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Venus and the crusts: The Salon of 1863 in Caricatures
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The official Salon of 1863 is generally considered to be one of the most important
events in nineteenth-century art history, which marked the beginning of the conflict
between “modern art” or, “avant-gardes”, and the Academic tradition. To appease
those who protested against the jury who had rejected more than 3,000 works,
Napoléon Il decreed that the rejected artists could exhibit their works in the same
time in an annex to the regular Salon, at Palais de I’Industrie, in order to “let the
public, judge-the legitimacy of these complaints’. In this “Salon-des Refusés” was
included the famous painting of Edouard Manet, Déjeuner sur [’herbe, which ushered
in “modern art”. However, Manet’s contemporary art critics apparently had different

opinions.

This paper reviews the reception of both Salon of 1863 and its “counter exhibition”
from the point of view of caricatures. Take Bertall’s caricature series, published in the
Journal amusant, for example, most of the critics, like the caricaturist, were tired of
the piles of idealized and erotic female nudes at the Salon, and frowned on the eclectic
tendencies among the artists who catered to the bourgeois taste. On the other hand, the
Salon des Refusés was caricatured as “the basement of Salon” and its exhibits, judged
negligible for the most part as “the crusts”. Through these caricatures we can detect
the confusion circulating among the art critics at this time: the works of “decadent”

taste enjoyed great and official success at the Salon, while the avant-gardes were



indistinguishable from the opportunists. Besides, the official Salon was seen by the
public as legitimately superior to the whole Salon des Refusés which was composed
of rejected and “inferior” works. But how did the art historians subsequently
transformed this display of power relationship into a symbolic event in which the
avant-gardes rebelled against the Academy is another intriguing question that deserves

further inquiry.





