 
paintings with special attention to the evolution of taste and historical events. The Louvre now holds ten 
Murillos. See Gerard-Powell and Ressort (2002). Geneviève Lacambre provides an abridged chronology 
of French acquisitions of Spanish paintings in her article for the exhibition Manet/Velázquez. See 
Geneviève Lacambre, “The Discovery of the Spanish School in France,” in Manet/Velázquez: The French 
Taste for Spanish Painting [Exhibition Catalogue] (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art; New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2003), pp. 67-92. Ressort traces the acquisition of paintings by 
Murillo in France in Murillo dans les musées français (Paris: Réunion des Musées nationaux, 1983), a 
particularly useful study in identifying amateurs and private collectors during the 17th, 18th, and early 
19th centuries. Charles Boyd Curtis’s Velázquez and Murillo: A Descriptive and Historical Catalogue of the 
Works of Don Diego de Silva Velázquez and Bartolomé Estéban Murillo (London: S.Low, Marston, Searle, 
and Rivington; New York: J.W. Bouton, 1883) offers particular insight into private sales and provenance of 
individual paintings. 



D’Argenville’s description of an eighteenth-century collector in his Voyage pittoresque is 

insightful:

 Ceux qui les goûtent [les belles choses] de la manière dont elles méritent de l’être, y  sont 
 rares; je dis rares, même dans ce qu’on appelle la sphère des honnêtes gens, des gens du 
 bon ton, de la bonne compagnie, des personnes instruites et qui se piquent d’avoir l’esprit 
 plus orné et le coeur moins resserré, moins étroit que le vulgaire.23

Another eighteenth-century  collector, Louis-François de Bourbon de Conti (1717-1776), 

amassed an immense art collection of paintings, drawings, terra cotta, marble, and bronze 

sculptures, medals, and other artefacts which went on sale in 1777 and again in 1779. His 

involvement in Louis XV’s foreign policy during his military career certainly  provided 

opportunities for the acquisition of a vast array of art objects. However, of the 907 lots of 

paintings in Pierre Rémy’s 1777 sale catalogue, only four corresponded to Murillo (The Good 

Shepherd with His Sheep no.162, Saint Joseph with Child in His Arms no.163, The Marriage at 

Cana no.164, and Salome with the Head of John the Baptist no.165), two to Velázquez (Danae 

and the Cloud of Gold no.160 and Mars and Venus no. 161), and two to Ribera (Orpheus no. 823 

and Portrait of an Old Man no.823 bis) for a total of eight paintings by Spanish Old Masters 

classified under the Neapolitan and Spanish schools.24  Adding to this dynamic, the Parisian art 

market of the last quarter of the eighteenth century  was characterized by a peculiar rivalry among 

dealers and collectors, resulting from the numerous sales of important collections happening 

within close proximity of each other and from the implications in market prices caused by Louis 
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23 Dezallier d’Argenville, Voyage pittoresque de Paris (1778), p. iv

24 For a digitized version of the Conti sale catalogues of 1777 and 1779 see Fédéric Bußman’s database 
published on 28 September, 2011 (http://conti-collection.de/index.php). This includes a digitized version of 
the Carignan 1742 and 1743 sale catalogues, the 1773 Lempereur sale catalogue, and the 1771 and 
1772 Choiseul sale catalogues. 

http://conti-collection.de/index.php
http://conti-collection.de/index.php


XVI’s involvement in bidding, wherein the prices were kept  high. Scholars identify the end of 

the eighteenth century  as a transitory phase from an art market dominated by an aristocratic 

clientele to a more open and volatile bourgeois market economy.25 Major sales that contributed to 

an increasingly diversified character, perhaps even an over-saturation of the art market, include 

those of Louis-François de Bourbon, prince de Conti (1777 and 1779), Augustin Blondel de 

Gagny (10-14 December 1776; 8-22 January 1777), Pierre-Louis-Paul Randon de Boisset (27 

February - 25 March 1777), Georges-Tobie Thélusson (1 December 1777), Poullain, Receveur 

général des Domaines du roi, 1780 (15-21 March 1780), the duke de la Vallière (21-23 February 

1781), Thomas de Pange (5 March 1781), Christophe-François Nicolau de Montribloud (9-12 

February 1784), Charles-Luis de Beauchamp, comte de Merle (1-4 March 1784), and Joseph-

Hyacinthe-François de Paule de Rigaud, comte de Vaudreuil, Grand Fauconnier de France 

(24-25 November 1784). 

 D’Angivillier’s acquisition of Spanish paintings is noteworthy  since it occurred without 

any particular trends towards collecting Spanish painting in its own right other than to fulfill the 

Muséum français’ mandate to fill lacunas in the historical sequence of national schools in order 

to present a complete representation of the history of art organized by school and chronology.26  

This was executed in the spirit  of Enlightenment values of an encyclopedic accumulation and 

display  of knowledge. However, the holdings at the Muséum français of a scant ten paintings by 
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25 See JoLynn Edwards, “The Conti Sales of 1777 and 1779 and their Impact on the Parisian Art Market” 
in Studies in Eighteenth Century-Culture 39 (2010), p. 77 - 110, for a detailed study of revenue and 
economic fluctuation in the art market after the sales of important collections before the French 
Revolution. 

26 For a complete history of the formation of the Musée du Louvre see Andrew McClellan, Inventing the 
Louvre: Art, Politics, and the Origins of the Modern Museum in Eighteenth-Century Paris (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 13-90, 91-123, 124-155.



Spanish Masters revealed a considerable gap in a project meant to make a public display of the 

unrivalled excellence and comprehensive nature of the King’s collection.

 The Muséum français never opened under Louis XVI’s reign, however. Rather, it was 

incorporated into the young Republic’s political discourse and put at the service of the new 

Republican ideals that had transformed royal and Church property  into national patrimony in 

November 1789 at the collapse of the Bourbon monarchy. Its opening to the public on 10 August 

1793 was a symbolic commemoration of the Republic’s first anniversary but also of the triumph 

of liberty over despotism manifested in the cultivation of the arts in spite of the pressing political 

turmoil; it also symbolized a testament to Paris’ transformation into the “Capital of the arts,”27 

and as such, the public display  of the nation’s treasures was an assertive and intentional means 

towards fashioning national identity  and a sense of national pride within the fabric of public 

opinion, both nationally  and internationally.28  It is important to emphasize the act of making 

accessible what once was private property  as a strong signifier of public instruction and of 

sovereignty, progress, and even of the triumph of liberty, within Revolutionary ideology. 
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27 The term “capital of the arts” was used by Armand Kersaint in his 1791 Discours sur les monuments 
publics with reference to historical loci of art and culture as had been Rome and Athens. Paris was 
compared to these artistic capitals not only to equal them but also to surpass them. Boissi d’Anglas wrote 
in 1794: “Que Paris donc soit la capitale des arts: qu’il retrouve, dans l’avantage inestimable d’être l’asyle 
de toutes les connaissances humaines et le dépôt de tous les trésors de l’esprit, une nouvelle splendeur 
plus éclatante que celle qu’il retirait de son luxe, de ses plaisirs factices et de tous les abus qui formaient, 
en quelque sorte, sa dot et son patrimoine: il doit être l’école de l’univers, la métropole de la science 
humaine, et exercer sur le reste du monde cet empire irrésistible de l’instruction et du savoir.” See Boissi 
d’Anglas, Essai sur les fêtes nationales (suivi de) Quelques idées sur les arts, et sur la nécessité de les 
encourager (Paris: Imprimérie polyglotte, 1794), p. 164.

28 Examples of such sentiment abound, with publications in the manner of Boissi d’Anglas, but also with 
articles in popular journals like Le Moniteur: “Ce musée doit faire preuve des richesses de la nation...La 
France doit faire preuve de sa gloire à travers les époques et les peuples: le musée national comprendra 
le savoir dans toute sa beauté et sera admiré de tout l’univers. En représentant ces idéales, dignes d’un 
peuple libre...le musée...sera parmi les plus puissantes figures de la République française.” Le Moniteur, 
vol. 14, p. 263 cited in Andre McClellan, Inventing the Louvre: Art, Politics, and the Origins of the Modern 
Museum in Eighteenth-Century Paris (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 91 
– 95. 



Displaying the glory  of the French Republic became the primary purpose of the Louvre and 

continued to give licence to the plundering of hundreds of artworks long after the enforcement of 

the policy of confiscation of 1794 and throughout Napoleon’s expansionist campaigns. The 

administration’s desire was to integrate the Musée Central des Arts, as it came to be known, into 

the political construct of France in order to exert a strong influence in matters of artistic taste, 

and moral and political welfare.  The primary interest behind the choice and appreciation of 

looted works of art continued to be Italian masterworks.29 

 Instances of travel to Spain by ambassadors and their return to Paris with Spanish 

paintings to enrich their private collections or to introduce them, directly or indirectly, into the 

French and British art markets, caused a profound impact on Parisian official and private 

collecting circles. Such was the case of Ferdinand Guillemardet (1765-1809), who served as the 

National Convention’s ambassador to Spain from 1798 to 1799. Guillemardet’s taste for 

Francisco de Goya y Luciente’s (1746-1828) paintings and etchings had a lasting influence in the 

artistic circle of Delacroix, his godson. Ilse Hempel Lipschutz and Michel Florisoone have 

suggested that Delacroix came in contact with Goya’s Caprichos by  means of the copy 

Guillemardet introduced to France upon his return from Madrid in 1800.30 The copy of Goya’s 

Caprichos that Dominique-Vivant Denon (1747-1825) brought to France in 1809 after his trip to 

Spain is another instance wherein diplomatic figures introduced Spanish art into France. At 

Vivant Denon’s sale of 1826 a copy of Goya’s Caprichos appeard, which may  be the copy 
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29 See Gary Tinterow, “Raphael Replaced: The Triumph of Spanish Painting in France,” in Manet/
Velázquez [Exhibition Catalogue] (New Haven; London; New York: Yale University Press, 2003), p. 3-68. 

30 See Ilse Hempel Lipschutz, Spanish Painting and the French Romantics (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1972), 10. See also Michel Florisoone, “Comment Delacroix a-t-il connu les 
Caprices de Goya” in Bulletin de la société de l’histoire de l’art français (1957), pp. 131-144.



acquired by  the Cabinet des Estampes at the Bibliothèque Nationale.31 Goya’s close rapport with 

French diplomats cannot  be underestimated. Charles-Jean-Marie Alquier (1752-1826), French 

ambassador to Spain from 1799 to 1800, also commissioned work from Goya and at least one 

painting, The Grape Harvest, traveled with him to Nantes and remained in the collection of his 

heirs until 1939.32  The case of Goya is a particularly interesting one, since this master 

represented ostensibly contradicting aspects of Spanish modernity and tradition, and as such he 

occupied a ubiquitous place in French conceptions of a historical continuum within the Spanish 

School. 

 Political interest in Spain was renewed under the Napoleonic spotlight. Diplomatic 

missions facilitated collecting, writing, and publication endeavours focused on Spain and the 

transfer of knowledge and artistic property therein.33  On a diplomatic trip to Madrid of 1800, 

Lucien Bonaparte (1775 – 1840), then minister of the interior and of the arts, acquired at  least 

seventy  Spanish paintings with the help of count Louis-Joseph Alexandre de Laborde 

(1773-1842). He installed them in his princely  residence, the Hôtel de Brienne, upon his return to 
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31 See Lipschutz, Spanish Painting and the French Romantics (1972), p. 58. 

32 Roldán in Manet/Velázquez (2003), p. 354. 

33 Among the most noteworthy publications on Spain are Jean-Francois Bourgoing’s (1784-1811) 
Nouveau voyage en Espagne ou Tableau de l’état actuel de cette monarchie (1789-1806), published after 
a nine-year sojourn in Madrid during which he acted as secretary to Louis XVI. He became ambassador 
of France in that city in 1792. Alexandre de Laborde’s highly influential Voyage historique et pittoresque 
en Espagne was published in 1807, after having served as aide de camp to Lucien Bonaparte in Spain 
from 1800 to 1805. Frédéric Quillet’s Dictionnaire des peintres espagnols followed in 1816; his was a 
translation with some revisions of Juan Agustín Ceán Bermúdez’s Diccionario historico de los más ilustres 
professors de las bellas artes en España published in 1800. Quillet worked for the prime minister of 
Spain, Manuel Godoy (1767-1851). Other important publications include Viardot’s Études sur les 
institutions, l’histoire et les arts de l’Espagne (1835), Prosper Mérimée’s Le Théâtre de Clara Gazul 
(1825) and the series of articles he produced for l’Artiste throughout 1831, Alfred de Musset’s Contes 
d’Espagne et d’Italie (1829), Victor Hugo’s Hernani (1830), and Honoré de Balzac’s El Verdugo (1830), 
among the most noteworthy. Important publications after 1835 include Viardot’s translation of Cervantes’ 
Don Quixote into French (1836), Hugo’s Rui Blas (1838), Dumas’ (père) Don Juan de Maraña (1839), 
Gautier’s Voyage en Espagne (1843) and his series of poems España (1845).



Paris the following year. This formed an unprecedentedly substantial number of Spanish 

paintings entering France as part of one individual’s collection. With the help of French writer 

and diplomat Frédéric Quillet, Le Brun brought to Paris a series of Spanish paintings from his 

Spanish sojourn from 1807 to 1808.34 Bonaparte’s collection was, however, auctioned in London 

in 1816. After Joseph Bonaparte was named King of Spain on 6 June 1808, upon Napoleon’s 

occupation of Madrid, Dominique-Vivant Denon (1747-1825), then director of the Musée 

Central des Arts, brought twenty Spanish paintings for the French museum. In addition, 

Napoleon requested a gift of fifty  paintings of high quality from the suppressed convents, but  

not without a sense of irony, this gift  only left Spain for Paris in 1812, after Joseph had 

established the national museum in Madrid in 1809 and after he had recalled in 1810 the export 

ban of 1779. That same year Marshal Soult sacked the city  of Seville with his aide-de-camp 

Alejandro María Aguado and after confiscating at least 999 paintings at the Alcázar, Soult 

formed his own collection of 180 first-class Spanish paintings, which he installed in his Parisian 

residence at 291 rue de l’Université after 1812 and which became the largest  and most important 

collection of Spanish paintings outside of Spain until Louis-Philippe’s more grandiose Galerie 

espagnole surpassed it in 1838. Marshal Soult showcased his collection to the English writer and 

Hispanophile Richard Ford (1796-1858) in 1816, who also formed his own collection of Spanish 

paintings thereafter. A year after Soult opened his gallery, Napoleon’s gift convoy of fifty mostly 

Spanish paintings arrived in Paris in 1813. That  year in June, Joseph Bonaparte fled Madrid and 

at least one hundred and sixty-five of the paintings in his caravan were seized by  Field Marshal 
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34 J-B.P. Le Brun, Choix des tableaux les plus capitauxde la rare et précieuse collection recueillie dans 
l’Espagne et dans l’Italie, par M. Lebrun, dans les années 1807 et 1808 (Paris, 1810), cited in Haskell 
(1980), p. 35 and discussed in Lipschutz, Spanish Painting and the French Romantics (Boston: Harvard 
University Press, 1972), pp.3-26. 



Arthur Wellesley, duke of Wellington (1769-1852). The newly restored Spanish King Ferdinand 

VII gifted Wellington with all captured paintings and these remain to this day in his residence in 

London, Apsley  House. On 6 April 1814, Napoleon abdicated and on 3 May the Bourbon 

monarchy was restored with Louis XVIII at the throne. The restitution of Napoleon’s looted art 

treasures followed that year and throughout 1815. The great majority of the confiscated Spanish 

paintings were deposited in the new Museo nacional, which opened to the public in 1819 but 

which acquired its present name, Museo del Prado, only in 1863. Madrid became the locus for all 

those who wished to see and study Spanish paintings. England had been the recipient of 

important Spanish paintings as a result of war and civil strife, while France’s attempts to form an 

official public display of Spanish paintings enjoyed only a short-lived moment with Denon’s 

Exposition des écoles primitives at the Louvre in 1814, which displayed only  seventeen Spanish 

masterpieces.35  Soult’s and later Aguado’s collections remained the largest repositories of 

Spanish paintings in France. By 1839 Aguado’s collection contained 389 Spanish and Italian 

paintings; the sale catalogue of his collection in Paris in 1843 accounted for 230 Spanish 

paintings.36 In 1823 Louis XVIII’s mission to once again restore Ferdinand VII to the Spanish 

throne did not result  in systematic extractions of Spanish paintings, although participating in this 

mission were the Baron Isidore Justin Séverin Taylor (1789-1879) and the French writer Louis 

Viardot (1800-1883), both of whom would be key agents in the later formation of Louis-
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35 For more on Denon’s collecting taste and on his “Exposition des écoles primitives” see Paris, Musée 
du Louvre, Dominique-Vivant Denon: l’œil de Napoléon [Catalogue d’exposition] (Paris: Réunion des 
musées nationaux, 1999), pp. 80-107. 

36 For a study of Aguado’s collection see Oscar E. Vázquez, Inventing the Art Collection: Patrons, 
Markets, and the State in Nineteenth-Century Spain (University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2001), pp. 189 – 190, 197, 202 – 204. 



Philippe’s Galerie espagnole.37  After the death of Ferdinand VII in 1833 and at  the outbreak of 

the Carlist Wars the liberal minister Juan Álvarez y Mendizábal (1790-1853) suppressed anew 

the monasteries and convents in 1835 to help ease some financial strife. By the end of that year 

Louis-Philippe had sent Baron Taylor with the painters Adrien Dauzats and Pharamond 

Blanchard in a covert “scientific” mission to Spain, which culminated with the acquisition of 446 

paintings for the citizen-king’s Galerie espagnole. Pressed by the Louvre’s lack of a substantial 

collection of Spanish paintings, by the desire to assert and justify  the rule of the House of 

Orléans, by a long-established history of franco-spanish hegemonic tensions, and by the general 

fascination with Spanish painting and culture which held sway among Classic and Romantic 

circles, Louis-Philippe ordered the creation of a museum solely devoted to Spanish painting, 

unprecedented in its dedication to a single school, in its didactic approach, and in its significance 

as the largest museum of Spanish paintings outside of Spain. To the Galerie espganole were 

added 220 works bequeathed by Lord Standish in 1842. This peculiar bequest was the result of 

Lord Standish’s discontent with Lord Melbourne’s Whig government, which had refused to 

revive a baronetcy in his favour. But the Galerie espagnole was ultimately dispersed on the art 

market, as were Aguado’s and Soult’s collections in 1843 and 1852 respectively. 

 By mid-nineteenth century France the attitudes that marked artists’ and writers’ 

interactions with Spanish art and culture attained a critical point. Spanish painting had become 

increasingly  accessible in Paris through the private collections that  opened its doors to the public 

in a manner similar to Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole. Travellers had led the way into Spain 
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37 Viardot was also responsible for writing explanatory entries for Aguado’s inventory of Spanish paintings 
(1839) based on his own Notices sur les principaux peintres de l’Espagne, also published in 1838.  His 
text would later serve Charles Blanc’s influential publication of 1869, Histoire des peintres de toutes les 
écoles.



and directly experienced its culture and customs bringing back notes de voyage and traveller’s 

accounts that documented and popularized their journeys of discovery. Some aspects of Spanish 

life and culture were immortalized in the novels and plays written by French authors and others 

infiltrated French society as was the adoption of the Spanish cigarillo, the fashionable mantilla, 

and the guitar, as a symbol of Spanish folklore. For some, Spain continued to occupy a privileged 

place in the realm of picturesque and exotized climes. For these individuals, Spanish painters, 

especially the Golden Age artists, represented the unwavering embodiment of Romantic ideals. 

One such proponent of Spanish painting was Théophile Gautier, who wrote in 1865: “Don Diego 

Velázquez de Sylva est vraiment le peintre de l’Espagne féodale et chevaleresque, son art est 

frère de celui de Calderón et ne relève en rien de l’antiquité. Sa peinture est romantique dans 

toute l’acception du mot.”38  Others, however, like Champfleury saw in Spanish painting of the 

Golden Age a means to strengthen an anti-academic stance that countered the classicizing ideals 

of an italico-centric aesthetic while favouring the naturalism and sobriety of Realism. 

Championing Courbet’s Burial at Ornans, the critic referenced the Spanish sources in this work 

as a means by which Courbet  would break with tradition.39 Courbet himself appealed to Spanish 

painting to ground his depictions of everyday  life subjects in the naturalist  vein of Velázquez, 

and to the Spanish Old Masters to increase his status as an artist.40  Under the banner of 

originality and innovation, Spanish painting was heralded as champion of Romantic and Realist 

proclivities. But this shift in the paradigm of painting is more complicated than a progressive 
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sense of historicity  would claim it to be, going from Idealism to Realism or from Romanticism to 

Naturalism. I argue that the notions of and pull towards truthfulness and verisimilitude that 

informed the artistic discourses especially during mid-nineteenth-century France, are the 

underlying basis from which Spanish painting was experienced, perceived, and understood. 

Moreover, artists looking towards Spanish painting for its subjects, painterly  technique, or status 

engaged in a complex dynamic where Romantic and Realist interests were not mutually 

exclusive and where these concerns were informed by factors beyond a purely  Romantico-

Realist discourse. Among these, the multi-layered definitions of a new French national art  were 

at the core of artists’ use and integration of Spanish sources in their work and of critics’ response 

to and perception of such sources. What different artists were being truthful to is as diverse as the 

richly compelling expressions they each produced. 
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CHAPTER THREE: The Presence of Spanish Painting in Paris Congealed

3.1 Private Collections of Spanish Painting: Ownership and Accessibility

 It is my intent to present a study of elite nineteenth-century private collections of Spanish 

painting in a discursive comparison with Louis-Philippe’s ubiquitous Galerie espagnole, which 

shared aspects of both, a public and private collection, based on grounds of ownership and the 

peculiar site for its public display. In addition to Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole I will be 

focusing on Jean de Dieu Soult’s and Alejandro María Aguado’s collections of Spanish paintings. 

Together, these repositories of Spanish works impacted the artistic production of their time by 

providing not only  opportunities for the study and increased awareness and appreciation of 

Spanish Old Masters, but also by  making available material that seemed to so effectively fulfill 

the search for new sources of inspiration. Expressions in this vein resurfaced especially within a 

Realist framework and to a lesser degree within a Romantic one. My aim is also to provide a 

more nuanced study of the tensions arising precisely  by drawing from Spanish painting to 

construct a new French national art. What manner of drawing from Spanish Old Masters could 

allow for an art that remained French in character when its source was so imbued with Spanish 

subjects, style, and painterly technique? What attitudes were acceptable vis-à-vis Spanish 

painting and what modes of representation were considered problematic, perhaps even 

threatening, upon drawing extensively from Spanish painting in this search for a new 

national art? 

 The aforementioned collections of Spanish painting also shared a common end. That is,  

their demise at the auction block upon their owner’s death, served to bind them in the collective 

memories of artists and the general public. The recurring trend of the dispersal of important 
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collections of Spanish painting in the art market is one that has been discussed in terms of regret 

and of a profound sense of loss not  only  by nineteenth-century figures, as Frédéric de Mercey so 

clearly  articulated in his article for the Revue des Deux-Mondes (1852) at the demise of Soult’s 

collection, but also by modern-day scholars. For different reasons private collectors had been 

more successful than official agents in amassing considerable numbers of Spanish paintings 

throughout the first  two-thirds of the nineteenth century. Private collections of Spanish Old 

Masters played a defining role in the formation of official displays of Spanish painting, whether 

such impact was direct or indirect. While the interests in assembling a private collection of 

Spanish paintings rest on a complex array of factors that in some ways differ from official, 

governmental interests, it is interesting to observe that the most official of collections of Spanish 

paintings -- Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole -- ultimately functioned as a private collection 

despite its public and official display at the Louvre. As was so often the case in France, the death 

of a collection’s owner signified its dispersal, most often at the auction block. Examples of this 

were the demise of the Orléans collection after the Revolution, and the sale in 1845 of the 

collection of cardinal Joseph Fesch. The notions of private property and national patrimony are 

central to this discussion as are the notions of identity and taste in collecting. While the 

Revolution had claimed royal holdings as national patrimony  and the shift from dynastic 

continuity  and elitist wealth to national strength was evidenced symbolically at  the opening of 

the Musée Central des Arts in 1793, the impulse towards public display of private collections is 

one that characterized nineteenth-century collecting and one that carried defining implications in 

notions of taste and identity. The display  itself of Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole at the 
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Louvre is one that complicates the very notions of national patrimony and national identity that a 

museum like the Louvre sought to foment. 

 The owners in our case study of Spanish collections made their Spanish treasures 

accessible to the public for different reasons and to different extents. The market’s diversification 

and the rise of a periodical press during the nineteenth century certainly  had an important role as 

private collections became more accessible to the public by  means of catalogues, inventories, 

articles in artistic and popular journals and newspapers, travel guides, and increasingly popular 

studies of the phenomenon of collecting in nineteenth-century Paris. Noteworthy examples of the 

latter are the many versions of Les français peints par eux-memes, Les Cris de Paris, and studies 

like Athanase-Louis Clément de Ris’ Les Amateurs d’autrefois (1877) and J. G. Dumesnil’s 

series of six volumes, Histoire des plus célèbres amateurs français et leurs relations avec les 

artistes (1853). The increase of public awareness of private collections and their increased 

accessibility to the public at large was effected by the posthumous sales themselves and the 

public exhibitions held usually a few days beforehand, which not only attracted potential buyers 

and other amateurs, but they certainly  drew curious individuals including artists, writers, and 

advised critics. The painted or drawn oeuvre artists executed in response to their direct 

experience with such Spanish paintings is a primary document in assessing the impact of such 

collections of Spanish paintings on the aesthetic development of new artistic idioms within the 

search for a national art. Whether privately owned galleries were made accessible to the public to 

propagate the knowledge of their contents to the widest audience possible or to diffuse a 

particular image of their owner among elite circles, the effect  was one where the sense of 
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ownership became a collective notion, shared among a vast array of members of the French 

social fabric. 

 On the subject of collecting, whether private or official, and national identity, de Ris’ 

remarks provide some insight.1  He based the notion of taste on an intrinsic sense of national 

pride: “Don indéfinissable qui imprime son cachet sur les plus petites comme sur les plus 

grandes choses, faculté native qui forme le seul privilège incontesté de notre race!” Later, he 

reflected upon the role played by artists and amateurs, as producers and promoters of culture, in 

defining an image of well-being and prowess for France in the midst of political instability.2 

While these remarks are certainly coloured with nineteenth-century  French nationalist fervour, 

they  nonetheless shed light on those constructs of taste, collecting, and identity  that  permeated 

the social landscape of nineteenth-century France. To delineate the processes by which taste 

fluctuated and was defined goes beyond the scope of this study. But I will draw from Haskell’s 

work on this subject, wherein he claimed that a disruption of an array of factors bearing directly 

or remotely on art must take place not only as a causative premise for a change in taste, but also 

for public awareness of such changes. Among these factors are religious, cultural, political, 

nationalist, economic, and intellectual paradigms operating in a complex symbiotic and inter-

dependent manner. To this complex of factors, I believe, it is important to join the notion of 

ownership; since if cultural wealth could be defined to any extent by elite collections, whether 

private or public, then the issue of ownership becomes central to such paradigms of culture 

especially in the symbiotic and complex relationship between taste and fashioned identities that 
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collecting represented in relation to the sense of a shared patrimony, a shared history, and a 

shared collective memory, which were fundamental factors in France’s efforts towards 

constructing the idea of nation and national identity. Situating particular moments in France’s 

collecting practices within specific notions of taste at a given time may  also provide insight into 

the particular understandings of Spanish painting by different artists in the fashioning of their 

roles within society. This aspect of my research will be developed in an analysis of the criticism 

elicited by an artist, Ribot, whose work demonstrated strong affinities, stylistic and in subject 

matter, with certain Spanish Old masters. Thus the third and final chapter of my research will 

focus on the life and work of Théodule-Augustin Ribot.  

3.2 Soult’s Collection of Spanish Paintings

 Jean de Dieu Soult (1769 - 1851) was a French general, statesman, and collector who 

traveled extensively through Switzerland, Italy, Spain and Portugal through the military 

campaigns he led before and during Napoleon’s First Empire (1804-1814). He also served as 

Minister of War in 1814 under Louis XVIII and again from 1830 to 1832 during the July 

Monarchy. He was named Président du Conseil des Ministres (1832-1834), and Ministre des 

Affaires Etrangères (1847) by Louis-Philippe. His involvement in the Napoleonic Wars earned 

him the coveted titles of Maréchal de l’Empire and Colonel Général de la Garde Impérial by 

1804. He became Maréchal-Générale de France in 1847. In 1807 he was conferred the title of 

Duc de Dalmatie by Napoleon and the following year he led the French armies that invaded 

Spain and Portugal during the Peninsular War. At the sacking of the city of Seville nearly 1200 

paintings were transported to the Alcázar from the suppressed convents and monasteries. It was 

49



from these paintings that Soult formed most of his collection of paintings which he installed in 

his Parisian residence at the Hôtel de Talleyrand-Périgord by  1812. Joseph Bonaparte also gifted 

Soult with paintings from the Spanish Royal Collection among which were Tribute Money by 

Titian (National Gallery, London) and Christ Carrying the Cross (State Hermitage Museum, St. 

Petersburg) by Sebastiano del Piombo. 

 Soult’s collection of 180 Spanish paintings was formed during the four-year course of his 

military involvement in Spain (1808 - 1812) and especially during his sacking of the city of 

Seville, when in a single year (1810) he extracted at least  999 first-class paintings and stored 

them at the Alcázar. By 1852, the year his collection was auctioned at the Ancienne Galerie 

Lebrun in Paris, Soult’s gallery had diminished to 110 Spanish paintings, 22 Italian paintings, 23 

Flemish and Dutch paintings, two enamel portraits, a Roman mosaic, one anonymous bronze 

sculpture mounted on marble, and a Gobelins tapestry. His gallery was open to the public upon 

written request, yet  there is dissent among scholars as to the actual accessibility of this 

collection. The written requests to access his gallery have not  been found and it is difficult to 

ascertain which artists benefited from such a fine display of Spanish masterpieces apart from the 

rare journal entires made by artists like Eugène Delacroix (1798 - 1863). This artist visited 

Soult’s collection on 3 May 1824.3 We can be sure, however, that at the public exhibition of his 

collection’s posthumous sale on 16 to 18 May 1852 not only potential buyers filled the halls of 

his the Ancienne Galerie Lebrun, but also artists avid to encounter the works that had garnered 
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European renown. Among these artists must have been Ribot, who, as will be discussed later, 

cultivated a steadfast and intimate relationship with the paintings of the Spanish Old Masters. 

 In France, Soult garnered the reputation of a discerning collector; his paintings’ renown 

was indeed international. The preface to the sale of his collection in 1852 began with an 

enthusiastic salute to his gallery’s international celebrity: 

 La célébrité de la Galerie de feu M. le Maréchal-Général Soult, duc de Dalmatie, est 
 européenne. Sa réputation était celle d’un Musée, plutôt  que celle d’une collection 
 particulière; l’émotion générale qu’a excité partout l’annonce de sa vente suffirait à 
 constater son importance.4 

Yet in general terms outside of France, especially in Spain and England, he was viewed as 

nothing more than a corrupt military figure who had stolen some of Spain’s first-class treasures 

under the banner of a service rendered to the French Emperor. He also earned the reputation of a 

stern negotiator, to say the least, when he “traded” the lives of those protecting Spanish 

paintings, for the masterpieces themselves.5 Soult was certainly not alone in the plundering of 

Spanish national patrimony. Together with Philippe-Gaétan Mathieu de Faviers (1761 - 1833) 

Intedendant général de l’Armée du Midi de l’Espagne and Pair de France, Marshal Horace 

François Bastien Sébastiani de La Porta (1771 - 1851), Lieutenant-General Count Christophe-

Antoine Merlin (1762 - 1833), General Joseph Léopold Sigisbert Hugo (1773 - 1828), Marshal 

and Grand Admiral Joachim-Napoléon Murat  (1767 - 1815) Napoléon Bonaparte’s brother-in-

law, General and Count Pierre-Antoine Dupont de l’Étang (1765 - 1840), and the General-painter 
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and lithographer Baron Louis-François Lejeune (1775 - 1848), he contributed to the 

unprecedented and sudden influx of Spanish paintings in France responsible to a large extent for 

fuelling the renewed interest in and popularization of Spanish painting in Europe. In France, the 

provenance of his Spanish paintings, which originated at the repressed monasteries and convents 

of Spain, only served to insert his collection within a privileged echelon of unquestioned 

authorship  and authenticity. One art critic to question the authorship of some of Soult’s paintings 

was Étienne-Joseph-Théophile Thoré (1807 - 1869), who in 1835 wrote a series of articles for 

the Revue de Paris and the Revue de Paris (Bruxelles) entitled “Études sur la peinture espagnole. 

Galerie du Maréchal Soult.” Thoré pointed out for example that Murillo’s Moses Striking the 

Rock in Soult’s collection appeared to be a study or an imitation of the work of the same title at 

La Caridad de Sevilla.6  Curiously  this work was no longer included in Soult’s collection by 

1852. Writings like Louis Peisse’s laudatory accounts of Soult’s collection failed to remark 

precisely upon the origins of this collection as part of the art looting that accompanied the 

Napoleonic campaigns, a point that the Spanish and English hardly omitted when discussing 

Soult and his first-class collection of Spanish paintings. Writer Moses Foster Sweetser, author of 

Murillo’s first biography published in the United States, referred to Soult as “the Plunder-master-

general of Napoleon” in his Artist-Biographies: Murillo (1877). British sources emphasized with 

particular poignancy Soult’s looting of Spanish convents and monasteries. For example, a typical 

entry  in William Bell Scott’s Murillo and the Spanish School of Painting: Fifteen Engravings on 

Steel and Nineteen on Wood (1827) reads as follows: “Abraham Receiving the Three Angels. 

Formerly  in the Hospital of Charity at  Seville, whence it was stolen by Marshal Soult. 7 ft., 9 in. 
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by 8 ft., 6 in. wide (Duke of Sutherland, Stafford House).”7  Another example is the language 

used in the catalogue of the collection of paintings at Apsley  House to describe Soult’s plunders 

and Joseph Bonaparte’s flight into Paris with his carriage of paintings. The description of Soult’s 

particular manner of procuring paintings by trading lives of Spanish soldiers with works of art is 

likewise emphatically  remarked upon. This comes as no surprise, however, given the eager 

interest in Spanish painting of both British and French collectors and the political undertones that 

were associated with such rivalries. Having such direct associations with Napoleon’s campaigns 

and with France’s expansionist  policy, and being situated so centrally within the constellation of 

Franco-Spanish relations, collections of Spanish paintings cannot be dissociated from strong 

nationalist sentiments from either side. At a time when the public museum was conceived; at a 

time when the notion of national patrimony  helped to transform conceptions of nationhood by 

shifting royal and princely  private ownership  onto a public constituency  largely  by  means of 

strategies of display  and accessibility, private collections represented an uneasy compromise, as 

much as a powerful definer, of identity. The relationship between private collections and public 

museum especially during the first decades of the nineteenth century  is a fascinating one for its 

mutually informative and symbiotic nature. 

 The general sentiment upon the sale of Soult’s collection was one of regret, since it was 

anticipated that many of the masterworks would leave France permanently if the French 

government or enriched amateurs did not purchase them. In such a regretful tone, Mercey called 

for individual collectors and the Provincial museums in France to salvage the masterpieces that 
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the demise of Soult’s gallery would certainly risk to disperse beyond the French borders. His call 

was filled with nationalistic fervour:

 Dans peu de jours, la galerie du maréchal Soult aura cessé d’exister. Cette réunion de 
 morceaux d’élite, qui avait toute l’importance d’un musée, et  que, grâce à la libéralité de 
 son illustre possesseur, la France s’était  accoutumée à considérer comme une collection 
 nationale, va se trouver disséminée. Ne convient-il pas de jeter un dernier regard sur cette 
 suite de chefs-d’oeuvre qui résumait si parfaitement l’histoire de l’art espagnole à ses 
 plus belles époques?

 Jamais collection transportée hors du sol national n’a caractérisé au même degré une 
 école étrangère, et n’a permis de mieux apprécier le talent varié des grands artistes qui 
 l’ont illustrée. Le génie de l’Espagne est là tout  entier avec son ardent et sombre 
 ascétisme, ses croyances passionnées, ses aspirations extatiques et ses sublimes et 
 immatérielles glorifications.8

Mercey  continued by drawing attention to the lack of Spanish paintings in the Louvre, much like 

Viardot had done just over two decades earlier. Viardot’s call had contributed, at least in part, to 

the formation of Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole. Mercey must have hoped for a similar 

effect:

 La galerie du Maréchal Soult, précieuse à tant de titres, et qu’à deux reprises le 
 gouvernement a voulu acquérir, sera-t-elle entièrement perdue pour nous? Nous ne le 
 croyons pas, surtout si nous venons à penser que, depuis la restitution faite par l’état à la 
 famille d’Orléans de la collection réunie à grands frais par le roi Louis-Philippe, le musée 
 du Louvre ne possède plus douze tableaux espagnols.9

 

 Yet in all this, what were Soult’s attitudes towards collecting and towards his own 

collection of Spanish paintings? To own a collection of paintings was a symbol of elegance and 

distinction, and collecting Spanish painting especially during the first half of the nineteenth 
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century became an identity-defining tool and a commodity  that inserted the collector and his 

collection within the fashionable trends that the vogue of espagnolisme had popularized together 

with the Romantic movement. Soult’s attitudes towards collecting likewise insert themselves 

within this context. Comparably, his collecting activities were mainly based on economic 

considerations. Paul Guinard explained that: “il la considérait [sa collection] surtout comme un 

capital négociable, et ne joua jamais les mécènes.”10  While he certainly benefited from the 

prestige and status-defining qualities associated with owning a collection of Spanish paintings, 

Soult viewed his collection mostly  as a marketable asset. Indeed he negotiated select  paintings 

with Dominique Vivant Denon (1747-1825), director of the Louvre under Napoléon, whether for 

his political advancement or economic gain. For example, between 20 April and 19 May 1812, 

Soult and Denon negotiated the display of four paintings by  Murillo at the Musée du Louvre: 

Dream of the Patrician, The Patrician John and His Wife before Pope Liberius, The Foundation 

of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome, and Saint Elizabeth of Hungary Nursing the Sick. They also 

negotiated Zurbarán’s Apotheosis of Saint Thomas Aquinas. Soult ultimately donated all five 

paintings to the Louvre. These paintings were returned to Spain, however, together with the 

remaining paintings from the Musée Napoléon that were restituted to Spain in September 1815.11 

In 1817 the Louvre acquired Murillo’s Apparition of the Virgin to Six Figures from Soult and in 

1858 Murillo’s The Angel’s Kitchen and The Birth of the Virgin were negotiated by Soult’s heirs 

with the Louvre as part  of a debt settlement. Soult was known for the exorbitant prices he 
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demanded for paintings in his collection, and this fact ostensibly hindered the French 

government from acquiring more of his paintings. Murillo’s Healing of a Paralytic in the Pool 

(National Gallery, London) was first offered to Louis-Philippe in 1835, however, he cancelled 

negotiations with Soult and the painting was instead sold to British Member of Parliament 

George Tomline (1813 - 1889). Among other noteworthy  paintings Soult  sold to British 

collectors are Murillo’s Abraham and the Angels, now at the National Gallery of Canada, 

Ottawa, and Immaculate Conception and The Prodigal Son, both at Stafford House, London. All 

three paintings were purchased from Soult by the Duke of Sutherland in 1835. Let us consider 

Aguado’s Spanish gallery  in a discursive comparison to the attitudes that underlaid the criticism 

and reception of Soult’s collection of Spanish paintings. 

3.3 Aguado’s Collection of Spanish Paintings

 The collection of Alejandro María Aguado (1785 - 1842) was one of the richest displays 

of Spanish painting outside of Spain. By 1843 it boasted 395 paintings, out of which 230 were 

Spanish Old Masters, and 50 sculptures. Aguado’s collection, displayed in his Parisian residence 

at 6 rue Grange Batelière, rivalled that of Marshal Soult and even Louis-Philippe’s grander 

Galerie espagnole displayed in the Louvre. While it became a growing trend during the first 

decades of the nineteenth century among British and French officers and diplomats to enrich 

their private collections with Spanish paintings, the position of Aguado as a Spanish 

afrancesado, is a particularly interesting one. It is a position that could be paralleled in more than 

one way  to that of José de Madrazo y Agudo (1781 - 1859) and even to that of Francisco José de 

Goya y Lucientes (1746 - 1828) in the ubiquitous place they held within the complex of Franco-
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Spanish diplomatic relations, and in the roles they  played in facilitating access to and awareness 

of Spanish painting in France. 

 Soult’s and Aguado’s paths intersected at significant moments in their military  careers in 

Spain and in France. Their common interest in collecting Spanish paintings does not indicate, 

however, an opportunity for amicable relations. On the contrary, it might well have been a point 

of contention even though their motives in owning such a collection somewhat differed. While 

they  might not have expressed their opinion in writing concerning the other’s collection, the 

various responses to each of their collection of paintings is indicative of the contrastingly 

different ways in which each was perceived within and outside of France. While Soult’s 

collection garnered a largely favourable reputation in France, Aguado’s collection, on the other 

hand, arose suspicion from its inception given its sudden formation. While it was praised for its 

quantitative dimension, its inherent quality  was questioned. What follows is an account of 

Aguado’s journey towards becoming a naturalized French citizen with focus on his views 

towards collecting Spanish painting precisely as a French naturalized citizen. To my knowledge 

Aguado did not expressly  articulate his opinion in this matter, however, it is possible to 

contextualize his collecting initiatives and thus to draw some conclusions taking into account the 

critical reception of his collection. I devote a greater deal of attention to his biography precisely 

because he is relatively lesser known than Soult and certainly than Louis-Philippe. 

 Aguado was born in Seville on 28 June 1784 to Alejandro Aguado y Angulo, second 

count of Montelirios and to Mariana Ramírez de Estenoz, of Caracas, Venezuela. Pursuing a 

military career since 1798, Aguado became involved in major battles between the French and 

British armies in Spain and Portugal, as was the so-called Guerra de las Naranjas in Portugal and 
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the Spanish uprises of 1808 at the invasion of Napoleon’s troops, to which the Spanish refer as 

the Guerra de Independencia. In 1808 the title of Sargent Major was conferred upon Aguado and 

he was stationed in Seville anticipating Bonaparte’s assault on the city. However, upon the arrival 

of the French, Spanish troops showed no resistance. Instead, Aguado followed his uncle, General 

Gonzalo O’Farrill y  Herrera (1754 - 1831), Minister of War for Joseph Bonaparte and previously 

for Ferdinand VII, and became aide-de-camp to Marshal Soult. It is not known whether Aguado 

extracted Spanish paintings himself or not. Based on the scant provenance records of his 

collection, one might be led to believe that some of the works might have also been introduced 

into Paris by him. However, the fact that the locations of a significant  portion of his collection 

remain unknown, the fact that many of the works by major Spanish painters once within his 

collection do not appear in the present-day catalogues raisonnés, the fact that significant 

attributions changed between the 1838 catalogue and the 1843 sale catalogue of this collection, 

and finally taking into account the concerns of nineteenth-century  critics regarding the 

authenticity  of the works in Aguado’s collection, all suggest that he may  not have extracted 

Spanish masterpieces from the convents and monasteries in the manner of his French military 

companions. However, whether or not he aided in their plundering endeavours, directly or 

indirectly, is not  known. According to historian Armando Rubén Puentes, Aguado only  began 

forming his collection in 1832.12  We know that once in Paris Aguado formed his collection 

surprisingly quickly  and that some of the Spanish paintings he possessed were acquired from the 
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generals and marshals who had extracted them from Spain.13  For instance, Murillo’s Death of 

Saint Clare (Staatliche Kunstsammlungen, Dresden) and Saint Diego de Acalá de Henares in 

Ecstasy Before the Cross (Musée des Augustins - Musée des Beaux-Arts de Toulouse, Toulouse) 

were acquired from general Mathieu Fabvier, who had extracted them from the convent of Saint 

Francis of Assisi in Seville; Murillo’s Saint Francis of Assisi (Palazzo Rosso, Genova) was 

acquired from General Léry; and the same artist’s The Annunciation (Wallace Collection, 

London) from M. de Reyneval, former ambassador to Spain. In his largely laudatory biography 

of Aguado, Puentes maintained that his collecting activities signified a redemptive gesture and a 

great favour to Spain as he salvaged the paintings that the French generals had removed from 

their original Spanish locations.14 Ironically, however, of the paintings that can be traced to his 

collection, only a few returned to Spain; for example, Luca Giordano’s Descent from the Cross, 

attributed to Ribera and catalogued as such in Aguado’s sale catalogue (no.186), is located in 

Rodriguez Bauzá’s private collection in Madrid. The vast majority  of paintings was dispersed 

across Europe and North America after the posthumous sales of 20 to 28 March and 18 April 

1843. 

 At the fall of Napoléon and encouraged by his uncle General O’Farrill, Aguado fled 

Spain having been defeated by  Field Marshal Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington (1769 - 

1852) at the battle of Vitoria. He settled in Bayonne in 1814 together with the Spanish refugees 
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13 For available provenances see Alexis Wéry et al. Catalogue de tableaux anciens des écoles 
espagnole, italienne, flamande, hollandaise et allemande, statues anciennes et modernes, marbres, etc., 
composant la galerie de M. Aguado Marquis de las Marismas [Vente, 1843]. (Paris: Maulde et Renou, 
1843). For a historico-political study of Aguado with an emphasis on his entrepreneurial strategies and 
initiatives see Jean-Philippe Luis, L’Ivresse de la fortune: A.M. Aguado, un génie des affaires (Paris: 
Payot, 2009).

14 Armando Rubén Puentes, Alejandro Aguado: Militar, Banquero, Mecenas (Madrid: Edibesa, 2007), p.
186.



that had followed Joseph Bonaparte.15  There they were hosted by  the people of Bayonne and 

received some financial support from the French government.16  In 1815 Aguado established 

himself in Paris as a businessman engaging in trade with Cuba and México and did not again 

become involved in military activities. Jules Bertaud explained this drastic shift indicating that 

Aguado’s military  career had simply  become unpromising.17  In November of 1814 Soult was 

named Minister of War by  Louis XVIII and he offered Aguado the opportunity to resume a 

military career with a position as chief of a regiment en route to Martinique; Aguado declined 

this offer. We can speculate there was a measure of disillusionment behind Aguado’s decision, 

considering Spain’s turbulent political condition on the one hand, and on the other, considering 

Napoléon’s defeat and the loss of any hopes for effecting advancement, whether personal or not, 

by means of military involvement. In a letter of December 1814 the Spanish poet Juan Meléndez 

Valdés (1754-1817) gave insight into the sentiment shared among Spanish refugees in Bayonne: 

“Hablamos sin cesar de una misma cosa, sin jamas cansarnos, y sacamos siempre la misma 

consecuencia: que nuestra pobre patria camina rapidísimamente a su inevitable ruina, y que 

nosotros, que quisimos preservarla de ella, somos sus beneméritos, y no sus asesinos.”18 While 

this view cannot be extrapolated to encompas Aguado’s personal views, it nonetheless sheds light 
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15 In a letter to Azaola of 19 October, 1814, O’Farrill wrote: “Las recriminaciones contra los que hemos 
seguido a José son de temple áspero como el ambiente que corre en Madrid. Por haber estado tan cerca 
de Fernando VII como ministro y consejero lo conozco muy bien, y sé el valor que daba a sus promesas, 
por lo que creo que el regreso a España puede tardar mucho en ser posible. A los ojos de Su Majestad 
eres militar ascendido a coronel por sus méritos al servicio de José I Bonaparte, lo que significaba que 
has quebrantado la fidelidad debida a la corona, lo que supone una traicion mucho mayor que la que se 
atribuya a los civiles.” (Cited in Puentes, Alejandro Aguado: Militar, Banquero, Mecenas (Madrid: Edibesa, 
2007), p.183. 

16 Puentes records Aguado’s governmental aid of 3,500 reales per year. (Puentes, Alejandro Aguado, 
(Madrid: Edibesa, 2007), p.184. 

17 See Jules Bertrand, Le monde de la Bourse (Paris: Artème Fayard éditeurs, 1931), p.10. 

18 Cited in Puentes, Alejandro Aguado, (Madrid: Edibesa, 2007), p.186.



on the general ideas upheld by Spanish and French individuals not only in France but also in 

Spain, which conceived of the former as an illustrious, modern, and progressive nation and of the 

latter as one marching inevitably towards its own ruin.19  In Valdés’s view, those who had 

followed Bonaparte ostensibly did so for the good of Spain and not to contribute to its 

misfortunes. But for individuals like Aguado, who never returned to Spain, the opportunity  of 

recommencing a life in France also meant an opportunity to reinvent themselves.

 In Paris Aguado proved to be an able businessman selling at first textiles, liqueurs, 

furniture, and even water. Such was his success as an emerging businessman-turned-banker that 

at the Spanish-French War of 1823 he managed Ferdinand VII’s financial negotiations with 

Charles X and regained the favour of the Spanish monarch. In 1829 he earned the title of 

Marqués de las Marismas del Guadalquivir after conceiving the project of draining the marshes 

of southern Spain and creating an irrigation system near the Guadalquivir River. In addition, his 

services to the French monarch earned him the Légion d’honneur and that same year he became 

a naturalized French citizen. At the time of his death, in 1842, Aguado left a fortune of twenty-

one million francs which was surpassed by  only a handful of France’s wealthiest  personalities: 

the royal family, the Rothschild bankers, and Joseph Perier.20  Historians have pointed out his 

astute methods of advertising and his involvement in the printing press as effective and strikingly 
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19 For an analysis and brief history of this sentiment as documented in Spain see Oscar E. Vázquez, 
Inventing the Art Collection: Patrons, Markets, and the State in Nineteenth-Century Spain (University 
Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), pp. 31-68. 

20 Jean-Philippe Louis’s L’Ivresse de la fortune: A.M. Aguado, un génie des affaires (2009) provides a 
study of Aguado’s financial position vis-à-vis other wealthy bankers and the royal family. See especially 
“Les facettes du pouvoir,” p.276-306. Louis draws heavily from Adeline Daumard’s Les Fortunes 
Françaises au XIXe siècle (Paris: Mouton, 1973).



modern marketing strategies.21  Yet I would like to point out Aguado’s capabilities as an acute 

observer of society and its fashions, tastes, and trends, and his response to the social dynamics he 

learned to exploit so well.

 The cosmetic soap he devised with the help  of an acquaintance chemist, which he named 

Savon des sultanes; and the oils and essences he devised (Huile Comaène and Huile Céphlique) 

after having read French dermatologist Jean-Louis-Marc Alibert’s (1768-1837) treatises on 

dermatological diseases, are noteworthy examples.22 Through these products Aguado referenced 

the notions of mysticism and exoticism together with the widespread fascination that the Orient 

evoked especially during the first and second quarters of the nineteenth century in Paris. 

Aguado’s essences were allegedly imported from Constantinople and his Savon des sultanes 

promised to act  and adapt according to the individual needs of different skin types without 

further explanation as to how this product, of supernatural capabilities, achieved such promises. 

References to the Orient not only exerted a strong sense of the unfamiliar and the exotic. The 

Orient also elicited notions of refinement, elegance, and distinction. Bertaut pointed out that after 

1826, upon the inauguration of the Bourse’s new building, the surrounding area evolved not only 

into a highly commercial quarter, but also into a site that offered those who could afford it, “tout 

le confort de la vie.”23 Among such commodities were shops displaying exotic rarities, as was 
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21 In 1828 Aguado became a shareholder of La Revue de Paris, founded by the Dr. Louis Véron; in 1830 
he bought all shares of the Messager des Chambres; in 1841 he helped to found La Revue 
indépendente; and by 1843 he was a shareholder of the Courrier français (twenty shares or 30, 000 
Francs), of the Constitutionnel (half an share or 25, 000 Francs), and of Le Siècle (four shares or 6,000 
Francs). See Jean-Philippe Luis, L’Ivresse de la fortune: Alexandre Marie Aguado, un génie des affaires 
(Paris: Payot, 2009).

22 Alibert was Louis XVIII’s and Charles X’s personal physician. 

23 See Jules Bertaud, Le Monde de la Bourse (Paris: Artème Fayard éditeurs, 1931), n.p. 



the case with Aux Trois Sultannes, formerly located along the rue Vivienne in Paris’ second 

district (deuxième arrondissement). The Orient not only held sway in the imaginative construct 

of Parisian society  for its exotic connotations but it was concomitantly exploited for its 

associations, real or imagined, with an elite sense of wealth and prestige. It  is to these notions 

that I wish to draw attention. While the documentation necessary to assess Aguado’s motivations 

for the formation of his private collection is exceedingly scant, it is possible to assume some 

conclusions based on his general business strategies and on the general and growing trends 

among the bourgeoning social strata to which Aguado belonged; in other words, the nouveaux 

riches, especially  those who profited from the phenomenon of banking (La Bourse), thus 

becoming members of an enriched, and in some respects threatening, bourgeoisie.24  His 

ambitions for social distinction and symbolic power were defined by the dual conventions within 

the societies to which he belonged, Spanish and French, and within which he operated. In 

Spanish society, especially during the first half of the nineteenth century, a title of nobility still 

represented the mark of social distinction par excellence. In order to acquire such a title, one had 
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24 The term bourgeois and bourgeoisie were originally used during the Middle Ages to refer to a person 
who lived in a city (bourg). For this study’s purposes I will refer to the socio-economic aspects of a society 
based largely on the hedonistic culture it endorsed rather than on a Marxist connotation to the utilitarian 
principles underlying a middle-working class. I will refer to the bourgeoisie as a social strata between the 
nobility and the proletariat. Although Aguado received rather than inherited the title of Marquis de las 
Marismas del Guadalquivir on 13 February, 1829, as an index of distinction and symbolic power, this title 
could also be considered in the context of a type of exchange, whether it was partially or solely based on 
a monetary value or on a combination of monetary values and services rendered. In this respect, his title 
as Marquis could also be compared to other identity-laden distinctions he was awarded such as the 
Légion d’honneur; and his status as a naturalized French citizen, which he received on 19 May, 1829. For 
each of these titles, specific privileges, distinctions, and responsibilities ensued. The hegemonic culture of 
the bourgeoisie will be discussed in terms of the identity-values and commodities it sanctioned. Historian 
Jesus Cruz argues for a position that considers the bourgeoisie “from the perspective of their attitudes, 
their social rituals, their tastes, their ways of socializing, and their symbols - in a word, their culture - 
instead of their political positions or their income levels.” However, when considering the hegemonic 
social construct of the bourgeoisie one cannot dissociate the status-defining values this social strata 
upheld as was capital to a large extent. See Jesus Cruz, The Rise of Middle-Class Culture in Nineteenth-
Century Spain (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2011), p.11. 



to earn it by  means of favourable services rendered to Spain. We could say that it cost Aguado 

three significant loans to Ferdinand VII to finally obtain the title of Marquis de las Marismas del 

Guadalquivir on 13 February 1829. Three months later, Aguado entered the order of Charles III, 

which had been established in 1771. On 4 July of that year, Aguado attained the first rank of this 

order and in 1830 he obtained the Cross of the Order of Charles III, one of the most coveted 

distinctions in Spain since it surpassed the prestige that traditional military titles could grant. 

Three years later, in 1833, he also acquired the Great-Cross of the Order of Isabelle the Catholic, 

a distinction created by Ferdinand VII in 1815 to honour Spaniards or foreigners acting in favour 

of the Spanish crown outside of Spain. In a way, Aguado’s exploits at the Bourse de Paris 

financed his acquisition of a Spanish nobleman’s distinctions of honour. The anonymous portrait 

currently at  the Château de Versailles showcases Aguado’s sash, plaques, and the cross he 

acquired in 1834 as Commandeur de l’ordre du Sauveur de Grèce.

 It is interesting to note Aguado’s remarks on the general notion of political involvement 

and on the closely associated notions of power and identity. Writing to his brother-in-law Pedro 

Grimarest on December 1822 concerning the idea of whether or not to launch a political career in 

favour of Spain or France, he stated:

 Quant à mon opinion sur les choses présentes, je te dirai franchement que je ne suis 
 d’aucun parti; je m’occupe de mes affaires commerciales et  de ma maison; tout le reste 
 m’est indifférent [...]. Tu sais que d’avoir suivi une fois un parti m’a obligé à m’expatrier 
 et m’a occasionné mille autres désagréments, aussi, après une telle leçon, je ne veux 
 maintenant appartenir à aucun.25

 While Aguado’s position seems largely  detached based on these remarks, his actions 

denounced his alleged desire to belong to neither Spanish nor French political circles. His efforts 
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25 Cited in Felipe Cortines y Murube, Un sevillano en Paris (1785-1842) (Madrid: Fortanet, 1918), p. 50. 



towards garnering honourary distinctions were ultimately interconnected with the social and 

political conditions within Spain and France and between them as rival nations. While this study 

will not address the impact of each of his status-seeking endeavours on perceptions of identity 

and national character, it will assess the impact of one distinction in particular: that of his 

collection of paintings. 

 When Aguado began collecting, during the early 1830s, Romantic sentiment and the 

French literary espagnolisme were at their heights. Within all major literary  genres -- 

travelogues, novels, short stories, poems, operettas, and plays -- Spain enjoyed centre-stage. 

Chateaubriand’s Les Aventures du dernier des Abencérages (1826) describes the Moorish 

vestiges of Granada’s Alhambra as the backdrop for a love story between a Moorish king, Aben 

Hamet, and Blanca, the story’s heroine; Prosper Mérimée’s play  Théâtre de Clara Gazul (1825) 

takes the reader to the exotic climes of Andalusia; Victor Hugo’s Inéz del Castro (1818), Hernani 

(1830), and Ruy Blaz (1838) are heavily informed by romanticized notions of Spain’s local 

colour and vibrant atmosphere; Hugo’s poems Orientales (1829) and Alfred de Musset’s Contes 

d’Espagne et d’Italie (1830) weave themes of love and passionate conflict in a series of poems 

(Orientales) and short-stories (Contes d’Espagne et d’Italie) which take place in the fashionable 

locales of Greece, Spain, and Italy. It was under this light that the Spanish Old Masters were also 

interpreted during the late 1820s and throughout the 1830s, precisely at the height of French 

Romanticism.

 Aguado was surely aware of the fascination Spanish painting elicited in Parisian society. 

His collection, which he installed in his Parisian hôtel particulier26 was unprecedented in its 
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26 This eighteenth-century hôtel particulier had housed the Imperial embassy before becoming the 
residence of the Ministry of War during the 1789 Revolution. Today it serves as the ninth arrondissement’s 
town hall. 



accessibility to the public at large. It certainly included works by Italian, Flemish, Dutch, 

German, and French painters, but  the vast majority of works he collected were by, or attributed 

to, Spanish masters.27  One wonders what Aguado’s position might have been, as a French 

naturalized citizen with Spanish roots, vis-à-vis the heightened fascination not only with Spanish 

art and culture but especially with the Spanish tropes and stereotypes perpetuated within 

Romantic conceptions of Spain as a foreign and exotic, at times barbaric, Other. What is certain 

is that Aguado certainly made a profit from these views and proved his skill in maintaining links 

to Spain in the hegemonic dynamic that his status in France endorsed.

 So great were the popularity  and wealth of the late Aguado by 1844 that Alexandre 

Dumas’ mention of his name in Le Comte de Monte-Cristo continued to conjure the prestige and 

opulence of Paris’ banking phenomenon in the persons of Aguado and Rothschild.28 But Aguado 

and Rothschild were not mere bankers, they also cultivated a reputation as benefactors and 

patrons of the arts by means of the art collections they owned. Bertaud claimed that for Aguado, 

owning a collection of paintings signified the epitome of elegance and refinement: “Pour la 

peinture M. Aguado aurait fait des folies; avoir une galerie de tableaux était pour lui le dernier 

mot de l’élégance.”29  Louis Peisse explained that to Aguado, his social status and fortune 

licensed the ownership of a collection of paintings which, to Peisse’s regret, represented but an 

index of social status and distinction that inserted him within the realms of the aristocracy: 
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27 The collection’s 1843 Sales Catalogue lists 230 Spanish paintings; 127 Italian paintings; 23 Flemish 
paintings; 7 Dutch paintings; 5 German paintings; and 1 French painting.

28 Dumas’ character, Edmont Dantes, explained in a dialogue with Albert de Morceft in Le Comte de 
Monte-Cristo (1844):  “Comme je ne me reconnais à moi-même d’autre mérite que de pouvoir faire 
concurrence comme millionnaire à M. Aguado ou à M. Rothschild et que je ne vais pas à Paris pour jouer 
à la Bourse, cette petite circonstance m’a retenu.”

29 Jules Bertaud, Le Monde de la Bourse il y a cent ans (Paris: Artème Fayard éditeurs, 1931), 291. 



 Le marquis de Las Marismas, avec un titre si sonore et  ses soixante millions, était  
 autorisé à avoir des habitudes de grand seigneur. Il savait sans doute que le goût des 
 belles superfluités est un des attributs distinctifs de la noblesse opulente ou de l’opulence 
 titrée. Dans l’ancien régime, la fantaisie des tableaux n’était permise qu’aux ducs et pairs 
 ou aux traitants.30

Jean-Philippe Louis stated: “...au travers d’Alexandre Marie Aguado se déploie le monde des 

élites parisiennes, intimement liées à l’argent et aux arts, un monde qui était aussi celui des 

grandes figures du pouvoir politique.”31 Thus to own a collection of paintings was a symbol of 

elegance and distinction, and collecting Spanish painting especially during the first half of the 

nineteenth century  became an identity-defining tool and a commodity that inserted the collector 

and his collection within the fashionable trends that the vogue of espagnolisme had popularized 

together with the Romantic movement. Soult’s attitudes towards collecting likewise insert 

themselves within this context. Comparably, his collecting activities were mainly  based on 

economic considerations. Yet whether a collector’s interests were economic or political or 

aesthetic nature, or a combination of the above, collections like Soult’s, Aguado’s and Louis-

Philippe’s operated within the fabrics of social identity. 

 This becomes further elucidated when considering the responses that these collections’ 

demise elicited. Indeed a general tone of regret characterizes the writings of critics that had 

praised one collection, as was the case with Soult, and condemned another, as will be seen with 

Aguado. Certainly this sentiment is not exclusive to the collections concerning this study. Upon 

the demise of important private collections like the Orléans collection, the collection of Cardinal 

Fesch, and Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole, modern-day scholars continue to express with 
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30 Louis Peisse, “La Galerie Aguado” in Les Beaux-Arts: Illustration des arts et de la litterature, vol. 1 
(1843), p. 52. 

31 Jean-Philippe Luis, L’Ivresse de la fortune: A.M. Aguado, un génie des affaires (Paris: Payot, 2009), p.
8.



regret the loss of these collections as a loss of national patrimony. This causes one to question the 

extent to which a sense of national identity is related to economic systems of national wealth -- 

whether it be monetary, physical, cultural, or intellectual -- and national heritage; and to question 

the point at which a private collection of paintings is considered, albeit ideologically, as a 

component of national patrimony and by extension of national identity. These questions acquire 

an added sense of poignancy when we take into account the prevalent attitudes concerning 

Aguado’s collection in particular. For example, according to the author of an article published in 

1843 in L’Illustration, Journal Universel, Aguado’s collection was criticized for its hasty 

assembling, thus explicating its inclusion of both masterpieces and works of mediocre quality  as 

a result of the advice of “spéculateurs de mauvaise foi”: 

 La galerie Aguado s’était recrutée à la hâte, et le propriétaire avait réuni le bon grain et 
 l’ivraie, sauf à les séparer ensuite. Il avait eu parfois le bonheur d’accaparer des toiles de 
 premier ordre; d’autres fois aussi, il avait  été induit en erreur par des spéculateurs de 
 mauvaise foi. Enlevé inopinément, il n’a pas eu le temps d’achever le triage de ses 
 tableaux.32

Peisse, writing for Les Beaux-Arts: Illustration des arts et de la littérature in 1843, likewise 

remarked upon the expeditious formation of Aguado’s collection: “Sa composition se ressent de 

la hâte qu’on a mise à remplir des places vides.”33  Furthermore, he seemed to denounce the 

collector’s lack of patience and good taste in assembling his cabinet de peinture: 

 Un cabinet de peinture est une de ces choses qui ne s’improvisent pas; ce n’est qu’à la 
 longue et par des épurations successives, dirigées par un goût sûr et suivies avec patience, 
 qu’on peut amener à bien une telle oeuvre. On doit y  procéder surtout par voie 
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33 Louis Peisse, “La Galerie Aguado“ in Les Beaux-Arts: Illustration des arts et de la littérature, vol.1 
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 d’exclusion; mais lorsqu’on est pressé de jouir et qu’on a beaucoup  d’argent, on est assez 
 naturellement porté à croire qu’il ne s’agit que d’ordonner.34 

Another critic, Frédéric Mercey, writing in 1837 for the Revue de Paris stated: 

 Nous dirions que malheureusement la fortune qui fait  des grands seigneurs et qui leur 
 donne le moyen d’acquérir des centaines de tableaux, ne leur donne pas aussi aisément le 
 goût nécessaire pour les bien choisir. Elle fait  des amateurs, elle ne fait pas des 
 connaisseurs. Nous craignons bien que M. le marquis de Las Marismas ne soit une preuve 
 de plus de cette vérité un peu banale.35

Both writers remarked upon Aguado’s character as a collector, as being that of an amateur rather 

than that of a connaisseur, which comes as no surprise given his background as an aide-de-camp, 

a businessman, and an influential banker in Paris. Some scholars, however, have placed 

significant weight on the possibility of Aguado having guided Soult in the choice of paintings for 

his own very  prestigious collection while in Spain. Such is the case of Jean-Philippe Luis and 

Nicole Gotteri.36 Such a collaboration, if it indeed occurred, remains undocumented. Perhaps if 

the case had been so, Aguado would have exerted greater discernment in forming his own picture 

gallery, unless of course his motivation was influenced by the impressiveness of a quantitatively 

larger collection to the detriment of a qualitatively smaller and more selective one.

 Peisse’s conception of collecting conforms with a conventional, even idealized view, 

wherein the amateur acquires his works with a high degree of connosseurship over the course of 

patient searching and assertive finds. But the years following the Napoleonic Wars evidenced the 

unconventionally rapid and sudden formation of large collections, especially of Spanish painting, 

69

34 Ibid. 

35 Frédéric Mercey, “La Galerie Aguado” in La Revue de Paris 42, (1837), p. 92. 

36 See Jean-Philippe Louis, L’Ivresse de la fortune: A. M. Aguado, un génie des affaires (Paris: Éditions 
Payot & Rivates, 2009), 291 and Nicole Gotteri, Le Marechal Soult (Paris: B. Giovanangeli, 2000), p. 495.



and a remarkable influx of these works into the French and British art markets.37 Therefore, the 

rate at which private collections like Aguado’s were formed during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, is not in itself an accurate indicator of the quality of works within a given 

private collection. After all, Soult’s collection was formed in merely  four years between 1808 

and 1812, and especially  in 1810 when he sacked the city  of Seville. Louis-Philippe’s Galerie 

espagnole was formed in less than two years. The critical reception of Soult’s collection was, 

however, largely more favourable than that  of Aguado’s collection. Indeed the manner of 

acquisition, the works’ provenance and authenticity, documents supporting their inclusion within 

art historical dialogue -- whether these be visual documents such as engravings or reproductions 

or textual documents such as sale and inventory  notices -- together with their critical reception, 

are factors that help assess the quality  of such a collection. In the end, Peisse’s overall opinion on 

Aguado’s Spanish paintings was rather negative, as was this collection’s general reputation. He 

concluded that  Aguado’s gallery  was either too large, if its aim were to conform to the taste and 

collecting practices of a conscientious and eclectic amateur; or too small if its mission were to 

offer an encyclopedic view of Spanish painting in the manner of the Louvre’s Galerie 

espagnole.38 He stated: “L’ensemble a, s’il est permis de le dire, un air de pacotille qui contraste 

assez désagréablement avec la richesse des bordures et la magnificence architecturale des 

salons...”39 What to make of the markedly  negative tone of criticism like this? It is not unlikely 
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37 See Nigel Glendinning, “Nineteenth-Century British Envoys in Spain and the Taste for Spanish Art in 
England,” in The Burlington Magazine 131, no. 1031 (February, 1989), pp. 117-126.

38 “En somme, elle est ou trop grande ou trop petite; trop grande, si on la considèere comme un cabient 
choisi d’amateur consommé et consciencieux, qui ne doit rien souffrir d’équivoque; trop petite, si on veut 
la prendre pour un de ces musées encyclopédiques, qui, comme celui du Louvre, admettent le mélange 
et les disparates.” (Louis Peisse, “La Gallerie Aguado” in Les Beaux-Arts: Illustration des arts et de la 
littéature, vol.1 (1843), pp. 52, 53).

39 Ibid. 



that a type of nationalistic rivalry tainted the perceptions of French writers like Peisse, whose 

laudatory accounts of Soult’s collection failed to remark upon the troubled origins of this 

collection. 

 Complicating this view is the status of private collections in France as unstable property 

affected by the death of their owners, which would result in a posthumous sale and the dispersion 

of their contents within the European and North American art markets, as was the case with 

Soult’s, Aguado’s, and Louis-Philippe’s collections. Sentiments of outrage and resentment that 

the collection would be sold altogether and leave France characterized the tone with which 

writers lamented the dispersal of these collections throughout the nineteenth century in Paris. 

Surprisingly bitter remarks against the possible acquisition of Aguado’s collection by British 

aristocrats, who would then hold on to the masterpieces indefinitely, were made in the journals 

that discussed the sale of this collection. For example, in a satire of the French people as the most 

“illuminated” of all peoples, entitled Un crime de plus, Leon Gozlán described French society  as 

succumbing to the lure of collecting and just as wholeheartedly to that of dispersing their 

contents.40 With a poignant analogy, Gozlán not only denounced the demise of Aguado’s gallery 
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40 The introductory excerpt is as follows: 
Si vous demandez à un homme de lettres ce qu’il pense du peuple français dont il a l’honneur de faire 
partie, il vous répondra: Mais, c’est le peuple le plus éclairé de la terre; à un négociant, à un banquier, à 
un administrateur, à chacun des membres de cette nation de trente-trois millions de citoyens, chacun 
d’eux vous répondra: Mais, c’est le peuple le plus éclairé de la terre. Ce peuple, en effet, laisse aux 
autres nations leurs richesses, leurs titres, leur marine, leurs colonies, leur industrie, pourvu qu’il soit la 
nationa la plus éclairée de la terre. Prenez-lui son commerce, sa langue, ses modes, ses rois mêmes, il 
ne vous dira rien; mais gardez-vous de toucher à sa réputation de peuple le plus éclairé de la terre.

Or, ce peuple le plus éclairé de la terre [...] vient de comettre ces jours derniers un acte peu digne de ce 
torrent de lumière dont il est la source. 

Leon Gozlán, “Un crime de plus” in Les Beaux-Arts: Illustration des artes et de la littérature, vol. 1 (1843), 
p.68-70.



but also placed blame on French buyers for allowing the dispersal of Aguado’s Spanish paintings 

beyond the borders of France. He wrote: 

 Ainsi, le peuple le plus éclairé de la terre n’a éprouvé aucune espèce de désir d’empêcher 
 la galerie de tableaux de M. Aguado d’aller en mille endroits différents, pièce à pièce. Il a 
 ouvert ses hôtels, prêté ses promenades, accueilli, comme une courtisane qu’il est, les 
 deux ou trois mille étrangers venus à Paris pour assister à la vente de la célèbre galerie.41

Not even artists escaped from his embittered lamentations: “Si tous les artistes qui sont à Paris 

avaient seulement donné dix francs chacun, moins même, [mais] les artistes sont ou des 

vieillards comme les rédacteurs du Constitutionnel, ou de très jeunes gens énervés par les refus 

du jury...”42  The anonymous author for L’Illustration also expressed regret at  the dissolution of 

Aguado’s collection but he pointed to the artists’ loss at the absence of what could have 

continued to inform and inspire their work and which was forced to survive in the collective and 

individual memories of those who had known it: 

 C’est pour réaliser un si mince produit, que s’est opérée la dispersion de ces oeuvres 
 d’art, dont la réunion avait coûté tant de peines. Cette galerie dont M. Aguado était fier à 
 juste titre, n’a eu qu’une existence passagère; mais elle laissera de longs souvenirs dans 
 l’esprit des artistes, et ils nous sauront gré sans doute d’en avoir dressé l’acte de décès.43

The press expressed equal dismay at  the demise of both Soult’s and Aguado’s collections. In 

France this represented a sore point vis-à-vis the English market and collecting practices in 

England. Expounding on this notion Peisse noted:
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 C’est le pays des véritables pinacothèques privées [l’Angleterre]. Des circonstances 
 toutes spéciales y favorisent leur formation et en assurent  la fixité et la perpétuité. La 
 stabilité des grandes fortunes territoriales et leur transmission intégrale par le droit 
 d’ainesse s’opposent à ces dispersions si fréquentes dans les autres pays [...] Les nobles 
 d’Angleterre n’ont pas encore été réduits, comme ceux d’Italie et de France, à faire argent 
 de leur ameublement [...] Les Anglais font en ceci le contraire des Italiens; ils achètent 
 toujours et ne vendent jamais...44

In a regretful remark he added: “Deux siècles auparavent, c’était  la cour de France qui achetait 

les tableaux des princes anglais vendus par Cromwell!”45

 Indeed not all criticism on Aguado’s collection was negative. Among the most treasured 

paintings within his collection was Velázquez’s Lady with a Fan, now at the Wallace Collection, 

London. This painting had been acquired by Aguado from Lucien Bonaparte by 1839. It was 

purchased at Aguado’s posthumous sale by Baron James de Rothchild and in 1847 purchased by 

Richard Seymour-Conway, 4th Marquess of Hertford. Théophile Thoré discussed this work upon 

its appearance at the Manchester Exhibition, 1857, which showcased many works once 

belonging to the Galerie espagnole and to the Aguado and Soult collections, and were later 

acquired by English nouveau riches and aristocrats.46 Likewise, Zurbaran’s Martyrdom of Saint 

Peter was purchased from Aguado by Soult himself, and remained in his collection until 1852. 

Aguado’s collection boasted 55 paintings attributed to Murillo, 17 to Velázquez, 14 to Alonso 

Cano, and 13 to Ribera. Yet the marked differences in prices between the works attributed to the 

same master might reveal hesitation in determining their quality  or authenticity  especially when 
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compared with the prices Soult’s paintings reached. For example, in Soult’s collection Murillo’s 

Immaculate Conception of the Venerable Ones, also known as Immaculate Conception “of 

Soult” (Museo del Prado, Madrid) was sold for 586,000 francs; his Birth of the Virgin (Musée du 

Louvre, Paris) for 90,000 francs; and his Miracle of Saint Diego (Musée du Louvre, Paris) for 

85,000 francs. Those were among the most costly masterpieces in Soult’s collection. Murillo’s 

least costly  work was his Glorification of the Virgin (Walker Art Gallery, Liverpol), sold for 

5,000 francs. In contrast, in Aguado’s collection, within the works attributed to Murillo, the 

celebrated Death of Saint Clara (Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden), was sold for 19,000 

francs to Aguado’s heirs. Murillo’s Annunciation (Wallace Collection, London) was sold for 

27,000 francs; and his Madonna in Glory or Virgin in Glory with Saints Adoring (Wallace 

Collection, London) for 17,900 francs, among the highest priced masterpieces. In contrast, also 

from Aguado’s collection, Murillo’s Saint Gregory the Great was sold for 406 francs; his 

Portrait of a Man, even though the subject was unidentified and as a portrait  it lacked the status 

enjoyed by  religious and history painting in the hierarchy of genres, was sold for 315 francs; 

Christ at the Column for 340 francs; and a Saint Dominique for 160 francs. Enigmatically, the 

locations of the vast majority of the lower priced paintings in Aguado’s collection remain 

unknown. Aguado’s entire collection sold for 635,436.50 francs while he had purchased it for 

3,039,950 francs.47 This drastic loss indicates indeed that Aguado may have been so taken by the 

idea of owning a collection of paintings that he overlooked a more thorough and conscientious 

investigation of the paintings’ sources and thus purchased works from “speculators with bad 

intentions” to borrow Peisse’s terms. 
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 It is curious to, in this light, consider the catalogue Aguado published in 1839 with 

informational vignettes on major Spanish artists written by Louis Viardot  (1800-1883), with the 

purpose of accompanying rather than discussing works by Spanish masters in his collection of 

paintings. If we extrapolate from Aguado’s business initiatives, the idea of catering to the trends 

and fashions of his time, not without inventive propagandistic methods, and apply  this principle 

to the amassing of an impressive number of paintings for a collection that was open to the public, 

the trend does not seem unlike Aguado’s general manners of proceeding. To begin, the choice of 

Viardot as author of the informational notices in both of Aguado’s catalogues (1838 and 1843), is 

no coincidence. Viardot had garnered a reputation as a hispanophile through his numerous 

sojourns in Spain and as a specialist of Spanish art and culture through important publications in 

journals as well as through his translations into French of works by  Cervantes.48 For instance, in 

1835 he published his Étude sur les institutions, l’histoire et les arts de l’Espagne, which 

informed the work of Charles Blanc in Histoire des peintres de toutes les écoles. Explicating the 

Spanish school Blanc cited Viardot:

 En Espagne, dit M. Viardot, l’histoire des lettres et l’histoire politique suivent une marche 
 commune, uniforme, parallèle; elles présentent  les mêmes vicissitudes d’élévation et de 
 chute. L’Espagne avait  eu de grands écrivains en même temps que de grands capitaines, 
 et lorsqu’elle portait  dans les deux mondes sa langue avec ses armes, elle avait  conquis, 
 on peut le dire, le goût et les leçons d’art; elle avait alors produit de grandes oeuvres 
 tandis qu’elle faisait  de grandes choses. Par une suite de cette commune destinée, la 
 décadence vint à la fois dans les arts et dans l’État. Le goût s’était dépravé tandis que le 
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 pouvoir s’énervait. L’Espagne perdit peu à peu la trace de ses modèles comme de ses 
 héros.49

Viardot was an influential writer and journalist, to be sure. His conception of a decadent Spain in 

need of foreign intervention to salvage its artwork, held great sway in the attitudes with which 

collections of Spanish painting were viewed in France and in the ways its interventionist policies 

enforced. In 1834 Viardot published a discussion of the Museo del Prado in the Revue 

républicaine (“Le Musée de Madrid”). In this article Viardot called for such an intervention in 

Spain. Scholars like Jeannine Baticle have gone as far as arguing that Louis-Philippe may have 

expedited Taylor’s mission in Spain or even drawn the idea of forming his Galerie espagnole 

based on Viardot’s call advocating a scientific mission to Spain in order to form a collection of 

Spanish paintings to fill the great lacuna within the collections of the Louvre.50  Paul Guinard 

explained that in his search for popularity Luis-Philippe might have heeded Viardot’s call to 

purchase Spanish paintings from the ruined convents and monasteries of Spain.51 Indeed through 

the 1830s Spain was a most fashionable subject and if Louis-Philippe saw in the formation of a 

collection of Spanish paintings an opportunity for popularity, Aguado was certainly aware of 

what it meant to collect Spanish paintings precisely at this moment in France.

 Aguado’s collection preceded that of Louis-Philippe, it  was equally  open to the public, 

and likewise, although in different ways, its focus was largely on the impact of a large collection 

of Spanish paintings, on the one hand, and on establishing a strong presence of Spanish painting 
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within nineteenth-century French society  as well as internationally, on the other hand. While the 

contents of Soult’s collection earned a reputation as elite masterpieces, the overall aesthetic 

impact of this collection was affected by  the fact that Soult limited its accessibility to the public. 

Aside from the sales he organized, the public was not entirely  free to visit his collection and 

those artists wishing to study it were required to make such requests in writing, as mentioned 

before. Therefore the impact of Aguado’s collection being open to the public cannot be 

underestimated. Having preceded Louis-Philippe’s official display of Spanish paintings at the 

Louvre, it  certainly established a strong precedent for a comprehensive survey  of the Spanish 

School, earning the reputation as the first collection in Paris that allowed for a more or less 

thorough appreciation of the character of the Spanish Old Masters: “[La Galerie Aguado] était  la 

première qui nous eût mis à même d’apprécier les maîtres de Castille et d’Andalousie.”52 In this 

vein it should be noted that during the nineteenth century the Neapolitan and Spanish Schools 

were treated interchangeably  to a great extent.  Works by Luca Giordano and Jusepe Ribera, for 

instance, were often reciprocally  misattributed. An example is Luca Giordano’s The Good 

Smaritan, formerly at the Nelson Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City  and now at the Museo di 

Capodimonte, Naples. This work was attributed to Ribera throughout the nineteenth century  with 

some modern-day scholars like Spinosa still including it within the oeuvre of Lo Spagnoletto.53 

Within Aguado’s collection, a Saint Peter Receiving the Keys of Paradise was attributed to 

Murillo in the 1839 catalogue and later to Alonso Cano in the 1843 sale catalogue. Even in 1837, 

when assessing Aguado’s collection in an article for La Revue de Paris Frédéric Mercey affirmed 
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that “l’école espagnole est la fille des grandes écoles italiennes,” and with such an introduction 

proceeded to discuss selected works of the Spanish School.54  The numerous instances of 

interchangeably  attributed works among Old Masters of the Spanish School and between the 

Neapolitan and Spanish Schools had little consequence to the critics or artists of the time. Their 

direct experience of and contact with these works -- whether they  were deemed to be of lesser or 

greater quality or whether their attribution has since changed -- marked their conceptions and 

perceptions of Spanish painting and fuelled their imaginations in remarkable ways. The focus 

was precisely on the language used to describe the general character of the Spanish Old Masters. 

The misattributions only indicate the critical confusion concerning certain Spanish and Italian 

artists that shared strong stylistic characteristics. For example, Mercey described the general 

character of the Spanish School as severe in its pious religiosity and denounced the materiality 

and simplicity that some compositions emphasized. He praised a strong sense of verisimilitude in 

these masters’ works and remarked upon the terrible and austere character of their subjects, 

which possessed a compellingly emotional power:

 L’aspect en est  sévère et presque religieux, la plupart de ces tableaux ne représentant 
 guère que des sujets de piété. Beaucoup de ces ouvrages sont remarquables; quelques-uns 
 même se distinguent par ce grand caractère de vérité large, peut-être un peu outrée dans 
 sa grandeur, un peu matérielle dans sa simplicité, caractère qui n’appartient qu’à cette 
 école d’Espagne. La plupart des artistes qui ont fleuri au-delà des Pyrénées affectionnent 
 en effet le genre austère, terrible. Ils peignent la foi, cette vertu aimable, et ils font peur. 
 Ce sont les tragiques de la peinture. Ils sont  tragiques par les détails et  par la manière 
 dont ils sentent et dont ils expriment, plutôt que par la manière dont ils conçoivent. Ils 
 émeuvent plutôt par l’expression que par le choix de sujet.55
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 It is a curious thing that the text Viardot wrote for Aguado’s 1838 catalogue discussed the 

painters at  the exclusion of the works in the collection. Indeed the last pages of his discussion on 

the Museo del Prado offered an eloquent analysis of individual works at this institution. But the 

text within Aguado’s sale catalogue was to serve as an accompaniment to the collection and not 

as a guide to the paintings, as indicated in this publication’s explanatory  title. This seems to be a 

curious decision. After all, there were several authoritative and popular publications outlining the 

lives of Spanish Old Masters, as was Frédéric Quilliet’s 1816 Dictionnaire des peintres 

espagnols, which was no more than a translation of Cean Bermudez’s dictionary published in 

1800. Viardot certainly drew from these texts for his own notices. I am led to believe that the 

1838 catalogue served as an effort to further popularize Aguado’s collection to a larger extent 

than to advance the scholarly  character of this collection by means of a discussion of individual 

artworks. But this is by no means to underestimate the value of a catalogue with biographical 

information on the artists within a collection. In itself it was an innovative and modern 

documentary  initiative of unquestioned scholarly merit, but I would like to point out the 

sagacious character of this endeavour in the way  it served to establish the collection within the 

art historical dialogue of the time and to strengthen the links, some of which were less than 

certain, between these works and the famed Spanish Old Masters included in the notices. The 

impact of the publicity  of Aguado’s collection was long lasting since its documentation served a 

legitimizing role by asserting a more elevated status for both, the collector and his collection. It 

also served a role in its dissemination for public awareness and for the increase in renown at  the 

risk of virulent criticism. It served as advertisement for other collectors, the state, and buyers. Its 

documentation served as legacy in paper, together with the engravings after masterpieces 
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included in both the 1839 and 1843 catalogues. This last element sets Aguado’s collection apart 

from those of his contemporaries and affirms its legacy perpetuated by engravings that  illustrated 

a number of the works displayed and which allowed artists who did not have the opportunity to 

visit Aguado’s collection before its demise, to become aware of such paintings and thus to gain 

inspiration from which to inform their own work well after this collection’s dispersal. 

 Whether Aguado’s aims were solely  to achieve popularity  or social distinction or not, by 

means of collecting Spanish painting, by making his collection accessible to the general public, 

and by catering to a more learned public through a documented and illustrated catalogue, his 

collection indeed impacted the artistic production of nineteenth-century  artists and furthered the 

artistic dialogue concerning Spanish painting. Perhaps his collection garnered an aura of 

celebrity to a greater extent than Soult’s, which likewise operated in a strategic manner yet 

within a more overtly  political context. While Aguado’s and Soult’s collections operated in 

different manners and were perceived somewhat differently, and while Aguado’s collection was 

prey to severe criticism based on the quality of the artworks exhibited, as was Louis-Philippe’s 

Galerie espagnole, their contribution to the aesthetic discourse especially of the mid-nineteenth 

century in France is uncontested. However, it  is important  to note that such contributions were 

not neutral and that the political undertones or social constructs of celebrity and popularity 

associated with each must have also had an effect, directly or indirectly, on the manner in which 

individual artists viewed and interacted with the paintings within these collections, thus 

contributing to individual artists’ attitudes towards Spanish painting as part of a national 

patrimony and thus, as part of their collective and individual identities in a richly complex 

process of observation and assimilation or appropriation that was not without a degree of tension.
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3.4 Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole

 The Galerie espagnole opened its doors to the public on 7 January 1838. It showcased 

446 Spanish paintings acquired in less than two years by the Baron Isidore Justin Séverin Taylor 

(1789 - 1879) during his secretive Spanish mission (November 1835 - April 1837). According to 

Jeannine Baticle, the total cost of all paintings was 1, 275, 498 francs.56 She drew this sum from 

the notes and receipts at the Archives Nationales de Paris (Maison du Roi et Liste Civile).57 Alisa 

Luxenberg reported that the total cost of this mission was 1, 283, 737 francs.58 This sum included 

the purchase of paintings and other art objects, the lithographic reproductions of paintings in the 

Madrid museum, the restoration of works displayed in the Galerie espagnole and their 

transportation from Spain, as well as Taylor’s travel expenses. Drawing from the aforementioned 

notes and receipts at the Archives Nationales, she pointed to 1, 160, 000 francs spent on 

paintings alone. According to a note inscribed on the Notice des tableaux de la Galerie 

espagnole (1838) the paintings cost Louis-Philippe 1, 260, 000 francs.59 Based on documentation 

at the Archives du Louvre, the total amount paid for the restoration of Spanish paintings for the 

Galerie espagnole was 44, 017.96 francs.60 Montalivet, minister and administrator of the Liste 

Civile for Louis-Philippe, summarized the total costs to “over 1, 300, 000 francs.”61 It would 

81

56 Baticle, La Galeries espagnole de Louis-Philippe au Louvre (1981), p. 17.

57 Files O4 1725, Dépenses de la mission Taylor; and O4 2571, Intendance Générale. 

58 Alisa Luxenberg, The Galerie Espagnole and the Museo Nacional 1835-1853: Saving Spanish Art, or 
the Politics of Patrimony (2008), p. 139. 

59 Musée du Louvre (Département des peintures), Notice des tableau de la Galerie espagnole (Paris: 
Imprimerie de Crapelet, 1838), n.p. 

60 Archives du Louvre, dossier 1DD122. 

61 Camille Bachasson, Compte de Montalivet, Le roi Louis-Philippe et sa liste civile (Paris : Michel Lévy 
Frères, 1850), p. 66.



seem that the amounts registered at the Archives Nationales do not take into account the 

restoration costs recorded at the Archives du Louvre, if Montalivet was indeed accurate in his 

account. The registers at the Archives du Louvre contain detailed entries for work performed on 

each painting. These reports are compiled on official letterhead which is distinguished by the 

headings reading “Maison du Roi” followed by “Musées Royaux.” While the Louvre was 

certainly a royal museum, as was Louis-Philippe’s History Museum at the palace of Versailles, 

the heading “Maison du Roi” confirms that expenses incurred in restorative work were charged 

to Louis-Philippe’s Liste Civile, as were the expenses incurred from the paintings commissioned 

for the History Museum. The difference was that the paintings at the Galerie espagnole were 

removed from the Louvre and returned to Louis-Philippe’s heirs; not so the History Museum at 

Versailles, which remained as part of France’s national patrimony after the monarch’s death. 

After Louis-Philippe’s death in 1850 the Spanish paintings were auctioned in London in May 

1853 at Christie’s and sold for 690, 892 francs, a little over half of the amount of costs incurred 

in acquiring the Galerie espagnole. 

An important detail that has been overlooked in scholarship  is the fact that the Galerie 

espagnole remained accessible to the public throughout 1849. On 12 January of that year it was 

announced that the gallery would be made accessible especially to artists for the study of Spanish 

Old Masters beginning on 16 January 1849. The manuscript note of this announcement was sent 

to all major journals and reads as follows: 

Le Directeur des musées nationaux a l’honneur de prévenir le public que la réouverture 
 de la Galerie Espagnole exposera les tableaux placés précédemment dans le grand salon 
 carré aura lieu Dimanche prochain 14, et que ces salles seront rendues aux études de 
 Monsieurs les artistes à partir de mardi 16 janvier 1849.62
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Whether this action was granted by  the request  of artists or whether the Louvre’s 

administration deemed it important enough that the gallery remained accessible especially  to 

artists, is not known. A letter of 17 June 1850 addressed to M. Nieuwerkerke, Directeur Général 

des Musées nationaux, indicated that the rooms dedicated to the Spanish School closed on 10 

June 1850. It is interesting to note that Louis-Philippe died that same year and thus we question 

whether it was his explicit wish or rather that of his heirs, to remove the paintings from the 

Louvre. Nieuwerkerke’s letter read:

La Grande galerie et les Salles de l’école espagnole ayant été fermées lundi 10 juin, j’ai 
 fait  descendre immédiatement toutes les peintures exposées dans l’avant dernière travée 
 où l’on doit essayer un nouvel éclairage. Les peintures destinées au grand Salon Carré, 
 placées provisoirement dans les Salles du Musée Espagnole, ont été également 
 descendues, mises à part, et détachées de leurs bordures.63

Luxenberg pointed to an inventory  of 20 September 1838 signed by Louis-Philippe late 

that month, almost nine months after the opening of the Galerie espagnole to the public, as 

evidence of the monarch’s claim to the paintings as personal property.64  Luxenberg cited the 

inventory as entitled “Descriptive inventory of paintings, drawings, engravings, sculptures 

belonging to the private estate of the King and which are located on deposit in the rooms of the 

royal museum of the Louvre designated under the name Spanish Gallery.”65  However, the title 

alone of this inventory would seem insufficient to assert that  Louis-Philippe called for the 
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restitution of the Galerie espagnole after his fall and exile. Matthias Weniger’s studies of some 

paintings once belonging to the Galerie espagnole provided further insight.66  He examined the 

stretchers of these canvases and did not find the personal seal of Louis-Philippe. Only the typical 

black inventory numbers of works belonging to the Louvre appeared on the stretchers. Some 

scholars have concluded that Louis-Philippe’s intentions concerning the fate of the Galerie 

espagnole must have changed at some point between 1838 and 1848, meaning that he would 

have anticipated claiming the paintings as his private ownership. In my opinion, while the issue 

of the Galerie espanole’s ownership is marked by ambiguities, it is likely  that Louis-Philippe 

might not have explicitly  intended for the Spanish gallery to exit the Louvre, and less so to be 

sold in auction overseas and dispersed, especially when taking into account the memory of the 

loss of the Orléans collection after 1792, which must have been poignantly  present even as 

Louis-Philippe’s formed his Galerie espagnole. It might not be far fetched to conceive of the 

Galerie espagnole as compensating in some way for the loss of the Orléans collection, and as 

such, it might have had added significance to Louis-Philippe at a more personal level. Other 

significant factors contributing to this view are the fact that  only upon Louis-Philippe’s death in 

1850 was it conclusively closed to the public, and only after his death did it pass on to his heirs, 

who sold it in auction together with the Standish bequest. Did Louis-Philippe’s heirs claim it 

based on these ambiguities? At the same time, it must have had personal significance for Louis-

Philippe to own that Spanish gallery since throughout his lifetime his efforts to become involved 
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in Spanish affairs by means of military involvement and even marriage were clear.67  His 

marriage with Maria Amalia of Naples proved advantageous in inserting the King of the French 

within the wealthy Spanish Bourbon dynastic circles, which, on the one hand served to legitimize 

his claim to power, and on the other, it was a propitious opportunity  for dynastic alliances in the 

ever-fluctuating struggle for hegemonic dominance in Europe. Ever since Louis XIV’s 

diplomatic maneuver of 1700, when Philip  V became King of Spain, France’s interests in Spain 

were multi-faceted in the ambition to profitably protect the dynastic lineage of its sister branch 

while competing with other European powers for a share in the expansionistic and imperialistic 

quests for geopolitical and cultural dominance.68 Naturally, Spanish painting was not divorced 

from the politico-cultural and personal ambitions Louis-Philippe entertained vis-à-vis Spain. 

Indeed I argue that Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole had more personal significance than it 

has been accredited in scholarship, and that it functioned as an extension, and concomitantly as 

an expression, of this concoction of interests. Another example of this is the French History 

Museum he installed at the palace of Versailles to commemorate the “glories of the French 

nation” through painting. While the paintings included in this museum were mostly executed by 

nineteenth-century French artists, the subjects represented not only  commemorated but glorified 

the events and battles that marked France’s superiority  at an international level. In deciding 
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which battles to commemorate, Louis-Philippe requested the advice of marshal Soult in a letter 

of 29 August 1834. The King’s dilemma was the selection of one of France’s victories, mustered 

by Soult, over Britain at the battle of Corogne (16 January 1809), over Portugal at the battle of 

Oporto (29 March 1809), or over Spain at the battle of Ocaña (19 November 1809). Soult 

suggested to commission a painting of the battle of Toulouse, where France defeated all of the 

above nations in a single battle (12 March 1814).69 The search for French political superiority 

cannot be dissociated from the pursuit of cultural supremacy.

To further this inquiry it is necessary to consider the attitudes underlying the Spanish 

gallery’s demise. Curiously, while the exiled Louis-Philippe ostensibly claimed ownership  of the 

entire Galerie espagnole, he did not encounter, to Baudelaire’s dismay, any resistance from the 

French Republic.70 The Galerie espagnole must have embodied, in different ways, aspects of the 

exiled monarch and thus the general public might have associated it with the last blow of 

monarchic authority in France. In any case, we can assert that the Galerie espganole represented 

a contested space that, like a phantom, lingered, if only ideologically, even after its demise as 

some grieved its dissolution and departure, and others remained outwardly unmoved by it but 

deeply aware of its absence. Yet the Galerie espagnole meant different things to different people 

and for all the brevity of its display, its legacy conclusively impacted the art of generations after 

its demise and conceptions of national patrimony until today. The fact that Spanish painting was 
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69 For a complete transcription of Louis-Philippe letter to Soult (29 August, 1834) and Soult’s reply to the 
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Philippe et la famille royale (Paris: Librairie Plon, 1959), p. 110-116. 
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d’un navire.” See Charles Baudelaire, Correspondance II : mars 1860 – mars 1866 (Paris: Gallimard, 
1976), letter of 20 June 1864, p. 386.



little known outside of Spain during the nineteenth century, together with the large-scale 

publicity  campaign preceding the Galerie espagnole’s opening, helped to build anticipation and 

contributed to build the stage for a generally  favourable reception. For artists and art critics, the 

Galerie espagnole promised to inspire new directions in painting. For Louis-Philippe’s 

administration the Galerie espagnole may very well have served as an expression of juste milieu 

politics in the context  of the arts since it  successfully appealed to both Romantic and Academic 

proclivities. The Spanish paintings which formed this ephemeral museum are today scattered 

across the globe and some have unfortunately been lost. The Galerie espagnole has been 

virtually reassembled, however, in Jeanine Baticle’s and Cristina Marinan’s ambitious 

publication La galerie espagnole de Louis-Philippe au Louvre, 1981. Baticle’s article for the 

exhibition Manet/Velázquez at the Metropolitan Museum of Art synthesized recent approaches in 

studying the Galerie espagnole. She concluded that while the Galerie espagnole was 

fundamental for the dissemination of knowledge of Spanish painting in nineteenth-century 

France, no specific painting has been found to have directly informed the work of mid-

nineteenth-century French painters other than in the general taste for Spanish subjects and dark 

tonalities.71 Looking at  a more general influence of the Galerie espagnole, Luxenberg explored 

the political implications of its formation and how they affected its appreciation and reception. 

Using both of these perspectives, a more comprehensive approach to studying the effects of the 

Galerie espagnole can be achieved. Mid-nineteenth-century paintings informed directly  by 

specific paintings in the Galerie espagnole can indeed be identified, as I will demonstrate, in the 

work of Ribot. Additionally, a great  number of mid-nineteenth-century French paintings attest to 
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the powerful impact  of Spanish painting on the Romantic painters’ imaginations. Furthermore 

and more interestingly, and as contradicting a notion as this might seem, the impact of the 

Galerie espagnole can be seen on the young Realists’ imagination and conception of reality. 

 Jacques Thuillier, in his preface to Jeannine Baticle’s La Galerie espagnole de Louis-

Philippe au Louvre, 1838 – 1848 (1981), emphasized the primacy of the Galerie espagnole in 

France’s collecting history. The “irreparable disasters” to which he associated the demise of the 

Galerie espagnole included the sale of the Galerie d’Orléans in London (1792) and that of the 

collection of Cardinal Fesch after 1839. Thuillier’s general tone of regret for the loss of national 

patrimonial treasures is one that reveals longstanding conceptions of national identity in its 

relation to public and private collecting and collections.72 It is interesting to question the point at 

which a collection, private or public, acquires an indexical value in the formation of national 

identity  especially when considering the attitudes of private collectors such as Soult and Ford, 

who viewed their collections mostly  as marketable assets. While there is the risk of an 

anachronistic interpretation of the value of the Galerie espagnole in Thuiller’s remarks, he did 

provide insight into the significance of this ephemeral museum as a symbol of economic wealth 

and as a marker of France’s national patrimony. The issue then becomes the extent to which the 

Galerie espagnole acted as part of France’s national patrimony between 1838 and 1848, and then 

after its demise. It is to this instance of appropriation of Spanish painting into French national 

patrimony through the monarch’s official constituency that Luxenberg responded in her study  of 

the formation of the Galerie espagnole. Her most important contribution in this study was her 
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focus on Spain’s position vis-à-vis the formation of the Galerie espagnole. She discussed agents 

like the painter José de Madrazo (1781 – 1859), member of the Real Academia de San Fernando 

and future director of the Museo del Prado, his son Federico de Madrazo (1815 – 1894), the artist 

and restorer Ceferino de Araujo, and the artist-collector-historian Valentín Carderera (1796 – 

1864), all of whom acted as intermediaries to Taylor, providing contacts and recommending 

paintings in Spain. Luxenberg provided insight especially into the friendship between Taylor and 

the Madrazo family explaining their collaboration with Taylor as an act of resistance to their 

government and as an effort to advance their own political careers.73 Still however, the sense of 

loss that developed after the demise of the Galerie espagnole leads one to question the extent to 

which privately and publicly owned collections of art contribute to the notion of national 

patrimony in their capability to act as agents for and carriers of national and individual identity. 

Let us consider in more depth the critical reception of the Galerie espagnole. 

The Galerie espagnole elicited a strong emotional response from critics and artists. The 

vast majority of the paintings making up  the Spanish gallery were of religious subject matter. 

Their display  in 1838 coincided with the Catholic revival happening through the 1830s in 

France, which may have affected responses characterized by a particularly fervent religiosity.74 

The critic F.P. writing for Le Moniteur wondered what the effect of such ferocious violence and 
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74  In 1834 the French philosophical and political writer Huge Félicité Robert de Lamennais (1782 – 1854) 
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Dante et la philosophie catholique au XIIIe siècle. 



brutality  would have upon public morality. He described the Spanish school as a “peinture 

lugubre et  fantasmagorique.”75  Théophile Gautier also commented on the violence of Spanish 

Catholicism and after his trip to Spain with his writer friend Eugène Piot in 1840, his 

compilation of poems titled España published in 1845 only confirmed his image of Spain as 

violent and as purporting a cruel realism.76  Jules Breton synthesized the effect of the Galerie 

espagnole as follows: “C’était comme un rêve plein d’effrayant mystère, d’extases farouches, de 

noirceurs pieuses et  d’éclairs fulgurants. Cela sentait le cloître et l’Inquisition.”77  But such 

ferocious violence, perceived through a French lens, stemmed from older myths and stereotypes 

of Spain formulated especially during the eighteenth century and culminating with Voltaire’s 

resounding phrase, “l’Afrique commence aux Pyrénées.” Benoist de Matougues writing for Le 

Lithographe recalled this trope in his article “Le Musée espagnol”: “Mais malheureusement 

l’Espagne a une réputation d’ignorance et de moinerie à faire reculer les plus intrépides. Cette 

affreuse réputation, à qui la doit-elle? À l’école voltairienne.”78 The medievalist historian Achille 
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75 F.P. Moniteur universel (February 10, 1838), 271; (February 26), 414. Cited in Luxenberg (1972), p. 
198.

76 The first two stanzas of Gautier’s poem Ribera,  written in 1844 in Madrid, are as follows:

Il est des cœurs épris du triste amour du laid.
Tu fus de ceux-là, peintre à la rude brosse
Que Naples a salué du nom d’Espagnolet.

Rien ne put amollir ton âpreté féroce, 
Et le splendide azur du ciel italien
N’a laissé nul reflet dans ta peinture atroce. 

See Théophile Gautier, Voyage en Espagne suivi d’España (Paris: Gallimard, 1981), 471 – 472. 
77 Jules Breton, quoted by J. Adhémar in “Essai sur les débuts de l’influence de Goya en France au XIXe 
siècle,” in Goya, exposition de l’œuvre gravé, de peintures (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale, 1935), xxix. 
Cited in Lipschutz (1972), p. 199.

78 Benoist de Matouges, “Musée espagnol,” in Le Lithographe (n.d.), 66. Cited in Lipschutz (1972), pp. 
200-202. 



Jubinal (1810-1875), in his laudatory account of Taylor’s Mission in Spain Notice sur le M. le 

baron Taylor et sur les tableaux espagnols (1837), described the Galerie espagnole through a 

Romantic viewpoint par excellence. He wrote: “...l’existence des artistes espagnoles a 

quelquefois tout l’intérêt du malheur et tout le merveilleux de la fiction.” He added: “En voilà un 

[Alonso Cano] dont la jalousie, cette ardente passion toute africaine (car l’Espagne c’est 

l’Afrique), a fait  la vie aventureuse et bien semée de hasards.” Jubinal further added on El Greco: 

“...le chagrin éteignit chez lui par intervalles ce lumineux flambeau de la raison...”79 

Political attitudes towards Spain translated to some degree in Louis-Philippe’s and his 

administration’s desire to own a museum of Spanish art and to showcase it  at the Louvre.  

Scholars generally explain these attitudes with the notion of France’s interventionist policy  and 

the idea of cultural dominance, whereby France sought to rescue art from barbarism as an 

expression of the polemic of civilization against chaos. Such views of Spanish art inscribe 

themselves within the wide-spread ideological frameworks informed by the Black Legend, or 

leyenda negra.  When looking at responses to the Galerie espagnole, and to Spanish painting in 

general, during the mid-nineteenth century in France, one cannot avoid drawing parallels 

between contemporary conceptions of the Orient  and of Spain as an Occidental Other. For 

instance, Chateaubriand noted: “Quand on raisonne de l’Espagne aujourd’hui, on tombe dans une 

grande erreur, on s’obstine à juger ses peuples d’après les idées que l’on a des autres peuples 

civilisés...Les Espagnols sont des Arabes chrétiens.”80 The question here would be to determine 

91

79 Achille Jubinal, Notice sur M. le baron Taylor et sur les tableaux espagnols (Paris : Édouard Pannier, 
1837), p. 23. 

80 Chateaubriand in Le Congrès de Vérone. Cited in José Cabanis, Le Musée espagnole de Louis-
Philippe : Goya (Paris: Gallimard, 1985), p. 57.  



how Spanish painting came to embody the values and ideologies of the young Realists while 

having upheld so wholly  the principles of the Romantics. The case of the role of Spanish 

painting in the aesthetic and artistic discourse of mid-nineteenth-century France is one that 

necessitates further research, putting more emphasis on the changes in taste, in artistic practices 

and discourses, in the conceptions of artists’ roles within society, and in the ideologies of the 

governments that facilitated and supported the study of Spanish painting. The present study will 

accomplish this by focusing on the relationships between Ribot and the Spanish Old Masters. 

For Léon Rosenthal the Galerie espagnole’s main contribution was its impact on the 

evolution of aesthetic ideas of the nineteenth century, but he limited this impact to the years 

immediately following the gallery’s demise. Rosenthal did not find support  for his stance in more 

recent scholarly  studies. Baticle and Marinas purported that there was no direct influence from a 

Spanish painting in the work of a particular French artist during the time the Galerie espagnole 

was displayed. Yet scholars unreservedly affirm the Galerie espagnole’s influence on the 

aesthetic taste of the public, of artists, and collectors; and they agree on the Galerie espagnole as 

a significant contributor to the dissemination of knowledge of and appreciation for Spanish 

painting. It is also widely accepted that the Galerie espagnole propelled the emergence of French 

Realism. However, scholars tend to focus on the search for types of reference to Spanish 

paintings without finding concrete evidence beyond the widely studied fascination of Manet for 

Velázquez. The latter did not figure prominently in the Galerie espagnole and key paintings once 

attributed to him are no longer considered to be by his hand. Such is the case of The Little 

Cavaliers (now attributed to Velázquez’s studio) at the Musée du Louvre in Paris and Simon 

Vouet’s Portrait of a Man (c. 1620 – 1625) in the collection of the Marquis de Valdeterrazo in 
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Madrid. In general, scholars describe the concrete aesthetic impact of the Galerie espagnole on 

the French school during the second half of the nineteenth century in rather ambiguous terms. 

My study offers an exploration of the ideological and aesthetic divide between Romantics’ and 

Realists’ understanding and appreciation of Spanish painting since these views are so often 

considered to be mutually exclusive and yet they prove to operate in a symbiotic relationship in 

the work of lesser known artists generally classified as the Young Realist generation. Adopting a 

case-by-case approach to assess different artists’ contributions will further the understanding of 

the aesthetic landscape of the second half of the nineteenth century in France.81  T.J. Clark’s 

remarks on Courbet’s relationship with Spanish painting pointed towards new directions in the 

study of the Galerie espagnole’s impact on French artists of the second half of the nineteenth 

century. He suggested that Courbet borrowed not necessarily a specific gesture, setting, costume 

or type in his early  self-portraits, but rather, that he drew from Spanish painting’s general 

emotional expressiveness to inform his own work.82  Luxenberg suggested an assessment of 

Salon productions during and after the demise of the Galerie espagnole to trace paintings of 

Spanish subjects, be them Spanish tropes, scenes in the manner of a particular Spanish Master or 

scenes from the lives of Spanish Old Masters. My study is inspired by these scholars’ works to 

analyze Ribot’s Salon production systematically focusing on his Spanish and popular sources and 

on his collaboration with the song-writers, sculptors, and painters within his circle. My findings 

93

81 In an attempt to widen the scope of studies on the impact of the Galerie espagnole Luxenberg includes 
a discussion on Alexandre-Gabriel Decamps (1803 – 1860). However, she confuses Alexandre Decamps, 
the artist’s brother, who was a relatively well published art critic, with Decamps the artist and interprets his 
paintings as extensions of the brother’s critical commentaries against the poor quality of the Spanish 
paintings in the Galerie espagnole. Decamps the artist hardly wrote about his work and may not have 
agreed with his brother’s views.
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will prove that the aesthetic legacy of private galleries of Spanish painting, like Soult’s and 

Aguado’s, as well as Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole informed in concrete ways the work of 

a young generation of artists seeking to invigorate their work with new subjects while adhering 

to the call to produce a new national art. 

 Close attention will be given to Salon reviews and criticism to define the critics’ 

expectations and the emerging concern with truthfulness. The polemic of truthfulness to nature 

against truthfulness to sentiment is one that informed the work of both Romantic and naturalist 

artists, and the terms of this polemic were not always mutually exclusive. In this vein, the study 

of images of Spain in popular literature and political caricatures shed light on representations of 

Spanish subjects during the second-half of the nineteenth century in France. Due to the 

censorship in the press around the 1830s the study of later publications has proven to be more 

fruitful. How did the search for a national art inform, directly or indirectly, conceptions of 

Realism as a particularly national art when such artistic expressions drew so heavily from 

Spanish painting, as well as from seventeenth-century Dutch painting together with eighteenth-

century French Masters? These are some questions that this study will answer with the aim to 

further the very promising study of the vibrant relationships between Spanish painting, private 

collections in France, and the artistic and aesthetic discourse of the second half of the nineteenth-

century in France. By focusing on the work of Ribot, his critical reception, and the instances of 

collaboration with his painter-friends, patrons, and critics, which helped establish him as one of 

France’s most beloved artists of his time, new connections between Spanish and French painting 

will be discussed and a new dimension vis-à-vis the meaning of informing one’s art with Spanish 

painting precisely during the second half of the nineteenth century will be addressed. To this end 
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I will engage in a discussion of Ribot’s work in conjunction with the aforementioned collections 

of Spanish painting in the following chapter. I will also discuss concrete interactions between the 

works Ribot executed for the yearly Salon exhibitions and Spanish paintings from the Golden 

Age. The evolution of his critical reception will also be a central theme in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Théodule Augustin Ribot and his Spanish Sources

4.1 Brief Biography and Introduction to his Oeuvre

 This chapter will explore Ribot’s Spanish sources while considering the implications of 

informing one’s work with Spanish-inspired subjects, techniques, or compositional devices. Mid-

nineteenth-century Paris cannot be dissociated from a marked hegemonic rivalry between France 

and its European competitors. This struggle manifested itself overtly  with France’s interventions 

in Spain during the Napoleonic wars, and less explicitly but equally deliberately, with the 

formation of Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole (1838 - 1848). The complex nature of Franco-

Spanish relations also manifested itself in more subtle ways, and this study  will consider the 

implications of drawing from Spanish sources in the search for a new national art. 

 Théodule Augustin Ribot was born on 5 August 1823, at Saint-Nicolas-d’Attez in the 

department of l’Eure to a family of humble origins.1  His father, Michel Nicolas Ribot, was a 

geometer and a tax collector and his mother was Fidèle Amante Moral; her profession is 

unknown. As early as 1835, at twelve years of age, Ribot visited neighbouring glass makers and 

purchased pigments in pursuit of his artistic inclinations. That year he was sent to the École de 

Châlons to study geometry  and science and to prepare for a career in his father’s footsteps as a 

geometer, a profession closely related to engineering. Ribot’s father died, however, leaving a 

seventeen-year old son in charge of his mother and sisters. Around 1840 Ribot began working as 

a bookkeeper in a drapery shop at Elbeuf and shortly afterwards, he married Clémentine-Marie 
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Germain (1820-1903) and moved to Paris.2 His first son arrived in 1845 and with the pressing 

need to provide for his growing family, he began working at a window shop  gilding and 

decorating frames. Ribot’s biographers emphasized how he continued to nurture his artistic 

ambitions by drawing and painting at home in the evenings by candlelight. But he also visited 

the Louvre and he attended the studio of French Romantic painter Auguste-Barthélémy Glaize 

(1807 - 1893) after 1845. The last mention of Ribot as Glaize’s student appeared in 1863 based 

on the Paris Salon exhibition records that year, but it is difficult to ascertain how long Ribot 

studied under Glaize. According to the author of Le Correspondant, Ribot first attended Glaize’s 

studio in 1851 after having returned from an almost three year-long trip  to Algeria, meaning that 

the artist might  have worked for or studied with this master for over ten years.3  We know that 

Ribot finished Glaize’s perspective architectural backgrounds, yet  based on observation it would 

not seem that Ribot  integrated Glaize’s style into his personal painterly  vocabulary in significant 

ways. Nonetheless, his experience working and studying under this master certainly  informed his 

work to different extents. Ribot’s affinity for interior scenes may have derived from an innate 

taste for such a way of rendering architectural settings, which may have been nourished during 

the years he painted in Glaize’s studio. Before continuing with Ribot’s biographical account, let 

us consider the significance and implications of his involvement with the Old Masters at the 

Louvre copying selected works as an independent artist. Based on the circumstances that 

conditioned Ribot’s artistic training and on his own temperament, we can be sure the young artist 
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was an eager and frequent visitor in the Louvre’s galleries, copying paintings at times but always 

observing with a keen eye. 

 By the 1850s and 1860s the Louvre symbolized tradition and independence 

simultaneously  in an uneasy compromise between the academic and centuries-old practice of 

copying Old Masters and the attractive alternative it offered to the rigorous training methods of 

the École des Beaux-Arts. Some artists like Duranty expressed a marked aversion to the Louvre 

as an extant symbol of absolute dominion while artists like Manet and Courbet, despite the 

reputation they  garnered as renegades, avidly  studied and copied Old Masters throughout their 

artistic careers. Other artists still obscured their sources in pursuit of a visual imagery that 

championed modernity. The relationship between the art of the past and nineteenth-century 

artists in France acquired complex and ambivalent meanings that varied as individual artists 

evolved precisely in their study of and relationship with Old Master paintings. In the case of 

Ribot, we do not have a statement in writing that describes his personal view towards the Louvre 

or Old Masters. We do have, however, his oeuvre as a primary document together with some 

precious documentation at the Archives du Louvre that elucidate the young artist’s attitudes 

towards Old Master painters vis-à-vis those of his contemporaries’. The Répertoire des cartes: 

artistes, élèves, permission at the Archives du Louvre records artists’ permits and activities 

performed within the Louvre as copyists. Unfortunately, due to the destruction by fire in 1871 of 

a substantial section of its holdings, these records are incomplete. For the period between 1850 to 

1870 the registers are divided into three sections. The first section includes intermittent records 

for “cartes d’artistes” (1850-1865), “cartes d’élèves” (1850 - 1870), and “permissions de 

travail” (1852 - 1865). Each artist  is classified based on his or her qualifications in each of the 
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three sections based on their application and permit  granted. The second section cross-references 

each of the three records (artist, student, professional). This section is complete from the years 

1853 to 1862. The third section is a record of the pictures copied including the artists that copied 

each painting organized by School of work copied and in chronological order of date copied. 

This section includes documentation for the years 1851 to 1870. The Répertoire des cartes 

documented Ribot’s activity as a student (classification “e”: élève) copying Boucher’s Berger et 

Bergère on 7 March 1854, Raphael’s La belle Jardinière and La Vièrge, l’enfant Jésus endormi et 

St. Jean on 4 November 1856, and again in 1859 studying undocumented works.4 These entries 

corroborate the fact that Ribot worked under a master, who signed on his behalf in order for him 

to obtain a student permit, thus questioning the largely accepted idea that Ribot was a mostly 

self-taught artist. The next record of Ribot is on 17 November 1887 when he copied Weenix’s 

Les produits de la chasse with an “artiste” permit. Appearing strikingly  often as a student copyist 

is Ignace Henri Jean Théodore Fantin-Latour (1836 - 1904), who from 1850 studied under the 

radical pedagogue Horace Lecoq de Boisbaudran (1802 - 1897) and became one of his best 

students. Lecoq de Boisbaudran’s method consisted of training the artist’s memory  in order for it 

to absorb form through observation and subsequently reproduce it  in drawing by memory. The 

ultimate goal of these unconventional pedagogical methods was to accurately reproduce a 
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painting in its entirety by memory, first in black and white and then in full colour.5 Students of 

Lecoq de Boisbaudran included Jean-Charles Cazin (1840 - 1901), James Jacques Joseph Tissot 

(1836 - 1902), Alphonse Legros (1837 - 1911), and the Régamey  brothers Guillaume (1837 - 

1875), Félix (1849 - 1925), and Frédéric (1844 - 1907), among the most noteworthy. Given the 

frequency of Fantin-Latour’s visits to the Louvre it  is likely  that he and Ribot met after 1851. It 

is not difficult  to suppose the young artists exchanged ideas and forged a friendship during the 

early 1850s given the correspondence they  would exchange throughout the second half of the 

century, especially since Ribot effusively  expressed in writing “Il est  mon peintre à moi!” upon 

referring to Fantin-Latour in a letter to art dealer M. Ricada in 1886.6  Thus, to assume that 

Fantin-Latour shared with Ribot some of the principles he learned at Lecoq de Boisbaudran’s 

École de Dessin is not a far fetched possibility. 

 Ribot disliked copying and, as will be discussed shortly, the copies of Watteau’s paintings 

he was commissioned by  the American market were executed in his studio after he recreated the 

compositions with his family members as models. Thus, his “copies” were executed more in the 

spirit of Watteau than as servile reproductions. The fact that Ribot does not appear as a copyist  of 

Watteau’s works in the copyist  registers is striking. His appearance of only a few times in these 
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registers between 1854 and 1887 certainly  points to the fragmentary  nature of the records but it 

might also indicate a fundamental element of the artist’s developing methods in painting and of 

the attitudes he held towards the Louvre and the art of the past in general. The works he copied 

as a student at the Louvre, by Boucher and Raphael, greatly  differ from the personal style he 

developed. Indeed the choice of these works was likely established by Glaize as part of his 

student’s technical and stylistic training. Yet, regardless of the great differences between Ribot’s 

naturalistic and austere work, Boucher’s sensual and playful Berger et Bergère, and Raphael’s 

elegant classicism, the fact that Ribot made copies of these works demonstrates that he engaged 

in the study of canonical works of art. It also demonstrates that  Ribot acquired an intimate 

understanding of these works and while his predilection for Spanish Old Masters was clear, these 

unlikely copies certainly  enriched and diversified his painterly  vocabulary. As will be 

demonstrated later, the references in Ribot’s work to other artistic sources are, with only  a few 

exceptions, consistently of an oblique nature. While his debt to Spanish and Dutch painting of 

the seventeenth century is evident in his work, he did not articulate in writing his admiration for 

and allegiance to these schools. In the 1884 opening remarks he shared during a gathering of 

artists organized in his honour, he only mentioned Daubigny, Corot, Courbet, Manet and Millet 

as the artists he looked towards for inspiration. In the case of Spanish art and culture, perhaps 

Ribot was cautions not to be associated with the readily available Spanish tropes that circulated 

so pervasively not only among circles of painters but also of writers, and among the general 

public. While Ribot might not have copied Old Masters in the Louvre to the extent that Fantin-

Latour did, it is evident that the artist visited the Louvre frequently and refined his technique by 

learning from attentive and patient observation. The fact that his oeuvre in general was executed 
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in the spirit of the Spanish masters of the seventeenth century, especially of Ribera, Velázquez, 

Murillo, and Zurbarán, attests to first-hand experiences with the work of these Masters. Given 

that Ribot witnessed Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole shortly  after having arrived in Paris 

attests to the impact these works had on the artist and to the place they would occupy in his 

memory throughout his career. In addition, Ribot was surely aware of the sales of Spanish 

paintings happening in Paris and certainly  aware of a sale catalogue like that of Aguado’s 

collection of Spanish paintings with its engraved reproductions. After comparing selections of 

his paintings with the Spanish paintings within Soult’s collection it becomes clear that Ribot 

either visited Soult’s collection or, more likely, that  he attended its sale in 1852 during its public 

exhibition from May 16 to 18 of that year. This was an excellent opportunity for artists like Ribot 

to view a first-class collection of Spanish paintings that although open to the public upon written 

request, remained less accessible than it would appear. If Fantin-Latour indeed shared any 

knowledge on the training of memory with Ribot, it  certainly aligned with this artist’s natural 

inclination to work, to a significant extent, from memory. While Ribot consistently  painted the 

people and objects of his immediate surroundings, he likewise consistently depicted them in the 

spirit of the Spanish Old Masters. To my knowledge Ribot executed but one copy of a Spanish 

painting: Velázquez’s Las Hilanderas. Ribot’s Las Hilanderas (undated, oil on canvas, 71 cm x 

89 cm) appeared in auction on 6 December 2013 (lot 75).7 I have been unable to see this painting 

first-hand and thus I cannot discuss it in further detail or attempt to date it. I can only  comment 

on its unusual character as a, strictly speaking, copy after Velázquez. While no record of Ribot 

traveling to Spain has been found and a journey to the Iberic Peninsula is not improbable, it  is 
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more likely that  the artist based his copy on a copy of Velázquez’s Hilanderas he might have 

seen in Paris. We can assert, however, that Ribot’s oeuvre attests to a process of synthesis 

wherein he applied the lessons of Old Masters with his own love of everyday life subjects to 

produce a highly  personal rendition of paintings that seem imbued in the art of the past -- 

especially Spanish, Dutch, and eighteenth-century French painting -- while ultimately  being an 

integral part of the artistic fibre of his time and at the same time keeping a safe distance from 

associations with a classicizing tradition, on the one hand, and with the unruly avant-garde, on 

the other. 

 Resuming Ribot’s biographical account, in 1848, at the closing of Louis-Philippe’s 

Galerie espagnole, Ribot was hired as a foreman and traveled to Oran in Algeria, where he 

remained until 1851. The travel route Ribot followed to Algeria is not known and while he likely 

travelled by sea via Marseille, it is possible for him to have traveled into Spain by  land before 

crossing the Mediterranean. Conversely, Ribot could have visited Spain on his way back from 

Algeria after having earned some money to accommodate this small detour. While no records 

have been found to substantiate Ribot’s likelihood of having traveled to Spain, if the master 

indeed travelled to the land of his beloved Velázquez, Murillo, Ribera, and Zurbarán, the fact that 

such a trip was not made public would accentuate the complex nature of his relationship  with the 

Spanish school. If so, Ribot would not be alone in handling a trip to Spain with such 

discreteness, or rather, covertness. Courbet was an artist whose trip to Spain was identified fairly 

recently  by Alisa Luxenberg as she examined a few lines of a letter written to Alfred Bruyas in 

1868 -- wherein Courbet stated that he would absent himself from Paris for a few days, without 

further explanation -- together with the registers of the Museo del Prado where she found 
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Courbet’s signature dating to 4 September 1868.8   Could Ribot’s Las Hilanderas have been 

executed upon seeing Velázquez’s painting itself? The registers of the Museo del Prado only go 

back to 1855 thus excluding the possibility of finding Ribot’s signature. However, given Ribot’s 

exceptional memory, if the artist indeed saw Velázquez’s painting first-hand, it  is not unlikely 

that he might have executed his copy from memory in his studio.

 According to Jules Claretie, Ribot served as a land surveyor and based on his biographer 

Louis Fourcaud, “Ribot ne donna au dessin et à la peinture que les heures de la lampe et les 

instants perdus.”9  It is difficult  to assert the extent to which his Algerian sojourn impacted his 

subsequent artistic production because it is not known whether he executed any paintings while 

in Algeria, and the location of many of his early  drawings and studies, which he might have 

brought back form Algeria, is not known. It  is likely that  most of them did not survive since the 

contents of his studio at Argenteuil were destroyed during the Franco-Prussian war in 1870. 

Furthermore, Ribot did not adopt Orientalizing or exotic subject-matter in his work, rather, he 

transformed the unexceptional character of his immediate, everyday life surroundings into scenes 

bearing a quiet and subdued lyricism at times and at  others displaying a more violent character 

by means of his study of the relationship between light  and shadow as well as his vigorous and 

textured facture. The subject matter itself in his work, however, in its rich variations of everyday 

life motifs, does not explicitly  point towards direct  borrowings from Algerian subjects or from an 

Orientalizing mode of representation. Yet upon writing his study of contemporary painters and 

sculptors in 1874, Claretie attributed the darkened and mysterious countenance of the master of 
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Colombes to the effect of the Algerian sun upon his features and ostensibly upon his arduous 

hard work and reclusiveness. His description of Ribot recalled a vivid and animated portrait  of 

the artist, wherein his fame emerged from the shadows as forcibly as the light and dark contrasts 

in his own work: 

 L’homme est petit, mince, nerveux, une tournure d’officier, un oeil bleu, quelque chose 
 de timide et de résistant à la fois. Cinquante ans passés, la figure fatiguée, brûlée, 
 bronzée. Le soleil d’Afrique a noirci ce visage intelligent. Ribot a été, je crois, arpenteur 
 en Algérie. Tout son corps, ses mouvements, sa voix, trahissent une vie de lutte ardente, 
 de ténacité, de volonté. Théodule Ribot a derrière lui une existence de labeur prodigieux. 
 Il a eu quelque peine à sortir de l’ombre. Son nom a surgi tout à coup. Et cependant 
 depuis combien d’années il travaillait!10

This is not to exclude, however, the likeliness of Ribot’s experience of a different quality  of light 

in Algeria and of such impressions to have informed his rendering of light once he returned to 

Paris. Having painted a vast majority of interior scenes as opposed to landscapes, it  is 

nonetheless difficult to assert the extent to which Ribot’s treatment of light proceeded from his 

experience in Algeria for different reasons. First, a visual comparison between the paintings he 

executed before and after his trip to Africa will not be possible until the works he completed 

before 1848 are located. Second, Ribot demonstrated a strong preference for working with 

artificial lighting in his studio and based on his biographers’ accounts, he did so consistently 

from the earliest to the later stages of his career therefore making it difficult to assert whether 

out-of-doors lighting conditions might have inspired the effects he sought to achieve in his 

studio.  

 Upon returning from Algeria to Paris in 1851, Ribot commenced work as an illustrator 

for the editor Bernard Latte. He executed the frontispiece for Chanson de Barberine (fig. 1), the 
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lyrics of which were written by Louis Charles Alfred de Musset (1810-1857) and the music 

composed by  Comte Lionel de Chabrillant (1818-1858). Images of works from Ribot’s early 

career are exceedingly rare. The above illustration is found in a box containing nearly thirty 

detached and unlabelled works on paper by Ribot entitled Recueil de l’oeuvre at the Bibliothèque 

nationale de France, site Richelieu at the Département des Estampes et de la Photographie. The 

central figures in Ribot’s frontispiece and in an untitled print (fig. 2), also within the Recueil de 

l’oeuvre, share similar physiognomies especially the fine nose, thin lips, and slightly pinched 

eyes; the architectural settings share stylistic and structural similarities as well. The soft shadows 

and sumptuous drapery folds articulate a soft  and melancholic atmosphere. The second work (fig. 

2) is not likely an illustration of Musset’s Romantic Chanson de Barberine since the young girl 

in the untitled print is unaccounted for in Musset’s poem, which tells the story of a young maiden 

who bids farewell to a knight who rides away to war. While in style and execution the untitled 

work belongs to the same period as Ribot’s frontispiece for Chanson de Barberine, this untitled 

work is likely an illustration of another of Bernard Latte’s publications.

 During the early  1850s Ribot began producing small paintings of everyday life subjects 

with his wife and son as models. The fact  that he submitted these early  works to the Paris Salon 

suggests that the artist had acquired a degree of confidence in and satisfaction with his own work 

sufficient to act upon the ambitious aim of exhibiting at this official and internationally 

renowned competitive venue. Unfortunately, his work was consistently  rejected even though 

another of his biographers, Raoul Sertat, identified in these works the unmistakable traces of 

having studied first-hand the works of seventeenth-century  Spanish masters like Velázquez: 

“Elles sont vraiment touchantes, ces toiles, de bonne et paisible essence; et dans leur coloration 
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subtile, des noirs, des roses déjà s’éveillent, qui font irrésistiblement songer à Velázquez.”11 

Ribot was, unfortunately, a few months short of having been able to revisit  the Galerie espagnole 

upon his return from Algeria since, as it was mentioned earlier, the Spanish Museum continued 

to welcome artists until 10 June 1850 for the express purpose of making the Spanish Old Masters 

available for study. His entries to the Paris Salon were systematically rejected at first but his 

work caught  the attention of a merchant who commissioned copies of Antoine Watteau’s work 

for the American market. As part of these commissions he executed Pastorale, Scènes galantes, 

and Personnages de la comédie italienne (1857), none of which are located.12  Instead of 

executing fastidiously  accurate copies after this master Ribot set out  to compose Watteau-

inspired works using his family  members as models and his familiar settings as backdrops. While 

I have been unable to trace examples of Ribot’s copies of Watteau, it is likely that the 

conscientious modeling of white drapery in the garments of the numerous kitchen scenes he 

would execute throughout the 1860s, may very well have been inspired and informed by these 

studies. If anything, through these works Ribot surely refined his handling of paint to achieve the 

rich and varied tonalities of whites and grays his later cooks so masterfully displayed. 

 In 1859, François Bonvin (1817 - 1887) held an exhibition of paintings in his studio at 

189 rue Saint-Jacques showcasing the work of Ribot that had been rejected by the jury  of that 

year’s Salon exhibition. Also exhibited were the rejected paintings by Henri Fantin-Latour (1836 

- 1904), James Abbot McNeill Whistler (1834 - 1903), Alphonse Legros (1837 - 1911) and 
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possibly Antoine Vollon (1833 - 1900). This exhibition will be discussed in a later section in 

relation to its impact on the first Salon des Réfusés organized in 1863. For now, we can only 

point to the significance of this event not only as a means to promote Ribot’s work, but also as an 

instance of collaborative efforts among artists who searched for alternative means to exhibit  their 

art, whether or not it was their stylistic affinities and artistic vision that drew them to work 

together, or whether it was their shared attitudes against  the Academy and against the nature of 

official art at the Paris Salon. This exhibition is especially  significant as a contre exposition, a 

term used to designate the Salon des Refusés of 1863 by the committee of artists that  united to 

compose the catalogue of this significant event.13 While the Salon des Refusés certainly  operated 

at a much grander scale than Bonvin’s studio exhibition, both efforts sprung from the basic 

underlying desire to exhibit  works that had been rejected by the salon jury and to have the public 

act as judge of such works’ true merit. It set a significant precedent  for the series of Independent 

Exhibitions held in artists’ or photographers’ studios (especially in the case of Nadar) that would 

arise in defiance of the official Salon and as alternatives to it. 

 In a letter of 1886 to the Parisian collector M. Ricada, Ribot wrote: “Avez-vous revu 

Fantin? Sans doute il est votre ami. Il est mon peintre, à moi!”14 This indicates that the two artists 

remained friends at least until 1886. That Fantin-Latour included Ribot in his preliminary 

sketches for the 1864 Hommage à Delacroix has not  been discussed in scholarship. It is certainly 

telling of the friendship between the two artists and the high esteem in which the younger artist 

held the older Ribot. Moreover, it is also telling of the affinities these two artists shared in their 
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admiration of and respect for Delacroix and the ideas he represented in the context of their group 

of young and independent artists. A sketch for Hommage à Delacroix at the Département des 

Arts graphiques, Musée du Louvre, bears the following inscription: “A la place de Champfleury 

Whistler debout à la place de Whistler alors Ribot” (RF 12561, fig. 5). The pencil sketch depicts  

a winged female figure holding a framed portrait of Delacroix. She is framed by the loose outline 

of three, possibly four, heads to the right of the composition. Fantin-Latour’s inclusion of Ribot 

in the conceptual stages of this work is curious. Yet heeding to his painter-friend Whistler, who 

challenged the decision to include Ribot, Fantin opted to remove his friend from the group 

portrait. Thus the group portrait in the finished painting does not include Ribot (fig. 6). Fantin’s 

final work also differs greatly from his earliest preparatory  studies, which were executed shortly 

after Delacroix’s death on 13 August 1863. An early sketch executed on 11 September 1863 (RF 

12696) depicts nine figures gathered around a sculpted bust with one figure, Fantin-Latour, 

crowning the effigy with a wreath (fig. 7). Ribot is not included in this or in subsequent studies. 

A sketch executed two days later on 13 September 1863 (RF 3413) shows variations on the same 

composition as do two sketches executed in October of that year (RF 12470 and RF 12641). In a 

sketch of 20 December 1863, figures appear seated at a table with a painted portrait of Delacroix 

centred on the background (RF 12651, fig. 8). Two of Fantin-Latour’s sketches executed in 

January of 1864 (RF 12652 and RF 12639) depict the motif in the earliest drawings: the bust of 

Delacroix surrounded by  a group of nine or ten figures. The drawing in question (RF 12561) 

combines aspects of both compositions: the winged female allegorical figure, the assembly of 

contemporary  artists and writers, and the painted likeness of Delacroix. It is difficult to know 

precisely when Fantin-Latour executed sketch RF12561 (fig. 5) because this study does not bear 
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the day  and month of its execution. However, we can assert that Fantin-Latour grappled with 

notions of truth and allegory and the relationships between these notions throughout the 

preparatory works he executed for Hommage à Delacroix, and that he struggled to arrive at a 

satisfactory representation of both.15  We know that these themes were further developed in Le 

Toast! exhibited at the Salon of 1865 and subsequently destroyed by a disillusioned and 

frustrated Fantin-Latour, who salvaged only  his self-portrait and the portraits of Antoine Vollon 

(1833 - 1900) and James Abbott McNeal Whistler (1833 - 1903).16 In a study for this work at the 

Département des Arts Graphiques, Musée du Louvre (RF 12404, fig. 9) Fantin-Latour again 

developed his composition around a group of figures dressed in contemporary garb who gather 

around a painted portrait. The inscription at the top  of this drawing reads: “Velázquez / 23 et 28 

décembre 64 / 31 décembre 1864.” It is well established that Fantin-Latour ultimately failed in 

Le Toast! to find a satisfactory relationship  in his visual representation of both allegory and 

modernity, thus indicating an uneasy coming to terms with these notions, on the one hand, and 

with their relationships with truthfulness and verisimilitude. I would suggest that Ribot’s 

inclusion in the preparatory drawing of Hommage à Delacroix was as intentional and symbolic 
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as the inclusion of Vollon in the final painting of Le Toast! and more particulary of Velázquez in 

the preparatory study for the former work. Vollon, who belonged to Ribot’s circle of close artist-

friends and painted in a closely related style, also shared an affinity for Spanish Old Masters. 

That Velázquez was not included in the final painting is also a telling detail. Without suggesting 

that Vollon’s portrait in Le Toast! replaced the figure of Velázquez, I believe that  the links 

between these two masters and Ribot are rooted precisely in conceptions of truth and 

verisimilitude within the discourse of Spanish and French naturalism, independence in art, and 

the search for an art that combined a more personal symbolism while being truthful to a call to 

embrace modernity in art. That none of these artists ultimately survived as part of the work for 

which they were initially conceived, whether because they were not depicted in the final version 

of the work or because the final work was destroyed by the artist, is telling of a widespread 

tension not only between different notions of truthfulness and subjectivity, but also between 

notions of truthfulness and the complexity of that which Spanish painting meant to different 

artists especially during the second half of the nineteenth century. I will develop this theme 

throughout this study.  For now let us return to our discussion of Ribot’s artistic parcours. 

 Whether Ribot and Fantin-Latour met at Bonvin’s exhibition or in the galleries of the 

Louvre is not known, but the likelihood of their meeting at  the galleries of the Louvre, while they 

studied and copied Old Masters, has been established earlier in this study. For Ribot the 

exhibition at Bonvin’s studio also evidenced a fruitful friendship with the older Bonvin and the 

younger Vollon, all of whom shared a common and long-lasting interest in the Spanish masters 

of the seventeenth century. Bonvin also introduced Ribot to his own patron, the Parisian collector 

Laperlier, whose taste for Chardin and seventeenth-century  Spanish Old Masters must have 
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fueled the young painter’s interest in these artists. Laperlier purchased some of Ribot’s early 

works and offered one of them, Fille aux fleurs, to the Musée d’Alger in 1872. It was also 

Bonvin who introduced Ribot to etching and gave the younger artist  his first lessons on a 

medium that would so naturally translate his painterly style. 

 Ribot exhibited his early work at the Boulevard des Italiens and at the rue de Richelieu 

and the rue Laffite in Paris. By the time he was accepted at the Paris Salon in 1861, the artist had 

garnered a reputation as le peintre des cuisiniers and critics remarked upon the resemblances his 

work shared with Ribera’s tenebrism on one hand, and with Velazquez’s varied gamut of grey 

tonalities, on the other. Ribot exhibited six paintings at the Salon of 1861, four of which were of 

culinary subjects. He exhibited at the Paris Salon regularly with still-life entries, portraits, and 

religious subjects as well as with watercolours and with a number of etchings of a remarkable 

painterly  quality  where he continued to explore the relationship of rich shadows and stark light. 

In 1878 Ribot was made Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur and in 1887 he was named Official of 

that order at the French critic Jules-Antoine Castagnary’s (1830 - 1888) recommendation. The 

artist died on 12 September 1891 leaving behind a legacy of nearly  1,500 paintings, 40 etchings, 

and numerous drawings that consistently display a debt to the Spanish masters of the seventeenth 

century. While Ribot’s critics were sure to attribute the stark light and dark contrasts that 

characterize this master’s oeuvre to his study especially  of Ribera, the associations made 

between Ribot and the Spanish masters were not drawn without an underlying degree of tension. 

To expound upon this relationship I will conduct a visual comparison between the Spanish 

paintings in the collections discussed in Chapter 2 and a selection of Ribot’s paintings in an 

attempt, on the one hand, to concretely identify the artist’s Spanish sources, and on the other, to 
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delineate the contribution of such collections on the aesthetic discourses of nineteenth-century 

France. Then, I will draw from the three sole biographical manuscripts on Ribot written by  Louis 

de Fourcaud, Raoul Sertat, and Roger Marx, and from his Salon criticism to analyze the attitudes 

that permeated Ribot’s contemporaries’ responses to his work and the attitudes revolving around 

Spanish art, modernity in painting, and a new national art in France. 

4. 2 Visual Intersections: Théodule Ribot and the Spanish Galleries of Soult, Aguado, and 
Louis-Philippe

 The collections of Aguado, Soult, and Louis-Philippe were the richest repositories of 

Spanish paintings outside of Spain. It is difficult to imagine that an artist working in Paris after 

the second quarter of the nineteenth century would have been unaware of them. Yet what was the 

impact of these collections of Spanish painting on the work of artists whose aesthetic vision was 

informed by  the pull away from the Academy’s Classicism and towards the naturalism of the 

Spanish, Dutch, and French Old Masters? After an effort to visually  reconstruct the 

aforementioned collections of Spanish painting, it becomes clear that  the relationships between 

Spanish painting and French artists and critics active during the second half of the nineteenth 

century were more complex than it would appear at a first  glance. The work of Ribot reveals 

striking tensions that complicate notions of truthfulness and verisimilitude in painting in the 

context of an aesthetic discourse with Spanish painting, conceptions of modernity  and 

independence in art, and the widespread search for a national art in France. In addition, the 

relationships between Ribot’s work and those within these collections provide further insight into 

this master’s working methods, artistic vision, and some prevalent attitudes towards Spanish 
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painting. A visual comparison between selected works reveals some fundamental aspects of 

Ribot’s capacity to synthesize, his good memory and observational acuity, and his strong 

commitment to working after nature, as well as the conscientious manner in which he selected 

the sources informing his work, and in particular his Spanish sources. 

A. Studies of Old Men

 Upon examining Ribot’s Philosophes (Fig. 181), which he exhibited at the Salon of 1869, 

in the context of Aguado’s, Soult’s and Louis-Philippe’s collections, it  is possible to glean some 

of his sources. Indeed, Ribot also visited other major nineteenth-century Parisian collections like 

that of Dr. Louis Lacaze and Laurent Laperlier, yet we will focus on the aforementioned 

collections because they were the locus of Spanish painting in France on one hand, and on the 

other, because especially in the case of Aguado’s and Soult’s collections, there has been 

surprisingly little scholarly  attention devoted to their study. Indeed a study that reconstructs these 

collections in the manner of Baticle and Marina’s monumental study on Louis-Philippe’s Galerie 

espagnole, is yet to come. For the purposes of this study, my effort to partially reconstruct 

Aguado’s collection was complicated by the fact that the vast majority  of the works within this 

collection are either lost or cannot be located and the few that I was able to trace pose consistent 

questions of attribution and/or authenticity. While this could point to the dubious overall 

character of Aguado’s gallery, a concern some of his contemporaries expressed in writing, it also 

points to the pressing need for scholarly attention on this collection. Reconstructing Soult’s 

collection, on the other hand, proved more fruitful since many of his former paintings are now 

within major European and North American museums. 
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 In Ribot’s Philosophes (Fig. 181), the resemblance between the far left figure and 

Zurbarán’s Saint Andrew (Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest) (Fig. 180) from Soult’s collection is 

striking. Not only  do both figures share a similar three-quarter-view to the right but the long 

straight nose, the full beard shaped in sharp angles with marked gray and black patterns, the 

halfway  closed eyes and slight forward bend of the head in a contemplative gesture, all 

correspond to each other. Ribot’s figure is not balding, however, as is Zurbaran’s. Yet there is 

substantial physiognomic resemblance between the two faces, which suggests that Zurbaran’s 

Saint Andrew made a deep impression on Ribot. It  is difficult to determine when or how Ribot 

might have seen this work, but we can assume he was either granted access to visit Soult’s 

collection before his departure to Algeria (1848-1851) or shortly  after his return. Alternatively, 

Ribot may have attended the public exhibition held at this collection’s sale from 16 to 18 May 

1852. 

 Ribot may  have owned a copy  of Aguado’s 1839 catalogue with engravings by Gavard or 

he may have had access to this publication through friends like Philippe Burty, Jean Dolen, or 

even Castagnary. A comparison with the engraving of Ribera’s Saint Jerome (Fig.185) published 

in this catalogue indicates that Ribot was not strictly  copying this master. As he studied works 

like Ribera’s striking Philosopher (Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit) (Fig. 184) from the Galerie 

espagnole, Rembrandt’s Saint Matthew and the Angel (1661) (Fig. 182), brought  to the Louvre in 

1794 by Count d’Angivillier, and Study of an Old Man (c.1630) (Fig. 183), attributed to either a 

student or imitator of Rembrandt and brought to the Louvre as a Rembrandt  in 1794, he 

formulated his own types of Old Men, which he explored throughout the 1860s. These are not 

without some ambiguities, however, given that in subject matter they so closely  relate to the 
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subjects already explored, established, and rendered so masterfully especially by  Ribera, 

Velázquez and Rembrandt. The paintings of old men Ribot executed throughout the 1860s and 

1870s are neither copies of the Spanish or Dutch Old Masters nor entirely modern renditions of 

the elderly  given the figures’ unassuming and ambiguous garments. Perhaps this ambiguity 

reveals aspects of an unresolved search for a place for his artistic vision within the aesthetic 

discourses with which he engaged. His contemporaries so often inserted their figures into the 

vibrant vein of modernity  precisely by depicting the fashions and costumes of their time. 

Gustave Caillebotte’s Rue de Paris, temps de pluie (Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago) is an 

example of this and James Jacques Joseph Tissot’s etched (1881) and painted (1882) series of 

The Prodigal Son in Modern Times is another. In these examples, as in Fantin-Latour’s group 

portraits like Un atelier aux Batignoles (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) and in Manet’s Le vieux musicien 

(National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.), the figures’ costumes are central to the ways in 

which each work seeks to represent  modernity, and conversely, is inserted within the paradigms 

of modernity. The social types explored in publications like Les Français peints par eux-mêmes 

can easily  be identified in each of these works as the poet, the artist, the dandy, and so on. Yet 

Ribot’s portraits of old men present their own difficulties upon considering the costumes with 

which they are depicted. This is not to say that Ribot did not execute portraits of elder 

individuals with a less ambiguous depiction of their attire. His tendency to articulate his figures’ 

bodies loosely  in the portraits he completed, especially in his group portraits, became a defining 

quality of his painterly style by the 1870s. Examples of this are La Conférence (fig. 219), Au 

Sermon (fig. 220), and The Letter (fig. 218). Nonetheless, in his portraits of old men like Le 

Géomètre (fig. 177) and Vieillard (fig. 179), and especially in his Philosophes, their costume 
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negates their insertion into a concretely identifiable time-period. Based on their costume, they 

belong neither to the seventeenth century that inspired them nor to the nineteenth century  that 

engendered them. They neither fully represent the art of the past  nor fully depict the art of their 

time, making of them iconic figures forever representing old age. Yet they  are not depictions of 

timelessness or timeless sages, even though their garments deny the subjects’ insertion within a 

concrete epoch; the impassioned marks on their faces carved by the passage of time bring to the 

forefront the very essence of finiteness and human frailty. Therefore these figures are perpetual 

reminders of human frailty and mortality. As such, they  challenge renditions of modernity  -- in 

the manner of the examples cited above -- and stand as quiet reminders that even the luster of 

modernity shall pass. Thus these portraits of old men by Ribot can be understood as a personal 

type of vanitas. 

 Spanish painting had a definitive impact on Ribot’s aesthetic, yet it occupied a ubiquitous 

place. Ribot neither embraced a hispanophile trend in the manner of Manet nor did he forsake 

Spanish painting in pursuit of Baudelaire’s ideal of a “painter of modern life” embodied in 

Constantin Guy. Le Géomètre (fig. 177) is an example of this exploration as is Vieillard (Art 

Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton) (fig. 179), and Portrait de vieillard (Private Collection, 

Switzerland) (fig. 178). While Ribot did not drastically change his style as his artistic career 

progressed, he did favour certain subjects at different times and changed the ways in which he 

depicted his portraits of old men and women especially  between the late 1860s and 1870s and 

during the 1880s. At the time he executed his Philosophes, Ribot was clearly  inspired by  the 

Spanish and Dutch prototypes of old sages, saints, and martyrs. He likely executed Le Géomètre 

close to this date and Vieillard (Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton) likely before 1875. It has 
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been suggested that The Geometer might have been inspired by the memory  of his father, who 

was a geometer. The document the old man holds with his left hand bears the inscription “Table 

de logarithmes,” and might  refer to a publication his father once used or one that Ribot became 

acquainted with as he studied to become a geometer himself until his father died in 1843, when 

Ribot was merely twenty years of age. The style of the brown frock Ribot’s old man wears is 

rather ambiguous and inserts the figure neither in an antique nor contemporary framework as is 

the case with Vieillard (fig.3). Here the old man’s face is also heavily  textured by the use of a 

thick impasto that almost deforms it. Yet compared to his Vieux marin (Art Gallery of Hamilton)  

(fig. 167) and Vieux pêcheur (Burrell Collection, Glasgow) (fig. 168), both executed around 

1880, this sculptural quality becomes more pronounced. The wrinkles are deeper, the skin is 

more dramatically textured, the topography  of aged skin is rendered mercilessly. While Ribera’s 

brushstrokes articulate especially the skin of hands with a leather-like plasticity, Ribot’s hands 

are more gnarled like roots or branches. During the 1880s Ribot focused more intently  on the 

individual physiognomies of local peasants and fishers favouring depictions of Breton men and 

women. His Titres de famille (Musée des Beaux-Arts de Reims, Reims) (fig. 176), which he 

exhibited at the Salon of 1890 and his Vieille femme en prière (French Art Market) (fig. 172) 

belong to the types of portraits he executed in the late 1880s. In exploring the visual possibilities 

aged skin offered, Ribot surely turned to Rembrandt for inspiration. He might have seen Study of 

an Old Man at the galleries in the Louvre, which today  is attributed to a student of Rembrandt or 

to an artist  of his circle. There is a greater sense of psychological presence in his later portraits of 

old men and women, and for all their emphatic materiality, these portraits might function as a 
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type of memento mori. Their deliberate plasticity and heavy sculptural qualities articulate the 

intensity of an old man or woman’s private and fragile moment of contemplation.

B. Group Paintings of Religious Subjects and Group Portraits

 When looking at Ribot’s Le Supplice des coins (fig. 186), which he sent to the Salon of 

1867, it is difficult not to recall Ribera’s Martyre de saint Barthélémy (Museo de Bellas artes de 

Cataluña, Barcelona) (fig. 190) from the Galerie espagnole (no. 244). This work was impressed 

upon the memory of many  who viewed it along the Louvre’s Colonnade. In 1899 Jules Breton 

exclaimed vividly: “Et ce Saint Barthélemy, de Ribera, quelle merveille horrible!” upon recalling 

this work.17 Together with Ribera’s Martyre de saint Laurent (Nelson Atkins Museum of Art, 

Kansas City) (fig. 191) from Aguado’s collection these paintings informed Ribot’s Le Supplice 

des coins in more than one way.18 The figure to the far left  of Ribot’s composition seems to be 

inspired by  the boy in Ribera’s Martyre de saint Laurent who, while turning to the scene of 

action, appears to be absorbed by his own thoughts. Ribot’s figure emphasizes these inner 

musings by  turning away from the scene, whether because it is too gruesome for him to witness 

or because he is suddenly distracted. It is interesting to note that the executioners directly 

interacting with the victim in both paintings wear a similar headpiece. The general sense of 

motion that the figures articulate is contained within a semi-circular form. In Ribot’s painting the 

impending blow of the executioner’s hammer initiates a counterclockwise motion. The line 

defined by his forearm descends in a diagonal that points towards the young man that turns away 
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to the left of the composition. The young man’s bent right arm draws our attention back to the 

center, this time to the twisting figure of Alonso Cano, who reclined, struggles to maintain his 

body upwards as he gazes upwardly. Almost meeting his gaze is the draped figure to the far right, 

who leans forward inquisitively, ready to discern the words or actions of the victim. Both of 

Ribera’s compositions, Martyre de saint Bathélémy and Martyre de saint Laurent, move in a 

sweeping circular motion that heightens the drama of the scene by leading the viewer on a 

journey  of sorts that seems to emphasize the passing of time; the passage of moments that  with 

every  round along the sweeping lines of this scene, ends with the same agony  with which the 

journey  began, thus increasing the sense of tension and horror. Ribot might also have seen 

Ribera’s Saint Sebastian cured by the Holy Women (Saint Sébastien secouru par sainte Irène) 

(fig. 194) from Soult’s collection (no. 16), now at the Museo de bellas artes de Bilbao, Bilbao, 

and Luca Giordano’s Martyre de saint Laurent (fig. 192), which was displayed at the Musée des 

Beaux-Arts de Rennes since 1802. The former work seems to also have informed Ribot’s Le 

Lapidé (Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton) (fig. 187), which he completed in 1867, especially 

in the use of rather intense reds and greens. Ribot explored the effects of such contrasting hues in 

Brunisseur d’armure (fig. 197) which belonged to Bernheim Jeune and Felix Voisinot based on 

the collector stamps at the back of this canvas; as well as in Girl Arranging Flowers (Femme aux 

fleurs) (Private Collection) (fig. 196), Le Tablier bleau (Fig. 198), and La Domestique studieuse 

(Burrell Collection, Glasgow) (Fig. 200). Especially throughout the 1860s Ribot’s palette 

displayed accents of blues, blue-grays, vibrant greens and rich grays. After the 1870s Ribot 

explored a gamut of ochres and ambers under the intensified light and dark contrasts that he had 

employed from 1865. Although Ribot’s more lively  hues of the 1860s attest to his study of 
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Chardin especially  in his scenes of maidservants in kitchen interiors, they also contrast with 

Chardin’s more subdued tones of blues, greens and rose-grays and point towards Bonvin’s use of 

more vibrant hues. 

 When executing his Descente de croix (formerly Art Market, Amsterdam) (fig. 204), 

Ribot may very well have informed it with the engraving Descente de croix (fig. 207) from 

Aguado’s collection (no.186). Formerly attributed to Ribera, it is now considered to be by Luca 

Giordano and is located in the Rodriguez Bauzá Collection, Madrid.19 Ernest Hébert executed a 

copy of this work in 1840, located at the Musée national Ernest  Hébert, Paris (fig. 208). Ribot 

emphasized a sense of verticality in his crowded composition, yet  the twisted body of Christ also 

echoes that  of Rembrandt’s Deposition (Alte Pinakothek, Munich) (Fig. 206), which Ribot might 

have seen while he visited Munich during the Munich Exhibition of 1869. If so, his Descente de 

croix would date to after his return from the Munich Exhibition. His Christ en croix (unknown 

location but last  recorded as in the Musée d’Orsay, Paris) (Fig. 205) might have been executed in 

relation to Descente de croix (formerly  Art Market, Amsterdam) since both works are 

stylistically coherent in the ways Ribot blocks his lighting, in the particular shape of Christ’s 

head and in the intensity of the shadows in each work. In the catalogue of Ribot’s 1887 

retrospective exhibition at the Galerie Bernheim Jeune, a Descente de croix (no.3) is described as 

follows: 

 Joseph d’Arimathie, Nicodème et saint  Jean vont déposer à terre le corps du Christ; ils 
 descendent lentement les degrés de l’échelle, celui-ci tenant sous les bras le cadabre 
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 ensanglanté, l’autre sous la ceinture, le troisième serrant contre lui les jambes du 
 Souveur; à gauche, dans l’angle, un homme de profil regarde la tête levée.20

This description would correspond to Descente de croix (formerly  Art Market, Amsterdam) 

except that the figure that looks upward is positioned to the right and not to the left  of the 

composition as the catalogue entry described it. Descente de croix (formerly Art Market, 

Amsterdam) was exhibited at the Galerie Hans (Hamburg) in an exhibition entitled Théodule 

Augustin Ribot: Ein Vergessener Meister, from 26 October 2010 to 29 January  2011. The 

catalogue of the 1887 retrospective exhibition at the Galerie Bernheim Jeune lists a Petite 

Déposition de croix.--Esquisse, as belonging to Charles Daubigny and after to M. Verdier by 

1887, but no measurements or date are provided. It also lists a Le Christ au tombeau.--Esquisse, 

which together with the previous work, were meant to decorate a church in Paris. Whether this 

project was completed or not, however, is unclear. In 1868 Ribera’s La Déposition du Christ   

(fig. 195) entered the Louvre after it was gifted by a M. Barbey  to Napoleon III. Ribot must have 

noticed this work and his Descente de croix (unknown location) (fig. 189) was likely executed as 

a response to it. An engraving of this work can be found in the archives of the Musée municipal 

d’art et d’histoire de Colombes, yet the date and location of this work remain unknown. The arch 

formed by  the left arm of Christ in this work recalls at once the arm in the Louvre’s La 

Déposition du Christ and in the engraving of Aguado’s Descente de croix, which in turn echoes 

Ribera’s The Holy Trinity at the Museo del Prado, Madrid. The particular bend of the central 

figure’s legs in Ribot’s Le Lapidé (fig. 187) and in Saint Vincent (fig. 188) are inverse variations 

of Ribera’s Martyre de saint Barthélémy (Galerie espagnole) and Guillaume Guillon-Lethière’s 

122

20 Anonymous, Exposition t. Ribot: Catalogue raisonné des oeuvres exposées (Paris: Galerie Bernheim 
Jeune, 1887), 21.



1791 copy after Ribera’s Déposition de croix (Museo Nazionale di San Martino, Naples) which 

was displayed at the Louvre until 1891 as a copy  after Caravaggio, before being transferred to its 

current location in the Musée des beaux-arts de Dijon, Dijon (fig. 193). 

 Ribot’s Jésus et les docteurs de la loi (fig. 209) may have been informed by works like 

Murillo’s Saint Diego, also known as, Saint Diego de Alcalá de Henares in Ecstasy Before the 

Cross (Musée des Augustins-Musée des Beaux-Arts de Toulouse) (fig. 212) and Réception de 

saint Gilles par un pape known as The Blessed Giles before Pope Gregory IX (North Carolina 

Museum of Art, Raleigh) (fig. 211), especially in the figures’ emphatic hand gestures. Both 

works belonged to Aguado and were engraved by Gavard (fig. 210). Ribot developed an early 

taste for the gestural expressivity of hands, which he explored in the many drawings of hands he 

executed throughout his career. The Cleveland Museum of Art owns a stunning sheet  of such 

studies of hands (Inv. no. 2009.120.a and 2009.120.b). In 1892 Raoul Sertat stated: “Mais entre 

tous ses dessins, les études de mains, des mains ouvertes, fermées, au repos, en action, toujours 

vivantes, obsèdent la mémoire, tant il a su bien traduire les existences dont elles témoignent.”21 

Ribot explored this motif in his kitchen and genre scenes as is the case in his Le Cuisinier aux 

écrevisses22 (The Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford) (fig. 213) and Jeune fille aux fleurs (Burrell 

Collection, Glasgow) (fig. 214); in his group portraits and conversation pieces like La Leçon de 

tricot (Musée de Brou, Bourg-en-Bresse) (fig. 215), La Lettre (Private Collection) (fig. 218), La 

Tireuse de cartes (acquired on December 2010 by the Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire, 

Colombes) (fig. 216), La Diseuse de bonne aventure (Sotheby’s 1997) (fig. 217); and in larger 
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group portraits like Au Sermon (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) (fig. 220), Familel de pêcheurs Bretons et 

ses familles/Breton Fishers and their Families (Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC) (fig. 221), 

and La Conférence (Christie’s, 2 July 2008) (fig. 219). Especially in these larger group portraits 

Ribot executed the figures’ hands and faces using a contrastingly different technique from the 

one applied to articulate the figures’ bodies and the picture’s background (figs. 222 and 223). 

These last  elements are composed of lose, painterly, thinly applied washes, while the figures’ 

hands and faces are composed of a highly descriptive brushwork and thick impasto. It would 

almost seem like the hands and faces were detached from their corresponding body. Ribot’s 

appropriation of Spanish motifs or even of the Spanish character in painting was the result of a 

personal experience, understanding, and interpretation of its character complicated by his 

participation in, and his critics’ insertion of, his work within the parameters of modernity  and the 

search for a new national art. 

 We do not know the source of Ribot’s fascination with hands. We may draw further 

conclusions, however, given that the development of an aesthetic that visually  isolated these 

forms, thereby drawing attention to them, took place by  the mid-1870s and well into the 1880s 

coupled with an effort that  coincided with these dates to reproduce in etchings or engravings the 

works of Spanish masters and publish them in art journals. In 1830 a schematic etching after 

Velázquez’s Water Seller of Seville was indeed included in Réveil and Duchesne’s Musée de 

peinture et de sculpture, ou recueil des principaux tableaux, statues et bas-reliefs des collections 

publiques et particulières de l’Europe. But it  was not until Charles Blanc’s Histoire des peintres 

de toutes les écoles published in 1869 that a more conscientious rendition of this work was 

etched by  E. Bocourt and Mouard. Blanc’s volume on the École espagnole (volume 5) was 
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largely composed by Paul Lefort, who subsequently  published eleven articles on Velázquez 

illustrated with etchings after selections of his works in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts between 

1879 and 1884.23 E. Bocourt and Mouard’s etching after Velázquez’s Water Seller of Seville was 

included in Lefort’s 1879 (September) article in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts. An Intérieur de 

Cabaret or Interior of a Posada appeared in the sale of Salamanca’s collection on 25 January 

1875. Given the description of this work it  would appear that it greatly resembled A Girl and 

Two Men at a Table, today at the National Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest. Ribot may have seen 

Intérieur de Cabaret at Salamanca’s sale. The interest in tracing possible intersections between 

Ribot and Velázquez’s bodegones lies precisely  in the emphasis the Spanish Old master placed 

on the expressiveness of his figures’ hand gestures. Works like Christ in the House of Martha 

and Mary (National Gallery, London), Old Woman Frying Eggs (National Gallery  of Scotland, 

Edinburgh), Three Men at Table (Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg), and The Supper at 

Emmaus (The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City) are examples of this. In addition, 

Velázquez’s Democritus (Musée des Beaux-Arts, Rouen) and his Saint Thomas the Apostle 

(Musée des Beaux-Arts, Orléans) also articulate distinct gestures by drawing special attention to 

the figures’ hands. The former painting, which entered the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rouen in 

1822, was attributed to Ribera until 1881 when Gustave Le Breton began to question this 

attribution.24 The latter, Saint Thomas the Apostle, was attributed to Murillo upon the painting’s 

entrance to the Musée des Beaux-Arts d’Orléans around 1843. This critical confusion with 
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Velázquez’s work, and with that of other Spanish Masters, contributed to the perpetuation of the 

idea that Ribot’s work was almost exclusively informed by Ribera, to the extent of being 

considered a pastiche of the Spagnoletto’s work. This view continued in Jules Breton’s 1899 

account of Ribot’s sources and technique: 

 Est-ce là [Galerie espagnole] que s’est formé Ribot? C’était un virtuose du pinceau, 
 accrochant de fermes  lumières sur des fonds uniformément noirs...Par une singulière 
 coïncidence, les trois  premières lettres de son nom sont celles de Ribera; et il semblerait 
 qu’il n’a jamais regardé autre chose que les toiles de ce maître. Il en reproduit l’effet  de 
 cave, la touche dure, sans en donner toute la largeur et nullement l’expression vivante et 
 tragique. Ce qui est manière chez l’Espagnol devient, malgré la verve du pinceau, manie 
 chez le Français. Il exagère de plus l’aspect de terre cuite de son modèle. 
 Il eut, à la fin de sa vie, de très chauds partisans. Ils ont peut-être raison de lui accorder 
 beaucoup de talent. Quant  à nous, nous le trouverions plus intéressant si, au lieu de redire 
 ce qui avait été mieux dit, il avait au moins, une fois en sa vie, ouvert sa fenêtre.
 Ce que nous préférons de son oeuvre, c’est son début. Il s’était alors adonné aux 
 intérieurs de cuisine. Je me rappelle de blancs marmitons d’un brio et d’une solidité de 
 peinture très appétissants. En ce temps là, Ribot promettait de devenir un émule de 
 Lenain.25 

C. Portraits of Single Figures

 Ribot’s Étude de Moine (fig. 226), which he exhibited at the Exposition Lyonnaise in 

1872, finds strong sources informing its conception in Zurbarán’s Saint François à genoux avec 

une tête de mort, known as, Saint Francis in Meditation (National Gallery, London) (fig. 228), 

which belonged to Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole (no. 356); in his Un Chartreux, known as 

St. Francis Contemplating a Skull (Saint Louis Art Museum, Saint Louis) (fig. 229) from Soult’s 

Collection (no. 38); and in the engraving after Murillo’s Saint Francis of Assisi (Saint François 

d’Assise) (Palazzo Rosso, Genova) (fig. 227) from Aguado’s Collection (no. 31), of which an 

engraving by A. H. Cabasson and Carbonneau was included in Blanc’s Histoire des peintres de 
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toutes les écoles (vol.5) as Saint François en extase. It is interesting to compare Ribot’s Le 

Moine with his earlier Portrait de berger Breton, known as Portrait of a Brittany Shepherd 

(Spencer Museum of Art, Lawrence, Kansas) (fig. 225). The directness of both compositions, the 

primacy of the figure’s thick robes set  against a dark background, and the intensity of light  and 

dark effects wherein the figures’ countenances are partially robed in deep shadows, articulate an 

atmosphere of austerity and of mystery.  Weisberg suggested that Portrait of a Brittany Shepherd 

might have served not  only  to depict a peasant type linked to Brittany, but also as a reference or 

aide-mémoire for the completion of other works.26 Weisberg pointed out that Ribot  never sold 

this work and kept it in his studio until his death. This might well be an example of a work of 

synthesis wherein Ribot incorporated his interest in depicting common people with his steadfast 

yet complex interest in, and relationship with, Spanish painting. If so, Portrait of a Brittany 

Shepherd offers a fascinating and rare insight into Ribot’s very  personal relationship with 

Spanish painting and with the place within society the art of his time held. Further examples in 

this vein are works like Jeune fille jouant de la guitare (Musée des Beaux-Arts, Troyes) (fig.

232), which recalls Zurbarán’s paintings of saints in Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole and in 

Soult’s Collection, as were Saint Peter Thomas (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) and Saint Cyril of 

Constantinople (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) (fig. 230)

 Comparing Velázquez’s Lady with a Fan (Wallace Collection, London) engraved by 

Gavard for Aguado’s catalogue (fig. 233) and Ribot’s La Charbonnière (Musée des Beaux-Arts, 

Besançon) (fig. 234) might seem unlikely at  first glance, since the lady  in the first painting 

visibly  belongs to a privileged social strata whereas the origins of the young girl in Ribot’s 
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painting are evidently  of a humble nature. Charbonnière refers to a female coal worker as well as 

to a former commune in the Loire region of France, today located within the commune of 

Luriecq. Based on the young girl’s costume, demeanor, and the fruit  basket she holds, together 

with Ribot’s penchant for depicting peasant types, we are hard pressed to conclude his La 

Charbonnière refers to the regional identity or origins of this young girl rather than to a 

profession in the coal industry. In their stance, Velázquez’s and Ribot’s figures share in the sense 

of dignity  with which they confront the viewer. La Charbonnière’s dark hair falls behind her 

shoulders and folds into her left  arm in a manner that emulates the mantilla worn by  Velázquez’s 

Lady with a Fan. Indeed, from the popular types Ribot depicted in the 1880s many  of his young 

girls wear headpieces or mantles, as part of their regional costumes, yet it is difficult not to 

associate certain veils he depicted in the portraits of his daughters and in La Charbonnière to the 

Spanish mantilla. The young girl’s basket with fruit and garlic visually  replaces the sumptuous 

skirt of Velázquez’s lady and provides a solid base for the picture’s composition, anchoring the 

figure so proudly not only on the fruit that she carries, but by extension, on the land that 

produced it. 

 A comparison between Ribot’s L’aveugle et don Gusmán de Alfarache (Cleveland 

Museum of Art, Cleveland) (fig. 237) and Goya’s Lazarillo de Tormes (Private Collection, 

Madrid) (fig. 239) from Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole (no. 106) is also insightful. It must 

be noted that Ribot’s painting is currently  documented under the title Lazarillo de Tormes and 

His Blind Master at the Cleveland Museum of Art. However, the sale catalogue where this work 

first appeared, recorded it as L’aveugle et don Gusmán de Alfarache. An engraving by  A. Masson 

of this painting was published in L’Art (1880) under the title L’aveugle et Gusmán d’Alfarache. 
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This indicates that the textual source of Ribot’s painting is a picaresque novel other than the one 

informing Goya’s work.27  The relationship between the subject matter in each painting is clear, 

even though they both depict scenes from different literary sources, a detail that has been 

overlooked in art historical scholarship. Goya’s subject was drawn from the anonymous 

picaresque novel Lazarillo de Tormes, published in 1554. The story  of Lazarillo is that of a 

young boy who is left to the care of a blind beggar. The boy is forced to outwit the harsh and 

often cruel old man, at times stealing form him, in order to obtain his share of alms and food. 

Ribot’s work, on the other hand, is based on the picaresque novel by Mateo Alemán which was 

published in two parts. Primera parte de Guzmán de Alfarache was published in 1599 and 

Segunda parte de la vida de Guzmán de Alfarache, atalaya de la vida humana in 1604. The 

difference in textual sources informing each work is significant especially because of the tone 

and nature of each novel. The former is an anecdotal account of Lazarillo’s series of mis/

adventures; the latter carries strong moralizing undertones as it recounts Guzmán de Alfarache’s 

coming of age from a young mischievous street urchin to an adult prisoner searching for 

redemption. The relationship between Ribot’s L’aveugle et don Guzmán de Alfarache and Goya’s 

Lazarillo de Tormes is direct without becoming overtly simplistic. Ribot clearly informed his 

work with Goya’s rendition of an episode from Lazarillo’s adventures. Goya’s Lazarillo might 

even have inspired Ribot to investigate this literary source and to search for other sources of its 

kind. This indicates that Ribot carefully chose his sources and that he orchestrated both textual 

and visual models after having drawn from them a highly  personal and intuitive understanding. 
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This also demonstrates that Ribot was not solely  interested in the most readily  identifiable 

hispanicizing elements, on which most of his critics focused when discussing his work, for 

example, his Riberesque use of light and shadow, and his bold almost grotesque renditions of 

everyday realities, which were also directly linked to Lo Spagnoletto by his critics. By 

representing a scene from Gusmán de Alfarache in the manner that he did, Ribot is surely 

articulating a scene with a more complex meaning than first meets the eye. Without falling into 

an excessively biographical reading of the painting, Ribot may very well be making an allusion 

to the passing of time in an individual’s life of sagacious survival, poverty, and tenacious work. I 

suggest that the old man and the young boy are one and the same, that the old man may be 

reflecting on his youthful days of vigour and vitality, and that this scene begs the viewer to 

engage in an introspective and contemplative discourse where the artist’s life-long toil, youthful 

poverty, and mature-age simplicity and sobriety  take centre-stage. This piece may very well 

function as a memento mori. To substantiate this view, the account of an anonymous author for 

an issue of The Academy and Literature, published on 11 May 1880, is useful in the parallels he 

makes between the artist’s harsh existence and the subject of this work:

 It is a work [L’aveugle et Gusman d’Alfarache] showing much coarse strength, 
 resembling in its bold lights and shades and  almost repulsive realism the style of 
 Caravaggio or Spagnoletto. M. Ribot’s life,  according to his biographer in L’Art, has 
 been one of bitter struggle. His youth was passed in dire poverty, so that often it  
 happened that he had to endure the pangs of bodily  hunger as well as of that artistic 
 craving which would not  be satisfied without suitable food. To a man thus brought face to 
 face with the realities of existence it  may well be that the ideal in art  would have no 
 meaning; at all events it is life, human life in some of its least  attractive aspects, that is 
 depicted with through understanding and uncompromising truth in Ribot’s pictures.28 
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The author of Ribot’s biography  published in L’Art, to which this author made reference in the 

above excerpt, was Eugène Véron. We also learn from the author of the above citation that Ribot 

had undergone a delicate surgery around the time the article was published in 1880 to treat a 

painful condition in his neck. We also learn that Ribot’s friends organized an exhibition in the 

galleries of L’Art that year to help Ribot, we can assume financially, since he had been unable to 

submit any works to the 1880 Salon Exhibition. His L’aveugle et don Gusmán de Alfarache was 

included in the exhibition at the galleries of L’Art and the engraving after it by Masson was 

published in L’Art’s 1880 issue dedicated to the same exhibition. Ribot’s scene may very well be 

taken from Gusmán de Alfarache’s adventures, but the manner in which he depicted it points to a 

more sophisticated reading of this work, one that goes past the widely recognized Riberesque use 

of light and shadow and the evident subject-matter drawn from Spanish sources, to include the 

ways in which the artist conceived of his own role within society together with the ways he 

conceived his viewers would engage with this work. 

 In Ribot’s painting, the protagonists of the moment depicted are not  only the young boy 

and old man, but also the mysteriously lit and glowing green ceramic jar. As will be discussed 

later in this chapter, still-life objects held a place of primary importance in Ribot’s artistic vision. 

They  are objects that translate Ribot’s immediate surroundings, significant aspects of his 

personal everyday life, and his life-long search and commitment to depict an object’s presence in 

a most compelling manner. The finely rendered glazes invest upon the ceramic jar in L’aveugle et 

don Gusmán de Alfarache a jewel-like quality  that defies its humble handlers and lowly 

surroundings, and draws our attention to its coveted content. It is framed by  a masterful rendition 

of aged and soiled hands that clasp its top and side arms with torpid fervency. The boy’s younger, 
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more nimble, and inconspicuous hand inserts a straw into its delicate round spout. The green jug 

contains that spirited liquid the young boy  anticipates will satisfy his thirst, hunger, and misery. It 

is the ceramic jar that complicates the interactions between the young boy and the old man. Ribot 

has masterfully translated Gusmán de Alfarache’s adventure into his personal idiom, where still 

life occupies a prominent place, where the pictorial space is skillfully  articulated to emphasize 

the figures’s hands and faces, and where light  and shadow play a major role in the scene’s 

compelling sense of stillness. While this particular painting lends itself to anecdotal narrative, 

especially taking into consideration its textual source, it does not  do so by means of dramatic 

gesture, as is the case in Goya’s Lazarillo de Tormes. Ribot’s scene depicts a static yet tension-

laden moment, one where youthful vigour is juxtaposed with old-age introspection. Ribot 

reinvented the theme of a young boy stealing from his master, akin to the picaresque accounts of 

Lazarillo, in his Les Cuisiniers (location unknown) (fig. 241), which appeared in auction at the 

Galerie Georges Petit, in Paris on 8 May  1900, lot 47. The earthen jug is strikingly  similar to the 

one in L’aveugle et don Gusmán de Alfarache but this time Ribot has translated the essence of 

Don Gusmán de Alfarache’s picaresque adventures into an anecdotal scene happening in a mid-

nineteenth-century kitchen in France. The physiognomies of Ribot’s cooks resemble his 

Marchand de Poissons (fig. 240), executed in 1862 and located at the Musée d’art  et d’histoire, 

Genève.

 The resemblance between Ribot’s L’aveugle et don Gusmán de Alfarache and Ribera’s 

Blind Old Beggar (Allen Memorial Art Museum, Oberlin) (fig. 238) is also striking especially 

when comparing the old men’s physiognomy. Ribera’s Blind Old Beggar remained in France 

within the collection of Dr. Carvalho in the Château de Villandry until 1927. Perhaps Ribot 
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encountered this work firsthand, or a reproduction or copy of it. Ribera’s Blind Old Man, 

however, is loosely connected to the picaresque novels of Lazarillo de Tormes or Don Gusmán 

de Alfarache, and seems to serve rather as an exhortation to charity, especially  when taking into 

consideration the inscription on the piece of paper attached to the old man’s cup: “DIES ILLA/

DIES ILLA.” M.E. Wieseman pointed to the fact that this phrase seems to echo the sections of 

the Requiem Mass announcing the Last Judgement as “Dies Irae, Dies Illa” or “Day  of Wrath, 

That Day.”29  The treatment  of skin in Ribot’s L’aveugle et don Gusmán de Alfarache is 

remarkably  close to Ribera’s leather-like, rugged skin with its warm reds and blackened 

tonalities. Both faces in each painting display emaciated cheekbones domed by sharply  arched 

brows that communicate a sense of melancholy and fatigue, indicative of a harsh existence. In 

both faces a harsh light not only  illuminates but also describes the particularly  rugged surface of 

the old men’s broad foreheads. The facial feature’s of Ribot’s old man are even more severe than 

those of Ribera’s blind beggar. Ribot sculpted a bulbous nose, sunken eyelids incrusted in their 

deep  eye sockets, and harshly furrowed and reddened skin. The old man’s hat is articulated with 

a few masterful strokes made à la truelle. Ribot’s old man invites the viewer to participate in a 

moment of introspection and to linger on his skillfully rendered rugged hands and emphatic 

countenance. 
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4.3 The Ideas of Independence and Originality in Art: Some Implications

 I will now draw from Ribot’s biographers -- Louis de Fourcaud, Raoul Sertat, and Roger 

Marx -- and from his Salon criticism to analyze the attitudes that permeated his contemporaries’ 

responses to his work, on the one hand, and the attitudes towards Spanish art, on the other hand. 

Louis de Boussés de Foucaud (1851 - 1914) wrote the earliest monograph on Ribot in 1885, 

while the artist was still living.30 His account is a laudatory yet brief one. He began by  recalling 

the banquet at the Salle des Fêtes of the Hôtel Continental organized in Ribot’s honour on 22 

March 1884. Fourcaud saluted him as “l’indépendance incarnée, l’honneur même: Ribot enfin.” 

He continued: 

 C’est un de ces maîtres simples et  fiers qui ne prennent conseil que de la nature et d’eux 
 mêmes, qui ne demandent rien à personne, qui s’élèvent au-dessus des jugements 
 frivoles, qu’aucune injustice n’abat, que l’approche d’aucun honneur ne trouble, et qui 
 persévèrent, en dépit de tout, dans leurs convictions.31 

Indeed, the theme and purpose of this gathering of two hundred artists was a celebration of 

originality and independence in art. Curiously  however, a group of distinguished public figures 

also attended the banquet. These included the Count d’Osmoy, Deputy  of the department of 

l’Eure; Albert Kaempfen, Director of les Beaux-Arts; Agénor Bardoux, Minister of Culture and 
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Fine Arts; and Antonin Proust, Minister of Fine Arts and a strong advocate of Manet. Among 

other noteworthy participants were the art critic Paul Mantz and the writer Edmond de Goncourt, 

the painters Henri Fantin-Latour, Alfred-Philippe Roll, Giuseppe de Nittis, Alfred Stevens, and 

Claude Monet, and the sculptor Auguste Rodin. Eugène Boudin acted as president of the 

banquet.

 That day Ribot was presented with a bronze medal bearing the inscription “À Ribot, les 

indépendants,” the location of which is unknown (fig. 10). He also received a document, lost 

today, with the signatures of all artists present at the banquet as a gesture of their support and in 

recognition of his talent and character. The document read: “Les admirateurs de Ribot, réunis 

pour honorer le talent et  le caractère du maître, désirent fixer le souvenir du 22 mars, 1884 en 

signant ci-dessous.” In response to these gestures Ribot credited the artists he admired, and we 

can assume, informed his work. Indeed Ribot was as keen an observer of past and present 

masterpieces as he was of everyday motifs from which he drew inspiration. It is clear that  Ribot 

consistently drew from Spanish painting as inspiration for his own work. As a regular participant 

at the Salon, we can assume that while he tended to be a reclusive figure working from his studio 

in Colombes, he was not unfamiliar with the polemics that consumed artistic production and 

discussion during his artistic career. It  is for these reasons that his response to the aforementioned 

statement made by  his fellow artist-friends becomes more poignant. Ribot replied: “Je bois à 

l’Art, mais à l’Art  que j’aime -- à l’Art de nos maîtres -- à l’Art de Millet, de Corot, de 

Daubigny, de Courbet et de Manet.”32  These were not only artists contemporary of Ribot, but 

they  were painters that shared modes of representation that favoured, to various extents, an anti-
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academic stance. Furthermore, they were all French painters. This is not to say  that the above 

artists’ modes of representation formed a homogeneous and coalesced whole, but despite the 

divergent nature of their stylistic preferences and artistic convictions, their debt to first-hand 

observations of the world around them, to the contemporaneity of their subjects, and to concepts 

of truthfulness and verisimilitude in art did contribute towards a more or less shared identity as 

artists. I would argue that the types of sources informing artists’ works and the sources 

recognized in writing by critics are indicative and part of a widespread and complex identity-

fashioning phenomenon or process. As it will be demonstrated, instances such as the obscuring 

of certain sources or the emphasizing of others, shed light on aspects of a heightened awareness 

of artists’ roles within society and their uneasy relationships with modernity  in art. For now, 

questioning the reasons why Ribot was chosen as an example of “les artistes indépendants” 

seems timely. 

 Certainly  Ribot was not the only one to exhibit the characteristics of an artiste 

indépendant. Indeed there were others who felt like the banquet had been organized to honour 

and celebrate their own indépendance in art. Such was the case of Edmond de Goncourt. The 

writer stated: 

 Ce banquet, ce banquet contre l’Institut, donné à Ribot, se trouve aussi un peu donné à 
 moi; et dans les coins, où je me blottis, des jeunes dont je connais vaguement le nom, se 
 font, à tout moment, présenter à moi, et veulent bien saluer dans le vieux Goncourt: le 
 grand littérateur indépendant.33 

In addition to this sentiment, the notion of being an indépendant had a specific meaning in the 

context of the painters that  embraced it. In his biography of Fantin-Latour, music critic and 

writer Adolphe Jean Lucien Jullien (1845 - 1932) wrote: 

136

33 Edmond de Goncourt Journal des Goncourt: Mémoires de la vie littéraire, vol.IV, p. 299-300.



 Pour lui entre eux tous, les peintres indépendants, qui s’appelaient alors les réalistes, qui 
 s’appelleront plus tard les impressionistes, en révolte contre la règle académique ou les 
 lois de la mode, il n’y avait pas de chef, il n’y avait que des camarades réunis par leurs 
 idées d’indépendance, mais bataillant chacun à sa manière, en toute liberté d’action, sans 
 se ranger sous aucune bannière, fût-ce celle de Courbet, car Fantin, tout en rendant 
 hommage aux puissantes qualités du peintre, n’avait pas pu demeurer plus d’un mois 
 dans l’atelier du maître d’Ornans.34

It would be just  as misleading to conflate the notions of peintre indépendant and réaliste as it 

would be to do so with the notions of réaliste and impressioniste. What interests us in this 

passage is precisely the notion of revolt  against the academic traditionalism defining not only the 

education and artistic production of artists but also their social interactions within a strictly 

defined hierarchical mechanism of instruction, status, and merit. In a sense, being an 

indépendant, more than adhering to any one aesthetic proclivity, meant sharing a confraternal 

attitude against identifying with any one banner, to borrow Jullien’s term. Being an indépendant 

certainly meant an individual, yet not an isolated, quest  towards asserting one’s place within the 

artistic discourse of that time while cultivating an individual artistic temperament. That a type of 

isolation or solitude was valued among these artists is clear especially  in the notions of artistic 

genius and presenting oneself as a self-taught artist. Ironically, in spite of Fourcaud’s remarks on 

being an indépendant, artistic collaboration was central to the development of ideas of 

modernity, originality, and anti-academism. Fantin-Latour’s group  portraits of the second half of 

the nineteenth century are one example of this and the increasingly successful exhibitions 
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organized by artists in their own studios or as more publicized Salons des Refusés, are another.35 

Further examples include short-lived associations like La Société des Trois, formed by Fantin, 

Alfonse Legros, and James Whistler in October 1858. This triumvirate began to dissolve in 1865. 

La Société des Vrais Bons, established by Fantin also in 1858, was committed to represent the 

painting of the future and was headed by Edmond Eugène Valton and Louis René Sinet together 

with Fantin. Its dissolution gave way to La Société des Trois that year. La Société du Jing-Lar, 

formed in 1866 by Félix Bracquemond, Fantin, Jules Jacquemart, Marc-Louis-Emanuel Solon, 

Philippe Burty, Zacharie Astruc, and Alphonse Hirsch was a secret club devoted to the study and 

promotion of Japanese culture until its dissolution in 1869.36  La Société des aquafortistes, 

founded in 1862 by  the publisher Alfred Cadart and the printer Auguste Delâtre disintegrated in 

1867 but not before contributing significantly to the etching revival of the 1860s. La Société des 

aquafortistes promoted the work of some of France’s leading peintre-graveurs, including Manet, 

Ribot, Bracquemond, Fantin, and Jongkind to name only  a few. Moreover, it commissioned 

original etchings for their monthly  publications and in doing so helped to propel this medium to 

the status it had held during the seventeenth century.37  These associations together with the 
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numerous informal but regular gatherings of artists at Parisian cafés attest to the effervescence of 

artistic collaboration. Likewise, the brevity of these collaborations attests to the very  compelling 

tensions that characterized artists’ desire for independence and the value they  placed on 

individuality coupled with an equally  compelling, but perhaps more fragile, spirit of 

collaboration and fraternity. 

 Ribot was celebrated for taking advice from no one except from his personal 

understanding of nature, and for asking nothing from anyone. It is clear that without artists like 

Bonvin, Courbet, Daubigny, and Millet, without the artistic collaboration Ribot benefited from in 

his involvement with the Société des Acquafortistes from 1862 onwards, without his camaraderie 

with sculptors like Rodin, Ribot would not have succeeded to the measure that he did. Therefore 

the idea of independence and solitude, of almost reclusiveness, must have a more specific 

significance. Statements like Claretie’s cannot be taken at  face value, since we know from 

Ribot’s own correspondence that he frequently hosted reunions in his studio in Colombes not 

only with his circle of painter-friends but also with well established writers like Philippe Burty 

and patrons like M. Ricada. Claretie wrote:

 Il [Ribot] sait le prix de la solitude dans l’atelier. Il vit à Colombes, dans une petite 
 maison, en famille. Quant il faut venir à Paris, c’est un voyage. Puis s’habiller, faire des 
 visites! L’artiste s’enferme, avec ses couleurs, avec ses pinceaux, devant  sa toile, et  là, 
 seul en face de l’Idée, il cherche. J’ai dit l’Idée.38

 Certainly such pronouncements are related to an effort if not in direct opposition to official art 

and the Academy then as an alternative to it. But they  also helped to strengthen the myth of 

artistic genius conditioned by reclusiveness and isolation. Claretie continued:
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 Il te poursuit, Vérité, Vérité cruelle, saignante, superbe dans ton horreur. Mais où nous ne 
 verrions rien, en passant dédaigneux, il saisit le tableau tout entier, la couleur lumineuse, 
 la composition, l’effet, tout ce qui saisit, tout ce qui frappe. [...] Mettez devant cet 
 intérieur graisseux Théophile Gautier avec sa plume ou Ribot avec son pinceau, et 
 soudain la cuisine disparaît, l’oeuvre d’art reste, tout s’éclaire, le vulgaire spectacle 
 devient admirable, le détail dédaigné se change en chef-d’oeuvre. Voilà l’Art. Voilà 
 l’Idée. Les choses ont des voix et des poésies latentes, comme elles ont des larmes.39

Perhaps Ribot’s consistent self-distancing from the public sphere, distanced him in turn from 

readily available connotations to more openly  subversive stances vis-à-vis the Academy. To 

publicly celebrate him as l’indépendance incarnée in a deliberate gesture against the Academy 

would serve the dual role of recognizing the masters’ quiet and consistent battle for originality 

without sparking the contested terrain with which Courbet’s name, for example, would have been 

associated, especially after the events of 1871 and his overt political involvement. What seems 

ironic is that Ribot was consistently accepted at the official Salon after 1861, unlike some of his 

painter friends, including Vollon, and more radical painters like Fantin-Latour, Legros, Whistler, 

and Manet, all of whom exhibited at  the Salon des Refusés of 1863. It was artists exhibiting at 

the Salon des Refusés who were referred to as les indépendants by their contemporaries at such 

venues, termed contre-expositions. Certainly artists like Manet, who set up his independent 

pavilion at the Exposition Universelle of 1867, were more radical in the manifestations that 

contested official support. Let us not forget, however, that even the Salon des Refusés was 

sanctioned by  both Nieuwerkerke and Napoleon III, and in that, it held a significant degree of 

“officialness.”

 Claretie’s capitalization of the word ‘Idea’ recalls the writings on classical idealism in art 

most notably by  Leon Battista Alberti (1404 - 1472), Giorgio Vasari (1511 - 1574), Giovanni 
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Battista Agucchi (1570 - 1632), and Gian Pietro Bellori (1613 - 1696). The juxtaposition of 

concepts like “cruelle, siagnante, vulgaire spéctacle” to qualify the nature of Truth and the Idea 

are not, I would argue, mere coincidences as they  stand in direct opposition to the definitions of 

this concept within the classical framework upheld by the Academy.40  While it was neither 

Claretie’s nor the banquet attendee’s objective to re-define the notion of the Idea, their subtle 

references to such values were certainly intentional and point towards some values that 

differentiate the so called artistes indépendants from traditional Academic and classicizing 

norms and certainly establish alternative ideals based on values that stood in direct opposition to 

them. What is to be done of Ribot’s steadfast love of Spanish Old Masters in the context of being 

an indépendant? What did it mean to inform one’s work with Spanish sources in this context? 

What is to be done with Claretie’s direct association between Ribot and Gautier -- stern defender 

of Romanticism -- upon discussing truthfulness in art?

 Like many critics throughout Ribot’s early career, and especially throughout the 1860s, 

Foucaud discussed Ribot’s work by recognizing his debt to Spanish and Dutch Old Masters but 

he also highlighted the artist’s very French character as a key component of his oeuvre: 

 Il est certain que Théodule Ribot est de cette belle race des artisans de peinture grasse qui 
 compte, parmi ses gloires, Ribera et Velázquez en Espagne, et, en Hollande, Rembrandt 
 et Franz Hals. D’autre part, on ne saurait disconvenir qu’il soit Français, très Français par 
 les types qu’il se plaît à fixer, et  aussi par l’intime finesse du talent -- français, en un mot, 
 de la descendance des Le Nain et de Chardin.41

Fourcaud linked Ribot to Velázquez and Ribera based on the thick and oily  finish of his work, 

but he seemed to reduce Ribot’s debt to the former master to a mere possibility: “Que le terrible 
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génie de Ribera l’ait parfois influencé, cela est possible.”42 In the same vein he explained Ribot’s 

stark light and dark contrasts as a result of the working conditions under which he produced his 

paintings, that  is, at night and by candlelight, rather than as a result of a direct  borrowing from 

the Spagnoletto, causing us to wonder whether acknowledging a direct link to Ribera in this 

aspect of his work would diminish Ribot’s claim to originality and independence. Fourcaud 

wrote: “Il est probable que l’Espagnolet peignait de même, ainsi que l’attestent les crudités de 

son clair-obscur. Une partie de la ressemblance entre le vieux maître espagnol et le maître 

français viendrait donc d’une coïncidence de procédés d’éclairage.” Here Fourcaud linked Ribera 

to Ribot rather than Ribot  to Ribera in an audacious claim to a happy coincidence as the 

predominant link between these two masters’ lamplight effects. While the artist’s working 

conditions cannot be dissociated from the results of his artistic productions, we would be hard 

pressed to attribute the stark light and dark contrasts solely  to his working conditions. Otherwise 

we would be led to qualify Ribot’s aesthetic based on the working conditions imposed upon him 

to a greater extent than the choices he made based on his aesthetic preferences and artistic vision. 

The author of Le Correspondant attributed not only  the stark contrasts of light and dark but also 

the predominance of rich blacks in Ribot’s later work to the influence of his work as a peintre-

graveur, or painter-engraver. He also attributed them to his predilection of the Spanish Old 

Masters as well as his preference for working with artificial lighting.43 Bonvin was another artist 

who worked in the evenings by candlelight, yet  his canvases display a considerably softer, more 

subdued lighting than Ribot’s bold contrasts. Etienne Moreau-Nélaton attested to Bonvin’s 

working practices especially throughout the 1850’s: “Il [Bonvin] travaille toujours le soir, le seul 
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moment qu’il ait de libre, préparant à l’avance sa palette pour peindre la nuit, à la lumière 

artificielle, des effets de paysage nocturne ou des effets de lampe.”44 Raoul Sertat noted that by 

1865 Ribot had intensified the light and dark contrasts in his work and subtly pointed out that 

this change could not  be solely attributed to his working method alone, since even during his 

early period, when his tonalities were composed of a richly varied gamut of grays and whites, the 

artist had already adopted the very working method to which some scholars have attributed the 

stark contrasts of light and shadows in his work. Sertat noted: “Mais l’argument ne peut suffire 

puisque, au temps même de sa notation grise, Ribot avait depuis longtemps époruvé la nécessité 

et contracté le goût de ce travail à la lumière.” He continued: 

 Certes, il est plus aisé de croire qu’en étudiant dans la galerie Lacaze les oeuvres des 
 Zurbarán, des Ribera, des Murillo, Ribot se sentit  peu à peu conquis par cette peinture 
 étrange, dont la pâte puissamment conduite créait la vie avec une si poignante intensité. Il 
 est indéniable, au reste, que les chefs-d’oeuvre de l’École Espagnole aient établi leur 
 crédit sur plus d’un maître français de ce siècle et je ne crois pas qu’il soit besoin, pour le 
 prouver, de citer ici les noms de Courbet et de Manet.

Sertat seemed to deter further study of Ribot’s Spanish sources, however, when he claimed that 

because of the personal character of Ribot’s references to the Spanish masters, a study of their 

influence would be a vague endeavour, since the Spanish school only  helped to adapt a talent that 

was already fully  developed: “Pour Ribot, il s’accuse assez personnel par ailleurs, dans le 

sentiment et dans l’exécution, pour qu’on essaie de dissimuler une influence qui n’a ait qu’aidé à 

la modification de son talent déjà intégral.”45 But stark light and dark contrasts were not the only 

elements upon which critics remarked when drawing parallels between Ribot and the Spanish 
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Cie., 1892), p. 13,14. 



Masters. From his first appearance at  the Paris Salon of 1861, critics linked Ribot  to the Spanish 

Old Masters upon observing his sensitive use of white-grays and rich shadows, his varied and 

textured brushstrokes, and the compelling nature of the figures he painted. In his criticism of the 

Salon of 1861, Théophile Gautier stated: “M. Ribot a trouvé le côté pittoresque de la veste et de 

la casquette blanches; il a saisi les aspects variés d’une intéressante et modeste institution, et 

traité les divers épisodes de la vie cuisinière avec une verve et une touche originales qui 

réjouiraient Velazquez.”46  But even before Ribot’s acceptance at the Paris Salon, his work 

already displayed intimate resemblances with Spanish painting. His biographer Raoul Sertat 

provided some insight: “Elles sont vraiment touchantes, ces toiles, de bonne et paisible essence; 

et dans leur coloration subtile, des noirs, des roses déjà s’éveillent qui font irrésistiblement 

songer à Velazquez.”47  Here Sertat referred to Ribot’s early  portraits of his wife and children, 

which very likely were among his early  and rejected submissions to the Salon, that is, the 

paintings he executed before 1861 and that  might have been displayed at the exhibition 

organized by Bonvin in his Atelier flammand, in 1859. The aspects critics remarked upon 

focused largely on Ribot’s use of colour, his bold brushwork, and compelling everyday  life 

figures as reminiscent of Spanish painting. Naturally this indicates that Ribot was or had been in 

contact with Spanish painting not only through printed reproductions but most importantly 

through first-hand experiences of such works. We already established that Ribot visited the 

Galerie espagnole. But we also know that he encountered some Spanish paintings at the Lacaze 

collection and, thanks to his painter friend Bonvin, at the Laperlier collection. Ribot also must 
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have attended the sale of Marchal Soult’s prestigious collection of Spanish paintings in 1852. 

While his arrival to Paris in 1845 came after the sale of Aguado’s impressive collection of 

Spanish paintings in 1842, the relationships between some of his pantings and the engravings 

illustrating Aguado’s catalogue, indicate that Ribot  must have consulted a copy of the sale 

catalogue of this collection which, as we know, included engravings of some important works as 

well as biographical notices written by Louis Viardot. Ribot’s lack of acknowledgement at the 

banquet of 1884 of the Spanish sources that so richly  informed his work may have sprung from a 

desire to assert  his own originality  and independence. It also points to the tensions that the 

presence of Spanish art in France represented in the context of France’s long established history 

of hegemonic rivalry  and to the tensions that arose from perceptions of Spain and Spanish art in  

in France in the context of a waning Romanticism and the rise of trends rooted in a more 

naturalist vein. 

 Indeed there is a subtle difference in the criticism of Ribot’s work until the early 1880s 

and from 1884 to the writings published shortly  after his death. His biographers and critics 

writing after his death were actively cautious against drawing direct parallels between Ribot’s 

work and Spanish painting or against direct associations between Ribot and Spanish Old 

Masters. Instead they championed Ribot  as a true Frenchman and celebrated his work as a 

continuation of a tradition established by  Chardin and the Le Nain brothers. In his defense of 

Ribot, Fourcaud added: “Malgré ses affinités avec Ribera, avec Velasquez, avec Franz Hals et 

avec Rembrandt, Ribot était  vraiment Ribot, et parent de Chardin dans la nature morte et certains 

sujets familiers. Ses noirs veloutés lui appartiennent, et ses gris et ses blancs ne doivent rien à 
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personne.”48  Fourcaud also added that Ribot grappled with reality  from his youth and that as a 

self-taught artist, he was outside of all artistic or historical tradition. Clearly  the writer is not only 

championing Ribot but he is setting the artist apart, asserting that despite the affinities he might 

share with the Spanish and Dutch schools, Ribot must be appreciated in his own right and based 

on his own merits. While Fourcaud contradicted himself when he described Ribot as “en dehors 

de toute tradition” as he declared the artist a direct descendent of Chardin and the Le Nain 

brothers and thus established Ribot within a specific tradition and school: naturalistic in essence 

and French in character, we cannot take such conclusive statements at face value. We can, 

however, assess them as a strong statement against  the Academy and its classicizing tradition in 

art. That  is, its mainly  Italico-centric paradigms in the range of values that informed the 

collecting trends and artistic production of the time; its rigid education system with its emphasis 

on rigorous technique yielding a “licked finish,” and its preference for grand format history 

paintings. We can also identify  a marked effort, not  only in Fourcaud’s writings but also in 

Sertat’s and Roger Marx’s biographies of Ribot, to “defend” the artist against so much of the 

earlier criticism that denounced excessive references to Ribera and the Spanish school. We will 

assess such criticism later in this chapter as we study Ribot’s early  envoys to the Paris Salon 

Exhibition. We can also assess Fourcaud, Sertat, and Marx’s criticism as part of a new sense of 

historicism, introspective in nature per se, as it  focused on a national past, as central to the 

fashioning of new painterly styles, and to the provision of subject matter with which to inform 

the work of the generation of young French artists of the second half of the nineteenth century. 
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 By the 1880s Ribot’s critics were divided into two main streams: those who accused the 

artist of mechanically copying the Spanish Old Masters, in particular Ribera; and those who 

defended the painter by reducing any relationship between his work and that of Ribera to a mere 

coincidence, and by advocating his very evident “Frenchness” and independence. Naturally, 

Fourcaud belonged to the latter group as well as Sertat and Marx. Their stances stood in 

opposition to those critics who reproached Ribot’s lack of imagination, as was the case with this 

anonymous critic: 

 Ribot est un réaliste, absolument dépourvu d’imagination et de style...Aux Salons 
 suivants, pendant que sa vigueur s’affirmait de plus en plus, ses défauts s’accusaient 
 aussi, et tout d’abord la stérilité de son invention, puis ce qu’il y  avait d’arbitraire, de 
 factice et souvent de brutal dans sa manière, enfin, sous prétexte de rendre la nature telle 
 qu’elle est, sans fadeur et sans mensonge, un penchant prononcé pour la laideur. Il a des 
 teints maladifs et impossibles; des traits bouffis, lourds, engoncés; des figures de femmes, 
 d’enfants, de jeunes filles, au front bombé, aux yeux petits, aux joues gonflées, à 
 l’expression morne, à l’air ahuri ou idiot, et ces physionomies reviennent sans cesse 
 dans son oeuvre, aussi monotones que déplaisantes.49 

The author continued: “Ribot fait du vieux-neuf; il s’étudie à donner à ses toiles la patine du 

temps. Puis une telle ressemblance ne va pas sans pastiche.”50 Upon assessing Ribot’s work and 

his critics’ responses, it  is clear that the artist’s work was informed by Spanish painting in a way 

as to develop his personal style without making overt references to the paintings he had seen 

most notably at the Galerie espagnole but also in Soult’s collection and in Aguado’s catalogue. 

Ribot wrote little about his own art, thereby increasing the difficulty  for an art historian to trace 

with more precision what  his stance was vis-à-vis Spanish painting. Yet his work consistently 

alludes to Spanish painting while providing slices, so to speak, of the artist’s humble everyday 
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life surroundings. Ribot’s appropriation of Spanish painting does not favour direct allusions to 

the widespread conceptions in France of a picturesque and exotic Spain. On the contrary, Ribot 

seems to integrate elements of Spanish painting to achieve an almost forceful, compelling subject 

that is all but exotic or foreign. Could appropriating such undeniably  Spanish painterly and 

formal vocabularies to so consistently  articulate familiar, everyday subjects, threaten to some 

extent the search for a new national art that found itself rooted safely in the tradition of the Le 

Nain brothers and Chardin and at the same time in the more unfamiliar territory of the 

seventeenth-century Spanish school? Would critics’ hesitations to incorporate Ribot’s 

predilection for a remarkably  Spanish vocabulary as his contribution to France’s national art 

have been tainted by  the widespread Spanish tropes of the Romantics? I will explore these issues 

first by assessing Ribot’s criticism in a chronological study of his Salon exhibitions that focuses 

on specialized topics as they arise based on the works he executed each year. 

4.4 Ribot and His Critics

Salon of 1861

 Ribot was first admitted to the Paris Salon in 1861. That  year the painting jury included 

both Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1780 - 1867) and Ferdinand-Victor-Eugène Delacroix 

(1798 - 1863). The 3,146 paintings accepted at this year’s Salon were displayed at the Palais de 

l’Industrie, and all paintings were presented in alphabetical order, for the first time, as opposed 

to being organized by genre.51  Conservative writers like Léon Lagrange protested against the 
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aleatory  and problematic nature of such a classification system, but writers like Théophile 

Gautier remarked upon the stimulating nature of comparisons that this unusual display allowed. 

The general sentiment among critics upon evaluating this Salon was the lack of cohesiveness 

among paintings and the immense diversity  of subjects represented. Gautier summed it  as 

follows: 

 La plupart des tableaux échappent à ces anciennes catégories si commodes: histoire, 
 genre, paysage; presque aucun ne s’y encadre rigoureusement. Diversité infinie sans 
 grande originalité, tel nous semble être le caractère du salon de 1861, diversité 
 qu’augmente encore le cosmopolitisme des artistes que la vapeur disperse à tous les 
 points de l’horizon.52

 Ribot’s entries, La Basse-cour (no. 2670) (Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia) 

(fig. 11), Le Cuisinier comptable (no. 2671), Cuisiniers à l’heure du dîner (no. 2672), Intérieur 

de cuisine (no. 2673), Le joyeux cuisinier (no. 2674), and Poules au repos (no.2675), were surely 

remarkable precisely for their cohesive character not only as genre scenes but also in their  

familiar, everyday life subject matter, especially  in his group of four kitchen scenes. By the time 

Le joyeux cuisinier was exhibited at the Salon, it belonged to Charles Vincent (1828-1888), a 

popular French chansonnier. In the Salon catalogue, this work (no. 2674) was accompanied with 

a brief refrain: “Le vin aide à porter nos peines; si je le chante avec fierté, c’est qu’il fait couler 

dans nos veines l’espoir, l’amour et la santé.” These few stanzas belong to a song entitled 
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Chanson du vin written by  Charles Vincent around 1857.53 Vincent belonged to the Société du 

Caveau, an exclusive yet  widely known society  dedicated to singing and writing French popular 

chansons. He became president of Le Caveau, as it was popularly  known, in 1877. The society’s 

origins go back to the last quarter of the seventeenth-century with intermittent disruptions in their 

organization until 1834, when the Société lyrique et littéraire du Caveau was reestablished with 

renewed enthusiasm.54 Whether Ribot’s painting was commissioned by Vincent to illustrate this 

song through painting, or whether Ribot independently  executed this painting with Vincent’s 

song in mind and later presented it to the songwriter, or whether the song and painting were 

paired by a more or less happy coincidence, is not known. But what was common knowledge 

especially during the mid-nineteenth century in France, was the close correlation between the 

chanson as a widespread popular cultural manifestation eliciting sentiments of nationhood, and 
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53  Assez de chants pour les ivrognes!! ! ! Choir
Jetons ces refrains à l’égout!! ! ! ! Du sol français la vigne est l’âme;
Toutes les boutonneuses trognes! ! ! Chaque flot de son vin puissant
Font lever nos coeurs de dégout!! ! ! Aux coeurs attiédis rend la flamme
Le temps n’est plus à la folie,! ! ! ! Et la vigueur à notre sang.
Et Momus chanterait en vain:! ! ! ! Gironde, Bourgogne et Champagne,
Ne nous vautrons pas dans la lie,! ! ! Versez-nous la chaude ligueur;
Coryant nous inspirer du Vin.! ! ! ! Rendez plus tendre macompagne,
Choir:! ! ! ! ! ! ! Rendez plus généreux mon coeur!
Le Vin aide à porter nos peintes!!! ! ! Choir
Si je le chante avec fierté,! ! ! ! Du vin sort la divine effluve!
C’est qu’il fait couler dans nos veines! ! ! De la Chanson c’est la gaîté:
L’espoir, l’amour et la santé.! ! ! ! Le raisin est à peine en cuve
! ! ! ! ! ! ! Que déjà le vin a chanté.
Quand lassé, l’homme désespère,! ! ! Le vin chante dans la bouteille;
L’oeil perdu dans l’horizon noir,! ! ! ! Il chante en lui disant adieu;
Du vrai vin s’il emplit son verre,! ! ! ! Dans nos cerveaux, qu’il émerveille,
Avec le vin il boit l’espoir.! ! ! ! Il chante, enfin, l’amour de Dieu.
Par cette ligueur salutaire
Sur son front si l’espoir a lui,
C’est que, fils béni de la terre, 
Le vin a du soleil en lui!
Reprinted in Charles Coligny, La Chanson française: Histoire de la chanson et du Caveau contenant 
l’historique des principales sociétés chantantes et des biographies de chansonniers (Paris: Michel Lévy 
Frères, 1876), p.188.

54 Ibid, pp. 1-188.



France as a historically prolific chanson-producing entity. The chanson, a genre of popular 

French songs, accompanied such defining episodes in French history  as the Fronde, the Regency, 

the 1789, 1830, and 1848 Revolutions, the Restoration, the July  Monarchy, and the Empire, as 

well as more ordinary events as was the practice of drinking wine. Their spirited lyrics were 

manifestations of the collective experiences that  permeated the lives of the average French 

individual. Thus, associations to the chanson could certainly  imply or elicit strong sentiments of 

nationhood. The writer and chansonnier Charles Coligny stated: “La France a des chansons 

depuis sa naissance, comme la Grèce eut des poèmes. La Grèce et la France ont l’esprit 

particulier de chanter pour éterniser leur génie, dans leur langue spirituelle et galante, comme 

plus tard l’Italie dut  à l’amour et à la peinture son génie et son langage.” And later, “Tout le 

monde chante en France, les grands comme les petits, et les savetiers aussi bien que les 

financiers.”55 But further commentary on this link, that is, between Ribot’s work and popular or 

folk artistic manifestations is surprisingly  absent from much of his criticism. Unfortunately the 

location of Le Joyeux cuisinier is unknown and there are no photographs to my knowledge of 

this work.56   The fact that Vincent also owned Ribot’s Jean Raisin and Le Soulier de Noël points 

to a likely friendship between painter and songwriter. The latter work originally served as a sign 

for a shoe store. While it  is not dated, it was likely  executed during Ribot’s formative years when 
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he held miscellaneous jobs in order to earn a living. This work surely  belongs to his pre-Salon 

production and can be dated to the late 1850s. During this period Ribot illustrated novels by 

Bernard Latte, songs by  the Count d’Osmoy, and Breton folk tales; he also executed signs for 

meat shops and bakeries. A group of ten lithographs executed precisely  during the early 1850s 

were included in Ribot’s retrospective exhibition of 1992 organized in the town of Colombes. 

Ribot’s popular sources are a fertile field of inquiry and I will draw attention to instances where 

popular songs, poems, or imagery informed the artist’s work as the occasions arise in this 

chronological study of his Salon production in an attempt to draw and expand scholarly attention 

on this topic. 

 After 1860, Ribot executed an etched portrait of Savinien Lapointe (1812-1893), a proof 

of which is located at the British Museum, London (fig. 14). Lapointe was a French shoemaker, 

poet and chansonnier. He published several collections of popular songs and poems including 

Une voix d’en bas (1844), Les Echos de la Rue (1850), and La Chanson Libre (1877). His songs 

and poems often had strong patriotic overtones and revealed the author’s sympathy for the 

working classes. His work shared affinities with the socialist writings of Eugène Sue who, 

together with Béranger, acted as his patrons.57  Lapointe belonged to a generation of écrivains 

ouvriers or worker-poets who denounced the living conditions of the proletariat, especially the 

often insalubrious working conditions to which these groups were subjected. Ribot’s portrait of 

Lapointe depicts an aged and balding man with thin and wispy hair in disarray to the sides. His 

small eyes are framed by frowning eyebrows and high cheek bones, which accentuate the intense 

expression of his plump face. His slightly parted lips and subtle smile articulate the poignancy 
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which characterized the sitter’s songs and poems; they  also hint to his witty  character. Lapointe 

is depicted wearing contemporary garb, that is, a simple frock coat and loose fitting cravatte 

which reverberates his humble origins and his identity  as both a poet and a worker. The liveliness 

and compelling nature of Lavinien’s portrait leads me to believe that Ribot executed it  after 

nature, and not after a photograph or existing portrait. Furthermore, Ribot’s dislike for copying 

works of art and his consistent preference for live models are strong grounds to establish not only 

the meeting in person of Ribot and Savinien, but also a possible friendship. 

 While little to nothing is known about the relationship  between Lapointe and Ribot, it is 

likely that Ribot interacted with multiple members in the circle of chansonniers of the 1860s and 

was familiar with some of the popular songs and poems they published. Gabriel Weisberg 

explored Ribot’s popular sources in Petite laitière, 1865 (Cleveland Museum of Art), Fig. 15.58 

According to his study of this work there would be a close relationship  between a popular song 

by Pierre Dupont and the imagery  in Petite laitière. The song entitled Il était une bergère 

describes a young shepherdess who made cheese out of milk thereby drawing the attention of a 

wandering cat. In Petite laitière, Ribot’s daughter Mignonne stands holding a pail of milk in her 

right hand. To her left  a dog strokes her side and to her right  an amorous cat presses against her 

dress. Dupont published his songs in 1851 and again in 1853 with Baudelaire as author of the 

latter edition’s introduction. Weisberg affirmed that while it  is not  possible to document the full 

relationship  between this work and Dupont’s song, this author’s songs were so popular among 

the young Realist painters that one could assume artists like Bonvin and Ribot had some 

knowledge of them. Ribot’s ability  to so compellingly  capture aspects of French everyday life is 
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remarkable. This is another example where popular sources provide not only aspects of his 

paintings’ subject matter but  also a favourable lens from which a wide audience could appreciate 

his work. Not only was the average viewer able to identify with his scenes in different ways, but 

the artist  managed to consistently maintain the favour of the jury  at subsequent Salon exhibitions 

in spite of his humble subjects and references to popular sources. Another example of this is the 

series of etching he produced entitled Le Roi des mines d’or (Figs. 16, 17, and 18). 

 Ribot executed two, possibly three, etchings entitled Le Roi des mines d’or in response to 

a short  story of the same title by Lapointe published in 1853 in the popular journal La Sylphide.  

The story is a satire on society’s attitudes towards and perceptions of happiness based on saint-

simonian notions of wealth and poverty  as portrayed by  a cast of an unhappy and foolish rich 

King, his two spoiled children, and two heroes: a beggar and a ragpicker. In his undeniably 

Rembrandtesque etchings, Ribot emphasized the old man’s face and hands. It is noteworthy to 

remark upon the paintings he executed especially  in the 1880s focusing on a method of almost 

isolating the faces and hands, by means of stark light and dark contrasts and the modeling and 

brush-work techniques he employed for each of these areas. Ribot effectively  articulated strong 

sentiment and expressiveness while creating a sense of ambiguity based on this procedure. His 

figures’ highly  finished faces and hands seemed to appear mysteriously  lit, emerging from an 

ambiguously shaped and loosely painted body. In his etchings of Le Roi des mines, however, 

Ribot has translated this painterly method by  minimizing the strokes in the face and hands to 

emphasize these shapes by their contrast with the rich velvety blacks formed by the folds of the 

figure’s cloak, but also by  the forcefulness of their gesture and stance, articulated by the short, 

confident, descriptive strokes of his etching needle. 
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 Ribot was certainly familiar with Savinien’s account, whether it was through a copy of La 

Sylphide’s publication or another journal or pamphlet, or whether the writer himself provided the 

artist with a copy of his short story or recounted the tale himself. While Ribot did not  date his 

etchings of Le Roi des mines d’or, he certainly produced them after 1853. The confident traces 

and modeling and the mastery of etching techniques suggest a date succeeding his initial foray 

into etching in the early 1860s. A version of Le roi des mines was included in Théobald 

Chartran’s Catalogue général officiel: oeuvres d’art: exposition centennale de l’art français 

(1800-1889) published in 1900, and Henri Béraldi included a version in his Les graveurs du XIX 

siècle: guide de l’amateur d’estampes modernes of 1892 (no measurements provided) (fig. 18). 

While the versions published by Chartan and Béraldi could be one and the same, the etching 

mentioned in Chartran’s publication belonged to Emmanuel-Alfred Beurdeley  (1847-1919), a 

cabinetmaker who began collecting works by Ribot and drawings by eighteenth-century artists 

like Antoine Watteau, Nicolas Lancret, François Boucher, and Jean-Honoré Fragonard in the 

1890s. A version was mentioned in the 1892 Exposition Th. Ribot au Palais national de l’École 

des Beaux-Arts (no. 173) (17 x 12 cm) and listed as belonging to Roger Marx (fig. 16). The 1992 

Rétrospective de l’oeuvre gravé présentée à l’occasion du centenaire de la mort à Colombes de 

ce peintre aquafortiste organized by the Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire de Colombes lists 

three etchings of the same title (nos. 10, 27, and 28), but does not provide further information 

concerning their provenances or dates. The catalogue entry no. 27 (15 x 20 cm) (fig. 18) is 

referenced to Béraldi and is illustrated, as is entry no. 28 (14 x 19 cm) (fig. 17), yet the latter 

appears under the title Vieillard au chapeau; it is also illustrated. The 1896 sale by Bernheim-

Jeune Vente aux enchères de tableaux, études, aquarelles et dessins de Théodule Ribot includes a 
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Roi des mines (no.83) but does not provide any measurements, illustrations or annotations. The 

earliest record I have been able to obtain of this work is the 1885 monograph on Ribot by 

Fourcaud and the ensuing 1887 Exposition Th. Ribot: Catalogue raisonné des oeuvres exposées. 

Only one Roi des mines is listed as number 103 in the two latter publications. Fourcaud provided 

an illustration, however, which corresponds to catalogue no. 28 of the Colombes retrospective 

exhibition (fig. 17). I am lead to believe that the Roi des mines in Fourcaud’s monograph is the 

earliest version and is one of the two that appeared in the 1892 exhibition at the École des 

Beaux-Arts, one of which belonged to Roger Marx. It may have served as a study for the more 

finished version that is listed in Béraldi. Based on the above documentation and on the stylistic 

maturity  of the illustrated versions I have been able to study, the versions of Roi des mines 

mentioned in Béraldi and in Fourcaud were most likely executed during the late 1870s or early 

1880s. Both were destined to illustrate a book by Savinien Lapointe together with Ribot’s etched 

portrait of the Chansonnier.59  Other instances of collaboration between Ribot and songwriters 

include his etching of Simone et son curé (fig. 19), which served to illustrate songs published in 

1880 by Charles-François-Romain Le Boeuf, comte d’Osmoy (1827-1894) and the French 

organist and composer Alexandre Georges (1850-1938).60 The etching Partons tous deux (1880) 

likewise served to illustrate the song of the same title by  the Count d’Osmoy, who also owned 

paintings by  Ribot, including his Le casque, and attended the banquet prepared in his honour in 

1884. 
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 Ribot’s cooks could also refer to a new social type in the manner of the popular 

descriptions of Les Français peints par eux-mêmes. The reasons why the artist chose to depict 

cooks so consistently remain somewhat inconclusive. However, several theories arise upon 

reviewing his biographical accounts and his work in its social contexts. Sertat traced the origins 

of Ribot’s cooks to his early copies of Watteau: “Aussi bien regardez ces délicats enfarinés, et 

dites s’ils ne sont point, en vérité, avec leurs hardes et leurs coiffures blanches, les frères mêmes 

des marmitons renommés qui vont bientôt paraître.”61  Certainly the picturesque and animated 

nature of Watteau’s characters from the comedia dell’arte and especially  of his Pierrots captured 

Ribot’s imagination. As he composed and re-composed his Watteau-inspired scenes with his son 

as a model Ribot acquired the masterful sense of composition that would characterize his scenes 

of cooks and the spontaneity and liveliness of his figures, which he continued to clothe in a 

descriptive array of white-grays, green-grays, and soft reds that echo Watteau’s white-clad 

Pierrot with his characteristic flat, rounded hat. Ribot certainly  saw Watteaus’s Pierrot, also 

known as Gilles, while copying Old Masters at the Louvre (fig. 3). In this work, the hat of the 

lower right figure as well as that  of Pierrot share structural and aesthetic similarities with the hats 

Ribot’s cooks of the 1860s wear (fig. 13). The idea of costume and disguise is an intriguing one 

when considering Fourcaud’s claims to the origins of Ribot’s cooks. 

 Fourcaud attributed Ribot’s choice of subject to an anecdote wherein his son Germain 

Ribot dressed up as a cook for a local carnival. His father was enthralled with such a costume 

and became an assiduous visitor at every kitchen in the neighbourhood. In this way role-playing 

takes special significance as Ribot’s son modeled for his father disguised as a cook throughout 
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the 1860s; and also as Ribot observed the cooks in the Parisian kitchens of his time. On the one 

hand there is an intentional fictional narrative, that is, Ribot’s son assuming the role of a cook 

thereby providing a model to inform Ribot’s interpretations of culinary life. On the other hand 

we have the cooks, working in their kitchens and pantries, playing their social roles in the 

increasingly  diversified Parisian cast of social types based on the equally  increasingly  diversified 

professions, which became more specialized with a growing urban population. Vivien Hamilton, 

curator of the Burrell Collection at Pollock House in Glasgow, pointed out that during the 1850s 

the culinary services in Paris underwent considerable change due to the increase of demand from 

a growing bourgeois clientele. The conceptions of commodity  that  transformed the food industry 

into a widely sought after leisurely activity for the bourgeoisie created a new profession for those 

in search of a job. But these changes were also translated into images of a modern hero in the 

work of Ribot, who depicted his cooks as newly emerged social types. Their popularity with the 

general public, with critics, and with amateurs points to their indexical value as active elements 

within the social fabric of nineteenth-century Paris. In the figures of cooks as a social type, Ribot 

was able to combine diverse interests in a clever iteration of his preference for everyday life 

surroundings and depictions of family members thereby  integrating a highly  personal imagery in 

the search for an art within the vein of modernity. This imagery condensed at once his fascination 

with the effects of light and dark tonalities; his careful observations of the changes in his rapidly 

evolving society; his steadfast admiration of Spanish painting; and finally, his identity and role 

within his society as a painter of contemporary everyday life scenes vested in a tradition of 

eighteenth-century French masters, seventeenth-century  Spanish and Dutch masters, and 

especially nineteenth-century French customs and costumes.
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 Ribot’s critical reception at his first  Salon was mostly  positive. Gautier and Théophile 

Thoré praised the artist for his verisimilitude and his study of the French, Dutch, and Spanish 

Masters. Gautier remarked: 

 Les marmitons n’ont plus rien à envier aux croque-morts; eux aussi ont  leur peintre, leur 
 spécialiste. M. Ribot a trouvé le côté pittoresque de la veste et de la casquette blanches; il 
 a saisi les aspects variés d’une intéressante et modeste institution et traité les divers 
 épisodes de la vie cuisinière avec une verve et une touche originales qui réjouiraient 
 Vélazquez.62

Thoré lamented there were not more artists who painted like Ribot: “J’aimerais mieux avoir fait 

de bons Cuisiniers comme ceux de M. Ribot que d’avoir fait l’Hercule de M. Gustave-Rodolphe 

Boulanger, la Première Discorde de M. Bouguereau, la Phryné de M. Gérôme, les portraits de M. 

Flandrin et la grande bataille de M. Yvon.”63 On the other hand, Louis Lagrange deemed Ribot’s 

kitchen scenes humorous and with a hint of sarcasm stated he was glad the artist did not attempt 

to paint them in a larger format:

 
 À M. Lambron se rattachent les artistes qui sollicitent le rire du public avec ou sans 
 préméditation. Tel M. Ribot, dont les Cuisiniers ne manqueraient pas d’un certain intérêt 
 comique s’il ne leur avait consacré qu’un tableau au lieu de quatre. Encore faut-il lui 
 savoir gré, en ce temps de toile à bon marché, de ne pas les avoir peints de grandeur 
 naturelle.64

Salon of 1863

 Ribot participated at the Salon of 1863 with three paintings: La Prière des petites filles 

(location unknown), Les Plumeurs (Burrell Collection, Glasgow) (fig. 20), and La Toilette du 
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matin or L’Orphelinat (Musée des beaux-arts de Montréal, Montréal) (fig. 21); and two etchings: 

Les Éplucheurs and Le Mets brûlé. The following year he executed an etching after La Prière des 

petites filles and exhibited it at the Salon of 1865. This work, like Bonvin’s 1850 Intérieur 

d’école de petites filles orphelines (Musée Saint-Didier, Langres) (fig. 22) and the versions he 

executed in 1863, responded to the drastic changes brought by  the loi Guizot in 1833 which 

maintained that each commune or municipality have at least one free elementary school.65 This 

law was part of a broader effort to extend education to the masses and in many  cases religious 

organizations undertook the enforcement of this initiative, with some orders devoted solely to the 

education of young children. Ribot’s La Prière des petites filles belonged to the painter-engraver 

Count Albert Félix Justin de la Cour de Balleroy (1828-1872). Balleroy shared a studio with 

Manet beginning in 1856 and was included in Fantin-Latour’s Hommage à Delacroix of 1864. 

While in Fantin-Latour’s final painting Ribot was not included, the fact that he was originally 

considered to be part of the group of artists represented and commemorated, as the preliminary 

sketches of 1863 demonstrate, is indicative of the artist’s participation in such artistic circles and 

of the high regard in which artists like Fantin-Latour held him. Whether or not Ribot was aware 

of his original inclusion in this group portrait is not known, but his correspondence with the artist 

suggests they remained friends at least until 1886. 

 During this Salon exhibition the jury  was especially  rigorous partly in response to the 

extraordinary  artistic production that had marked the previous Salon. The difficulties faced by 

the jury and participants alike were mocked in popular journals like Cham and Le Charivari. 
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In support of his artist-friends, Ribot joined the many painters whose work was rejected by 

signing a petition for all artworks deemed unfit by  the jury to be exhibited at the Palais de 

l’Industrie. This led to the very first  Salon des Refusés exhibition, as mentioned earlier, 

sanctioned by Emperor Napoleon III. But since Ribot’s work was not rejected by the jury, 

naturally, he did not exhibit at  the Salon des Refusés. Upon assessing the artists that were 

rejected and that exhibited at the Salon des Refusés, Albert Boime identified a clear motion from 

the jury  against realist and naturalist representations. Works that arose lively polemical 

discussion like Manet’s Jeune homme en costume de Majo, Mademoiselle V. en costume 

d’Espada (both at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), and Le Bain or Déjeuner sur 

l’herbe (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) appeared at the Salon des Refusés, as well as Fantin-Latour’s  La 

Féerie (Musée des beaux-arts de Montréal, Montréal) which depicted a loosely  painted scene 

from Wagner’s 1859 opera Tristan und Isolde. In addition to these, three works by  the less 

radical Vollon were exhibited: Portrait de M. S., Paysage (Charenton), and Amazone, the 

locations of which are unknown. Boime further concluded that many of the works exhibited at 

the Salon des Refusés manifested sketchy and incomplete surfaces and that these qualities 

signified spontaneity and originality in painting.66 

 Some critics like Maxime du Camp lamented the amount of mediocre paintings of 

unimportant subject matter exhibited at the Paris Salon. Together with Léon Lagrange, these 

critics were witnessing a shift in French painting that  favoured la grande peinture less to make 

way for an increasing number of genre paintings and portraits, paired with a mode of 

representation that  favoured verisimilitude to a greater extent than classical idealism. Du Camp 
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stated: “Se placer ingénument devant un arbre, devant une femme, devant un cheval, les copier 

de son mieux, c’est faire simplement acte d’ouvrier, et  malheureusement c’est ce que chacun 

semble faire aujourd’hui.”67  But not all critics lamented this change. Thoré emerged as one of 

Ribot’s strong advocates: 

 Le ‘grand art’ est  en décadence, décidément. Vivent  les cuisiniers de M. Ribot! Il est 
 petit-fils de Chardin et descendant des Hollandais. Ses gâte-sauces portent mieux leurs 
 vestes de calicot blanc et leurs toques innocentes que les seigneurs de M. Gérôme leurs 
 pourpoints violets et  leurs chapeaux à plumes rouges. M. Ribot  se tient dans le gris 
 d’argent, ombré jusqu’au bronze, et il n’en sort pas. Je veux bien que cette simplicité sans 
 égard facilite l’harmonie de la couleur. Mais tous les moyens sont bons pour arriver à la 
 bonne peinture. J’encourage M. Ribot à risquer les verts et les rouges, qui iront à 
 merveille dans sa gamme argentine. Il est, on peut dire, musicien en couleur; il a une 
 touche extrêmement adroite et appropriée; il a le sentiment des caractères et de la 
 mimique, ce que les Allemands appellent le sentiment de ‘l’individualité’ pour exprimer 
 quelqu’un et non pas quelque autre. Ses petits cuisiniers qui plument des poulets ont 
 bien peu de chose en comparaison d’un portrait  d’empereur ou de pape, d’une bataille ou 
 d’un martyre, mais les Plumeurs de M. Ribot seront accrochés dans les collections 
 d’amateurs, longtemps après qu’on aura oublié les peintres officiels des cours ou des 
 sacristies.68 

Here Thoré inserted Ribot within the traditions of Chardin on one hand and the Dutch school on 

the other hand. He did not explicitly  attribute any debt to the Spanish masters, rather, he praised 

Ribot’s colour harmonies and declared the artist to be a musician of colour. Such a reference to 

music is no coincidence.69 It  points to the musico-poetic and musical-painterly discourses that 

were gaining momentum precisely during the early 1860s mainly as a response to Richard 

162

67 Maxime du Camp, “Salon de 1863” in Revue des Deux Mondes (1863), p. 893.

68 Théophile Thoré, Salons de W. Bürger 1861 à 1868, vol. I (Paris: Librairie de Ve Jules Renouard, 
1870), p. 391-392. 

69 At the forefront of this debate, in France, were Charles Baudelaire with his Curiosités esthétiques 
(1868) and his Critique d’art suivie de critique musicale, Charles Blanc with his Grammaire des arts du 
dessin (1867) and his Les Artistes de mon temps (1876), Camille Bellaigue, Camille Benoit and Franz 
Liszt with his book entitled Lohengrin et Tannhäuser de Richard Wagner (1851).



Wagner’s Oper und Drama, published in 1851.70  These debates explored the relationships 

between painting, music, and poetry in their specific abilities to attain human emotion by means 

of intellectual understanding (poetry) or subjective feeling (music). Thoré’s reference to music 

was not only based on Ribot’s colour harmonies, but also on his masterful brushwork and his 

expressive handling of paint, which in his opinion, helped to convey the sentiment of 

individuality. Similarly, Paul Mantz praised Ribot for his originality in his choice of subject 

matter and in the simple and compelling ways in which he represented his figures. He remarked 

upon Ribot’s neologism, plumeurs, to designate the cooks in charge of plucking the chicken’s 

feathers. According to Mantz, the lexicographer Émile Maximilien Paul Littré (1801-1881) 

added this word to his dictionary  upon encountering it in Ribot’s title. Indeed it appears in his 

dictionary  today and it is noteworthy  to remark this word’s absence in the Larousse and in the 

Petit Robert dictionaries.71 

 Mantz reproached Ribot’s excessive use of black in La Prière and in Toilette du matin 

and advised the artist to lighten the shadows in these works. Concerning his Plumeurs, however, 

the critic praised the vivid and forceful brushwork as well as the overall harmony of subtle 

tonalities. While he recognized Ribot as Glaize’s student, he emphasized the debt of the young 

artist to the Spanish Old Masters and declared them “les vrais maîtres du jeune peintre,” 

especially the great Velázquez:
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 On avait peint de tous temps des soldats, des paysans, des grands seigneurs, des 
 courtisanes. M. Ribot a imaginé de peindre des marmitons, et le monde a été 
 charmé...Mais parlons sérieusement de ce qui est sérieux: M. Ribot a une manière à lui, 
 une manière simple et frappante, Dessinateur un peu aventureux, il cherche l’harmonie, et 
 il la trouve dans la combinaison des tons noirs et  des tons blancs, relevés parfois de gris 
 verdâtres et de roses légers. Tout cela est, d’ailleurs, plein de caprice et d’esprit. Il y a  
 peut-être abus du noir dans la Prière et dans la Toilette du matin, car M. Ribot 
 n’atténuerait pas l’effet  piquant qu’il poursuit en faisant ses ombres plus légères; mais 
 c’est un charmant tableau que celui qu’il intitule les Plumeurs, mot nouveau qui réclame 
 de M. Littré une place dans son dictionnaire. L’oeuvre est franche et de haut goût. Une 
 escouade de cuisiniers, en veste blanche et en chaperon blanc, est occupée à plumer des 
 volailles. Les blancheurs des vêtements, les gris noirâtres du fond, les teintes légèrement 
 rosées des carnations, voilà tout le tableau, qui est peint d’ailleurs d’un pinceau délibéré 
 et vif. Le livret nous apprend que M. Ribot est élève de M. Glaize, c’est à merveille; 
 mais les vrais maîtres du jeune peintre, ce sont, s’il vous plaît, les Espagnols, et même les 
 plus grands. Si je ne savais que les comparaisons sont dangereuses et qu’il ne faut pas 
 abuser des noms glorieux, je saluerais volontiers dans M. Ribot le Velázquez des 
 cuisines.72 
 

Writing in 1880 the critic Ernest Chesneau praised Ribot’s Plumeurs based on the airy 

atmosphere that enveloped the charming figures by means of a subtle golden light. He identified 

Ribot’s early style based on these characteristics:

 Dans les Plumeurs, il n’y a pas une hésitation, pas une lourdeur, pas une sécheresse; la 
 mimique de la scène est traduite avec l’accent de la plus étonnante réalité; les figures, 
 charmantes, tout à leur action, sont enveloppées d’air et de lumière blonde. Voilà 
 l’expression parfaite de la première manière de Ribot, à laquelle appartiennent aussi les 
 Chanteurs espagnols.73

Salon de 1864

 Ribot received a medal at the Salon of 1864 for the two paintings he exhibited: Le Chant 

du cantique, and Les Rétameurs. The latter was destroyed together with numerous other works 
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that were in the artist’s studio at Argenteuil in 1870 during the Franco-Prussian war. Before it 

was destroyed, however, a lithograph of this work was turned into a relief block, but I have been 

unable to locate an image of this gillotage. While the state rewarded Ribot for his painted 

submissions, it did not make any purchases from the artist, and documentation on these works is 

scant. The location of Le Chant du cantique is unknown but it belonged to Bernheim Jeune by 

1892 and it appeared at the École des Beaux-Arts’ exhibition of the same year. Ribot also 

exhibited two etchings at the Salon of 1864: Portrait à l’eau-forte de M. Cadart (fig. 25), and 

Portrait à l’eau-forte de M. Vollon. The etching plate for Vollon’s portrait was destroyed in an 

accident and proofs of this work are extremely  rare. The British Museum owns a copy of Portrait 

à l’eau-forte de M. Vollon but when comparing the digital image in the museum’s files with 

Portrait à l’eau forte de M. Cadart, one remarks upon the fact that it  is one and the same work. 

This is surely an error in cataloguing Cadart’s portrait, since when comparing the etched work to 

the photographs of each, Cadart and Vollon, the resemblance is clear between Cadart and the 

etched portrait in the digital image: the broad forehead and square chin, the thin long face and 

thin lips, and the peculiar hair in deliberate disarray  (figs. 24, 25, 26). We can assert, however, 

that Ribot’s portrait of Vollon attests to the artists’ friendship.

 At this Salon exhibition critics began to write rather negatively concerning Ribot’s 

predilection for blackened tones and stark lighting contrasts. Even his most fervent advocates, 

like Thoré, advised the artist to abandon his “manière noire et charbonnée,” accusing the artist of 

painting as from within a cave. Still, Thoré praised Ribot’s draughtsmanship  and recognized the 

vigour in the modeling of his figures, which invested in them a sense of inner life and compelling 
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vibrancy. For Thoré, Ribot would attain the summits of contemporary French painting by 

lightening and varying his palette. He wrote: 

 M. Ribot est encore de ceux qui ont bien mérité la médaille. Ses marmitons l’ont fait  
 connaître comme un peintre de caractère, aussi bien que s’il eût  peint des guerriers ou des 
 marquis. Un cuisinier n’est peut-être pas moins utile qu’un évêque. Nous n’avons point, 
 cette fois, de ses gentils petits cuisiniers qui plument si prestement la volaille, mais deux 
 Rétameurs, qui leur préparent des casseroles. Oh! la bonne cuisine qu’on fera là-dedans! 
 Ces rétameurs sont d’honnêtes gens et, à voir leur physionomie, on est sûr qu’ils 
 travaillent avec conscience. Le vieux souffle la braise dans le fourneau, le jeune soude 
 une petite bassine, qui sera bien raccommodée; on n’aurait pas l’air plus attentif, la main 
 plus adroite, quand il s’agirait de restaurer un bijou précieux. 
 Dessinateur très-fin et très-serré, M. Ribot pince ses contours comme un ciseleur et, dans 
 le modelé intérieur, il sait accuser le mouvement et la vie. Les bras et les mains de ses 
 ouvriers sont excellents. Les têtes ont une expression prise sur le fait. Il a un vrai 
 sentiment du clair-obscur, mais, peut-être par l’habitude d’observer les êtres et les objets 
 dans l’ombre ou les demi-teintes, il est souvent noir et  charbonné. Il semble n’avoir que 
 trois tons sur sa palette, le brun foncé, le gris argentin et le rouge. On dirait qu’il peint 
 dans une cave. S’il se mettait à peindre dehors, en plein air et en pleine lumière, il y 
 trouverait des effets qui le forceraient à modifier sa couleur toute conventionnelle, et, 
 certainement, par ses facultés de peintre, il arriverait, en son genre, aux premiers rangs de 
 l’école contemporaine.74 

We also encounter at this salon a comparison between Ribot, Vollon and Bonvin in their somber 

palette and stylistic affinities which owed much to Chardin: 

 ...car c’est  un peu de Chardin qui est la maître initiateur de cette pléiade de jeunes 
 peintres vigoureux, M. Bonvin, M. Ribot, M. Vollon qui leur ressemble à tous deux, -- à 
 tous trois: cette composition même est imitée du célèbre et superbe tableau, la Fontaine, 
 de Chardin, appartenant, je crois à M. Marcille. M. Vollon, comme M. Ribot, aurait 
 besoin de peindre en plein air, pour éclaircir sa palette; car il a  aussi, comme MM. Ribot 
 et Bonvin, le défaut d’un coloris trop noir; ce qui est  étonnant pour des spectateurs de 
 Chardin, le coloriste parfait.75 

Salon of 1865
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 This year marked Ribot’s foray into religious painting. He submitted a Saint Sébastien 

(Musée d’Orsay, Paris), was awarded a medal for this work, and had the state purchase and 

exhibit it  at the Musée du Luxembourg (fig. 27). He also exhibited Une Répétition (location 

unknown), which belonged to the Hungarian painter Mihály Munkácsy (1844-1900), pseudonym 

for Michael von Lieb, and an etching after his 1863 La Priére des petites filles (fig. 28). 

 In general critics praised Ribot’s choice of subject but there was a marked division 

between those who viewed Ribot as a pasticheur of Spanish Old Masters, especially of Ribera, 

and those who defended his stylistic choices as part of his personal, and very “French” 

personality. For Mantz, however, Ribot had fallen into a systematic mode of imitation and as 

such he accused the artist  of lacking originality and inspiration.76  In addition, the critic 

complained that Ribot’s use of black tones was excessive. He wrote:

 Ribot, original, si on le compare aux artistes contemporains, cesse de l’être, si on le 
 tourne vers le passé, si l’on regarde du côté de l’Espagne. Ce qu’il a cherché dans son 
 Saint Sébastien, Ribera l’a trouvé avant lui. Cette rencontre, -- car on ne saurait admettre 
 chez M. Ribot un parti pris d’imitation systématique, -- cette rencontre diminue 
 évidemment l’intérêt du résultat obtenu. Un Ribera peint par lui-même vaudra toujours 
 mieux qu’un Ribera peint par M. Ribot. Notre aversion profonde pour le pastiche ou pour 
 ce qui y ressemble nous empêche donc d’accepter pleinement l’inspiration qui a dicté le 
 Saint Sébastien.77 
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It seemed unexplained to Mantz how Ribot had become so “fluent” in Spanish without having 

ever visited Spain. His remarks seem to either challenge the painter’s personal renditions of 

Spanish-like paintings in his Répétition or to confer a degree of praise upon his personal 

translation of such themes, yet not without a degree of disbelief:

 L’autre tableau exposé par M. Ribot, la Répétition, appelle une remarque pareille: c’est 
 une excellente peinture que celle de ce groupe de bohémiens dépenaillés, chantant et 
 faisant vibrer la guitarre au coin d’une borne; mais tout cela est trop peu original. Quelle 
 est donc la souplesse du génie français, et  comment se peut-il qu’un habitant de 
 Colombes parle si bien espagnol?78

Thoré also remarked upon the “système des tenebrosi” that Ribot consistently employed and 

added that this painting seemed particularly ugly and repulsive.79 On the other hand, he defended 

Ribot from critics’ accusations of directly copying Ribera stating that Ribot’s composition and 

figures were the result of the artist’s preference for working directly from nature. Rather than 

continuing a comparison to the Spanish Masters, he drew parallels between Répétition and 

France’s very  own Le Valentin (1591-1632). In a similar vein, Claretie noted the public’s strong 

reactions to the “chairs sanglantes, à cette peinture crue, violente et saignante” and in his defense 

of Ribot he added: 

 Je suis persuadé que l’auteur du Saint Sébastien et de la Répétition a pris depuis 
 longtemps les Espagnols pour maîtres, et qu’il leur a, non pas volé leur manière mais 
 demandé leur secret. Seulement à l’heure qu’il est, ce secret lui appartient, cette couleur 
 bitumineuse est  la sienne; elle est bien à lui cette façon de voir la nature et de la rendre 
 telle qu’il la voit.80
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He concluded that in his brutality, Ribot was more truthful than Charles Joshua Chaplin’s 

(1825-1891) charming figures and even reproached Whistler and Fantin for venturing into 

various eccentricities without showcasing the talent Ribot displayed in his hideous and superb 

paintings.81 The dichotomy of marked unease and proud justification of Ribot’s work, in terms of 

its resemblance to Spanish and French seventeenth-century  masters respectively, is evident in 

this Salon’s criticism and it became more poignant in the criticism of later years. The fact  that 

Ribot was increasingly  accused of being a pasticheur of Ribera calls for a study of Ribot’s 

Spanish sources. Yet, existing criticism focuses, in its vast majority, on Ribot’s Riberesque 

lighting. Could the stark light and dark contrasts in Ribot’s work be enough to sustain such 

accusations? I believe this tension reveals elements of the complex search for originality in art, 

and for an art with a well-defined national character. However, in attempting to arrive at  such an 

art grappling with the struggles inherent in defining national, regional as well as personal 

identity/identities make it  difficult, if not impossible, to define any  art that falls neatly  within one 

such category. 

 Whether Ribot’s use of stark light and dark contrasts and muted tones justified these 

accusations or not, they certainly sustained a direct association to the Spanish masters and in 

particular to Ribera. Whether Ribot explicitly encouraged this connection or not is not as easily 

assertible as is his critics’ readily identification of it. Thoré compared the relationship between 

Ribot’s visual vocabulary and Spanish painting to the close links shared between pagan 

iconography in the depictions of Venus, Diana, and Galatea, and Greek and Roman statuary. 
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Thus, he established a model for a seemingly natural association between Ribot’s aesthetic 

choices and subject matter, and the Spanish school: 

 Si vous peignez Vénus, Diane, Galatée, des nymphes ou des naïades, comment ne pas 
 songer à la statuaire grecque et à la renaissance italienne qui en ressuscitait le style? Si 
 vous peignez des martyrs chrétiens, qui donc a plus cruellement dramatisé la torture et  la 
 douleur que les Espagnols mystiques et surtout que Ribera? Voilà Ribot tombant avec son 
 Saint Sébastien dans les noirceurs de Ribera!82

But we must be cautious with what Spanish painting meant to critics during the nineteenth 

century. While Spanish painting was recognized as a school in its own right by the mid 

nineteenth century, while the Romantic’s vogue for all things Spanish had boosted travel into 

Spain at unprecedented rates, while traveller’s dictionaries and travel notes had popularized and 

made accessible information on Spain and its art in France, while important collections of 

Spanish painting in Paris had fueled the fascination for Spanish painting, Spanish painting 

represented a relatively new field of inquiry compared to the attention that had been devoted by 

artists and critics to the Italian school, for instance. Examples of this are some misattributions 

like the Louvre’s Petits cavaliers espagnols or Gathering of Gentlemen, once attributed to 

Velázquez as well as the Infanta Margarita also at  the Louvre, both now attributed to 

Velázquez’s workshop; Velázquez’s Democritus (Musée des Beaux-Arts, Rouen) was attributed 

to Ribera until late in the nineteenth century and Simon Vouet’s Portrait of a Man (formerly at 

the Marquis de Valdeterrazo’s Collection, Madrid), which belonged to Louis-Philippe’s Galerie 

espagnole, was attributed to Velázquez throughout the nineteenth century; the seventeenth-

century anonymous Dead Soldier (The National Gallery, London), on which Manet based his 

1864 Dead Toreador (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.), was attributed to Velázquez at 
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least until 1865, when it appeared at  the Galerie Pourtalès-Georgier sale in Pairs; from Louis-

Philippe’s Galerie espagnole, Luca Giordano’s Cato Tearing out his Entrails (Art Gallery of 

Hamilton, Canada), his Combat of Hercules and a Centaur (Museum of Republican and Socialist 

Art of Romania, Bucarest) and his Ecstasy of Saint Mary Magdalene (The Hispanic Society of 

America, New York City) were attributed to Ribera throughout the nineteenth century. All of the 

above serve to exemplify  the critical confusion during the nineteenth century not only in France 

but in general outside of Spain concerning the Spanish masters individually and as a school. 

Giordanos’s Cato Tearing out his entrails served to illustrate Blanc’s article on Ribera published 

in 1869 as part of his Histoire des peintres de toutes les écoles: École espagnole. A further 

misconception was the idea that styles in painting characterized by harsh light and dark contrasts 

were revelatory of the painters’ personal lives. Blanc wrote:

 Il est remarquable que tous les peintres de la manière forte eurent une vie tourmentée, 
 romanesque, remplie d’orages, de drames et  de malheurs. Le Caravage, Salvator Rosa, 
 Correnzio, Francanzani furent tour à tour artistes, conspirateurs, brigands; ils vécurent 
 entre la gloire et  le gibet. L’existence de Ribera, surtout fut un long contraste de 
 splendeur et de misère, d’ombre noire et de lumière éclatante, comme sa peinture.83

Perhaps this ideology was projected onto Ribot by  the critics that readily associated his work 

with Ribera’s paintings, thus making the relationship between the two masters’ work seem 

strangely exasperating. Indeed, alongside critics’ marked exasperation with Ribot’s excessive use 

of black and his stark light and dark contrasts was Ribot’s biographers’ insistence on the 

harshness of his living circumstances. They also contrasted Ribot’s harsh living conditions with 

his artistic genius and accomplishments. Could it be that the ideological frameworks nineteenth-

century critics operated within especially  in assessing seventeenth-century Spanish painting 
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caused a degree of the tension felt upon applying that very ideology to assess a nineteenth-

century French master? Could Ribot’s late critics’ and biographers’ stern defenses of the painter’s 

“Frenchness” and deep-rooted French national character in painting be an expression of the 

troubling anachronism that was so easily applied to explain the Spanish masters’ manière?

In any case, critics agreed that Ribot’s manière was central to the discussion of modern art in 

France: 

 A son tour, Ribot est un peintre très-précieux pour la discussion de l’art moderne. Peintre, 
 il l’est plus que tous les grands prix de Rome ensemble. M. Lacaze, qui s’y connaît et qui 
 est aussi éclectique que fanatique en peinture, puisqu’il a réuni dans sa galerie des chefs 
 d’oeuvre de maîtres très-différents, dit que le tableau le mieux peint du Salon est  le Saint 
 Sébastien de Ribot.84

Salon of 1866

 Ribot exhibited Le Christ au milieu des docteurs or Jésus et les docteurs de la loi (Musée 

d’Orsay, Paris, on deposit at the Musée d’Arras, Arras) (fig. 29) and Le Flûteur also known as La 

Recette (Musée des Beaux-Arts de Marseille, Marseille) (fig. 30). This time critics were clear in 

their almost exasperated observations concerning Ribot’s relationship to Ribera, which was 

discussed almost exclusively  as based on his seemingly unimaginative imitation. Maxime du 

Camp went as far as to question French artists’ insistence in quoting the Spanish Old Masters. He 

advocated for an art that would be free from references to the Spanish, Italian, Dutch, and 

Flemish schools in order to attain originality and by extension, to remain truly French: 

 Et puis pourquoi cette préoccupation, cette réminiscence au moins inutile des maîtres 
 espagnols? Ne serons-nous donc jamais que des imitateurs et n’avons-nous pas en nous 
 assez de ressort pour créer quelque chose? Il me semble qu’il est bien temps de sortir des 
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 ornières italienne, espagnole, hollandaise et flamande, et de faire enfin du français; nous 
 y gagnerons au moins d’avoir de l’originalité.85

Du Camp concluded that while Ribot’s talent  as an artist was noteworthy, his “deplorable 

imitation” of Ribera reduced his work to a lesser version of the Spanish Old Master: 

 Il faut voir où cette manie déplorable d’imitation a conduit  M. Ribot; il annihile et 
 neutralise à plaisir un talent très recommandable, une habileté de main peu commune et 
 une science de coloration que beaucoup pourraient envier. A quoi aboutissent tous les 
 efforts que je reconnais dans Jésus au milieu des docteurs? A rien, ou à faire dire qu’on 
 aime mieux l’Espagnolet.86 
 
Charles Blanc went further still and while he commended Ribot for his technical bravado, he 

challenged the artist’s manière by questioning its very  truthfulness to nature. Blanc remarked 

upon a difference between the reality of the subjects Ribot depicted and their truthfulness, that  is, 

their existence in an immediate and observable reality:

 Quand on regarde le Christ et les Docteurs de M. Ribot parmi les toiles du salon, ses 
 empâtements sont plus rugueux, ses ombres plus épaisses, son noir se noircit, sa brutalité 
 se brutalise, son exagération s’exagère. Quelle étonnante énergie dans le rendu de ces 
 chairs halitueuses, malpropres, tantôt lymphatiques, tantôt  sanguines, mais toujours 
 raboteuses et accidentées de taches et  de verrues! Quelle réalité criante et pénible, 
 admirable et repoussante, dans le modelé de ces pieds aux muscles ressentis, où l’on sent 
 la dureté des os, la souplesse des ligaments, et la fermeté des tendons, pieds sales, puants, 
 suintants, calleux, durillonnés, délices du pédicure!...Tout cela est  réel, je le veux bien, 
 mais tout cela est-il vrai? En somme, cela est-il même vraisemblable?87

Blanc’s poignant observations raise a greater point in question, which ultimately calls for a 

reconsideration of Ribot as an exclusively Realist  artist. The juxtaposition of opposite sentiments 

(admirable and repugnant, horridly beautiful) conjured upon viewing the images of the type of 
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reality  Ribot depicted, recall the vocabulary employed within Romantic discourse and especially 

the language of description that characterizes le romantisme noir. Based on the type of nature 

that Ribot represented -- with its heightened austerity, its blatant brutality, its otherworldly dense 

shadows and radiant light contrasts -- his renderings of phenomena certainly surpass a work 

based on pure observation and inserts itself within a highly personal interpretation marked by the 

artist’s temperament but also by his imagination: 

 La nature que M. Ribot prétend imiter et qu’il imite, en effet, par places avec tant de 
 force, a-t-elle jamais présenté, même dans la nuit, même aux flambeaux, ces noirs 
 opaques, plats, sourds, lourds, imprégnés d’encre, imperméables à l’air? Que sert, encore 
 une fois, d’être naturaliste, si à défaut de toute expression morale, on n’exprime pas 
 mieux les phénomènes extérieurs, les phénomènes sensibles?...Quelle apparence, 
 d’ailleurs, qu’on ajoutera de l’intérêt aux scènes de l’Évangile, en présentant le Christ 
 enfant, comme un gamin en chemise qui raconte quelque chose à des domestiques?88

However for the critic, Ribot’s greatest fault  was the extent to which he made his work to 

resemble Spanish works. This resemblance, nonetheless, is not discussed in its specificities, but 

rather, in its generalities. No one work by Ribera was called upon as Ribot’s source by critics 

thus far, except for the general qualities we have discussed already: 

 Si M. Ribot n’avait pas un tempérament de peintre, un talent des plus rares, une habileté 
 surprenante dans ce qui est justement si difficile, l’imitation de la chair et du derme, nous 
 serions indifférents à ses caprices et nous ne lui ferions pas l’honneur de le gourmander 
 ainsi. Mais de le voir s’employer à peindre ses tableaux comme on les chanterait à 
 l’Alcazar, et  prendre ses modèles de préférence dans les bas-fonds, cela nous afflige, 
 d’autant plus que pour montrer ses robustes aptitudes, M. Ribot n’a pas besoin de singer 
 Ribera.89

Thoré reproached Ribot for ceasing to depict his kitchen scenes and advised him to return to 

subjects drawn from everyday contemporary life:
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 Voilà Ribot, qui peint  très bien un petit cuisinier ou un rétameur de casseroles; il ferait de 
 même, à merveille, tous les types de notre temps, une conférence de littérateurs, un drame 
 de famille, une scène d’histoire, des portraits. N’a-t-il pas eu la folie de représenter le 
 synode des pharisiens, il y a deux mille ans, avec un petit garçon en robe blanche et des 
 bonshommes tous pareils de la tête aux pieds! Ce jeune et vaillant peintre, qui excelle à 
 faire ce qu’il voit, devrait laisser aux vieillards les vieilles légendes et se retourner vers la 
 vie présente.90 

Salon of 1867 and Universal Exposition of 1867

 Ribot exhibited Le Supplice des coins, also known as Le Supplice d’Alonso Cano (Musée 

des Beaux-Arts de Rouen, Rouen) (fig. 31), and Un Vieillard (unknown location). The former 

work situates itself within the nineteenth-century trend among French artists to depict scenes 

from the lives of the Spanish Old Masters, Ribera being one to have enjoyed the attention of a 

number of intrigued painters. For example, Charles Fourier des Ormes’ Paysage représentant un 

sujet de la vie de l’Espagnolet, exhibited at the Salon of 1824 (no. 669, location unknown); Jules 

Laure’s Episode de la ‘vie de Ribera’ exhibited at the Salon of 1839 (no. 1242, location 

unknown); Claude Jacquand’s 1839 Un cardinal vient chercher Ribera dans son atelier à Naples 

(no. 1030, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Nantes); and Robert Fleury’s Sujet de la vie de Ribera 

exhibited at the Salon of 1840 (no. 607, private collection, Lille) to name a few examples.91 

Ribot may have owned a copy of the catalogue of pictures that once formed the Aguado 

Collection, published as early as 1839, the collection of which was sold in Paris in 1843. This 

illustrated catalogue included Spanish Old Masters’ biographical notices by  Louis Viardot, taken 

almost in their entirety from Juan Agustín Ceán Bermúdez’s Diccionario histórico de los mas 
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ilustres profesores de las Bellas Artes de España, published in 1800. The account of Alonso 

Cano’s life was included in Aguado’s catalogue. It described the scene Ribot depicted in this 

painting wherein Cano was accused of having murdered his wife, and was put to the question 

only to be found innocent. Yet, in Viardot’s notice, this passage of Cano’s life was classified as 

an unfounded tale: 

 Heureusement pour sa mémoire [Cano’s], on n’a pu retrouver, malgré les plus actives 
 diligences, aucune trace de ce procès; et sans doute il faut le ranger dans la classe de ces 
 contes que, sur quelques indices menteurs, sur quelque trompeuse équivoque, la crédulité 
 populaire ne manque jamais d’accoler au nom des hommes en évidence.92

 Scholars today agree, however, in the plausibility of this event, having as evidence Cano’s flight 

from Madrid after having been found innocent and his return from Valencia to Madrid after one 

year as noted in the contract of 20 September 1645 of his commission of an altarpiece in the 

church of La Magdalena at Getafe, near Madrid.93 Still, what to do of Ribot’s portrayal of this 

“indice menteur”? Should this representation of Cano be taken to indicate the painter’s naïveté? 

Ribot did not write about this work and therefore we will perhaps never fully understand the 

reasons behind his choice of subject matter in this work. But it  would not be far fetched to 

assume that Ribot was aware of Viardot’s text  and thus of the ostensibly inventive aspect 

specifically of the scene he depicted. How should we reconcile Ribot’s love of observable truth, 

his strong preference for verisimilitude in painting, and the possibility that he might have chosen 

this subject in full awareness of the rumours of its unlikeliness? Perhaps what drew this keen 

observer of reality was precisely the idea of the popularity  of this episode with the general 

public. Let us not forget  the master of Saint-Nicolas-d’Attez’s great penchant for popular culture, 
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that is, his role as a keen observer of the society of which he was a part. Furthermore, this simple 

example serves to illustrate the uneasy or unresolved relationship between observable reality and 

imagined narrative. Also fascinating is the diametrically  opposed styles of Cano and Ribot with 

the Spanish master adhering to a rather classicizing take on Spanish Baroque informed by the 

Bolognese artists of his generation and only acquiring some of the more painterly characteristics 

associated with Velázquez’s work upon his move to Madrid (1638-1652). This fact helps to 

substantiate Ribot’s deliberate painterly  style as a highly personal rendition informed and not 

determined by his Spanish sources. 

 The moment depicted in Ribot’s painting is the apex of the painter’s physical suffering. 

This drama is intensified by the executioner’s vigorous stance as he holds a hammer in his raised 

right arm, announcing its imminent and dreaded blow. Cano’s arms echo those of his torturer in 

their serpentined, contorted bend. The figures’ faces are mostly draped in shadows, and the 

expressions that are lighted do not articulate the degree of emotion that is expressed through the 

torsion of the figures’ limbs, especially Cano’s feet. For instance, the young man on the left  of 

the composition looks away as if an unexpected sight or sound had caught his attention, or as if 

his own sombre musings caused him to turn away from the scene of torture. Cano’s controlled 

stance and intense yet  composed expression indicate this divided attention rather than a response 

to the impending blow of the executioner’s arm. Strangely, there is a sense of static energy  in the 

latter figure’s gesture, which relies on the solidity  conferred by the verticality  of his limbs and 

torso. Rather than articulating the scene’s drama through vigorous movement, Ribot seems to 

suspend his figures in a moment of pain and introspection: a stooping old man pauses to observe 

the scene unfolding before him before resuming his written account; a hatted figure seems to 
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wait for Cano’s slow-coming answers, which he will have to weight and measure; Cano’s 

physical strength is used in holding himself upwards, as if paralyzed by  the pain he feels and by 

his desperate expectation of relief and divine strength. I argue that each of these figures are 

treated in a manner not dissimilar to a still-life in their lack of movement and in the fullness and 

forcefulness of their individual and carefully articulated presence. Indeed the figures’ physicality 

is at the forefront, however, their psychological dimensions reveal complexities that  draw the 

viewer into further introspection. 

 Responding to the figures’ sombre tones, critics reproached Ribot for the “culte exclusif 

qu’il a voué à Ribera” and accused his work of being a pastiche and a servile copy of that artist’s  

paintings. Du Camp continued: “On dirait que l’artiste, après avoir terminé son tableau, le couvre 

d’un glacis de noir d’ivoire qui salit les parties lumineuses, rend indistinctes les parties ombrées 

et noie toute la composition dans un ton triste, malpropre et absolument arbitraire.”94 With a note 

of sarcasm he recommended that Ribot  reassessed not only the manner in which he studied 

nature, but also the condition of his eyesight: “...s’il voit  réellement toute la nature à travers un 

crêpe noir, il est malade et fera bien de consulter un oculiste.” Nonetheless the critic recognized 

Ribot’s rich palette -- underneath the dark glazes -- and the compelling brutality with which he 

executed Le Supplice des coins as well as his extraordinary brushwork and confident modelling 

of figures. He wrote: 

 Et je ne saurais trop le redire, le talent de M. Ribot est considérable, et le peintre aurait, 
 sans contestation sérieuse, un important succès immédiat, s’il pouvait  se guérir de cette 
 manie de lessiver ses tableaux en noir. Un artiste qui veut aujourd’hui peindre exactement 
 comme peignait Ribera n’est pas plus intéressant qu’un auteur qui voudrait  écrire 
 actuellement comme écrivait Rabelais; l’un et l’autre risqueraient fort de n’être pas 
 compris. Une pareille prétention touche de près à l’enfantillage, et je crois que notre 
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 premier devoir à tous est d’être de notre temps, sous peine de le voir se détourner de 
 nous.95 

In the above passage, du Camp makes a strong cautionary remark against drawing too heavily 

from Ribera, that is, to the point of executing near reproductions of the Spagnoletto’s paintings. 

His warning seems to be less focused on the production of pastiches than it is on upholding the 

“first duty,” to borrow his own words, of being of one’s time: “notre premier devoir à tous est 

d’être de notre temps...”96  This concern with contemporaneity is firmly rooted in the desire to 

define “painting of modern life,” as Baudelaire phrased it, and the complexities related to coming 

to terms with the ephemeral and ever changing nature of the present, that is, of being of one’s 

time, and by extension of modernity itself. Examples of this are the different desciptions of 

modernity art critics and writers penned at different times. In his criticism of the Salon of 1846 

Baudelaire wrote: “Qui dit romantisme dit art moderne, -- c’est  à dire intimité, spiritualité, 

couleur, aspiration vers l’infini, expimés par tous les moyens que contiennent les arts.”97 Later, in 

his anthology of critical essays Le Peintre de la vie moderne, first published in 1863, he wrote: 

 La modernité, c’est le transitoire, le fugitif, le contingent, la moitié de l’art, dont l’autre 
 moitié est l’éternel et l’immuable. Il y a eu une modernité pour chaque peintre ancien; la 
 plupart des beaux portraits qui nous restent des temps antérieurs sont revêtus des 
 costumes de leur époque. Ils sont parfaitement harmonieux, parce que le costume, la 
 coiffure et même le geste, le regard et le sourire (chaque époque a son port, son regard et 
 son sourire) forment un tout d’une complète vitalité. Cet élément transitoire, fugitif, dont 
 les métamorphoses sont si fréquentes, vous n’avez pas le droit de le mépriser ou de vous 
 en passer. En le supprimant, vous tombez forcément dans le vide d’une beauté abstraite  
 et indéfinissable [...].Si au costume de l’époque, qui s’impose nécessairement, vous en 
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 substituez un autre, vous faites un contre-sens qui ne peut avoir d’excuse que dans le cas 
 d’une mascarade voulue par la mode.98

From these citations we can assert  the representation of contemporary everyday subjects, the 

attempt to depict a moment within the fast-paced and fluctuating bustle of nineteenth-century 

society, and the glorification of the fashions and customs that differentiated it from past historical 

moments were all signifiers of modernity in painting. At first sight, Ribot’s history subjects 

accomplish none of these objectives. Paintings like Saint Sébastien martyr (1865), Jésus parmis 

les docteurs de la loi (1866), and Le Supplice d’Alonso Cano (1867) seem to achieve precisely 

the opposite of Du Camp’s and Baudelaire’s eager calls to be of one’s time. Yet Ribot’s history 

paintings cannot be assessed at the exclusion of his portraits, genre scenes, and still lifes, wherein 

he depicted slices of his immediate and intimate reality. Ribot’s foray into history painting helps 

to crystalize in a multi-faceted manner the complex nature of the relationship  between the work 

of a young generation of realist and naturalist French painters and the art of a foreign past. That 

his Saint Sébasiten martyr and Le Supplice d’Alonso Cano were informed by Ribera has been 

established earlier, as well as the fact that Ribot carefully chose his sources. At the same time, he 

was certainly aware that his history subjects, while traditional in subject-matter, aligned 

themselves with a burgeoning wave of young non-Academic, independent, and promising young 

artists. 

 In the religious paintings Ribot executed up until 1867, Ribot had begun exploring the 

aesthetic and stylistic interests that he would so proficiently articulate throughout the 1880s. The 

descriptive use of light is one of these interests as is the isolating of the figures’ hands and faces  
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from the rest of the bodies and background by means of the peculiar painterly  techniques and 

vocabulary he employed in articulating each of these features. Based on Ribot’s treatment of the 

Saints’ bodies in Saint Sébastien martyr and Le Supplice d’Alonso Cano, it is clear that Ribot’s 

interests are less anecdotal than aesthetic in nature. His descriptive use of light to expose the 

wounded bodies of the protagonists point towards a treatment of these subjects as studies, that  is, 

as studies of flesh in the manner of a still life. An example of this is his Saint Vincent (1860) at 

the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lille, Lille (fig. 33). This becomes more clearly articulated in the 

works he would execute in later years, for example in his Le Bon Samaritain, 1870 (Musée 

d’Orsay, Paris) (fig. 43), La Gourde vide, n.d. (Collection Hans Holst) (fig. 59), Le Bon 

Samaritain, 1875 (Musée des Beaux-Arts de Pau, Pau) (fig. 60). A comparison between the 

treatment of the bodies in these paintings and his Volaille morte, 1865 (Musée Rodin, Paris) (fig. 

53) together with the still life paintings he would execute throughout the 1880s, like Le Gigot, 

Musée de Picardie, Amiens (fig. 128), demonstrates this approach and interests.

 The critic d’Henriet  summarized Ribot’s manière as systematic as that of Ribera in the 

way figures consistently emerged from a dark background: 

 S’il vous plaît  d’assister à des tortures et de voir donner la question, M. Ribot vous 
 procurera ce spectacle. Il est passé maître; ses tableaux, d’une touche heurtée, se 
 distinguent par un procédé systématique qui a été souvent celui de Ribera, et qui consiste 
 à enlever les personnages en lumière sur un fond noir. Méthode presque infaillible, quand 
 l’artiste joint à la hardiesse la recherche de l’effet et le sentiment du relief!99

But to describe Ribera’s models and technique as systematic is indicative of some of the 

nineteenth-century historical bias, that is, understandings, perceptions, interpretations and 

responses to this master’s work conditioned especially by the attitudes related to nineteenth-
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century perceptions of Spain and Spanish art  and culture, as was expounded upon in chapters one 

and two. It was established, for instance, that the relationship between France and Spain was one 

where the former’s interventions in the latter’s political and even cultural affairs represented a 

triumphal manifestation of civilization over chaos. An example was the presence of the Hundred 

Thousand Sons of Saint Louis in Madrid on 24 May 1823 and their role as restorers of order in 

Spain by reinstating King Ferdinant VII to absolute power.100  Gagnery’s painting of this 

historical moment exhibited at the Salon of 1824 (Entrée de S.A.R. Monseigneur le duc 

d’Angoulême à Madrid, no. 682) certainly helped to reaffirm and popularize this view by 

representing the duke of Angoulême as Madrid’s heroic libérateur, to borrow the term used in the 

Salon’s catalogue entry  of this work.101  Another example was the promotion of Louis-Philippe’s 

benevolence in rescuing hundreds of paintings from oblivion and exhibiting them at the Louvre 

as his Galerie espagnole, ostensibly a service done to Spain to the glory of France. Yet 

throughout the nineteenth century critics like d’Henriet but also more widely  known figures like 

Gautier and the popular Romantic poet Lord Byron considered Ribera almost exclusively as a 

painter of a brutal tenebrism who favoured dark tonalities to articulate scenes of violence and 

cruelty. For instance, it is said that Lord Byron once stated that Ribera painted with the blood of 

martyrs. Similarly, Henri Blaze characterized the Spagnoletto’s vision of nature as a “nature âpre, 
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101 Musée du Louvre, Explication des ouvrages de peinture, sculpture, gravure, lithographie et 
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1824), p.75. 



escarpée et sévère” and added that  with Ribera “il faut que le sang coule et que les chênes 

craquent.”102 

 Ribot also exhibited at the Universal Exhibition of 1867 (1 April - 3 November) held in 

Paris and organized under the auspices of Emperor Napoleon III. There is dissent, however, as to 

which paintings he exhibited since different sources point to different works. According to 

Fourcaud, Ribot exhibited Le Martyre de Saint Vincent (Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lille, Lille) 

and according to Thoré the artist also exhibited Les Rétameurs from the Salon exhibition of 

1864.103  In the catalogue of Ribot’s 1887 exhibition at Bernheim Jeune, Foucaud again 

documented the artist’s Le Martyre de Saint Vincent as the sole painting appearing at the 

Universal Exhibition of 1867. In the Universal Exhibition’s catalogue by  Marius Chaumelin and 

Thoré, the authors only discussed a handful of French artists and Ribot was not mentioned.104 

Michel Chevalier’s report, however, also mentioned two works by Ribot.105 It is safe to assume 

the artist participated with a genre scene and with his Saint Vincent of 1864 (fig. 27). 

 The Universal Exhibition was not only a carefully structured statement of international 

import spanning the domains of science, technology and culture articulated by the fruits of 

innovation, entrepreneurship, and creativity  exhibited at this venue. Statements like the 

following: “Paris itself is a perpetual Universal Exhibition. It epitomizes not only France, for 
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105 Michel Chevalier, Exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris. Rapports du Jury international (Paris: P. 
Dupont, 1867) vol.1, p.58.



which it is only but  another name, but civilization itself”106  were published in North American 

reviews of the exhibition and undoubtedly  helped to divulge the image of Paris as the new 

Capital of the Arts. It suffices to note that Paris was in the midst of the architectural 

transformation commandeered by the baron Haussmann and the impression this city  made upon 

its visitors, between 11 000 000 and 15 000 000, was a lasting and defining one. The enactment 

of “peaceful competition and generous rivalry” at the occasion of the Universal Exhibition, as 

one critic described it, extended to less than subtle manifestations of national pride and political 

hegemony.107  According to Castagnary, the Universal Exhibition would be a gathering of acts 

that, together, depicted the character of the epoch. That is, the character of the present, of their 

time. In his review of the Salon of 1863 Champfleury wrote: 

 Chaque époque ne se connaît que par les faits qu’elle agit: faits politiques, faits littéraires, 
 faits scientifiques, faits industriels, faits artistiques, qui tous sont marqués au coin de son 
 génie propre, portent l’empreinte de son caractère particulier, et la distinguent tout à la 
 fois de l’époque antérieure et de l’époque à suivre.108

In the domain of the fine arts, as in others, the friendly rivalry endorsed at  the Universal 

Exhibition begat rigorous comparisons between foreign schools of art and the French school. 

These comparisons often insisted on nationalistic readings. Michel Chevalier penned it as 

follows in his Exposition universelle de 1867 à Paris: 
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106 Elliot C. Cowdin, Paris Universal Exhibition of 1867 (Albany: Printing House of Chas. Van Benthuysen 
and Sons, 1868), p. 4. 

107 To further illustrate this the context surrounding the Universal Exhibition of 1867 is relevant, as it 
occurred with the Crimean War as its backdrop. A critic wrote: “It stood on its own merits [the Universal 
Exhibition], as a display of industry and of art, a temple of peace amid the clash of arms; but a temple in 
which it was impossible for any to worship without the intrusion of thoughts which took their color from the 
world without, confused as it was with mortal conflicts and teeming with political convulsion.” (Elliot C. 
Cowdin, Paris Universal Exhibition of 1867 (Albany: Printing House of Chas. Van Benthuysen and Sons, 
1868), p. 13. 

108 Champfleury, “Salon de 1863” in Salons I: 1857-1870 (Paris: Bibliothèque Charpentier, 1892), p. 
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 Il suffit de parcourir une fois le cercle des galeries étrangères au Champ-de-Mars, pour 
 constater une tendance générale à l’affaiblissement de l’individualité nationale dans 
 toutes les Écoles. Toutes, avec mille nuances de talent, se rapprochent  plus ou moins de 
 l’École française et se confondent avec elle. Notre rôle ne saurait être ici de maintenir, 
 pour les apprécier, les artistes étrangers sur ce terrain où ils se trouvent placés par suite 
 d’un état de choses qui domine leur propre volonté.109

Even years after the close of this Universal Exhibition critics would continue to reference 

France’s cultural supremacy by comparing not only  French artistic production with foreign 

artistic manifestations, but also the different ways in which works of art were displayed at 

Universal Exhibitions. Ultimately, such comparisons shared a central stage with France’s cultural 

and political hegemonic discourse wherein France takes the side of civilization and thus assumes 

a civilizing role in an otherwise barbaric Europe. Mantz’s commentary  on Universal Exhibitions 

in his discussion of the Exhibition lyonnaise of 1872 might seem slightly out of place in the 

context of his article. However, in light of the Universal Exhibition of 1867, his remarks gain 

poignancy upon his use of nationalistic lexicon in evoking France’s immemorial, classical past. 

In the following citation, Mantz began by describing the effects of exhibiting sculpture and 

painting together with manifestations of human illustriousness of an industrial type: 

 L’idée de mêler sans pitié la statuaire et la peinture aux autres industries humaines dans 
 des expositions universelles, -- cette idée quelque peu brutale est éclose en Angleterre. A 
 nous, fils de la Renaissance et de la Grèce, qui gardons en dépit  de tout je ne sais quelle 
 répugnance à la barbarie, la pensée d’une telle confusion ne fût jamais venue. Nous avons 
 beau faire, l’art est encore pour la plupart d’entre nous la forme d’un sentiment et  non pas 
 l’échantillon d’un produit; le nom des artistes se confond sur nos lèvres avec celui des 
 écrivains et des poètes, toutes nos habitudes d’esprit, toutes nos traditions nous eussent 
 garés d’une semblable méprise.110
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 The 1867 Universal Exposition took place in an exhibition palace at the Champs-de-Mars 

especially designed for the occasion by engineers Frederic LePlay  and Gustave Eiffel (fig. 32). It 

followed an oval floor plan organized in concentric circles reminiscent of the utopian cities 

conceived by architect Claude Nicolas Ledoux (1736-1808), as was his 1775 design for the town 

of Chaux. The exhibition palace’s outermost halls displayed machinery  and the innermost 

galleries were devoted to works of art. By means of this spacial arrangement Napoleon III 

ensured that the fine arts were given central significance, not only  experientially but also 

conceptually, and as such, they played a specific role in the iterations of identity produced, in 

part by means of the exposition and in part by means of the events surrounding it, such as 

Haussmann’s remodeling of Paris.111 The purpose of discussing the exposition’s significance in 

its broadest sense, that is, as part of the Second Empire’s efforts in transforming Paris into an 

urban and imperial utopia112 wherein France held a prominent position within the constellation of 

international powers that competed in the advancement of political hegemony, is precisely the 

role played by the arts in this context. 

 It might seem surprising that Ribot’s work would have been accepted by  the jury  based 

on the largely negative criticism he received at  his Salon exhibitions and on his quiet but 

undeniable allegiance to a young generation of artists opposed to official painting, that is, to the 
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classicizing conventions upheld by the Academy. Yet in doing so his work did not elicit the 

overtly polemical discussions that Courbet’s more radical paintings stimulated, especially in 

relation to the socialist and political ideologies undermining this artist’s work and his marked 

efforts towards exhibiting in unconventional ways to assert his autonomy and independence.113 

Indeed Courbet and Manet held their independent pavilions concomitantly  to and separate from 

the Universal Exhibition. Nonetheless, I would like to suggest that the concerns that permeated 

critics’ discussions of Ribot’s work and their frustrations with his insistence on a Riberesque 

manner sprung, in part, from the widespread search for artistic expressions that conveyed the 

complex notion of modernity as well as from the search for a national art. These searches were 

complicated by attitudes towards different notions of the past: a national versus a foreign past  for 

example, or a glorified and acceptable past -- as was the case with Greek and Roman Antiquity -- 

and towards the relationships between works of art by living artists and the art of previous 

masters of different schools informing that work. For example, upon discussing Spain’s 

contributions in painting to the Universal Exhibition, Maxime du Camp concluded that the 

general state of the Spanish school was no where near its former glory because its present 

painters’ most  praiseworthy qualities were their italianizing sources; and for that, they were 
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deemed unoriginal, lacking a sense of contemporaneity and progress, and by extension 

displaying a wanting image of national character, based on an image of poor government:  

 Mais le souvenir des maîtres qu’on admire au musée de Madrid ne s’y fait point sentir, et 
 les deux artistes [Palmaroli and Rosales] ne dénotent que des préoccupations 
 italiennes...C’est peu, et deux toiles qu’on trouve à citer ne donneront pas à l’Espagne un 
 relief qui effacera les douloureuses misères de son gouvernement.114

This is but one example of anachronistic expectation, which reveals a degree of dissatisfaction or 

disillusionment not  with the nineteenth-century state of painting in Spain per se, but rather, with 

the increasingly broken expectation that Spanish art continue in a romanticized, foreign, and 

safely  removed past, as well as with discrepant expectations between what modernity ought to 

be, how it ought to be represented, and what it actually was, all which are largely  subjective 

qualities. The relationships between nineteenth-century  French painting and Spanish painting in 

this context manifested themselves with varying degrees of tension. These often uneasy 

relationships point to new approaches towards historicism in painting adopted precisely by artists 

like Ribot, Vollon, and Bonvin to name only a few. While Ribot rarely discussed his own art  in 

writing, his critics’ responses to his Spanish sources and motifs emphasized such expectations 

and thus help to affirm the ties between historicism in painting and conceptions of identity: 

national, regional, and individual. The expectation of nineteenth-century  critics that nineteenth-

century Spanish artists continue in a manner akin to their seventeenth-century predecessors, and 

the disappointment therein, could explain the frustration manifested towards artists like Ribot, 

who insisted on borrowing certain painterly qualities not from French Old Masters alone but  to a 

significant extent from Spanish Old Masters. Recalling Du Camp’s previously  cited remarks 
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from his review of the Salon of 1866 is useful in what concerns the associations not only to 

originality but to a true national art  that draws its sources from French masters of the past.115 

Thoré’s commentaries on the relationship between young painters and the past as source of 

inspiration helps to bring this sense of tension to the forefront: 

 Avec les superstitions et les despotismes tombera tout  seul l’art qui cherche encore 
 aujourd’hui son inspiration et ses formes dans un passé condamné, j’entends effacé de la 
 vie subséquente, mais non pas de l’histoire, cet Herculanum enfoui, toujours si curieux 
 à déblayer et à étudier pour l’éducation et débattement des héritiers de la Mort.116 

The aforementioned expectations might  also explain the marked effort of Ribot’s biographers to 

insert him within a safe and acceptable tradition established by  seventeenth and eighteenth-

century French masters like Valentin de Boulogne, the Le Nain brothers, and Chardin 

respectively, thus advocating the artist’s “Frenchness.” But Ribot’s visual articulations of his 

sense of historicism in painting and his personal painterly style certainly displayed a peculiarly 

Spanish, particularly Riberesque, flare. Indeed his compositions and the sentiment of 

introspection articulated therein shared close ties with the work of Chardin, yet as we have seen 

so far, the criticism his work elicited focused on his work’s formal similarities in connection with 

qualities in Ribera’s work to a greater extent than the principles shared with earlier French 

masters. Ribot’s personal hispanicism, when carried to the extent  that he did and with the 

consistency that he did, betray marked tensions vis-à-vis the roles of a national versus a foreign 
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past informing conceptions of modernity  in painting and of painting as an exponent of national 

character. 

 This debate is complicated by the vast diversity precisely  of that which constituted or 

defined the idea of national identity/ies and nationalism(s) in the context of nineteenth-century 

thought, since both national identity and nationalism are terms of a polysemic nature. This debate 

is also linked to the centralizing and nation-building efforts of political entities which gained 

momentum from Enlightenment ideals of nationhood circulating during Revolutionary  France 

and especially throughout Napoleon Bonaparte’s Empire, when the ideas of a self-determined 

nation were implemented at the expense of neighboring countries.117  These efforts in turn 

aggravated the all too familiar tensions rooted in the diversity brought by  regionalisms and the 

latter’s relationships with the problematic and ubiquitous concepts of national identity  and 

nationalism, especially when treated in the singular. While it  is not my intent to trace the history 

of nationalism in France or to delineate the question of national identity in this study, it is 

significant nonetheless to consider the implications of France’s peculiar obsession with the idea 

of nation as a constructed entity and one that required active promotion for the successful 

yielding and triumph of national character.118 

 When discussing the exclusively  Riberesque tenebrism critics came to lament in Ribot’s 

work, one must question what Ribera’s work meant to nineteenth century  critics and the extent to 

which his life and oeuvre were known and understood. The rich dialogue, for instance, between 

the Italian, Spanish, Flemish and French Caravaggisti flourishing especially  during the first two 
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decades of the seventeenth-century  in Europe and in particular in Rome is only infrequently 

discussed in the nineteenth-century criticism specifically of Ribera and it mostly  addressed the 

qualities of stark light and dark contrasts that these tenebrosi masters shared.119 Indeed Valentin’s 

and Simon Vouet’s sojourn in Rome (arriving about 1613-14) coincided with that of Cecco del 

Caravaggio, Gerard von Honthorst  (arrived about 1610-12), Dirck van Baburen (arrived about 

1612-1613), and according to recent scholarship, with that of Ribera himself.120  If Ribot’s 

critics’ observations denounced solely the use of sombre tonalities and stark light contrasts, their 

criticism of Ribot’s Spanish or Riberesque sources demand a more nuanced analysis. As we 

demonstrated in Chapter 2, to identify specific sources in Ribot’s work is no easy task. First 

because Ribot rarely discussed his own work; second, because while he was accused of 

“pastiching” Ribera, upon analyzing his works in conjunction with the paintings by Ribera he 

may have known, the relationships between these paintings are more nuanced and complex than 

that of a mere source and its copy; and thirdly, because a significant  portion of his oeuvre was 
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destroyed during the Franco-Prussian war of 1871 and with it  any drawing or journal entry that 

may have helped to elucidate these matters. 

 For now, we can point  to the fact that Ribot’s Saint Vincent exhibited at the Universal 

Exhibition 1867 (fig. 33) was certainly remarked upon for its Spanish character, however this 

time, it enjoyed, curiously, the favour of its critics: 

 [Ribot] a exposé, avec un tableau de genre, une de ces fortes études comme peu de 
 peintres aujourd’hui en Europe seraient capables d’en exécuter. C’est une sorte de 
 pendant au Saint Sébastien qui obtint un si grand succès au Salon de 1864. Son tableau de 
 cette année est un Saint Vincent. Le saint, dépouillé de ses vêtements, est étendu sur le 
 sol. La légende rapporte qu’un corbeau défendit son corps de l’approche des animaux 
 carnassiers. Le motif était dramatique, le peintre en a tiré tout le parti possible, et surtout 
 il a trouvé un excellent  prétexte à une étude du corps humain tout à fait digne des vieux 
 maîtres espagnols.121

Other critics, however, lamented the fact  that Ribot deviated from his choice of subjects drawn 

from everyday life to favour the well trod path of religious subjects: 

 Que lui prend-il à Ribot de s’enfiler dans les sujets sacrés? Voudrait-il restaurer les 
 fresques de Flandrin à Saint-Germain des Prés? Il vient de faire encore, depuis son Saint 
 Sébastien et en pendant, un autre martyre qu’un corbeau défend contre des loups. 
 Assurément, c’est dramatique un corbeau les ailes étendues, perché sur un cadavre 
 abandonné dans un ravin sauvage, -- ou un blessé que secourent de pieuses femmes. Mais 
 pourquoi saint Sébastien ou le saint au corbeau? Pourquoi nous reporter par un étiquette à 
 de vieilles légendes, quand la vie moderne peut offrir des images analogues?122

The same critic continued: 

 M. Ribot n’est pas nommé non plus par le jury. C’est un peu sa faute. Il est un de ces 
 peintres de la nouvelle génération, savant et solide en sa pratique. Mais il n’a pas encore 
 su se débrouiller de l’imitation des tenebrosi. Quand il voudra peindre en plein air, 
 oublier Ribera et traduire la lumière naturelle, il aura vite un grand succès bien mérité. 
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 Ses Rétameurs sont à l’Exposition universelle. Sauf la noirceur du coloris, c’est un des 
 bons tableaux familiers que l’école moderne ait produits.123

It is a rare case for Ribot to have executed a preparatory drawing for this work. He typically 

painted directly on his canvas without the aid of oil sketches or drawings, adjusting and 

correcting in overlying layers as shown in the radiograph of Nature morte aux oeufs sur le plat 

(Musée d’art  et  d’archéologie de Senlis, Senlis).124 Yet the drawing Saint Vincent protégé par les 

corbeaux at  the Musée Rolin (fig. 34) displays a higher degree of finish rather than the free and 

lose qualities that  his preparatory drawings typically display. The modelling of the figure is bold 

and deliberate rather than tentative or loosely rendered; the picture’s composition is comparable 

to that of the final painting down to the finest details of the drapery’s structure, the crow’s 

gesture, the figure of the wolf approaching in the shadows, and the peculiar plant or object on the 

lower right corner. Furthermore, this drawing is signed in the upper right corner, which suggests 

its purpose was not likely to serve as a preparatory  study  but perhaps as a drawing in its own 

right. The contrast  between the careful and masterful strokes forming the saint’s body and the 

broader, more summarily, treatment of the background is consistent with Ribot’s preferred 

method in painting.125  He draped an already ambiguously  structured background in broadly 

rendered shadows and juxtaposed it  with the exquisitely rendered modelling of a figure touched 

by the light his brush casts on the, interestingly, unbroken flesh of the martyr. The rather 
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123 Théophile Thoré, Salons de W. Bürger 1861-1868 (Paris, 1870), p.366.
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125 It should be mentioned that a version of this subject at the Château de Blois is attributed to Ribot. I 
have been unable to consult this work’s files or to see the painting myself therefore I will not include a 
discussion of it in this study beyond mention of its location in Blois (Inv. No. 32.17.1) and the fact that I 
have not encountered references to it in scholarly literature.



ambiguous background indicates the presence of distant mounds of rock and a dark sky, yet it is 

not possible to determine whether it  is dusk or dawn, since the colouring and the lighting in his 

painting provide little indication of this. The background landscape and general composition, 

however, share a strong resemblance to those in his Saint Sebastian (Musée d’Orsay, 1865) and 

his Good Samaritan (Musée d’Orsay, 1870; and the two versions at the Musée des Beaux-Arts de 

Pau, ca. 1870). 

Salon of 1868

 Ribot’s sole entry to the Salon of 1868, L’Huitre et les plaideurs (no. 2126), at the Musée 

des Beaux-Arts de Caen (Fig. 36), was inspired from a fable of the same subject by  one of 

France’s most prominent fabulists of the seventeenth century, Jean de la Fontaine (1621-1695). 

The fable tells of two starved men who find an oyster on the sand. They dispute about who of the 

two should eat it, but unable to determine who saw it first, they call a man, Perrin Dandin, to act 

as judge and resolve the argument. Dandin indeed solved the dispute; he took the oyster and ate 
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it himself, leaving one empty shell for each of the men to take home.126 Ribot’s scene is rather 

ambiguous. The three figures engage with each other vividly by  means of the gestures of their 

bodies, yet none of them returns its neighbour’s gaze. The man in the centre of the composition 

looks at the figure to the right of the scene with an expression of astonishment, drawing his right 

hand to his chest in a gesture that  could express his helplessness and surprise. The attention of 

the figure to the right of the composition still lingers on the empty shell of the oyster held 

nonchalantly by the seated man, who seems to gaze upon the disheartened pilgrim standing 

across from him. Ribot executed this painting on a previously painted canvas. 

 While this work did not elicit  much criticism, it was nonetheless purchased by  the state 

for 4000 fr. and was included in the centenary exhibition of 1889 along with Les Philosophes 

(Musée de l’hôtel Sandelin, Saint-Omer, 1869), which he exhibited at next year’s salon (no. 
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126 This fable was first published in book IX of the 1678 edition of la Fontaine’s second book of fables 
entitled Fables de La Fontaine. The fable is as follows: 
Un jour deux Pèlerins sur le sable rencontrent 
Une Huître que le flot y venait d'apporter : 
Ils l'avalent des yeux, du doigt ils se la montrent ; 
A l'égard de la dent il fallut contester. 
L'un se baissait déjà pour amasser la proie ; 
L'autre le pousse, et dit : Il est bon de savoir 
            Qui de nous en aura la joie. 
Celui qui le premier a pu l'apercevoir 
En sera le gobeur ; l'autre le verra faire. 
            Si par là on juge l'affaire, 
Reprit son compagnon, j'ai l'oeil bon, Dieu merci. 
            Je ne l'ai pas mauvais aussi,
Dit l'autre, et je l'ai vue avant vous, sur ma vie. 
Eh bien ! vous l'avez vue, et moi je l'ai sentie. 
            Pendant tout ce bel incident, 
Perrin Dandin arrive : ils le prennent pour juge. 
Perrin fort gravement ouvre l'Huître, et la gruge, 
            Nos deux Messieurs le regardant. 
Ce repas fait, il dit d'un ton de Président : 
Tenez, la cour vous donne à chacun une écaille 
Sans dépens, et qu'en paix chacun chez soi s'en aille. 
Mettez ce qu'il en coûte à plaider aujourd'hui ; 
Comptez ce qu'il en reste à beaucoup de familles ; 
Vous verrez que Perrin tire l'argent à lui, 
Et ne laisse aux plaideurs que le sac et les quilles.



2025), Musicians (unknown location), and a portrait  (unknown location). It was also engraved by 

A. Duvivier and E. Thomas and published in the by-weekly periodical La Semaine des Familles 

to illustrate an article by Émile Vernon on Jean de la Fontaine (27 September 1873). Stylistically, 

this work could be compared with Cimabue Teaching Giotto to Draw, also by Ribot (Fig. 38).127 

While the latter painting remains undated, based on the softer contrasts of light and shadow, on 

the earthy palette, and on the gentle sense of luminosity, this work could be dated to before or 

around 1865, since Ribot darkened his palette considerably  after this date. The modelling of his 

figures displays masterful technique and his rendition of textures is equally  accomplished 

especially in his descriptive rendition of the aged Cimabue’s face. The head of the young boy 

recalls Caravaggio’s youths with their full lips, thick eyebrows, straight noses, almond-shaped 

eyes and round lively  faces. Still, the hands in this composition seem somewhat awkwardly 

positioned, and the foreshortening of young Giotto’s left forearm seems likewise, somewhat 

unconvincing. The inclusion, albeit in a summarily rendition, of foliage, drapery and still-life 

objects around his central figures, also occurs in his L’Huître et les Plaideurs; but as we shall 

see, Ribot developed a taste for increasing the visual contrasts between his highly  defined lit 

subjects and the dark, loosely articulated painterly backgrounds that engulfed them. 

 Based on its subject matter and literary source, Ribot’s work certainly inserted itself 

within a line of French and national antecedents. Nonetheless, the criticism arising in response to 

this painting expressed a measure of discontentment: 

 L’Huître et les Plaideurs de Ribot, c’est, comme toujours, une oeuvre savante, mais 
 charbonneuse; sans le titre inscrit au catalogue, on n’en devinerait point le sujet. 
 Impossible également de deviner l’époque ni le pays où la scène se passe. Trois 
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 bonshommes, en costume indescriptible, qui font on ne sait quoi, et l’on ne sait  où. Est-ce 
 le jour, ou la nuit? Le fond, est-ce un intérieur, ou un effet de plein air? On remarque ça et 
 là des mains et des morceaux d’étoffe excellemment peints. Mais malgré cette dépense de 
 talent, le tableau est comme non avenu. M. Ribot devrait oublier Ribera, Valentin et les 
 autres broyeurs de noir, et peindre en pleine lumière. Nous l’attendons sous l’orme, au 
 grand jour.128 

In the same spirit Mantz wrote:  

 Nous demandons en grâce à M. Ribot de descendre de son petit jardin d’Argenteuil, de 
 faire poser, en pleine lumière, le premier modèle venu et de chercher l’ombre légère, la 
 demi-teinte attiédie, le reflet transparent. Il ne sera point déshonoré pour avoir étudié un 
 jour ce que Véronèse adora toute sa vie.129

Salon of 1869
 Ribot exhibited Les Philosophes (Musée de l’hôtel de Sandelin) and Les Marionnettes au 

village (unknown location). There is little to nothing known about Les Marionnettes, and we 

hope that with time this work will come to light. Les Philosophes (Fig. 39) was purchased by the 

state and it also was exhibited at the Munich International Exhibition (no. 1522) that year 

alongside his Portrait de femme (no. 1141), his Jeune fille tirant du vin (no. 211) (Fig. 41), and 

his Portrait d’homme (no.212).130

 Ribot’s envoy received a laudatory review from E. Muntz, although he likewise cautioned 

the artist against his unnatural lighting and dark palette:

 Ribera, non, c’est Ribot que je voulais dire cette fois, a aussi envoyé quelques oeuvres 
 brillantes. Son Portrait d’homme âgé (à M. Schwab) est d’une facture virile et noble, et 
 on se demande s’il représente un de nos contemporains ou un de ces fiers vieillards 
 espagnols du XVIe siècle. Un portrait de jeune fille en buste (au même) fait pendant, 
 comme pour montrer que l’artiste ne se plaît pas seulement dans la représentation des
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 fronts ridés et des mains calleuses. La physionomie est un peu vulgaire, et  quelques 
 traînées de noir et de bleu ne contribuent pas à l’embellir. Mais elle a vraiment de la 
 jeunesse et de la fraîcheur; les lèvres sont fermes et  pleines, les yeux brillants, et 
 l’intrépidité du modelé sied bien à cette enfant des champs ou des montagnes. J’aime 
 moins les Philosophes, malgré quelques parties excellentes, les mains, par exemple. Mais 
 j’admire très sincèrement un tout petit tableau non encore exposé chez nous, si j’ai bonne 
 mémoire, représentant une Jeune Fille tirant du vin (1868). C’est un bijou; l’artiste a 
 victorieusement enlevé l’opposition du tablier et du bonnet blancs avec le fond noir, et il 
 a su réchauffer, par quelques touches de rouge (les cercles du tonneau, le filet de vin, etc.) 
 habilement distribuées, l’harmonie juste, mais âpre de cette toile. On est, à la vérité, en 
 droit de lui demander si le ton des étoffes blanches est aussi éclatant dans une cave 
 obscure, ou bien si la lumière qui éclaire la jeune fille vient d’un soupirail, ou d’une 
 lanterne. C’est une énigme que je n’ai pu résoudre. Que M. Ribot prenne garde; dans ses 
 Marionnettes  du dernier Salon, il a aussi obtenu ses effets de lumière aux dépens de la 
 vraisemblance. L’attitude rêveuse de la jeune fille ne manque pas de poésie, elle penche 
 la tête avec un abandon gracieux, et paraît comme perdue dans ses méditations. C’est 
 encore un joli petit fragment de Ribera, mais à quand l’édition complète? A quand une 
 composition pareille à celle du Senèque mourant qui se trouve aussi à Munich, mais à la 
 Pinacothèque, et qui pour le coup est bien de Ribera et non de Ribot!131

These remarks once again urge us to question Ribot’s inclusion into what up to today has been a 

widely  accepted view of his work as falling neatly within a tradition of young Realist artists. His 

deliberate deviation from verisimilitude and observable reality is a clear indication of the 

master’s artistic inquiry beyond the limits of tangible, observable reality. His work clearly 

incorporates elements of a highly  subjective nature that explore the artifice possible in painting 

to construct  a specific, perhaps an enhanced, effect or type of reality. That is, a reality that takes 

into account keen observational capabilities and a vivid imagination, both articulated by means 

of his individual temperament as an artist.

 Ribot’s Les Philosophes certainly recalls Ribera’s philosophers, especially the series 

executed for the Prince of Liechtenstein in ca.1636 - 1637.132  The type of aged male figures 
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occupied with a book can be compared in both artists’ compositions. Ribot’s philosophers 

confront the viewer by the mere intensity of their gestural and facial expressions, by the 

forcefulness of their physical presence and psychological impact, and by the naturalism with 

which their individual physiognomies have been rendered. Ribot was certainly  aware of Ribera’s 

philosophers but  his series of saints may also have inspired him. The Galerie espagnole included 

several of the Spagnoletto’s individual saints including Saint Andrew (Musée des Beaux-Arts, 

Narbonne), Saint Onophrius (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) and a number of versions of Saint 

Peter which remain unlocated or which have been reattributed to other artists, as was the case 

with Francesco Fracanzano’s Saint Peter in Meditation (art market, New York) (Fig. 40). The 

only philosopher Ribot could have studied at the Galerie espagnole is an exquisite Philosopher, 

also known as Old Man attributed to Ribera’s studio by Baticle, today at the Detroit Institute of 

Arts (Fig. 42). 

 As for Ribot’s Salon criticism, some familiar complaints resurfaced among this year’s 

critics. Jules Castagnary wrote: 

 Ribot n’a pas été heureux cette année. Il ne peut arriver à la vraie lumière, ce que 
 j’appelais tout à l’heure la lumière de tout le monde. Du noir, toujours du noir! Faut-il 
 donc désespérer de lui? Assurément, si Ribera avait peint ces têtes de Philosophes, ce 
 dont il eût été fort capable, son tableau, ayant poussé, serait aujourd’hui aussi noir que 
 celui de M. Ribot; mais trois cents ans auraient passé dessus, et trois cents ans c’est une 
 excuse que M. Ribot ne peut pas invoquer, lui qui a peint son tableau hier.133 

Paul Mantz wrote on a similar note: 

 En faisant un pas de plus dans les voies obscures, en passant du brun au noir, nous 
 arrivons à M. Ribot. Nous craignons bien que l’exposition de 1869 ne soit encore, pour 
 l’auteur du Saint Sébastien, une exposition perdue. M. Ribot est né sous une étoile 
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 sombre; il suit  sa destinée, il lutte avec une obstination courageuse contre le goût de son 
 temps, et les petits malheurs s’ajoutant aux grands, il a presque chaque année l’ennui de 
 voir ses tableaux accrochés à des hauteurs ridicules ou dans des coins où l’on a peine à 
 les trouver. Il est d’ailleurs pour beaucoup dans ses mésaventures. Un instant nous avons 
 pu croire qu’il allait sortir de sa cave; dans son Supplice, du Salon de 1867, qui vient 
 d’être acheté par le musée de Rouen, il y  avait une tentative de coloration. Mais le 
 vaillant artiste rentre dans sa nuit; l’abus du noir est visible dans ses Marionnettes au 
 village, et, il faut le dire, l’effet  est  trop systématique pour être juste. Nous aimons 
 beaucoup mieux les Philosophes, réunion de docteurs d’un type volontairement vulgaire, 
 où la trivialité s’accentue à plaisir et où l’on retrouve le ferme pinceau du maître.134 

While Ribot’s consistently  dark palette was the central concern for most critics, his work 

undoubtedly found esteem with the State and upon being compared with Bonnat, the same critic 

admitted Ribot’s supremacy  in the forcefulness of his expression and the mastery of his virtuoso 

technique: 

 Il y aurait une curieuse comparaison à tenter: il faudrait, pour un instant, rapprocher les 
 Philosophes de M. Ribot des apôtres que M. Bonnat a groupés autour du sépulcre d’où la 
 Vierge vient de s’échapper; ici et là les types sont dépourvus de toute beauté; ils 
 appartiennent  les uns et les autres au même diocèse, et les deux artistes ont également 
 cherché l’énergie. Mais comparez, je vous prie; sachez, sous les laideurs pareilles en 
 apparence, reconnaître la distinction du faire et  la grossièreté de l’outil. Sans doute M. 
 Ribot et  M. Bonnat sont peintres tous deux, bien qu’à des degrés différents. Appelé à les 
 juger, Corrège se récuserait; mais c’est à M. Ribot que Ribera donnerait le prix.135 

 Despite the continued criticism of Ribot’s “systematic” effet de nuit, this Salon exhibition 

marks a significant innovation in the artist’s technical method. His Philosophes displays not only 

a marked contrast of harshly lit hands and faces against a background in deep shadow; it also  

highlights a contrast in the brushwork and articulation of the lit subjects and the dark 

surroundings. In other words, there is little effort made to sculpt  the figures’ bodies out of the 

shadows by means of deeper shadows or nuanced tonal modulations. It  becomes increasingly 
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difficult to distinguish the masses shaping each of the figure’s bodies. As a result, the old men’s 

heads and hands seem to glow mysteriously and with an added sense of presence, be it physical 

or psychological. Since he does not  achieve this effect by means of a descriptive technique that 

would enhance the sculptural plasticity of the structures in the shadows of his composition, as 

Ribera would, Ribot’s technique deviates from the Spanish Master in this respect and 

commences an exploration of new expressive effects. Ribot juxtaposes abstract form, articulated 

in the bodies of his figures, with a naturalistic and highly descriptive, masterful technique, 

displayed in the hands and faces of his subjects. As we will see, Ribot will increasingly 

emphasize this juxtaposition in the work he produced throughout the 1880s.

Salon of 1870

 Ribot exhibited Le Bon Samaritain (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) (fig. 43) and Le jeune homme 

à la manche jaune (unknown location). Le Bon Samaritain was purchased by the State for 3,000 

fr. This year Ribot’s critical reception was mostly  positive with most commentaries remarking 

upon the artist’s virtuoso technique and the slightly softer shadows enveloping especially his 

Samaritian. While the location of Le jeune homme à la manche jaune is unknown, it belonged to 

a certain count de Luro by 1887. 

 We know that upon the artist’s death a copy of this painting was among the works that 

hung in his home in Colombes. He also kept two masks on the mantlepiece of his fireplace, one 

by Auguste Rodin (a version of L’Homme au nez cassé) and one by Just Becquet (Vieille 

paysanne du Doubs); and a study by Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux (Femme jouant avec un singe). 

Arsène Alexandre, who wrote a brief biography of the artist in 1892, remarked upon Ribot’s 
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tendency to meet with sculptors more often than he did with fellow painters.136 A strikingly vivid 

and candidly spontaneous portrait in oil of Vollon by Carpeaux, who is better known as a 

sculptor than as a painter, attests to the friendship between these two artists (fig. 44). The 

painting, executed in 1873 (Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery, Birmingham) carries the 

inscription “à l’ami Vollon / Carpeaux / Dieppe 1873.” Given that Vollon belonged to Ribot’s 

close circle of friends, we can assume that by 1873 Ribot also knew Carpeaux. In turn, Carpeaux 

and Becquet belonged to each other’s artistic entourages, and thus it might not seem too far 

fetched to assume that they had met and perhaps even had established a friendship with Ribot in 

the early 1870s. Indeed upon Carpeaux’s death in 1875, Ribot’s Un Vieillard à longue barbe was 

found within the contents of his studio. The master of Colombes certainly admired his 

contemporary  painters, most noticeably Millet, Corot, Daumier, Courbet, and Manet. However, 

his friendships with sculptors like Rodin have been largely, if not entirely, overlooked in 

scholarship. The parallels between the sculptural qualities in Ribot’s paintings and Rodin’s 

expressive forcefulness in sculpture are striking.137 On the one hand this could explain Ribot’s 

intrinsic penchant for painting’s high plasticity, that is, its marked sculptural character; 

conversely, this aesthetic interest must have only helped his friendships with sculptors like Rodin 

to flourish naturally. Ribot made a portrait of Rodin as a gift to his sculptor friend in 1887. 

 Their friendship is documented by 1885 in a note Ribot wrote to the sculptor (14 April 

1885) notifying him that a drawing he had made for him would be ready in one week. Yet, we 
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also know that Rodin was present at the 1884 banquet organized in his honour by the artistes 

indépendants. Whether the note written in 1885 refers to Ribot’s portrait of Rodin is unclear 

(fig. 48). It attests nonetheless not only to the artists’ friendship but also to the artistic exchanges 

in which they partook. In the case of Ribot, his affinity for descriptive and textured surfaces in 

his own paintings explains to some extent his appreciation for Rodin’s work. Rodin owned three 

paintings by Ribot: Torse d’homme no. P.7337 (fig. 45); Nature morte no. P.7336 (fig. 46); and 

Volaille morte no. P.7335 (fig. 53), all at the Musée Rodin, Paris. Rodin also owned one etching 

by Ribot. Rodin acquired Ribot’s Volaille morte on 20 November 1895 from Bernheim Jeune in 

exchange of two of his bronze sculptures: Le Baiser and L’amour fuyant. One year after Ribot’s 

death, in 1892, Rodin was commissioned a commemorative bust portrait of the late artist, but for 

unknown reasons this project was never accomplished. Instead, François Émile Décorcheron 

executed Ribot’s bust. Décorcheron knew Ribot at least by 1888 when Ribot was president of the 

Société des Amis des Arts du Département de L’Eure, and Décorcheron was a member of this 

society, as was Rodin. Ribot’s bust was displayed at Les Plesses, a public plaza, in Breteuil until 

the German occupation of Paris during the Second World War, when Nazi soldiers dismantled it 

together with countless other public bronze sculptures, metal structures, and bells in cathedrals to 

fabricate weapons. Only in September 2000, was Ribot’s bust recast using the original plaster 

cast, which the Laperlier family had acquired sometime in the late nineteenth century. The bust 

currently occupies its original place in Les Plesses, Breteuil (fig. 49). Rodin did participate, 

however, as part of the organizing committee of a large-scale commemorative retrospective 

exhibition dedicated to Ribot and held at the Palais national de l’École des beaux-arts in 1892. 

The exhibition’s objectives were to present  the master’s oeuvre in its entirety  and to give a sense 
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of the artist’s character. To do so, the committee’s president, Puvis de Chavannes, prepared an 

inaugural discourse, today preserved in writing at the Département des Arts graphiques, Musée 

du Louvre (A 3532):

 Messieurs,
 Pour la second fois en moins d’une année, j’ai le cruel devoir de dire l’adieu suprême à 
 un grand artiste, à un ami. 
 Hier, c’était notre illustre président Meissonier, aujourd’hui, c’est Ribot. 
 Son oeuvre considérable et forte est  dans toutes les mémoires, et il semblerait puéril à 
 ceux qui ont le véritable souci de l’art, à ceux qui ont suivi dans sa carrière ce rare et 
 noble artiste, de rappeler ici les travaux qui font sa gloire et qui resteront à jamais un 
 enseignement.
 Mais cet enseignement, messieurs, ne se borne pas uniquement à ce que le génie de Ribot 
 nous a légué; il tient aussi à la dignité superbe de sa vie, à son idéal désintéressement. 
 Ce n’est donc pas seulement au grand peintre, au puissant magicien que nous disons 
 adieu, c’est une âme haute, un coeur pur et vaillant que nous saluons, nous mettant sous 
 la sauvegarde de son cher souvenir.138

Puvis de Chavanne’s heartfelt  discourse must have resonated with members of the organizing 

committee, which included Vollon, Fantin-Latour, Braquemond, Edmond de Goncourt, Jean 

Dolent, Antonin Proust, Fourcaud, Sertat, Mantz, the count d’Osmoy, and Rodin among the most 

noteworthy.139 The rich diversity of the professions encompassed in this committee attests to the 

dynamic friendships Ribot cultivated and that surely informed his work in different ways. 

Conversely, it also points to the appeal of this artist’s work to a vastly diverse audience.  
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 What follows are transcriptions of two letters written by Ribot expressing his admiration 

for Rodin. I would like to include these transcriptions here for the purpose of illustrating the 

relationship  between painter and sculptor based on this unpublished correspondence. The first 

letter was written on 5 January 1885. Ribot’s congratulatory  message might refer to Rodin’s 

commission to execute a monument to commemorate Eustache de Saint Pierre, which would 

become the Monument to the Burghers of Calais. The second letter was written on 25 May 1887. 

It is safe to assume that the latter document was written in response to a letter or message Ribot 

had received from Rodin. Both letters are located at the Musée Rodin, Paris:

 Mon Cher Rodin,
 Vous ne pourrez vous figurer combien je suis heureux de votre décoration. Bravo donc 
 mon grand sculpteur! Et tous nos compliments à vous et votre chère madame Rodin. Je 
 vous embrasse de coeur. t. Ribot

 Cher Rodin,
 Vous savez combien j’aime votre admirable art  -- jugez si vos deux mots me font plaisir. 
 Merci de coeur mon grand sculpteur et ami. t. Ribot140

 Ribot’s second envoi to the Salon was his Portrait de jeune homme à la manche jaune, 

which must have had special significance for the artist. Unfortunately  this work’s location is 

unknown but an engraving by A. Masson is preserved at the Parisian collection of M. Paul 

Gonyn (fig. 50). Ribot’s Portrait de jeune homme au chapeau (Petit Palais, Paris) is remarkably 

similar to Portrait de jeune homme à la manche jaune not only  in the young boy’s expression 

and gesture -- it is a strong likelihood that the model was the same in both works -- but also in 

the painting’s style, composition, and general approach (fig. 51). The technical execution of both 

paintings must be closely related especially since both works were completed the same year.  We 
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can assert that by 1870 Ribot had achieved a masterful technique that  consisted of thick paint 

applied in short  and assertive brushstrokes flowing in the direction of the planes that articulate 

his figures’ forms. This method, in conjunction with the descriptive application of impasto of 

varying thicknesses, enhanced the sculptural quality  of his subject. Upon looking closely  at  this 

work from different  angles it  would almost appear as if Ribot had synthesized two opposing 

aspects of painting (fig. 52). On the one hand, this work is a phenomenal tribute to the artifice of 

painting in its verisimilitude and the life-like qualities it  renders to its subject, especially  its 

compelling psychological presence. On the other hand, Ribot’s technique emphasizes the 

materiality of his medium by exploiting its potential for an almost sculptural plasticity. His 

brushstrokes are left unblended and uneffaced, creating a rugged surface upon which an 

engaging play of shadows emerges as the painting is lit from different directions. If aligned with 

the painting’s own light source, an uncanny echoing of the painted shadows ensues. Looking at 

the sculptural, almost tactile aspect of Ribot’s technique, it comes as no surprise that he 

cherished Rodin’s rough, forceful, textured, and expressive surfaces. But this aesthetic, that is, 

the deliberate visibility of brushstrokes, has already  been discussed in great detail, not in the 

literature concerning Ribot, but especially in that pertaining to Realist  and Impressionist 

painting. This group of avant-garde artists advanced and advocated modernity in painting by 

means of subversive, innovative, and highly personal painting techniques which utilized the 

deliberately  visible brushstroke as a means to articulate sensation.141 The deliberate visuality of 

the brushstroke has also been discussed in seventeenth-century aesthetic discourses concerning 

Velázquez and Spanish naturalism as well as Titian and Venetian painterly modes of 
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representation. Indeed painterly techniques wherein the unblended brushstroke is given particular 

significance are not exclusive to the nineteenth century.142  Through his virtuoso painterly 

technique Velázquez articulated highly naturalistic and compelling forms. When looked upon 

closely, however, his painterly vocabulary  demonstrates techniques not too different from those 

of the Impressionists in their loose, approximative strokes. For example, the floral brooch the 

Infanta Margarita wears in Las Meninas together with her headpiece display a masterful array  of 

loosely  articulated brushstrokes of varying thicknesses, of impasto and translucent glazes, that if 

seen up close and in isolation they convey  a composite of abstract forms in a symphony of reds, 

orange-reds, golden-yellows, white-greys, green-greys and ochres (figs. 55, 56). Upon assessing 

the brushwork of Venetian painters of the Cinquecento -- Titian, Tintoretto, Veronese, and Jacopo 

Bassano, to name a few great Masters -- Philip Sohm stated that brushstrokes:

 [are to be seen] as a record of the act of painting, what might be poetically described as 
 the flight of a painter’s hand or the traces of past gestures. These marks remind us of the 
 painter’s physical existence and his habits of movement. They record the responsiveness 
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 of paint to his touch and provide an intimacy with the artist as we watch his work 
 progress sequentially, savoring it stroke by stroke.143 

Sohm’s description of brushstrokes is one that enhances the intimacy  of the relationship  between 

painter and painting, between the painter’s conceptual musings of his work and the painting’s 

materiality  and visual form, between painterly idea and painterly materials, between 

craftsmanship and individual painterly vocabulary, between painterly innovation and tradition, 

and between originality and convention. The brushstroke then embodies the dialogue(s), per se, 

that attest to the painter’s experience of that which is represented in painting. Ribot’s highly 

textured technique, with its nearly approximative brushstrokes and the over all illusion of reality 

they  articulate, inserts his work not only  in a historical discussion of past painterly  techniques, 

employed and expanded by artists like Velázquez and Titian, but also in the contemporary 

discourses of Realism and Impressionism. The historicism of his painterly vocabulary points to 

the efforts of artists like himself, who saw in skillful and innovative technique a means by which 

to articulate new ways of seeing.

 This aspect of Ribot’s painting further complicates its exclusive inclusion within a Realist 

tradition, since by  depicting rather conventional subjects -- portraits and genre scenes as well as 

still lifes and religious subjects -- in unconventional ways he proves to tap  into some of the ideas 

being concurrently explored by his peers yet which were met with the vigorous opposition that 

Ribot quietly  eluded. Critics certainly  took issue with Ribot’s work, but as we have seen, his 

painting technique was less the cause of the discontentment and frustration many critics 

expressed as was his preference for a dark palette and a Spagnoletto-inspired sense of light  and 
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shadow. Portrait de jeune homme à la manche jaune in particular elicited quite positive 

criticism. For example, in his review of the Salon of 1870 Camille Lemonnier stated: 

 
 Ce robuste peintre expose encore, sur fond noir, un Jeune homme à la manche jaune qui 
 me rappelle cette fois les pratiques de Velasquez et dont les chairs, rougies de tons brique 
 et frottées d’une brosse audacieuse, s’enlèvent sous le haillon avec une intensité 
 formidable. Le dessin de cette figure posée en profil, est serré et marque bien l’arrêt un 
 peu sèche du type. La manche de damas qui baie au bras sur un bout de linge grisaillé se 
 casse, en vraie friperie digne d’être peinte, par petites touches menues et j’oserai dire 
 chiffonnées.144 

His technique drew the attention of the same critic upon commenting on his Bon Samaritain 
(fig. 43):

 La facture de M. Ribot ne recule devant  aucun procédé pour arriver à l’effet voulu, et 
 c’est notamment par des frottis habiles dans les parties d’ombre qu’il donne à ses nus le 
 charme d’atténuation qu’on leur voit. Je ne crois pas me tromper en disant que M. Ribot 
 possède à fond son Murillo: il me parait avoir étudié chez lui le secret des rougeoiments 
 de la chair graduellement noyés de roussissures moëlleuses. Son torse d’homme tire 
 surtout sa puissance de la justesse des ombres, ni trop plates ni trop profondes, qui 
 brunissent les creux et les méplats. C’est, au surplus, un brosseur d’une rare trempe, 
 connaissant la nature et sachant  son instrument: il a de la fièvre, de la verve, de la furie 
 même, et il ne s’agit pour lui que de se surveiller un peu. La main droite est maigre et 
 d’un faire creux; et puis l’on voit trop, dans la riche pâte du torse, les sillons verticaux 
 qu’y a hachés le pinceau.145

This work was also exhibited in Vienna in 1873 and likewise received a positive response, this 

time, from the critic René Ménard: 

 M. Ribot est  représenté à Vienne par le Samaritain, titre sous lequel il a fait une figure 
 peinte avec une énergie peu commune. M. Ribot sait rendre les palpitations de la chair, et 
 sa touche frémissante accroche la lumière avec une franchise dont le secret était perdu 
 depuis Ribera. Cependant il y a dans cette peinture quelque chose d’un peu 
 conventionnel, et les ombres gagneraient à être moins opaques.146 
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The same critic continued in his review of the Salon of 1870: 

 ...le Samaritain exposé cette année satisfera pleinement ceux qui aiment la peinture 
 solide, et qui se délectent dans une touche franchement appliquée. On serait  pourtant 
 injuste si l’on ne voyait  dans M. Ribot qu’un praticien maître de son outil, et dont la 
 brosse docile se complaît aux tours de force. Ses tableaux sont avant tout conçus au point 
 de vue de l’effet.147 

 A common thread in these critics’ commentaries concerning both works is the persistent 

comparison with the Spanish Old Masters: Ribera, Velázquez, and Murillo. Stylistically there 

certainly are some qualities that bring to mind these Spanish masters; these have been discussed 

throughout this study. However, aside from these stylistic and technical elements, what other 

Spanish sources have informed these works? Refering to Le Bon Samaritain, its subject  matter is 

in no way an indicator of a particularly Spanish subject beyond the Spanish school’s affinity for 

religious painting, since religious painting as well as history  painting enjoyed a privileged 

position in the hierarchy of the arts in all of Europe during the seventeenth century and well into 

the nineteenth century. To determine what works of the same subject by  a seventeenth-century 

Spanish master Ribot may have encountered, Andor Pigler’s Barockthemen: eine Auswahl von 

Verzeichnissen zur Ikonographie des 17. und 18. Jarhunderts (1974) would provide a 

comprehensive base from where to begin this inquiry. For our purposes I will concentrate this 

study to the impact of paintings from Louis-Philippe’s Gallerie espagnole and the private 

collections of Aguado and Soult, by far the most prominent collections of Spanish painting in 

France of the nineteenth century. I will also include other private and public collections of 

Spanish painting as well as sales of Spanish paintings as available documentation allows it.  
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 Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole displayed no work of this subject. The vast majority 

of religious paintings in the Galerie espagnole depicted New Testament scenes and Christian 

saints and martyrs as well as scenes from the life of Christ and the Virgin. This is also the case in 

Aguado’s Collection at the point of its sale in 1843 and in Soult’s Collection based on its sale 

catalogue of 1852. Ribot must have, however, seen Luca Giordano’s rendition of this subject at 

the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rouen since the museum acquired Giordano’s Le Bon Samaritain 

in 1839 at  the sale of Eugène Devéria’s collection (no. 93) (fig. 57). Ribot must also have 

encountered a reproduction of Ribera’s Il Buon Samaritano (Museo di Capodimonte, Naples) 

(fig. 58). In his Le Bon Samaritain of 1870 (fig. 43) Ribot seems to explore the dramatic effects 

of the sharply foreshortened torso of his figure, an aspect he similarly explored in La Gourde 

vide (fig. 59).148  Yet the fact that he depicted scenes from the parable of the Good Samaritan 

(Luke 10:25-37) multiple times indicates that either he found this passage particularly befitting 

his aesthetic explorations, that the story  in this passage resonated within him with particular 

poignancy, or a combination of both (figs. 62, 63). Ribot executed another Le Bon Samaritain in 

1875 (fig. 60) and its preparatory  oil sketch earlier that year (fig. 61), both works are at the 

Musée des Beaux-Arts de Pau. The latter work shows stronger similarities to Giordano’s and 

Ribera’s paintings of this subject in the composition of the traveller’s body as barely 

foreshortened and viewed mostly from its side, with the exception that Ribot’s figure would be 

the mirror image of the same figure in Giordano’s and Ribera’s paintings. In his final painting 

Ribot (fig. 60) included the figure of an old man as the Samaritan and a young boy, perhaps his 

servant, much as in Ribera’s version of this precise scene in the parable. A third version Ribot 
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executed remains undated and unlocated (fig. 64). The only reference to this work I have found 

is in a Recueil de l’Oeuvre, a file of loosely compiled individual sheets at the Bibliothèque 

nationale de Paris, site Richelieu. An entry of a Bon Samaritain was included in the exhibition 

catalogue of the Exposition retrospective de Th. Ribot, organized by  the Société des Amis des 

Arts de Colombes in 1934, no.16 and measuring 39 x 46 cm, which corresponds to neither the 

versions at Pau nor at the Musée d’Orsay, indicating this might indeed refer to a third version of 

the same subject. Whether Ribot’s Le Bon Samaritain of 1870 was directly informed by a 

seventeenth-century  Spanish source or not, it is clear that the artist’s rendition of this subject is 

not an attempt of narrative clarity; the inclusion in the far background of a figure riding is vague 

enough to leave its identification to the imagination of the viewer as the approaching Samaritan, 

as a fugitive robber, or as one of the travelers who passed by the wounded man without stopping 

to help. Instead, Ribot seems to offer a compelling rendition of the figure’s presence, which 

confronts the viewer by its mere placement within the picture plane. The articulation itself of this 

body calls for the viewer’s attention in its dynamic combination of descriptive brushwork, muted 

palette, and stark lighting which come together admirably through the artist’s observational and 

imaginative skills. 

Salon of 1874

 Ribot did not participate at the Paris Salon of 1872 but he did exhibit  Le Moine (Musée 

d’art et d’industrie André Diligent, Roubaix) (fig. 65) and a Nature morte (unknown location) at 

the Exposition Lyonnaise that year. Likewise, he did not take part in the Salon of 1873 and 

instead exhibited his Bon Samaritain at that year’s Vienna Exhibition. Le Moine received a rather 

lukewarm critical reception. According to Mantz, Ribot had ultimately  failed in emulating 
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Zurbarán, if indeed it was these monks’ mystic aura he had wanted to depict. Nonetheless, Ribot 

was praised as one of France’s most conscientious hispanisizing painters: 

 J’ai parlé tout à l’heure des maîtres espagnols à propos de quelques peintres de ce 
 temps-ci. M. Ribot, parmi ces peintes, est un des plus habiles et le plus sérieux. On se 
 souvient avec quelle perfection sa peinture, il y a quelques années, jouait le Ribera; il 
 paraît que Zurbaran le tente aussi. Le moine assis, les mains jointes, avec le missel et la 
 tête de mort à ses côtés, semble une copie, mais une copie bien pâle du vieux mystique.149

Only in 1881 would his Tête de moine also known as Le Moine receive a more favourable 

review. Writting for La Presse, Louis Énault praised Ribot’s terrifying verisimilitude as his 

Moine haunted the salons along the Chaussée d’Antin.150 He wrote: 

 La Tête de moine, de M. Théodule Ribot (car M. Ribot s’appelle Théodule!) est peut-être 
 le morceau le plus brillant et de la plus forte exécution qu’il y ait  aujourd’hui au Cercle 
 artistique de la Seine. Je serais tenté de dire que c’est trop; jamais Ribéra n’a évoqué de 
 personnages d’une vérité plus terrible. Voilà un saint bonhomme auquel je ne me 
 confesserais qu’à l’article de la mort; mais ce rendu est d’une énergie vraiment 
 superbe.151

As for his Bon Samaritain, Ménard wrote:

 M. Ribot est  représenté à Vienne par le Samaritain, titre sous lequel il a fait une figure 
 peinte avec une énergie peu commune. M. Ribot sait rendre les palpitations de la chair, et 
 sa touche frémissante accroche la lumière avec une franchise dont le secret était perdu 
 depuis Ribera. Cependant il y a dans cette peinture quelque chose d’un peu 
 conventionnel, et les ombres gagneraient à être moins opaques.152
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 The general tone at the 1874 Paris Salon was one of lament. Critics regretted the 

condition of the Salon as a venue that helped advance the commercial, even mercantile, interests 

of artists and patrons alike to a greater extent than it promoted art for its aesthetic merit. Louis 

Gonse synthesized the sense of commodification of art at this year’s Salon as follows: 

 Mais ceux, assez rares, hélas! qui considèrent la peinture comme l’une des formes les 
 plus expressives et  les plus délicates de l’imagination humaine, fleur divine que l’on ne 
 saurait entourer de trop d’égards et  de soins, doivent s’en attrister. [...] Prenons garde 
 enfin que ces expositions de peinture [...] ne soient plus un champ de bataille, qu’elles 
 tournent définitivement à la foire et au marché, et  que, surexcitant outre mesure, chez les 
 jeunes artistes, le goût du gain facile, elles ne soient qu’un complément des expositions 
 industrielles, entre les expositions gastronomiques, hippiques, domestiques et autres!153

For some critics, this was explained by the overwhelming amount of small-format genre 

paintings and still-lifes, to which Gonse responded with a measure of frustration on one hand, 

and on the other, with an attempt to elevate or justify the widespread interest in depicting themes 

of contemporary everyday life: “La peinture d’histoire, la peinture décorative et la peinture de 

style ont été abandonnées pour le genre, pour la nature morte. Le genre surtout déborde; l’art 

anecdotique et familier nous a, en quelque sorte, envahis et  submergés [...]”154 According to this 

critic, if this tendency in art were to continue, it ought to respond to truth, to verisimilitude, and 

to sincerity in the manner of the Spanish and Dutch schools of the seventeenth century, in order 

to transcend commodification and attain a more elevated status, one worthy of French art. He 

stated: 

 L’art  ne vit que par la sincérité et, s’il ne s’élève pas au-dessus des réalités terrestres, s’il 
 ne prend pas son vol à travers les mondes enchantés qu’enfante l’imagination, il doit 
 rester de son temps et peindre, sans chercher midi à quatorze heures, à la façon des 
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 Espagnols et des Hollandais du XVIIe siècle, les moeurs contemporaines, c’est-à-dire ce 
 qu’il a tous les jours sous les yeux.155

He concluded his lament with this thought, which is heavy-laden in nationalistic fervor:

 Pour notre part, nous croyons fermement à une transition plutôt qu’à une décadence; nous 
 avons foi dans les destinées de l’art  français. Le don ne manque pas: il n’est que mal 
 employé. Non, le génie de la France, ce génie qui a jeté sur le monde, depuis 
 Charlemagne et saint Louis, des lumières si magnifiques, ne saurait périr!156

Interestingly, however, he did not discuss Ribot in his review of this Salon. 

In his criticism of this Salon Claretie wrote: 

 Celui-ci [Ribot] ne semble plus mêler sur sa palette que des décoctions de suie avec des 
 poudres de charbon. Son Portrait de femme, son étude de Jeune fille et son tableau La 
 Lecture, semblent également sortir du fond noirci d’une cheminée. Le talent si vigoureux 
 de M. Ribot est évidemment arrivé à ce moment critique qui touche à l’exaspération. Sa 
 manière sombre tourne à la maladie noire. Ce n’est plus seulement le diabolique Ribera 
 que M. Ribot prend pour patron, c’est le démon même de la nuit. Les faces étranges de 
 ses personnages émergent des ténèbres comme une lune blafarde dans un ciel couvert 
 d’encre. Il y a toujours évidemment bien de la puissance dans ce mâle talent qui 
 s’exagère lui-même; mais, sans parler du peu de charme d’une peinture aussi 
 charbonneuse, quel grave danger garde un tel procédé! M. Ribot, qui abuse des 
 préparations bitumineuses condamne lui-même, et de par la chimie, ses peintures à une 
 dégradation très-prompte. On pourra s’en rendre compte en allant voir au musée du 
 Luxembourg l’admirable Saint Sébastien de M. Ribot, qui date de dix ans à peinte, et 
 dont les couleurs, empâtées et déplorablement préparées, s’écaillent déjà et menacent de 
 tomber par squames, comme une peau affectée de psoriasis. M. Ribot était cependant un 
 des artistes sur qui l’on comptait le plus, il y a quelques années, et, de fait, je le répète, 
 ses qualités viriles se retrouvent toujours dans ce portrait de vieille femme dont la main, 
 tenant une tabatière, est si étonnamment brossée et semble littéralement sortir du cadre.157 

Claretie’s exasperation with Ribot’s consistently dark tonalities offers little help in the effort to 

visualize Ribot’s Salon submissions, of which unfortunately, little is known. The four-year 
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interruption in his Salon participation is due to the disaster of 1870 when his studio at Argenteuil 

was raided by soldiers while he and his family took refuge in Brest during the Franco-Prussian 

war. The vast majority of the paintings he had in his studio were destroyed and Ribot faced the 

arduous task of recovering, recommencing work and replenishing his studio, in order to provide 

for his family  and to minimize the set  back in his career. He executed a painting entitled 1870 - 

1871, which was exhibited at  the Exposition Th. Ribot at  the École nationale des beaux-arts in 

1892 (no. 63). Its whereabouts remain unknown, but it belonged to a certain M. Caplain. Ribot’s 

etching of Le Village en feu 1870-1871 (fig. 66), which the artist dedicated to Fourcaud, was 

based on a painting of the same subject. Perhaps this etching visually  references the painting 

1870-1871 and I hope that this work will soon come to light. In any case, perhaps each of these 

works served less to memorialize the events of 1870 - 1871 than they did cathartically, to help 

the artist overcome its devastating effects. It is also a possibility, however, that at least  the 

etching, which we can observe, served to further Ribot’s aesthetic exploration of light and dark 

contrasts. This is not to say, however that these interests were mutually exclusive. The municipal 

archives of Colombes document Ribot’s move in 1871 from Argenteuil to Colombes, a small 

town in the outskirts of Paris, where he installed his new studio and where he lived with his 

family until his death in 1891. 

 At the Salon of 1874 Ribot exhibited La Lecture (no. 1553), Portrait de Mme*** (no. 

1554), and Jeune fille also known as La fille aux longs cheveux (no. 1555) (The Joey and Toby 

Tanenbaum Collection, Art Gallery of Hamilton) (fig. 67). The locations of the first two 

paintings are unknown. He also exhibited three watercolours: Une vieille femme (no. 2507), La 

leçon de chant (no. 2508), and Conversation (no. 2509). His Jeune fille belonged to the Veil-
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Picard family, who in the late nineteenth century established itself as one of Besançon’s most 

prominent bankers and philanthropists. This is a portrait of Ribot’s daughter Marie-Juliette who 

died at a young age. In this portrait  the young girl appears to be in her teenage years and though 

her full features reveal a child-like countenance, her gaze communicates a degree of maturity as 

she calmly confronts the viewer. She was survived by  her sister Desirée-Marie, called Louise 

(1857-1916) and brother Clément-Théodule, called Germain (1846-1893), who became 

respected still-life painters in their own right. They exhibited at the Paris Salon and were trained 

by their father and his artist friend Vollon. It is often difficult to distinguish between Ribot’s 

portraits of Desirée-Marie and of Marie-Juliette. Ribot seems to use the term “Mignonne,” which 

is a colloquial derivative of “pretty” or “sweet,” to designate his daughters. Thanks to Weisberg’s 

research on La Petite Laitière we know that Mignonne is depicted in this work (fig. 68). We also 

know there are portraits titled with this affective name as is the case with a portrait he executed 

in 1869, Portrait de Mignonne (fig. 69). Another portrait  Tête de jeune femme, at the Suid-

Afrikaanse Nasionale Kunsmuseum (Capetown, South Africa) shows the likeness of the daughter 

in Petite Laitiére and Mignonne. Comparing these three portraits with La fille aux longs cheveux, 

it is evident that the two young girls share certain traits; after all they are sisters. Yet, even when 

taking into account age differences, the girl Ribot refers to as Mignonne seems to be another 

rather than the young lady  in Jeune fille aux longs cheveux. We might conclude that Mignonne 

refers to Louise and not Marie (or Marie-Juliette), however, it  is also possible that Ribot used the 

term Mignonne interchangeably. 

 Jeune fille together with La Lecture and Portrait de Mme*** mark a shift in Ribot’s 

oeuvre towards a more deliberate exploration of the psychological or inner life of his subjects. 
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The increase of portraits after 1870 in his artistic production, and his focus on pronounced 

stylistic and technical differences in the treatment of areas touched by  light and those in 

darkness, demonstrate a foundational principle in Ribot’s artistic vision. Ribot isolates his 

subjects from their environment and provides little to no indices to aid the viewer in identifying 

the location of the sitter. He isolates them from their physical surroundings not only by  the dense 

darkness that envelops them but more so by the tangible absence of anything that could resemble 

an empirical atmosphere. That is, Ribot creates a highly improbable, unrealistic, atmosphere and 

sets his figures to inhabit such spaces. What is jarring in this juxtaposition is precisely the 

contrast between the subject and its surroundings. His highly descriptive brushwork 

demonstrates Ribot’s powers of observation and the intimate familiarity  with which he 

understood the faces of those he painted as well as their character, temperament, and 

individuality.  His figures are invested with a compelling sense of presence that commands the 

viewer’s attention. This sense of interiority  or inner life in turn becomes a haunting force since 

Ribot leaves untold his figures’ inner musings and thus we are invited to attest to their thought 

and presence, without further indices as to any narrative, anecdote, or context beyond what Ribot 

provides in the portraits’ titles. The discursive processes of observation in these very  present yet 

highly  mysterious figures remains open ended. In this sense Ribot can hardly be grouped within 

a Realist tradition. After all, his aesthetic vision consists of a dynamic amalgamation of tangibly 

observable phenomena and a highly  personal, interiorized rendition of unobservable phenomena. 

That both of these types of phenomena appeal to different  types of truth or reality is not to be 

contested here and perhaps to describe him as a painter of realities would better serve our 

understanding and exploration of his work, rather than to uncritically consider him as a Realist 
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painter in the manner of Courbet. This is in no way to undermine the role of observation of 

tangible reality in his work, but precisely to achieve a better understanding of that to which Ribot 

is being truthful. To do so, the following remarks by  Ribot offer a rare and precious view into the 

inner workings of his mind:

 Si vous croyez que je fais de la nature-morte pour simple plaisir de portraiturer une côte 
 de boeuf, une pomme, un poisson, vous vous trompez. Ce que j’y  vois de précieux, c’est 
 la variété infinie que la diversité des matières me fournit. (...)  La nature-morte, avec ses 
 ventres ouverts d’animaux, ses quartiers de viande pantelante observés à l’abattoir du 
 village, étudiées plus à loisir encore chez le boucher, m’a sauvé en m’offrant tous les 
 points de repère que je voulais. (...) La nature-morte est pour moi l’exercice préparatoire 
 le plus instructif, le plus profitable, le plus sûr à l’étude du portrait ou du nu.158

Indeed observation and verisimilitude were central to Ribot’s aesthetic, yet they were not an end 

in and of themselves; rather, they were a point of departure. They were, in his own words, a 

preparatory exercise. 

 As for the remainder of his Salon submissions, we can hope that  with time and further 

study more works, especially  his watercolours, will soon come to light. To have an idea of what 

his Conversation might have been like, it is helpful to consider his oil painting of the same title, 

Conversation (Sotheby’s, New York) (fig. 70), and his drawing in ink of the same subject, 

Conversation Piece: Three Heads (Walters Art Museum, Baltimore) (fig. 71). As for his La 

Lecture, numerous paintings of the same title are listed within the collection of Hubert 

Debrousse, a particularly avid collector of Ribot’s work, whose sale on 6 April 1900 totaled 

forty-seven important works by the artist; and the collection of a certain M. Jules Strauss. 

Drawings of the same subject also appeared in Durand-Ruel’s sale of 8 May 1887. Together with 
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the works of this title exhibited at the 1887 Exposition T. Ribot organized by  Bernheim Jeune, the 

1892 Exposition Th. Ribot at the École des Beaux-Arts and at the retrospective exhibition 

organized by  the Société des amis des arts de Colombes in 1934, no entry  specifies which 

painting was exhibited at the Salon of 1874. 

Salon of 1875

 Ribot exhibited two paintings at this Salon: Cabaret normand (unknown location) and 

Portrait de M. Kerkhove (unknown location). His Cabaret normand was engraved by  Antoine 

Masson (fig. 73). This composition immediately recalls the Caravaggisti scenes of cardsharps, 

musicians and fortunetellers, with which Ribot was undoubtedly familiar. He could have studied 

some of Valentin de Boulogne’s most  stunning works at the Musée impérial du Louvre, as it was 

called then. For example, Ribot must have seen Valentin de Boulogne’s La Diseuse de bonne 

aventure (Inv. no. 8254) and Le Concert au bas relief (Inv. no. 8253), which were part of the 

museum’s collection from its inception as they belonged to the royal collections of Louis XIV 

and Louis XV respectively. At the same time, there must have been a renewed interest in the La 

Caze collection -- all 583 paintings were bequeathed to the Louvre in 1869 upon the death of Dr. 

Louis La Caze -- when in 1870 curator of paintings Frédéric Reiset finished his long-term project 

of preparing a  room in the Louvre especially  dedicated to the La Caze collection. The Salle de la 

collection Louis La Caze opened to the public on 15 March 1870. Ribot certainly must have 

enjoyed the sight of so many  of the works he had admired already  for years. His visits to this 

collection probably date back to his early  friendship  with Bonvin who also introduced him to his 

patron friend Laperlier, an avid collector of Dutch seventeenth and French eighteenth-century 

painting and a Chardin enthusiast. In this recently inaugurated hall Ribot must have seen Le 
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Nain’s Repas de paysans (Inv. no. MI 1088), Chardin’s Le Château de cartes (Inv. no. MI 1032), 

and Adrien van Ostade’s Intérieur de cabaret (M 112). While Ribot’s Cabaret normand was 

certainly informed by  these genre paintings, his rendition is more than a synthesis of the works 

that could have inspired him. His studies of the physiognomies he observed while in Normandy 

are evident in the individual traits of his figures and their costumes also reflect Norman peasant 

garb. 

 This year’s criticism was rather unfavourable for Ribot. Critics resented the change in his 

technique towards less polished brushwork. His rather visible and descriptive brushstrokes 

together with his ostensibly  arbitrary application of colour called for these works to be 

appreciated from a distance in order for these technical elements to come together cohesively. 

The critic Albert de La Fizelière praised Ribot’s Cabaret normand as did Jules Claretie but they 

both expressed frustration at the artist’s fragmented brushwork. La Fizelière wrote:

 Cette oeuvre est magistrale. Les carnations ont une puissance qu’on ne retrouve guère, 
 avec cette intensité, que chez les Velásquez et les Ribera. Il fait  suivre, pour jouir de 
 l’éclat de cette riche peinture, le précepte de Rembrandt: “La peinture n’est pas faite pour 
 être flairée.” Il faut, en effet, contempler un Ribot à distance, car en véritable amoureux 
 qu’il est, des illusions causées par les grands effets de masse et de clair-obscure, il 
 dédaigne les succès de loupe.159

He was echoed by Claretie, whose reference to Rembrandt seems far from coincidental as do the 

similarities they  draw with Ribera in the rawness of colour, the violence of light and dark 

contrasts, and the forcefulness with which he portrayed his sitter. Claretie stated:  

 [Ribot] procède par larges touches, par coups de pinceau violents, par taches successives 
 et puissantes. Le peintre du Saint Sébastien qu’on voit au Luxembourg, et qui est un 
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 superbe morceau de maître, semble avoir perdu le sentiment de la mesure; sa vigueur 
 passée est devenue de la brutalité, et l’étrange cuisine de couleur qu’il jette aujourd’hui 
 sur la toile touche peut-être à l’exagération. M. Ribot envoie deux tableaux au Salon: 
 l’un, le Cabaret normand, ressemble plutôt à une assemblée de porions belges jouant aux 
 cartes au fond d’une mine; l’autre, le Portrait de M. Vande-Kerkove-Vanden-Broeck, est 
 la pochade d’un élève de Ribera poussant à l’excès les procédés du maître. M. Ribot nous 
 répondra comme Rembrandt que sa peinture veut être vue de loin et qu’il laisse la 
 peinture léchée et savonnée au pinceau de M. Bouguereau. “Ne vous approchez pas, la 
 peinture n’est pas saine!” disait l’auteur de la Ronde de nuit. Le fait est que, contemplé à 
 distance, le Cabaret normand garde la fière allure d’une toile magistrale. On sent qu’on a 
 devant soi un talent, un tempérament, une force. Que les personnages soient charbonneux 
 et enfumés, peu importe; la vérité est que voilà un tableau hors de pair et digne d’une 
 galerie de choix. Mais ne regardez pas l’oeuvre de trop  près, n’essayez pas surtout de 
 pénétrer, comme tout à l’heure devant les portraits de M. Henner, l’âme et  l’intelligence 
 du personnage dont M. Ribot a fait le portrait. L’homme disparaît dans cet admirable 
 tripotis de couleur. Le visage devient une sorte de charcuterie bizarre où les tons violacés 
 et crus se superposent comme si l’artiste avait voulu peindre un pan de chair saignante 
 dérobé à l’étal de l’Espagnolet. Hardi et bien campé le modèle de M. Ribot se détache sur 
 un fond neutre, avec ses yeux gris, sa moustache rousse, sa joue allumée, brûlée et rougie 
 comme par la fièvre, une cravate d’un violent déteint, tordue autour des peaux du cou. 
 L’art  de l’empâtement va bien loin ici et ces plaques de noir ou de bleu, ces mains de 
 baudruche gonflée, ces viandes faisandées, cette furie de brosse et cette intempérance de 
 couleur ne constituent plus qu’un furieuse inspiration lorsqu’il fut  un temps où M. Ribot 
 était, avec sa palette un peu fumeuse et son bitume, un des plus vigoureux artistes d’un 
 temps où les peintres, les véritables peintres, ceux qui ne pouvaient faire autre chose que 
 de la peinture, sont décidément fort rares.160 

Finally, the critic F. de Launay complained: 

 Ce qui met le public en arrêt, par exemple, ce sont les oeuvres de M. Ribot: un Cabaret 
 normand, et le Portrait de M. Van de Kerkove-Van den Broeck. Quel dommage vraiment 
 qu’un artiste de ce talent s’obstine à ne pas vouloir sortir de cette manière noire qui 
 enlève toute lumière, toute transparence, toute perspective de même à ses oeuvres! Les 
 noirs donnent de la lourdeur, non du relief, et l’on en a la preuve dans ce Cabaret 
 normand qui manque absolument de profondeur. Le seul effet produit par les noirs est de 
 faire ressembler les personnages à des charbonniers et de faire supposer que ce cabaret 
 n’est hanté que par eux. 
 Que dire du portrait de M. Van de Kerkove? Il est bien présenté, ressemblant  très-
 probablement; mais pourquoi cette couleur placée, dirait-on, avec le pouce? pourquoi 
 cette tache rouge, si violente et si hors nature, sur la pommette? Nous savons bien que 
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 Ribot a cherché par cette manière heurtée et brutale à attirer l’attention du public, il y  a 
 réussi et -- ce qui est plus -- on a vite reconnu en lui l’étoffe d’un véritable peintre. Mais 
 il serait temps qu’il revînt à un faire plus soigné, plus étudié; autrement il courrait risque 
 d’être abandonné par ceux-là mêmes qui avaient le plus espéré de lui.161 

 While to my knowledge this portrait  by Ribot has not yet been located, its description 

(no. 21) in the 1887 catalogue exhibition of his work, Exposition T. Ribot: catalogue raisonné 

des oeuvres exposées, provides some insight. Portrait de M. de Kerkhove is described as follows: 

 Il est représenté à mi-corps; autour de la chemise, dont le col blanc dépasse, une cravate 
 violette est négligemment nouée et  pend sur la redingote noire; le visage, tourné de trois 
 quarts, se modèle en pleine lumière; front chauve, yeux bleus, longue moustache 
 roussâtre aux crocs qui retombent.162

His Portrait d’un vieillard (fig. 74) at the Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris, Petit Palais, 

is a worthy example of the types of portraits Ribot executed during the mid-1870s. The outline of 

his sitter’s dark clothing is barely  distinguishable against  the slightly darker background. The 

harsh light reveals a highly expressive face and equally descriptive hands. The countenance is 

that of a man advanced in years, one upon which time has left  its inevitable marks. This unnamed 

Vieillard possesses all the traits of individuality, which have been carefully  rendered by means of 

attentive observation, from his melancholy  and resolute gaze, to the particular earnestness with 

which he holds on to his walking cane. Given Ribot’s taste for popular culture -- chansons, 

popular journals, local customs -- portraits like this demonstrate the importance of the role of 

portraiture in his oeuvre as a type of social landscape, that  is, of popular as well as familiar types 

drawn from his immediate surroundings. These portraits certainly held personal significance for 

Ribot and thus functioned at a personal level. On the other hand, they help assess in their own 
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way the place and role of portraiture in the nineteenth century. The portraits he executed after 

1870 draw heavily  on physiognomic detail and on the figures’ inner vitality expressed through 

the entire range of phases in human experience, from youthful vigour to old age. Ribot was 

certainly aware of publications such as Les Français peints par eux-mêmes, where society’s 

fascination with itself, with its growing expressions of diversity as exemplified in the newly 

created professions -- brought by  industrialization, commodification and urban expansion, and 

by the demand for increasingly specialized production and consumption patterns coupled with 

century-old tradition-laden professions -- centered on an eager quest for identity. Ribot at times 

identified his sitters by providing their name. At other times, while the portrayed’s identity was 

not included in the painting’s title, their recurring and familiar features identified them as 

members of his family  and of his immediate entourage. Yet at other times, he provided neither a 

name nor a profession but rather an age, or a regional ethnicity, or simply  an activity  with which 

the figures engaged at the time he portrayed them, or their gender or a combination of any of the 

above. In any  case, Ribot’s portraits -- when treated as likenesses of the people that surrounded 

him -- synthesize a moment in the rapidly changing face of French society  of his time. They 

represent a slice of reality, but only  in the sense that these figures were once part of Ribot’s 

tangible entourage. Camille Lemonnier described this type of reality in the context of portraiture 

as follows: “Il faut donc que l’artiste voie, qu’il voie de ses yeux et qu’il voie la vérité. Le style 

consiste à rendre dans sa vérité ce qu’il a vu, en le caractérisant dans le sens de la réalité, non du 

dehors, mais du dedans.”163
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Salon of 1876

 Ribot participated with a portrait of famed mezzo-soprano Pauline Gueymard-Lauters 

(1834-1876) (location unknown), and a group portrait of his family, Portrait de famille dans une 

loge de théâtre, which was unfortunately destroyed by 1887. Portrait de Mme Gueymard-Lauters 

was executed the year of the opera singer’s death and based on critics’ accounts we know that 

Ribot depicted her with particular vivaciousness and vitality (figs. 76, 77, 78) and to the critics’ 

surprise, the portrait deviated from Ribot’s somber tonalities. Claretie wrote:

 M. Th. Ribot expose un tableau qu’il appelle Portraits. C’est sa famille toute entière; on 
 reconnaît, au fond, la tête fine et énergique du peintre. Dans le Portrait de madame 
 Gueymard-Lauters, d’une tournure si superbe, M. Ribot a voulu prouver que la lumière 
 n’avait pas de secret pour lui. Cette page, d’une coloration inattendue, ce portrait d’une 
 grande artiste par un des maîtres de l’école contemporaine, est une des attractions du 
 Salon.164 

 This year’s Salon witnessed a remarkable influx of portraits to which critics were quick 

to respond with an assessment of the qualities that seemed to somewhat elevate the genre from 

its rather lowly position in the pantheon of painting. Charles Yriarte wrote: 

 Je ne saurais comprendre qu’un artiste qui n’a pas vécu dans l’intimité de son modèle, ou 
 qui ne sait du moins rien de lui, puisse tracer un portrait  ressemblant, fixer son regard 
 habituel, lui donner sa juste expression, le surprendre dans sa pose et son geste familier, 
 nous le livrer enfin vivant, palpitant de cette ressemblance qui n’a rien de fugitif, qui 
 n’est pas la traduction accidentelle de l’impression que met sur son visage le nuage qui 
 passe et qui l’assombrit, le sourire qui l’éclaire et  qui l’illumine. Je sais qu’à ce compte-là 
 on ferait peu de portraits, la clientèle serait trop restreinte et le métier ne serait point 
 enviable, mais jamais on n’exigea davantage d’un artiste que de venir lui demander, sur 
 l’heure et sans poser la palette, de nous dire la vie, les tendances, le caractère, la 
 philosophie peut-être d’un homme qui vient frapper à sa porte, d’un modèle qu’il n’avait 
 pas vu hier, qu’il ne reverra plus demain. [...] Demander à un portrait de nous faire 
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 penser, et exiger d’un artiste de nous intéresser avec la reproduction d’une face humaine 
 qui nous est inconnue, c’est, je le répète, lui demander le génie.165 

 It is fascinating indeed to remark upon the parallel proliferation of portraiture in painting 

and in photography that occurred during the last quarter of the nineteenth century in France. 

Based on Yriarte’s analysis, verisimilitude by means of the painter’s acuity of observation was 

only the first step in producing a compelling likeness. In order to elevate a portrait above the 

status of a servile copy it had to embody the sitter’s character and thought. In other words, while  

the pull towards verisimilitude and truthfulness formed the basis for much of the painterly  and 

photographic production of portraits during the second half of the nineteenth century, especially 

within realist and naturalist circles, the less tangible aspects of an individual’s character -- for 

example their psychological presence -- equally absorbed the thoughts of the most  able 

portraitists. Félix Tournachon’s (1820-1910) thoughts on painting offer special insight in this 

matter. In 1858, in a brief biography addressed as a letter to Courbet published in the Journal 

amusant he stated, “Parce que la peinture n’est pas seulement la reproduction matérielle de la 

chose qui est, mais qu’elle en est aussi la transfiguration spirituelle.”166  Throughout this 

biography, which served as a pretext to adeptly contest some of Courbet’s grand claims of 

absolute truthfulness and objectivity in painting, Nadar expounded on the inescapable 

subjectivities to which painting lent itself. He was likewise well aware of the subjectivities his 

own medium endorsed. This is illustrated in the portraits each, painter and photographer, 

executed of Hector Berlioz in 1850 (fig. 79) and around 1856 (fig. 80) respectively. Ultimately, 

Courbet’s painting was rejected by  its sitter because the portrait did not convey the self-perceived 
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sense of presence that  his music so effectively  captured and which he wished his likeness to also 

convey. Through his photograph, however, Nadar, managed to depict Berlioz as an individual 

with a strong physical and intellectual presence despite his rather small and frail frame. In his 

1858 article on Courbet, Nadar emphasized painting’s potential to transcend servile copying by 

attaining, or hinting towards, a spiritual dimension. Ironically, Nadar’s cover page for his article 

was a drawing, by himself, of a caricature of Courbet; the journal itself, titled Journal pour rire 

from its inception in 1848 until 1862, had as its raison d’être social satire and the comedic 

illustration of customs. Satire and comedy have a significant role in the discussion of portraiture 

as it concerns its remarkable proliferation in painting and photography, a phenomenon in which 

Ribot took part. Indeed Gabriel Weisberg’s recent exhibition L’illusion de la réalité: peinture, 

photographie, théâtre et cinéma naturalistes, 1875-1918 explored aspects of the relationship 

between photography and painting in the work of Naturalist painters and photographers like 

Jules-Alexis Meunier and Thomas Eakins and Jules Bastien-Lepage among the most 

noteworthy.167 I would like to draw attention to a series of drawings by  Nadar at the Cabinet de 

Dessins in the Musée du Louvre, of portraits charges of literary  and artistic figures as an 

illustration of these relationships. 

 Figures 81 to 91 are part of Nadar’s preparatory work for his monumental Panthéon 

Nadar, a large-scale panoramic lithograph with nearly three hundred portraits charges of 

prominent contemporary French literary, artistic, and political figures. It was published once in 

1854 in the Lanterne magique and once in 1858 in Le Figaro. The bulk of his finished drawings 

are at the Bibliothèque nationale de France. It is fascinating that before Gaspard-Félix 
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Tournachon became the photographer he was most  readily identified with in his time, as he 

continues to be today, he was a prolific caricaturist. By 1840 he was well acquainted with Paris’ 

bohemian and socialist milieux and acquired the pseudonym Nadar at some point  in the 1840s 

precisely through his involvement with caricature. It was as an aid for his caricatures that Nadar 

first experimented with photographic portraiture. He explained that through photography he 

would study his sitters’ features not as to deform them, but rather, to enhance them.168  As a 

photographer, his portraits reveal a sense of intimacy not only through the sitters’ gesture and 

expression, the intentional lack of accessories, painted backgrounds or retouching, but most 

importantly they articulate it through his masterful use of light and shadow. By means of his 

careful lighting Nadar created an atmosphere where the focus was on his models’s face, 

especially on their gaze, making his effort to capture a sense of inner life evident in his portraits. 

Scholars believe his experience as a caricaturist informed his marked predilection for peoples’ 

faces as a photographer. But the comparison deserves further exploration especially upon 

considering photographic portraiture as a mechanical and artistic procedure from which to attain 

an ostensibly most accurate likeness; and caricature as an enhanced translation, to the point of 

humour and satire, of observable phenomena. I use the word ostensibly because even by  1861 

photography’s potential for artifice and subjectivity  was as alluring as its potential for 

verisimilitude and objectivity. Philippe Burty wrote: “La photographie est arrivée, grâce aux 

efforts d’hommes ardents et réfléchis, à rendre des aspects de la nature tellement particuliers et 

personnels, qu’on doit se demander aujourd’hui où finit la volonté pure, où commence la 
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manipulation.”169 This view contested the notion that photography was an unbiased and truthful 

reproduction of natural phenomena. Indeed the debate to determine where photography’s 

machinisme, to borrow Charles Blanc’s term, ended and where artistic license began was as 

unresolved as it was polemical. One advocate of photography as an infallible and unbiased 

mirror of nature was the critic Claudel. Writing also in 1861 for the Gazette des Beaux-Arts, he 

stated: 

 La photographie n’est-elle pas le miroir de la nature? Et lorsqu’un peintre a besoin 
 d’imiter la nature, y  a-t-il pour lui quelque chose de plus profitable que de consulter ce 
 miroir infaillible dans lequel la vérité se trouve si minutieusement décrite, le dessin si 
 juste et  la perspective si correcte? La photographie n’est par autre chose que l’image des 
 objets naturels tels qu’ils sont reproduits dans notre rétine, et si cette image n’est  que 
 transitoire, encore peut-elle laisser dans les esprits bien doués une impression susceptible 
 d’être continuellement reproduite par la puissance de la mémoire.170

While our purpose is not to assess this debate, it is nonetheless necessary to point out the role of 

photography  especially in the 1860s as an aide-mémoire for painters and its role in the  

relationship  between the remembered image(s) of observed phenomena in nature, and the 

mechanically captured images of that or similar phenomena which were, more often than not, 

taken by an individual other than the painter. For the purposes of our discussion, it is significant 

to question the role and effect of enhancing observable phenomena in the context of seeing, 

perceiving, and articulating a personal rendition that was accepted as operating within the 

paradigms of verisimilitude. 

 To illustrate this, a comparison between Nadar’s portraits and caricatures and Ribot’s 

portraits of the 1870s is helpful. This is not to say that Ribot’s portraits functioned as caricatures, 
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only that both responded to the general increase in demand for portraits. They also pointed to “le 

culte de soi-même et l’infatuation,” using Nadar’s phrase, that characterized nineteenth-century 

French society  as did popular publications like Balzac’s Les Français peints par eux-mêmes 

(1841) and Les cris de Paris.171  All of these serve as examples not only  of nineteenth-century 

society’s fascination with itself but also of the extent to which society demanded an enhanced 

self-image, either to serve as commodity, entertainment, or as a cleverly satirized mirror of itself. 

We know that for Ribot as for Nadar, light was central in the composition of their pictures as 

well as in the articulating of the sitters’ psychological presence. It is clear that in caricature, and 

for Nadar in particular, the sitter’s features were enhanced or modified in order to elicit humour 

but also to call attention to otherwise less remarkable aspects of the sitter’s character or 

personality. In the case of Ribot, he nearly isolated his models’ faces and hands from their 

backgrounds and, by  means of stark light and dark contrasts, in a way he also enhanced his 

sitters’ features to articulate a carefully orchestrated composition, and in so doing, he engaged in 

a deliberate exploration of the sitters’ inner life. Charles Blanc was a critic that remarked upon 

Ribot’s deliberate exaggerations or modulations in order to achieve an enhanced sense of reality. 

To quote Blanc again:

 Quand on regarde le Christ et les Docteurs de M. Ribot parmi les toiles du salon, ses 
 empâtements sont plus rugueux, ses ombres plus épaisses, son noir se noircit, sa brutalité 
 se brutalise, son exagération s’exagère. Quelle étonnante énergie dans le rendu de ces 
 chairs halitueuses, malpropres, tantôt lymphatiques, tantôt  sanguines, mais toujours 
 raboteuses et accidentées de taches et  de verrues! Quelle réalité criante et pénible, 
 admirable et repoussante, dans le modelé de ces pieds aux muscles ressentis, où l’on sent 
 la dureté des os, la souplesse des ligaments, et la fermeté des tendons, pieds sales, puants, 
 suintants, calleux, durillonnés, délices du pédicure!...Tout cela est  réel, je le veux bien, 
 mais tout cela est-il vrai? En somme, cela est-il même vraisemblable?172
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Indeed Ribot’s portraits especially of old men and women are depicted with grotesque features  

that accentuate their facial expressions. His paintings of still-lifes exaggerate the shadows cast by 

a few everyday life objects depicted in isolation, and thus intensify  the objects’ presence. Ribot’s 

paintings did not elicit humor; they were far from operating within the realm of caricature. But 

they  do present to us a modified slice of reality. I argue that it  was as deliberately  modified as 

that in Nadar’s caricatures yet evidently, yielding contrastingly different results. Ribot’s painted 

subjects seem particularly  grotesque at times, sombre at others, yet nonetheless consistently 

compelling. This leads me to ask, at what point does the enhancing of observable phenomena 

create the effect of an enhanced, more intense, more spiritual reality? I suggest that a closer study 

of Ribot’s ways of seeing things is a fruitful place to further this inquiry. 

Salon de 1877

 Ribot exhibited two paintings at this Salon. Bretonne de Plougastel (Finistère) (Museo 

Nacional de Bellas Artes de Buenos Aires, Argentina) (fig. 92) was engraved on wood by 

Edmond Yon and belonged to Hubert Debrousse (fig. 93). Vieux pêcheur de Trouville (Seine-

Inférieure) (unknown location) was engraved by Gilbert  and belonged to Edmond Turquet. 

According to the École des Beaux-Arts’ 1892 exhibition catalogue Ribot also exhibited four 

etchings; strangely, these are not listed in the official catalogue for this Salon exhibition. 

Nonetheless, the etchings he exhibited are: La Recette du cuisinier (fig. 94), Tête de jeune fille 

(fig. 95), Jeune Fille lisant (pour le Livre d’art des Femmes de Jean Dolent) (fig. 96), and 
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Portrait de M. Cardon (fig. 97).173  Critics’ responses to Ribot’s portraits were mixed, but the 

artist’s ability to translate his models’ individual physiognomies with a peculiar intensity  was 

uncontested. Paul Lefort would recognize this as an integral quality of Ribot’s portraits in his 

article for the Gazette des Beaux-Arts in 1891:

 Il [...] a peint cependant et de très remarquables [portraits], entre autres, celui de Mme. 
 Guymard-Lauters, qui fut exposé au Salon de 1876, celui de sa fille, qui figura au Salon 
 de 1882, et plusieurs de Mme Ribot. Ses portraits d’hommes sont plus nombreux: ceux de 
 M. Van de Kerkhove, vigoureuse ébauche brossée avec la crânerie d’un Franz Hals, 
 exposé en 1875, du Père Fiac, du Père Bresteau, du fils de l’artiste, et de l’artiste lui-
 même montrent avec quelle pénétrante observation le peintre savait démêler le caractère 
 et l’accent typique dans la physionomie de ses modèles et avec quelle puissance il la 
 traduisait.174 

The writer and art critic Charles Timbal was not convinced, however, that Ribot’s portraits 

carried with them the degree of verisimilitude he expected from the artist. In his opinion, Ribot 

was compromising his quest towards artistic and aesthetic independence with the flagrant 

resemblance to Ribera, which this critic suggests, if only surreptitiously, was being obscured, 

dissimulated, or even denied. He wrote: 

 Pour n’avoir pas laissé écrire leurs noms au livret, le Pécheur de Trouville et  la Bretonne 
 de Plougastel n’en ont pas moins permis à M. Ribot de faire leurs portraits; ces portraits 
 sont-ils bien fidèles? Ce qu’il y a de plus certain, c’est  qu’ils rappellent tous ceux qui 
 sortent de l’atelier de l’artiste, lequel gâte à plaisir d’incontestables et très-rares qualités 
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 de coloriste par la puérile ambition de ne ressembler à personne. On ressemble toujours à 
 quelqu’un, lui aurait répondu le peu aimable Ribera.175 

In contrast, Charles Henri Tardieu remarked upon a slight change in Ribot’s palette. His lighting 

seemed lighter, even red, especially in his Vieux pêcheur de Trouville:

 Une nouveauté doit  être signalée: M. Ribot abandonne ses oppositions de vermillon, 
 d’argent et de noir. Elle est  fort énergique sa paysanne, très belle d’expression et 
 toujours de ce formidable relief qu’il donne aux têtes. Encore plus différent des tonalités 
 qu’il préférait est son pêcheur éclairé d’une lumière presque rousse.176

 As for Ribot’s etchings, if he indeed exhibited them at the Salon, they are consistent with 

the style of portraits he executed during the late 1870s of contemplative figures in isolation 

articulated by means of richer blacks and a deliberate focus on his sitters’ face and hands. Ribot 

produced forty-two etchings since 1862, when he became a member of Cadart and Luquet’s 

Société des Aquafortistes (1862 - 1867). Proofs of all forty-two etchings were exhibited in 1992 

at the Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire de Colombe’s exhibition entitled t. Ribot “Le maître de 

Colombes” (20 November 1991 - 15 February  1992). Ribot executed a total of seven etchings for 

the Société des Aquafortiste’s monthly  publications between September 1862 and August 1867. 

In chronological order they  are La Prière (no. 5, September 1862), Les Eplucheurs (no. 25, 

January 1863), Le Mets brûlé (no.58, August 1863), Un Contrebandier (no. 68, October 1863), 

M. A. Cadart (no. 99, April 1864), L’Aide de cuisine (no. 139, December 1864), and Le Déjeuner 

du chat (no. 289, June 1867). In addition to these, he executed three etchings for each of Cadart’s 

publications L’eau-forte en 1876, L’eau-forte en 1877, and L’eau-forte en 1878. This series of 

publications contained a collection of thirty etchings by the most respected peintre-graveurs of 
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the time and a preface by prominent art critics like Philippe Burty, Jules Claretie and Emile 

Cardon, who assessed the place and role of etching in the fine arts each year from 1874 to 1881. 

Ribot’s Portrait d’Emile Cardon (fig. 97) was published in the 1876 collection of etchings 

(L’eau-forte en 1876); La Recette (fig. 94) and Nature morte in the two subsequent 

publications.177  Ribot’s etched compositions consistently  display a painterly quality. His 

explorations of light effects in painting translated in etching to create exquisitely  rich shadows 

from where his figures emerge under a mysteriously bright light. Responding to this aspect of 

Ribot’s draughtsmanship Lefort wrote: 

 La même empreinte d’originalité caractérise ses eaux-fortes, où il emploie les procédès 
 les plus savants aussi bien que les plus naïfs, utilisant tous les outils: burin, aiguille à 
 tricoter, ou pointe de couteau de cuisine. Finement, délicatement traitées, ou mordues par 
 grands plans, ces estampes, aux larges partis de blancs et de noirs profonds, rappellent les 
 méthodes du peintre et vivent de la même intensité de coloris que ses peintures.178

  His Tête de jeune fille (fig. 95) finds its counterpart in a pen and black ink drawing with 

grey washes entitled Buste de jeune femme (Département des Arts graphiques, Musée du Louvre) 

(fig. 100). Another drawing, also at the Département des Arts graphiques, Musée du Louvre, 

seems to depict the same model, with her dimple chin, wide forehead, thick eyebrows, and 

droopy eyelids (fig. 101). The young woman in these drawings is the painter’s daughter Louise, 

of whom he executed a portrait in oil and submitted it  to the Salon of 1884. It is often difficult to 

distinguish between Louise and her sister Marie in Ribot’s paintings since he rarely  identified 

them by name in his studies and drawings. Moreover, they both shared the name Marie in their 

given names, which Ribot often used to title their portraits, Desirée-Marie (called Louise) and 
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Marie-Juliette. Furthermore, he used the nickname Mignonne to refer to his daughter Louise in 

paintings, as was the case in Petite Laitière, but it is also possible that he may have used this 

affectionate term to designate Marie-Juliette. Since he executed portraits of both his daughters 

when they were young, and since he rarely dated or identified them in the portraits’ titles, our 

best tools in identifying each of them remain a visual analysis paired with the scant 

documentation providing clues as to the dating of each work. Even though we know Marie died 

before reaching full adulthood, we do not  know the exact age at which she passed away. The 

portrait Ribot executed of Marie in 1874 (Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton) and the etching at 

the Musée municipal d’art et  d’histoire de Colombes (fig. 102) are to my  knowledge, the last 

works he executed of her. The etching entitled Marie at the Musée municipale (Colombes) (fig. 

102) might have been executed close to the young woman’s death. Upon comparing this etching 

with the painted portrait of 1874 (fig. 67) we notice that some of her features have been softened: 

the edges of her face follow a soft contour, her lips seem slightly stylized as do her eyes and hair 

under her veil. Although idealizing his subject would be unlike Ribot’s methods in art, perhaps 

this etching served a more intimate or personal role. Perhaps the artist executed it  in memory of 

his daughter, to articulate through a softer rendition of her likeness, the tenderness and affection 

of a father towards his dying or late daughter. 

Salon of 1878 and the Universal Exhibition of 1878

 Ribot exhibited La Comptabilité (The Burrell Collection, Glasgow) (fig. 103) and La 

Mère Morieu at this year’s Salon and Le Bon Samaritain (Salon of 1870), La Fille aux longs 

cheveux (Salon of 1874), and Cabaret normand (Salon of 1874) at the Universal Exhibition of 

the same year. He received a third-class medal for his participation at the Universal Exhibition 
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and was made Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur. His Comptabilité had a lasting impression on a 

generation of younger artists like Alfred Boilot, who exhibited a woodcut of this work at the 

Salon of 1885 (no. 4625). The location of La Mère Morieu, however, is unknown. It  belonged to 

Sous-Secretary  of State, Edmond-Henri Turquet (1836-1914) by 1887 and by 1892 to one M. 

Dollfus de Kattendyke. We do know, nonetheless, that Ribot wrote La Marie Henry that year, a 

tale of a family of Breton fishers. The story takes place around 1825 in Trouville, a small city in 

the north of France directly  across the port city of Le Havre and neighbouring the Impressionist 

hot spot, Honfleur. Based on Ribot’s correspondence with the art  dealer Charles Ricada, we 

know that Trouville was a favourite vacation site for Ribot and his family  especially during the 

late 1870s and throughout the 1880s.179 But even before these dates Ribot had been travelling to 

the north of France and in one such trip in 1864, this time to Honfleur, he met Monet. Ribot’s 

Ribot, sa femme et sa fille, à Trouville (unknown location) documented one of the family’s 

numerous visits. This work attests to Ribot’s practice of incorporating his family life into his 

artistic career, thus complicating the boundary between private and public life in his artistic 

work.180  The four drawings he produced to illustrate his story belonged to Philippe Gille by 

1892.181

 Ribot’s story tells of the captain Morieu of ship La Marie Henry, Hot 25, who predicted 

an enormously successful fishing season and so he led his men out to the sea. After spending 

what seemed to be weeks fishing, the Marie Henry was finally bound to return her men home. 
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Suddenly a terrible storm descended that kept the heavy fish-filled ship  at sea. After days of 

suspenseful waiting the Marie Henry finally  returned to Trouville and the old captain was 

greeted by his wife, la mère Morieu, and children. The story’s plot is far from epic; rather, in its 

loose prose, emphatic descriptions, and anecdotal bend, it resembles the popular chansons that 

celebrated Breton fishing traditions and seafaring lore. Whether the story  is factual or not, it  does 

show Ribot’s familiarity  with Breton folklore and colloquial speech, his taste for the region’s rich 

seafaring and fishing traditions, and the emphasis he placed on the family as a social and 

economic unit. He executed a painting of this general theme, L’Attente des pêcheurs après le 

gros temps (no. 38) and a painting of one of the story’s characters, La Fille de la mère Morieu 

(no.74) both of which were exhibited at the Exhibition T. Ribot in 1887 at the Galerie Bernheim 

Jeune. Needless to say, La Mère Morieu is a direct allusion to the character of la mère Morieu in 

the story. Given his practice of painting after nature, La Mère Morieu was likely a portrait of a 

woman from Trouville and not merely a finished study of a more or less generic social type. 

Indeed he executed numerous studies of peasants from his stay  in Brest and continued to do so 

during his visits to the north of France. Examples of this are his paintings Types populaires des 

environs de Brest, Types popularis des environs de Trouville, Le Pêcheur de Trouville, and 

Bretonnes de Plougastel et de Plouescat; his drawings Brestoises, Bretonnes and Une Bretonne 

which belonged to one M. Pister and to Senator Étienne Goujon respectively; his watercolours 

Environs de Brest, Femme de Saint-Malo, and Le Repos; Trouville; and etchings like La Picarde 

and Les Vieilles Brestoises. Ribot also executed several group portraits of families of fishermen, 

like Breton Fishermen and their Families (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City). But his 

La Mére Morieu is also a figure where fiction borders on reality in a symbiotic relationship that 
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very much embodies Ribot’s artistic practice. While this portrait is yet to come to light, we can 

draw from two additional versions of this work by Ribot. The first, an etching, served to 

illustrate his story  La Marie Henry, published in Le Temps (fig. 106), and the second, a painting, 

which appeared in the American art market in 2008 under the title Portrait of an Old Lady (fig. 

107). This painting could not have been the version sent to the Salon, since as the critic Roger 

Ballu specified, the sitter returns the viewer’s gaze and faces him or her directly while seated in a 

three quarter view. A third version of La Mère Morieu is at the Musée de Vendôme, but this work 

resembles Whistler’s Arrangement in Grey and Black no.1 (Musée d’Orsay, Paris) more than it  

does the formerly mentioned portraits, if only in its format, composition, and the figure’s curious 

headpiece (fig. 108). 

 Critics like Robert Hyenne, writing for Le Moniteur de la mode, also wondered if Ribot’s 

story was fictitious or real, and ventured to ask the artist. Hyenne’s account is as follows:

 On a fort remarqué au Salon de peinture de cette année deux tableaux de M. Ribot: la 
 Mère Morieu et la Comptabilité. Le premier surtout a plû aux connaisseurs par 
 l’extraordinaire sincérité de l’impression: Impossible de ne point saluer là l’oeuvre d’un 
 maître. C’est, ainsi que l’a très-bien dit M. Paul Mantz, “l’image, évidemment parlante, 
 d’une vieille paysanne rustiquement coiffée et prise sur le vif dans les sécheresses de sa 
 maigreur définitive. Mais cette ruine est plus solide que bien des édifices nouveaux. La 
 bouche est serrée, le teint a perdu sa fleur, et pourtant la vie éclate, intense et profonde, 
 dans le clair regard de ces yeux d’un bleu gris. Il est certain que la mère Morieu est bien 
 telle que l’artiste l’a représentée. On n’invente pas une physionomie aussi nettement 
 écrite.” Un de nos plus sympathiques confrères, le chroniqueur du Temps, a eu l’idée 
 d’aller demander au peintre lui-même si le tableau de la Mère Morieu était une 
 conception née dans son cerveau d’artiste, ou bien l’expression d’une réalité vivante. La 
 réponse ne pouvait pas être douteuse. On n’invente pas des traits aussi saisissants, un 
 visage aussi parlant. La mère Morieu existe, en effet; elle a mené une vie accidentée, 
 semblable à celle de ces braves femmes de pêcheurs que Victor Hugo a immortalisées 
 dans ses Pauvres gens de la Légende des siècles. M. Ribot ayant bien voulu raconter cette 
 histoire à notre confrère, celui-ci, profondément ému, le pria de lui en écrire le récit. Mais 
 les grands artistes sont modestes. “J’ai pour outil le pinceau, répondit M. Ribot, vous 
 avez la plume : mon histoire vous appartient.” Heureusement notre confrère n’en voulut 
 point démordre: il sait qu’on ne raconte bien que ce qu’on a ressenti soi-même. Le récit 
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 de la mère Morieu avait été consacré à charmer les loisirs de la pose: elle avait conté ses 
 aventures, tandis que le peintre, tout en l’écoutant, inscrivait sur la toile les traits 
 caractéristiques de son visage...M. Ribot finit par se laisser convaincre, et c’est l’histoire 
 de la mère Morieu, écrite de sa main, que nous avons la bonne fortune de pouvoir 
 reproduire aujourd’hui d’après le Temps.182

 Ribot’s critics were generous in praising both La Comptabilité and La Mère Morieu. 

Indeed these works mark a new level of maturity  in Ribot’s stylistic and technical achievements. 

The atmosphere created in La Comptabilité is a compelling rendition of contemplative 

introspection by means of a subdued palette, of exquisitely  descriptive brushstrokes and 

modeling, a balanced composition, and a masterful sense of light and shadows. Both works bring 

to mind Ribera’s Vieja usurera (Museo del Prado, Madrid) (fig. 109) especially when taking into 

account Véron’s remarks upon the deep wrinkles on La Mère Morieu’s countenance. Although it 

cannot be ascertained that Ribot studied this work, he may  have seen it or come across a 

reproduction of it since this painting by the Spagnoletto was taken from the Museo di 

Capodimonte by  Napoleon’s troops and displayed in the Musée Napoléon around 1804. This 

work remained in France until 1930, when it made its way to the Prado Museum. Its only 

documented provenance after the Musée Napoléon and before its entry to the Prado Museum is 

the collection of Xavier Laffite. 

In response to these works Véron wrote:

 La Comptabilité, une vieille de profil et en bonne pose d’écrivain écrit ses mémoires et 
 ses dépenses. La tête et les mains sont du bel et bon Ribot de la première manière du 
 Bon Samaritain. La Mère Morieu, avec son casque à mèche serré d’un mouchoir, elle est 
 de 3/4; on se demande si son front est fendu ou labouré d’une ride profonde. Ses joues et 
 son col sont étudiés avec la science et la conscience d’un Ribera. Excellente étude.183 
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Rober Ballu’s commentaries were likewise laudatory and described his work as a poem of dark 

modeling: 

 
 On a ri, quelquefois à la légère, et souvent à tort, devant les toiles de M. Ribot. Cette 
 année, les rieurs feront bien de se détourner de la Mére Morieu et de la Comptabilité. Ces 
 deux oeuvres sont magistrales. L’artiste a consenti à sortir ces personnages de la grotte 
 sombre où ils étaient prisonniers; les voilà sur le seuil, et ils s’éclairent de demi-jour. La 
 Comptabilité est le portrait fantastique d’une vieille caissière en train d’aligner des 
 chiffres. Vue de profil, elle semble toute à son travail; à en juger par sa mine, je suppose 
 que c’est moins un intendance consciencieuse qu’une usurière âpre au gain. Mais que me 
 font ses qualités morales? fût-elle honnête, je réserverais quand même mes éloges pour le 
 peintre qui nous la présente. Il est étonnant, en effet, de voire comme il la fait émerger de 
 l’ombre environnante, comme les parties en relief du visage d’éclairent, sans dureté ni 
 contraste, grâce à d’insensibles transitions qui sont des demi-teintes habiles et savantes. 
 On ne peut qu’admirer le modelage puissant de la joue tombante, des chairs déformées et 
 amollies, du cou vieilli dans les sillons duquel les ombres s’engouffrent, tantôt discrètes 
 et tantôt  profondes. C’est le poème du modelé par les noirs...--mais, pourquoi ces noirs, 
 me direz-vous?--Allez le demander à l’artiste, et tâchez en même temps d’apprendre à 
 peindre avec le pinceau magique qui évoque devant nous la Mère Morieu. Cette peinture, 
 plus dégagée encore que la précédente de la manière de M. Ribot, fait penser à l’oeuvre 
 d’un maître. Coiffée d’un bonnet de coton retenu sur la tête par un ruban noir, la mère 
 Morieu nous regarde de face. Les yeux gris bleus ont cet éclat vif des yeux de paysans 
 madrés, et en même temps cette limpidité naturelle aux vieillards. Le visage enérgique, 
 qui s’enlève sur des tons gris dégradés et posés en nuages, est d’une vérité saisissante. 
 Les chairs, ça et là tannées et comme durcies, se colorent de cette teinte un peu rouge que 
 donne le travail au grand air, sous le soleil. Voilà à n’en point douter l’admirable copie 
 d’un type existant et vu; il est de ces physionomies particulières tellement accusées qu’on 
 ne peut les attribuer à l’imagination ou à la fantaisie.184 

Writing for La Liberté, Paul de Saint-Victor remarked upon Ribot’s technique at once vigorous 

and refined in the high degree of plasticity it demonstrated especially  in Mère Morieu. He 

compared Ribot’s methods to the artistry of a sculptor and likened his masterful use of paint to 

the modeling of clay in the physicality his work achieved. For this critic Ribot had achieved 

Balthasar Denner’s (1685-1749) technical virtuosity  and had surpassed him by instilling in his 
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figure the character of la Mère Morieu as an individual in all its life and intensity, likening him to 

the portraits of Hans Holbein (1497-1543). De Saint-Victor wrote: 

 La Mère Morieu, soutiendrait le voisinage des plus fiers morceux de certains grands 
 maîtres. Quel étonnant mélange de force et de finesse! Cette tête de vieille, fouillée dans 
 la pâte, comme d’un pouce de sculpteur pétrissant l’argile, a l’intensité de vie des 
 portraits de Holbein. L’oeil bleu darde un regard dont la fixité nous pénètre; la bouche 
 serrée et rentrée semble la serrure du visage; on dirait que la mère Morieu y met son 
 argent. Comme imitation strictement exacte, cela égale les études de duègnes où Denner 
 étudie et peint à la loupe les pores, les rides, les gaufrures, les excroissances, les fibrilles 
 et autres menus détails de la chair sénile. Mais le caractère, inconnu à l’artiste allemand, 
 marque ce masque flétri d’une profonde empreinte. Il n’y a rien de mesquin dans son 
 rendu excessif; c’est du Denner magistral. Le noir joue un grand rôle dans le tableau, 
 mais il n’y paraît, cette fois, que chaud et moelleux, adouci et rompu par des vibrations 
 lumineuses. Remarquez le jeu superbe du ruban sur le bonnet blanc, la transparence du 
 fond baigné d’air. Les touches d’ébène de la palette sont partout frappées d’une main de 
 virtuose, sûre de son jeu et de son effet.185

Salon of 1879

 Ribot did not send any works to the Salon of 1879 since that year he was part of the 

Salon jury. He did participate, however, at the “galerie de la Vie moderne” on the Boulevard des 

Italiens, in a one-day exhibition that  showcased around sixty Spanish tambourins from the 

Basque region painted upon by  himself, Gérôme, Bonnat, Renoir, Vollon, Carolus Duran, 

Worms, G. Boulager, J.P. Laurens, Fantin-Latour, Jules Breton, Henner, Gerveux, and Manet 

among others.186 While little is known of this exhibition and the conditions under which Ribot  

participated, we can assert that Ribot’s involvement shared a dual aesthetic interest. It 

represented an opportunity to indulge in his love of Spanish folklore, on the one hand, and on the 

241

185 Paul de Saint-Victor cited in Paul Lefort, “Les artistes contemporains: Th. Ribot” in Gazette des Beaux 
Arts (1891), pp. 306-307. 

186 André Raymon, “Échos de partout” in La Presse (Thursday, 18 December 1879), n.p.



other, to revisit the theme of music and musical instruments he had explored throughout the 

1860s. Some examples include Le joueur de tambourin (Art Gallery of Hamilton) (fig. 110), 

Jeune fille jouant de la guitare (Musée des Beaux Arts de Troyes) (fig. 111), Joueur de 

mandoline (American Art Market) (fig. 112), Le musicien (Burrell Collection) (fig. 113), Joueur 

de guitare (Musée des Beaux Arts de Reims) (fig. 114), Les chanteurs (Cleveland Museum of 

Art) (fig. 115), Joueur de mandoline (American Art Market) (fig. 116), and Les musiciens (Art 

Gallery of Hamilton) (fig. 117). While a Spanish flare is evident in these works, they also share 

similarities with a Troubadour medievalizing style of painting. This aspect of Ribot’s music 

scenes complicates readings of the artist’s oeuvre as exclusively  Realist in nature. The medieval-

styled costumes of these young musicians, with their lose-fitting frocks and plumed hats, the 

lyricism in their melancholy gestures, and the visual references to the mandolin, all carry rather 

Romantic overtones. Still, the austerity of his compositions and dramatic lighting, the descriptive 

quality of his modeling and his consistently earthen palette point towards Ribot’s Spanish 

sources. His Jeune fille jouant de la guitare in particular, recalls Zurbarán’s numerous monks 

with their white-grey robes, which Ribot certainly  saw in Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole. 

Ribot’s musicians differ from Manet’s The Spanish Singer, also known as The Guitar Player, or 

Le Guitarrero (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City) (fig. 119) for instance, which he 

executed in 1860; from the etching of the same title he executed the following year (fig. 120); 

and from Bonvin’s 1852 drawing (fig. 121) and 1861 etching of a Guitar Player or Joueur de 

guitare (fig. 122).187 Manet borrowed more overtly  from Spanish visual culture by incorporating 

iconic or almost stereotypical elements of Spanish culture: the cigarette burning on the floor -- 
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Ribot’s Joueur de mandoline (1862) does display this element --, the broad-brimmed hat and 

bolero jacket, the earthenware and onions, and the guitar. I argue that Ribot’s more subtle 

appropriation of Spanish elements in his paintings confers a more intimate and personal 

dimension to his Spanish subjects than the robust displays of Spanish folklore in Manet’s 

painting and etching. Here Ribot did not make a direct or overt reference to Spain per se, or to 

the espagnolisme that infiltrated much of the avant garde. He incorporated the visual vocabulary 

he observed in the works of the Spanish painters he studied in the galleries of the Louvre as well 

as in some private collections to compose paintings that, in format and composition, in some of 

their technical achievement, in the austerity  of their environment and the dramatic quality of 

their light and dark contrasts, evoke the paintings of Ribera, Zurbarán and Velazquez. Yet in the 

physiognomies of the models, in the banality  and simplicity of their environment, and in the 

references to Troubadour painting, they are at  once inserted within a naturalist, poetic and highly 

personal mode of representation. 

 This brief and little known exhibition certainly helped to affirm Ribot as a member of the 

French modern school of painting and as a central figure in the circle of artists that shared a 

strong interest in Spanish art  and culture. Moreover it is a fascinating example of a type of 

cultural appropriation wherein the Spanish tambourin, in its readily  available associations with 

traditional Spanish dances, and by  extension to notions of an exotic and alluring Other, was 

transformed into an object of imaginative contemplation and fantasy, and perhaps even into an 

object of commodification. By re-contextualizing this object in a gallery  setting and by  altering 

its function to bearer of a painted image, the tambourine acquired new meanings. Without 

extrapolating from this instance, the juxtaposition of Spanish folklore and French artistic 
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intervention, as seen in the painted tambourines, sprung from some widespread attitudes in 

nineteenth-century France vis-à-vis Spanish art and culture. The extraction of the tambourines,  

their insertion within the collecting rage that dominated especially nineteenth-century Paris, and 

finally their particular display  within a gallery, all informed  viewers’ experiences, understanding 

and interpretations of them. This process cannot be dissociated from the paradigm of French 

cultural supremacy  that invigorated the Napoleonic campaigns, on one hand, and the formation 

of Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole, on the other, as well as the multitude of publications 

praising a benevolent France that had rescued Spanish painting from oblivion. Perhaps the 

exhibition of tambourines is a tangential expression of this dynamic; however, it  does lend itself 

to a critical interpretation of the tambourines’ new value and functions in the French artistic, 

social, and economic contexts within which they operated. To what extent was these objects’ 

value or desirability based on the ideological construct of an exotized Spain, on the celebrity of 

the artists that painted them, or/and on each of the paintings depicted on the tambourines? What 

each artist painted on them would be significant in answering this question. Unfortunately the 

location of these objects is unknown. These tambourines represent a fascinating example of a 

discoursive interaction between nineteenth-century French artistic practice and Spanish culture. 

They  would also offer a compelling perspective on the roles Spanish visual culture, with its 

richly complex ideological associations, played in the French nineteenth-century artistic scene.  

Salon of 1880

 Ribot’s envoy to the Salon the following year, 1880, consisted of one painting, Poissons 

(location unknown). Little is known of this work, but from Véron’s description of it in his 

dictionary  of Salon exhibitions (1880), we know it  depicted fish spread on the ground with a 
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lobster and an overturned pot.188 Figures 123 to 125 might provide an idea of what his Poissons 

may have looked like. These still life paintings with fish are characterized by an ambiguous 

spatial structure, with only one plane concretely  defining the pictures’ space. The horizon line 

lays low, at one third of the picture plain from the bottom, making the ground slant at a rather 

sharp angle into the picture and placing the viewer precisely at the height of the objects depicted. 

This compositional strategy enhances the forcefulness with which the fish and other still-life 

objects are depicted. At the same time, the ground plane continues indefinitely into the picture 

space, since the artist does not render the line of contact between the vertical plane of an eventual 

background and the horizontal ground plane. Thus the space inhabited by  these highly 

naturalistic fish and still-life objects remains curiously  ambiguous, undefined, abstract. The light 

that so harshly reveals the bodies of the fish and lobster cannot concretely define the space 

wherein they  lay and thus the recesses of a possible pantry  interior or a cavernous hollow remain 

veiled in deep shadows. That the fish are depicted with open mouths is not particular to Ribot, 

yet the pathos of these breathless figures is intensified by the ways in which their eyes confront 

the viewer and their mouths seem to reflect the struggle of a lost  battle in deep waters. The 

resemblance between Ribot’s and Giuseppe Recco’s (1634 - 1695) still lifes with fish are 

striking.189 Recco’s Still Life with Salt Water Fish and Kitchen Vessels Guarded by a Cat (fig. 

126) and Still Life with Salt Water Fish and Squid in a Landscape (fig. 127) are noteworthy 

examples. The horizon line in these still lifes is set low and although the background is not  as 
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189 I thank Dr. Sebastian Schütze for drawing my attention to this Neapolitan artist.



ambiguous as that in Ribot’s still lifes with fish, it is nonetheless loosely articulated especially in 

comparison with the high degree of finish of the fish and still-life objects in the foreground. 

Recco’s inclusion of copper-like vessels is striking when this painting’s composition, in the 

macabre yet harmonious sense of reflected light on the kitchenware and fish scales, is compared 

to that  in Ribot’s still lifes with fish and kitchen vessels. Ribot must have been familiar with the 

work of Neapolitan painters like Giuseppe Recco, his uncle Giovan Battista Recco (1615 - 

1660), and Giovan Battista Ruoppolo (1629 - 1693) since the resemblances between the 

compositional devices used in these still lifes and those in Ribot’s still lifes with fish are 

strikingly close.

 Poissons does not appear in Fourcaud’s Théodule Ribot: sa vie et ses oeuvres (1887) or in 

the exhibition catalogue of the Exposition Th. Ribot organized by  Bernheim Juene and displayed 

at the École des Beaux-Arts in 1892. Both publications contain a schematic summary of the 

works Ribot exhibited at the Salon and therefore its omission is somewhat enigmatic. Perhaps 

Ribot’s limited participation at this Salon, exhibiting only one work, can be explained by his 

involvement in the exhibition Th. Ribot, exposition générale de ses oeuvres dans les galeries de 

“L’Art,” the largest solo exhibition Ribot had seen to date and which undoubtedly  absorbed 

much of his efforts and attention. It was open to the public from 13 May  to 15 June 1880 at the 

Galerie de l’Art (33 avenue de l’Opéra). Eugène Véron published the accompanying text, which 

included a largely laudatory account of Ribot’s contribution to the French school of painting: 

 Son métier est le plus sain, le plus naturel, le plus simple de toute l’école française 
 contemporaine. Il peint d’une pâte superbe, solide et généreuse, sans empâtements 
 cherchés, mais par touches larges et décidées, comme il convient à un artiste qui voit 
 clairement son tableau dans sa tête avant de l’avoir sur la toile, et qui sait  nettement où il 
 va, précisément parce qu’il ne cherche que les grands et vigoureux effets. Cette précision 
 de la vie intérieure, cette netteté du sentiment des valeurs et des proportions sont telles 
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 qu’il peut faire ses figures sans esquisser l’ensemble, en commençant par un bout  et en 
 finissant par l’autre. Sa brosse marche, marche de proche en proche sans avoir besoin de 
 points de repère.190 

The clarity with which Ribot composed his pictures, the sensitivity of his modeling, and the 

assertiveness of his brushstrokes, earned him the praise of critics like Véron. The intensity  and at 

the same time ambiguity that characterized the atmosphere inhabited by his models in his 

portraits was likewise true for his still-life paintings. As we know, Ribot approached the latter 

genre as an exercise and study for a subject’s individual character and inner life. In fact, upon 

viewing Ribot’s still-life paintings it is not difficult to discern the degree of conscientiousness 

with which he executed these studies. At the same time, in the process of familiarizing oneself 

with his still-life paintings, one becomes increasingly  familiar with certain forms Ribot favoured 

and represented repeatedly without making his still lifes seem repetitive. A combination of 

repetition and variation is one that characterizes his still lifes as a whole. Indeed he exclaimed of 

still life painting: “c’est  la variété infinie que la diversité des matières me fournit.”191 His life-

size objects seem to confront the viewer as he placed them up close, almost  compromising the 

threshold of the picture plane and the viewer’s space; the textured, almost tactile quality of the 

paintings’ surface certainly  contributes to this effect. It is true that, with only  a few exceptions, 

the atmosphere in his still life paintings is rather austere, and as he did in his portraits, he isolated 

his object  by means of stark lighting which has the effect of revealing, as if by force, the highly 

textured and descriptive surfaces of the objects he represented. While Ribot seldom exhibited 

still-life paintings at the annual Salon exhibition -- Poissons is in fact his first still-life painting at 
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the Salon -- they are nonetheless a fundamental component of his oeuvre. The specific role they 

played in his painterly  vocabulary, aesthetic vision, and especially vis-à-vis his approach to 

portraiture, and the insight they provide into his private life and immediate environment, shed 

light into his personal aesthetic and serve as precious documents that help  us to asses not only his 

contribution to still-life painting in the second half of the nineteenth century in general, but also 

the complexity of meanings invested upon them. Given that still-life painting was, in Ribot’s 

words “l’exercis préparatoire le plus instructif” they must have also represented a space for 

inventiveness, originality, and for a candid exploration of aesthetic possibilities. I would like to 

focus on a number of still-life paintings that depict meat, ceramic jars, and eggs to further 

illustrate this analysis. Assessing Ribot’s still-life paintings poses a challenge when attempting a 

chronological study since he rarely dated his work. Moreover, the fact that his son Germain’s and 

daughter Louise’s subjects of predilection were still lifes in the manner of Ribot, complicates 

matters of authorship; after all, they  were both taught by  their father and his close artist friend 

Vollon. 

 Upon viewing Ribot’s still lifes depicting meat, there is a macabre almost  grotesque 

element in the detail with which he rendered the still blood-drenched flesh. Yet it is this element 

precisely that  invites contemplation, calling for an emotional response. With technical virtuosity 

he compellingly  translated the way he viewed his object, descriptively rendering passages of 

deep  reds, red-browns, whites, white-greys, and blue-greys to articulate the ligaments, bones, fat, 

fur, and flesh of the leg of lamb or cutlets he depicted. The effect is one of absorption. Especially 

in his Le gigot (Musée de Picardie, Amiens) (fig. 128), Gigot (Musée Hébert, La Tronche) (fig. 

129), and Nature morte au crâne de mouton (Musée départementale de l’Oise, Beauvais) (fig. 
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130), the object represented demands our undivided attention. The meat is presented to us in 

isolation, draped in deep  shadows yet lit with a mysteriously strong, direct, harsh light. Ribot 

wrote: “La nature-morte, avec ses ventres ouverts d’animaux, ses quartiers de viande pantelante 

observés à l’abattoir du village, étudiés plus à loisir encore chez le boucher, m’a sauvé en 

m’offrant tous les points de repère que je voulais.”192  A latent violence accompanies Ribot’s 

statement: “ventres ouverts d’animaux”... “viande pantelante.” It also reveals the degree of rigor 

in the study and observational phases he underwent upon completing his still lifes. It  is in this 

respect that, I argue, Ribot absorbed and reinvented the lessons of Ribera and the Spanish and 

Neapolitan Masters like Recco and Ruoppolo, and best demonstrated his understanding of lo 

Spagnoletto, thereby revealing a highly  personal and original aesthetic. While Neapolitan and 

Spanish still lifes are not interchangeable in style, the distinctions between them are flexible 

because of the status of Naples as part  of the Spanish Empire and the strong Spanish presence 

thereafter, because of the artistic exchange between Spain and Naples with painters like Ribera 

and Giordano, and because the cross-fertilization that occurred to the extent that a fluctuation in 

attributions, especially between Ribera and Giordano, continue to take a central place in today’s 

scholarship of baroque painting. 

 Ribot expressed a world of visual and emotional experience. Yet  he rendered it in 

concrete terms through the vigorously compelling forms his brushstrokes so descriptively 

articulated. Some aspects that characterize Ribera’s paintings are precisely his luministic 

intensity and bold naturalism, the sense of concreteness he invested upon his subjects, the air of 

truthfulness imbued in his figures and objects, the heavy physicality of his aesthetic, and his 
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ruthless realism.193   These are also present in Ribot’s still lifes, to different extents. Indeed, 

Ribera was not the only source informing Ribot. Chardin’s still lifes were also central to Ribot’s 

observations and formulations of his personal aesthetic, for example La raie (1725-1726) and Le 

menu de gras (1731), which Ribot must have seen at the Louvre. Still, paintings like Ribera’s 

Kitchen Interior with Head of a Ram (Museo di Capodimonte, Naples) (fig. 135) share intimate 

links with Ribot’s scenes with meat; certainly  more so than with Rembrandt’s Le Boeuf écorché 

(1655) (fig. 136). The latter work was a popular source among Ribot’s circle of artist friends. 

Both Vollon and Bonvin drew from it for the paintings each of them executed entitled Le 

Cochon, completed in 1875 (fig. 137) and 1874 respectively (fig. 138). Bonvin, to a greater 

extent than Vollon, drew from the Dutch prototype to incorporate an element of anecdotal 

narrative, that is, a descriptive setting, wherein a possible intrigue might unfold. The anecdotal 

possibilities prevalent in Rembrandt’s painting are nowhere to be found in Ribot’s still lifes. 

Ribot’s subjects are isolated from their environment. The primacy  of isolation over narrative in 

Ribot’s still lifes sets his work apart from that of Rembrandt and the Carracci, and aligns it with 

the Neapolitan and Spanish still life. Even in the few still-life paintings of raw meat where his 

light is less harsh and where he incorporates other still-life objects in his composition, -- some 

examples are Epaule de mouton et rognons (Kröller Müller Museum, Otterlo) (fig. 131), Nature 

morte à la viande et aux oeufs (Kröller Müller Museum, Otterlo) (fig. 132), Nature morte 

(Berwick-upon-Tweed Borough, Museum and Art Gallery, Berwick-upon-Tweed) (fig. 133), and 

Côtelettes (Art Gallery of Hamilton, Ontario) (fig. 134) -- the predominant atmosphere is rather 

grave and austere. His approach displays a greater degree of innovation in the painterly  treatment 
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of the subject, the rather photographic perspective he employed in the close-up, and the added 

presence of his objects, achieved by emphasizing each form against ambiguously deep shadows. 

 Another source informing Ribot’s still life paintings of meat was Goya, and in particular 

his Nature morte à la tête de mouton (1808-1812) (fig. 140). This work is part of a series of 

twelve bodegones Goya executed by 1812, when it appeared in the inventory  of Goya’s 

possessions drawn at the death of his wife Josefa Bayeu and among the works legated to his son 

Javier Goya.194  The painting remained in Madrid until around 1866 when it was sold with 

contents of the collection of Francisco Antonio Narvaez y Larringa, count of Yumuri. In 1877 it 

appeared in the sale of Victor-François-Léonard Huyttens de Terbecq, which took place in Paris 

at the Hôtel Drouot, where Ribot may have seen it displayed (no. 27). Alternatively, Ribot could 

have encountered this work at the sale of the collection of M. de R. on 10 April 1882 (no.10) 

which also took place in Paris at the Hôtel Drouot. Nature morte à la tête de mouton only  entered 

the Louvre in 1937. The possibility that Goya’s work informed Ribot’s still lifes is of no little 

significance, since even during the end of the Spanish master’s active years in Bordeaux and well 

after his death in 1828, his work held a rather ambivalent position in France. At once recalling 

the verisimilitude cherished in the seventeenth-century Spanish masters, the grotesque and 

emotionally charged character harboured by the Romantics, a sense of contemporaneity sought 

by the Realists, and notions of an alluringly foreign Spain -- with his Tauromachie scenes -- that 

appealed to both Romantic and Realist polarities, Goya’s work was not  readily  understood let 

alone neatly  classified within a given genre or temperament. Writing for Le Monde Illustré in 
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1866 Charles Yriarte lamented, “en France, Goya est déshonoré comme peintre” upon witnessing 

how easily dubious Goyas circulated the French art market.195  Nonetheless, Goya was 

represented in Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole with eleven works, an inclusion that set this 

collection apart from its competitors in France, most notably those of Aguado and Soult. This 

foresight of sorts was owed to the baron Taylor’s eclectic taste to some extent and to the Spanish 

agents, like the Madrazo family, who provided advice and helped the baron to establish contact 

with Javier Goya, from whom he acquired at least seven works.196 

 Goya’s scene pitifully displayed the quartered carcass of a skinned lamb. He provided no 

anecdotal references to location or setting, making the pieces of raw meat the uncontested object 

of our attention as did Ribot in the still lifes discussed above. Against a dark background, the 

severed head, still with its eye, seems to accentuate the somewhat tragic tension in the picture.197 

The dark hole in Ribot’s Le Gigot (Amiens) resembles an eye socket and its effect  is a haunting 

one. In this way Ribot’s depictions of meat differ from those in the anecdotal settings depicted in 

Beuckelaer’s and the Campi and Carracci brothers’ still lifes and genre scenes.198  The effect of 

juxtaposing Ribot’s almost hyper naturalism -- as seen in the pieces of meat he depicts -- and the 

ambiguously rendered backgrounds yield a sense of jarring un/reality. They compose a scene 

where the meat depicted asserts a forceful presence, a hyper realistic and material texture, and an 
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for the advice, knowledge, and guidance he extended towards me. 



unmistakably  tangible pathos. The directness with which Ribot treated raw meat and the 

emphasis he gave to the shapes created through positive and negative spaces, attest to his close 

observation of Goya and especially of his still lifes; they also point to his intimate knowledge of 

Spanish and Neapolitan still lifes like those by  Ribera and Recco. This indicates that Ribot 

carefully  selected the sources that informed his work.  Moreover, Ribot’s still lifes of raw meat 

posses a distinct atmosphere of stillness, that is, a rather disquieting stillness with a lyricism of 

their own and which is further illustrated in his still lifes with earthenware and eggs. 

 In Ribot’s still lifes with earthenware and eggs, the atmosphere softens without 

compromising its austerity. Here Ribot’s debt to Chardin is more readily visible not only in the 

simplicity of his compositions and the lyricism of his light but  also in the sense of dialogue 

between the objects he arranged and in his ability to transform trivial objects into subjects of 

contemplation. Ribot must have seen works like Chardin’s Verre d’eau et cafetière (Carnegie 

Museum of Art, Pittsburgh) (fig. 142), which belonged to Philippe Burty during the second half 

of the nineteenth century. Given the correspondence between Burty and Ribot, it is likely that the 

artist saw this work while it belonged to his art critic-friend. By 1863 they had established an 

amicable relationship, as the gifts and correspondence they exchanged demonstrates.199  On 24 

October 1863, Ribot wrote to Burty to thank him for the Japanese plate he had received and 

promised in return to send a gift. 

 Contrasting with his Nature morte, also known as Refreshment (fig. 141), in its bolder 

palette and lighting and dark background is his Nature morte à la grenade (fig. 155). While 

Ribot might not have seen Zurbarán’s Naturaleza muerta con jarra y tazas (fig. 156), he did 
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encounter the still lifes that were part of the numerous paintings of saints and martyrs on display 

at the Galerie espagnole like his Santa Rufina (National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin), who carries 

two delicately rendered earthen jars in her left hand. The still lifes by  Neapolitan masters like 

Tommaso Realfonso’s Still Live with Asparagus, Eggs and Pears (fig. 157) bear striking 

resemblances in the depiction of a fine porcelain vase and in the particular way in which the eggs 

are portrayed. Luis Meléndez’s Neapolitan paintings display a rich dialogue with those by 

Realfonso, and works like Still Life with Fruit and Jar (fig. 158) and Still Life with a Bowl of 

Cherries, Plums, Jug and cheese (fig. 159) offer a stimulating array  of masterfully  depicted light 

expressed in a structured spatial composition. Meléndez’s attention to detail is remarkable. For 

instance, his treatment of each of the objects’ surface in Still Life with a Bowl of Cherries, Plums, 

Jug and Cheese demonstrates an intimate understanding of the relationship between light and 

each object and between each of the objects as they are caressed by light and respond to it in 

their own particular way. The background in Meléndez’s still lifes does not deter the viewer from 

focusing on the objects depicted. In fact, its simple compositional structure, of one ground plane 

-- which could be a wooden table or shelf -- against  a dark almost black background, seem to 

draw the objects forward or conversely  to pull the viewer into the picture thus to be confronted 

by the still life objects that  inhabit the space. Ribot’s Nature morte (fig. 160) and Nature morte 

avec une citrouille, pruniers, cerises et cruche (fig. 161) respond to still lifes like those by 

Meléndez and Realfonso. Ribot’s Nature morte avec une citrouille, pruniers, cerises et cruche, 

on the other hand, must have had a deep impact on Vollon since he executed his own version of a 

still life with a pumpkin in 1880.200 
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200 For an in-depth study of Vollon’s Courge (1880, Private Collection) see Carol Forman Tabler, “Vollon 
and His Smashing Pumpkin” in Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide: A Journal of Nineteenth-Century Visual 
Culture 1. Issue 2 (Fall, 2002), n.p. 



 Ribot looked to another Spanish painter for inspiration in the execution of his still lifes 

with earthenware and eggs. Velázquez, known as “le peintre des peintres” after Manet’s 

eulogistic declaration upon viewing his work at the Prado in 1865, garnered a veritable sense of 

veneration among nineteenth-century artists, not only  in France but also in Spain. There, their 

own golden age of painting, the seventeenth century, was the benchmark against which 

contemporary  artistic expressions were measured. But this measure seemed consistently elusive, 

and the general self-perceived condition of nineteenth-century artistic productions was one of 

decline and degeneration. Spain’s critics, as those outside of Spain, were quick to associate a 

sense of national pride with artistic prowess and conversely a sense of political and economic 

decline with artistic degeneration.201 In France this admiration for Velázquez was best articulated 

in an article by Léon Bonnat written in 1898 for the Gazette des Beaux-Arts and also included as 

a preface for Aureliano de Beruete’s Velázquez, published in 1906. Bonnat called the French 

infatuation with the Sevillian Master, “le culte de Velázquez.” He wrote: “Vous souvenez-vous de 

cette coloration claire, limpide, comme une aquarelle, brillante comme une pierre précieuse? 

N’est-ce pas une merveille?” He continued, “...ces tons gris, rosés, argentins [...] tentures rouges, 

carmin, voilacées [...] des tons délicats” then later, “Velázquez, avec son génie, a traduit toute son 

époque.”202 But what resurfaces from his remarks is an irreconcilable polarity in the conception 

of a Master of luminous and delicate colouring and the general yet dominant conception of a 

dark, violent and austere Spanish art. Bonnat wrote:
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 L’art  espagnol est avant tout un art  austère, assombri par je ne sais quel reflet 
 d’inquisition, de réclusion claustrale, de religion monacale. Il se préoccupe à son insu de 
 milieu qui l’entoure et obéit aux inspirations que ce milieu lui suggère. Voyez les églises! 
 Elles sont sombres; la lumière du ciel y pénètre à peine; les voûtes et les nefs se perdent 
 dans le mystère: et  quand, à la nuit tombante, dans les lueurs indécises des cierges 
 fumeux, vous entendez les prières des fidèles psalmodiées sur un ton grave et monotone, 
 vous êtes saisi d’un vague sentiment de terreur, vous éprouvez des impressions d’un au-
  delà inconnu et terrible; on croit entrevoir les flammes de l’enfer, on entent les plaintes 
 sourdes des damnés. Les Christs sont des squelettes à peine recouverts de chair, aux 
 plaies saignantes. Les Vierges impassibles dans leurs auréoles d’or, étincelantes de 
 pierreries, sont invariablement emprisonnées dans un vêtement triangulaire d’une rigidité 
 implacable. Toute évocation, tout sentiment de forme humaine doivent disparaître; ainsi 
 le veut le prêtre [...] À l’exemple des autres arts, la peinture suit la voie étroite et aride.Il 
 n’en peut être autrement. Ainsi privée de liberté, sous la main rude et  ignorante des 
 moines fanatiques, l’école est lente à s’affranchir.203 

In Bonnat’s opinion, it was Velázquez’s and Ribera’s ability to convey a sense of truth, in their 

own different ways and through their distinct temperaments, that constituted the most admirable 

quality of Spanish painting. Whether or not Ribot shared Bonnat’s conceptions of Spanish 

painting, he did respond to Spanish painting in a similar way. For example, the parallels between 

the particular way of depicting his fried or poached eggs and that of Velázquez in Old Woman 

Cooking Eggs is striking as is the sense of plasticity and materiality of the earthenware (fig. 163). 

Ribot may have come across a reproduction or a copy of Old Woman Cooking Eggs. It formed 

part of Jean-Baptiste-Pierre Lebrun’s collection and was catalogued in John Woollett’s and 

Lebrun’s sale catalogue in 1813, when it was sold to Samuel Peach, and then entered the 

collections of the National Gallery of Scotland. 

 Velázquez’s bodegones were certainly sources informing Ribot’s conception of still-life 

painting. His Water Seller of Seville is one source with which Ribot was most likely familiar (fig. 

162). While Ribot was not likely to have seen the actual painting -- it entered the collection of 
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the Duke of Wellington in 1813 as part of Joseph Bonaparte’s convoy sent to Napoleon which, 

after Wellington’s successful interception, was gifted to him by Ferdinand VII and integrated to 

his collection in Apsley House until today -- he must have been familiar with the engraved 

reproduction included in Etienne Achille Réveil and Jean Duchesne’s Musée de peinture et de 

sculture ou recueil des principaux tableaux, statues, et bas-relifs des collections publiques et 

particulières de l’Europe, published in 1830. 204  Ribot’s rough earthenware also demonstrate 

similarities with those in Two Young Men at a Table (The Wellington Museum, Apsley House) 

(fig. 164) and Kitchen Scene (Art Institute of Chicago).205 The directness and physical presence 

of these still life objects is remarkable in Two Young Men at a Table as is their carefully 

orchestrated composition. Ribot’s still lifes with earthenware certainly share these elements. The 

material character of these still life objects conveys the sense of a palpable presence and solidity. 

In addition to these sources, Ribot must have been not only aware of but also familiar with 

Burty’s first-class collection of prints and etchings.206  Burty, best known as an art critic and 

writer, was an avid and discerning collector that sympathized with the modern French school. He 

owned an important  collection of prints and etchings by Goya including some of the etchings he 
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executed after Velázquez.207 It is not  known whether Ribot traveled to Spain, but through Goya’s 

etchings he was certainly able to witness some of the best examples of Velázquez’s paintings in 

the Royal Palace of Madrid seen through the eyes of a masterful Spanish peintre-graveur.208 

 The situation was different with Murillo’s genre scenes, however, and we know based on 

Ribot’s Le Prisonnier (fig. 165), that he was particularly  fond of Murillo’s Young Beggar (fig. 

166). Ribot was able to see and study this work in the galleries of the Louvre as one of the few 

Spanish paintings remaining after the demise of the Galerie espagnole.209  A few of Murillo’s 

genre scenes of beggars were reproduced in etchings. For example, Three Peasant Boys 

(Dulwich Gallery, South London) was etched by E. Cooper and a version of the painting 

appeared in the Sale of Aguado’s collection in 1843 (no.47). Three Boys Playing Dice (Alte 

Pinakothek, Munich) was etched by Charles Langlois and F. Piloty, and illustrated in Réveil and 

Duchesne’s Musée de peinture et de sculpture [...]. Four Beggar Boys also known as Enfants du 

peuple (location unknown) appeared at the sale of Soult’s collection in 1852 (no.70) and was also 

engraved in Réveil and Duchesne’s Musée de peinture et de sculture [...]. While these paintings 

are genre scenes and not still lifes, the fact that they included still life objects is of relevance 

since they often functioned as still lifes in their own right within the genre scenes depicted. Ribot 

was certainly inspired by them and absorbed especially some compositional principles. This is 
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likewise true of many of Ribera’s paintings, such as his series of the allegories of the senses, 

prophets and philosophers; as is of Zurbarán’s saints and certainly of Velázquez’s bodegones. 

Again we attest to Ribot’s sophisticated and careful selection not only of the sources shaping his 

work but also of the ways in which they informed it.   

Salon of 1882  

 This year Ribot, together with Vollon, Baudry and De Neuville, submitted a resignation 

letter to the Salon jury  and thus we see Ribot resuming his involvement as a veteran 

participant.210  Ribot exhibited Portrait de M.G.R. (no. 2277, location unknown) and Vieillard 

(no. 2278, location unknown). The description of Portrait de M.G.R. in the 1887 Exposition T. 

Ribot (Bernheim Jeune) is as follows (no. 52):

 Le portrait de tête a de la fierté, le profil est régulier; la moustache blonde rejoint la barbe 
 longue et fine, dont les deux pointes se détachent sur le vêtement; un feutre à larges bords 
 achève de donner grand air à ce portrait.211  

His Vieillard belonged to one Georges Kinen by 1887 and was lithographed in 1884 by Vergnes 

but otherwise little is known about this work. Théodore Véron described it in his dictionary as: 

“Coiffé d’un large chapeau noir, peint et fouillé en lumière de chair et de pâte puissante 

maçonnée dans le sens des muscles. Ce puissant vieillard à barbe et  cheveux grisonnants  a toute 

la vigueur mâle d’un Rembrandt.”212 While we cannot visually  asses these two paintings, we can 

turn to other portraits of old men Ribot executed during the early 1880s like Vieux Marin (Art 

Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton) (fig. 167) and Vieux Pêcheur (Burrell Collection, Glasgow) (fig. 
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168). Although this was not  the first time Ribot turned his attention to old age as a source of 

study and inspiration, the portraits he completed in the 1880s of aged people convey with greater 

urgency the effects of time on the faces of his subjects. Comparing his Vieux Marin and Vieux 

Pêcheur with figures like Le Géomètre (Art Gallery of Hamilton, Canada) (fig. 169) and Portrait 

de Vieillard (Scheitz Collection) (fig. 170) some differences arise. First, the type of old man 

Ribot explored in Le Géomètre and Portrait de Vieillard, with his balding head and long white 

beard, recalls his Philosophes of 1869, which he exhibited at that year’s Salon. They  resemble 

Rembrandt’s prototypes of old men executed throughout the 1630s while maintaining an element 

of contemporaneity in their physiognomies and general atmosphere. The type, if we could use 

this term, in Vieux Marin and Vieux Pêcheur surely springs from the community  of fishermen he 

encountered during his trips to Bretagne and especially to Trouville throughout the 1880s. I 

would go as far as to suggest  that the model is the same in both paintings based on the 

physiognomic traits they  share -- thin, arched lips, small and sunken eyes, square jawline and 

straight, uneven nose -- and even on the clothes they wear with that peculiar hat and intriguingly 

shaped beard. Only the old man’s face in Vieux Pêcheur seems slightly narrower than that in 

Vieux Marin. Secondly, the modeling in the portraits of old men he executed during the late 

1860s and throughout the 1870s is also painterly but less descriptive of the aged skin’s 

topography  than in the portraits he executed in the 1880s. Even the hands and face of his 

Vieillard (Petit Palais, Paris) of 1875, while demonstrating its technical prowess though masterful 

use of impasto, seem less descriptive when compared with La Comptabilité, Vieux Marin, Vieux 

Pêcheur, and Vieille femme en prière (French art market) (fig. 172). The Musée de Picardie, 
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Amiens, recently acquired a wonderfully rare grisaille by Ribot entitled Héraclite (fig. 171).213 

This work would correspond with Ribot’s inquiry of philosophers and learned figures. I would 

date this work, Héraclite, to the early to mid-1870s rather than 1880s as it currently is dated. 

Earlier instances of aged figures like Ribot’s Portrait de berger Breton (Spencer Museum of Art, 

Kansas) (fig. 173), c.1865, show a debt to Zurbarán’s manner of depicting drapery  in the clarity 

with which the cloth’s structure is rendered and in the austerity of the composition. 

Salon of 1884214

 Ribot exhibited Les Parchemins (no. 2035, unknown location) and Portrait de ma fille 

(no. 2036, Musée des Beaux Arts de Reims, Reims) (Fig. 174). A study of Parchemins was 

executed on woodblock by  Charles Baude for Le monde illustré, in 1885 (fig. 175); it was also 

engraved by Heyssel for Le magasin pittoresque in 1891. Louis de Fourcaud wrote concerning 

Portrait de ma fille,: 

 On connaît le point de vue spécial et l’objectif de M. Ribot. Plaçant son modèle droit 
 devant lui, à un jour étroit qui resserre violemment la lumière sur le visage et  y fait, pour 
 ainsi dire, refluer toute la vie de la personne, il l’isole de ce qui l’entoure et s’attache à 
 rendre la pleine, humaine, personnelle réalité de l’être qu’il a sous les yeux. Nul ne sait 
 comme lui sculpter un front, enchâsser un oeil et le faire vivre dans l’orbite solide et sous 
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 la mobile paupière, préciser chaque trait unifier l’ensemble, accuser l’ossature sous la 
 chair, traduire l’épiderme, en un mot, arracher au fond neutre et  sombre un relief tout 
 palpitant et vivant. Vous regardez une figure de l’artiste: au premier moment, c’est la 
 force de l’exécution qui vous frappe. Que si vous regardez encore, c’est la vie concentrée 
 qui éclate et déborde tout. Il n’y a plus là du blanc et du noir, du gris et de la couleur: il y 
 a une essence d’humanité. L’image s’anime, respire, vous hallucine: une âme est 
 emprisonnée en ce tableau. La rigueur du dessin, résultat d’une observation scrupuleuse, 
 et la vigueur de la touche ont seuls fait  ce miracle. Que voyons-nous dans le présent 
 portrait? Une jeune fille debout contre un fond vert sombre glacé, les épaules couvertes 
 d’un ample manteau de fourrure, coiffée en garçon de ses cheveux châtains coupés courts 
 et retombant derrière les oreilles. Son regard est tranquille et d’aplomb; elle cache ses 
 mains sous son manteau. L’oeuvre se résume en une tête modelée avec des gris argentés 
 et des tons francs, portant sur une silhouette de corps; mais c’est tout le portrait physique 
 et moral d’une fille fière, réservée, décidée, sans reproche, et c’est grandement beau.215 

Striking in Fourcaud’s discussion is the absence of any reference to any  foreign school of 

painting in either praising Ribot’s portrait or, like other critics in previous Salon reviews, in 

detracting from it. Rather, Fourcaud referenced Portrait de ma fille to itself and discussed it in 

the context of its powerful presence and technical rigor. This is no coincidence. Throughout our 

study of Ribot’s critical reception it  has become clear that the associations critics drew between 

Ribot’s work and Spanish painting did not come without a degree of tension, whether the 

accounts expressed praise, frustration, or a combination of both. The mere failure of most of 

Ribot’s critics to explore in more depth the ways in which his work was indebted to Spanish 

painting may  indicate a degree of hesitance or caution. Indeed Ribot did not make easy  the task 

of identifying with more clarity  the sources that informed his work, himself operating, in his own 

way, within the very discourse that drew his critics to discuss his Spanish sources with caution. 

However, as demonstrated through this study, the references made to Spanish painting and to 

individual Spanish painters are consistently  of a somewhat repetitive nature in the simplicity 

with which they  associated elements like harsh lighting to Ribera, austerity to Zurbaran, grey 
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tonalities to Velazquez, and a monastic religiousness to all three of them, as well as to Murillo. 

Certainly  a fuller understanding of Spanish painting and Spanish painters was in the process of 

becoming, during the nineteenth century, thanks to the ways in which Spanish painting was made 

accessible and available in France and to the continued interest and inquiry into it at different 

degrees. It is important to note that for artists like Ribot instances of misattributions  of Spanish 

paintings meant a very different thing. Their painterly inquiries led artists like Ribot to study 

Spanish works for their aesthetic merit  to a greater extent than for matters of attribution, a 

concern that mostly interest modern-day scholars and thus risks anachronistic readings if 

projected unto nineteenth-century artists uncritically.

 Turning to the banquet held in 1884 in honour of Ribot is also useful. Ribot was careful 

not to associate himself overtly with any one of the artistic groups or tendencies of his time, nor 

to publicly participate in the polemical debates, whether artistic or political, that consumed 

members of his circle of artist-friends. Even though he incorporated aspects of his private life, 

for example the objects that surrounded his living spaces as well as members of his immediate 

family, as subjects for the canvases he executed throughout his artistic career, Ribot  was 

nonetheless a rather reserved person. His self-removal from Paris to Argenteuil, once his artistic 

career acquired relative stability, and to Colombes after 1870, is but one factor that contributed to 

the reputation he earned as a recluse, an indépendent, even during his lifetime. The quality  of 

independence, of being an indépendent, was highly valued and desirable during his time. Indeed, 

the banquet of 1884 exclusively  commemorated this very aspect of his personality and artistic 

career. Earlier we discussed statements like “[Ribot] est un de ces maîtres simples et fiers qui ne 

prennent conseil que de la nature et  d’eux mêmes, qui ne demandent rien à personne,” which 
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cannot be taken literally, but that nonetheless disclose some of the attitudes that permeate not 

only Ribot’s critical reception but the ideological backdrop from which sprung much of the 

nineteenth century’s search for and conception of modernity and a national art. It is curious that 

while Ribot took measures to assert his independence and originality  in art, he did not participate 

in any of the Salons des Réfusés that took place in 1863, 1864, and 1873, ultimately  leading to 

the Salon des Indépendents of 1884 and to the formation of the Société des Artistes indépendents 

that same year, to which Ribot did not belong. Ribot’s exhibition history is consistently centered 

on the official Paris Salon. This is not to say that he did not participate in independent or 

provincial and international exhibiting venues. As discussed earlier, Ribot exhibited at various 

Parisian galleries, he participated at provincial exhibitions, and exhibited at international 

exhibition venues like the Vienna and Munich exhibitions. What is noteworthy  in this context is 

the tribute Ribot paid to the art  that he loved and to the artists that he admired: “Je bois à l’Art, 

mais à l’Art que j’aime -- à l’Art de nos maîtres -- à l’Art de Millet, de Corot, de Daubigny, de 

Courbet et de Manet.”216 The emphatic focus Ribot placed on the individual -- “l’Art que j’aime” 

-- and on the collective -- “l’Art de nos mâitres” -- as defined by nationality and a notion of 

contemporaneity  -- “l’Art de Millet, de Corot, de Daubigny, de Courbet et de Manet” -- reveals a 

simple yet profound element of the nineteenth century  search for a national art in general. It also 

helps to explain, at  least in part, the tension that resurfaced in much of Ribot’s critical reception. 

This very  construct undermined nineteenth century conceptions of historicity in the attitudes held 

towards the art of a national past in relation to the art of a foreign past. The types of sources 

informing the work of the modern French school were foundational elements in defining national 
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character and conceptions of national art; these in turn complicated notions of individual and 

collective identities. 

 Certainly  the search for a national art expressed itself in a richly  complex and varied 

array  of convictions and sympathies. Already during Napoleon III’s Second Empire but 

especially during the last third of the nineteenth century  this search gained renewed vigour. It 

sprung from the general turn towards demarcating and delineating national identity during the 

second half of the nineteenth century, which found expressions, to name one example, in the 

geopolitical motion of physically  establishing marks, with boundary stones, to delineate the 

boundary with Spain in 1868, a boundary that had existed since 1659 after the Treaty  of the 

Pyrenées, which established the Pyrenées as demarcator of each territory’s limits. Peter Sahlins 

defined national identity as “the expression of cultural unity and national consciousness 

consolidated within the political framework of a centralized state.”217  Indeed some scholars 

would argue that while the French Revolution played a catalytic role in the formative process 

towards French unification as a nation, that it was until the early Third Republic (1870-1914) 

that France achieved national unity based on physical factors -- like the networks of roads and 

railways that connected France -- and ideological measures -- like the amendments that made 

primary education mandatory and transformed peasants into French citizens by means of military 

conscription.218  All this is to say that the idea of difference -- from other nation states -- as a 

measure to assess and define “Frenchness,” I believe, played a significant role in this search. The 

idea of defining identity through difference is not without precedents, however, some of them 
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taking place in the more politically oriented aspects of national identity. In Boundaries: The 

Making of France and Spain in the Pyrenees Peter Sahlins explored precisely  this idea in the 

context of the political boundary between Spain and France, for example. In the context of the 

search for a national art, I believe that difference was embodied in the art of foreign schools and 

whether or not the integration of elements of such foreign entities represented a threat in this 

search. Thus, most critics advocated the turn towards a national past as a safe and worthy source 

from which to nourish conceptions of a modern and national art in painting. Yet to focus on any 

episode of French painting from the past was not quite ideal either. Interestingly, during the last 

third of the nineteenth century in France, the Renaissance was not, in some critics’ opinion, 

deemed a pinnacle of glory in the trajectory of French art precisely because of the marked impact 

Italian art had created on the otherwise natural development of true French painting. Critics 

advocating this vision called for artists to look to French medieval art, to eighteenth-century 

French art, and to the nature of the French countryside as sources to inform their work and thus 

to revitalize the French school. Of the proponents of this view, Fourcaud articulated with most 

clarity the following statement in an article he wrote for the Gazette des Beaux-Arts in 1884.   

 La plus grande école est celle qui, dans un pays, se développe le plus normalement, en 
 accord avec le caractère de la nation. Nous est-il prouvé, au demeurant, que nos aïeux 
 ont subi, à un certain moment, des influences étrangères, pernicieuses durant des siècles à 
 nos véritables aspirations? Nous ne pouvons faire autrement que de dénoncer la cause 
 historique du mal. 
 Il est hors de doute, par exemple, que la Renaissance a mis au jour un nombre infini de 
 chefs-d’oeuvre, que les oeuvres du XVIIe siècle ont souvent de la grandeur et  qu’on 
 trouve aux fantaisies du siècle suivant une grâce souvent exquise. Toutefois, nul ne 
 saurait contester que l’intervention des modèles antiques et  italiens en France et 
 l’excessive admiration des renaissants pour l’esprit de l’Italie aient fatalement interrompu 
 le naturel et progressif développement de notre art national du moyen âge, créé un idéal 
 monarchique arbitraire et trop  extérieur, et  jeté l’esprit de nos artistes dans une fausse 
 voie dont nous sortons à peine. Ainsi nous sommes loin d’affirmer qu’il ne s’est rien fait 
 de bon ni de beau durant un laps de trois cents ans; nous saluons, au contraire, et très 
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 hautement, le talent  prodigué, mais nous nous ferions scrupule de taire le long 
 amoindrissement de notre originalité. Jusqu’au XVe siècle, nous avons eu un art plein de 
 santé, de logique, de bonhomie, ne relevant que de notre intime tempérament, en un mot, 
 populaire. Voici qu’un mauvais vent souffle; on n’y voit plus clair; l’éblouissante royauté 
 empêche l’Art de distinguer le peuple, lequel travaille obscurément, non plus écrasé, en 
 fait, que maintenant, mais sans droits définis et sans garanties. Une longue suite de 
 générations se succèdent et s’ensevelissent. Enfin un orage éclate; tout est balayé; le 
 centre de gravité social se déplace; le peuple s’agite et devient puissant; l’art se remet à 
 s’occuper de ces humbles qu’il avait  oubliés depuis tant d’années; le mouvement 
 moderne se rattache, finalement, au mouvement gothique. Au lieu de nous désoler, 
 réjouissons-nous. Ce n’est pas une révolution qui s’est accomplie; c’est  une restauration. 
 Le vieux style académique n’a plus crédit, mais la réalité se dresse et la hardie sincérité 
 du Français se retrouve.219

Here Fourcaud did not dismiss Italian classicism’s contribution to art  during the Renaissance, but 

he did denounce the Italico-centric focus art  maintained during the sixteenth century in France. 

On the other hand, the critic celebrated an art  of and for the people, rich in originality, 

verisimilitude, and individual temperament, and associated the French modern school to a type 

of restoration of national character in art precisely  because it looked inward for inspiration. This 

is not to say that critics like Fourcaud turned a blind eye to the study of foreign schools; far from 

it, he made significant contributions in the study of Flemish painting of the seventeenth century 

for example and published them in La Gazette des Beaux-Arts after 1884. But in light of this 

view, the notion of indépendance celebrated in the person of Ribot acquires special significance. 

 Fourcaud was not alone in advocating a type of historicism in art that looked to a national 

past to assert and define French national character in art. On one hand, the wave of retrospective 

exhibitions that occurred in the last quarter of the nineteenth century certainly operated within 

this context in different ways. On the other, the critics that helped organize these exhibitions did 

so by putting into practice some of their ideas on national art, character, and identity, and 
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modernity. Paul Mantz (1821-1895) contributed to this dialogue as well as Roger Marx 

(1859-1913), Paul-Adolphe Lefort (1828-1904) and Jules-Antoine Castagnary (1839-1888). 

Mantz, a staunch advocate against the Academy’s classicizing conservatism, drew from 

Théophile Gautier and Arsène Houssaye’s rather Romantic sympathies and collaborated with 

them in publishing Les Peintres vivants in 1858, a study on select living artists that carried a 

degree of nostalgia for French painting of the eighteenth century. He published in La Gazette des 

Beaux-Arts in 1880 a series of monographic studies on François Boucher, François Lemoyne, 

Charles-Joseph Natoire, Antoine Watteau, Nicolas de Largillière, Jean-Marc Nattier, and Louis 

Tocqué partly with the purpose of gleaning the French spirit embodied in each of these masters 

in order to define it. His participation in the retrospective exhibitions of Eugène Delacroix in 

1885, Jean-François Millet in 1887, and of French caricature painters and painters of local 

customs in 1888 (La Caricature moderne) is marked by a strong nationalist character wherein he 

championed the sovereignty of the French school. Marx’s monographic study on Henri Regnault 

(1886) and the retrospective exhibition of Charles Sellier at the École des beaux-arts (1883) 

championed these artists and helped to cultivate a strong national sentiment. Lefort’s focus on 

the Spanish school is fascinating. He contributed thirty  one articles to Charles Blanc’s Histoire 

des peintres de toutes les écoles: École espagnole beginning in 1869 and published monographic 

studies on Goya (1877), Murillo (1892), and Velazquez (1887) in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts. 

While he was respected as a specialist  in Spanish painting during his life time, it is curious that a 

study delineating the ways in which Spanish painting informed individual temperaments in 

French painting did not, to my knowledge, see the day in this critic’s extensive corpus of 

scholarly contributions. 
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 Perhaps it is under this framework that Ribot operated and which contributed to his 

artistic career as an indépendant, making sure to pronounce his debt to and admiration of French 

art in the persons of Corot, Manet, Daubigny, and Courbet. Perhaps this is also why his 

biographers defended his “Frenchness” and markedly diminished the debt  his art owed to 

seventeenth-century  Spanish painting. Perhaps this is partly why it is no easy task to assertively 

discern Ribot’s Spanish sources, yet this very  obliqueness in approaching his Spanish sources has 

proved nonetheless to be a valuable tool to better understand not only  Ribot’s individual 

temperament and artistic vision, but by contextualizing his work within the critical reception that 

denounced and praised certain aspects of his practice, we can better understand the roles and 

meanings of informing one’s work with Spanish painting in particular, but also with sources from 

foreign schools of art. In this way, and as this study  has demonstrated, it is possible to delineate 

in a more concrete way Ribot’s use of Spanish models, his debt to Spanish painters of the Golden 

Age, and his direct relationship with specific Spanish paintings, especially  those that belonged to 

Louis-Philippe’s Galerie espagnole, and to Soult’s and Aguado’s collections of Spanish 

paintings. Ribot’s critical reception thus functions as a soundboard for broader issues concerning 

the search for and conceptions of modernity and of a national art. Perhaps this also explains the 

tensions that arose from looking at Ribot’s works and being confronted with a strong foreign -- 

deliberately  non-French -- element together with strong French elements -- drawn from popular 

culture and his everyday  life surroundings for example -- in his work. After all, the vast majority 

of his subjects were the people and objects that  defined his everyday living experiences. 

Ultimately the different ways in which this tension complicated ideas on national identity or 

sentiments of nationhood, I argue, are rooted to a significant extent on specific historical 
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perceptions and a type of legitimizing historicity  that, based on the widespread positivist 

ideologies of the nineteenth century, looked inward, to a national past and to an immediate 

present, for the fashioning of acceptable expressions of modernity, worthy of a rejuvenated and 

innovative French school of painting. 
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Images and Illustrations for Chapter Three
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Figure 1.
Ribot, Illustration for Chanson de Barberine, n.d. 

Figure 2.
Ribot, Illustration, n.d. 

Figure 3. Antoine Watteau, Pierrot (also 
known as Gilles), c. 1718-1719. Oil on 
canvas (184 x 149 cm), Musée du Louvre, 
Paris. 

Figure 4. Ribot (attributed to), Le Pierrot au 
bouquet de fleurs, n.d. Oil on canvas (46 x 
37 cm). Kahn-Dumousset Sale, 2013. Lot 
69. 
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Figure 5. Fantin-Latour, Esquisse pour Hommage à Delacroix, 1863. Charcoal on paper 
(11.3 x 13.6 cm). RF 12561, Recto. Département des Arts graphiques, Musée du Louvre, 
Paris. 
Inscription: “A la place de Champfleury Whistler debout à la place de Whistler alors Ribot”

Figure 6. Fantin-Latour, Homage à Delacroix, 1864. Oil on canvas (160 cm x 250 cm). 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris. 
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Figure 7. Fantin-Latour, Hommage à Delacroix, 1863. Pen and brown ink, 
charcoal on cream paper. (21.1 cm x 28.1 cm). Département des Arts graphiques, 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. RF 12696, Recto. 
Inscription: “11 septembre 1863 / 1 Moi, 2 Legros, 3 Whistler, 4 Manet, 5 
Bracquemond, 6 Duranty, 7 Myionnet regarde le public, 8 Guillaume, 9 Cordier”

Figure 8. Fantin-Latour, Esquisse: L’Hommage à Delacroix, 1864/1866. Charcoal on cream 
paper (19.0 cm x 26.6 cm). Département des Arts graphiques, Musée du Louvre, Paris. RF 
12651, Recto.
Inscription: “20 décembre 1864 / bien en 1866”
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Figure 9. Fantin-Latour, Figures assises autour d’une table près d’un tableau (1864). 
Pencil drawing on laid paper (29.9 cm x 37.8 cm). Département des Arts graphiques, 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. RF 12404, Recto. 

Figure 10. Illustration of the bronze medal presented to Ribot on 22 March, 1884, from Foucaud’s 
publication Ribot: Sa vie et son oeuvre (1887). 



275

Figure 11. Ribot, Basse-Cour or Poultry Yard, 1861. Oil on 
canvas (45.7 cm x 32.4 cm) Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Philadelphia. Inv. no. 1069.

Figure 12. Ribot, Le Cuisinier or The 
Scullion, 1861-62. Oil on canvas (92.5 cm x 
52.5 cm). The Art Institute of Chicago, 
Chicago. Inv. no. 1938.1297.

Figure 13. Ribot, Scène de cuisine, 1862. Oil on canvas (22 cm x 41 cm) 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. 
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Figure 14. Ribot, Portrait de Savinien Lapointe - 
poète cordonnier, ca. 1862-1870. Etching (14.7 
cm x 19.5 cm)

Figure 15. Ribot, Petite laitière, c.1865. Oil on canvas (46.3 cm 
x 38.3 cm) The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, Ohio. 
Inv. No. 1973.31. 
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Figure 17. Ribot, Le Roi des mines, ca. 
1875-1885. Etching (14 cm x 19 cm). 
Illustrated in Fourcaud (1885).

Figure 18. Ribot, Le Roi des mines 
d’or, ca. 1875-1885. Etching (15 cm 
x 20 cm). Listed in Béraldi. 

Figure 16. Ribot, Le Roi des mines, 
n.d. Possibly owned by Roger Marx. 
Location Unknown. 

Figure 19. Ribot, Simone et son curé, n.d. 
Etching.
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Figure 20. Ribot, Les Plumeurs, 1863. Oil on canvas (74.3 
cm x 61.6 cm). Burrell Collection, Glasgow.  

Figure 21. Ribot, La toilette du matin or 
L’Orphelinat, 1863. Oil on canvas (73.2 cm x 
61 cm). Musée des beaux-arts de Montréal, 
Montréal. 

Figre 22. Bonvin, Intérieur d’école de petites filles orphelines, 1850. Oil 
on canvas. Musée Saint-Didier, Langres.
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Figure 23. Cham au Salon de 1863. Paris: Masion Martinet, 1863. 

Far left: “Un peintre ayant l’idée de confier son tableau à un gentleman rider qui se charge de franchir l’obstacle du jury.”

Centre: “État alarmant dans lequel se sont trouvés plusieurs membres du jury après être restés quelques instants sous l’influence de 
la peinture de M. Courbet.”

Far right: “Le Charivari propose que tout membre du jury atteint et convaincu d’avoir refusé un bon tableau soit condamné à le 
porter un an pendu au cou.”

Figure 24. Anonymous, Portrait of 
Cadart, n.d. Photograph.

Figure 25. Ribot, Portrait à l’eau-forte de 
M. Cadart, 1864. Etching. 

Figure 26. Pierre Lanith Petit, Portrait de 
Vollon, 1858. Photograph.
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Figure 27. Ribot, Saint Sébastien martyr, 1865. Oil on canvas ( 97.5 cm x 130.5 cm). Musée 
d’Orsay, Paris. (Inv. no. RF 105, LUX 219).

Figure 28. Ribot, La Prière, 1863. Etching (34 cm x 22.5 cm). Another version in 
1865? (Colombes exhibition); after a painting of 1863, likely his Salon submission, 
of which the location is unknown. 
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Figure 29. Ribot, Le Christ parmi les docteurs or Jésus 
parmi les docteurs de la loi, 1866. Oil on canvas (255 
cm x 180 cm). Musée d’Orsay, Paris; on deposit at the 
Musée d’Arras, Arras. Inv. no. D 926.18.

Figure 30. Ribot, Le Flûteur or La Recette, 1865. Oil on 
canvas (81 cm x 51 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts de 
Marseille, Marseille. 

Figure 31. Ribot, Le Supplice d’Alonso Cano, 1867. Oil on canvas (151.5 cm x 
212 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rouen, Rouen.



282

Figure 32. General view of the 1867 Universal Exhibition (Palais du Champ-de-Mars), lithography 
by Van Geleyn, Bibliothèque nationale de France.

Figure 33. Ribot, Saint Vincent, c.1860. Oil on canvas (89 cm x 
130 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lille. Inv. No. P 494.  

Figure 34. Ribot, Saint Vincent protégé par les corbeaux, n.d. 
Charcoal and white gouache highlights on paper (26.5 cm x 
36 cm). Musée Rolin, Atun. Inv. No. 981.5.1.
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Figure 35. Anonymous, “Ministèere de la Maison de l’Empereur et des Beaux-Arts. Tableaux commandés ou acquis 
par le Service des Beaux-Arts. Salon de 1838” from Albums des salons du XIXe siécle. Archives nationales, Paris. 
No. F/21/7639.
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Figure 36. Ribot, L’Huitre et les 
plaideurs, 1868. Oil on canvas (212 
cm x 152.6 cm). Musée des Beaux-
Arts de Caen, Caen. Inv. No. 286. 
(Black & white image, complete)

Figure 37. Ribot, L’Huitre et les 
plaideurs, 1868. Oil on canvas (212 
cm x 152.6 cm). Musée des Beaux-
Arts de Caen, Caen. Inv. No. 286.
(Colour image, cropped)

Figure 38. Ribot, Cimabue Teaching 
Giotto to Draw, n.d. Oil on canvas (72 
cm x 91 cm). Private Collection.

Figure 39. Ribot, Les Philosophes, 1869. Oil on canvas 
(192 cm x 89 cm) Musée de l’Hôtel Sandelin, Saint-Omer 
(Inv. no. D.11).

Figure 40. Fracanzano, Saint 
Peter in Meditation, n.d. Oil on 
canvas (89 cm x 70 cm). Art 
market, New York.
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Figure 41. Ribot, Jeune fille tirant du vin or Servante 
tirant du vin, before 1869. Oil on canvas (73 cm x 60 
cm). Location unknown. 

Figure 42. Ribera, The Philosopher or Old Man, c. 1635. Oil on canvas (54.6 cm x 
48.3 cm) Detroit Institute of Arts (Inv. no. 89.72). 
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Figure 43. Ribot, Le Bon Samaritain, 1870. Oil on canvas (112 cm x 145 cm). Musée d’Orsay, 
Paris. Inv. No. RF 106. 

Figure 44. Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux, Portrait de Vollon, 1873. Oil 
on canvas (45.7 cm x 38.1 cm). Birmingham Museums and Art 
Gallery, Birmingham. Inv. No. 1960P26. 
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Figure 45. Ribot, Torse d’homme, 
n.d. Oil on canvas (24 cm x 18 cm). 
Musée Rodin, Paris. Inv. no. P.7337.

Figure 46. Ribot, Nature morte, n.d. Oil 
on canvas (91 cm x 71 cm). Musée 
Rodin, Paris. Inv. no. P.7336. 

Figure 47. Rodin, L’homme au nez cassé, 
1865. Bronze (39 cm x 21.1 cm x 23.2 
cm) Musée d’Orsay, Paris. Inv. no. RF 
2238. 

Figure 48. Ribot, Portrait de Rodin, 1887. 
Pen and ink and grey wash on cream paper 
(29.5 cm x 19.8 cm). Musée Rodin, Paris.  
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Figure 49. Décorchemont’s Bust of Ribot at the Les Plesses site in Breteuil as illustrated in the anonymous article 
“Le buste de Théodule Ribot revient sur Les Plesses en septembre,” La Dépêche (17 August, 2000), p.20.

Figure 50. A. Masson after Ribot, Portrait de 
jeune homme à la manche jaune, 1885. 
Etching (62.8 cm x 45.4 cm). M. Paul Gonyn 
Collection, Paris. 

Figure 51. Ribot, Portrait de jeune homme au chapeau, 
1870. Oil on canvas (55 cm x 46 cm). Musée des Bueaux-
Arts de la Ville de Paris, Petit Petit Palais. Inv. No. 
PDUT01806.
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Figure 52. Ribot, Portrait de jeune homme au chapeau, 1870 (detail).

Figure 53. Ribot, Volaille morte, before 1865. Oil on canvas (35.5 
cm x 72.5 cm). Musée Rodin, Paris. Inv. no. P.7335.

Figure 54. Ribot, Nature morte or Volaille 
morte, 1878. Etching and aquatint on paper. 
Iris and B. Cantor Center for Visual Arts, 
Stanford University, Stanford. Inv. No. 
1984.185.
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Figure 55. Velázquez, Las Meninas, ca. 1656. Oil 
on canvas (318 cm x 276 cm). Museo del Prado, 
Madrid. Inv. No. P01174. Detail. 

Figure 56. Velázquez, Las Meninas, ca. 1656. Oil on canvas (318 cm x 276 cm). Museo del Prado, Madrid. Inv. No. 
P01174. Detail. 
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Figure 57. Luca Giordano, Le Bon Samaritain, ca. 1705. 
Oil on canvas (136.3 cm x 167.5 cm) Musée des Beaux-
Arts de Rouen, Rouen Inv. No. 839.2. 

Figure 58. Ribera, Il Buon Samaritano, n.d. Oil on canvas. Museo 
di Capodimonte, Naples. 

Fig. 59. Ribot, La gourde vide, n.d. Oil on canvas (74 cm x 93 cm).Collection Hans 
Holst. 
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Figure 61. Ribot, Le Bon Samaritain, esquisse, before 1875. Oil on cardboard (17 x 25 cm). 
Musée des Beaux-Arts de Pau. Inv. No. 2005.2.1.

Figure 60. Ribot, Le Bon Samaritain, 1875. Oil on canvas (99 x 131 cm). Musée des Beaux-
Arts de Pau. Inv. No. 875.1.1.
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Figure 62. Ribot, Le Bon Samaritain, n.d. Pen and 
ink on brown paper. Institut national d’Histoire de 
l’Art, Paris. 

Figure 63. Ribot, Le Bon Samaritain, n.d. Etching. 
Illustration for Fourcaud, Théodule Ribot: sa vie et ses 
oeuvres,1887.

Figure 64. Ribot, Le Bon Samaritain, n.d. Oil on Canvas. Unknown 
dimensions and location. 



294

Figure 65. Ribot, Le Moine, n.d. Oil on canvas. 
Musée d’Art et d’Industrie André Diligent, Rubaix.

Figure 66. Ribot, Le Village en feu 
1870-1871 also known as L’Incendie, c.
1871. Etching (16.5 x 24.5). 
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Figure 68. Ribot, La Petite Laitière, mid 1860s. Oil 
on canvas (46 x 38.4 cm) Cleveland Museum of 
Art, Cleveland. Inv. No. CMA 73.31.

Figure 69. Ribot, Portrait de Mignonne, 1869. Oil on 
canvas (56 x 46 cm) Private Collection, Stuttgart. 

Figure 67. Ribot, Jeune fille or La fille aux 
longs cheveux, 1874. Oil on canvas (93 x 65 
cm). The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection (2002) Art Gallery of Hamilton, 
Hamilton. 



296

Figure 72. Ribot, Trois femmes lisant, n.d. Black ink wash on beige paper. Art market, 31 
March 2004.

Figure 71. Ribot, Conversation: trois têtes/Conversation Piece: Three 
Heads, 1872. Black ink wash on slightly textured beige wove paper 
(15.3 x 19.4 cm). Walters Art Museum, Baltimore. Inv. no. 37.2429.

Figure 70. Ribot, La Conversation/The 
Conversation, n.d. Oil on canvas (54 x 45.1 
cm). Sotheby’s New York, 8 May 1998. 
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Figure 73. Antoine Masson after Ribot, Cabaret Normand, 1878. Etching (published in the Sale 
Catalogue of Hubert Debrousse’s Collection on 6 April 1900).

Figure 74. Ribot, Portrait d’un vieillard, c.1875. Oil on 
canvas (100 x 81.5 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts de la 
Ville de Paris, Petit Palais (Galerie Georges Petit), Paris. 
Inv. no. PPP00708

Figure 75. Ribot, Portrait d’un vieillard, c.1875 
(detail).
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Figure 76. Anonymous, Pauline 
Gueymard-Lauters, n.d. Lithography. 
Château de Compiègne, inv. no. 
C53.049.190.

Figure 77. Anonymous, Pauline 
Gueymard-Lauters, n.d. 
Photograph. 

Figure 78, Anonymous, Mme. Pauline 
Gueymard-Lauters, 1859. Etching on wood. 
Illustration, 17 September 1859.

Figure 79. Courbet, Hector Berlioz, 1848-50. Oil on 
canvas (60.5 x 48 cm). Musée d’Orsay, Paris Inv. no. 
F 113, C 103. 

Figure 80. Nadar, Hector Berlioz, 1856-57. Photography 
printed on albumin papter (23.8 x 18.7 cm). Musée 
d’Orsay, Paris Inv. no. PHO 1991 2 61, BN 185 1863. 
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Figures 81-91.From left to right (all by Nadar): 
81. Portrait charge de Jonkind, 82. Portrait charge de Théophile Gautier, 83. Portrait charge de Bonvin, 84. 
Portrait charge de Jules Goncourt, 85. Portrait charge de Gozlan, 86. Portrait charge de Pelloquet, 87. Portrait 
charge du Baron Taylor, 88. Portrait charge de Francis Way, 89. Autoportrait charge, planant, assis dans une petite 
nacelle 90. Portrait charge de Fauchery, 91. Portrait charge d’Henri Monnier. 

Figure 92. Ribot, Bretonne de Plougastel 
(Finistère) also known as Vieille Bretonne, 1877. 
Oil on canvas (92.5 x 73.5 cm). Museo Nacional 
de Bellas Artes de Buenos Aires, Argentina.  

Figure 93. Edmond Yon after Ribot, Bretonne 
de Plougastel (Finistère), 1877. Wood cut 
engraving.  
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Figure 94. Ribot, La Recette du cuisinier, 1877. 
Etching (18.7 x 27 cm).

Figure 95. Ribot, Tête de jeune fille, c.1877. Etching (12 
x 16 cm). 

Figure 96. Ribot, Jeune Fille lisant, 1877. Etching 
(16 x 24 cm). For Jean Dolent’s Livre d’art des 
femmes. 

Figure 97. Ribot, Portrait d’Emile Cardon, 
1878. Etching (18 x 26 cm)
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Figure 99. Ribot, Portrait d’Emile Cardon, 
n.d. Oil on canvas (73.5 x 58.5 cm) 
Sotheby’s 2000. Lot no. 22.

Figure 98. Ribot, Le Cuisinier aux 
écrevisses, n.d. Oil on canvas (74.3 x 93.3 
cm). The Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford.

Figure 100. Ribot, Buste de jeune 
femme, n.d. Pen and black ink with 
grey wash (11 x 7 cm). Département 
des Arts graphiques, Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. Inv. no. RF 30154, 
Recto. 

Figure 101. Ribot, Portrait de 
femme, à mi-corps, vue de trois 
quarts à gauche, n.d. Charcoal on 
laid paper (20.7 x 14.9 cm). 
Département des Arts graphiques, 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. Inv. no. RF 
15985, Recto. 

Figure 102. Ribot, Marie, n.d. Etching. 
Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire de 
Colombes, Colombes. 
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Figure 103. Ribot, La Comptabilité also known as The 
Accountant, 1878. Oil on canvas (91.4 x 72.4 cm). The 
Burrell Collection, Glasgow. Inv. no. 35.606.

Figure 104. Alexandre Boileau after Ribot, 
La Comptabilité, n.d. Engraving. Musée 
municipal d’histoire et d’art de Colombes, 
Colombes. 

Figure 105. Ribot, La Comptabilité, n.d. Oil 
on canvas (93 x 73 cm). Sale 17 May 2013. 
Formerly at Knoedler Gallery, New York.
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Figure 106. Ribot, La Mére Morieu, 1878. 
Etching. 

Figure 107. Ribot, Portrait of an Old Lady, n.d. Oil 
on canvas (55.3 x 46 cm) Doyle New York, 
Tuesday, May 20 2008, lot 2036. 

Figure 108. Ribot, La Mère Morieu, 1878. Oil on canvas (38.5 x 46 cm). Musée de 
Vendôme, Vendôme. Inv. no. 1910.2.7; 2788. 
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Figure 109. Ribera, Vieja usurera, 1638. Oil 
on canvas (76 x 62 cm). Museo del Prado, 
Madrid. Inv. no. P02506.

(detail) Ribera, Vieja usurera, 1638.

Figure 110. Ribot, Le joueur de 
tambourin, c.1860. Oil on canvas 
(46.3 x 38.2 cm). The Joey and 
Toby Tanenbaum Collection, 2002. 
Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton. 

Figure 111. Ribot, Jeune fille jouant de la guitare, c. 1865. Oil 
on canvas (56 x 46 cm). Musée des Beaux Arts de Troyes, 
Troyes. Inv. no. 18.1.1.



306

Figure 112. Ribot, Joueur de mandoline, 1862. Oil 
on canvas (73 x 60 cm). Sotheby’s New York, May 
1998.

Figure 113. Ribot, Le musicien, 1862. Oil on 
canvas (40.6 x 33 cm). The Burrell Collection, 
Glasgow. Inv. no. 35.611.

Figure 114. Ribot, Joueur de guitare, 1862. Oil on 
canvas (46.6 x 38.4 cm). Musée des Beaux Arts de 
Reims, Reims. Inv. no. 907.19.225.

Figure 115. Ribot, Les chanteurs, 1863-1868. Oil on 
canvas (74 x 60.3 cm). Cleveland Museum of Art, 
Cleveland. Inv. no. 1977.127.
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Figure 116. Ribot, Joueur de mandoline, 1868. Oil on canvas (37.5 x 
47.5 cm). Sotheby’s New York, D. Sutton Sale, 27 January 2012. 

Figure 117. Ribot, Les musiciens, c.
1863-1868. Oil on canvas (131.4 x 98 
cm). The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection, 2002. Art Gallery of 
Hamilton, Hamilton. 

Figure 118. Bonvin, Le Guitariste, 1851. Oil on canvas (46 
x 38 cm). Musée Rolin, Autun. (Inv. no. H.V.289).
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Figure 119. Manet, The Spanish Singer or Le 
Guitarrero, 1860. Oil on canvas (147.3 x 114.3 
cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
City. Inv. no. 49.58.2. 

Figure 120. Manet, The Spanish Singer or Le 
Guitarrero, 1861-1862. Etching on laid paper 
(second state of six), (30.8 x 24.4 cm). 
Metropolitan Museum of art, New York City. Inv. 
no. 52.608.2. 

Figure 121. Bonvin, Joueur de guitare, 1852. 
Charcoal drawing on beige paper. 
(Documentation du Département des Arts 
graphiques, Musée du Louvre.)

Figure 122. Bonvin, Joueur de guitare, 1861. 
Etching (28.1 x 21.5 cm). 
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Figure 123. Ribot, Nature morte aux poissons, 1891. Oil on canvas (60 x 74 cm). 
Schilderijencollectie Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam. Inv. no. SK-A-1898.

Figure 124. Ribot, Nature morte aux poissons, n.d. 
Oil on canvas (57.2 x 71.4 cm). Sotheby’s sale, 18 
March 1998. Lot 82.

Figure 125. Ribot, Nature morte aux poissons, n.d. 
Oil on canvas (41 x 51 cm). Art market. 
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Figure 126 (above). Giuseppe Recco, Still Life with Salt Water Fish and Kitchen Vessels Guarded by 
a Cat, n.d. Oil on canvas (71.2 cm x 96 cm). Spanish Private Collection. At auction on 6 July 2006 at 
Sotheby’s London, Lot 240

Figure 127 (below). Giuseppe Recco, Still Life of Salt Water Fish with Squid in a Landscape, n.d. Oil 
on canvas (71.2 cm x 96 cm). Spanish Private Collection. At auction on 6 July 2006 at Sotheby’s 
London, Lot 240. 
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Figure 128. Ribot, Le Gigot, by 1880.  Oil on 
canvas (46 x 56 cm). Musée de Picardie, Amiens.  
Inv. no. N.P.998.9.1.

Figure 129. Ribot, Gigot, n.d. Oil on canvas (46 x 55 cm). Musée 
Hébert, La Tronche. Inv. no. M.N. 79/23 R.F. 1978/253. 

Figure 130. Ribot, Nature morte au crâne de mouton, n.d. Oil on canvas. Musée 
départemental de l’Oise, Beauvais. 
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Figure 131. Ribot, Épaule de mouton et rognons, by 1887. 
Oil on canvas (48.6 x 55.5 cm) Kröller Müller Museum, 
Otterlo. Inv. no. 668-15.

Figure 132. Ribot, Nature morte à la viande et aux oeufs, 
n.d. Oil on canvas. Kröller Müller Museum, Otterlo.

Figure 133. Ribot, Nature morte, n.d. Oil on canvas (34.1 x 
46.5 cm). Berwick-upon-Tweed Borough, Museum and Art 
Gallery, Berwick-upon-Tweed.

Figure 134. Ribot, Côtelettes, by 1887. Oil on canvas 
(38.5 x 46.5 cm). Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection 2002, Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton. 



Rembrandt, Le Boeuf écorché, 1655. 
Oil on canvas (94 x 69 cm). Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. Inv. no.  M.I. 169. 
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Figure 135. Ribera, Kitchen Interior with Head of a Ram, ca. 1645. Oil on canvas (70 cm x 98 cm). Museo di 
Capodimonte, Naples. 

Figure 136. Rembrandt, Le Boeuf 
écorché, 1655. Oil on canvas (94 x 69 
cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris. Inv. no.  
M.I. 169. 
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Figure 137. Vollon, Le Cochon, 1875. 
Oil on canvas (89 x 66.5 cm). The 
Joey and toby Tanenbaum Collection, 
2002, Art Gallery of Hamilton, 
Hamilton. 

Figure 138. Bonvin, The Butcher or Le 
Cochon, 1874. Oil on canvas. Musée des 
Beaux-Arts de Reims, Reims. Inv. no. 
899.16.15.

Figure 139. Bonvin, Intérieur d’une 
cour avec un porc écorché, 1874. Pen 
and brown ink, brown wash and 
watercolour, heightened with white 
gouage over pencil on paper. Musée 
Bonnat, Bayonne.

Figure 140. Goya, Nature morte à la tête de mouton, c.1808-1812. Oil on canvas (45 x 62 cm). Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. Inv. no. R.F. 1937-120.
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Figure 141. Ribot, Nature morte or Refreshment, 
n.d. Oil on canvas (35.8 x 37.2 cm). Christie’s 
London, South Kensington, Sale 1 February 2012. 
Lot116.

Figure 142. Chardin, Verre d’eau et cafetière, c.1761. Oil on 
canvas (32 x 41 cm). Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh. Inv. no. 
66.12. 

Figure 144. Ribot, Nature morte à la cruche et 
aux oeufs, n.d.  Oil on canvas. Sale at Christies, 
New York, 1998.

Figure 143. Ribot, Nature morte aux cruches et aux oeufs, n.d. Oil on 
canvas. Sale at Sotheby’s on 29 September 2004.
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Figure 147. Ribot, Nature morte à la cruche et aux 
pommes, n.d. Oil on canvas (unspecified 
dimensions). Musée Rodin. 

Figure 148. Ribot, Nature morte, n.d. Oil on 
canvas (92 x 73 cm). Unknown location.

Figure 146. Ribot, Nature morte aux oeufs sur le 
plat, ca.1870. Oil on canvas (59 cm x 73.5 cm). 
Musée d’Art et d’Archéologie, Senlis. Inv. No. 
A.00.6.39.

Figure 145. Ribot, Nature morte aux oeufs, n.d. Oil on canvas 
(unspecified dimensions). Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam. 
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Figure 150. Ribot, Nature Morte aux oeufs au plat, n.d. Oil on 
canvas (73.6 cm x 100.9 cm). Krannert Art Museum, 
Champaign. Inv. No. 1942-1-5.

Figure 149. Ribot, Nature morte, ca. 1865. Oil on canvas (60 
cm x 75 cm). Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.

Figure 152. Ribot, Nature morte, n.d. Oil on canvas (99.7 
cm x 150.5 cm). Sale at Christies, New York on 27 Jan 
2011, Lot 204.

Figure 151. Ribot, Nature morte, n.d. Oil on canvas. Private Collection. 
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Figure 155. Ribot, Nature morte à la grenade, 
n.d. Oil on canvas (45.5 x 55.5 cm). Musée des 
Beaux-Arts, Arras. 

Figure 156. Zurbarán, Still Life with Jugs and Cups, c.1660. Oil on 
canvas (46 x 84 cm). Museo del Prado, Madrid. Inv. no. P02803. 

Figure 157. Tommaso Realfonso, Still Life with Asparagus, Eggs and 
Pears, ca.1730-40. Oil on canvas (36 cm x 47 cm). Private Collection, 
Naples. 

Figure 153. Ribot, Oeufs au plat, n.s. Oil on canvas 
(unknown dimensions). Collection Raphaël Gérard.

Figure 154. Ribot, Nature morte, n.d. Oil on canvas (30.5 cm x 
45.1 cm). Worcester Art Museum, Worcester. Inv. No. 1937.92.
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Figure 158. Luis Meléndez, Still Life with Fruit and Jar, ca.
1773. Oil on canvas (49 cm x 36.8 cm). Museo de Bellas 
Artes de Bilbao, Bilbao. Inv. No. 69/173. 

Figure 159. Luis Meléndez, Still Life with a Bowl of 
Cherries, Plums, Jug and Cheese, ca. 1760. Oil on canvas 
(48.2 cm x 35.3 cm) Museo nacional del Prado, Madrid. 

Figure 161. Ribot, Nature morte avec une citrouille, 
pruniers, cerises et cruche, ca. 1860. Oil on canvas (60.4 x 
73.5 cm). Museo de Bellas Artes de Bilbao, Bilbao. Inv. 
No. 01/9. 

Figure 160. Ribot, Nature morte, 1861. Oil on canvas (38 
cm x 47 cm). Sold at Peter Nahum At The Leicester 
Galleries, London. 
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Figure 162. Velázquez, Water Seller of 
Seville, 1618-1622. Oil on canvas (105 
x 80 cm). Apsley House, The 
Wellington Museum, London. 

Figure 163. Velázquez, Old Woman Cooking Eggs, 1618. Oil 
on canvas (101 x 120 cm). National Gallery of Scotland, 
Edinburgh. Inv. no. NG 2180.  

Figure 164. Velázquez, Two Young Men at a Table, c.1622. Oil on canvas (104 x 65.3 cm). Apsley 
House, The Wellington Museum, London. 
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Figure 165. A. Masson after Ribot, Le Prisonnier, 
n.d. Etching. Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire 
de Colombes, Colombes.

Figure 166. Murillo, Young Beggar, 1645-1650. Oil on 
canvas (134 cm x 110 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
Inv. No. 933. 

Figure 167. Ribot, Vieux marin, 1800s. Oil on 
canvas (73.4 cm x 60 cm). Art Gallery of 
Hamilton, The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection, Hamilton.  

Figure 168. Ribot, Le vieux pêcheur, 1880s. Oil 
on canvas (73.7 cm x 61 cm). Burrell Collection, 
Glasgow. Inv. No. 642
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Figure 169. Ribot, Le Géomètre, 1870s. 
Oil on canvas (73.7 cm x 60 cm). Art 
Gallery of Hamilton, The Joey and Toby 
Tanenbaum Collection, Hamilton. 

Figure 170. Ribot Portrait de vieillard, 
1870s. Oil on canvas, Scheitz Collection.

Figure 171. Ribot, Héraclite, 1870’s. 
Oil on canvas (98 cm x 130 cm). 
Musée de Picardie, Amiens. Inv. No. 
2005.14.1.

Figure 172. Ribot, Vieille femme en prière, 1880s. Oil on 
canvas (198 cm x 47 cm). French art market: Piasa 12 April 
2013, lot 198.
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Figure 173. Ribot, Portrait de berger 
Breton, ca. 1865. Oil on board (45.7 
cm x 31.7 cm). Spencer Musuem of 
Art, Kansas. Inv. No. 93.36. 

Figure 174. Ribot, Portrait de ma fille (Louise), 
1875. Oil on canvas (92.5 x cm 65.1 cm). Musée 
de Beaux-Arts de Reims, Reims. Inv. No. 
907.19.224

Figure 175. Charles Baude afte Ribot, Les Parchemins 
(detail), 1885. Engraving. Musée municipal d’art et 
d’histoire de Colombes, Colombes. 
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Figure 176. Ribot, Les titres de famille, 1890. Oil on canvas (46.3 cm x 38.5 cm). Museé des Beaux-
Arts de Reims, Reims. Inv. No. 893.11. 
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Figure 177.
Ribot, Le Géomètre, n.d. Oil on canvas (73.7 cm 
x 60 cm). The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection, Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton. 

Figure 178.
Ribot, Portrait de vieillard, n.d. Oil on canvas (55 cm 
x 47 cm). Private Collection, Switzerland. 

Figure 179.
Ribot, Vieillard, n.d. Oil on canvas (120 cm x 84 cm). 
The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum Collection, Art 
Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton

Figure 180.
Zurbarán, Saint Andrew, ca. 1630. Oil on 
canvas (146.7 cm x 61 cm). Museum of 
Fine Arts, Budapest. 
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Figure 181.
Ribot, Les Philosophes, 1869. Oil on canvas (192 cm x 89 cm). 
Musée de l’Hôtel Sandelin, Saint-Omer. Inv. no. D.11.

Figure 182.
Rembrandt, Saint Matthew and the Angel, 1661. Oil 
on canvas (96 cm x 81 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
Inv. no. INV.1738.

Figure 183.
Student of Rembrandt, Study of Old Man, c. 1630. Oil 
on canvas (73 cm x 56 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
Inv. no. INV.1748.
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Figure 184.
Ribera, The Philosopher or Old Man, c. 1635. Oil on canvas (54.6 cm x 48.3 
cm). Detroit Institute of Arts. Inv. no. 89.72.

Figure 185.
Gavard, Saint Gérome (after Ribera).
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Figure 186.
Ribot, Le Supplice d’Alonso Cano, 1867. Oil on canvas (151.5 cm x 212 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rouen, Rouen.

Figure 187.
Ribot, Le Lapidé or Mort d’un saint, 1867.  Oil on canvas 
(60 cm x 73.4 cm). The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection, Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton. 

Figure 188.
Ribot, Saint Sébastien martyr, 1865. Oil on canvas (97.5  cm x 130.5 
cm). Musée d’Orsay, Paris. Inv. no. RF 105, LUX 219.
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Figure 189.
Ribot Déposition de croix, n.d. Oil on canvas. Unknown Location. (Engraving at 
Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire de Colombes, Colombes).

Figure 190. 
Ribera, Martyre de Saint Barthélémy, n.d. 
Oil on canvas (200 cm x 150 cm). Museo 
Nacional de Arte de Cataluña. 

Figure 191.
Gavard, Martyre de Saint Laurent (after Ribera)
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Figure 192.
Giordano, Martyre de Saint Laurent, second half of XVIIth c. Oil on canvas (175 cm x 
228 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts de Rennes, Rennes. Inv. no. INV 802.3.1.

Figure 193.
Lethière, Déposition de croix, 1791. Oil on 
canvas (265 cm x 185 cm). Musée du Louvre, 
Paris. Inv. no. 1007; A.4 no11.

Figure 194.
Ribera, Saint Sebastian Cured by the Holy Women, n.d. 
Oil on canvas (180.3 cm x 231.6 cm). Museo de bellas 
artes, Bilbao. Inv. No. 63/206.

Figure 195.
Ribera, La déposition du Christ, second quarter of XVIIth c. 
Oil on canvas (127 cm x 182 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris. 
Inv. no. MI 736.
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Figure 196.
Ribot, Jeune fille aux fleurs, n.d. Oil on canvas. 
Private Collection. 

Figure 197.
Ribot, Brunisseur d’armure, mid-1860s. Oil on 
canvas (45 cm x 36 cm). Sale Lawrences 
(Bletchingley), United Kingdom, 2007, Lot 1544. 

Figure 198.
Ribot, Le tablier bleu, 1861. Oil on canvas (46 
cm x 38 cm). Sale Beaussant Lefèvre, 2 April 
2008 lot no 245.

Figure 199.
Bonvin, Femme à la chocolatière, . c.1845-46. 
Oil on canvas (32.5 cm x 24.4 cm). Private 
Collection, Neuilly. 
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Figure 200.
Ribot, La Servante studieuse, c. 1871. Oil on canvas (73 
cm x 59.7 cm). Burrell Collection, Edinburgh. Inv. no. 
35.651.

Figure 201.
Bonvin, Jeune femme taillant le pain, 1851. Oil 
on canvas (31.8 cm x 23.5 cm). Collection Th. 
Revillon. 

Figure 102.
Bonvin, La fontaine en cuivre: intérieur de cuisine, 
1861. Oil on canvas (73.5 cm x 61 cm). Musée 
d’Orsay, Paris. Inv. no. RF 462.
Inscription: “A son ami Pr. Bressant, Fs Bonvin, 
1861”

Figure 203.
Chardin, La pourvoyeuse, 1739. Oil on canvas (47 
cm x 38 cm). Musée du Louvre, Paris. Inv. no. M.I. 
720.
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Figure 204.
Ribot, Descente de croix, n.d. 
Oil on canvas (73.5 cm x 36 
cm). Art Market, Amsterdam. 

Figure 205.
Ribot, Christ en croix, n.d. Oil on board (37 
cm x 24.5 cm). Last seen at Musée d’Orsay, 
Paris Inv. no. RF 3615. Inscription: A mon 
ami Ganym T. Ribot

Figure 206.
Rembrandt, The Deposition, 1633. Oil on panel 
(89.4 cm x 65.2 cm). Alte Pinakothek, Munich. 
Inv. no. 395.

Figure 207.
Gavard, Descente de croix (after Luca Giordano)

Figure 208.
Hébert, Descente de croix, c.1840. Oil on canvas 
(50 cm x 42 cm). Musée Ernest Hébert, 
Grenoble. Inv. no. RF 1983-108.
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Figure 209.
Ribot, Le Christ parmi les docteurs or Jésus parmi les 
docteurs de la loi, 1866. Oil on canvas (255 cm x 180 cm). 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris; on deposit at the Musée d’Arras, Arras. 
Inv. no. D 926.18.

Figure 210.
Gavard, Saint Diego de Alcalá (above) and The 
Blessed Giles (below) (after Murillo)

Figure 211.
Murillo, The Blessed Giles before Pope Gregory IX, 
1645-46. Oil on canvas (166.4 cm x 186.1 cm). North 
Carolina Museum of Art, Raleigh. Inv. no. 52.9.178.

Figure 212.
Murillo, Saint Diego de Alcalá de Henars in Ecstasy 
Before the Cross, 1645. Oil on canvas (169 cm x 181 
cm). Musée des Augustins, Musée des Beaux-Arts de 
Tououse, Toulouse. 
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Figure 213.
Ribot, Le Cuisinier aux écrevisses, n.d. Oil on 
canvas (93.3 cm x 74.3 cm). The Wadsworth 
Atheneum, Hartford.

Figure 214.
Ribot, Fille aux fleurs, n.d. Oil on canvas (73.6 
cm x 61 cm). Burrell Collection, Glasgow, 
Edinburgh. Inv. no. 35.608.

Figure 215.
Ribot, La Leçon de tricot, 1871. Pen and ink wash on 
paper (18.5 cm x 25 cm). Musée de Brou, Bourg-en-
Bresse. Inv. no. 972.11.

Figure 216. 
Ribot, La Tireuse de cartes, c.1890. Oil on canvas (96.5 cm x 
130 cm). Musée municipal d’art et d’histoire, Colombes. 
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Figure 217.
Ribot, La diseuse de bonne aventure, n.d. Oil on canvas. Sale Sotheby’s 
1997. 

Figure 218.
Ribot, The Letter, n.d. Oil on canvas. Private 
Collection.

Figure 219.
Ribot, La Conférence, c. 1880. Oil on canvas. Sale Christie’s 
King Street, 2 July 2008. 

Figure 220.
Ribot, Au Sermon, c. 1880. Oil on canvas (55.5 cm x 46.5 cm). 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris. Inv. no. RF 2187. Inscription: A 
Bernheim Jeune souvenir amical. T. Ribot. 
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Figure 221.
Ribot, Breton Fishermen and their Families, c.1870. Oil 
on canvas (55.2 cm x 46.4 cm). Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York City. Inv. no. 48.187.736. 

Figures 222 and 223.
Ribot, Breton Fishermen and their Families (details)
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Figure 224.
Ribot, La Chorale, 1880-1890. Oil on canvas (30.5 cm x 37 
cm). Musée des Augustins, Toulouse. Inv. no. 2010 2 1.

Figure 226.
Ribot, Étude de moine, n.d. Oil on canvas. 
Musée d’art et d’industrie André Diligent.

Figure 225.
Ribot, Portrait de berger Breton or 
Portrait of a Brittany Shepherd,  ca. 1865.  
Oil on board (45.7 cm x 31.7 cm) Spencer 
Museum of Art, Lawrence. Inv. no. 93.36.
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Figure 227.
Gavard, Saint Francis of Assisi (after Murillo)

Figure 228.
Zurbarán, Saint Francis in Meditation, 
1635-40. Oil on canvas (152 cm x 99 cm). 
National Gallery, London. Inv. no. NG230.  

Figure 229.
Zurbarán, St. Francis 
Contemplating a Skull, 
c. 1635. Oil on canvas 
(91.4 cm x 30.5 cm). 
Saint Louis Art 
Museum, Saint Louis. 
Inv. No. 47:1941.

Figure 230.
Zurbarán, Saint Cyril 
of Constantinople, ca. 
1634. Oil on canvas 
(92.4 cm x 32.4). 
Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston. Inv. No. 
22.642.

Figure 231.
Zurbaran, Le Martyr chartreux, 1636. 
Oil on canvas (61.5 cm x 41.5 cm). 
Unknown Location. 

Figure 232.
Ribot, Jeune fille jouant de la guitare, c. 1865. Oil on 
canvas (56 cm x 46 cm). Musée des Beaux Arts de 
Troyes, Troyes. Inv. no. 18.1.1.
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Figure 233.
Gavard, Portrait de dame or Lady with a Fan 
(after Velázquez). 

Figure 234.
Ribot, La Charbonnière, 1880. Oil on canvas (92 cm 
x 73 cm). Musée des Beaux-Arts, Besançon. Inv. no. 
155.

Figure 235.
Ribot, Buste de jeune femme, n.d. Pen and black 
ink with grey wash (11 cm x 7 cm). Département 
des Arts graphiques, Musée du Louvre, Paris. Inv. 
no. RF 30154, Recto. 

Figure 236,
Ribot, Marie, n.d. Etching. Musée municipal d’art et 
d’histoire de Colombes, Colombes. 
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Figure 237.
Ribot, L’aveugle et don Gusman d’Alfarache, before 1880. Oil on 
canvas (91.5 cm x 73.7cm). Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland. 
Inv. no. 1980.282. 

Figure 239.
Goya, Lazarillo de Tormes, 1808-1812. Oil on 
canvas, Private Collection, Madrid. 

Figure 238.
Ribera, Blind Old Beggar, c. 1632. Oil on canvas 
(124.5 cm x 101.7 cm). Allen Memorial Art Museum, 
Oberlin. Inv. no.s 1955.9.
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Figure 241.
Ribot, Les Cuisiniers, n.d. Oil on canvas (92 cm x 73 cm). 
Location unknown. In Galerie Georges Patit, Paris Sale 8 May 
1900 lot no. 47.

Figure 240.
Ribot, Marchand de poissons, 1862. Oil on canvas (45 
cm x 65.6 cm). Musée d’art et d’histoire, Genève. Inv. 
no. 1909-0029. 

Figure 242.
Ribot, Le Village, n.d. Oil on canvas (18.8 cm x 23.2 cm). The Joey and Toby Tanenbaum 
Collection. Art Gallery of Hamilton, Hamilton.
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Figure 243.
Ribot, Paysage, n.d. Oil on canvas (21 cm x 40.5 cm). Musée départemental de l’Oise, Beauvais. Inv. no. 
INV77.211.

Figure 244.
Ribot, Paysage: À la maison de Corot à Ville-d’Avray, n.d. Oil on canvas (16 cm x 25.5 cm). Musée Baron Gérard, 
Bayeux. Inv. no PRO RF 1964 5. 



Conclusion

 Théodule Ribot, as a painter of realities, produced some of the most compelling 

depictions of scenes of everyday life of his time. Not only does his oeuvre render nuanced 

aspects of his immediate and quotidian surroundings, but in doing so it depicts richly varied 

aspects of nineteenth-century  French society. Ribot proves himself as a keen observer of society 

and despite the reputation he garnered as a recluse and indépendant, his oeuvre attests to his 

engaged involvement in the popular culture, social customs, urban expansion, artistic trends and 

debates, and political tensions and social upheavals that characterized his epoch. Ribot’s 

engagement with his society takes the form of a spectrum of works painted in all the genres of 

painting.

 Beginning with history  painting, the religious works he executed during the 1860s and 

1870s are imbued within the concern for truthfulness that permeated Ribot’s oeuvre and the work 

of his contemporaries. Based on their subject matter, these works were hardly considered to be 

modern by Ribot’s critics and as early  as 1866 Charles Blanc identified a fundamental element in 

Ribot’s search for truthfulness in painting. Upon discussing the artist’s Le Christ au milieu des 

docteurs the critic asked: “Tout cela est réel, je le veux bien, mais tout cela est-il vrai? En 

somme, cela est-il même vraisemblable?” Ribot’s enhancement of light effects on his stark and 

somber tonalities, of the effects of time upon aged skin, and of his subjects’ compelling presence 

by means of isolating certain features from the rest of their bodies and background, all attest  to 

Ribot’s consistent modulation of the realities he represented. For this reason Ribot cannot be 

uncritically  considered to be an exclusively  Realist artist. His painted subjects seem particularly 

grotesque at times, sombre at others, yet nonetheless consistently compelling as he enhanced 
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observable phenomena to create the effect of an enhanced, more intense, more spiritual reality. I 

argue that Ribot incorporated specific elements from Spanish painting of the Golden Age in 

order to achieve this objective, and not to produce work that  resembled the paintings of Ribera -- 

or Velázquez or Murillo or Zurbarán to name those with whose work Ribot was most often 

compared by his critics -- as the result of servile imitation. At the same time, however, Ribot’s 

steadfast relationship  with seventeenth-century Spanish painting and the ways in which he 

approached and made use of his Spanish sources, points towards a widespread preoccupation 

among his fellow painters and critics. That  is, Ribot’s relationship with his Spanish sources 

indicate peculiar attitudes towards the art  of the past. These attitudes informed a new sense of 

historicism that established itself in an uneasy balance between the call to be of one’s time on the 

one hand -- the search to represent an individual’s experiences of modernity  -- and on the other 

hand engaging with certain aspects the past -- at the exclusion of others -- to inform, ground, and 

legitimize artistic production as part of a young, thriving, and reinvigorated French school of 

painting. This is best exemplified in the aversion that the young generations of realist  and 

naturalist artists developed against the Academy and the Italianizing and classicizing traditions it 

endorsed, in the call to draw inspiration from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French 

painters like Chardin and the Le Nain brothers as well as from the French countryside, and in the 

call to be of one’s time by  critics like Maxime du Camp, Charles Baudelaire, and Jules-Antoine 

Castagnary. 

 In his depictions of genre scenes, Ribot’s cooks evidence the artist’s involvement with 

popular imagery and popular culture as he drew from the lyrics of various chansonniers -- like 

Pierre Dupont, Charles Vincent, and Savinien Lapointe -- to inform his lively kitchen scenes. 
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Ribot’s depiction of cooks also adhered to the trend of representing social types and to his 

society’s fascination with itself. This is best exemplified in the numerous volumes of Les 

Français peints par eux-mêmes and Les Cris de Paris, where social types were represented not 

only by profession but by class and occupation in a plurality  of métiers made possible by  a 

rapidly changing society, transformed by  industrialization, commodification, urban expansion, 

and by the demand for increasingly  specialized production and consumption patterns which at 

the same time threatened century-old and increasingly  obsolete professions. At other times, his 

genre scenes depicted tranquil moments of contemplation composed of his children and wife, of 

young men and women playing an instrument, of groups of children singing, of a company of 

young women writing a letter, reading, praying or conversing, or simply  halting their activities to 

return the viewer’s gaze. These scenes -- most of them depicting Ribot’s intimate and family  life 

-- demonstrate great coherency when assessed as a group. Indeed the characters in his paintings 

age with the passing of time and as his artistic career progresses. However, the constancy of 

these works’ quiet and contemplative atmosphere, the recurring appearance of the same cast of 

characters and objects -- many of which were the subject of his still-life paintings, -- and the 

repetition of activities performed, all serve to articulate a realm of little change. While the 

changes brought by  modernity are evident in the activities themselves performed by Ribot’s 

subjects and by  the costumes they wear, as a whole, Ribot’s genre scenes with family members 

seem to stand in quiet  defiance against a fast-paced society  marked by rapid change and 

transformation. 

 In the portraits he executed especially during the 1880s Ribot’s impastos thickened and 

the texture of his brushstrokes became increasingly varied. These characteristics correspond to 
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the still lifes he produced also during the 1880s. Ribot’s masterful technique consisted of thick 

paint applied in short and assertive brushstrokes flowing in the direction of the planes that 

articulate his figures’ forms. This method, in conjunction with the descriptive application of 

impasto of varying thicknesses, enhanced the sculptural quality of his subject, and emphasized 

the presence of each brushstroke. His brushstrokes are left unblended and uneffaced, creating a 

rugged surface upon which an engaging play  of shadows emerges as his paintings are lit from 

different directions. In so doing, Ribot’s highly textured work accomplishes two ostensibly 

opposing objectives. While Ribot’s technique emphasizes the materiality of his medium by 

exploiting its potential for an almost sculptural plasticity, at  the same time it pays a phenomenal 

tribute to the artifice of painting by translating the psychological presence of his subjects in a 

consistently compelling way. Likewise, he articulates the presence of this still-life objects with a 

striking intensity. Ribot’s highly  textured technique and the over all illusion of reality  they 

articulate, inserts his work not only within a historical discussion of past painterly techniques and 

methods employed and expanded by artists like Velázquez and Titian, but also within the 

contemporary  discourses of modernity in painting. Ribot’s brushstrokes embody the dialogue 

that attests to his experience of that which he so masterfully  and compellingly translated into 

painting. The poetry and lyricism evident especially in Ribot’s still-life paintings with eggs and 

earthenware demonstrate the artist’s temperament as one that seeks to depict only a visible and 

tangible reality, but one that is intangible and spiritual in essence, and imbued in the very  

substance of experiencing of those realities. 

 Finally, the rare landscapes Ribot executed serve to document his family vacations in the 

country  as part of the widespread trend in nineteenth-century  French society  to retreat to the 
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country  side in search of leisure, rest, and solace from the bustle of an increasingly populated 

city (fig. 242). In the content and ways in which he rendered his subjects, Ribot is of his time. 

His oeuvre responds to the general call towards contemporaneity; his work’s centrality to 

nineteenth-century discourses on the role of painting vis-à-vis society  is best exemplified in 

Castagnary’s words: 

 La société, en effet, est un être moral qui ne se connaît pas directement soi-même et qui, 
 pour prendre conscience de sa réalité, a besoin de s’extériorer, comme disent les 
 philosophes, de mettre ses facultés en exercice et de se voir dans l’ensemble de leurs 
 produits. Chaque époque ne se connaît que par les faits qu’elle agit: faits politiques, faits 
 littéraires, faits scientifiques, faits industriels, faits artistiques, qui tous sont marqués au 
 coin de son génie propre, portent l’empreinte de son caractère particulier, et  la distinguent 
 tout à la fois de l’époque antérieure et de l’époque à suivre. Par conséquent, la peinture 
 n’est point une conception abstraite, élevée au-dessus de l’histoire, étrangère aux 
 vicissitudes humaines, aux révolutions des idées et des moeurs: elle est une partie de la 
 conscience sociale, un fragment du miroir dans lequel les générations se contemplent 
 tour à tour, et comme telle, elle doit suivre la société pas à pas, en noter les incessantes 
 transformations.1 

It is clear, however, that critics in general took issue with Ribot’s consistent interest in the work 

of Ribera in particular, and in general, in the paintings of seventeenth-century Spanish Masters. 

For some critics, it was precisely this matter that hindered Ribot’s work from being considered to 

be of his time. Maxime du Camp wrote: 

 Et je ne saurais trop le redire, le talent de M. Ribot est considérable, et le peintre aurait, 
 sans contestation sérieuse, un important succès immédiat, s’il pouvait  se guérir de cette 
 manie de lessiver ses tableaux en noir. Un artiste qui veut aujourd’hui peindre exactement 
 comme peignait Ribera n’est pas plus intéressant qu’un auteur qui voudrait  écrire 
 actuellement comme écrivait Rabelais; l’un et l’autre risqueraient fort de n’être pas 
 compris. Une pareille prétention touche de près à l’enfantillage, et je crois que notre 
 premier devoir à tous est d’être de notre temps, sous peine de le voir se détourner de 
 nous.2
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1 Castagnary, “Salon de 1863” in Salons I: 1857-1870 (Paris: Bibliothèque-Charpentier, 1892), p. 
102-103.

2 Maxime du Camp, “Salon de 1867,” in Revue des Deux Mondes 69 (1867), p. 663. 



 This study  has demonstrated that Ribot’s hispanicizing tendencies do not depict an 

exoticized, alluring, or orientalizing Spain. On the contrary, he integrated his Spanish sources so 

intimately  into his painterly idiom that they  became part of the mode of representation he 

employed to depict  aspects of nineteenth-century French society. In this way, his work 

exemplifies a process of synthesis wherein he applied the lessons of Old Masters with his own 

love of everyday life subjects to produce a highly  personal rendition of paintings that seem 

imbued in the art of the past -- especially  seventeenth-century Spanish, Dutch, and seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century French painting -- while ultimately being an integral part of the artistic 

fibre of his time and at the same time keeping a safe distance from ready associations with a 

classicizing tradition, on the one hand, and with the rather precarious or compromising avant-

garde, on the other. As an indépendant, Ribot assumed the role of observer of his society  and at 

the same time of one who translated onto canvas aspects of the society to which he belonged. We 

must not confer a documentary character to Ribot’s depictions of realities however, but rather, 

focus on their value in helping us better understand not only aspects of nineteenth-century 

French society, but more so, the intellectual, artistic, social and cultural context that  produced 

them and in which they flourished. In this way Ribot’s oeuvre is central to the understanding of 

concepts like modernity, of uneasy attitudes towards the past -- what I have referred to in this 

study as an introspective sense of historicity, -- and of the meanings of informing one’s work 

with Spanish sources. 

 This study has also demonstrated significant aspects of the aesthetic discourse and 

frameworks of reference within which Ribot’s work was discussed, understood, and experienced. 

To this end we have engaged in a detail study  of his criticism guided by  the artist’s yearly 
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participation at the Paris Salon Exhibitions and by  the accounts of his life and work written by 

his biographers. The latter adopted a critical position wherein they  seemed to salvage Ribot from 

associations, established in earlier criticism, with the Spanish Masters to whom his work was so 

indebted. On the one hand, the work of seventeenth-century artists like Velázquez had strong 

connotations to truthfulness and verisimilitude based on the overall character of seventeenth-

century Spanish naturalism. Contemporary Spain, however, with aspects of its art and culture, 

continued to be seen through a Romanticizing lens that conferred upon Spain a rather backward 

and exotic character. On the other hand, the inclusion of Spanish Old Masters as sources that 

held a central place in the fibre that  composed the young French school of painting was met with 

a degree of hesitance, tension, and in the case of Ribot, with marked exasperation. Instead, Ribot 

was hailed as a direct descendent of Chardin, and the relationship  between his work and that of 

Ribera was reduced to a mere coincidence. I argue that it is precisely in Ribot’s Spanish sources 

that the issues concerning originality, modernity and French character in painting, crystallize in a 

new way. Certainly Spanish painting was not the only source fuelling Ribot’s originality in his 

technical and stylistic painterly achievements. However, his Spanish sources had a defining role 

in differentiating Ribot’s work from the classicizing themes and Academic painterly methods 

employed by many of his peers. The newness of the Spanish school, evidenced by the 

enthusiasm with which the collections of Spanish painting assessed in this study were received, 

contributed to the character of originality  attributed to artists drawing from Spanish subject-

matter, painterly techniques, and compositional devices. Yet the status of Spanish painting within 

the artistic discourse especially of mid-nineteenth century  Paris, is less defined. Delaroche’s 

inclusion of Velázquez and Murillo in his Hémicycle des Beaux-Arts (1837) is curious and it 
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would indicate the place these artists held among the company of seventy-five of the greatest 

artists all ages. Could their very acceptance into this canon antagonize their inclusion as sources 

steadfastly informing the work of indépendant artists like Ribot? Critics’ criticism of Ribot 

focused on his Riberesque use of light and dark contrasts and dramatically dark tonalities. 

However, this study has demonstrated that these characteristics are insufficient to either evade a 

discussion on the Riberesque sources informing Ribot’s work, or to sustain the accusations made 

by critics concerning his Riberesque use of lighting. Instead, this criticism reveals the tensions 

and ambiguities inherent in discussions of modernity, originality, and the character of the French 

school of painting, if we can even refer to a French school in the singular. In this sense, Ribot’s 

oeuvre is fundamental to the understanding of notions like originality  and modernity  within their 

nineteenth-century contexts, and to the understanding of the complexities that came with 

informing one’s work with Spanish sources. It was this dissertation’s objective to present a more 

nuanced view of these issues as they take centre-stage in the work of Ribot in a symbiotic and 

continuous discourse with his and his contemporaries’ perceptions of their society and of their 

role within that society. It was this dissertation’s objective to likewise point to the relevance of 

Ribot’s legacy to modern-day  art historical scholarship and to the understanding of nineteenth-

century French painting. 

-
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