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r•1iCHEL FOUCAULT: 
MANET M··JD THE BIRTH OF THE VIEWER 

While Michel Foucault was in Tunis delivering his conference 

on Manet in  1971, he was given the post of Professor at the 

College de France, Paris, the pi nnacle of the un iversity's 

h ierarchy, three months before founding the Groupe 

d ' l nformation sur les Prisons (G. I .P.l . Paradoxically, this 

academic d istinction inaugurated the most mil itant period 

in the French philosopher's life, br inging h im into l ine with 

the theoret ical  activist of yesterday, Jean-Paul Sartre, 

and the Maoists of the newspaper La Cause du Peuple. 

Moreover, this short return to Tunis was not anodyne 

for Foucault. I t  was effectively in  Tunisia, where he had 

a rrived i n  September 1966 to take up a chair as Professor 

of Philosophy, that he encountered political act ivism for 

the first time, f ind ing himse lf at the centre of a series 

of resistance demonstrations against the authoritarian 

regime of President Bourgu iba .  Even if he  was, by force 

of c ircumstances, outside France during the events of 

May 1968, it was during these three Tunisian years that 

he  d iscovered the world of the m i litant wh ich would occupy 

such an important place in h is  l i fe over the followi n g  years. 

At the same time, the expatriated ph ilosopher deepened 

h is interest in art, notably when he drew up a course on the 

q . 
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evolut ion of painting from the Renaissance to Manet. This 

project constituted a recurring and lasting obsession for 

him: shortly after h is departure from Paris, Foucau lt had 

signed a contract with a Parisian editor for a book which he 

had established as 'Le Nair et la surface' ('The Black and 

the Surface') - a work which he would never write. Much 

later, shortly before h is death , he wrote a fi nal text on this 

subject, published in the newspaper Le Monde under the 

flaubertian pseudonym of 'Ju lien L.:hopital'. 

Meanwhile ,  the ph i losopher's main  activity in Tunisia 

would be the writi ng of L'archeologie du savoir [The 

Archaeology of Knowledge). in which he redefined his work 

as that of a 'genealog ist', and where he tried a strategic 

rapprochement with a group of French historians in 

decid ing to d isengage h imself from the structuralism 

which had up until then formed the melting pot of h is  

thought, and which he now perceived as a l imit  and an 

embarrassing reference. From the publication of  this book 

in  1969, which constituted a sort of general methodology, 

it is possible to speak of a 'genealogical turning point' in  

Foucault :  'The genea logist,' he wrote, ' is a diagnostician 

who examines the relations between power, knowledge 

and the body in modern society.'1 It is well known that, 

contrary to the tradit ional h istorian, Foucault did not 

attach h imself to institutions [the clinic, the prison ... ) nor 

to ideologies (sexuality, the law .. .  ) .  but to specific relations 

between knowledge and power which, in any given epoch ,  

produce these institut ions as much as statements: it i s  

the not ion of  'd iscourse· which,  from L'archeologie du  savoir 

11n Hubert Dreyfus & Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: un parcours philosophique, 
Paris 1984, p.157. 



onwards, came to substitute i n  his thought the concepts of 

'episteme' and of 'structure· which took their theoretical 

armature from the earlier works. 

Already, with Histoire de Ia folie (History of Madness), 

Foucault had resisted the urge to write a book on 

psychiatry. Psychiatry speaks of madness, he says, but 

madness does not speak, it characterises itself precisely 

by its 'absence of oeuvres', by its apparent silence. ' I did 

not want to write the h istory of this Language, ' he wrote, 

' but the archaeology of silence.'2 He concerned h imself 

therefore Less with th is or that social object than with 

what happened between and to them - because 'power is 

a relationship , it is not a thing.'3 Apart from aligning himself 

with the minor, ind ividuals and with repressed groups, it is 

this passion for modelli ng - p hilosoph ical operations which 

make a pparent, precisely, the space which exists between 

social and d iscursive groups - wh ich doubtless represents 

the most tangible common ground between Foucault and 

the great French philosophers of this generation : Gi lles 

Deleuze redefined the world in terms of flows and gaps 

between mechanisms; Jean- Fran<;ois Lyotard described it 

in the form of a system of connections and of 'differentials' 

between various conduits of energy; and Jacques Derrida 

explored the interval between the oral and the written, 

the sign and the trace. Always the space between things, 

rather than things in  terms of singular objects, the event 

rather than the monument. For this generation, thought 

is before everyth ing else the creator of a geometry -

such is the nature of their debt to structuralism. Deleuze 

2 Michel Foucault, Histoire de Ia folie a l'age classique, Paris 1972, p.ll. Published 
in English as Michel Foucault, History of Madness, trans. Jonathan Murphy and 
Jean Khalfa, Abingdon 2006. 

3 Foucault cited by Franc;:ois Dosse, Histoire du structuralisme, vol.2, Paris 1992, 
p.315. Published in English as Fran1=ois Dosse, History of Structuralism: The 
Sign Sets. 1967-Present, trans. Deborah Glassman, Minneapolis 1998. 
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summarizes the Foucaldian method as follows: 'Not taking 

a position, but following and disentangling lines',4 that is 

to say studying historical phenomena, everything but the 

present, before finally extracting the visibilities and the 

utterances. In  the wake of Nietzsche, the other major 

influence, these phi losophers shared a postulate which 

existed not at the orig in ,  nor in the sense of an a priori, but 

from heterogeneous plateaux which acted as interpretation .  

Foucault's thought thereby affirms itself l ike genealogical 

work, exploring the mult i ple strata of human d iscourse as 

it d istributes itself in  the most d iverse spaces and objects, 

and of which the 'depth' is never to be found. 

In th is way one could say that beyond a certain predi lection 

for art [he often repeated that art was the only type of study 

which he took real pleasure in writing about), Foucault 

seized the subject in the same way as all the others that 

he could have tackled: in a transversal manner. The trigger 

for h is reflection is a lways the position and function of 

this or that artistic event with in a given h istoric grouping. 

Such is the bedrock of his passion for Manet,  but also of 

what he felt for Rene Magritte or Paul Klee, who became 

objects of long cr it ical texts, not to mention the mag isterial 

description of Diego Velazquez's Las Meninas c .1656 that 

opens Les mots et les choses [The Order of Things)- which ,  

as we wi l l  see, is not without rapport with Manet. 

The interest Foucault sustained for the painter of Luncheon 

on the Grass [D1§jeuner sur l'herbe) 1863 came f irst of all from 

the fact that Manet proved h imself a founder of d iscursivity, 

'Gilles Deleuze, Pourpar/ers, Paris 1990, p.119. 
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that he instituted a ' discursive field', in the same way as 

the works of Darwi n ,  Button, Marx or Freud. The famous 

conference on 'The Death of t he Author', announced in 1969, 
applied at the same time a radical distinction between the 

proper noun and that which Foucau lt called the 'author 

function', a system which stamps discourses and in so 

doing distributes rules among them, in a given society, 

in the space of knowledge. Thus M ichel Foucault did not 

approach Manet as though he were an individual whose life 

it was a matter of studying like a collection of anecdotes- to 

such an extent that he did not even mention h is  first name, 

Edouard, throughout h is  conference: instead ,  he seemed 

to describe an intensity, an  electric field, an  event named 

Manet which unfolds in pictorial Language, reminding h is  

audience that  he is  in  no sense a specialist in  history of 

art. ['What does it matter who speaks?'  runs the formula 

of Samuel Beckett]. More generally, Foucault is less 

interested by what the image says than by what it produces 

-the behaviour that it generates, and what it leaves barely 

seen among the social machinery in which it distributes 

bodies, spaces and utterances. Representation? It forms 

an integral part of processes of social differentiation ,  of 

exclusion, assimilation and  control. Foucault tries hard to 

articulate the implicit and invisible strategies that confine 

pai nting ,  to render visible what it shows, but equally what 

i t  conceals. 

With Manet, Foucault finds h imself confronted with one of 

these figures of rupture, of historical break ,  who forms 

the point of departure of a ll these works: with regard to 



the h istory of madness, penal incarceration or sexuality. 

Foucau lt begins by locating  the t ipping points in the field 

of knowledge; by identify ing,  with the clinical precis ion  

which characterises i t ,  these moments where discourse 

splits up i nto a 'before· and an 'after·. What is the event 

which i naugurates modern paint ing? For Foucau lt it is 

clearly Mane!. Why? Because he explodes the discourse 

on which western painting 1s founded, a knowledge which 

he makes appear suddenly, 'at the very interior of what was 

represented in the picture, these properties, these qualities 

or these material limitations of the canvas wh:ch painting, 

which the pictorial tradition, had up until then made it its 
mission in some way to sidestep and to mask.'51f Foucau lt"s 

aim consists of i lluminating the unthought-of in i nstitutions 

and practices, that of Manet lies in the reinvention of 

painti ng  starting from its materiality, which has been 

carefully concealed by the ideological device put i n  place 

since the quattrocento, based on monocular perspective 

and the illusion of the veduta. The space of the canvas, the 

l ighting ,  the position of the v1ewer: the three levers by which 

Manet makes classical painting fly off its h inges. 

This rupture would not have been possible without the 

equ ivalent transformatio n ,  in  a rad ical  manner, of the 

pact which l inks the pa i n ted image to the real ity that 

insp ires it. I t  is the status of the referent which exp lodes 

with Manet, as is the case i n  the same era i n  the n ovels 

of Gustave Flaubert ,  another last ing fasc inat ion for 

Foucault .  Hau bert is to the l ibrary what Manet is to 

the museum,'  he  aff irms. 'They write, they paint in an 

5 See p.30 o f  this book 
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essential ra pport with what makes them paint, with what 

makes them write - or rather  with what i n  pa int ing and 

in wri ting rema ins fundamentally ope n .  Th eir art bu ilds 

itself there ,  where the a rch ive is formed.'6 I n  other words, 

Manet's pa i nting refers to pa int ing and im itates noth ing 

but i tself. The i ntroduction of the  theme of the arch ive, 

a concept which plays a crucial role in the foucald i an  

method,  sounds h ere l ike an identification mark :  th is 

inf in i te 'murmur· - almost Borgesian - by which he 

identif ies the pa i nter, is equally that wh ich  he evo lves 

himself , and h i s  manner  of descr ib ing th is  'oeuvre 

wh ich extends i tself into the space of existing [pictures]' 

reca lls the subject which const itutes h is own writ ings :  

the space of d i scourse. In  th is ,  Foucault clea rly p laces 

himself alongside Stephane Mallarme, who thought that 

the world was made to culminate in a book; with Pa u l  

Valery, for whom the h i story of l iterature could have been 

seen to be written without a s ingle proper noun be ing 

pronounced ;  or even with Andre Ma lraux, whose theses 

on the ' I mag inary Museum· had so deeply marked the 

in te l lectual l i fe  of  h is  t imes,  by affirming the autonomy 

and the transcendence of the h i story of art. 

The first audacity of Manet ,  according to Foucault ,  consisted 

of making a witness out of the viewer by showing him that 

the f igures direct their gaze toward a bl ind spot, outside 

of the canvas. Analysing the celebrated The Balcony (Le 

Balcon]1868-9, he insists on the fact that the three figures 

are looking at something that the viewer cannot see. 'We, 

we see noth ing . .  . ' With A Bar at the Folies-Bergere [Un bar 

�Michel Foi.!cault, 'Sans titre', postface to Flaubert in Dits et ecrits, vol.1, 
Paris. 2001, p.321. 
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aux Folies-Bergere] 1881-2, Foucau lt ref i nes and extends 

his reason ing: the m i rror's reflection is  unfa i thful; there 

is d istort ion between what is represented in the mirror 

and what should be shown there .  The pa i nter is  at once 

here and there, his point of v iew is at once descending 

and ascending; as for us ,  we can neither place ourselves 

nor determine where the painter is placed.  With A Bar at 

the Folies-Bergere, the v iewer has no assi g ned position -

nowhere i n  reality could a gaze perce ive th is  d isposition 

of f i gures and their reflect ion ,  convinc ing  thoug h  it is at 

f i rst g lance, which depicts a waitress at a bar in  front of 

her customer. With Manet ,  pa in t ing  bruta lly ceases to be 

a normative space wh ich  assi gns  to the author and viewer 

the i r  respective places i n  the service of a general  idea 

and freezes the ir  status,  and becomes a space i n  relation 

to which the viewer must place h imself, reminded of his 

mob i l i ty and h is ontolog ical  d is incl inat ion before a flat 

object ,  deprived of depth, which the l i ght  strikes in  full 

shot - espec ia l ly that which i l luminates Olympia 1863. 

Thus ,  what vouches for Manet"s pa inti n g  is the defin ite 

bi rth of an ind iv idual exi led from his certaint ies regarding 

h is  place i n  the world , and plunged violently i nto a u n iverse 

where the m irror, the pictorial surface and physical 

real ity see themselves from now on div ided to form three 

d ist inct real i t ies .  Manet thus i nvents the "p icture-object" , 

the p ictu re as pure materiality, a s imple coloured surface 

which comes to clarify a l ight  whose unreality is  such 

that the v iewer is commanded to posit ion h imself as an 

au tonomous subject, lacking the poss ib le means by which 

to identify h imself or to project h imself i nto the artwork he 



confronts. Through this device. Manet invents the figure of 

the modern viewer, questioned by a pictorial object which 

renders him conscious of his p resence and of h is position 

with i n  a much larger system. The path he inaugurates will 

lead to the famous formula of Marcel Duchamp: 'It is the 

viewers who make the pictures. '  

In  the text - written partly in Tun is ia - of a conference g iven 

to the Circle of Arch itectural Studies in Paris in  March 1967, 

Foucault developed the notion of 'heterotopia', in which we 

can, in l ight of the Tunis conference, perceive the painting 

he must have studied ,  and which had obvious value in the 

echo it produced with Maners pai nti ngs.7 Heterotopia, which 

represents, Foucault writes, a constant among all human 

groups, can be defined as an ·anti-location'. It consists of 

an ensemble of 'places outside of all places, even though 

they are at the same time effectively localizable'. He  thus 

imagines describing and establish ing the typology of these 

other spaces. even evoking a possible 'heteropology' which 

would be the 'challenge at once mythical and real of the 

space in which we live·.s Contrary to utopia, which maintains 

an analogical rapport with the reality i t  surrounds, this 

heterotopian place is one of separation . The list Foucault 

makes only gathers together the dissimilar spaces of the 

cemetery, the b rothel, the sail ing ship on the ocean ,  the 

psychiatric clinic, the festival. the honeymoon,  sacred 

places ... In a strange coincidence, these spaces (those of 

sexuality, of madness and of the sacred] correspond to 

those stud ied by another great commentator on Manet, 

Georges Bataille, inventor of 'heterology', defined as the 

. ,  Michel Foucault, ·oes Espaces Autres', conference given to the Circle of 
Architectural Studies, 14 March 1967 in Ofts et ecrits. vol.2, Paris 2001, p.1571. 

'Ibid, p.1575. 
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science of the radica lly other, of waste, of scrap material 

or the immaterial, of the shapeless . . .  One could go as far as 

to say that the pa inter of Olympia constitutes the invisible 

stitch between these two major twentieth-century th inkers, 

for whom the theoretical preconceptions are numerous .  

Smce the  adjective 'shapeless· is , accord ing to  Bataille, 'a 

term which serves to declassify, demanding generally that 

every object has its form·, i t  is one which devotes i tself to 

the study of that which escapes form. one could say, to the 

order of discourse.9 It would seem ,  however, that Foucau lt 

was largely help ing h imself to Batai lle's Manet i n  order 

to prop up his own intu itions.10 Thus this 's inking of the 

subject' percepti b le in  Manet's pictorial practice, f i nds 

equal  support in  A Bar at  the Folies-Bergeres, described 

as a ' bewitch ing of the l ight which reflects the game onto 

a mi rror of vast d imensions' ,  a mirror before which the 

real crowd 'is but a reflect ion in  its magical l ight ' .1'' The 

crucial  role of l ight ,  si lence, f igures reduced to the level of 

th ings, d ivergence of gazes, the strangu lation of d iscourse:  

Bataille signposted the ground shared by Foucau lt .  This 

does not hide,  however, the author's debt to La litterature et 

le mal [Literature and Evil]: i n  1963, Foucault had contributed 

to the homage paid to Batai lle by the review Critique, with a 

long text on the experience of transgress ion ,  in which he 

insists on the Bataillean f igure of the 'd isgusted eye'.12 Four 

years later, in  response to a question about his 'sp i ri tual  

masters·, he  spoke of h is 'passion· for Batai lle, and of the 

pla in  'i nterest' that he fuelled for Georges Dumezil or 

C laude Levi-Strauss, so that one might believe Bata i l le 

was even more decisive in h i s  p h i losophical tra in ing .13 Is i t  

9 Georges Bataille, Le dictior;naire critique, Orleans 1993, p.33. L'ordre du 
discours (The Order of Discourse) is the title of Foucault's 1971 publication, 
which sets out his influential theories of discourse. 

·r· Georges Bataille, Manet, Geneva 1983_ The text was first published Jn 1955. 
" ibid, p.88. 
::1 'Michel Foucault. 'PrE!face ala transgression', in Dits et echts, vol.1. Paris 

2001' p.261. 
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not possible that one even detects i n  Foucault, in numerous 

places, some echoes of Bataille's style of thought? Bataille 

writes: 'The whole of Olympia distinguishes itself as the 

evil of a crime or as a spectacle of death . . .  Everything in  

i t  is sliding towards an ind ifference to beauty."14 Or aga i n :  

'The bourgeoisie could not a t  f i rst admit that t he  world 

had red uced itself to what it was and that only a single, 

wordless man remained .'15 In the last pages of Les mots et 

les chases (The Order of Things). one can read these l ines: 

the figure of ma n ,  recently appearing,  had 'the effect of a 

change in the fundamental arrangements of knowledge. 

[. . .  ] If these arrangements were to d isappear just as 

they had appeared ,  [ . . .  ) one could certa i n ly bet that man 

would d isappear. l ike a face in the sand at the edge of the 

sea."16 

A specific object l ink ing Manet, Bataille and Foucault is 

none other than the mirror, 'place without place', which 

the latter situates, very sign ifica ntly, between utopia and 

heterotopia ,  and defines as a composite of both:  ' I t  is from 

the mirror that I find myself absent from the p lace where I 

am ,' he writes, 'as long  as I see myself there.'17 Such is the 

d iscrete yet decisive role of paint ing in the theoretical work 

of Foucault: absolute heterotop ia ,  a one-way mirror in which 

the mastery of man is effaced in h is real life. it constitutes 

a sufficiently deep rupture i n  western d iscourse to h ave 

inf lected the theoretical elaboration of Michel Foucault on 

space and time, serving as a grid for our modes of th inking 

and behaviour. This rupture produces a long silence; it is 

from this silence that the archaeologist is made. 

1 3  Michel Foucault, 'Qui etes-vous, professeur Foucault', i n  Dits e t  t:krits, vol.l, 
Paris 2001, p.642. 

14 Batallle, O rleans 1993, p.69 . 
. , Ibid, p.72. 
16 Michel Foucault, Les mots et /es chases, Paris 1990, p.39B. Published In 

English as Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, Abingdon 2001. 

" Dits et ecrits, voLZ. Paris 2001. p.1575. 
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This lecture on th irteen pai nt ings by Edouard Manet does 

not p resent the kinds of complex theoretical issues which 

confront a translator of Foucau lt 's major works. such 

as The Order of Things or Discipline and Punish, works 

deeply rooted in  a French phenomenological tradit ion and 

the specialized rhetoric of a very elitist educat ion.  The 

open ing  of the lecture was not the only time that Foucault 

emphasised h is  lack of tra i n i ng  as an art h istor ian  and the 

argument h ere rests f irmly on a formal  analysis. This being 

so, g reat c a re has to be taken to render the precis ion of 

the ekph rasis ,  the observat ions of deta i l  and the th ing often 

overlooked. It should be obvious that th is is a transcription 

of a record ing of a lecture and this in itself presents 

some styl ist ic oddit ies wh ich cannot read i ly be removed 

without producing a wholesale rewrite of the text. Spoken 

sentences tend to be longer than those of a text intended 

for publication and I have frequently followed the French 

transcription in  using semi-colons in  order to try to c larify 

long passages.  One cur ious habit  is the repetit ion of nouns.  

Here aga i n ,  i t  i s  tempt ing to remove them, but  that would 

be to impose a personal style and mask what must have 

been a very idiosyncratic and forceful  lectur ing style. 



' ; . :�· . ·;; ' . . . .: : ; ' . 

Perhaps the greatest d ifficulty of this text for the translator 

[and the reader] is to try to imagine exactly what Foucault 

is referring to when he points out details of the works 

under discussion. Where this seems unambiguous, I have 

supplied the information in  square brackets. Sometimes, 

however, it is not possible to be certain and in  these cases 

I have left readers to decide for themselves. I t  is only by 

chance that this lecture a lone survives as a recording from 

a series on Manet delivered variously at M i lan ,  New York 

State, Tokyo, Florence and Tunis between 1967 and 1971 
and so caution must be exercised in bu i ld ing arguments 

about Foucau lt's broader thought from what must remain 

an intr i gu i ng fragment .  

2J 
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I would l ike to beg in r ight  away by excus ing  myself because 

I am a l it tle t ired. I t  seems that what I have done, du r i ng  

the two years that I have been  here, i s  to  spread myself so 

th in ly that I no longer have a spare m inute when I am back 

in  Tun is ;  the day is spent i n  conversat ions,  d iscussions ,  

questions, object ions, answers and such l i ke, and so I've 

arrived here late in the day a lmost exhausted.' Anyhow, I 

would ask you to forg ive my lapses, my m istakes, perhaps 

even the l impness of my exposit ion .  

I would a lso l ike to excuse myself for talk ing about Ma net 

because,  of course, I am not a Manet specia l ist ;  nor am I a 

pa in t i ng  specia l ist , so it is as a Layman that I wou ld speak 

to you about Manet .  What I would L ike to convey to you 

broadly is th is :  I have no i ntent ion whatsoever of speak i ng  

t o  you  i n  genera l  about Mane!; I w i l l  be present ing t o  you ,  

I believe, no more than about t e n  or  twelve canvases by 

th is  pa inter wh ich I would l ike,  i f  not to ana lyse, at Least to 

explicate in certa in a reas. I wi l l  not be speak ing in  general 

about Mane! ,  not even about the aspects which are most 

important or Least known in Manet"s painti ng .  

1 Foucault gave these lectures o n  Tuesday evenings. 
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Manet always appears in the history of art, in the history 

of n ineteenth-century painting, as someone, of course, 

who modified the techniques and the modes of p ictorial 

representation ,  i n  such a way that he made possib le this 

movement of I mpressionism which occupied the forefront 

of the history of a rt scene d uri ng  almost all of the second 

half of the ni neteenth century. I t  is true that Manet is 

really in effect the precursor of Impressionism , it i s  really 

he who made I mpressionism possible; but it is not this 

aspect of Manet with which I am concerned. It seems to 

me that Manet in  effect did something else, that perhaps 

what he did was something even more than s imply making 

Impressionism possible. I t  seems to me that, beyond 

even Impressionism, what Manet made possible was 

all the paint ing after I mpressionism, is all  the paint ing 

of the twentieth century, is all the paint ing from which ,  

in  fact, contemporary art developed. Th is deep rupture 

or th is rupture i n  depth which Manet brought about ,  is 

without doubt something slightly more diff icult to situate 

than the set of modif ications which made Impressionism 

possible.2 

Those th ings wh ich in Manet's pa int ing made 

Impressionism poss ib le, as you will  be aware, a re 

relatively well known: new techn iques of colour, the  use 

of colou rs i f  not pure then at Least relatively pure, the 

use of certain forms of L ight ing and Luminosity which had 

not been fu lly recognised i n  earlier paint i ng ,  etc. On the 

other hand,  the modif icat ions which made possible, beyond 

Impressionism, in  a way over Impressionism, the painting 

2 The concept of rupture in art and artistic practice was an important 
one for Foucault and a number of his contemporaries, especially in 
Philippe Sollers's arts journal Tel Duel, to which Foucault himself 
contributed. See, for example, Marcelin Pleynet, 'Les Problemes de 
l'Avant-Garde,' Tel Que/, Spring 1966, p. 81. 
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which was to come afterwards. these modif ications are. I 

bel ieve . more difficult to recognise and to situate. I believe 

that these modifications can even be summarised and 

characterised with one word: Manet in effect is  one who for 

the first t ime, i t  seems to me, i n  western art, at least s ince 

the Renaissance, at least since the quattrocento. allows 

h imself to use and in a way to play with ,  at the very interior 

of his pa intings, even at the interior of what they represent, 

the material properties of the space on which he paints. 

This is more clearly what I want to say: since the fifteenth 

century, s i nce the quattrocento, it was a tradition in 

western painting to try to make the viewer forget. to 

try to mask and  s idestep the  fact that paint ing was put 

down or i nscribed on a certa in fragment of space wh ich 

could be a wall ,  in the  case of fresco, or a panel of wood. 

or again a canvas or  eventual ly even a piece of paper; 

to make the viewer forget, therefore, that the paint ing 

rests on th is more or  less rectangular  surface and  i n  

two d imensions, a n d  su bstitutes for this material space 

on wh ich  the pa int ing rests a rep resented space wh ich 

denies, in  a sense, the  space on which it is  painted; and 

it is in th is way that paint ing, since the quattrocento, has 

tried to represent three d i mensions even wh i le it rests 

on a plan of two d imensions. I t  is paint ing  which not on ly 

represents the three d imensions ,  but privileges, i n  every 

poss ib le  way, great obl ique lines and sp i rals in order 

to mask and negate the fact that  the painting was still 

inscribed ins ide a square or a rectangle of stra ight l ines 

cut  at r ight angles .  

2Y 
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Paint ing has tried equally to represent an interior light ing  

in  the canvas or even a l ighting exterior to the canvas, 

coming from the back or from the right or left, in a manner  

wh ich  den ies and s idesteps the fact that the  paint ing 

rests on a rectangular surface, really l i t  by a real l ight 

source, wh ich evidently varies however with the p ic ture's 

placement and with the dayl ight .  It must a lso deny that the 

p icture was a p iece of  space in front of which the  viewer 

could be d isp laced, around which the viewer could turn, 

so that consequently he can grasp an angle or  eventually 

g rasp the two sides and that  is why paint ing ,  si nce the 

quattrocento, has fixed a certa in i deal place, from which 

and o n ly from which, one can and must see the picture;3 

so that, i f  you like, th is materiality of the p icture,  this level, 

rectangular surface, rea lly lit by a part icular l ight outside 

of i tself, al l  of this was masked and s idestepped by what 

was rep resented in  the p icture itself; and the picture had 

represented a deep space lit by a lateral sun that one was 

seeing like a spectacle from an ideal p lace. 

There, if you l ike, is the game of sidestepping, of hid ing ,  of 

i l lusion or el is ion which painting had practised since the 

quattrocento. What Manet d id [ it is in any case one of the 

important aspects, I believe, of the changes contributed 

by Mane! to western painting] was to make reappear, in 

a way, at the very interior of what was represented in the 

picture, these properties, these qualit ies or these material 

limitations of the canvas which painting, which the pictorial 

tradit ion, had up until then made i t  its mission in  some way 

to sidestep and to mask. 

'I have translated 'saisir' into 'grasp' here, the French verb 
also containing the double sense of a physical hold and an 
understanding. This notion of 'fixing' the viewer's position and the 
interest in works that appear to question this tradition recalls 
Foucault's well-known analysis of Velazquez's Las Meninas at the 
beginning of The Order of Things (1966]. 



The rectangular su rface, the large verti ca l  and horizonta l 

axes, the real l ighting of the canvas, the possi b i lity for the 

viewer of looking i n  one way or anothe r, al l  of this is present 

in Maners p ictures, and given back, restored in Maners 

p ictures. And Manet reinvents [or perhaps he invents! the 

picture-object, the picture as materiality, the p icture as 

something coloured which clarifies an external light and 

in front of  wh ich ,  or about which, the viewer revolves. 

This invention of the p icture-object, th is reinsertion of the 

materiality of  the canvas i n  that  which is represented, this I 

bel ieve is at the heart of the great change wrought by Manet 

to paint i ng  and it is in this sense that one could say that 

Manet really turned upside-down, beyond what could have 

foreshadowed Impressionism, all that was fundamental in 

western paint ing  since the quattrocento. 

So it is this which I would now like to show you by way of 

the facts, that is to say in the pictures themselves, and I 

will take a series of p ictures, a dozen canvases wh ich  I 

will try to analyse a little with you ;  and if you wish, for the 

convenience of the exh ibit ion, I will arrange them under 

three rubrics: firstly, the manner in which Manet treated 

the very space of the canvas, how he played with the 

material properties of the canvas, the superficia l ity, the 

height, the width ,  how he played with the spatial properties 

of the canvas in what he represented on this canvas. That 

wi ll be the first group of pictures that I will study; next, in 

a second group, I will try to show you how Manet treated 

the problem of l ight ing,  how in  t hese pictures he used not 

a represented light wh ich lit the interior of the picture, but 



how he used real external l ight. Thirdly, how he also played 

with the place of the viewer in relation to the p icture; and 

for this th ird po int ,  I will not study a group of pictures, but  

a s ingle one which,  moreover, no doubt typifies Manet's 

oeuvre, which is, moreover, one of the last and one of the 

most d isrupt ive Manets, A Bar at  the Folies-Bergere. 



\ . .  THE SPA,CE� OF T�E 

So, if you wi l l ,  the first group of problems and the f i rst 

group of canvases: how is it that Manet represented space? 

At this point we are going to move to the slides, so we must 

turn out the l ights. 

Music ln the Tuileries (1862) 
Here you have one of the first canvases painted by Manet, 

a canvas still very classical; you know that Manet had an 

entirely classical tra in ing :  he  worked in the conformist 

studios of the period , relatively conformist, he  worked 

with [Thomas] Couture and he mastered and possessed 

the whole of the great pi ctorial tradition; and in th is canvas 

-it dates from 1861-62- one can say that Manet still uses 

all the traditions that he had learned in the studios where 

he studied.4 

Already a number of thi ngs must simply be signalled: you 

see the privilege that Manet accords to the great vertical 

lines which are represented by the trees. And you see that 

Manefs canvas organises itself according to, at the back, 

two large axes: a horizontal axis which is signalled by the 

last l ine of the f igures· heads and then the large vertical 

4Thomas Couture [1815-791. history and genre painter, tutor to 
Manet for six years. 
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axes,  wh ich a re i nd icated here with , as though to repeat 

them or rather as if to emphasise them, this small tr iangle 

of l ight from which al l  the l ight which i lluminates the front 

of the scene spills out. The viewer or the painter sees th is 

scene very superficia lly from an  aer ial  viewpoint, in the 

same way that one can see a little of what happens behind,  

but one does not see it very well - there is not much depth, 

the figures i n  front are i n  a way masking a lmost completely 

what happens behind,  from which derives this effect of 

a frieze. The figures form a sort of flat frieze here, and 

the verticality extends this frieze effect with a relatively 

shortened depth. 

The Masked Ball at the Opera !1873-4! 
So now, ten years later, Manet comes to paint a picture 

which is  i n  a sense the same and which is like another 

version of this same picture, that is  'An Evening at the 

Opera', sorry, The Ball at the Opera.ln a sense, it is the same 

p icture you see: the same types of f igure, men i n  outfits 

with top hats, some femin ine f igures with l ight dresses, 

but you see that, already, the whole spatial balance is 

modi f ied .  The space has been f i l led, closed from behind; 

the depth which I was telli ng you was not very marked in 

the preceding p icture but which existed nonetheless, this 

depth, it is now dosed, it is closed by a th ick wall; and 

as though to signal dearly that there is a wall and that 

there is nothing to see behind.  You note these two vertica l 

p i llars and this enormous vertical bar here which frames 

the p icture, which in a way doubles inside the picture 

the vertical and the horizontal of the canvas. This large 
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rectangle of the canvas, you fin d  it repeated i nside and  it 

closes the depth of the picture, preventing, consequently, 

the effect of d epth .  

Not only i s  t h e  effect o f  depth effaced, but t h e  distance 

between the edge of the picture and the back is relatively 

short such that a l l  the fig u res find themselves projected 

forward; far from there being depth , you have on the 

contrary a sort of phenomenon of relief; the advancing 

f igures and the black of the costumes,  equally of the 

dresses, the black absolutely blocks a l l  that the clear 

colou rs could h ave done, in a way, to in  fact open the 

space. The space is closed at the back by the wall and at 

the front by these d resses and costumes. You do n ot really 

have space per se, you have only something  l ike packages 

of space, packages of volumes and surfaces which are 

projected forwards, towards the viewer"s eyes. 

The only real opening or rather the only opening which 

is represented i n  the p icture is th is very curious opening 

which is here, right at the top of the picture ,  and which 

does not open onto a true depth, which does not open 

onto something l ike the sky or the l ight .  Remember, in  the 

previous picture, you had a small triangle of l ight ,  a small 

triangle which opened onto the sky and from where the 

light sp i lled out ;  h ere, by a sort of  irony, the l ight  opens onto 

noth ing but what? Well, you see the feet and the trousers 

and the rest, that is, the whole group of figures beginn ing 

to repeat; as though the picture restarted here [at the level 

of the balcony], as though it were the same scene and th is 
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one indefin itely: the effect, consequently, of a tapestry, of 

a wall, the effect of pa inted paper that you see extending 

itself a ll along, with the irony of two little feet which swing 

here and which indicate the fantasy character of this space 

which is not the real space of perception ,  wh ich is not the 

rea l space of the open ing ,  but which is the p lay of these 

su rfaces and these colours spi lled and repeated indefin itely 

from top to bottom of the canvas. 

The spatial properties of th is rectangle of canvas are thus 

represented, manifested,  exalted by what is represented 

in the canvas itself, and you see how Ma net, by relating 

to the previous canvas, wh ich treated basica lly almost the 

same subject, has entirely closed up the space, but how 

this time it is the material properties of the canvas which 

are represented in the p icture itself.5 

The Execution of Maximilien (1868) 
Do you want to move to the next p icture, wh ich is The 

Execution of Maximilien? A picture which dates from 1867, 
evidently, and where you f ind  once again ,  as you can see, 

most of the characteristics which I have just signalled with 

regard to The Ball at the Opera; this is an  earlier picture, 

but you already have here the same procedures, that is to 

say a violently marked and compressed closing of space by 

the presence of a large wall, a large wall which is no more 

than the repetition of the canvas itself; whereby, as you can 

see, all the figures are p laced on a narrow band of earth, 

so that you have someth ing like a staircase, the effect of 

a staircase, which is to say, horizontal-vertical and, again,  

'Foucault h a d  been interested i n  this phenomenon for some time, 
having remarked in The Order of Things upon Velazquez's inclusion 
of an easel in Las Meninas and made the same observation in "Ceci 
n"est pas une pipe·. his essay on Magritte first p ublished in the 
journal Les Cahiers du chemin in 1968. 



something l ike a vertical, a horizontal which opens up with 

the small figures [on the wall] who are watching the scene. 

You see, however, that one has here a lmost the same effect 

as a moment ago in  the scene in The Ball at the Opera, where 

you had a wall which was closed and a scene which began 

again there; and so you have here, hanging on beh ind  the 

wall ,  again a small scene which repeats the picture. 

Now, if I show you this picture, it is not simply because it 

gives once aga in ,  or  it gives in advance these elements that 

one must fi nd  again later in The Ball at the Opera, it is for 

another reason :  you see that all the f igures are therefore 

placed on the same narrow little rectangle, on which they 

have placed their feet - a sort of staircase behind which you 

have a large vert ical .  They are all drawn close on this small 

space, they are a l l  very near to one another, so near that, as 

you see, the rifle barrels are touching their chests. I should 

have mentioned ,  however, that these horizontals and the 

vertical position of  the sold iers amounts, once aga in ,  to 

nothing more than multiplying and repeati ng i nside the 

picture the large horizontal and verti cal axes of the canvas. 

In any case the sold iers here touch at the tip of their rifles 

the f igures that a re there. There is no distance between 

the firing squad and their victims. Now, if you look,  you 

can see that these figures here [the victims] are smaller 

than [the executioners] there, even though normally they 

must be of the same size, as long as they are very exactly 

on the same plane  and they a re arranged one according 

to the other with very little space to arrange themselves; 

that is to say, Manet makes use of this strongly archaic 
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techn ique which consists of making the figures d imin ish 

without dividing them out across the p lane (which is the 

techn ique of painting before the quattrocento]. He uses this 

technique to signify or symbolise a distance which is not 

actua lly rep resented .  

I n  h is  p icture, i n  the space wh ich he gives h imself, in  th is  

t iny rectangle where he  places al l  the f i gures. it is very 

evident that Manet could not represent d istance. D ista nce 

can n ot be  g iven to percept ion; one does not see d istance. 

On the other hand ,  the d im inut ion of f igures ind icates a 

sort of purely i ntellectua l  and non-perceptive recognit ion 

that there must be a d istance between the vict ims and 

the t ir ing squad; and this imperceptible distance, th is 

d ista nce which is not g iven to the gaze, is s imply s igna lled 

by this sign which i s  the d iminution of f igures. Beginning,  

as you can see, to evolve in  the very interior of this small 

rectangle that Manet g ives h imself and where he  p laces his 

figures are some of the fundamental princ ip les of p ictorial 

perception in the West. 

P ictoria l perception must be l ike the repetition, the 

redoubl ing, the rep roduction of the perception of everyday 

life. What had to be represented was a quasi-real space 

where d istance cou ld be read ,  a ppreciated , dec iphered in  

the way that  we ou rselves see a landscape .  There, we enter 

a p ictorial space where d istance does not offer i tself to 

be seen, where depth is no longer an object of perception 

and where spatial posit ion ing  and the d istanc ing of figures 

are s imply g iven by s igns which have no sense or function 
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except inside the picture; that is, by the relationship, in 

some ways arbitrary, in any case, purely symbolic, between 

the size of the f igures here [the victims] and the size of the 

f igures there [the executioners]. 

The Port of Bordeaux {1871 )  
Would you now like to  move to  the  next picture which plays 

with another property of the canvas? In those which l "ve 

just shown you, The Ball at the Opera or The Execution of 

Maximi/ien ,  what Manet was using,  what he was playing 

with in his representat ion,  was above all the fact that 

the canvas was vertica l ,  that i t  was a surface in two 

dimensions, that it had no depth; and in a way Mane! was 

trying to represent this absence of depth by diminishing 

as far as possible the very thickness of the scene which 

he represents. Here, in this picture ,  which dates from the 

year 1872 if I remember correctly. what is in play, as you 

see, is essentia lly the horizontal and vertical axes.6 These 

horizontal and vertical axes are really repetitions inside the 

canva s  of the h orizontal and vertical axes which frame the 

canvas and which form the very frame of the picture. But, 

as you see, i t  is equally the reproduction of a sort, in the 

very grain of the painting, of all the horizontal and vertical 

fibres which constitute the canvas itself, the canvas in 

which i t  has material . 

I t  is as though the weave of the canvas was in the process 

of starting to appear and show i ts internal geometry, and 

you see th is interlacing of threads which is l i ke a sketch 

represented on the canvas itself. If, however, you isolate 

' It is likely that he does not remember correctly - this work is now 
generally accepted to date from 1870-1 . 
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th is part ,  this quarter [the top left] , th is s ixth perhaps, 

of the canvas, you see that you have a game of a lmost 

exclusively horizontals and  vert icals ,  wh ich are cut l ike 

r ight  angles, and those among you who are in the spir i t  

of Mondrian's pi cture of a t ree, or  rather the ser ies of 

variat ions that Mondr ian  made on t rees, you know, du ri ng  

the years 1 9 1 0-14,  there you see  the very b i rth o f  abstract 

paint ing .  Mondrian treated his tree, his famous tree out 

of wh ich ,  at the same time as Kandinsky, he  d iscovered 

abstract pain t i ng ,  a l i ttle like Manet treated the boats in Port 

of Bordeaux. From h is tree, he f ina lly extracted a certain 

p lay of l ines which match up to the r ight angles and which 

form a sort of framework, a draughtboard, a framework of 

straight hor izontal and vertical  l ines.  And so, i n  the same 

way, i n  th is  tang le of boats ,  i n  all  the activity of th is  port, 

Manet has come to extract this, this game of verticals and  

horizonta ls which are  the geometrical representation of 

the very geometry of the canvas in wh ich  it has materia l .  

This game o f  the weave o f  the  canvas you  w i l l  see again 

shortly i n  a manner at once amus ing and  for th is period 

absolutely scandalous, i n  the next picture which is ca lled 

Argenteuil. 

Argentr.� u i l  ('1 874) 
Would you l i ke to move to the next canvas? You see the 

vert ical  axis of the mast, wh ich repeats the edge of the 

p icture, this horizontal here which repeats this other one;  

and  the two large axes which are therefore represented 

inside the canvas, but  you see what i t  is that is represented, 

it is precisely the weave, the weave which comes from 
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the vert ical  and horizontal l ines;  and the character, at 

once popu la r, unpol ished ,  and the f i gures, and what is 

represented i n  th is canvas,  no more than a game for 

Manet, a game which consists of representing  i n  a canvas 

the very propert ies of a weave and the interlac ing  and the 

match ing  up of the vert ical  and  the horizonta l .  

ln the Greenhouse {18'79! 
Wou ld you l ike to move on  to the next canvas, wh ich is 

ca lled In the Greenhouse and which is a ll the same one of the 

most important of Manet's canvases for understand ing the 

manner of his p lay [it seems that Foucault had a prob lem 

at th is point i n  f inding h is  reproduct ion - the record ing  

is  broken here ,  ind icat ing tha t  a few seconds were lost] . 

. . .  the vert ica l ,  the horizonta l  and  th is interlac ing  of the 

very l ines of the p icture. You see how space ,  the depth of  

the p icture is restra ined. Immed iately behind the f ig u res 

you have th is tapestry of g reen plants which no gaze cou ld 

p ierce and which unrolls absolutely like a backg round 

canvas,  absolutely l i ke a wall  of paper  which could have 

been there ;  no depth ,  no l ight ing p ierces th is  space, th is 

forest of leaves and stems which peoples the g reenhouse 

where the scene occurs. 

The f ig u re of the woman here is  ent ire ly p rojected 

forwards ,  the legs themselves a re not seen in the p ic t ure ,  

t hey extend beyond i t ;  the  woman "s knees extend i n  a way 

out of the p i c ture from which  she is projected forwards 

for there is no depth and  the f i g u re behind is topp l i ng  

over en t i re ly towards us w i t h  th is  enormous face  that 
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you can see, wh ich is shown somehow very c lose to us ,  

a lmost too close to be seen, while he has t ipped forwards 

and is arranged in  such a short space - the closure 

therefore of space and of course the game of verticals 

and horizontals, the whole picture barred by th is  stage, 

the back of this seat, the l ine of the seat which fi nds i tself 

repeated firstly here, a second t ime there, a fourth t ime 

here ,  a l ine which i s  found doubled in whi te  th is t ime by 

the woman's u mbrella; and now for the verticals, all of 

th is grid here, with s imply this sma ll, very short diagonal 

to indicate depth . The whole p icture is structured around 

and starts from these vert icals and horizontals. 

And if you now add that the folds of the woman's robe 

take the form of vert ical folds here [below the wa istband], 

but that you have all th is fan-shaped movement of the 

woman's dress here [across the seat], which means that 

the first folds are towards the horizontal like these four 

fundamental lines. but that, in turning, the dress ends 

by almost achieving the vertical, you see that this play of 

folds which goes from the umbrella to the woman's knees 

reproduces by turn ing the movement which runs from the 

horizontal to the vertical; and it is this movement that is 

reproduced here. Now add that you have a hand which 

hangs [the woman's left hand] and a hand going the other 

way [the man's left hand] and you have at the centre of 

the picture, on  a clear ground ,  reproduci ng  the axes of 

the picture, the same vertical and horizontal lines that 

you fi nd  in dark lines constitut ing the very armature of 

the seat and the interior architectu re of the picture. And 



here,  therefore, you have the whole game which consists 

of delet ing,  erasing and compressing space in terms 

of depth ,  a nd  on the contrary intensifying the lines of 

verticality and horizontality. 

So that is what I wanted to say to you concerning the p lay of 

depth,  of vertical and horizontal in  Manet.  but t here is still 

another way for Manet to play with the material properties 

of the canvas; because the canvas is really, in effect, a 

surface, a surface which has a horizontal and a vertical, 

but it is moreover a surface of two faces, a verso and a 

recto, which in a manner st i l l  more vicious and malic ious, 

if you l ike, M anet will set in p lay. 

The Waitress (18791 
And here is how: if you move to the next picture, which is The 

Waitress, one has a curious example. In effect, what does 

this picture consist of and what does it represent? Really, in 

a sense, it does not represent anything in so far as it offers 

nothing to see. In effect, you have in total here and for a 

total, in th is  p icture, th is f igure of the waitress which you 

see very close to the painter, very close to the viewer, very 

close to us, who has a face turned suddenly turned towards 

us as though a spectacle has suddenly presented itself in 

front of her and  attracted her gaze. You see that she is not 

looking at what she is doing, which is putting down her beer 

glass, but her eye has been attracted by something that 

we do not see, that we do not know, which is there, in front 

of the canvas. Otherwise, the canvas is composed of one,  

two, or at the most three other f igures; in any case one or 
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two which we a lmost do not see since between them we 

see hard ly a nyth ing but  the reced ing profile and after that 

we see noth ing except the hat. Rather, whoever they are 

looking at, they are themselves loo k ing  [ba ck] at them in  

exactly the opposite d i rect ion .  What  d o  they see?  Well, we 

know noth i n g  about i t ,  we know nothing s ince the p icture 

is cut in such a way that the spectacle which is there ,  and 

by wh ich t hese gazes are attracted, th is spectacle is also 

h idden from us .  

Cons ider now, if you wil l ,  a pa int ing of the c la ssica l type - i t  

doesn't  matter which .  I t  happens to  be very trad i t ional  in  

paint ing that  a picture represents people in the process of 

looking at someth ing .  For example, i f  you take Masaccio's 

The Tribute Money fc . 1 425]. you see that the f igures a re i n  

a c i rcle and  a re looking a t  someth ing .  That someth ing is  

a d ia logue o r  rather an  exchange of a co in  between Sa int  

Peter and  the  ferryman .  There is therefore a spectacle,  but 

th is spectacle that the f igures in  the picture are watch ing ,  

we know i t ,  we see i t ,  i t i s  g iven in  the pi cture .  

Here though [ in The Waitress]. we have two f igures who 

look but ,  f i rst ly, these two f igures  do not look  at the same 

th ing and ,  secondly, the p ictu re does not te l l  us what 

these f igures are looking at. I t  is a p icture where noth ing  

is rep rese nted except two gazes, two gazes  in two opposite 

d irect ions,  two gazes i n  the two opposite d i rect ions of the 

p icture,  recto verso, and neither of the two spectacles 

which are actua lly followed with so much attention by 

the two f igures,  neither of these two spectacles is given 
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to us; and to underline this, you have the curious irony 

of this little part of a hand that you see [on the left] and 

this small part of a dress. The effect is that ,  in an earlier 

version of this picture, Manet has represented what was 

seen by these f igures; what is represented is a cabaret 

singer from a cafe concert in  progress there [on the left] , 

taking place, a singer or the suggestion of a dance step [a 

version which can be found in London]; and afterwards this 

version,  this second version which I am showing you now.7 

And so Manet, in this second version, has cut the spectacle 

in such a way that it is as though there is nothing to see, that 

the picture should consist of these gazes turned towards 

the invisible, showing nothing but the invisible and doing 

nothing but indicate by the d irection of these opposing 

gazes something which is necessarily invisible since it is in 

front of the canvas and what is seen here is on the contrary 

behind the canvas. From one part of the canvas to another, 

you have two spectacles which are seen by the two f igures 

but at its root the canvas, instead of showing what is to be 

seen, hides and conceals it. The surface with its two faces, 

recto verso, is not a place where a visibility manifests itself; 

it is the place which assures, on the contrary, the invisibility 

of what is seen by the f igures that are in  the foreground 

of the canvas. 

Saint-Lazare Station (1872-3) 
This is clear in this picture [The Waitress] . clearer still in the 

one you are going to see now which is called Saint Lazare 

Station. Here, you have a new version of the same trick ;  of 

course you see always a new version of the same verticals 

' Daniel Defer! has clarified this, suggesting that there are not 
exactly two versions. but that Foucault means Corner of a Cafe 

Concert c.1 878-80. This canvas was cut in half by Mane! during its 
execution and the left- hand portion is now in the Oskar Reinhart 
Collection i n  Winterthur, Switze rland. 
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and  the same horizontals that we have fou nd before: these 

vert icals and these horizontals which def ine a certa i n  plan 

i n  the p ic ture,  in  a sense the plan of the canvas, and so you 

have two f i gu res as  we had a moment ago in The Waitress, 

two f i gures who summon us, head-to-ta i l ,  one look ing i n  

our d i rect ion ,  the other look ing  i n  the same d i rect ion a s  us .  

One turns her  face towards us ,  the oth er on  the contrary 

turns her back to us. What the woman is  watch i ng  - and 

you see that she watches i t  w i th  a great sort of intensity 

is a spectacle that we ca nnot see s ince it is in front of the 

canvas; and as for what the l i t t le g i rl is look ing  at,  wel l ,  

we cannot  see it s ince Ma net has d eployed here the smoke 

of a tra in which i s  just passi ng ,  i n  such a way that we, we 

have noth i ng  to see. And to have seen what they see, we 

would have had either to get over the shoulder of the little 

g i rl or  to have walked a round  the p icture in order to see 

over the woman's shoulder. 

You see how Manet p lays with th is material property of 

the ca nvas which means that it is a plane, a plan e  which 

has a recto and a verso; and, u p  until now, no other painter 

amused h imself by usi ng the recto and the verso. Here ,  

he uses i t  not only i n  the way that  he pa i nts the front and  

back  of the canvas, but i n  a sense by  forc ing  the  viewer 

to have the desire to turn the canvas arou nd ,  to change 

posit ion i n  ord er f i nal ly to see what one senses must be 

seen ,  but al l  the same is  not g iven i n  the p icture. And i t  

is th is  game of invis ib i l i ty  assured by the surface of the 

canvas which Manet sets i n  p lay ins ide the p i cture in a 

manner that ,  as you see, one could say i s  a ll the same 



vicious. malicious and cruel, s ince it is the first t ime that 

painting has presented itself as something invisible that 

we watch. The gazes are there to indicate to us that there 

is something to see, something that is by definition ,  and by 

the very nature of the canvas, necessarily invisible. 
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l l .  L lGHT l N G  

Would you like t o  move on t o  the next canvas, which 

brings us to the second series of p roblems I would 

l ike to speak to you about? These are the problems of 

i l lumination and  l ighti ng.  

The Fifer 1 18661 
You know this p icture ,  The Fifer, which dates from 1864 

or 5, a picture which,  at that t ime,  had some scandalous 

repercussions.8 You know that Manet - and this is  no 

more than the sum of what I have been saying u p  unt i l  

now - ent irely removed the background of the picture .  

You see that  there is no space at  al l  beh ind the fifer; 

not only is there no space behind the fifer, but the fifer 

in a way is p laced nowhere. You see the space where 

he places h is  feet, th is  stage, this floor, is i ndicated by 

a lmost noth ing ;  th is t iny shadow, th is very l ight grey mark 

here ,  which marks the d ifference between the bottom of 

the wall and  the space on which he  places h is  feet .  The 

staircase, which we have seen in  the preceding p ictures,  

is even removed here. There is nothing to serve as a 

'The date of Le Fifre is actually 1 866. 
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p lace where he posit ions his feet except th is  very l ight  

shadow. lfs definitely a shadow, ifs definitely noth ing at 

a ll ,  ifs def in itely the void on which he places h is  feet. 

But  what I would like to say most about The Fifer is not 

this, but the manner in which is it illuminated. O rdinarily, in 

traditional paint ing, as you know very well, the Light source 

is a lways situated somewhere. There is, either from the 

very inside of the canvas, o r  from outside, a luminous 

source which is d irectly represented or simply ind icated 

by rays of l ight: an  open window indicates that the light 

comes f rom the right for example, or from above, from 

the left, from below, etc., and outside of the real l ight 

which strikes the canvas, the picture a lways represents, 

in  addition, a certa in  li ght source which sweeps the canvas 

and p rovokes upon the figures there all the fall ing shadows 

which form the modell ing, the relief, the hollows, etc. It 

is that whole systematisation of Light which was invented 

at the beginning of the quattrocento and to which, as you 

know, Carava ggio, to whom a part icular homage m ust be  

paid here, gave regularity and perfect systematization. 

Here, on the contrary, you see that there is absolutely no 

Light coming from above or from below, or from outside 

the canvas; or rather al l  the light comes from outside of 

the canvas, but strikes it absolutely at the p erpendicular. 

You see that the face presents absolutely no modell ing, 

s imply two Little hollows either side of the nose to i ndicate 

the eyebrows and the hollows of the eyes. You notice, 

h owever, that the shadow, practically the only shadow 



which is p resented i n  th is p i ctu re ,  is th is  t iny l ittle shadow 

h ere under  the hand of the fifer and  which ind icates that i n  

effect t h e  l ight ing comes from absolutely opposite s ince i t  

i s  behind the fifer, i n  the hollow o f  t h e  hand, that the on ly 

shadow of the p icture is drawn , with th is one [under h i s  

left foot] wh i ch  assures stab i lity, as you see, th is  t i ny  little 

shadow, which is the ind ication of the rhythm that the f i fer 

prints on  his musi c  in tapping his foot: as you see, he  l ightly 

raises his foot wh ich  g ives, from this shadow [under the 

left foot] to th is one [in the right hand] .  the  large d iagonal  

which is reprod uced clearly here by the fifer's flute case. 

So we have an ent i rely perpend icular l ight ing,  a l ight ing 

which is the  real l i ght ing of the canvas if  the canvas in i ts 

materia lity was to be exposed to an  open window, in  front 

of an  open window. 

Tradit ionally, i t  was common in pa int ing to represent i n  the 

p icture a window by which a fictive light swept the f igures 

and gave them the ir  relief. Here,  we must admit  a canvas, 

a recta ngle,  a surface which is  itself placed i n  front of a 

window, a window which i l luminates it in absolutely full  

shot. Manet ev ident ly d id  not fulf i l  th is rad ical  techn ique 

of suppression of an interior l ight and i ts  replacement by 

real exter ior and frontal l ight  the moment he pu t  it into 

play; and i n  one  of h is  most celebrated p ictu res, the f i rst 

of his great p ictures, you are go ing  to see that he used 

two l ight ing techniques concu rrently. 
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Luncheon on Uu1 Grass (1863l 
Would you like to move to the next picture? It  i s  the famous 

Luncheon on the Grass. I will not  attempt to analyse th is  

Luncheon on the Grass it in its enti rety - there is evidently 

a great deal to say on this subject. I want to speak s imply 

about lighti n g . ln  fact,  in th is p icture, you have two systems 

of l ight ing which are juxtaposed and which are j uxtaposed 

i n  depth .  You see in effect that in the second part of the 

p icture, if one allows that this line here, of the g rass, splits 

the p icture in  two, you have a lighting which is a traditional 

l ight ing with a l ight source coming from above, from the 

left, which sweeps the scene,  which i lluminates this large 

meadow from the bottom, which strikes the back of the 

wo man,  which models her face, in  one part plunged i n  

shadow; a n d  this lighti ng comes to an  e n d  here on two 

clear bushes [this can't be very clearly seen because 

the reproduction is not very good). two clear and slightly 

dazzling bushes, which are in a way the meeting points of 

this lateral and triangular  lighting here and h ere. You have,  

therefore, a tr iangular l ight ing which sweeps the woman's 

body and models her face: tradit ional lighting ,  classical 

lighting which leaves the rel ief and which is constituted 

by an  i nterior light. 

Now, i f  you take the f igures in  front, what characterises 

them is the fact that they are lit by a completely d ifferent 

light which has nothing to do with the preceding one which 

comes to an  end on these two bushes. You have a lighting 

which is fronta l and perpendicular, which strikes, as you 

see, the woman and this entirely nude body, which strikes 
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i t  from directly opposite: you see that there is absolutely no 

relief, no modell ing .  The woman's body is a sort of enamel 

as in Japanese painting. The l ight ing comes only brutally 

and from opposite. I t  is this l ighti ng  which strikes equally 

the face of the man, which str ikes equally this profile [of 

the male figure on the right] absolutely flatly, without relief, 

without modelling, and the two dark bodies, the two dark 

jackets of these two men,  are the culminating and end 

points of this frontal l ight ing,  just as the two bushes here 

were the dazzling  and culminating points of the interior 

lighting :  an exterior l ight ing b locked by the bod ies of two 

men and an interior l ight ing repeated by the two bushes. 

These two systems of representation, or rather these two 

systems of manifest ing light inside a p icture, are juxtaposed 

here in this very canvas,  are in  a juxtaposition which g ives 

th is picture its slightly discordant character, its internal 

heterogeneity; an internal heterogene ity which Mane! tried 

in a way to reduce or perhaps rather to underline - I don't 

know - by this hand which is h ere, this clear hand which is 

in the middle of the picture [that of the male figu re on the 

right]. Remember, however, the two hands that I showed 

you a m oment ago In the Greenhouse, and which were the 

reproduction by the f ingers of the very axes of the p icture; 

so here you have this hand with i ts two f ingers,  one f inger 

which points in  this d irection ;  or this d irection ,  which is 

precisely the direction of the interior l ight ,  of this l ight 

which comes from above and from elsewhere. And on the 

contrary the finger is bent, bent towards the outside, on 

the axis of the picture,  and it indicates the origin of the 
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l ight which strikes here, in such a way that you have in 

this hand-play the fundamental axes of the p icture and the 

principle - at once of l inking and of heterogeneity - of th is 

Luncheon on the Grass. 

Olympia ( 1863) 
Would you n ow like to come to th is ,  on which I wi l l  be 

brief? I will not say m uch  to you a bout th i s  p icture,  s imply 

beca use I am not capable and  i t  is too difficult; I would 

l ike simply to speak to you on the subject of l ight ing ;  o r, if 

you l ike, I 'm going to speak to you about the po int of view 

which can be  taken concerning the rapport between the 

scandal that th is canvas provoked a n d  a certain  n u m ber 

of i ts purely pictorial cha racteristics and ,  I believe, 

essentially, the l ight.  

This Olympia, as you know, caused a scandal when it was 

exh i b ited at the 1865 Salon; i t  caused a scandal that one is 

obl iged to leave aside. There were the bourgeois types who, 

visiting the Salon, wanted to put their umbrellas through 

it ,  so indecent did they f ind it. But th e representation 

of feminine nudity in western painting is a tradit ion 

which revives in the sixteenth century and one has seen 

many others before Olympia caused a scandal. What is 

scandalous. then, about this painting, which did something 

which could not be  tolerated? 

Art historians say, and evidently they are quite right, that 

the moral scandal was no more than a clumsy way of 

formulating something that was an aesthetic scandal: one 
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does not tolerate this aesthetic, this use of tone, th is great, 

Japanese style paint ing,  which is ug ly and which is meant 

to be ugly. All of th is is  absolutely true. I ask myself i f  there 

is not, in a s l ightly more precise way, another reason for 

the scandal which is L inked precisely to the L ighting? 

In  effect - un fortunately I 've forgotten to bring it - this 

canvas must be compared to one which serves u p  to a 

point as a model and a foil ;  you know that this Venus,  f inally 

th is Olympia of Manet, is the double, the reproduction, 

always spoken of as a variation on the theme of nude 

Venuses. recl in ing Venuses and in particular the Venus of 

Tit ian [Venus of Urbina 1 538]. In Titian's Venus, you have 

a woman ,  a nude woman who is slightly recl in ing in this 

posit ion. Around her there are curta ins ,  a source of l ight 

from above, to the left, which softly l ights up  the woman ,  

wh ich  i l luminates, i f  I remember, the face, in any case 

certa inly the breast and the Leg, and which is there l ike 

a gilded space which caresses her body and which is i n  

o n e  way t h e  pr inc i ple of t h e  body's vis ib i lity. I f  t h e  body of 

Titian's Venus is visible, if she gives herself to our gaze, it is 

because there is this space, th is lum inous, d iscrete, lateral 

and golden source which surprises her, which surprises 

her i n  some ways among her and among us. Here is this 

nude woman ,  dreaming of nothing, Looking at noth ing ,  and 

there is  this l ight which,  ind iscreetly, str ikes or caresses 

her, a nd  us viewers who surprise the game between this 

L ight and th is  nudity. 



Or here, you see that if Manet 's Olympia is v is ib le it is 

because a l i ght  strikes her. Th is  l ight is certa i n ly not a 

soft and d iscreet lateral l ight ,  it is a very v iolent l i ght which 

stri kes her here,  ful l  shot. A l i ght which comes f rom in  

front, a l i ght wh ich comes from the space found i n  front 

of the canvas, which is to say that the l ight ,  the lum inous 

source ind icated, which is  assumed by the very l i ghting 

of the woman, this luminous source, where is  i t ,  i f  not 

here, p recisely where we are? That is to say, there are not 

three e lements - nud ity, l ig hti ng  a nd we who su rprise the 

game of nud ity and light ing ,  there is  [rather] nud ity and us, 

we who are in  the very p lace of l ighting ;  in other words, 

it i s  our gaze which, i n  open ing  i tself upon the nud ity of 

Olympia, i l luminates her. I t  i s  we who render it v is ib le ;  our 

gaze upon the Olympia is a lantern , i t  is that wh ich carries 

the l ight ;  we are responsible for the visi b i l ity and for the 

nud ity of Olympia. She is n ude only for us s ince it i s  we 

who render her  nude and we do so because, i n  looking 

at her, we i l luminate her, s i nce the whole of our  gaze and 

the l ight ing add up to one and the same th ing .  Look at a 

p icture and  the ligh t i ng ,  it is no more than one and  the 

same th ing i n  a canvas l i ke th is one and  that is  why we 

are - every v iewer f inds th is - n ecessar i ly imp licated in  

th is nud ity and we are to  a certa in  extent responsi b le .  You 

see how an aesthetic transformation can ,  in a case such 

as th is ,  provoke a moral  scandal .  



The Balcony 11 868-9) 
So that is  what I wanted to say to you about this game of 

l i ghting in Manet, and now, what I have said about space 

and Light ing I would like to synthesise briefly i n  a p icture 

which wi l l  be the penult imate one that I 'm go ing  to speak 

about: The Balcony. 

Would you l i ke to move on to the next canvas? Here, in th is  

canvas, I be lieve we have the combination of everyth ing 

I have been sayi ng  up unt i l  now. U nfortunate ly, aga in  

here .  the reproduct i on is  very poor. You have to imag ine 

a slightly larger p ic ture; the photogra pher has ,  in  a very 

stupid manner, c ropped the p icture .  There you have the 

g reen shutters, a g reen much br ighter however than we 

see here ,  and the shutters, the  persiennes to be precise, 

with very numerous  hor izonta l l i nes which frame the 

p icture.9 You have, therefore, as you see, a p i c ture wh ich  

is  structured very manifestly by vert ical and hori zontal  

l ines.  The window i tself very precisely doubles the canvas 

and reproduces its verticals and horizontals. The balcony 

which is in front of the window, or rather the i ronwork 

which is in  front of the window, reproduces once more 

the vert icals and horizontals,  the  d iagonals serv i ng  on ly 

to support and  to h i g h light these large axes. lf you add to a l l  

that these shutters that you do not see [in Foucault's poor 

reproduct ion] . you see that the whole p icture is  framed by 

these verticals and horizontals. Far from wish ing  to make 

the  viewer forget t h e  rectangle on wh ich he pa i nts ,  he does 

noth ing but reproduce it, i ns ist on i t ,  double it and mult i p ly 

it in the very inter ior of h is p i cture .  

9 'Persiennes' a re  shutters with moveab le slats. 
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What is more, you see that the whole picture is in black and 

white with this one colour that is not black and white. as 

though i t  were the fundamental colour, the green. It is the 

very inversion of the quattrocento formula ,  where the large 

architectural elements must be plunged into shade, merely 

represented in the dark, with f igures who themselves 

carry the colours, these great b lue, red and green dresses, 

etc., as you see in the figures from paintings in that epoch; 

therefore, the arch itectural elements are l ight and dark, 

b lack and white, and the f igures are trad it ionally coloured . 

Here, you have the exact opposite. The fi gures are in black 

and wh ite and the arch itectural elements, i nstead of be ing 

swallowed up in the semi-darkness, are on the contrary 

exalted and accentuated in a way by the garish green of the 

canvas. So much for the vertical and the horizontal. 

With regard to the depth, there again Manefs game here 

is particularly vicious and cruel because the picture opens 

well, through a window, onto a depth; but you see that 

this depth is  eluded here just as completely as a moment 

ago in La Gare Saint-Lazare [Saint-Lazare Station] where the 

landscape was eluded by the smoke from the train.  Here you 

have a window which opens onto something which is entirely 

obscure, entirely black. One distinguishes with d ifficulty a 

very vague reflection of a metallic object, a sort of teapot 

there with a little boy carrying it, but it's barely visible. 

And all  of th is g reat hollow space, this great empty space 

which must normally open onto a depth, why is it rendered 

invisible to us and why does it render us i nv is ible? Well, very 

s imply because all of the l ight is exterior to the p ictu re. 
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Rather than penetrating i nto the picture, the Light is 

outside, and i t  is outside precisely because the viewer is on 

a balcony; we must assume that the midday sun strikes the 

balcony head on,  strikes these figures here, on the point 

of eat i ng  away the shadows ; and you notice these Large 

white Layers of the dresses in which a bsolutely no shadow 

is  drawn, just a few sparkling reflections; consequently no 

shadow, and so every shadow is  behind, because, by the 

effect of back-Lighting of course, one cannot see what there 

is in the room; and i nstead of having a Light-dark p icture, 

i nstead of having a picture where light and  shadow mix  

together, you have a curious p icture in which all the  L ight 

is  on one side, a ll the shadow on the other, all the L ight is 

from in front of the picture and a ll the shadow is from the 

other side of the picture, as i f  the very verticality of the 

canvas separates a world of shadow, which is  behind,  and 

a world of l ight ,  which is  in  front. 

And at the l imit of this shadow which is behind and of this 

l ight which is in  front, you have these three figures who 

are in a sense suspended,  who rest almost on nothing; 

the best proof that they rest on nothing is this: look at this 

little foot of Berthe Morisot's sister here [the f igure on 

the right], this little foot which swings l ike so, as though 

it  had nothing on which to rest. It is  l ike i n  Giotto's Saint 

Francis Giving His Mantle to a Poor Man, the figures do not 

really stand on anything.  The three figures are suspended 

between the darkness and the light, between the interior 

and the exterior, between the room and the daylight. They 

are there: two whites, one black, like three musical notes, 



they are suspended at the l imit of l ight and darkness; 

notice someth ing of a Raising-of-Lazarus aspect to this 

p icture, at the l imit of light and darkness, of l ife and death. 

And Magritte, the Surrealist painter, as you know, made a 

variation on this picture where he represented the same 

elements, but instead of the figures, he represented three 

coffins.10 I t  is really th is l im it of life and death , of light and 

darkness, which is here manifested by these three f igures; 

these three figures of whom one could say, moreover, 

that they too look towards someth ing, that they look with 

intensity towards something wh ich we do not see. 

And here again,  invisibility is a lmost signalled by the fact 

that the three f igures  look in  three d ifferent d irections, all 

three absorbed by an intense spectacle which, evidently, 

we cannot know, one because it is in front of the canvas, 

the other because i t  is to the right of the canvas, the th ird 

because it is to the left of the canvas.  And in any case, 

we, we see nothing,  we see only the gazes, not a place 

but a gesture and always the gestures of hands, fold ing 

hands ,  unfold ing hands, hands actually unfolded; gloves 

put on, g loves about to be put on and hands without gloves, 

and it is th is same turning gesture which is  at root the 

gesture which makes the three figures. It is simply this 

circle of hands which unifies here again, as before in  In The 

Greenhouse and as earlier i n  Luncheon on the Grass, these 

d ivergent elements of a picture which is noth ing other than 

the brill iance of invisibility i tself. 

10  Rene Magritte, Le Balcon de Manet 1950, Museum van 
Hedendaagse Kunst, Ghent, Belgium. 
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A Bar at the FoUes-Bergere {1881-2} 
And now, if you wish to move to the fina l  pa int ing ,  

i t  i s  on th is that I w i l l  f in ish .  Th is br ings us to  the t h ird 

element about which I would L i ke to speak to you , no 

Longer space, no Longer Light, but  the very place of the 

viewer. I t  i s  the Last of  Manet's great paint ings, i t  i s  the 

Bar at the Folies-Bergere, which can  be found in  London .1 1  I t  

is a picture whose  stra ngeness,  evidently, I do no t  need to 

point out to you .  But the strangeness is not rea l ly strange  

s ince  it  is a p icture whose elements are rea l ly very well  

known: the presence of a central fi g u re of whom one makes 

the portrait in a sense for her alone, and then beh ind  th is  

f igure, a mi rror which reflects to u s  the very image of  

th is figure .  It 's someth ing very c lass ic  in paint ing , for 

exam ple, the Portrait of Countess d'Haussonville by l ng res 

is exactly on th is  model :  you have a woman ,  beh i nd  

the woman a m i rror and  in the mi rror you  see the 

woman's back .  

1 1  Un bar aux Folies-Bergere 1881-2, The Courtauld Gallery, London .  
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Meanwhile ,  Manet's p icture, engaging with th is tradit ion or 

this pictorial habit ,  is at the same time radically different 

and one can very q uickly point out the d ifferences. The 

principle, as you see, is that the m i rror occupies practica lly 

a ll of the background of the picture. The edge of the mi rror 

is this gold band here [running behind the figure's wrists), 

so that Manet closes the space with a sort of plane surface, 

as though with a wall. And it's the same technique as in 

The Execution of Maximilien or The Ball at the Opera: behind 

the f igures, immediately behind them, rises a wall, but in 

a very vic ious way Manet has,  on this wall, and by the fact 

that it was a m irror, represented what there is in front of 

the canvas, in such a way that one does not see, so that 

there is not really any depth. It is the double negation of 

depth s ince not only does one not see what is behind the 

woman,  because she is immediately in front of the mirror, 

but  one does not see behind the woman what there is in 

front of her. That is the first thing one should say about 

the p icture. 

Equally, you see that the l ighting is one which is enti rely 

frontal and which strikes the woman in full shot here. 

Again,  Manet has simply in a way repeated the malice 

and the cunning i n  represent ing  the frontal l ight inside 

the painting, by the reproduction of these two lamps; but 

this reproduction is evidently the m irrored reproduction, 

therefore, the l ight sources pay themselves the luxury of 

being represented i n  the p icture while in reality they come 

from nowhere but outside the picture, in the space in front. 

So here you have the reproduction and the representation 



of l ight sources at the same t ime as the lighting which 

actua lly strikes the woman from outside. But these are 

doubtless no more than relatively s ingu lar  and partial 

aspects of the picture. Much more important no doubt 

is the manner in  which the f igures,  the elements rather, 

a re represented in the mirror. In pr inc iple, a ll of this is a 

mirror, therefore everything that must be found in front of 

the mirror is reproduced inside the mirror; one must fi nd  

the same elements here and there .  I n  fact, i f  you were to  

try to count and f ind the same bottles here and there, you 

would not manage it, because in fact there is a d istortion 

between what is represented in the mirror and what must 

be reflected in it. But evidently the great distortion is  in the 

reflection of the woman here ,  s ince you are obl iged to see 

the reflection of the f igure here [on the r ight of the picture]. 

You do not need to have lots of optical ideas to realise this 

- one senses it in the unease one feels i n  looking at th is 

picture - that in order to see the reflection of a woman 

who would be placed here, to see it there [on the right]. the 

viewer and the painter must find themselves, if you like, 

slightly over here where I place my stick, that is to say, very 

much sideways. And at this moment, the woman placed 

here could really have her reflection , fina lly one would 

see her reflection here ,  towards the extreme right. For 

the woman's reflection to be shifted towards the right,  the 

viewer or the pa inter themselves must also shift towards 

the right. Do you agree? It is very evident that the painter 

cannot be shifted towards the ri ght because he does not 

see the g i rl in profile but from opposite. To be able to 

paint the woman's body in th is position, he must be exactly 
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opposite; but in order to paint the woman's reflection 

here on the extreme right ,  he must be there. The painter 

therefore occupies - and the viewer is therefore i nvited to 

occupy after h im - successively or rather simu ltaneously 

two incompatible places: one here and the other there. 

Meanwhile there is a solution which would allow things 

to be fixed : there is one instance in which one could f ind 

oneself i n  front of the woman,  a bsolutely face-to-face with 

her, and  then see her reflect ion here. The condit ion is that 

the mi rror was oblique and receding, that is, i n  the bottom 

left over there and d isappeari ng in the distance. This would 

be possible, of course, one could envisag e  it, but since you 

see there, the edge of the m irror parallel to the marble 

plane which is at the edge of the picture here, you cannot 

admit that the m irror runs diagonally down there and 

consequently one has to admit two places for the painter. 

But something else must be added. You see here the 

reflection of a f igure which is about to speak to the woman.  

I t  must therefore be assumed that  i n  th is place which must 

be occupied by the pa i nter is someone whose reflection is 

here [i n  the upper-right corner]. Or, i f  there is someone 

in  front of the woman speak ing to her, and speaking to 

her as closely as we see here, there would necessarily 

have been on the woman's face, on her white throat, and  

equally on the marble, something like a shadow. There is  

nothing :  the  l ight ing comes ful l  shot, strik ing without any 

obstacle or cover whatsoever the whole of the woman's 

body and  the marb le;  so for what has been reflected here 



[i .e .  the male f igure in the upper right corner) ,  there must 

have been someone and yet in order  to have the lighti ng  

l ike this [on the woma n's face and the marble surface), 

there must have been nobody. Therefore, a long with the 

centre and right i nconsistency you have the present or  

absent inconsistency. 

You tell me aga in  that this is perhaps not fundamental, that 

this place at once empty and occu pied is perhaps the place 

of the painter; and when Manet has in this way left empty 

the space in  front of the woman and then represented here 

someone who looks at her, is it not his own gaze which he 

has given the reflection here and of which he has indicated 

the absence there? The p resence and a bsence of the 

painter, h is proximity towards his model, his absence, her 

distance ,  finally all of this would be symbolised by that 

[empty space). To which I respond, not at all ,  not at all 

because, as you see here, the face of this f igure which one 

may suppose is the painter  [even though it does not look 

l ike him). this face looks at the waitress from above, he  has 

a plunging view onto her and consequently onto the bar, and 

i f  i t  rea lly were the gaze of the painter represented here 

or reflected here, he  would have to, if he were currently 

speaking to the woman here, see her not as we see her, at 

the same h eight, he would have to see her  from a plung ing 

view and we would therefore see the bar from a totally 

different perspective. You see how in reality the viewer and 

the painter are at the same height as the waitress, perhaps 

even a little below her, hence the very small distance that 

there is between the edge of the marble and the edge of 
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the mi rror. The distance is very compressed because there 

is a n  ascend ing  v iew and not at all th is  p lung ing  view which 

is ind icated here. 

You have, therefore, three systems of i ncompatib i lity: the 

pa inter must be here and he must be there; h e  must have 

someone here and he must have no-one there ;  there is a 

descend ing  gaze and there is an ascending g aze. Th is tr iple 

impossib i l i ty, whereby we know where we must place 

ourselves to see the spectacle as we see i t ,  th is exclus ion,  i f  

you will ,  of every stab le and defi ned place where we locate 

the viewer, is evidently one of the fundamental  properties 

of th is picture and expla ins at once the enchantment and 

the malaise that one feels i n  looking at i t .  While all classical 

pa int ing ,  by its system of l ines, of perspective, of van ish ing  

po int ,  etc. , had assigned to  the viewer and to  the  pa i nter 

a certa in  precise place, f ixed, constant, from where the 

spectacle was seen, so that in  look i ng  at a p icture one very 

clearly saw from where it was seen, if it was from above 

or from below, from an ang le or from opposite. Here,  on  

the contra ry, i n  a p icture like t h i s  one ,  or i n  a ny case in t h i s  

one ,  i t  i s  no t  possi b le to know where the  pa inter has  placed 

himself in order to paint the p icture as he has done i t ,  and 

where we must p lace ourselves in  order to see a spectacle 

such as th is .  And you see that with this last techn ique, 

Manet p lays with the p icture's property of be ing  not in the 

least a normative space whereby the representation f ixes 

us or fixes the v iewer to a point ,  a un ique point from which 

to look.  The p icture appears l ike a space in front of which 

and  by rapport with which one can move around :  the  viewer 



mob i le before the picture, real  Light strik ing head on, 

verticals and horizontals perpetually doubled, suppression 

of depth .  So you see the canvas in which there is somethin g  

real, material, in some ways physical ,  i s  about t o  appear 

and to play with all its properties in representation. 

Manet certain ly d id not invent non-representative painti ng  

because everything in Manet is representative, bu t  he 

made a representational play of the fundamental material 

elements of the canvas. He was therefore inventi ng ,  if you 

l ike,  the "picture-object', the 'paint ing-object' ,  and th is  

no doubt was the fundamenta l  condition so that  finally 

one  day we can get rid of representation itself and a llow 

space to p lay with its pure and simple properties, its 

mater ia l  properties. 
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