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Fig. 2
Alexandre Cabanel, The Birth of Vlenus, 1863,
oil on canvas, Musée d’Orsay, Paris.

Take an antique Venus, the body of any woman whatsoever drawn
according to the sacred rules, and, lightly, with a powder puff, dab colour
and powder on the body; there you have Monsieur Cabanel'sideal [..]
The ladies swoon, the gentlemen keep a reverent demeanour [.]The
goddess, drowned in a sea of milk, resemblas a delicious courtesan
llorette], not of flesh and blood — that would be indecent — but made cf a
sort of pink and white marzipan.?

The women who, according to Zola, were taken in by and ‘swooned over’ Cabanel’s Venus
were apparently a different species to those portrayed by Daumier. Yet all were deemed prey
to their emotions, succumbing to their bodily reactions.

The growing medicalisation of the female anatomy by mid-century in France
construed woman as wholly subject to her reproductive organs, a theory that by the late
1870s found new expression in Jean-Baptiste Charcot’s hysteria diagnosis.® It is therefore no
coincidence that both Daumier and Zola drew on medical metaphors in their construction of
the response of female spectators to viewing representations of women’s nude bodies * The
spectacle of Venuses in the Paris Salons in the 1860s coincided not just with this process
of medicalisation, but with the problematic emergence of the assertive ‘New Woman,
serving to highlight contentious issues of modern feminine subjectivity and female agency.
The spread during the Second Empire of both unregistered ‘clandestine’ prostitutes and of
venereal disease posed a serious threat to the health of the nation and to its heredity.

At the root of this problem lay sexuality: more specifically female sexuality, since
bourgeois codes of sexual regulation focussed not on the apparently invisible normative
heterosexual practices of men, but rather on female deviance. Unregulated female sexuality
posed a moral, medical and hygienic threat to youth and to the honnéte femme, as well as to
the structures of the bourgeois family itself.” As Jill Harsin has argued:
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The definition of the clandestine was far hazier than that of the inscribed
prostitute, and as the century wore on the clandestine came to
overshadow the fille soumiss, to the point that a leading abolitionist would
write, with conscious irony, that a clandestine prostitute was simply any
woman who had not been registerad yet 5

Tha mythological figure of the goddess of love was a metaphor for modern
transgressive feminine sexuality. Pam pered and sanitised, the Venus of Cabanel fuses
thfa academic purism of Jean-Auguste-Dominigue Ingres with a throwback to the Ancien
Régime: the erotic decadence of French court Rococo in the manner of Francois Boucher
or Jean-Honoré Fragonard. Thus Cabanel’s treatment gives an aura of respectability to his
modern ‘courtesan’, whose seductive powers threatened to undermine French manhood.
Increasingly popularised during the Second Empire in its decadent reflection of the pre-
revolutionary era, the Goncourt brothers were among the first to revive modern interest in
French Rococo. As we shall see, the nudes of Renoir were equally indebted to this revival,

In that same year, 1863, Manet's infamous Le déjeuner sur I'herbe [Luncheon on
the Qrass] (Paris, Musée d'Orsay) was rejected by the official Salon Jury as obscene. He
exhibited it instead to great notoriety at the 1863 Salon des Refusés. Manet depicted a
thoroughly contemporary naked woman, the model for whom, Victorine Meurent, was well-
known in Parisian artistic circles, ensuring she was no anonymous 'type’. He disp,ensed with
all the _COnve”ﬁO”S associated with mythology in general and Venus in particular, despite
d_eDICtmg an overtly sexualised scene in which the woman has clearly removed t,he clothes
i(::st»:l\aafyed beside her. Accompanied py a chemise-clad female bather in the background and

‘eloreground two equally recognisable fully clothed gentlemen,” she sits unabashed
gazing boldly out at the spectator and thus implicating him in her brazen nakedness.® ,
Manet refused to embellish his nude in the tasteful polished style of the academic Cébanel;

THE MODERN VENUS: GODDESS OR WHORE?

Fig. 3
Edouard Manet, Olympia, 1863,
oil on canvas, Musée d'Orsay, Paris.




Fig. 4
Edgar Degas, Woman Bathing in a Shallow Tub, 1885,
charcoal and pastel on light green wove paper,

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Fig. 5

Edgar Degas, Woman at her Toilette,
1880-1885, pastel on monotype,

The National Gallery of Australia, Canberra.

indeed he affirmed the candour of his subject matter by his bluntly direct handling and crude
frontal lighting.

Although painted in that same year, Manet did not exhibit his reclining ‘Venus'
figure, the Olympia (fig. 3), until 1865, when, in an attempt to avert a repeat of the scandalous
1863 Salon des Refusés, the official jury accepted it for exhibition. Here Manet again
combined his direct, unmodulated painting style with a flattening frontal light; the resulting
figure was characterised as a ‘playing card’: without nuanced shading or modelling she
appeared starkly similar to a popular print rather than high art. Again, Victorine Meurent
stares out at us. Such an active fermale gaze like that in Manet’s two paintings implied
not just female agency but female sexual agency as associated with prostitutes. Her
direct gaze challenged propriety, suggesting woman might not be the submissive vessel
required of dominant sexual mores. Indeed, as the rise of clandestine prostitution proved,
women were taking the illicit sexual economy into their own hands, marketing their bodies
independent of male laws and constraints.

Significantly in this respect, Manet's Olympia was deemed to have an ‘unhealthy’
yellow pallor. Her ‘crudely’ painted flesh — unlike the blended rosy-cream tints of Cabanel’s
lusciously powdered Venus — was considered symptomatic of the fallen woman, the
courtesan she did indeed represent. In medico-social terms, then, the Olympia's flesh
evoked pathological connetations of syphilis, the hereditary disease most feared by the
bourgeois gentilhomme, whose patrimony it put at risk due to his own double standards
of sexual behaviour. Thus like Daumier, Manet attacked Second Empire moral hypocrisy.
His Clympia flouted public decorum: from the Salon wall she sat upright and stared boldly
out at the assumed male spectator, effectively her next client — the donor of the huge
bouquet of flowers held by her black maid.? Where Manet's Olympia draws attention to her
genitalia by covering them with her hand — in the manner of a Venus Pudica— Cabanel's
Venus thrusts forward her ‘air-brushed’ pubis region at the viewer's eyelevel. Laid invitingly
supine, her raised arms expose her full breasts while shielding her eyes in a tantalising
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supine, her raised arms expose her full breasts while shielding her eyesina tantalising
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.dispfay of modesty. In contrast to Olympia’s confrontational gaze, the viewer's ogle her

|§ unchallenged and even encouraged by the little staring Cupids flying above her; yet ’
simultaneously Cabanel erased her sexuality by obliterating the split (pudendal CJF!);} in the
mons vgnerfs — literally ‘mound of Venus' - that announces the start of the outer labia maj
and the inner female genitalia. His Venus is sexually available yet unsexed. o

‘ Degas produced hundreds of images of women and water, his brothel nudes
engage in private ablutions, and his disreputable “Venuses' rise out of their cheap flat
tups: the modern shell of the mythical sea-borne Venus from Botticelli (¢. 1485; Florenc
Uffizi Gallery) to Wiliam-Adolphe Bouguereau (1879; Paris, Musée d'Ors.ay) In’works -
such as Degas’ Woman Bathing in a Shaliow Tub (fig. 4), which was exhibit&l*.d with othe
bather gastels at the last Impressionist exhibition in 1888, his sensual medium evokes arnd
modernises its 18th-century Rococo usage while subverting its feminine associations in
representing a fille soumise (a registered prostitute). The frivolous eroticism associated with
pa;tel and hence with the aristocratic Ancien Régime takes on a darker hue in the contWI’r
of fin-de-siécle anxiety over venereal contagion. Degas made the link explicit in his pastZT
over monotype print Woman at her Toilette (fig. 5), which shows a prostitute on a bidet
w?shlng her genitals. In ‘Maisons de Tolérance' - brothels whose inmates were registered
with the Moral Palice and thus ‘tolerated’ despite prostitution being illegal for wom?en - N
the practice of washing between clients was made a requirement for reasons of hygiene
?lmed at reducing venereal contagion. Such women were also subject to regular :mged\'c |
!nspectioh for signs of disease, an event movingly portrayed by Toulouse-Lautrec in E’u:
gis‘ A;foulms; T.f?e Medical Inspection (fig. 6). Thus in Second Empire and Third Republican
; ris the qua’lnon of Yenus and water added up to more than harmless mythology: it also
as;o;islr:r:|n|‘?: Ir;yg\ene axjd thencg the relationship between prostitution, the Moral Police
S, to?i ‘ Qomplet\nf;; the CITTCIG, women found to be diseased were transferred for

e Paris Women’s Hospital - Charcot's La Salpétriere,
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Fig. 6

Henrj de Toulouse-Lautrec, Rue des Moulins: The
Medical Inspection, 1894, oil on cardboard,

The National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC.

Fig. 7

Logis—Emest Barrias, Nature Unvelling Herself before
Science, 1899, polychrome stone, Musée d'Orsay;
Paris. !




Fig. 8
Late 18th-century pornographic photograph,
private collection.

Fig. 9

Paul Richer, ‘Female Morphology: Sou Gicquel

(31 yearsy, plate nos 2187-2201, 1908,

Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris.

What we are witnessing here is the very porous fluidity of the visual and discursive
boundaries between medico-sexual pathologies, hereditary disease, moral policing,
scientific observation, aesthatic pleasure and erotic titilation. That these apparently divergent
discourses came together in the scrutiny of the naked female body is entirely predictable,
since woman was a key disempowered site and expressicn of male agency. Identified with
‘nature’. as such woman was the proper subject of scrutiny for both art and science. Louis-
Ernest Barrias’ highly acclaimed sculpture commission for the new Faculty of Medicine in
Bordeaus, a first varsion from 1893, Nature Unveiling Herself before Science Is emblematic
of this porosity. The 1899 polychrome stone second version is now in the Musée d'Orsay in
Paris (fig. 7), while a 1902 replica in white marble is appropriately located in the foyer of the
Paris Faculty of Medicine." How different to the unveiling the women undertake in Toulouse-
Lautrec's Rue des Moulins (fig. 6), where instead of submissive Nature exposing her elegant
bosoms before the discerning male scientist, disenchanted female sex workers are required
to hitch up their chemises, ‘unveiling’ to medical scrutiny their abused genitalia.

The intersecting narratives of medicine, art and erotica are similarly figured from
the medical side in the work of Dr Paul Richer, assistant to Charcot at La Salpétriere and
future Professor of Anatomy at the Paris Ecole des Beaux-Arts."? Following his research
with Charcot into ferale hysteria, Richer (also a sculptor) began in the 1890s to publish in
the fleld of artistic anatomy. Adopting modern scientific and anthropalogical methods that
included the use of phatography and comparative measurement as ‘objective’ records,
he began to seek modern artistic ideals of male and then female anatomical perfection.

Just as veils/chemises were entailed in exposing the female body to view in Barrias and
Toulouse-Lautrec, Richer often used masks (worn too in medical photography and by
‘artistic’ models for supposed anonymity in photographic nude shots) as well as his female
subjects’ hair to simultanecusly veil and titillate in a wholly unscientific manner. Masks
were associated with the sexually risqué masked balls held at the Paris Opera, as depicted
by Manet in his 1873 Masked Bail at the Opera (Washington, DC, National Gallery of Art).
Perhaps unselfconsciously deploying the erotic tropes of women's hair and seductive masks
circulated widely in pornographic photographs (fig. 8), Richer made no attempt to disguise in
his narrative sequences of ‘statistical’ photographs his own pleasure in big, long hair (fig. 9)."°
Seductive hair returns us o the Rococo Revival: luscious hair, hair flowing like water,
is a feature of many nudes, including Rencir's Blonde Bather (1 881; Williamstown, MA, Clark
Art Institute, fig. 10). Here, Impressionist techniques and maodern life merge with a Rococo
goddess. Painted when Renoir was travelling in Italy and inspired by ancient Roman and
ltalian Renaissance art, still French Recoco is central. Renoir's modern seaside Venus was
probably modelled by his mistress, Aline Charigot: her prominent wedding ring gave some
probity to the subject, although they married only in 1820. Rococo artists and their painting
methods underwent a major revival after along period of disfavour following the French
Revolution of 1789. Significantly, in 1852 - the year the Second Empire formally began — the
Louvre acquired its first Boucher since the 18th century. The Goncourt brothers, Jules and
Edmond, took up the cause of pre-revolutionary art, and in 1856 began publishing essays
that would result in their volumes on Lart du dix-huitisme siécle, completed in 1875, Published
in 1880, the four-plate colour print by Jean-Frangois Janinet after Boucher’s Toilette of
Venus (fig. 11) has remarkable compositional affinities with Renoir's Blonde Bather, the
painter’s feathery style and brilliant colour were also indebted to Boucher's techniques. His
small Reclining Female Nude Seen from the Back (cat. no. 71)in the A. G. Leventis Gallery in
Nicosia takes up this theme, the warm serpentine curves of the figure contrasting with the
cool sea-blues that evoke the spume-born goddess.
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Revolution of 1789. Significantly, in 1852 — the year the Second Empire formally began — the
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s The ergtio excesseslof the Ancien Regime with its seductive goddesses, revived in
econd Empire, were again the delight of Third Republican audiences, coinciding with the

struggle for women's rights and growi ‘
health, © 9 growing state fears for the nation's future moral and sexual
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Fig. 10
Pierre-Auguste Renair, Blonde Bather, 1881,

oil on canvas, The Clark Art Institute,
Williamstown, MA.

Fig. 11

Jean-Frangois Janinet, after Frangois Boucher's The
Towﬁeftg of Venus, 1783, etching and wash-manner
engraving printed in colour from four plates,

The Metrapolitan Museum of Art, New York
DP336497. '



Notes

1 Plate 2 of Croquis pris au Salon par Daumier, 1864. Lithograph in black on white wove paper, 243 x 209 mm (image),
356 x 269 mm (sheet). The Art Institute of Chicago: William McCallin McKee Memorial Endowment, 1953.603; Daumier
Register 3440; Delteil 3440 I/, Hazard-Delteil 1560.

2 ‘Prenez une Vénus antique, un corps de femme quelconque dessing d'aprés les régles sacrées, et, legérement, avec
une houppe, maquillez ce corps de fard et de poudre de riz; vous aurez lidéal de M. Gabanel [...] Dés lors, la foule est
conguise. Les femmes se pament et les hommes gardent une attitude respectueuse [...] La déesse, noyée dans un
fleuve de lait, aI'air d'une délicieuse lorette, non pas en chair et en 08, —cela serait indécent-, mais en une sorte de pate
d'amande blanche et rose.’ Emile Zola, ‘Nos peintres au Champ-de-Mars', Paris 1867, in his Ecrits sur 'art, Paris 1991, pp.
177-187.

3 Much ink has been spilled over Charcot, women and hysteria; the key texts are Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of
Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic lconography on the Salpétriére, transl. Alisa Hartz, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
2004, and Deborah Silverman, Art Nouveau in Fin-de-Siécle France: Politics, Psychology and Style, Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1989, chapter 5 and passim. See also Nadine Simon Dhouailly, La legon de Charcot, exhibition
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