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When Edouard Manet finished his painting Le Dé&euner sur I’ herbe or Luncheon on the
Grass (Figure 1) in 1863, he submitted it to the annud exhibition in Paris. It was rejected, but
placed in the dternate public display, the Sdon des Refusés. This event was organized by the
artigts to alow the public to see and judge for itsdlf the works deemed to be of poor quality or
ingppropriate. The reaction to this painting by most of the public and the critics matched thet of the
jury. This controversy stimulated discusson and interest and helped further the new style of
impressionism by Manet and other artists of histime.

The painting was controversa for severd reasons. Most obvioudy the woman in the
painting is nude while the men stting near her are fully clothed. Although the public was
accustomed to paintings of nudes, they had never appeared in such a casud setting with other
charactersin modern dress. Also criticized was the harsh tone and brightness contrast of her pale,
peach skin to the rich dark background. A yellow-blue opposition has been manufactured between
the women and the blue blankets. Thereis no red to counter the greens from the foliage so they
seem to be lessimportant. Manet's critics attacked his technique, complaining of the visble
brushstrokes and “flat”, non-shaded appearance of the nude s skin. The painting is quite large, 208
X 264 cm, so while the large brushstrokes are not visible on smdl reproductions they are quite
obviousin the actud painting. The impressonist style was new and Manet was criticized for the
loose “unfinished” qudity of the painting.

As part of hisartistic training, Manet copied many famous works and exposure to these
images influenced his future paintings. The arrangement of the figuresin Le D& euner sur |’ herbe
was borrowed from afamous engraving The Judgment of Paris by Ramondi after awork by

Raphad (Figure 2). In that image three naked figures are seen lounging next to asmdl sream in



the lower right corner of the frame. Manet has taken the figures out of context and dropped them in
anew stuation and skillfully reframed the scene with these three characters. The characters pose
and line of Sght remains the same. The fact that none of the individuas are looking at each other
dlowsthe viewer to interpret the scenein severd different ways. The addition of afourth

character, the women bathing in the pool behind the picnickers, suggests a foursome, or “partie
carrée’, which was a popular topic of other illugtrations of the time (Figure 4). He was dso
influenced by the style of the old masters and remarked to afriend that he would include anude in
the painting just to please the judges by suggesting his work was Smilar to the old masters.

Throughout the years, gppreciation of Manet’s painting increased, leading many artists to
fdl into the cliché “Imitation is the Sncerest form of flattery”. Just two years after Manet
completed Le Dgeuner sur |” herbe, Claude Monet creating a painting with the sametitle (Figure
5). Thisverson shares the theme of a picnic set anongst the trees and the figure in the lower right
isinagmilar pose; however, Monet’s image was more socialy acceptable to the public audience.
The painting emphasizes the beautiful play of sunlight on the leaves, and shows alarger group of
fully clothed people whose gazes suggest that they are exchanging plessantries.

Picasso aso produced a number of images based on Manet’ s painting (Figure 6) and
explored the different possible interpretations of the relationships between the characters. Inthe
cubigt style of Picasso’s paintings we do not have the sense of depth in the scene, and it ismore
difficult to extract the characters from the foliage background. The sghtlines of the figures are not
as three-dimensiond alowing us to invent communication between the characters. In Picaso’'s
work, the contrast of the skin to the background is emphasized, as well asthe naturd curvature of
the women' s bodies versus the angular shapes of the men. The unredistic blueness of the nude's

skin suggests shadows and night.



Severd recregtions of the scene have been photographed. The nudity of the woman would
be much more apparent in a photograph, so to avoid additiona exposure, the woman is either
clothed or her arm is carefully re-positioned. In the image “Esther and Her Manet Men” the facid
expressions and sight lines have been adjusted to tell a different story (Figure 7). The clothing and
hairstylesin Bow Wow Wow' s album cover emphasizes the dress of the 80's (Figure 8). Direct
comparison between the origind and the photographs reved inconsstencies in the exact placement
of objects that can leave the image less baanced. The addition of afifth character in the boat
(presumably he is amember of the band) makes the right sSide of the image heavier. Usudly in
western artwork the left Side contains more visua information to counteract the influence of our
reading both text and images in aleft to right manner. Unlike the origind painting, the green of the
foliage is contrasted with the bright red pants of the figure on the lower right and the dark pink of
the boat, distracting us from the nude character.

The work has dso been imitated in modern illugtrations gppearing in comic books and
magazines. Reframing the scene within the vertica format of this media destroys the careful
framing of the subject, requiring amore distant viewing of the main subjects but saves room for the
titteswithin thefoliage. The framing for the work Mrs. Manet Entertainsin the Garden, is
awkward; the pogition of the fruit basket is shifted downwards |leaving an empty space on the lower
right of the image (Figure 3). The nude is no longer the centrd focus of the painting. Therole
reversa in this modern work is evidence that society is il sengtive to gender issuesraised in

Manet's painting.
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Figure 2 Judgment of Paris, Ramondi/Raphadl Figure 3 Mrs. Manet Entertainsin
the Garden Sdly Swain 1988



Figure 7 Esther and her Manet Men, Radio Times Figure 8 Bow Wow Wow album cover



