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Cézanne, Manet and the Portraits of Zola

André Dombrowski

In the late 1860s and early 1870s, Edouard Manet and Paul Cézanne debated in
paint two very different constructions of modernity, two distinct possibilities
of experiencing its overstimulation and adaptive demands, two competing
forms of secialization. One of these options—Manet’s—maintained that the
new conditions of modern life perpetually propel us outward, towards the
social and its utilitarian control of self-image and expression.! The other
model—Cézanne’s—endorsed a privatized self, entailing an inner life not

. reducible to the outer-directed forms of cultural self-production. This retreat
into the walled garden of selfhood, if we believe both pre-Freudian and
Freudian thinkers, was perhaps the necessary and dialectical counterpart to
modernity’s seemingly total exteriorization of life and ekperience, and thus
became early Cézanne’s passionate if short-lived riposte to Manet’s modernist
play with surface. This distinction marks many, if not all, of the adaptations
Cézanne made after Manet's major 1860s Salon contributions, like his two
versions of A Modern Olympia (c. 1869-70, private collection; 1873-74, Paris,
Musée d"Orsay), his Déjeuner sur I'herbe (c. 1869-70, private collection), as well
as the other scenes of sexual violence that distinguish Cézanne’s early oeuvre.
In them, he knowingly reframed Manet'’s urbane aloofness and self-restraint
in scenes rife with psychosexual tension and desublimation.

The two scenes Cézanne painted in response to Manet's Portrait of Emile
Zolg (Plate 16)—group portraits referred to as Paul Alexis Reading to Emile
Zola, generally dated between 1869 and 1872 (Plates 17, 18)—also redirect
Manet’s depiction of Zola away from public posturing towards an intimate

..and privatized exchange2 Manet’s Zolq, shown at.the Salon of 1868, deflated
its already delimited pictorial space and pressed all its elements, including
the sitter, flat towards the picture plane. The painting de-emphasizes Zola's
ostensible centrality among a superfluidity of objects and images, denying
the sftter his primacy.? Manet constructed the portrait as if Zola, too, like the
mass-produced objects that surreund him, was subject to the conditions of
reproducibility. He is represented almost as flat, framed and color-contrasted
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as the pamphlets, prints, photograph and screen that clutter and compete
for the viewer’s attention. Zola emerges in the portrait as more “sign” than
substance. The painting thus announces more self-consciously than most
early modernist poriraits that it cannot open onto the sitter’s interiority —
invisible to the eye in any case—but that it must establish selfhood in paint
exclusively through surface, through the careful inflection of the sitter’s
surroundings. What we know about Zola's interiority is all exterior to him;
Zola is what surrounds him. Or, as Odilon Redon said about the painting in
1868, Manet had sacrificed the “man and his ideas for fine technique, for the
successful accessory,” shown Zola “rather [like] a still life, so to speak, than
the expression of a human being.”* There was no better painter of the Second
Empire than Manet, that i, to turn even the portrait—and the bourgeois ideals
" of autonomous subjectivity and interiority it promised to shore up-into an
exercise in objectification.
Shortly after the portrait was shown at the Salon, Cézanne revised Manet's
'principles of portraiture markedly in his own attempis at painting Zola. In his
two versions showing Zola with Paul Alexis—the young poet and journalist
from Aix—Cézanne moved Zola from center stage. He introduced elements
of narrative by choosing a moment of intellectual exchange between two of
his closest friends. Grounding Manet's suspended scene, Cézanne anchors his
figures in their own environment, offering a view into their room. He gave
more weight to the figures and less to the accessories, cooling the over-stimulus
of Manet’s claustrophobic spatial arrangement. Finally, Cézanne bestowed
more substance to the painting’s ostensible subject, the author himself, even
in the unfinished state in which Zola remained in the first version. Gone,
therefore, is the sense of “instantanecusness” and “at-onceness” that Michael
Fried, invoking the tissue of the temporal as adjunct to the social, argued
marked Manet’s achievements of the 1860s.° In his portraits, Cézanne instead
positions the author within an inter-subjective, rather than an intra-pictorial
exchange. The consequences of this choice are far reaching: Manet’s version
is relativist, in which the sitter gains distinction almost exclusively through
surrounding objects and attributes, while Cézanne sets up a more dialogic
structure, in which the sitter individuates through active participation in
his or her (homo)social relations. This essay will attribute these diverging
approaches to the early modernist portrait to contemporary debates over the
aesthetic politics of selfhood as they circulated within Zola's inner circle.
The structuring differences between selfhood and objecthood, interiority
and exteriority, that I invoke for the two painters, speak in the gendered
cadences that marked such oppositions at the time. To withdraw artistic

-practice and exchange so completely into the interior—in opposition to what...

Naomi Schor, citing Michel Burton, described as the naturalist novelists’
“inclination ... towards a position of complete exteriority”” —might be

perceived as playing to the so-called risk of a certain degree of effeminization
of the masculine intellect, especially in Cézanne’s images. Cézanne in turn, I
hope to show, in fact redefined the tropes of femininity (of the interior) and
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passivity {of the listener} to his advantage in the homosocial competitions he
placed at the core of his portrait practice, between Alexis and Zola, himself
and Zola, as well as himself and Manet. In Cézanne’s almost anti-naturalist
drive towards a romantic version of “complete interiority,” then, the feminine
is a category not carefully held in check, but welcomed and instrumentalized
in the hierarchical relations —and discontents—of masculine artistic rivalry.

During the time under consideration here, the 1860s and 1870s, the portrait
offered a specific set of challenges not faced by any other genre. For one,
painters’ growing insistence on painting’s expressivity and autonomy—on
the pictorialization of “temperament” in Zola’s terms—threatened to mute a
sitter’s individuality in favor of the artist’s.® As Benjamin Buchloh succinctly
put it: “[The] correspondences of the epistemic and the pictorial attest to the
inextricable relationship between rapidly changing conceptions of the subject
and the equally rapid disintegration of the traditional pictorial categories.”
Portraiture revealed, that is to say —often explicitly and more frequently than
in prior centuries—the competition between painter and sitter as one of its
central stracturing devices. Cézanne's re-composition of Manet's portrait could
become a thematic option for modern painting only under the conditions of
that competition.

Moreover, Manet and his followers made the flux of public life a metaphor
for the imbrication of the self in the social. For Manet, public life meant that
there is no private “I,” which is to say no possibility of a selfhood that is not
always already conceived in dialogue with the public. Theodor Adorne, in
his study of Kierkegaard, called this never fully and authentically privatized
self, the “intérieur as the prototypical cell of abandoned inwardness” and
wrote that “inwardness presents itself as the restriction of human existence
to a private sphere free from the power of reification. Yet as a private sphere
it itself belongs, if only polemically, to the social structure.”'® For Manet, as
for Adorno, there is o self except a public one under the illusion of privacy,
echoing sentiments already expressed in the 1860s and 1870s as in Charles
Garnier’s famous statement that “everything that occurs in the world is but
theater and representation.”* :

Portraiture thus became arguably an even more incoherent genre than ever
before, seeking to make evident a public face camouflaging a private one.2
By contrast, in his Zola-Alexis portraits, Cézanne returned to a conception
of deep selthood and autonomous interiority. In picturing friendship and
creative exchange, Cézanne explicitly refuted Manet's radical version of social
life as a perpetual play of mirrors and offered a more traditionally conceived
notion of privatized selfhood at home, a setting that functions in this case as

& refuge from the public. Narrative portraiture in an interior, I will argue in

what follows, therefore offered Cézanne a crucial means to redirect the focus of
modern painting from the retina to the psyche. This essay, then, studies the links
between the politics of identity and the politics of form in a specific pictorial
competition between two Second Empire painters. As an early advocate for the
liberation of pictorial form and exponent of a quasi-scientistic exploration of the
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human mind, Zola appeared as an obvious subject—a test case—for two very
different painters each seeking to lay dlaim to the writer's sympathies.

Zola—Alexis

In 1869, Alexis had just turned 22.® He was 7 years Zola's junior, an age-
difference very much erased in Cézanne's canvases. Alexis, shown sitting to
the left of Zola and reading to his new friend and mentor in the first portrait,
had just arrived in Paris in September of that year. At this time, Zola lived

" with his family in a pavilion-style house with a small garden at 14 rue de Ia
Condamine, and the scene supposedly took place in this house. Alexis had
befriended Zola just a few months, maybe even weeks, prior to the moment
depicted. Cézanne, however, had met Alexis much earlier, in the Aix College
Bourben in 1857. We can even assume that Cézanne painted his two versions
as gifts to the author and that the double portraits were viewed exclusively
by the very close knit circle that they in turn depict, rather than by a Salon
audience like Manet’s porirait (both versions belonged to Zola, and one was
sold from among Zola's possessions after his death in 1903 when the figures
were first identified).” Thus, as literally private images depicting private
exchanges, Cézanne’s paintings trade more deliberately than Manet’s in
interpersenal dynamics and seclusion, which makes them—along with
Cézanne’s other early works—rare examples in the canon of paintings of
modern life. :

Alexis had humbly approached Zola in Paris and, though he would go onto
become a close collaborator and assistant to the senior novelist, in 1871 he still
considered himself “the dilettante of [Zola’s] work.”* His very first poems,
after a few attempts at poetry and journalism in the Aix student newspaper Le
Grognon provengal --“A Tamphithéatre” and “Les Lits” —had just appeared in
January of 1869 in Le Figaro and Le Gaulois, the latter edited by Zola.” He had
earlier read his heavily Baudelaire-inspired poems to Cézanne in Aix, as the
artist reported in a Ietter to Numa Coste of 1868 (“Alexis was kind enough to
read me a piece of poetry that I thought very good indeed”)."*

Both versions of Cézanne’s portraits of Zola and Alexis, which at first
glance seem pulled directly from the reality of intellectual life on rue de
la Condamine, are moreover reformulations of Manet's more provocative
portraits and figure studies of the 1860s. In Cézanne's first version of the
double portrait, Alexis is humbly, yet massively perched on a balcony chair
that is far too small for him. The yellow metal bends underneath his weight.

~Curiously, Cézanne gave Alexis the posture of Zola in Manel’s portrait, thus-

shifting their positions and implying a reversal of their status. The one major
difference is that Cézanne moved Alexis’s right hand from his knee closer
to his crotch (similar to Olympia’s hand covering her genitals), thus turning

Manet's cool portrayal of Zola at once more awkward and more sexual. And

even though Alexis appears in Zola's former position, Cézanne is able to
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imbue him with a sense of agency by making him read aloud to Zola who
appears to listen intently (while Zola in Manet holds a boek but gazes into
the distance).

Furthermore, again in the first version, Cézanne took Zola and put him onto
a mattress on the floor as if to make him into Manet’s Olympia, which itself
figures so prominently in the background of Manet's Portrait of Zola. Zola now
becomes Olympia’s mirror image, resting on pillows as she does. This role
reversal is further emphasized by the fact that Manet changed Olympia’s gaze
in the image on the back wall so her eyes meet Zola, and no longer the viewer.”
This is one of the few moments in Manet'’s painting in which a concrete “inter-
psychic,” and not just formal, connection is forged between two primary
elements of the portrait, even if Zola does not return the Iook. By making Zola
into Olympia, Cézanne staged a substitution of a flesh and blood sitter (Zola)
for an iconographic referent (Olympia, the print). He thus unmasked and
counteracted Manet’s decision to animate the image on the back wall while
Zola receives no such agency from the painter. Cézanne, in turn, imbued Zola
with presence despite the fact that he represents a “quotation” from Manet.
The substitution suggests that Cézanne could personalize and activate Zola
even if he appears in the guise of Olympia—and thus as image—even while
listening passively to Alexis. Here, Cézanne’s reversal of Manet’s priority
between image and interiority comes full circle.

It would have been a loaded enterprise for any painter to portray Zola
after Manet set a new benchmark for portraiture in 1868, but perhaps most
s0 for Cézanne, because he had known the author since childhood. Cézanne
thus refused Manet's aggressive co-optation of Zola into his pictorial project,
transferring Manet’s play with surface into an interpersonal meditation on
intimacy and friendship, precisely those characteristics Cézanne must have
felt elevated his longstanding relationship with Zola ahead of Manet's.
Moreover, this depiction of a complex internat life was as much, if not more,
Zola-like than anything in Manet, as Zola’s early psychological novels show
(La Confession de Claude or Thérése Raguin, published respectively in 1865 and
1867).* Cézanne therefore attempted to pictorially articulate Zola's project
better than Manet, which is to say more sympathetically, because it seems clear
that Zola had earlier mentioned Cézanne in his aesthetic writings more out of
nostalgia for their shared childhood than from any serious desire to engage
with or defend Cézanne’s art. This desire to lay claim to Zola's sympathies was
an active and deeply charged act. While Zola dedicated his review of the 1866
Salori when it appeared in book form “to my {friend Cézanne,” for Cézanne,
Zola must have been more than a childhood friend and dedicatee.® He was

.an intellectual comrade as well as ideological fellow traveler and, not least,

a man from his own circle who had made it. Yet, the degree of their shared
interests never became evident in Zola's public statements about Cézanne.
Zola was much more dedicated to promoting Manet’s artistic achievements
than Cézanne’s, whose work he hardly ever mentioned in his assessment of
the current state of art.
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Cézarme’s adaptations after Manet's portrait are thus pictorial annexations
that at heart turn on his greater intimacy with Zola, his more nuanced
knowledge of and closer friendship with his childhood friend. The double
portraits take as their theme the intellectual and artistic rivalries and alliances
among Zola, Alexis, Cézanne and Manet, and stage a seemingly more
authentic scene of the friendship and mentorship networks surrounding Zola.
In Cézanne, the “anxiety of influence” within his close knit circle is no longer
subtext—as it was in Manet's painting with its covert competition between
painter and sitter—but the principal text of, indeed the primal scene for, the
paintings.2

The question remains, however, why Alexis entered the scene and
not Cézanne himself {for shy Cézanne had never been good at inserting
himself into Manet’s paintings; it is often claimed that the client in A
Modern Olympid is a self-portrait of the painter). To place Alexis into the
double portrait next to Zola served two related and important funetions
regarding authoriality and interiority: here is a young artist in the making,
struggling for authorial equality before the more established figure. Alexis,
then, is in the picture, in part because in his subservient status within their
circle, he could be made a stand-in for Cézanne’s complicated relation to
both Manet and Zola. As well, in seeking to lay claim to a deeper and truer
ideclogical bond with Zola than Manet's, Cézanne, paradoxically, had
to avoid the exclusive invocation of mere friendship, lest it be said that
biography alone linked them.

Cézanne’s transference of his own relation with Zola onto Alexis has
other consequences as well for the art of male artistic rivalry that lies at the
heart of the two paintings. Cézanne, in making Zola — the author —a passive,
reclining listener in the intellectual exchange pictured, placed him in one
of the most recognizable positions of feminine display then available in

- modern painting, Olympia’s pose. In reading to him, this Alexis/Cézanne-
figure inverts the recognized power dynamic, and reveals himself to be an
author with something significantly interesting to say, sutch that even Zola
will listen. But most importantly, in selecting the much younger and less
experienced writer Alexis to take his place in this complex triangulation,
Cézanne naturalized through an age difference the stark difference in
professional recognition separating him from Zola, -although they were
roughly the same age. Not that any of these gendered pictorial maneuvers
occurred necessarily on a conscious level on Cézanne’s part. But certainly
in the first version—and this is perhaps a reason for abandoning it—
Cézanne’s re-engineering of the power dynamic between Zola and himself

..in his favor appears fully symptomatic, both formally and thematically.
The gendered complications of masculine interior portraiture—which
is to say the subtle recalibrations of authority acerued in the move from
‘public to private and from active to passive—are welcomed by Cézanne
in order to smooth over—if only fictitiously, imaginatively and as art—the
professional hierarchies between the four figures.
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Interior—interiority

The modern portrait is often marked by a productive conflation between
two fundamentally different spatial parameters: the sitter’s interiority and
the depicted interior. Cézanne’s Zola—Alexis portraits establish a fuily
mutual metaphoric connection between the two spatial registers, one that
Marnet in turn expressly refuses. The interior becomes event in Cézanne’s
paintings, marked by anthropomorphized, billowy curtains and dramatic
shadows on the ground in version two. Cézanne’s portraits not only open
onto their interiors more widely than Manet, especially in his second version,
which reduces the size of the protagonists in order to lend the room greater
pictorial impact, but they also shift from mere setting to active protagonist.
From the first version to the second, where Zola turns his back towards us,
Cézanne lengthened the distance between his sitters, creating a greater gap
between them, and thus relaxed the implicit power relation between the two
writers while making their surroundings more prominent. Unlike Manet's
painting, in which the sitter mimics the compression and ambivalence of
his surroundings, the interiors in Cézanne’s images physically contain and
clearly situate the protagonists.

That this conflation between the interior and interiority arose during the
historical moment that saw the psychic interior systemically and scientifically
mapped in the half-century before Freud is hardly surprising, as several
scholars have shown.? While the painted face did not seem to deliver any
credible access to this newly charted self, the literal spaces of portraiture—
sitting rooms, studios or cabinels de travail —remained a more reliable point
of entry to the sitter, albeit an oblique one. In Camille Lemonnier’s Salon de
Paris of 1870, for instance, the author wants to read any sitter’s mind through
spatial metaphors, through “windows onto the street”:

The artist formulates the inside through the cutside and that which one does not see
through expressions, which make the invisible visible ... For a porirait does not come
alive through exterior facts: it lives through sentiment and thought. A portrait that
feels nothing and expresses nothing is worth nothing.*

Lemonnier here metaphorizes the depicted self to an actual interior. The
sitter’s mind can cpen and close, be entered and its contents pushed quite
literally onto its facade. But in admitting that the portraitist’s failure in this
regard is possible, perhaps even likely, the critic exposes his own paradigms
as more wishful thinking than a readily achievable pictorial truth.

The conflation between interior and interiority seems to have found

-.expression. in.the poetic.circle around Baudelaire, and especially Stéphane

Mallarmé (Figure 9.4).2 The modern poet’s withdrawal into the interior was
a deliberate attempt at conflating the real and an artificially induced dream-
state: both became essential retreats of the creative mind. The contrast to the
parallel rise of modernist painting in Manet and his Impressionist followers—
with its emphasis on public life and experience, often mapped onto suburban
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landscape—could not be more striking. Listen, for instance, to Mallarmé in a
letter of 5 December 1566:

I don’t have to tell you how I suffer at home! I have but half of my apartment, and

do not live as if [ had my own room, all to myself, furnished with my own thoughts,
the window panes bulging with interior dreams like drawers of precious stones in an
expensive piece of furniture, like drapeties falling in familiar folds.”

Mallarmé’s semantic leap goes against the typical nineteenth-century belief
- that the inferior was a perfect physiognomic index of its inhabitant. In that
traditional - model, the mind maintains a position of priority to the traces and
signs it leaves of itself in the interior. Manet's Portrait of Zola is based largely on
this indexical belief systemn, allowing the attributes to signify metonymically
for the sitter (even if they do not necessarily add up). In contrast, Mallarmé
offers a mapping of interior space parallel to the processes of subjectification
- itself, making the room not only coterminous with mind, but with the process.
of self-understanding, as if coming into knowledge of the self is like entering a
room. Roger Pearson aptly remarked that in much of Mallarmé’s work, rooms
become “a symbol of our situation in the universe and the site of our own
consciousness.”® For Mallarmé, the dream-chamber (his “chambre meublée
de ma pensée”?) becomes a poetic space—born of the physical surroundings,
. but also psychically segregated from them—through which an inner sense of
self becomes mapped, and thus meaningful and knowable to itself. He thus'
fundamentally reversed the accepted hierarchy between selfhood and spatial
interior, establishing the latter as a key structuring device for the self.

These two models of the interior/finteriority bind are broadly applcable to
the two painters at hand: for Manet, exterior traces and attributes constitute
selfhood, while for Cézanne, the interior is interchangeable with the self.
Manet’s two-dimensionality and lack of space gave rise to the common
perception that it was too flat and neglectful of its sitter. In Cézanne’s model,
the room’s walls and architectural elements (doors, window frames, curtains)
materialize, frame and condition the creative exchange, which stands at the
center of the paintings. Cézanne thus took up the cudgel of the critics” attacks,
“correcting” Manet’s painting, Cézanne opened Manets dense pictorial
structure and turned it into persiflage. His paintings are thus in themselves a
form of art criticism.

Manet-Zola

A -specific portrait of a public figure proved. far different from Manet's usual -

depictions of modern metropolitan typologies.®® His Zola portrait equates
likeness almost entirely with context, and Zola, the individual writer, with

the typology of the modern art critic in general. Manet transformed even

the portrait of a specific and well-known writer like Zola into a typology
of the modern author, and not a study of a private self, suggesting that the
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individuated portrait was a definitional impossibility and portrait typologies
the only form of portraiture viable for modern art. He sought to re-engineer
our expectations towards the portrait and understand the individual in it
as first and foremost a social actor. That seems also why he felt compelled,
paradoxically, to name Zola fully in his title.

As a consequence, contemporary viewers of the Zola portrait expected
to receive information about the self on display that the painting did
not deliver, and much of the criticism directed at the portrait in 1868 is
invested in giving back individuated specificity to the type. Several major
concerns arose immediately from Manet’s peculiar netion of portraiture,
and these were voiced, expressly and repeatedly, by several Salon critics
and caricaturists. As the distinction between sitter and attributes grew less
significant, the traditional equation between the two became increasingly
incoherent. Manet's paintings (and the Zola portrait in particular) attracted
criticism more than other painters of his time, since his paintings took
the loss of individuality that marked modernization to be their central
theme.

Manet was often accused by his critics of treating everything he
transferred to canvas with a radical equality. His assertive refusal of
facial expression in his paintings, which marks the Zola portrait as well,
has been accused from the beginning as leveling the distinction (and
hierarchy) between portraiture and still life, subject and object, life and
death.®® The prominent caricaturist André Gill bemoaned the fact that
the viewer was hardly able to make out Zola’s figure in the generalized
darkness surrounding him, calling him “lost in his dark thoughts” (Figure
6.1).% Gjll thus compensated for Manet's refusal by giving the sitter the
very interior life the portrait itself seemed to disavow. Jean Quatrelles in
La Vie parisienne reattached Zola’s right foot—cut-off in Manet's portrait—
and let it inappropriately enter, in a gesture that seemed to fit the public’s
perception of “Zola,” Jules Lefebvre’s tantalizing Salon nude, Femme
couchée (Figure 6.2). Zola's gaze, unfocused before, now meets the object
of his desire. Quatrelles thus remade Manet’s expressionless depiction of
Zola to convey the sense of the author’s psycho-sexual urges, equating him
with the mischievous and sexually unequivocal persona that had made the
author of naturalist fiction and criticism a household name.

The critic B. de Renjarde, writing for Le Petit journal, put the same
sentiment--that Manet had somehow neglected to actually paint Zola, to
give him a viable presence and “life” —into the following words:

“"[Zola's] eyes fociis on nothing in particular, néither on thie book that our friend
holds in his hand, nor on the prints that decorate his apartment ... all the parts of

the painting have the same tonality and form a heavy ensemble, without truth,
without air, without “life” in a word. What we feel to be most negated in these works
therefore is truth and liveliness, which is to say, precisely those qualities that their
authors pretend to have instilled in them.®




6.1 AndréGill
[Louis Gosset de
Guines), “C'est
toi, Zola, ou
lauteur de Mes
Haines, perdu
dans ses idées
noires, ou le
meilleur portrait
du Salon, par
Manet,” in “Le
Salon pour rire,”

Gill revue 1 (1868) -
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Cesl o, Zol, ou Yauteur do Mes Huines, pordu dens ses ddes
noires, ou le meilliur yorfrail du Salon. par MANET,

This is 2 complex and unexpected assessment of what this portrait fails to deliver.
Tobe sure, Renjarde detects the loss of the sitter’s primacy in the non-hierarchical
arrangement of the picture’s elements. Follewing more traditional models of
what a portrait should deliver, he looked for signs of “life” and individuality
precisely in the wrong places and could not find such self-affirming and self-
establishing pictorial maneuvers in the portrayal of the sitter, where of course
they would be most expected. Rerjarde also concluded that the portrait’s failure

~depended not just on the fact that Zola seemed rather unfocused and lifeless, but™

also on the environment in which he had been placed, and on the way in which
that painted environment reinforced — perhaps even created — this impression,

" place a sitter into an interior as successfully as
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The primary relationship set up in Manet's Zola—the means to establish the
author’s self —is the one between sitter and the images/objects that surround
him. The accessories parade as unusual and programmatic additions to a
painted portrait and were placed under the critical microscope for that fact,
to 1o avail. Many critics simply gave up trying to make sense of the relation
between sitter and things, utterly refusing the idea that the accessories could
describe a type, and not offer exclusive access to Zola himself.

Bertall, in his caricature of the portrait for Le Journal amusant, acknowledged
Manet’s fascination with the flatness of Asian imagery and made the figure
disappear among a forest of unintelligible calligraphy (Figure 6.3). A cerfain
“Chassagnol neven,” in his caricature for Le Tintamarre, found it more important
to give Zola more concrete spatial parameters than to include accessories
(Figure 6.4). Both thereby declared final interpretive defeat. As did many other
crifics: “But why give such exaggerated import to the accessories?”* “The
arrangement of small scraps of paper is out of tine in the foreground because of
their shrill tonalities.”® “The numerous accessories, feathers, writing utensils,
dusty antiquarian books, Chinese imagery, all form but an utterly confusing
sense of space.”® Some critics even-commented directly on the painting’s lack
of space, as Ben Aymed did in L'Indépendance parisienne: “Jumble of brochures,
superimposed sketches, nick-kmack accessories ... [but] the capital fault is that
the background is without sufficient perspective.”

That none of these descriptions and criticisms can elucidate Cézanne's
Zola—-Alexis paintings is telling and suggests the length to which the painter
went to distance his work from Manet’s, even while explicitly referencing
it. In line with the critics” expectations, Cézanne remade Manet's painting
and returned individuality and intimacy to the portrait, thus confronting
Manet's modern portrait typology with the actual textures and practices of
Zola's intellectual life. It is curious to note, however, that Zola was among
the few who contradicted the tenor of the press and asked other painters t
' v ad done: “I challen
every other portraitist to place a figure into an interior with an equal
energy, and without the surrounding still-lifes encroaching on the head.”?

-, iR, #W&n;:mv m:;mﬂ. -

6.2 Jean
Quatrelles [Ermest
L'Epine], “LE
PORTRAIT

DE M. ZOLA,
par M. Manet,
destiné & illustrer
la chanson
populaire

*Ote donc tes
pieds d'lal" ” in
“La Foire aux
peintures—
deuxiéme série,”
La Vie parisienne
{30 May 1868)




MANET. — Portrait de Zola,

Ne poussez pas tant de : oh! 141
Devant ce portrait de Zola!

26471
A LA SCABIEUSE,
CABINET DE CHINOISERIES DE GRAND DEUIL
yisité par.un employé des pompes funébres, par M, Mangr, -

M.

64 Chassagnol neveu, “Manet.—Portrait de Zola. Ne poussez pas tant de: oh! 4!
Devant ce portrait de Zolal” in “Salon de Tintamarre,” Le Tintamarre (28 Jun. 1868)

6.3 Bertall [Albert d’Arnow], “A Ja scabieuse. Cabinet de chinoiserie de
grand deuil, visité par un employé des pompes funébres, par M. Manet,”
in “Promenades au Salon de 1868,” Journal amusant (6 Jun. 1868)
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(Cézanne, indeed, seems to have taken this statement as literally as possible,
creating two paintings that show the same sitter in an actual and, to him,
familiar interior. He also painted a black clock (at least in the second version)

“as one of the very few objects he allowed into the space, which now literally
overlaps with Zola's head. Yet, he manages nonetheless to make that contact
appear secondary to the intellectual exchange at the painting’s center.

Conclusion

Alexis went on in 1870 and 1871 to become a political correspondent and

feuilleton writer, along with Zola, for La Cloche and L’ Avenir nationale. Among

the other poems he published at that time, we find one published in L°Artiste

in 1870 aptly entitled “Les Excessives—a Emile Zola,” written at roughly the
_ time of the double portraits. Its key section, entitled “MOL" reads:

I am a modern man and I love flesh

Where blood circulates and life pulsates;
Red flesh, pink flesh, pale flash,

Flesh that withers or turns golden outside ...

It’s your exquisite sensual pleasure that T envy,

Your extraordinary dreams and your feverish passions.
Like you, magisterial violin of genius,

I am a sensitive and excitable mstru.ment »

The overtones of the Fleurs du mal are striking here, as is the insistence on
authorial presence (especially the subjective experiences of nerves and fevers)
and on authorial negation. Here, Cézanne’s choice of Alexis comes full circle:
he is the very author—and “Les Excessives” the poem he is perhaps sharing
with Zola in the paintings—who embodies within their circle the voice
insisting explicitly on the poetic potential of interiority, on the dream and
sensual passion as poetry’s primary material. Alexis, then, is in the paintings
as the embodiment of such literary fropes, guarantesing—at least to the

inaugurated few who saw Cézanne's images—the counter-Manetian thematic

of the intellectual exchange at their center.
To be sure, Manet shared much with Zola, aesthetically and ideologically.
“He is above all a Naturalist. His eye sees and renders objects with an elegant

simplicity,” Zola famously said about the painter, using the same stylistic .

marker he would use for his own writing.** It was therefore not all too difficult
a maneuver for Manet to annex Zola to his vision of social typology, because

~~in part Zola’s fiction lent itself to such readings of milieu-and type. But-as the -

preface to Thérése Raquin makes clear, the book was also divided so that “each
chapter is the study of a curious case of physiology,” invested in the deep
psychic structures that in turn generate the very exterior signs of selfhood that
were Manet's focus.* In this sense, both Manet and Cézanne could legitimately
establish their own Zola.
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Cézanne’s claims of understanding Zola better in his two Zola-Alexis
paintings, of making art closer to the author’s ideological principals, was
based, finally, on the following two interlocking claims: first, he created
paintings that emphasized proximity and intimate access to Zola’s thought
and inner circle. Secondly, he paralleled that biographical privilege with a
Zola-ian emphasis on psychic structures {(and made interior and interiority
interchangeable). In so doirig, Cézanne made two paintings that at the same
time exposed the utterly “public” character of Zola’s relation to Manet while

emphasizing his own private proximity to the author’s life and thought.
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