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It will be a long time before we agree on the true sense of the
word: “democracy”!—Gustave Courbet to the Government of
Naitional Defense (October 5, 1870)!

In the years following France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian
War of 1870 and 1871 and the trauma of the Paris Commune
uprising in the latter year, some caricatures of the annual
Paris Salon exhibitions ventured into more artistically and
ideologically uncharted terrain than the paintings they pur-
portedly satirized. The caricatures offered candid imagery for

a nation still marked by the losses of war and civil unrest— -
images in which such formal innovations as cropping and

unexpected viewpoints were mobilized for their political res-
onance. With their asymmetrical compositions and abrupt
shifts in point of view, these caricatures provided a cogent
homology to the profound sociopolitical instabilities of the
young Third Republic that had recently replaced the Second
Empire, one unmatched by any other medium except per-
haps photography. Take, as exemplary, the following two
caricatures by Amédée-Charles-Henri, comte de Noé, alias
Cham. The first—drawn in response to the 1872 Salon—
shows the usual visitors in front of two unusual paintings (Fig.
1). Their narratives drastically cut off by their frames, the
fictional paintings give a glimpse of four feet running, while
- the full bodies are already well beyond their visual fields. The
caricature’s caption clarifies that the paintings are in fact two
“portraits” of fleeing Communards, members of the short-
lived, largely working-class, radical city council of Paris that
found iself in armed cooflict with the barely established
" Third Republic, which sent the Versaillais army to rout it.
In the second caricature, dating to 1875, Cham dreamed
up another exceptional portrait. It shows an elected member
of the French National Assembly, hand under his jacket in
Napoleonic manner, pushed all the way to_the right of the

tmage and against the frame, leaving the left half of his

portrait empty (Fig. 2). The deputy’s political leanings are

made spatial and literal: “Portrait of a deputy, who ordered -

the ‘painter to.place him well to the right.” These images of
"Cham’s are pictorial fantasies in which the formal terms of
his new compositional positioning and cropping gain unex-
pected sociopolitical reference: fragmentation evoking the
specter of the Commune’s brutal suppression; a painting's
lateral dimensions speaking in the cadences of post-1870
parliamentary partisanship. Conjuring up ficiional Salon
paintings fully attuned to the political conditions of their
"mornent, the caricatures delineate a concrete figurative lan-
guage responsive to the implicit hierarchies of form and
space.

By the mid-1870s, the disintegration of form and narrative,

the loss of a logical relation between the picture’s center and .

its peripheries, along with an apparent lack of compositional
structure, had turned into modernist painting’s most elo-

quent pictorial signs: they were meant to signal painting’s
newfound celebration of vision, its quickness and flux. Edgar
Degas’s Place de lo Concorde (Viscount Lepic and His Daughters
Crossing the Place de la Concorde), painted about 1875, has
rightly been seen as exemplifying such epistemic shifts better
than almost any other painting of its time (Fig. 3).” Its formal
innovations demand explanation, for the painting is marked
by an empty middle ground, figures ostensibly cropped at
random and pushed to the sides, and a helterskelter direc-
tionality—“disjunctive and centrifugal,” as Linda Nochlin put
it.® The painting is not a typical image of modern life and
Parisian topography, such as the illustration of the over-
crowded Place de la Concorde in one of the major guide-
books produced for the 1867 Exposition Universelle (Fig. 4).
Indeed, it excludes much of the hustle and busde on the
square in favor of a carefully controlled, apparently haphaz-
ard meeting of a few figures, a dog, and a carriage, meticu-
lously placed into—or against—the surrounding cityscape.
All that play with form occurs largely within one family unit,
held together not by emotional bonds but by pictorial ma-
neuverings such as the meeting of an umbrella and a young
girl’s hat.

An unexpected common ground can be discerned be-
tween caricature and Impressionist painting, which evidently.
share so much in terms of compositional preoccupations, yet
so little—if we trust the secondary literature on Degas’s well-
known, if understudied painting—in terms of content in the
pictorial imaginary of the early Third Republic.* What makes
the comparison so rich is the fact that Degas’'s Place de ln
Concorde seems to draw from the operations of popular illus-
tration more than other Impressionist paintings—in its will-
ingness to make the politics of form a visible, rather than
suppressed, text—even if it does so only abliquely, through
placement, overlap, and erasure. As was first noted by Kirk
Varnedoe, the black top hat of Viscount Ludovic-Napoléon
Lepic (he is the artist, friend, and lifelong Bonapartist sym-
pathizer whom Degas chose as model for the smoking man
on the right) covers James Pradier’s late 1830s sculpture of
the city Strasbourg, so recently lost to the Prussians, along
with Alsace and Lorraine (Fig. 18).° The statue functioned as
thesite of national mourning for Parisians during the Siege of
Strasbourg in September 1870, the long and difficult Siege of
Paris that winter, and especially after the annexaton of Al-

sace-Lorraine by the newly founded Germnan Kaiserreich in

the spring of 1871. It was permanently overwhelmed with
wreaths, garlands, and flags, in a gesture uncannily echoing
Degas’s placement of Lepic’s hat (Fig. 5).

Yet it has escaped observation how profoundly the hat
marries other elements in the painting with similar political
resonances: the accentuations of right and left; the tricolor
bowtie of the figure on the lefi; Lepic’s red chest decoration
that looks like the ribbon of the Légion d’Honneur. In the
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4 J. Ansseau, after Morin, Place de la Concorde, from Paris guide,
par les principaux écrivains el artistes de la France, pt. 2, vol. 1, La
vie, Paris, 1867, 1592-93, lithograph, 4% X 6% in. (11.5 X
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largely muted monochrome of the painting, these small ele-
ments of bright color (almost the only such instances in the
entire work) stand oui dramatically; they are meant to be
noticed. The composition and sartorial choices are key to a
full sociohistoric reading of the painting. While some recent
art historians interpret the overlap as offering a haunted
collective amnesia, a form of escapism, from the war and the
Commune,® others explicitly deny any political connotations
to the meeting between hat and stame (for instance, Mari
Kilman Meller: “To draw any historical inferences from this

configuration is, I believe, misg‘uided”).7 Reading Degas’s

highly staged compositional devices from the viewpoint of its
audience in about 1875, however, uncovers a range of new
meanings for the painting,

The overlap of hat and statue should not be understood as

‘a2 means of forgetting, displacing, or erasing history but

rather as an index of the then current state of the Third
Republic’s political tarmoil, inconclusive and contested as it
was. Conservative Legitimists of the Bourbon monarchy
reigned over its first years, with a republican majority only
eventually consolidating its power as the decade drew to a
close. Hollis Clayson has convincingly described Place de la
Concorde as a group portrait suffused with Lepic and Degas’s
mid-1870s wartime nostalgia, seeing the haphazard encoun-
ter with the statue as representing a moment when lost social
bonds formed during the recent national crisis could be
recuperated.® In addition, I propose, the painting is an as-
sessment of the contemporary—read circa 1875—unstable
political landscape of the early Third Republic, making its
pictorial fragmentation resonant with political fragmenta-
tion, and vice versa.? :

Place de la Concorde emerges as a test case of the pictorial
ambiguities of political reference more broadly in Impres-
sionist painting, an attempt to determine if surface effects
could be more than merely superficial. Interpreting the over-
lap between hat and sculpture will help to bring inte focus
some of the most fundamental tensions of Impressionist
painting—between form and content, instantaneity and his-

- tory, sensation and memory, presence and absence, accident

and will—and challenge the widely held superiority of the
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5 Strasbourg Decorated (Place de la Concorde), September-October
1870, albumen print Location unknown (artwork in the
public domain; from André Guerin, 1871: La Commune [Paris:
Hachette, 1966], 21)

first term in each dyad. In concealing Strasbourg so deliber-
ately behind the viscount’s hat, Degas can be seen to enter-
tain the possibility that the instabilities of modern, Hauss-
mannized Paris-—and the ways modern painting had begun
to stage them—could allegorize the distinctive political life
that set them in motion. He envisioned that the seemingly

random qualities of vision and contemporaneity could have a

specific sociopolitical charge yet lose none of their modernist
conungency—or, to put the case more concretely, he sought
to test whether the temporalities of Impressionist painting
could be made coterminous with the temporalities of history.
Here, the “reluctant” Impressionist and “odd man out” made
perhaps one of his most concerted “realist” efforts: to find
forms, compositions, groupings that are at once responsive
socioculturally—image interventions within the ideological .
formations of modernity—and alive to the new experimental
principles of Impressionistic. picture making.'®

Even a cursory look at the art criticismn of the early 1870s
reveals that the pol_iﬁcal factons and categorizations of the
early Third Republic were omnipresent as aesthetic terminol-

- ogies as well. In his 1873 address “Aux peintres et sculpteurs,”
.art critic Paul Alexis remarked, “The artists of republican

leaning loudly accuse the current arts administration of at-

tempting to discredit the Republic. The others, proud of

their skepticism and political indifference, do they not go so
far as to miss the Empire and M. de Niewerkerque [sic]?”!"
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That the conflation between Count Nieuwerkerke and the
Empire was this complete by 1873, or that the early Repub-
lic’s arts administration is assumed to have such complete
leverage over the fate of the Republic itself, are noteworthy
rhetorical constructions. They speak to the ways in which art
could not escape politics, nor politics the realm of image
production.

Place de la Concorde, 100, offers forms that demonsirate a
bond between-—if not conflation of—art and the political. In
-the painting, Degas extended his contemporary urban typol-
ogies (of dancers, jockeys, prostitutes) to the political types of
his day. He shows us the Bonapartist Lepic—calling the
painting his “tableau Lepic” in 1898'% —and a figure on the
left sporting the aforementioned tricolor around his neck,
and therefore likely of more republican leaning. Viewers of
the time, even those who would not have recognized any
specific individuals, could have been able to find meaning in
their specific accoutrements and their particular positions
and directions in a space as loaded with post-Revolutionary
history as the Place de la Concorde. Placed in the context of
the partisan contestations over The Cily of Strasbourg, the state
of the early Third Republic, and the concept of Frenchness
after the Battle of Sedan, which decided the outcome of the
war, Degas’s painting becomes an analysis of both the repre-
sentation of politics and the politics of representation. And to
the academic genres destabilized by Degas in Place de la

Concorde—group portrait, cityscape, urban genre scene, .

painting of modern life>—we can add the rather unusual
category, for the avant-garde, of history painting. “[Degas] is
an observer, perhaps even a historian,” art critic Paul Mantz
claimed in 1877, identifying the right tension to describe
Degas's complex historical archacology of the present.’?

Impressionism, about 1875
We know that Degas was deeply involved in the Franco-

"Prussian War and the defense of Paris—he joined the na-

tional guard—as well as the post-1870 reconstruction efforts.
He visited the northeastern battle sites before leaving for New
Orleans in 1872 and also read voractously about the war, the
Commune, and the French army in the early 1870s—so much
so that Nochlin referred to him as "a violent nationalist and
uncritical supporter of the army.”"* Even a cursory glance at
the texts we know he consulted (he listed them on two pages
of one of his notebooks) testifies to the correctness of her
characterization.’® The books he singled out are an odd mix,
hard to classify. They included what are rather straightfor-
ward accounts of the French and Prussian armies and their

- military strategy, generally written by prominent military of-
ficials, such as Alexandre Lambert's Précis comparé de la guerre

Sfranco-allemande (1872), or General Louis Aurelle de Pala-
dines's Campagne de 1870-1871 (1872).'® Drawing on statis-

tics and maps of the battle sites, these authors prided them- -

selves on their pardcularly “neutral” stocktaking of the
French army's failures. Degas also consulted, to get both sides
of the story, we must assume, Helmuth Graf von Moltke’s

. L'armée allemande of 1871 (published anonymously in France)
-and Gesner Rafina’s brief, “impartiél” 1871 account of the

Commune.'” Mixed in among this lst, we find a book: insist-
ing much less on its impartiality, Louis Veuilot's Paris pendant

les deux sidges of 1871, a devoutly Catholic account by a prom-
inent 1870s Legitimist."®

Degas’s political interests and the limited concrete picto-
rial signs we have of his commitment w the experiences of
1870-71 do not necessarily amount to a systematic pictorial-
ization of the historic moment and its legacy, a coming 1o
terms with events through the medium of painting. But it is
enough evidence to posit that when Degas painted a detail
like the overlap between hat and statue or a bowtie striped in
blue, white, and red, he knew what he was doing, even if he
may not have been fully in control of the message. Degas is,,
of course, a notoriously difficult artist to characterize politi-
cally through his art, especially during the earlier parts of his
career. The past few decades of scholarship on the painter
have uncovered the deep connections between vision and
ideology that underwrite his practice, especially in his repre-
sentation of wornen. We have learned that in Degas’s work,
sight follows hierarchies of meaning and social formation, a
fact we have economically termed “the politics of vision.™*
What the “political” in Degas refers to has been harder to pin
down: nationalist he was certainly, but. beyond that we have
little evidence before his explicit turn toward anti-Semitism
and the right more broadly at the time of the Dreyfus affair
and the decade or so leading up to it.2’ How much of such
belief systems is actually evident in his paintings is another
matter altogether. In 1871, he is known to have sympathized
with the Communards, yet the numerous caricatures of Otto
von Bismarck and Napoléon I that Degas drew arocund the
same time are hard to read because they travel in the realm
of irony. They mostly evince a painter’s critical relation to-
ward the Second Empire, and certainly toward Prussia.?!

It is not possible to answer the question of Degas’s politics
once and for all; the evidence is not available to do so
conclusively. Instead, I am interested in a moment in Degas’s
carcer, the mid-1870s, when his painting took the most literal
definition of the political—republican party politics—as its
key thematic, when the “politics of vision™ could perhaps
better be termed the “party politics of vision.” Place de la
Comcorde, it becomes clear, was responsive to the new condi-
tions of party politics in the early Third Republic. However,
Degas did not start his eccentric croppings when he painted
Lepic’s urban portrait in 1875. This technique emerged sev-
eral years earlier, about 1870-71—the time of the Franco-
Prussian War—when, repeatedly painting the orchestra of
the Opéra, he cut off dancers’ legs and instruments in the pit
to highly surprising effects. Therefore, such compositional
devices are deeply tied to the dislocations of war, and they
successively accrued. sociocultural signification through the
early and middle years of the 1870s, resulting in the expressly
political pictorial choices Degas made in 1875,

The tme gap beiween the events of 1870-71 and the
composition of the painting in 1875 seems crucial, perhaps
even necessary, to the meaning of Place dela Concorde, which

Atself trades in an aesthetic of intervals and absences. The loss
" of the war and the upheavals of the Commune remained

topicai for France—and for both its high art and popular
culture—for decades to come.* In the mid- and laie 1870s,
the -collective recuperation of these events intersected in

“unprecedented and productive ways with the trajectory of
. early modernist and Impressionist painting, During the ear-



lier part of the 1870s, Impressionist artists largely shied away
from subjects of national and social history other than that of
bourgeois leisure, likely for concepmal incompatibilities be-
tween style and content, as Paul Tucker and others have
argued.” By 1874, explicit political and patriotic references
became more frequent in avantgarde art, as when Camille
Pissarro included a cover from the periodical L Eclipse in his
Portrait of Paul Cézanne of that year, showing then president
Adolphe Thiers paying off France’s war debt to the Germans,
or when both Claude Monet and Edouard Manet painted the
streets of Paris during the newly instituted Féte de Ia Paix of
June 30, 1878, decked in tricolors.2* In this context, Place de
la Concorde becomes a little less an exceptional Impressionist
painting.

Despite the unusual status of Place de la Concorde in Degas’s
oeuvre—he hardly painted another urban street scene, let
alone one with such allusive political content—the making of
the painting coincides remarkably with the efforts by other
Impressionist painters to elevate Impressionism to the level of
more ambitious painting after their first group exhibition of
1874: grander scale, more carcfully crafted compositional
arrangements, featuring subjects of greater social ahd histor-

“ical import and complexity. Degas’s Place de la Concorde has
often been compared with Gustave Caillebotte’s A Paris Stree,
Rain, painted shortly after and shown at the Impressionist
exhibition of 1877 (Fig. 6).%° In a pictorial gesture remark-
ably similar to the erasure performed by Lepic’s hat, Caille-
botte shows us a bourgeois couple whose umbrella handle
covers the figure of a female domestic worker, whose um-
brella, in turn, conceals the head of a housepainter. An entire
Parisian soctal hierarchy is here presented, in eclipse, parallel
to class struggle and domination. In Caillebotte’s work, we
-thus find another moment in which modern painting dem-
onstrated that the pictorial signs of vision and flux can be
dense with social meaning. About 1875 Monet, too, painted

~'one of his very rare scenes of urban labor, Men Unloading Coal
along the Seine® And, in addition to Place de la Concorde, Degas
himself selected gloomier, even slightly more pessimistic top-
ics than ever befofe: roughly at the time of his urban genre
scene, he was at work sketching the sober and unresponsive
faces in L'absinthe, a painting more socially critical than most
other Impressionist paintings. Although L’ebsinthe’s connec-
tion to the radical café culture and collectivity of the Com-
mune awaits further study, the two paintings may be twinned
explorations into the political inheritances of 1870-71 onto
the social fabric of the mid-1870s.%2"

This new and greater emphasis on explicitly sociopolitical
content within the Impressionist paradigm about 1875 can-
not be completely coincidental; it likely stemmed from the
critical reception of the first Impressionist exhibition. After
all, Degas began Place de la Concorde shortly after the close of
the first Impressionist group show. To be sure, his artistic

- collaborations with Lepic were at their most intense during
these years, but another, equally crucial, reason emerges.
Several critics complained that the Impressionists had taken
modern painting too far into the realm of the accidental,
fleeting, and subjective, and therefore let languish the more
sociohistorical content at the heart of Gustave Courbet’s
work and some of Manet’s. Philippe Burty, for one, in his
review of the first Impressionist exhibition claimed the group
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6 Gustave Caillebotte, A Paris Street, Rain, 1877, oil on canvas,
83% X 108% in. (212.2 X 276.2 cm). The Art Institute of
Chicago (artwork in the public domain; photograph by Erich
Lessing, provided by Art Resource, NY)

“depend[ed] upon elements of interest strictly aesthetic, and
not social or human” in their art—a remark that certainly
must have resonated among the group, even when voiced in
a generally enthusiastic tone,”® Place de la Concorde, like the
other Impressionist works painted about 1875, seems out to
rectify this claim, to reconnect the aesthetic—"lightness of
coloring, boldness of masses, blunt naturalness of impres-
sion,” to use Burty’s words once more—with the “social.” The
painting indeed presents a particularly ambitious image of
modern life, in which the modernist pictorial maneuvers
pinpointed by Burty respond to, even embody, the current
historical and political situation, staging, remembering, and
erasing [‘année terrible five years after the fact.

Degas’s effort in this direction proved an especially topical
and timely response to the political conditions of the imme-
diate years after 1874, when the contradictions of the early
Third Republic came to a political boiling point, just before
the republicans took fuller control of France’s electoral gow
ernment. Such shifts in political alignments are well-known
facts of the early formation of the Third Republic. About
1875 in particular, France’s National Assembly was riddied
with contradictions, dominated as it was, after Thiers’s fall in
1878, by right-wing, clerical Monarchists.*® The Bonapartists
also enjoyed a brief political recovery and had major electoral
victories in 1874 and 1875. Only later in February 1875 was a
new republican constitution and a two-chamber parliament
(a directly elected Chamber of Deputies and an indirectly
elected Senate} put into place; the following year, 2 majority
of republican representatives were elected after more than

© six years of Legitimist domination. All serious claims to sov-

ereign power by the Legitimist, Orlé€anist, and Bonapartist

- parties slowly died down over the following years, aided by

the 16 May 1877 constitutional crisis that confirmed the
parliamentary system.

-History here moved faster than the practices and markets
of painting, and Degas was faced with a pictorial problem
concerning the different temporalities of painting and his-
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tory. When the Impressionist exhibidons of 1876 and 1877 -

opened, the fragile state of politics, on which Place de la
Concorde’'s forms were so tenuously based, had already solid-
ified into a more stable political landscape. The painting’s

- 0dd and irreconcilable mixing of official and intimate knowl-

edge—hetween the-widely shared cultural meanings accrued
on the square and the highly particular encounters with thag
knowledge offered by the figures in it—made it in some sense
not a public picture. These may be the reasons why Degas
never chose 1o exhibit the painting. The time during which
he painted Place de la Concorde was somewhere between too
close and too far from the events of 1870-71 and the repub-
lican stabilization of France after 1877. As an anonymous

reviewer, a certain “Y.,” testified in his assessment of the Salon

of 1875 for the journal La Vie Parisienne

Military Painting. To some further good days. It sets farms
ablaze, it attacks guardhouses, it passes.through breaches,
it fires aimlessly in vineyards, it makes regiments march
down boulevards. But despite all, one senses that such
themes are slowly waning. The heroic soldier gone, the
war turns on the everyman. . .. There is some fretfulness
and indifference among those who speak of war in paint-
ing. Some exert themselves, others think of other matters.
Individual memories of 1870 have replaced the general
sentments toward the army. ... For all that, the dreary
events of 1870 do not attract that many painters; the

impressions are still too recent to be rendered with an -

effect of definiteness and forcefulness.>®

This is a sensitive account of the temporal contradictions of

‘the moment in which Degas produced his painting. Certain

historical specificities were starting to be misremembered

and forgotten by chroniclers and the public at large, certain |

7 Degas, Ludovic Lepic and His
Daughters, ca. 1870-71, oil on canvas,
26%4 X 31% in. (65.5 X 81 cm).
Foundation E. G. Bithrle Collection,
Zurich (artwork in the public domain;
photograph. provided by the Bahrle
Collection}

narratives were starting to dominate official and unofficial
accounts of the events over others. Life and posterity were
modeling history to the advantages of their present, and with
that, the urgency to understand the events of the past as past
was slowly fading. Yet, while these sublimations occurred, a
lingering suspicion prevailed: that it was also too scon to
grapple with the full implications of recent history, that a
critical distance remained unattainable. To be sure, such a
simultaneous avoidance and deferral of taking stock consti-
tuted perhaps one of the most effective and necessary collec-
tive coping mechanisms, worth turning into ambitious mod-
ern art.

The stark contrast between Degas’s earlier portrait of Lepic
and his daughters, painted about 1870-71, and Place de la
Concorde, showing the same three figures half a decade later,
underscores how powerfully a new social imperative had
intruded on Impressionism’s favored themes. In the earlier
version, Lepic holds his younger daughter Jeanine in his arm
and has placed the older one, Eylau, on a balustrade in front
of him, focusing intently on her, who, in mum, makes eye
contact with the viewer (Fig. 7). This earlier portrait is overall
a more traditional image of close familial ties and parental
pride. Degas even placed all three at equal height within the
picture space and aligned them visually through the horizon-
tal lines of the shutters behind them, thus strengthening
their bond formally. That Lepic resembles a puppeteer only
reinforces the unity between the three figures—and the una-
nimity they exemplify—that appeared to mark this family at
this time despite the absence of the Viscountess Joséphine
Lepic. o

This unifying bond between them is not in evidence in the
painting of 1875, and Place de la .Concorde is much less a
father’s ideal image of his family. In the latter painting, the



Lepics have been lifted from their private garden enclave,
which provided their earlier backdrop, and set into the pub-
lic realm. In the 1875 painting, the absence of the viscountess
makes some sense, adding to the painting’s general theme of
fragmentation, since her presence would have tended o
unify the family. Her participation in the scene would imme-
diately have murned the painting into a family portrait in the
more traditional sense, threatening to overturn any other
sociohistorical content and overshadowing the painting’s hid-
den political allusions. Moreover, as a disenfranchised female
member of the public sphere, she perhaps would have regis-
tered as inappropriately placed on the square to begin with.
‘There, altogether different forces seemn to pull at what come
across as the Lepics’ endangered kinship structures, forces
(of a historic and site-specific kind) over which Viscount
Lepic, in this composition, appears to have less control than
in the earlier portrait.

In Flace de la Concorde—as in many other instances in his
oeuvre—Degas allowed his representation of the “accidental”
in urban life to flower with a full complement of theatrics.
“Instantaneousness is photography, nothing more,” he wrote
to the Danish artist Lorenz Frolich in November 1872, im-
plying that in his work, signs of the momentary were neither
mechanical nor random. The painting creates the appear-
ance of chance and spontaneity, but it is a highly artificial
one, displaying “a world made, not found.”™ Any sociohis-
torical investigation into the painting’s innovations, then, is
not intended to eclipse previous interpretations of the work
that emphasize its compositional willfulness in relation to
photography. I embrace Varnedoe’s and Max Imdahl’s ac-
counts that see Degas’s primary concern here with forging a
‘comparison to contemporary photographic practices and
their structures of temporality, if only to deny and surpass the
other medium’s technical possibilities (the “snapshot” did
not emerge as an aesthetic and technological option until the

-1880s).%? Varnedoe insisted rightly that Degas’s compositions

were different from 1870s cityscape photographs, that they
invented rather than copied their daring viewpoints. None-
theless, Imdahl’s and Varnedoe’s persuasive readings fail to
connect Place de la Concorde’s stage-set randomness to the
painiing’s concrete allusions to biographical, urban, and so-
ciopolitical history; they do not tease out the painting’s for-
mal innovations in relation to the historical specificities of
time and place that underlie and amplify them. While the
photograph in the 1870s was still at a disadvantage vis-d-vis
painting as regards the subjects thar shutter speed could
capture, no such hierarchy characterizes the popular prints
and caricatures of the time. Instead, like the operations De-
gas selected for his own pictorial vocabulary, both formally
and semantically, caricature, too, found meaning in displace-
ment.

On the Place de Ia Concorde

Place de la Concorde stages stark contrasts between figures and
ground. The protagonists’ legs are cut off, leaving the im-
pression that the depicted space almost overlaps with that of
the viewer. The middle ground is taken up by the empty and
monochrome square. A carriage enters from the top left,
closer to the buildings and park in the top quarter of the
canvas than to the main characters. In a painting with such a
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high honizon line, these three layers of the composition
partly cover one another by necessity, concealing some infor-
mation and opening other parts completely to the viewer’s
gaze (such as the empty center). The objects that happen to
meet on canvas and are fixed into “involuntary” proximity
reciprocally lend one another meaning made more perma-
nent through the act of painting than they would be in the
“real life” of the square. The scene gains its visual force
through a series of ellipses, gaps, and palimpsests, always
already staging—through its very compositional structure—
an urban archaeology sensitive to the layers of space and
time.

The figures in the painting (their accoutrements and po-
sitions) are central to Degas’s urban archaeology, and so is
their portrayal against a carefully selected and cropped slice
of Paristan urban texture. Viscount Lepic’s top hat calls forth,
in one small and nonchalant gesture, the history of political
legitimation and partisan conflict that marked the square up
to that time. Placing the figures on the Place de la Concorde
allowed Degas to mobilize the layers of contested French
history assembled here since the mid-eighteenth century.
Why choose this space if its historical and political resonances
were unintended or unwelcome?

All regimes since Louis XV, after whom the square was first
named, had an ideological stake in the prominent space and
perceptibly transformed it.** The square was renamed from
Place Louis XV to Place de la Révolution (1792) to Place de
la Concorde (1795) to Place Louis XV (1814) to Place Louis
XVI (1826) to Place de la Charte (July 1830) to, again and for
good, Place de la Concorde (fall 1830). Even if the majority
of public executions during the Revolutionary years did not
occur on the square, certainly the most spectacular ones did.
We also know that some. members of the De Gas family were
guillotined there in the 1790s. The Place de la Concorde
received its current architectural form during the July Mon-
archy, when the Luxor Obelisk was erected in the center
(1836) and the square remodeled by the architect Jacques-
Ignace Hittorff, who designed the fountains, new street light-
ing, and pavement, as well as the sculptural program consist-
ing of eight city allegories encircling the square. It was the

.site chosen for the extensive festvals of both the Second

Republic and the Second Empire, including the first celebra- -
tions of the Féte Nationale of August 15 (Napoléon I's birth-
day) in 1852; it was equally host to two of the Commune’s
most impressive barricades at the entrances to the Rues Ro-
yale and de Rivoli. The square therefore represented an
important site for Parisian urban ceremony, from official
festivities to more haphazard “street theater.”

That Degas's Place de la Concorde celebrates change and
movement to the degree that it does puts it fully in line with
this history of spatial transformation—and the concomitant
political contestation and saturation—that established the
square’s then current form. Degas’s pictorial cropping, over-
lapping, even blocking from view become semantically and
historically eloquent in relation to the urban architectural

conflicts they mimic, recuperate, even commemorate. De-

spite the wide emptiness that Lepic and his daughters cross,
the square is never neutral or meaningless as a backdrop; to
Parisians of the time, the history of its transformation is as
present in the painting as the figures themselves.
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In an 1873 essay, undoubtedly spurred by the recent patri-
otic devotion to the statue The City of Strasbourg, Charles
Coligny testified to the layered nature of the square’s con-
tested political sedimentations:

And of those [inconstancies of fortune], the Place de la
Concorde has seen many since it has been called Place de
la Révolution! First of all, it was here that one of the
grandest events of modern times was accomplished: a king
died en the scaffold. Our generation has not striven to
perpetuate this memory right there; in fact, that great
souventr lies almost buried in the small Rue d’Anjon. We
have had the absolutely Parisian idea not to place a funer-
ary monument on the brilliant Place de la Concorde,

- which became instead Place Louis XVI after having been
Place Louis XV.. . . The scolptural assembly of large cities
seems like an Areopagus that judges Paris. We could call
them convened in the capital of the kingdom, the empire,
or the republic, for one or the other grand national pro-
ceeding. But perhaps their popular genius is associated
with the fact that they stand in the middle of this Place de
la Concorde which has so often been the place de la dis-
corde?™

That the partisan nature of the square’s decorative transfor-
mations were so readily understood and the site so forcefully
politicized and nationalized—its past made perpetually pres-
ent—at the tme of Degas’s painting shows how ubiquitous
such knowledge had become. The square’s history had to be
confronted by anyone entering it, and especially by anyone
selecting carefully among its clements and urban practices
for an ambitious painting. For Coligny, moreover, the
square’s history was marked by willful displacements and
selective memorialization, as in the fact that the site at which
the king’s execution was to be mourned in Restoration
France—the Chapelle Expiatoire—was erected in the Rue
d’Anjou, quite a stretch north from the square. For Degas, as
for Coligny, elements edited out of view, as well as the events
not visibly memorialized {or momentarily eclipsed}, continue
to haunt what was present and visible in the square’s 1870s
shape.

Setting the city allegories around the square and the obe-
lisk in its center, as Todd Porterfield has demonstrated, was
by no means happenstance.®* In the face of the previous
rapid transformation of the square, the monument was cho-
sen because it deliberately associated the center of Paris with
an apparent sign of culral longevity and universality rather
than with regime change. At the moment when the square
received its current form, the obelisk’s projected ability to
function as an wrban signifier of cultural stability was
achieved by switching from a domestic to a colonial message.
When Degas erased Strasbourg behind Lepic’s hat, he echoed
the contradictions between monumentality and ephemeral-
ity, between cultural permanence and fluctuation, already
thematized within the square’s decorative program. In De-
gas’s detail, reversing the previous wajectory from constane
ideological shifts to what was considered a stable historic

universalism, the “durability” of Strasbourg's stone stands -

eclipsed once more by contemporary life.

The square after the 1830s offered an urban decoration
less marred by competing regimes and their need for aes
thetdic legitimation and more affirming of France’s imperial
power and geographic order. The decoration can be seen as
an attempt by the July Monarchy o channel Parisian revolu-
tionary fervor into nationalistic passion, to replace political
partisanship with patriotic unity. As Maurice Agulhon has
argued, it was at this point that the square's “symbolic geog-
raphy” was “neutralized.”® It may at first appear that Degas
tried to translate this “neutrality” into pictorial terms, making
the unpopulated pavement itself over into a blank slate for
his figures’ movements. In this view, it was painted merely as
backdrop, as accidental rather than constitutive to the mean-
ing of the image. But the literal presence that the square
possesses in the painting—manifest through rather vivid
brushwork— belies such logic. By presenting the square as
dramatically empty, yet central to the scene, Degas under-
scored the city's desperate attempts at naturalizing the
square’s new “apolitical” condition as but a rhetorical fiction.
Degas materialized what had been made absent, converting
the square’s newfound “neutrality” back over into an active
social site.

Much of the square’s history is deliberately placed out of
viewin Degas’s painting. It “shows” us only the sculptures Liile
and a small portion of Strasbourg, a segment of the Hotel de
la Marine, and the long wall that borders the Tuileries Gar-
dens.®® This is hardly a representative portrait of the square,
erasing not just Strasbourg but also the obelisk, as well as the
Hittorff fountains. The fact that the painting pushes the
obelisk just out of its angle of vision stands out as pardcularly
meaningful in this context. By not including the obelisk,
Degas eclipsed the square’s central site so that the discursive
focus of political “neutrality” it embodied could not commin-
gle with the encounters he depicted instead. Other contem-
poraneocus renderings of the Place de la Concorde provide a
more representative picture of the expansiveness of the
square. In Jacques Guiaud and Jules Didier's widely known
Ovations to the City of Strasbourg (the Day of September 10) (part of
a larger pictorial cycle of wartime scenes known as the Binant

" series), the viewer takes in large swaths of the square looking

south, from Strasbourg (Fig. 8).>° Guiaud and Didier’s paint-
ing furmishes more contextual deiail, more of an extensive
topographical encyclopedia, than Degas chose to paint. This
fact makes his chosen segment of space (and its exclusions)
all the more replete with signification, precisely because De-
gas speaks in such a carefully controlled pictorial terminol-
ogy. The encounter between the Lepic family and the square
therefore becomes immediately more condensed and signif-
icant than if it were placed against a wider frame. What we see
in Degas is, after all, a highly edited version of the cultural
and historical information then “remembered” on the
square. When compared with a painting like Guiaud and
Didier’s, Degas’s Place de la Concorde hones in on its particular
frame, spotlighting Lepic’s encounter. The meanings of Stras-
bourg’s eclipse are allowed to resonate more powerfully on
the square than heretofore acknowledged, not only because
the detail of the overlap is included in the painting but also
because almost. all the other urban signifiers are not.



8 Jacques Guiaud and Jules Didier,
Ouations o the Statue of the City of
Strasbourg (the Day of September 10),

. Binant series no. 2, ca. 1871, oil on
canvas. Location unknown (artwork in
the public domain; from Armand
Dayot, L Tnvasion, Ie Sidge, la Commune
[Paris: Ernest Flammarion, 1901], 16)

On Left and Right in Painting
That the urban flux in Degas’s scene has such tangible polit-
ical resonances brings unexpected focus to the painting’s
details, lending the composition greater order and stability
than scholars have heretofore assumed. By now, it should be
clear that the pictorial terms used to describe Degas’s paint-
ing—order, center, (extreme/far) left and right—are not
only spatial but also, by the early and mid-1870s, saturated
with the rhetorical divisions that mark representational gov-
ernment. As Marcel Gauchet has argued in his essay “Right
and Left,” space became one of the fundamental ordering
principles of the modern democratic landscape in France
during the Revolution and, especially, the Restoration, when
the Left and the Right were established as political positions
made concrete by the architectural arrangement of the
Chamber of Deputies.* “Left” and “right” came into heavier
circulation: during the period of the late Second Empire’s
liberalization and especially the 1869 legislative elections.*!
Like the Cham caricatures secen above, Degas’s painting sig-
nals an awareness of the politics of space and the spatality of
politics of his moment. .

The painting's visual politics of disorientation are indica-
tive of a social environment in which pariy contestation had
"become a comprehensive symbolic practice, a perpetual and
anxious competition among contradictory signs and mes-
sages (not that politics is ever anything but). Yer during the
rise of the first abiding republican parliamentary regime in
France in the 1870s, the entrenchment of political typologies
and sign systems promised a certain stability to a political
process that threatened to prove less predictable than impe-
rial or monarchical rule. Take a pamphlet published in 1875,
An Electoral Battle: The Revenge of the Polls; A History of Nowhere
and Fuerywhere.”? Written by Bonapartist sympathizer Paul de
Cassagnac, it covers a fictitious election for the Chamber of
Deputies, offering a unigue perspective on “how the
Bonapartist mind envisioned the course and outcome of the
imminent contest in an ideal district.”* For the ideal district
was populated with ideal political party representatives who
‘come together for public debate: the Orléanist “Philippe
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Hottard,” the Legitimist “Comte Dieudonné de Chevre-
feuille,” the Republican “Gracchus Latripe” (who had shared
a shirt with the National Assembly deputy and later minister
Léon Gambetta}, and finally the Bonapartist “Napoléon Van-
nois” (the son of a soldier who had died loyally the day after
the first emperor’s death). In Cassagnac’s prediction, Van-
nois won by a substantial margin, even if the actual elections
in February 1876 did not quite have such a “happy” ending
for the Bonapartists. Regardless, the four major political
parties now had their spokesmen, with specific and easily
identfiable names, catchphrases, and sartorial habits, which
helped demarcate their ideological territories. The cancatur-
ist Pépin for Le Grelot of December 29, 1878, even went so far
as to demonstrate the range of wigs that went unmistakably in
tandem with a delegate’s political leaning (Fig. 9). Through
such stereotypes explicit enough to guide even an illiterate
through the political process, a modemn parliamentary de-
mocracy gradually took root.

That the political types (Legitimists, Bonapartists, Orlé-
anists, Republicans) were omnipresent social facts by the
mid-1870s is one of the key structuring devices of Place de la
Concorde and its operations of meaning. A careful analysis of
its figures—their placements within the composition, their
dress codes, and the actions and inadvertent erasures they
perform within the scene—reveals the true extent to which
the painting participated in the 1870s French political sym-
bolic. Who are the main figures, and what meanings did their
presence import into the painting? Viscount Ludovic-Na-
poléon Lepic, an archaeologist, painter, and accomplished
graphic artist, exhibited both at the Salon and the Impres-
sionist exhibitions, which he helped organize with Degas.
The two had likely met in the late 1850s or early 1860s; the
exact circumstances of their meeting are unknown. Lepic was
also.son of one of Napoléon II's aides-de-camp, and his high
Bonapartist aspirations marked his artistic production. At the
time of Degas’s painting, he had just inhented the family’s
fortune after his father’s death in 1875. Lepic’s paternal

grandfather, Louis Lepic, had been made baron and com-

mander of the Légion d'Honneur by Napoléon Bonaparte
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9 Pépin, Selection of Wigs for Senatorial Delegates, cover of Le
Grelot, December 29, 1878, lithograph, 19 X 13% in. (48.3 X
34.3 cm) (artwork in the public domain; photograph provided -
by the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center, University of )
Connecticut Libraries, Storrs)

and received the hereditary title of comte from Louis XVIIL
Lepic himself remained, as Harvey Buchanan’s research has
confirmed, loyal to the family’s political commitment even
-though he chose an artistic and not a military career.*® There
are many signs that he was an unreconstructed Bonapartist
throughout his life. Modestly naming his second daughter,
born in 1869 (she is at the right of the canvas), Jeanine-
Colette-Madeleine, he named his first daughter, bom in
1868, in a grand gesture worthy of a Bonaparte, Eylau-Eugé-
nie-Hortense, honoring the Battle of Eylau, Empress Eugé-
nie, and Hortense Bonaparte, Empress Joséphine’s daughter.

Lepic was a recognizable public figure in the Second Em-
pire’s court culture, treated as such in the press. In his studio,
he displayed a flag that he had found on the Sedan battlefield
under a heap of French bodies, as well as a watch and a
cameo given 1o his grandfather by Bonaparte. In the art
world, he was known by his title: Frédéric Bazille wrote to his
father in March 1863, “I recently met the Vicomte Lepic, son
of the emperor's aide-decamp.”™® Lepic himself listed his
conuributions 1o the 1863 Salon under “Vicomte Lepic, Palais
du Louvre."® Aspects of Lepic’s art throughout his career

testified to his political allegiance: in the Salon of 1880, he
exhibited a painting called The Return, showing, in rough
seas, the ship that returned the body of the prince imperial to
England from his military mission in Africa, where he had
been killed in battle in 1879. In his 1889 obituary, Lepic was
expressly remembered as a “Bonapartist.”*?

It is significant for the painting, as a portrait, that Lepic
bears no signs of his artistic achievements—no brush or
palette, no etching tools—and he has left the studio for a
loaded encounter in the public sphere. He is given other
meaningful attributes instead. For there is no other depiction
of Lepic by Degas in which he wears what is perhaps a red
handkerchief in his pocket, although the red brushstrokes
resemble more the ribbon of the Légion d’Honneur. Unlike
his father and grandfather, however, Lepic never received
such an honor; its appearance in the painting speaks more
generally to the Lepic family’s dynastic politics.*® Through
the ambiguity of the red emblem, Degas registered the mean-
ings such decor would attach io its wearer. Founded by
Napoléon in 1802 as a merit-based order, the Légion
d’Honneur was among the quintessential Napoleonic institu-
tions of nineteenth-century France and understood as such
by the public.*® Courbet famously refused to become a knight
ting his ideological differ-
ences from the institution, which he conceived as a holdover
of aristocratic privilege in the guise of meritocracy.”® The red,
then, makes Lepic’s politics a visible, material fact, specifying
the figure's ideological leanings even if the viewer did not
recognize Lepic himself.

That Lepic—or any Bonapartisi-—had a very specific inter-
est. in the events of 1870-71 and recent historical revisionism
is not hard to glean from the traces of his political sympathies
that he left in the public realm. The same holds true for the
figure on the left of the painting, wearing the tricolor (Fig.
10). Degas cropped this character most daringly, pressing
him against the very left side of the canvas, forming a stark
verticality emphasized by the straight line of his walking stick.
Because a good stretch of canvas separates him from the
Lepics, he reads as a counterfigure to them. Even though we
cannot be certain who the model for this figure was, the
tricolor necktie speaks loudly as a sartorial sign of polidcal
credentials. Striped in blue, white, and red, it is a daring
fashion statement-—a surface play with the theatrics of patri-
otism—almost overpowering the figure’s facial featires and
standing out in his otherwise black auire. “Wearing” the
tricolor offers a sartorial index of the political times, marking
the fact that politics itself seemed now, after the fall of the
Empire and at the dawn of a democratic representational
government, to have become nothing but an elaborate rhe-
torical play with power, as oriented to the surfaces of political
reality as fashion itself,

At the time Degas painted Place de la Concorde, such a
necktie would have quickly and unmistakably established the
figure's republican affiliation. Gambetta, for instance, was
often portrayed as an extwremely savvy player of the new
political landscape, “wearing” and “selting” his brand of mod-
erate republicanism, inaugurating a range of republican sar-
torial signs. Images of Gambertta showing him sporting ori-
color accessories abound during the 1870s; the character on
the left in Degas’s painting has adopted, perhaps. copied, the




10 Degas, detail of Place de la Concorde, showing the figure on
the left (artwork in the public domain; photograph @ The

_State Hermitage Museum, photograph by Vladimir Terebenin,
Leonard Kheifets, and Yuri Molodkovets)

politician’s dress. The three-year span between the following
two images illustrates the lasting effects of this wope for the
decade of the 1870s. A caricature by Alfred Le Petit of 1872,
the time of Gambetta’s republican “promotional tour” in
Brittany, is particularly instructive (Fig. 11).>7 Here, he is
portrayed trying to sell Bretons cloth suriped in white and
revolutionary red, while the locals (bearing fleurs-de-lis and
rosaries) insist it would come out completely white with the
first wash. Gambetta himself—the political traveling sales-
man—wears his striped fabric around the neck, while his
companion, the politician and writer Eugéne Spuller, carries
boxes containing “anti-Bonapartist pills” and “redical cure of
constituiional illnesses.” A further example by Le Petit dating
to 1875, and thus 1o the time of Degas’s painting, pictures
Gambetta as a scarecrow with a tricolor around his neck (Fig.
12). The caricature leaves uncertain whether Gambetta’s fea-
tures or the presence of the flag is meant to function as the
greater repellent.

The figure with the tricolor neckde seems appropriately
placed at the left of the image, having the full square ahead
of him, while Lepic faces right, poised to disappear out of
view in just a few steps. The distance between them therefore
can be taken as ideological as much as formal.>® The paint-
ing’s spatialities are too closely mapped to coincide with the
figures’ ideological  identities for that fact not to register
within the painting—even if Degas did not, and could not,
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11 Alfred Le Petit, Not ¢ Chance, cover of Le Grelot, April 21,
1872, lithograph, 19 X 13% in. (48.3 X 34.3 cm) (artwork in
the public domain)

fully control the range of political meanings here mobilized.
Indeed, “right” and “lefi,” as signifying practices of the 1870s,
were hard to stabilize semantically at the time, and that very
metaphoric elasticity—along with the potential to make these
pictorial terms speak in those of the realm of politics—had
the power to fascinate Degas as well as his contemporaries. In
several passages discussing politics, Degas’s friend the author
and playwright Ludovic Halévy voiced his disillusionment
with such metaphoric constructions and their effects on the
real:

We see [the political spectrum] splintering into factions
and subfactions, cliques and subcliques: left, right, ex-
remne left, extreme right, center right, center left, etc. We
are evidently attentive to the excessively threadbare morals
that the friction of revolution produces over the long run.
Nothing has changed in France, there are just two prov-
inces fewer, or six parties more.”?

That “France” could be surnmed up this succinctly, and the
Empire and the Third Republic become this synonymous,
speaks to the ways in which left and right had already been
naturalized within the discourses on the construction of
Frenchness. It is also telling, however, that Halévy considered
the main “difference” brought about by the events of 1870 to
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lie precisely in the new, and more nuanced, spatal subdivi-
sions in party politics.

Place de la Concorde is a picture partaking in this compli-
cated state of affairs during the early Third Republic, in
which the realm of the peolitical is in the process of establish-
ing and paturalizing new forms of representation for itself. In
the early 1870s, the volatility of electoral representation afier
nearly iwenty years of imperial hegemony left its traces on all
aspects of life, political and otherwise.>® As Gauchet again has
emphasized:

This shows that the development [of “right” and “left”] of
which I speak has been a long time coming. But the whole
complexion of the matter changes when what was once a
flash in a single mind becomes an integral part of a belief

“system and shared mentality. The discovery then ceases to

- be a mere exercise of intelligence marginal to reality to
become a force capable of transforming practce; it begins
the long, slow process of changing attitudes, behaviors,
and expectations, ultimately perhaps giving rise to a new
way of relating to politics.®®

Restructuring the everyday itself and the expectations toward
modern politics, a party system—party formation, election,
and governance—had to be learned and become the en-
trenched form of the French citizenry’s political selfrepre-
sentation.

Halévy is one figure in Degas’s intellectual and artistic
circle who understood the new political conditions of the
carly Third Repubtlic particularly well.® Albert Kostenevich
has suggested that he served as the model for the figure on
the left of Place de la Concorde, and there i3 indeed some
resemblance.”” Even if the latter did not pose for the paint-
ing, Degas would certainly have known Halévy’s writing and
political opinions, and they are brought forth here o pin-
point a political position in clear opposition to Lepic’s.
Halévy voiced with frequency the central facets of democratic
contradiction—often in accordance with the spatial meta-
phors of left and right—and he is therefore an appropriate
further guide to the ideological layers of the painting.

Lepic’s and Halévy’s backgrounds and belief systemns could
not have been more different. Halévy, whom Degas had met
as a student at the Lycée Louisle-Grand, was clearly more
flexible in his political alignmenis, “by and large non-partisan
and non-ideological.”®® One thing we can safely say about the
man, who is probably best known today for his opera libretti
such as that for Carmen, is that he was an ardent nationalist
and believer in French superiority, ohjected fiercely to uni-
versal suffrage, and wavered between Orléanism and moder-
ate republicanism. He was also much more of a political
realist and cynic than Lepic, often representing himself as
politically. disillusioned and indifferent (in an 1867 diary
entry, he claimed, “I hold the profoundest political indiffer-
ence. . .. Convictions? . . . Absent, completely absent. Just as
much to the right as to the lefi”).* Judging by his voluminous
writings and memoirs on the war, siege, and the Commune,
Halévy was one of the most astute chroniclers of these events,
publishing many of his observations just months after they

occurred in Le Temps and La Vie Parisienne.®® Although he had .

been a private secretary to the Second Empire statesman the

12 Le Petit, The Scarecrow, cover of Le Grelot, June 6, 1875,
lithograph, 19 X 13% in. (48.3 X 34.3 cm) (artwork in the
public domain; photograph provided by the Thomas J. Dodd
Research Center, University of Connecticut Libraries, Storrs)

duke of Morny in the early 1860s, he was extremely critical of
Napoléon HI's regime. Indeed, anti-Bonapartism seems the
one political attimide to which Halévy firmly subscribed:
“France has never had more pitiful governance, never, never
has she been as weak with pretensions of strength,” Halévy
wrote to his collaborator Henri Meilthac on September 18,
1870.%

Yet Halévy was never the most fervent of republicans, or as
strong a supporter of Gambetta’s republican nationalism, as
his posthumously published recollections of three dinners
with Gambetta in 1881 testify. In fact, he described Gambetta,
looking back at the Second Empire from a post-Sedan van-
tage point, as “the young lawyer who had to govern France
dictatorially after the fall of the Empire.”® Seme of his notes
of his evenings with Gambetta are worth quoting at length as
well, precisely for their political pragmatism and skepticism:

Even though I'was hardly a Bonapartist, I still wished to see
this pitiable regime last. I told myself: “Please make this
last, because if it does not, it will end very badly.” And that
thought did not fail me. . . . Even today, 1 am not a repub-
lican in the making or. of tomorrow; I am simply a repub-



13 André Gill [Louis-Alexandre Gosset de Guines], Colin-
Maillard (Blindman’s Buff), cover of LEclipse, February 14,
1875, lithograph, 19% X 13% in. (49.6 X 34,1 cm) (artwork in
the public domain)

lican of resignation. . . . She unseules me enormously, this
Republic; but in the end, I repeat my prayer in the same
terms as [ did during: the Empire: “Please make this last,
because if it does not, it will end very badly, and much
worse even than the Empire did, because we will not be
able to resort to the Republic in order to replace the
Republic.”®?

An interesting self-analysis, this, “I am simply a republican of
resignation.” It is not that Halévy changed his political affil-
iations fluidly with regime change, necessarily following the
powers of the moment. Rather, he apparently resigned him-
self to supporting a moderate republican cause in general,
with no great passion and only after other options had be-
come exhausted, wishing for the complete avoidance of the
violence and destruction that necessarily accompanied re-
gime change. We could perhaps call Halévy a believer in
realpolitik, marked by a pronounced cynicism toward ideo-
logical purity, seeing national and international power dy-
namics as a game in which nothing fundamental ever
changes, no matter the current regime: “the discharged of
September 1870 and the discharged of February 1871, wait-

" ing—with equal impatience and equal eagerness—the rees-
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tablishment of him, Emperor or President, who will give
them back their posts. Politics is about to become a mere
business, a métier, a speculation.”®* Evincing no great faith in
political power, Halévy fell back on indifference and sarcasm
as the only viable response to these conditions.

In Place de la Concorde, then, Lepic plays the pasttense
figure of political loss—in part because he adhered to a now -
obsolete way of doing politics, believing in the possible co-
herence of political ideology, like Bonapartism's attempts to
make France over fully in its image. In that, Lepic belonged
fully to France’s old political order. The figure on the left, in
contrast, represents a character of the present, like Halévy,
and of the unpredictablé nature of politics in the modern
French state, a moment wherein the Republic is more like a
vacuum, an unoccupied space, than a coherent and stable set
of ideological parameters—an open field of contestation in
which the forces of politics play out, rather than come to rest.
This figure is after all the only one in the painting with a -
direct and unobstucted view of Strasbourg. By contrast, the
viewer happens not to be able to see the monument and
Lepic turns away from it, once more stressing how intimately
place, vision, knowledge, and ideology arc¢ here made one:
provided/denied, accepted/refused, that is, on the grounds
of position and viewpoint,

The visuai- culture of the years 1870 to 1876 and beyond,
flooding everyday life with “the ideological breadth, creativity
and potency of nineteenth century French republicanism,”
played its key role in the process by which the early Third
Republic created its political symbolic.?® After two decades of
imperial press censorship, it invented and reengineered a
whole new and ingenious body of formal correlations to the
early Third Republic’s electoral terrain in which flux, insta-
bility, and opposition became problems as much for satirical
representation as they were for the realm of politics itself,
Place de la Concorde's formal-features resonate with some of
the major political metaphors of the moment. The result is a
painting that poses itself problems not dissimilar from those
faced by the realm of popular illustration: How can the
current state of politics be given form? How can its contested
and fluctuaiing constellations be made over into.r_epresema- '
tions no less complex and anxious?

Degas’s solutions in Place de la Concorde demonstrate prox-
imity to the visual innovations of the period’s popular press;
certainly, Degas knew well how ot to avoid them.%® He made
his art speak in the same contentious—and inconclusive—
pictorial cadences as did the early Third Republic itself. Now,
perhaps, some of the painting’s curious visual effects come
into clearer focus: that the association of its figures looks so
haphazard; that the scene’s ground, the square, is pulied up
too much into the vertical and therefore stops any easy access
to the space; that it thwarts so utterly our usual spatial pa-

rameters and expectations. The empty monochrome that -

covers so much of the canvas is after all very indistinct, and
nobody belongs to or is fully situated on the square. In Place
de la Concords, that is, the figures’—and the viewers’—disori- |~
entation has become programmatic.

- These visual features, like the figures’ seeming lack of

- direction, can be correlated productively to images from the

popular press. Take, for instance, the cover of LFclipse of

- February 14, 1875, by André Gill {Louis-Alexandre Gosset de
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14 Gill, On Which Foot to Dance? cover of L’Eclipse, July 26,
1874, lithograph, 19% X 13% in. (49.6 X 34.1 cm) (artwork in
the public domain; photograph provided by the Rare Book
and Manuscript Library, University of Pennsylvania Libraries)

Guines), showing a female allegory of France, blindfolded to .

play blindman’s buff, with four different political directions
around her (Iig. 13). She is headed, roughly, toward the
“road of the Republic,” but it is clear that, groping her way,
-she will not reach any destination directly or immediately.
And finally, there are plenty of representations employing
{and literalizing} unusually “cropped” elements, like Gill’s
title for Lfclipse of July 26, 1874, with a legless ballerina made
to choose which new feet—impenial, monarchical, or repub-
lcan—to dance on in the next act (Fig. 14}. The existence of
such images gave no better proof that Halévy’s perception—
“Politics is about to become a mere business, a méter, a
speculation”™—had become a commonplace, signaling poli-
tics” utter descent into spectacle in the early Third Republic.
The appeal of this popular imagery made readily apparent
that its fragmentations and croppings detected, replicated,
perhaps even soothed a state of unease— over that “insecure
Republic”™—as felt by a large swath of the French population
at this time.

15 Le Petit, Medallion, cover of Le Grelot, May 5, 1872,
lithograph, 19 X 13% in, (48.3 X 34.3 cm) (artwork in the
public domain}

Another of the painting’s key visual tropes requires expli-
cation. As has often been pointed out, the figures in Degas’s
painting are walking in directly “opposite” directions. Lepic
(minus his wife and their youngest daughter, Marcelle, born
in 1874) accompanies his other two daughters, but they are
facing left while he is facing right.*” The metaphor of forces
pulling in opposing directions—a central device that literal-
izes the divergence in ideology at work in the party system--—
was perhaps the most common and often repeated visual
trope of the period. For example, Le Petit, for the cover of Le
Grelot of May 5, 1872, invented a medal featuring a double-
headed horse/donkey, pulling in one direction toward a
republic and in the other toward monarchy (Fig. 15). In Place
de la Concorde, Degas echoes these visuals for his portrayal of
the Lepic family, and thus allows at least for the suspicion on
the contemporary viewer’s part that the opposing directions
are more than happenstance. If we agree that Degas deliber-
ately constructed his imagery of urban flux, then we must also
allow for the possibility that the visual tropes and metaphors
he borrowed to achieve his ends came with a range of socio-
political meanings not fully aestheticized and ideclogically
neutralized in their move from popular image o painting.



Strasbourg Eclipsed

We have come full circle, returning to the caricature with
which I started, to Cham’s deputy who had “ordered the
painter 1o place him well to the right.” The political party of
the Bonapartists, so tenuously based on both Caesarism and
an authoritarian form (or false pretense) of “democracy,”
had in the postwar years shified at times equally far to the
right. The party had at one point, in 1873, formed a coalition
with the Legitimists and Orléanists o oust Adolphe Thiers
and put the Monarchists Patrice de MacMahon and the duke
of Broglie into power, only to betray that decision a short
time later, moving toward the center to side with the repub-
lican wing of the assembly and oust the Monarchists.%
Bonapartism, to say the least, walked a line too indistinctive to
find concrete representative terms after 1870. A member of
the Bonapartist party was particularly hard to place on canvas,
eluding easy ideological ransparency, rendering Cham’s flat-
footed gesturing all the more necessary.

The meeting of Lepic, as a Bonapartist sympathizer, with
Pradier’s Strasbourg is undoubtedly as ideologically charged.
Degas’s Place de la Concorde was painted during a time that
Bonapartist fervor enjoyed a brief resurgence in France and
is visibly marked by it. Bonapartism as a political movement

and party had a set of particularly difficult challenges to

overcome in the immediate postwar years. Above ail, it had to
cleanse itself of the suspicion that Napoléon Il was at the
root of the disastrous loss against Prussia. “To write the
history of Bonapartism is to show the mue absence of all
principles and of all morals in that party; it is to write the
history of [that party’s] contradictions and inconsisten-
cies. ... The Bonapartists. . . do not serve a general cause,
they serve only their personal interests,” wrote Paul Beurde-
ley in his fiercely anti-Bonapartist tract of 1875, Petite histoire
du parti bonapartiste® Only gradually was the party able to
convince broader segments of the public to reconvert to its
cause and pose a serious, if brief, challenge to the new
parliamentary regime.

Degas’s overlap of Lepic’s hat with the Sirasbourg statue in
such a fleeting yet staged encounter speaks deeply to the
prospects of Bonapartism after the war (Fig. 16}. The chance
encounter evokes the party's political assumptions pictorially,

- establishing a particularly timely visual metaphor for

Bonapartism itself, as embodied by a figure like Lepic. None-
theless, the viscount’s air of historical immunity and social
privilege, his “splendid, assumed indifference” do not jell
with current political reality.” As a member of a Bonapartist
family, embodying Bonapartism’s hopes, successes, and fail-
ing fortunes after the Second Empire collapsed, there was
much in recent history for him to care about. His ambivalent
pose toward Strasbourg seems a fitting testimony to recent
events, neither acknowledging nor avoiding the loss of Stras-
bourg and the war.

When Degas painied Lepic's hat blocking Strasbourg, he did
not simply test the formal ways in which the former related to

“the latter, for the sculpture functions like an attribute or

locale in more traditional portraits, promising access to the

- sitter’s status and allegiances. Degas, of course, was keenly

aware of the mechanisms through which site created identity
in portraiture, and the relation he set up here is not unlike
the one he construcied for Henri Rouart in Front of His Factory
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16 Degas, detail of Place de lo Concorde, showing the head of
Lepic (artwork in the public domain; photograph @ The State
Hermitage Museum, photograph by Viadimir Terebenin,
Leonard Kheifets, and Yuri Molodkovets})

at nearly the same time (Fig. 17). In this portrait, a factory
owned by the mechanical enginee'r and artistic amateur—
and partly hidden by his large black hat—adds to the image
of a self-made, upper-middle-class industrialist. In much the
same way, Lepic, momentarily and inadvertently, stakes pro-

- prietary claims to the meanings and cultural practices then

associated with Strasbourg.

Even if Pradier’s sculpture of Strasbourg, one of the key sites
of Parisian patriotism in about 187¢, lies largely hidden be-
hind Lepic’s top hat, its history continues to resonate
throughout the scene. Its temporary erasure in the painting
points even more expressly to the meanings and historical
events so awkwardly and incompletely eclipsed by Lepic. The
monumental stone sculpture was part of Hittorfl’s ambitious
scheme for the square adopted in 1835, when the execution
of eight city allegories—Lille, Lyon, Brest, Bordeaux, Marseille,
Nantes, Rennes, and Strasbourg—was handed over to four
sculptors, and James Pradier was commissioned to execute
Lille and Strasbourg, o be placed side by side on the north-
eastern edge of the square.”” The eight allegories concluded
a long history of sculptural production {and destruction) that
ran parallel to the history of the larger decorative transfor-
mation of the square.”” The equestrian bronze sculpwre of
Louis XV was destroyed during the Revolution in1792 and a
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17 Degas, Henri Rouarl in Front of His Factory, ca. 1875, oil on
canvas, 256% X I19% in. (65.1 X 5.2 cm). Carnegie Museum of
Art, Pittsburgh, acquired through the generosity of the Sarah
Mellon Scaife Family (artwork in the public domain;
photograph provided by the Carnegie Museum)

bronze-colored plaster allegory of Liberty by Frangois Lemot
(in a radical reversal of the hierarchies of public sculptural
material) was erected on the former’s pedestal. An ephem-
eral monument from its inception, it was destroyed during
the Consulate, While the Directory had plans for a “Monu-
ment 4 la Concorde” (Monument to Reconciliation), a “Co-
lonne nationale” (National Column) in the center was pro-
jected for the year 1800, but neither was actualized. The
Restoration saw the placement of another sculpture of Louis
XV here while awaiting the creation of an impressive Place
Louis XVI with a large standing sculpture of that king in his
coronation robes (by Jean-Pierre Cortot), whose plaster
meodel was destroyed in the foundry during the July upheavals
of 1830.7

The pictorial gesture of a hat over Strasbourg—replacing
the permanence of stone with the transience of bourgeois
male fashion—points to this history of sculprural antagonism
on the square. The passing hat confronts the statue’s osten-
sible durability with the temporal and historical contingency
that conditioned its making. Degas’s seemingly incidental
gesture serves to stage a confrontation between the political
resonance of stasis and flux. On the one hand, the pictorial
detail can be read as fully covering over the square’s sculp-
tural history, blending it entirely into the here and now. Gn
the other, in favoring the accidental and the unforeseen, the

18 Jean-Jacques [James] Pradier, The City of Strasbourg, 1836—
38, imestone, height 98% in. {250 cm), Place de la Concorde,
Paris {photograph by the author)

overlap throws the commemorative value of monumental
sculpture at least momentarily into doubt. In lending the
spontaneity of modernist painting superiority over its sculp-
tural analogy, Degas underscores painting as the most con-
temporary, flexible, and, thus, modern form of collective
engagement.

Pradier’s Strasbourg became the test case for such a coun-
ternarrative of public sculpture in the years of the Franco-
Prussian conflict (Fig. 18).”* Degas’s detail explicitly refer-
ences the central commemorative role the statue played
during and after the Siege of Strasbourg, exemplifying, as
Clayson has shown, “the revivification and reinvention of the
everyday in Paris under siege.””” Strasbourg stands out as one
of the more assertive of the eight city allegories—a trait that
served it well when it became the Parisian site for patriotic
mourning as the Prussian army besieged Strasbourg. Resting
on a cannon, right arm akimbo, the figure of Strasbourg
stands out as a proud and aggressive city allegory, an image

-perfectly suited to the nationalistic fear and zeal of wartime.

Paris hardly had another site quite like it.

As can be seen in countless photographs, paintings, and
illustrations in the popular press of the period, the sculpture
was overwhelmed with wreaths and flags—both tricolor and
black—though the evidence differs in determining the de-
gree of accumulation of such “matter” at the sculpture, rang-
ing from a few flags to her almost complete disappearance



under their mass (Fig. 5).”° “The stawe of Strasbourg, liter-
ally covered in flowers, flags, banners, wreaths, resembies
under that yellow and tricolor mass a patriotic carafalque,”
Jules Claretie recalled in his diary of the Siege of Paris.”
Clearly, Strasbourg played a pivotal compensatory role for
Paristans during the time of Prussian aggression and beyond.
This expression of patriotism was as varied and diverse, even
if carefully orchestrated to affirm continuity, as Claretie’s list
indicated: in addition to the wreaths and flags placed there in
the hundreds, there was also an inscription book.

When exactly the patriotic fervor at Strasbourg began, and
when it ebbed, or even perhaps ended, is difficult to establish

_ with precision today. The earliest-demonstrations leading up
to Saasbourg’s surrender on September 28, 1870, explicitly
honored General Jean-Jacques Uhrich, charged with Stras-
bourg’s defense and celebrated as a national hero for with-
standing the attacks by his Prussian counterpart, General
August von Werner, as long as his army did.”® Just as the
inscription book answered the need for an orderly form of
textual engagement at the site—to avoid any unruly direct
scribbling on the sculpture and its pedestal—so, too, the
voices gathered around Strasbourg received formal release in
song: one A. Baudet composed a hymn in 1870 entitled “The
Statue of Strasbourg,” to be sung to the tune of the “Marseil-
laise” (Fig. 19). Its refrain marked Uhrich as the hero of the
moment: “Let us all swear today. Swear! Swear! To avenge
you, heroic Uhrich and Strasbourg.” The nationalistic sym-
bolism of the song is hardly veiled and needs little comment,
especially given its melody. In the third stanza of his “Mar-
seillaise”/Strasbourg  hymn, Baudet explicitly mentioned
Strasbourg’s material permanence as the necessary ground for
the countless ephemeral gestures accruing on it: “Here we
come armed to salute your immortal block of stone.” Stras-
bourg is useful as a site for the expressions of a unified
“nation” not just iconographically but also materially, the
‘durability of its stone the guarantor of the continuity of the
French state under foreign attack.

Uhrich’s image appeared at the site of Strasbourg in Sep-
tember in other forms as well. As a creation of the July
Monarchy, Strasbourg resisted its complete -usurpation into
the 1870 present: “One does not fully know whether they are

~ Greek goddesses or French cities: I do not read clearly on
their faces the traits of our nation,” Coligny complained in
1873, testifying to the fact that Strasbourg was as much of the
past as of the moment.” Tt is curious even if little surprising
that the ministry of public instruction therefore placed an-
other—more easily legible—sculpture in front of Strasbourgto
drive home the message: Gustave Deloye’s A4 Strasbourg, show-
ing Uhrich with sword in hand in a protective stance over an
allegory of the recently lost city. Deloye’s work, likely made of
plaster; was of course rouch smaller, but for several weeks it
held a prime place and was itself decorated with wreaths.

We cannot be sure how long it lasted in front of Pradier’s
Strasbourg, but a few contemporary documents point explic-
itly to Deloye’s work as a meaningful addition to the site. A
earte-de-visite photograph of the sculpture, taken and mar-
keted by Michet Berthaud’s studio, was sent by Deloye himself
to “Monsieur le Ministre de I'Instruction publique” of the
Government of National Defense; the Third Republic’s first
government (the post was held by Jules Simon in September
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19 A. Baudet, “The Statue of Strasbourg” (Tune of the
“Marseillaise™), 1870, lithograph, published by Grognel, Paris
(artwork in the public domain; from Paul Ducatel, Histoire de
lo Commune el du Siége de Paris [Paris: Jean Grassin, 1973], 32—
33)

1870}, presumably in relation to the display on the square
(Fig. 20).% Alfred Darcel, in his I87T account of the state of
art during the siege, described Deloye’s sculpture::

This.gmup by M. Delove, meant to syinbolize the defense
of Strasbourg by General Uhrich, was exhibited during the
Siege [of Strashourg] on the Place de la Concorde, in
front of the statue of Strasbourg, and shared with her the

- somewhat emphatic venerations rendered to the heroic
and unfortunate city by nearly all the battalions of the
national guard.m :

Darcel stresses that Deloye’s work was meant to “symbolize”
the defense of Strasbourg in front of Pradier’s monument, as
if the latter did not supply enough symbolic reference by
itself. Deloye’s sculpture at Pradier’s Strasbourg therefore
served not just to double the message but also to render the
site completely relevant to, and fully coterminous with, the
events of 1870.

In 1870, the Government of National Defense made other
efforts to that same end. On October 2, only days after the fall

“of the city of Strasbourg, its members officially decided to cast

Strasbourg in bronze and to place her, materially transformed,

at the same spot she already occupied: “Art. 1.—The statue of
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20 Michel Berthaud, Gustave Deloye’s “A Strasbourg,” 1870,
albumen print. Archives Nationales, Paris (artwork in the
public domain}

the city of Strasbourg which stands at the present moment on
the place de la Concorde will be cast in bronze and kept at
the same spot, with an inscription commemorating all facts of
the resistance of the Département de I'Est.™ Signed by the
newly appointed officials of the young Third Republic Gam-
betta, Simen, and Jules Favre, among others, the decree was
never actualized (it had been overseen by Pradier’s student
the sculptor Antoine Etex), yet it appeared later in the pages
of the periodical L'Autographe as a curiosity of historic value
from the early days of the Republic. Courbet famously op-
posed the plan and published a letter addressed to the Gov-
ernment of National Defense in Le Réveil on October 5,
questioning any indexical relation between memory and
sculptural materiality: “That is exactly what I was afraid of: a
bronze statue! It will recall, you say, the glory of Stwrasbourg
unalterably? Is history so forgetful, then, and have we lost
forever the memory of the heart?”® It should be emphasized
that the difference the officials envisioned—certainly not a
cheap one for a young regime with many other financial
" obligations— offered nothing but a material transformation

from stone to bronze. A ptaque with the facts of the struggle -

of resistance attached to the sculpture’s gnardhouse, as Cour-
bet suggested, clearly would not have sufficed.

Not unlike the addition of Deloye’s sculpture, the recasting
of Strasbourg would have furthered major shifts in the sym-
bolic order of the site. The tinkering with the metaphoric
quality of sculptural material seemed urgent business for the
government officials at the Hoétel de Ville months before it
burned during the Commune—urgent, because the French
state, especially after Sedan, needed to shore up its own
image of perpetual internal and external strength. Bronze
would signify not merely greater material value but also
greater steadfastness and resistance to brute force (in 1864,
Lillz had proven vulnerable when a teenager vandalized her
by breaking off an arm and the nose).** History vindicated
Gambetta and his colleagues. During the 1871 civil war
clashes on the square, Lille was decapitated, as we can see in
Hippolyte Blancard’s haunting photograph of the street

“cleanup”™ after the Commune—a blow bronze perhaps
would have withstood (Fig. 21).%

Moreover, the recasting of Strasbourg would have served
other ideological purposes. First and foremost, it would have
transformed Strasbourg into a contemporary object, created in
1870, not the 1830s. The sculpture’s signs of age—and thus
its historic difference—would immediately have disappeared.
In remaking Strasbourg in the here and now, the Government
of National Defense would have been able to control at least
her image, if not her fortifications. And by “remaking” her
for Paris, she would continue to be part of France, even if her
material difference would set her apart from her sister cities.
To affirm her repeatedly in and for the moment, then, be-
came a form of protection. The continual effort to make the
Siege of Strasbourg present on the square itself—through
bronze recasting, or Deloye’s allegory—went hand in hand,
finally, with the wreaths, flags, and songs. Patriotism was an
active, not a contemplative sentiment, generating a sense of
national solidarity through dynamic individual interaction
with history itself.

By placing Lepic’s hat over the statue, Degas paralleled
these other commemorative strategies, for Strasbourg incor-

. porated their resonances into his painting, even if he did not

show them explicitly. Had the painting been displayed in
public, the comparison would have been unavoidable for a
Parisian audience, notably because Degas’s was not the only
painting focusing on this site in the 1870s. Indeed, the crowds
at the statue were considered an appropriate topic for Salon
painting, as proved by Pierre Van Elven’s Homage Rendered to
the Statue of Strasbourg, Place de la Concorde, during the Siege of
Paris, a painting captured in a photograph in the Abums
Michelez, which archived some of the paintings exhibited at
the Salon of 1872 (Fig. 22).%¢ In Van Elven's painting, a large
crowd has gathered. Strasbourg is pushed all the way into the

- center of the pictorial field, which signals this as a painting

out to document a highly particular memeorial practice, not
the full view of the square. Degas’s limited view of the site—
and his focus on Lille and Strasbourg—is comparable to Van
Elven’s. Nonetheless, the two paintings stage entirely differ-
ent versions of the commemorative practices surrounding the
sculpture: the hundreds of small gestures partrayed by Van
Elven are condensed, in Degas’s work; into Strasbourg’s en-
counter with a single top-hat.



21 Hippolyte Blancard, Place de la
Concorde: Statue of the City of Lille
Decapitated during Combat, 1871,
meodern print from original glass
negative. Bibliothéque Historique de
la Ville de Paris (artwork in the public
-domain)

22 Sheet no. 15 of the Allnems
" Michelez, 1872, albumen pring; in the
center: Pierre Van Ebven, Homage
Rendered to the Statue of Strasbong, Place
de la Concorde, duiring the Siege of Paris,
1872, oil on canvas, location
unknown. Musce d’Orsay, Pass,
Documentation (artwork in the public
domain)




214 ART BULLETIN JUNE 20011 VOLUME XCII NUMBER ¢

+ Tadaw du W, deNerin

e
&
O
3
2
i
=
gl
B
=

23 After Giuseppe de Nittis, Place de la
Concorde, from LTHustration, June 12,
1875, 380, lithograph, 10% X 14% in.
(27.5 X 37 cm) {arwwork in the public
domain)

L. Chsientins cbermeli A8

24 Charles Philipon, Preject: The Expia-
Pear { Expia-poire] Monument, to Be
Erected on the Place de la Révolution,

Precisely on the Spet Where Louis XVI Was

In Degas’s painting, it is hard 10 establish with certinty
what little information aboutr Pradicr’s Strashourg we are

- given. We cannot even be certain whether the small, impre-

cise dots of light paint to the right of Lepic’s hat are meant to
describe one side of the statue or of the ornamentation
attached to her. Not to depict Strashowry was Degas’s drastic
pictortal decision, and a constitutive one for the composition
at large. Yet he did paint Strasborwog, i ouly obliguely. and did

Guillotined, from La Caricature, July 7,
1832, pl. 169, lithograph, 10¥ X 1214
in. {26 X 32 cm) (artwork in the
public domain)

i s e s

not turn away entirely froan her, even though that option
would have been open 1o him. 'T'o that end, another painting
of the square, exhibited w the. Salon of 1875, is relevant:
Giuseppe de Niuis's Place de la Concorde, which shows us the
hustle and hustle on the square in wintertime (Fig. 23).%7 The
painting perhaps spurred Degas 1o paint the same site but
edit his view in radically differen and less historically cvasive
termis. De Nittis had strikingly e the vight edge of his canvas



25 Honoré Daumier, The Rub Is When One Has to Give Him a
Head, from Le¢ Charivari, “Actaalités,” no. 56, March 25, 1872,
lithograph, 9% X 8% in. (24.5 X 22.5 ¢m) (ariwork in the
public domain; photograph provided by the Beinecke Rare
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)

50 that Strasbourg remained ocutside of view. If Degas was
interested mainly in a scene of contemporary urban life, as
was De Nittis, he could have avoided the monument alto-
gether, too. Instead, Degas chose a perspective that cut down
the middle between Van Elven’s and De Nitis’s two- compo-
sitional options. Degas included the square’s patriotic em-
blem in his frame of vision, only to make its symbolic function
visible as absence.

Degas’s painting remains a portrait, in the expanded sense,
of Viscount Lepic and his family and their specific encounter
with history. His representation of the square completely

.excludes the masses to focus our attention on one encounter

with the statue, one singular happenstance, one point of view.
In constructing the legacy of the sieges and the war, he thus

* could be accused of allowing the socially privileged the upper

hand. The viscount’s top hat is an awkward placcholder,
though, countermanding the devotion of the masses in favor
of the bored disaffection of aristocratic privilege. It seems
almost as if “history” was forced onto Lepic, and while he may
not have sought out a confrontation with the past, from the
viewer's perspective he is inevitably scheduled for one. Lepic,
even if his look and posture suggest the suspension of his-
tory’s vicissitudes in arislocratic privilege, constituted a figure
marked by loss. A lifetime would not have been enough to
live up to the name Eylau-Eugénie-Horiense afier Sedan. The

fortuitous covering of Strasbourg speaks to the inevitability of
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26 Détournelle and Caraffe, Idea of a Monument, Destined for the
Place de la Concorde, ca. 1796, from C. P. Landon, A Collection of
Etchings, from the Most Celebrated Ancient and Modern Productions
in Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture, of the Italian and French
Schools, London, 1821, pl. 38, lithograph, 8 X 4% in. (20.3 X
11.4 cm) (artwork in the public domain)

Lepic's belonging to the wrong side of France’s political
future. This fact could perhaps explain why he is in the
painting to begin with and why Degas positioned him in such
a precarious date with history itself.

Fluctuating, deeply unstable, and momentary, ihe overlap
between hat and statue appears internally conflicted as to its
own meanings. It signals all and nothing, presence and ab-
sence, at the same time, presenting a solution to the crisis in
representation that is the history of the Place de la Concorde
itself: perhaps, through artistic sleight of hand, finally achiew
ing the “concord” that is the promise of the square’s eiymol-
ogy. All the while, Degas’s covering of the statue avoids direci
confrontation and visibility, and therefore also an explicit
mode of historical critique. Prior to Degas’s painting, several
options that had proven useful utopian solutions to the
square's decorative challenges would have been available in
that regard. There is Charles Philipon's Project: The Expia-Pear
{Expia-poire] Monument of 1832, feawring a large sculpture of
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a pear—his satirical spoof on Louis-Philippe’s head—tower-
ing over the square (Fig. 24).%% In this monument, the Place
de la Concorde’s tumuliuous history is evoked in the sharp
terms of opposition, enshrining the Restoration’s attempts to
appease the “crimes” of the Revolution through a counter-
image to the July Monarchy. Some decades later, Honoré
Daumier provided an image of a statue more obviously, and
visibly, in need of completon—both materially and seman-
tically—in his Le Charivari caricature of March 25, 1872, The
Rub Is When One Has to Give Him a Head (Fig. 25). He showed
a headless allegory of the monarch awaiting a Bourbon,
Orléanist, or Napoleonic head, thereby envisioning a2 monu-
ment to Indecision, capable of accommodating any and every
ideological stance.

Finally, Détournelle and Caraffe’s Idea of @ Monument, Des-
- tined for the Place de la Concorde of about 1796 offers perhaps
the most poignant and appropriate monument for the square
(Fig. 26). In this proposal dating from the Directory, the
damaged pedestal to Louis XV's toppled equestrian effigy
remains intact. It is now visible through the entrance gates of
an elaborate architectural fraine in whose second story sits a
personification of Concord, “protecting and uniting two chil-
dren.”® Porterfield has eloquently summed up the project’s
message of neutrality: “The old pedestal is preserved, but not
to prove the triumph of a new ideology antithetical either 1o
monarchy or republic. Rather, the monument attempts to
make an object lesson of the destructive past.” In choosing
to place Lepic’s hat over Strasbourg, Degas embraced the ideas
foundational to these three different historical proposals.
Here is Lepic, the Bonapartist, now clearly replacing Stras-
bourg; here is an invisible monument behind his hat with an
unknown present and future; here is a new and fleeting
moment of an utterly different and modern antimeonumen-
tality. The power of Degas’s overlap lies precisely in the fact
that it is all three options at once.

In Place de Iz Concorde, Degas set forth simultaneously a
monument and a proposal for a monument, creating a paint-
.ing about political reality as much as political fantasy. What it
suggests to us is that the “political”— or the “ideclogical™—is
always and necessarily an unstable game in the beholder’s
eye, much like the overlap of hat and statue, making sense
one moment, another not. In lieu of the endless processions
of public mourning at Strasboung and at the risk of eclipsing
one memorializing practice for another, Degas furnished a
single point of view dense with the political realities of his
moment—a phenomenoclogy of place and appearance that
deliberately enlisted Impressionism’s flux to representing po-
litical instability, Degas turned a mere moment, a single
skewed angle of vision, into a weighted expression of nation-
alism, and in so doing redirected the possibilities for mourn-
ing away from the actwal monument jtself and its empty
rehearsals of national piety. Not in action, but in percep-

tion—and not in a worship of monumentality, but in its

undoing through the theater of vision—that is where politics
now seems to reside. The political has become, under the
conditions of parliamentary democracy, a stage set whose
anxious signs:live in a state of constant reordering and whose
tenuousness can never be mistaken for the real. We have
-been vouchsafed an exceptional and'singular-perspective

onto the scene, one that shows how powerfully history has.

here been “produced” for us. In this angle of vision, in this
instance, a moment in urban life acquires political form, yet
this, too, lasts but an instant, too tenuous for a firm political
base. Place de la Concorde is a painting composed of chance
encounters and happenstances, and the “pelitical” cannot
appear in any more fundamental or essentialist form than
through the ambiguities of that fragmentation. At the same
time, the painting turns modern “politics” and “history” im-
pressionistic, positing individual perspective and experience
as the true and only knowable forms of historical necessity
and force.

Degas’s painting demands a sociospecific reading of its
pictorial terms—terms, like emptiness, randomness, and frag-
mentation of form, that in early modermnist painting have too
ofien been taken to signify the separation of art from the real.
What Degas laid bare in this experimental pororait is that
‘changing “points of view” can easily morph from incident to
ideology. Place de la Concorde is a painting in which a specific
point of view is literalized, cleaved from vision’s often essen-
tialist. clairns, made explicitly historical, contextual, and con-
tingent. An.“impression” emerges here in particularly strong
cognitive terms as social and political meaning drawn from a
point of view. The theme of mid-1870s party politics allowed
Degas to make this point—always nascent in an Impressionist
painting and at times overtly staged—with special cogency.
His is a visual imaginary responsive both to the quickness of
the senses and the political conditions of modemn life afier
1870—one that augments Impressionism’s ventures into the
realm of light and shadow with the deeper shadows of polit-
ical instability and loss.
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