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1841–77
Renoir to age 36;
a Bohemian Leader among the Impressionists;
Model Lise and their Secret Children, Pierre and Jeanne

In November 1861, when he was only twenty, Renoir made one of the most
fortuitous decisions he ever took: to study in the Parisian studio of the Swiss
painter, Charles Gleyre. A photograph around this time reveals that Renoir was
a serious, intense young man. Gleyre’s studio was simply one of many that fed
into the École des Beaux-Arts (the government-sponsored art school in Paris),
where students learned anatomy and perspective through drawing and painting. The men Renoir met at Gleyre’s would become some of the most important
companions of his life. About a year after he arrived, first Alfred Sisley in
October, then Frédéric Bazille in November and lastly Claude Monet in December
1862 became fellow students.1 On 31 December 1862, the four were already
close friends when they met at Bazille’s home in Paris to celebrate the New Year
together.2 Through these friends, Renoir met Paul Cézanne and Camille Pissarro,
studying nearby at the Académie Suisse. These artists would not only become
lifelong friends, but would also be of critical importance for Renoir’s artistic
development. In his early twenties, Renoir also made the acquaintances of
Édouard Manet and Edgar Degas. Through them, he later met the two women
artists, Berthe Morisot and Mary Cassatt. By the early 1870s, all of these painters
would form the core of the Impressionist movement. Renoir’s charming, gregarious nature allowed him to make friendships despite his lower-class origins. He
differed from his new artist friends in that only he came from a lower-class
artisan family. The others were from a higher social class, giving them more
education and better artistic connections. Bazille, Cassatt, Degas, Manet, Morisot
and Sisley were from the upper class, while Cézanne, Monet and Pissarro were
from the middle class. When Renoir was around forty, he summarized the origins

Renoir, 1861. Photographer unknown

of his training: ‘Not having rich parents and wanting to be a painter, began by
way of crafts: porcelain, faience, blinds, paintings in cafés.’3 Despite his artisan
beginnings, Renoir’s more affluent friends saw his lower-class roots as no impediment to his artistic genius. From the beginning of their friendships, when Renoir
was short of money to buy paints or food, or needed a place to work or sleep,
he was not averse to asking his friends for help, and they were generous, often
treating him as if he were a member of their family. It was not only his modest
origins that distinguished Renoir, but also his nervous disposition, which was
exacerbated by his status as an outsider. Nonetheless, he was beloved and held
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in high esteem by many. Edmond Maître, an haute-bourgeois friend of Bazille
and a friend of the young painter Jacques-Émile Blanche, expressed his astonishment and pleasure that someone from such humble origins and with such
anxiety was able to be a man of character and value. Blanche quoted Maître’s
description of Renoir aged forty-one: ‘“When Renoir is cheerful, which is rare,
and when he feels free, which is just as rare, he speaks very enthusiastically, in
a very unpredictable language that is particular to him and does not displease
cultured people. In addition, there is within this person such great honesty and
such great kindness, that hearing him talk has always done me good. He is full
of common sense, on a closer look, yes, common sense and modesty, and in the
most innocent and quiet manner, he relentlessly produces his diverse and
refined work, which will make future connoisseurs’ heads spin.’”4
Renoir’s background was more modest than Maître knew: the painter’s
grandfather, born in 1773, during the reign of Louis XV, in Limoges in central
France, had been left as a newborn on the steps of the town’s cathedral. That
Renoir’s grandfather had been abandoned might explain the artist’s later sympathy towards his own and others’ illegitimate children. His grandfather’s birth
certificate reads: ‘The year of our Lord 1773 and on the eighth of the month of
January was baptized…an abandoned newborn boy on whom was bestowed
the name François.’5 Abandoned children were given the last name of their
adoptive family. A Limoges family named Renouard took in the child. Twentythree years later, when François married, the scribe asked for his last name.
At the time of his betrothal in 1796, neither François nor his bride-to-be could
read or write. When François said ‘Renouard’, which, in French, is pronounced
the same as ‘Renoir’, the scribe wrote ‘Renoir’ and thereby invented the family
name, since there were no Renoirs in Limoges previously.6 At the time of his
marriage, twenty-two-year-old François was a wooden-shoemaker. His bride,
Anne Régnier, three years his senior, came from an artisan family in Limoges:
her father was a carpenter and her mother, a seamstress.
François’s eldest child (Renoir’s father), Léonard, was born in Limoges in
1799 during the French Revolution.7 He became a tailor of men’s clothing. When
twenty-nine, he married a dressmaker’s assistant, Marguerite Merlet, aged
twenty-one, who was born in the rural town of Saintes.8 Her father, Louis, was
also a men’s tailor; her mother had no profession. Renoir’s parents had seven
children of whom the first two died in infancy. The artist was the fourth of the
surviving five. Renoir and his three elder siblings were born in Limoges. At
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Renoir’s birth, Pierre-Henri was 9 (born in February 1832), Marie-Elisa (called
Lisa, born in February 1833) was 8 and Léonard-Victor (called Victor, born in
May 1836) was 4½.9
Pierre-Auguste was known simply as Auguste. His birth certificate states:
‘Today, 25 February 1841, at 3 in the afternoon…Léonard Renoir, 41-year-old
tailor, residing on boulevard Sainte-Catherine [today boulevard Gambetta]…
presented us with a child of masculine gender who would have the first names
Pierre-Auguste, born at his home this morning…to Marguerite Merlet, [Léonard’s]
33-year-old wife.’10 When the artist was born, his parents had been married for
thirteen years. Since the family was Catholic, on the day of his birth, PierreAuguste was baptized at the church of Saint-Michel-des-Lions.
When Renoir’s paternal grandfather died in May 1845, Renoir’s father
moved his family to Paris.11 At this time, many tailors from the provinces were
drawn to the French capital whose population was then under a million.12 The
family travelled by the only available means of transport, a horse-drawn carriage. They found lodgings near the Louvre museum and the Protestant church,
the Temple de l’Oratoire, on rue de la Bibliothèque, now in the first arrondissement.13 Here, when Renoir was eight, his youngest brother, Victor-Edmond
(called Edmond), was born in May 1849.
A year prior to Edmond’s birth, when Renoir was seven, and for the next
six years, he went to a Catholic school run by the Frères des Écoles Chrétiennes
(Brothers of Christian Schools). At the same time, Renoir was chosen to sing in
Charles-François Gounod’s choir at the church of Saint-Eustache in central Paris
(from 1852, Gounod was the conductor of the Orphéon Choral Society in Paris).
Despite being in a Catholic school and choir, after his youth, according to his
son, ‘Renoir seldom if ever set foot in a church.’14
At some time between 1852 and 1855, because of Baron Haussmann’s
modernization of Paris, Renoir’s family was evicted from their old apartment.15
Haussmann’s renovations replaced old, narrow, dirty streets and crumbling
buildings with wide, tree-lined boulevards with elegant structures and effective city sewers. The Renoirs moved a few blocks away to 23 rue d’Argenteuil in
today’s first arrondissement. That apartment’s archives state that a men’s tailor,
Léonard ‘Raynouard’, rented rooms on the fifth and sixth floors (America’s sixth
and seventh floors). The building was described: ‘There is a store and thirty-three
rented apartments for industrial and construction workers of modest means.’16
Renoir’s parents and their five children lived in three small rooms on the fifth

COPYRIGHT MATERIAL FOR REFERENCE ONLY
22

23

CHAPTER 1

floor. Their sixth-floor room was probably used for Léonard’s tailoring business
and for Marguerite’s dressmaking.17 The Renoir family stayed at this address
until 1868, when Léonard and Marguerite retired to the suburb of Louveciennes.
Having Renoir’s childhood home near the Louvre was a happy coincidence, since
this great museum had been free and open to the general public at weekends
since 1793, and artists could enter any day of the week.
Renoir’s eldest brother, Pierre-Henri, followed the family tradition and
became an artisan. He trained to be a medallist and gem engraver under Samuel
Daniel, an older Jewish man. Daniel took Pierre-Henri under his wing, introducing the young man to his companion Joséphine Blanche, a seamstress, and to
their (illegitimate) daughter Blanche Marie Blanc, who was nine years younger
than Pierre-Henri. Daniel was Blanche’s legal guardian (tuter datif), and the
family lived at 58 rue Neuve Saint-Augustin. In July 1861, Pierre-Henri and
Blanche married, so Renoir had a sister-in-law who was both illegitimate and
half-Jewish.18 When Daniel retired in 1879, Pierre-Henri took over his engraving
business. By this point, he had become an authority on the engraving of interlaced ornaments and had, in 1863, published a manual of monograms that,
four years later, was translated into English as Complete Collection of Figures
and Initials.19 Pierre-Henri later wrote and published two other books.20 The
painter Renoir’s various attempts at writing for publication in 1877, 1884 and
1911 were modelled on his older brother’s examples.
In 1854 when Renoir was twelve or thirteen, his family’s financial needs
required that he leave school and go to work. His parents decided that he should
follow Pierre-Henri into an artisan trade; it could well have been that Henri’s
employer was friends with to Théodore and Henri Lévy of Entreprise Lévy,
who were described as ‘bronze manufacturers’ and ‘painters, decorators, and
gilders on porcelain’.21 Since Renoir showed artistic ability and since the family
came from Limoges, a city renowned for porcelain, his parents thought he
might be good at painting on porcelain vases, plates and cups. As a trade, it
was closest to easel painting, so that apprentices became skilled in painting.
Such workers could also earn substantially more per day than the 3.6 francs
that tailors typically earned.22 Renoir began an apprenticeship at the porcelainpainting workshop of Lévy Frères at 76 rue des Fossés-du-Temple (now rue
Amelot, eleventh arrondissement), where he probably worked for four or five
years until 1858.23 As an apprentice, Renoir copied rococo images of flowers
and figures. At this time, paintings by Watteau, Fragonard and Boucher were
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popular, some recently having been acquired by the Louvre.24 Renoir saved some
of his porcelains, such as ‘two vases decorated with flower bouquets, initialed
“AR” with the date 1855’,25 as well as meticulous pencil drawings, such as Birds
and Tambourines.26 Renoir also saved a pair of vase-shaped chandeliers with a
nude figure on the front and a shield on the reverse, and three related pencil
drawings.27 After a few years, when industrialization came to porcelain decoration, Renoir lost his job and began work painting images on window blinds and
screens on gauze, calico or oil paper for apartments, shops and steamboats. For
two years, he worked for a M. Gilbert at 63 rue du Bac, not far from the École
des Beaux-Arts on the Left Bank of the Seine.28
While working during the day in this period, Renoir began studying
drawing at night at the free municipal drawing school run by the sculptor LouisDenis Caillouette, the director of the École de Dessin et des Arts Décoratifs, on
rue des Petits Carreaux, in today’s second arrondissement.29 Part of the school’s
method was to have students copy art from the past. At eighteen, on 24 January
1860, Renoir was granted permission to make copies in pencil or oil of works in
the Louvre, both in the galleries and in the drawing collection; this permission
was renewed throughout the next five years.30 Renoir treasured some of these
early copies (giving some to his nephew Edmond), many of which are classical
in style and theme: a detailed pencil drawing of Hector and Paris, a painted copy
of Venus and Cupid (both 1860), a drawing of Homer with Shepherds (signed
‘Renoir. January 11, 1861’), and a pencil and black chalk copy of a Bacchanale
(signed ‘Renoir. June 15, 1861’).31 Also that year, he painted a copy of Rubens’s
The Enthronement of Marie de Medici. Two years later, Renoir also executed a
painted copy of Rubens’s Hélène Fourment with her son (see page 81).32 When
still an artisan, Renoir’s early fascination with Rubens led him to be nicknamed
‘Monsieur Rubens’, as his younger brother, Edmond, a journalist, explained in
an article about Renoir’s experiences in the Lévy porcelain workshop: ‘After a
few months of apprenticeship, Renoir was asked to paint on porcelain objects
that were usually given to the workers. This gave way to jeers. They [the fellow
workers] nicknamed him M. Rubens, as a joke – and he would cry because they
were making fun of him.’33 Edmond later owned a gravy boat decorated by
Renoir with a copy of Boucher’s Diana at the Bath.34
Aside from copies, Renoir was also painting on his own as early as his late
teens. He made a still life of a bouquet of flowers signed and dated ‘June 1858/
Renoir’. Another of his early works, done when he was around nineteen, was

COPYRIGHT MATERIAL FOR REFERENCE ONLY
24

25

CHAPTER 1

a portrait of his mother, then aged fifty-three.35 He painted her head looking
sideways, wearing a bonnet. Renoir was attached to this painting: it was the
only portrait of his parents or siblings that was still in his private collection at
the time of his death.
While Renoir was working during the day and taking drawing classes at
night, he met Émile-Henri Laporte, an engraving apprentice and later a painter
and decorative artist, who was a fellow student at the École de Dessin et des
Arts Décoratifs. Laporte preceded Renoir in the painting classes of the Swiss
painter, Gleyre, which were free except for 10 francs a month to pay for the
model. In November 1861, when Renoir was almost twenty-one years old, his
family allowed him to stop paid artisan work in order to pursue his dream of
becoming a painter. Renoir followed Laporte’s path, left the drawing class and
entered Gleyre’s studio at 69 rue Vaugirard on the Left Bank. While there, he
continued to study and copy works at the Louvre; in addition, Gleyre wrote
Renoir a letter of recommendation so that he could copy prints at the Cabinet
des Estampes of the Bibliothèque Nationale.36 Gleyre prepared students for
entrance examinations to the nearby government-sponsored École des BeauxArts. In April 1862, five months after Renoir began with Gleyre, even though he
was placed poorly (68th out of 80), Renoir was accepted to study at the BeauxArts.37 This art school prepared students to submit works to the annual Salon
art exhibition held in April.
Interviewed forty years later, Renoir talked about his training: ‘The misunderstanding began as soon as I started studying at the École des Beaux-Arts.
I was an extremely hard-working student; I slaved away at academic painting; I
studied the classical style, but I never earned the least honorable mention, and
my professors were unanimous in finding my painting execrable.’38 Although
far from top of his class, his account is somewhat exaggerated: in 1863, he
ranked twentieth out of 80 students who took a figure drawing examination at
the Beaux-Arts.39 In an interview of 1904, ‘[Renoir] spoke of the advantage that
the Impressionists had of being a group of friends who were able to benefit
from each other’s research. It is good to work in art classes, because when one
always works alone, one ends up believing that everything one does is good.
In an art school, one sees what one’s neighbour does. As a result, one benefits
from [seeing] what the neighbour did better than you.’40
In the 1860s, the best way for a young artist to make his or her work known
to the buying public was to exhibit at the annual state-sponsored Salon. After
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paintings were accepted by the official jury, they were put on view and evaluated by critics. These reviews were of great importance and affected the prices
that artists could ask for their work. Even as late as 1882, Renoir wrote: ‘There
are hardly fifteen connoisseurs in Paris capable of liking a painter without the
Salon. There are 80,000 of them who won’t even buy a nose [of a portrait] if a
painter is not in the Salon.’41 Hence, Renoir diligently submitted his paintings
to the Salons of 1863 through 1890, with varying levels of success.42 Even when
accepted, his paintings were usually placed where they were hard to see. In the
same 1904 interview, Renoir was asked why he did not exhibit at the Salons: ‘It’s
a very big mistake…to think that I am against exhibitions. On the contrary, no
one is more of a supporter of them, because in my opinion, painting is meant
to be shown. Now, if you are astonished that you didn’t see my canvases in the
Salon exhibitions and if you wanted to find out why, it’s much simpler than
that. My paintings were refused. The jury generally welcomed them – welcomed
them, that’s one way of saying it – with a burst of laughter. And when these
gentlemen one day found themselves by chance in a somewhat less hilarious
mood, they decided to accept one, and my poor canvas was put under the
moulding or under the awning, so that it would go as unnoticed as possible. I
think I’ve been sending in canvases for about twenty years; about ten times I
was mercilessly refused; the other ten times [about] one out of three was taken,
and hung just as I told you.… All these refusals, or bad placements, didn’t help
sell my paintings, and I had to earn enough to eat, which was hard.’43 Renoir
was exaggerating a little. In truth, he had submitted works to the official Salon
over the course of twenty-seven years from 1863 until 1890. His paintings were
refused four times and accepted ten. Even though he had some success with the
Salons for a few years, they never were an ideal exhibition space for his works.
Gleyre’s studio closed in the spring of 1864 because of his health problems.
At the same time, Renoir was placed tenth among 106 applicants for continuing
study at the École des Beaux-Arts. By the time he left Gleyre’s studio, he was
already following the Realist painter Édouard Manet, nine years older than
he. Manet, who was the same age as Renoir’s brother Pierre-Henri, became
somewhat like an older brother to Renoir, a role model and a supporter.44 He
had been inspired by the previous generation of Realists (Courbet, Corot and
others). Manet’s two ground-breaking 1863 paintings, made when Renoir was
still with Gleyre, were Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe (exhibited at the Salon des Refusés
of 1863) and Olympia (exhibited at the Salon of 1865). They caused a furore
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among the conservative establishment in Paris but endeared Manet to Renoir
and his friends. These two paintings displayed modern themes in a modern
style, yet also referred to well-known paintings in museums: the Déjeuner recalls
Giorgione’s Pastoral Concert in the Louvre and Olympia recalls Titian’s Venus
of Urbino in the Uffizi, Florence. Renoir adopted Manet’s goal: to paint modern
life in a modern style, yet to be an heir to the great artists of the past. Some
of Renoir’s early paintings, such as The Inn of Mother Anthony (1866; see page
84) and Lise and Sisley (1868; see page 85), show that he was evolving his own
Realistic style, yet was indebted to Manet.
Renoir and his friends socialized with Manet each Friday evening at 5.30
at the Café de Bade in the centre of Paris. In 1866, Manet changed to the Café
Guerbois at 11 Grande rue des Batignolles (now avenue de Clichy) in north-west
Paris, an area called the Batignolles. After 1876, they again moved their meeting
place, this time to the Café de la Nouvelle-Athènes on place Pigalle. The wealthy,
highly educated Manet was both the intellectual leader and the oldest of the
group later referred to as the Impressionists. Other future Impressionists who
came to the café meetings included Bazille, Cézanne, Degas, Monet, Pissarro and
Sisley. The only two core Impressionists who did not attend the café meetings
were Morisot and Cassatt, because attending café meetings was not socially
acceptable for high-class women. Non-artists who came included Bazille’s close
friend Maître, who was a rich dilettante painter and musician, the photographer
Gaspard-Félix Tournachon, who went under the name Nadar, and the writer and
critic Émile Zola, as well as other critics, writers and collectors; even though they
were not painters, they came to be associated with this modern art movement.
Among all the younger artists who followed him, Manet considered Renoir
his successor and Renoir considered Manet his mentor. This was evident in
1869, when Henri Fantin-Latour painted a large work entitled A Studio of the
Batignolles Quarter, destined for the Salon of 1870, which shows Manet seated,
painting at his easel, surrounded by artist and writer friends.45 They include,
from left to right, Otto Scholderer, Renoir, Zacharie Astruc, Zola, Maître, Bazille
and Monet. For this work, Manet had asked Fantin to place Renoir nearest to
him. Not only did Fantin comply, but he also surrounded Renoir’s head in a
gold frame, almost a halo. Renoir stands with bowed head, suggesting his sensitivity and deference. Despite his humble roots, at age twenty-nine, Renoir had
not just become friends with the most innovative artists and writers but was
seen as their leader’s heir. Throughout Manet’s lifetime, he continued to be
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friendly and encouraging to Renoir, who always esteemed and revered him.
Renoir’s gratefulness to Manet lasted well beyond the latter’s death in 1883; it
extended through Renoir’s close friendship with Manet’s brother and sister-inlaw, Eugène Manet and Berthe Morisot, and their daughter, Julie Manet.
Like that of Renoir and his friends, Manet’s work was disdained at the
annual Salons. Similarly, when Renoir was painting in a Realist style akin to
Manet’s at that time, his art received negative reviews from most critics. However,
some, like Zola, who were favourable to Manet, also viewed Renoir’s work in
a positive light. When Renoir exhibited Girl with the Umbrella at the Salon of
1868, Zola wrote a review about the modernists.46 Other critics noted Renoir’s
debt to Manet.47
Although considered the elder statesman of the Impressionists, Manet
refused to exhibit with them in their group shows. His conservative views led
him to believe that the official Salons were the only way to reach the public and
critics. Nonetheless, he tried to help their exhibits, as in 1877, when he wrote to
the foremost art critic, Albert Wolff: ‘You may not care for this kind of painting
yet, but some day you will. Meanwhile it would be nice of you to say something
about it in Le Figaro.’48
In the 1870s, the liberal young Impressionists rejected the government
Salon exhibitions and official recognition, such as the Légion d’Honneur. Even
though Manet was artistically innovative and a leader of the Impressionists,
he felt it important to go along with certain conservative trends and refused
to exhibit with the Impressionists, instead submitting his works to the official
Salons. Later, he accepted the official recognition of the Légion d’Honneur.
Even though Renoir was part of the anti-establishment Impressionist group,
he differed from his peers and applauded Manet’s conservative realism. In
1881, when Manet finally was awarded the Légion d’Honneur and was dying
of syphilis of the spinal cord, Renoir, then on a trip, congratulated him: ‘On
my return to the capital, I will salute you as the painter who is loved by everybody and is officially recognized…. You are the joyous fighter, without hate for
anyone, like an old Gaul, and I admire you because of this happiness even in
times of injustice.’49 Manet immediately wrote back: ‘You will without a doubt
bring us back a mass of works all personal and interesting…. A thousand kind
regards, my dear Renoir, and bring back a lot of canvases.’50 Manet, no doubt,
appreciated Renoir’s understanding of why he would accept the Légion despite
its conservative connotations.
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Although Manet esteemed Renoir as a talented artist, the critics and
buying public did not, so he had financial problems on and off until he was
fifty years old. In his twenties, Renoir was helped by several of his affluent artist
friends. Because of his charm and warmth, his wealthy friends introduced him to
their families. His friends assisted him by providing studio space, living quarters
and money to paint; sometimes they found him commissions for portraits and
mural decorations. Indeed, he became financially dependent on many friends
but none of them seemed to mind.
Since his parents’ apartment had only three rooms for seven adults, Renoir
was happy to turn to friends’ studios and apartments for the space to paint and
store his canvases and to live. Despite the fact that Renoir’s parents lived in
Paris until 1868 when he was twenty-seven, from 1862 Renoir consistently gave
friends’ addresses as his own when he exhibited his art. At the Beaux-Arts,
Renoir gave his address as 29 place Dauphine on the Île de la Cité, which was
the home of his friend Laporte. Throughout the next eight years, on different
occasions, Renoir recorded that he lived with various wealthy artist friends –
Bazille, Le Coeur, Maître and Sisley. These colleagues recognized Renoir’s genius
and had no problem allowing him to reside and work with them at the same
time that they gave him financial help.
Renoir’s wealthy friends were also happy to find him portrait commissions. While Renoir preferred to paint daily life, as did Manet, since such works
were hard to sell, Renoir did what he considered second-best; he became a portraitist. Even though photographic portraits were coming into fashion, painted
portraits were still popular. Nonetheless, they were always problematic since
the artist had to please the sitter. From 1864 and for the next twenty years,
portraiture dominated his oeuvre. Of his 397 figure paintings, 164 are portraits
compared to 161 daily life images, 28 nudes and 9 decorations.51 The year that
Gleyre’s studio closed, 1864, Renoir made portraits of Laporte and his sister,
Marie-Zélie Laporte.52 He also painted portraits of Sisley and of his father,
William Sisley.53 In these portraits, as in many of his commissioned portraits
from 1864 until 1870, Renoir painted in a traditional, realistic style. Indeed,
his William Sisley closely resembles a photograph that could have served as its
model.54 He submitted this portrait to the Salon of 1865 where it was exhibited
as Portrait of M.W.S.
Sisley and Renoir also worked together on landscape painting in the
Fontainebleau area, then accessible by train, 56 kilometres (35 miles) south-east
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of Paris. Much later, in 1897, Renoir told a friend: ‘When I was young, I used to go
to Fontainebleau with Sisley with my paint box and a painter’s shirt. We would
walk until we found a village, and sometimes only come back a week later when
we had run out of money.’55 In the 1860s, Sisley’s family was welcoming to Renoir,
who occasionally slept at their home, at 31 avenue de Neuilly, Porte Maillot.56
Besides being helped by Laporte and Sisley, Renoir turned increasingly
to Bazille, who was from a wealthy Montpellier family. Around 1864, when
Bazille had a studio at rue de Vaugirard, he wrote to his parents: ‘I am hosting
one of my friends, a former student of Gleyre, who does not have an art studio
at the moment. Renoir, that is his name, is very hard working. He uses my
models, and even helps me to pay for them, partly. It is quite agreeable for me
not to spend my days entirely alone.’57 Bazille’s father later remarked on their
‘brotherly friendship’,58 evident when Renoir wrote to Bazille: ‘Kiss your mother
and father for me. Send my best wishes to the whole family, your cousins, to
that special aunt we love to talk about, to your sister-in-law and the little one;
I like him a lot – there’s a child who’ll go far. Watch out for the carriages!…
Your friend, A. Renoir.’59 On and off for six years beginning when Renoir was
twenty-three, he lived with Bazille in his friend’s succession of Parisian apartments that also functioned as studios. From July 1866 through December 1867,
Bazille and Renoir lived and worked at 20 rue Visconti on the Left Bank. From
January 1868 until the spring of 1870, they lived at 9 rue de la Paix (now 7 rue
de La Condamine) in the Batignolles quarter, west of Montmartre, not far from
Manet’s meeting place, the Café Guerbois. From April 1870, for a few months,
Renoir and Bazille returned to the Left Bank and lived at 8 rue des Beaux-Arts.
Since this last apartment was tiny, Renoir sometimes (as in the summer of 1870)
stayed with Bazille’s friend, Maître, who lived nearby at 5 rue Taranne (now the
boulevard Saint-Germain).
Bazille not only helped Renoir with living accommodation but was also
supportive of Renoir’s art. During the time of the May 1867 Salon, when Renoir
exhibited Lise with an Umbrella,60 Bazille explained to his parents: ‘My friend
Renoir did an excellent painting which stunned everyone. I hope he will be
successful at the exhibition, he really needs it.’61
A few months later, in November or December 1867, Renoir and Bazille
painted portraits of one another in their rue Visconti studio (see pages 82 and
83). In addition to supporting Renoir, Bazille occasionally also helped Monet. A
few months before the portrait exchange, Bazille wrote to his parents: ‘Monet…
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will sleep at my place until the end of the month. Therefore, including Renoir, I
am lodging two needy painters. It is a veritable infirmary, and I am very pleased
about it. I have enough room, and they are both very cheerful.’62 While he was
financially supporting both Renoir and Monet, those two artists developed a
friendship that lasted for fifty-seven years. When seventy-one years old, in an
interview, Renoir said: ‘One is of one’s time, in spite of oneself. Ask me about
Manet, Monet, Degas and Cézanne, and I can give you clearly formed opinions,
since I lived, worked, and struggled with them.’63 In his old age, Monet felt similarly. A month after Renoir’s death, Monet was interviewed and talked about
‘our early years of struggle and hope’.64 Their careers had similar trajectories.
Both endured public hostility for almost thirty years before enjoying enormous
fame and fortune.
Besides the value to his work, Renoir later said how he benefited from
Monet’s toughness during the days of the critics’ and public’s ridicule of the
Impressionist style. When an old man, Renoir told his friend Albert André: ‘I
have always given in to my destiny, I never had the temperament of a fighter and
I would many times have given up altogether, if my old friend Monet, who did
have the temperament of a fighter, hadn’t given me a hand and lifted me back
up.’65 Although Renoir was never as openly outspoken as Monet, he capitalized
on his friend’s assertiveness and would be inspired by that courage throughout his life. Renoir often claimed to be passive, timid or shy, but his letters and
actions reveal that he rarely was.
Monet and Renoir were thus allied in the late 1860s for artistic and personal reasons and also because both turned to Bazille for financial help.66 At the
time, Monet’s needs were even more dire than were Renoir’s. In 1867, Monet’s
model and mistress, Camille, bore his son, Jean (the couple later married).
Monet’s grocer father, then a widower, refused to help because his own mistress
had just had a child. Then Monet’s monetary problems became worse from
July through September 1869. During that period, Renoir was penniless and
staying with his parents in Louveciennes, which is near Saint-Michel, a hamlet
near Bougival where Monet was living with Camille and the infant Jean. Renoir
travelled almost daily to visit Monet. In fact, he so often slept at Monet’s home
that, a few years later, Monet wrote to Pissarro, ‘Renoir is not here so you will
be able to sleep here.’67 In a series of letters to Bazille, each man wrote of his
poverty and of their work together. On 9 August 1869, Monet wrote to Bazille:
‘Renoir brought us bread from his [parents’] house so that we wouldn’t starve
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to death.’68 Renoir confirmed this in a letter to Bazille from Louveciennes: ‘I am
at my parents’ house and almost always at Monet’s…. We don’t eat every day.
But, all the same, I am pleased because as far as painting goes, Monet is good
company. I am doing next to nothing because I have very little paint. Things may
get better this month. If it’s the case, I’ll let you know.’69 Things did get better,
since the next month, Renoir and Monet painted together at La Grenouillère
(also known as Croissy-sur-Seine, a suburb of Paris).
In late September 1869, when both of them were benefiting from Bazille’s
support, Renoir and Monet created the first truly Impressionist paintings to have
survived, at La Grenouillère.70 (Pissarro also invented Impressionism around
this time, but his canvases of 1869 were destroyed during the Franco-Prussian
War.) Monet wrote to Bazille: ‘Renoir, who has spent the last two months here,
also wants to do this painting [La Grenouillère].’71 Hence it was together that
they developed this new style for landscapes with small figures. Working outdoors, each artist made five paintings in which he employed characteristics
now defined as Impressionist: vibrant and varied hues as well as pervasive light
tones; high-keyed shades used as reflected hues in the shadows; a seemingly
random composition with figures moving beyond the frame; primary importance given to tiny, moving, brightly coloured strokes that suggest indistinct
forms; blurred details; dissolved edges and lines; and eroded mass. Beyond the
five pairs of paintings at La Grenouillère, through 1873, side by side, Renoir and
Monet created fourteen paintings of identical landscapes or still lifes. Renoir
also painted eleven portraits of Monet (see page 82) and Camille.72
Despite the help of Bazille, Renoir continued to be plagued by a lack of
money and needed to seek further support from other wealthy friends. Two
years after Renoir met Bazille, Monet and Sisley at Gleyre’s studio, he made the
acquaintance of Jules Le Coeur, who, like Manet and Pierre-Henri Renoir, was
nine years older than he.73 Jules came from a wealthy Parisian family that created
furniture for the courts of Europe. The two men had reasons to be drawn to one
another. Renoir, lacking wealth and connections, gravitated towards Jules, one
of the more generous and friendly among the upper-class students. Jules, coming
from an architecture background, admired Renoir for his greater experience in
drawing and painting. Later, Renoir and Le Coeur became extremely close
because of their clandestine affairs with two sisters.
Whereas Renoir’s previous intimate relationships remain unknown, Jules
had been married. At that time, both he and his older brother, Charles, were

COPYRIGHT MATERIAL FOR REFERENCE ONLY
32

33

CHAPTER 1

successful architects, having decided not to join their father’s company. Jules
married on 4 May 1861. Eighteen months later, two tragedies befell him. Within
a fortnight of giving birth to their son on 3 November 1862, Le Coeur’s wife and
son both died.74 Le Coeur was devastated and left Paris; he travelled around
Europe and came to the conclusion that he no longer wanted to be an architect.
On 24 August 1863, in a letter to his mother, he expressed his desire to become a
painter.75 With her approval, at age thirty-two, he entered Gleyre’s studio where
one of his cousins studied.76 There, in early 1864, he met Renoir and his friends.
Le Coeur and Renoir became close companions. When Gleyre’s studio
closed later that same year, Jules and his family helped Renoir by commissioning
portraits and ceiling frescoes and by purchasing paintings. In addition, Jules,
like Bazille, supported Renoir and invited him to paint in his studio and to live
with him at his various residences in Paris, Marlotte and Ville d’Avray. Hence,
throughout his twenties, Renoir stayed at times with Le Coeur and at other
times with Bazille. Jules introduced Renoir to his family, who lived in a large
compound at rue Alexandre de Humboldt (now rue Jean-Dolent) in the nineteenth arrondissement in north-east Paris. Except for Jules, everyone, including
his mother Félicie, his brother, Charles, and two sisters, Louise and Marie, with
their spouses and children, resided in the family compound, which included
their family home and business complex. Jules’s father, Joseph Le Coeur, had
died in 1857. At that time, Jules’s eldest sister, Louise, then aged twenty-nine,
who never married, began to help her mother run the family enterprise. This
business, which became in 1861 Le Coeur et Compagnie, flourished, employed
hundreds of workers and became one of the most important carpentry and
cabinetmaking operations in Paris; they even participated in the renovations
of the Louvre.77
The first evidence that Renoir knew Jules’s family is revealed in a letter
from Jules’s youngest sister, Marie, in the spring of 1865, to her husband,
Fernand Fouqué, a distinguished mineralogist and geologist: ‘Jules leaves tomorrow to spend a few days at Mr Brunet’s house, near Fontainebleau. Mr Renoir
is also going away to the countryside.’78 At that time, Renoir, Sisley and other
painter friends accepted Le Coeur’s hospitality at Marlotte, almost 75 kilometres
(47 miles) south-east of Paris, where Jules rented a house on the rue de la
Cheminée Blanche (today, 30 rue Delort).79 Renoir occasionally brought along
his brother Edmond, then a young journalist and writer aged seventeen, whom
Renoir later helped to get employment as a secretary for the Le Coeur business.
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Beginning in 1866 and for the next eight years, Renoir painted many
works for the Le Coeur family. Jules’s sister Marie described Renoir’s working
habits: ‘That poor boy is like a body without a soul when he is not working.’80
Her observation was in fact true; for the next fifty-three years until his death,
Renoir was obsessed with his art and painted every day unless physically incapacitated. The Le Coeurs acquired three Renoir still lifes: Spring Bouquet that he
signed ‘A. Renoir. 1866’ and, the same year, Flowers in a Vase. Two years later, he
made Basket and Partridge for Charles Le Coeur. The family also bought Renoir’s
figure paintings such as Lise holding Wildflowers.
However, most of the paintings that the Le Coeurs bought from Renoir
were portraits. The first, in April 1866, was of the family matriarch, Mme Félicie
Le Coeur.81 When she hired Renoir to paint her, Marie informed her husband.
Shortly thereafter he wrote dismissively to his mother-in-law: ‘I learned with
great pleasure that you are getting your portrait done, but I must confess I would
much rather see it painted by any other person than by Renoir. I have little confidence in that young man’s talent; to me, his personality and his behaviour are
as unpleasant as possible. I am afraid that the impression I have of the artist
will be reflected in the portrait.’82 These insults were probably based on Renoir’s
lower-class origins, which still raised eyebrows among those who had not been
charmed by the artist’s personality.
In the spring of 1866, Renoir was still working on his portrait of Jules’s
mother at the same time that he was waiting to hear whether his two submissions to the Salon of 1866 had been accepted. Renoir had promised to write
telling Jules the news. When Jules heard nothing he became frustrated at Renoir
and wrote to his mother: ‘Renoir, this animal, left on Monday and told me that
he would write to me as soon as he knew. I think that he has not written yet
because he does not know anything. However, he could have at least written
that he did not know rather than make me think that he has bad news for me.’83
Jules disparages Renoir by calling him an ‘animal’, even though he admits that
Renoir probably did not yet know about the jury’s decision. That same year,
besides completing the portrait of Mme Le Coeur, Renoir painted Jules and his
dogs in Fontainebleau forest, more a landscape than a portrait.84
Two years later, in 1868, Renoir proposed to Jules’s brother Charles to paint
his wife and son, Joseph, in their garden, and he drew a sketch and posted it to
Charles.85 This work was never completed, yet, around the same time, Renoir
made a little oil study of Joseph’s head. In 1869, Renoir painted a portrait of
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Charles’s mother-in-law, Mme Théodore Charpentier. The following year, Renoir
made portraits of Charles and of his wife. After the Franco-Prussian War, Renoir
continued to make portraits of the family: of Charles’s eldest daughter, Marie,
aged twelve, and of his next daughter, Marthe, aged nine, and another head of
Joseph. In 1874, Renoir painted a bust as well as a full-length portrait of Charles;
the latter shows him standing outdoors.86
Besides portraits and purchases, Charles helped Renoir to fulfil an early
dream: to paint indoor murals to complement architecture. Charles and Jules
were childhood friends of the Romanian Prince Georges Bibesco (1834–1902),
who came to Paris as a boy. Bibesco studied at the French military academy,
became an officer and was part of the French Mexican and Algerian campaigns.
In 1867 or 1868, Charles was working on plans for a town house for Bibesco in
Paris’s seventh arrondissement at 22 boulevard de La Tour-Maubourg. Charles
helped Renoir get a commission for two ceiling decorations in that house. In the
spring of 1868, Renoir made two preparatory watercolours for the ceiling, one in
the style of Fragonard and one in that of Tiepolo.87 He also painted the Bibesco
family crest above the fireplace in the Salle d’Armes (Armour Room).88 The first
stone of Hôtel Bibesco was laid on 23 April 1869. Construction was interrupted
by the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, but was completed soon thereafter; Renoir
completed his murals by the end of summer 1871.89 Unfortunately, the house
was torn down in the 1910s and Renoir’s frescoes were destroyed.
Aside from working on his art, Renoir spent much time with Jules.
Beginning in the spring of 1865, Renoir lived intermittently with his friend in
his Paris apartment at 43 avenue d’Eylau (now avenue Victor Hugo), in northwest Paris in the sixteenth arrondissement. When Renoir was first accepted at
the Salon of 1865, in the booklet of participants he gave Jules’s address as his
own.90 In the spring of 1866, while Renoir was in Paris painting the portrait of
Mme Le Coeur, Jules invited him to accompany him to Marlotte (where Sisley
had preceded them). Renoir could not decide whether to finish his painting in
Paris or to go with his friends. Le Coeur’s sister Marie wrote a letter describing
Renoir’s indecisiveness and impulsiveness: ‘Yesterday morning, he finally came
to work [on her mother’s portrait] saying that he had decided not to leave [for
Marlotte]. This morning he was still resolved to stay but he accompanied Jules
to the railroad and at the last moment left with Jules to Marlotte. He does not
have any suitcase, and will therefore be forced to return to get his things.’91
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It was in Marlotte a few months later that Renoir created his first large
group portrait that is also his first scene of daily life: The Inn of Mother Anthony,
Marlotte (see page 84) portrays his friends after a meal: Jules Le Coeur is the
standing bearded man rolling a cigarette.92 One of his dogs, Toto, a bichon,
appears in the foreground.93 Sisley is on the right, wearing a hat and reading the
newspaper, L’Événement, in which Zola had written favourably about Renoir’s
friends Monet and Manet. The facing beardless man has not been identified.
Framing the trio of men is the waitress, Nana, at the left, and the proprietress,
Mother Anthony, at rear right. The fresco on the back wall is Renoir’s caricature of
Henri Murger, the author of Scènes de la vie de Bohème, which later gave Puccini
the theme for his opera depicting a bohemian lifestyle somewhat parallel to
Renoir’s. The bohemian movement in Paris was active at the time, beginning in
the 1840s and continuing into the late 1860s. It was a glorification of free spirits,
artistry and romanticism, a counter-cultural way of life that Renoir alludes to
in the Murger caricature.
After Jules and Renoir had been friends for a while, and while they were
spending time in Marlotte, Jules introduced Renoir to a model, Lise Tréhot, who
would be the most important woman in Renoir’s life from 1866 through 1872.
Jules had met Lise soon after entering Gleyre’s studio when he renewed contact
with one of his former architect friends, Mathieu Tréhot, who introduced Jules
to his two sisters.94 In 1866, Clémence was twenty-three and Lise was eighteen.
Their father, Louis Tréhot, ran a tobacco and wineshop at 71 avenue des Ternes
in north-west Paris in the seventeenth arrondissement, and the family lived
nearby. By 1866, Clémence had become Jules’s mistress. Jules asked Renoir
to paint her portrait. That same year, Renoir made a watercolour of Jules and
Clémence, The Stolen Kiss.95
Lise Tréhot started modelling for Renoir in 1866 when she posed for three
half-length paintings: Lise Sewing, Portrait of Lise and Woman with a Bird.96
Throughout the next seven years, Lise was Renoir’s only model. She posed for all
his paintings destined for the yearly Salons: the nude, Diana as a Huntress, 1867;
Lise (Woman with an Umbrella), 1867; The Bohemian, 1868; Algerian Odalisque,
1870; Bather with Griffon, 1870; and Parisians dressed as Algerians, 1872.97 Of
these, the first and the last submissions were rejected, but the other four were
accepted at the spring Salon.
If we compare a photograph of Lise (see page 42) with paintings for which
she modelled, we realize that Renoir always greatly transforms her appearance.
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In all Renoir’s thousands of paintings of people, he always idealizes according
to the model of beauty established by artists of the past, from Greek statues
through Raphael, Rubens and Ingres. These artists improved the appearance
of people to make them look more beautiful, healthy and happy. Even though
Renoir always transformed the person before him, he wanted to paint from a
model because he enjoyed the sociability and inspiration. Lise was not only
Renoir’s model but also his lover and muse. She inspired his first amorous
painting, Lise and Sisley, 1868, which has been wrongly titled The Sisley Couple.98
In a letter to Bazille, of September or October 1869, Renoir called the
painting ‘Lise and Sisley’, writing: ‘I exhibited Lise and Sisley at Carpentier’s.’99
Marie-Charles-Édouard Carpentier, whose store was at 8 boulevard Montmartre,
was Renoir’s paint dealer and framer.100 Renoir hoped to sell the painting for
100 francs, which was the current price for large photographs by the fashionable
photographers Disdéri and Adam-Salomon.101 Unfortunately, Lise and Sisley did
not sell at the time (see page 85).
It is tempting to surmise that Renoir’s infatuation with Lise led him to
begin painting the pursuit of love, a theme that, among the Impressionists,
was unique to him. Renoir’s romantic feelings for Lise no doubt enhanced
the passion that he put into all the paintings for which she modelled. Lise and
Sisley is the first of many paintings of romance in modern Paris where handsome, gallant men pursue beautiful, fashionably dressed young women. Here,
as in later paintings, love is conveyed through glance, gesture and posture. This
amorous subject matter did reflect Renoir’s life and the things he did or would
have liked to have done. When Renoir was a young healthy, sociable bachelor,
he created his most innovative social scenes in Paris and its suburbs. Two years
later, in 1870, Lise posed for The Promenade, Renoir’s first amorous work in his
new Impressionist style.102 By painting the pursuit of love, Renoir was following
Boucher, Fragonard and Watteau, as well as his idol, Rubens. In these romantic
works, his male friends stood in for Renoir alongside Lise. Besides this romantic
subject matter, Lise also posed for several paintings of nudes and of modern
women alone.
Since Renoir was earning little money from his painting and there is no
documentation, it is unclear whether he paid modelling fees to Lise. However,
besides posing for Renoir, Lise earned money modelling for Bazille. The link
between Renoir, Bazille and Lise is confirmed in a letter that Renoir wrote to
Bazille in 1869: ‘Lise saw your letter.’103 That same year, Lise posed for Bazille’s
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The Card Player, Young Woman with Lowered Eyes, Woman with Striped Dress
and Moorish Woman; in 1870, she posed for Bazille’s La Toilette.104
When Bazille used Lise as a model for Moorish Woman in 1869, he may
have inspired Renoir in his seductive Algerian Odalisque of 1870. The latter is
part of a pair with a nude painting of Lise, Nymph at the Stream, 1869–70 (see
page 85).105 Renoir’s pair of wide horizontal panels calls to mind Goya’s Dressed
Maja and Nude Maja. Unlike the Goyas, however, Renoir’s two figures are in
mirrored poses. Around the time that Lise modelled for Nymph at the Stream,
she had given birth to one of Renoir’s children, and by the time of the Algerian
Odalisque, she was pregnant with his second child.
In this time of primitive contraception and in a Catholic country with no
legal abortions, it was risky for any unmarried woman to have an affair. A year
after Renoir met Lise, Sisley and Monet had illegitimate children with their
models who were also their mistresses. Sisley’s model and companion, MarieAdélaïde-Eugénie Lescouezec, gave birth to a son, Pierre Sisley, on 17 June
1867.106 Two months later, on 8 August, Monet’s model and companion, Camille
Doncieux, gave birth to their son Jean (as noted earlier). Since neither couple
was married, neither child was legitimate. However, at their sons’ births, Sisley
and Monet recognized their children and gave them their last names; in so
doing, they legally agreed to support them. As expected, each artist later married
his mistress, thereby legitimizing his child.107
Having illegitimate children in full view rather than hiding them away as
bourgeois people did was considered bohemian and undignified. The parents
of both Sisley and Monet were unsympathetic to their sons’ circumstances.
Furthermore, Bazille, who helped Monet financially, was no doubt displeased
with Monet’s predicament. Bazille was from a Protestant bourgeois family and
is not known to have ever had a mistress.108 Lise also became Bazille’s model
but it is presumed that they did not have a sexual relationship.
A year after the births of Pierre Sisley and Jean Monet, the mistresses
of both Renoir and Jules Le Coeur – Lise and Clémence – became pregnant at
around the same time. Jules Le Coeur was happy with this; his wife and son
had died six years earlier. However, Renoir had immediate concerns because of
his precarious finances. He knew that Bazille would disapprove and he worried
that Bazille might withdraw his financial assistance. While most people knew
Lise only as Renoir’s model, Bazille knew that she was also Renoir’s secret lover.
This prompted Renoir to write to Bazille a month before Lise was to give birth:
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‘I am at Ville-d’Avray…. and if you have some money, it would be good if you
would send it to me immediately, so that you won’t spend it. You needn’t worry
about me since I have neither wife nor child and am not ready to have either
one or the other.’109 By asserting his lack of wife or child, Renoir was reassuring
Bazille, who was helping him with money, that he was not planning to follow
the route taken two years earlier by Monet, who, after he had a child, became
more demanding in his monetary requests to Bazille.110 Renoir wanted Bazille
to know that he was not going to become a similar burden even though, secretly,
he was about to become a father.
In this situation, Renoir’s lower-class background restricted his options
even if he loved Lise as much as Monet loved Camille. The middle-class Monet
felt entitled to have a child and future wife, but the lower-class Renoir was too
dependent on his friends’ support to feel enabled to have a wife and child in
the foreseeable future. Nonetheless, Renoir continued his relationship with Lise
but decided not to proceed as a family with her and their child, and indeed to
keep the relationship secret. Renoir’s family never learned of his children with
Lise, just as Jules’s family never knew about Clémence and their child. As I
described in the Introduction, it was the accidental discovery of unpublished
Renoir letters in 2002, by Jean-Claude Gélineau, that revealed the existence of
Renoir’s two illegitimate children with Lise.111 During Renoir’s lifetime, the only
outside people who definitely knew about Lise’s pregnancy were Bazille and Le
Coeur, though Sisley, Monet and Maître could have known as well.
Over the summer of 1868, with both Clémence and Lise pregnant, Jules
left Marlotte and rented an apartment in a little building at 38 rue de SaintCloud in Ville-d’Avray, near Louveciennes, 20 kilometres (12½ miles) west of
Paris. There he stayed with Clémence and was often joined by Renoir and Lise.
By mid-September, the two couples were awaiting two births. On sequential
days, 14 and 15 September 1868, in the same apartment, Clémence gave birth
to Jules’s daughter, Françoise Le Coeur, at four o’clock in the afternoon and
Lise gave birth to Renoir’s son, Pierre Tréhot, the next morning at ten thirty.112
However, Le Coeur’s way of handling a secret family differed from Renoir’s, since
Le Coeur had the money and desire to support Clémence and their daughter,
even though he refused to legitimize their family; he never married Clémence.
Their daughter’s birth certificate says that she was recognized by Le Coeur when
he gave her his last name. Clémence, nevertheless, did not recognize her child
at the birth. On the birth certificate, Clémence did not give her real last name,
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Tréhot, but invented a surname: ‘Demoiselle Clémence Élisabeth Angélique
Lucenay.’113 She falsified her name because she feared ruining her future marriage prospects as a single woman with a child. However, ten years later, aged
thirty-five, Clémence gave up the hope of finding a husband and did legally
register herself as Françoise’s mother.114 It appears that Jules Le Coeur never told
his family about Clémence or Françoise and neither of their names appeared
in his correspondence.115 When Françoise was fourteen, in 1882, Jules died and
afterwards Clémence called herself ‘widow Le Coeur’.116
The story of Renoir, Lise and infant Pierre Tréhot is far different. Neither
Renoir, then aged twenty-seven, nor Lise, aged twenty, had the money to bring
up their son. It appears that Lise did not want to be burdened with an infant and
his impoverished father. Probably, Renoir felt that taking financial responsibility
for a child would jeopardize his painting career and would disappoint Bazille
and other bourgeois friends who were supporting him. Renoir and Lise, unable
to keep the child, gave him away. On Pierre Tréhot’s birth certificate, Renoir did
not register as the father; the document says: ‘father of the infant is unknown’.
However, Renoir and Le Coeur signed the birth certificate as witnesses at Pierre’s
birth: ‘The witnesses were Messrs. Pierre Auguste Renoir, artist-painter, 27 years
old, living in Paris, 9 rue de la Paix in the Batignolles, friend of the mother of the
child.’ Thus Renoir confirmed that he was living with Bazille at the time. The
other registered witness was Jules Le Coeur, described on the birth certificate as:
‘a thirty-six-year-old artist Painter’ who is ‘not a relative of the mother’.117 Despite
the fact that they were giving him away, Lise and Renoir decided to name the
child Pierre Tréhot after Pierre-Auguste Renoir.
Infant Pierre may well have been taken 6.5 kilometres (4 miles) away to
Paris’s Foundling Hospital.118 Here wetnurses from rural areas regularly came to
take infants as foster children; the state paid the wetnurses until the children were
aged twelve. Unfortunately, half of all illegitimate children who were separated
from their mothers died during their first year. This could have been Pierre’s plight.
There are no documents or letters about Pierre Tréhot beyond his birth certificate.
After giving away their son, Lise continued to be Renoir’s model and lover.
Almost two years later, on 21 July 1870, two days after France had declared war
on Prussia, Lise gave birth to another of Renoir’s children. Her delivery took
place in a municipal health establishment, which is today’s Fernand Widal
Hospital, in Paris’s tenth arrondissement at 200 rue du Faubourg Saint-Denis. At
the time, Renoir, who had fulfilled his military training, was awaiting assignment
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Renoir (in a
photograph he gave
to Monet), c. 1870.
Musée Marmottan,
Paris. Photographer
unknown
Lise Tréhot, 16
years old, 1864.
Collection Chéreau,
Paris. Photographer
unknown

Jeanne Marguerite Tréhot, c. 1910. Photo by Charles Gallot, Paris

in the cavalry. It is not known if he was present at the birth. He was living within
walking distance of the hospital at Maître’s Paris apartment on rue Taranne,
in the sixth arrondissement. The birth certificate indicates that Lise was also
living not far from the hospital, at 26 rue du Colysée (now Colisée) in the eighth
arrondissement.119 This time, Lise gave birth to a girl and named her Jeanne
Marguerite Tréhot. Since Renoir’s mother’s name was Marguerite, it seems likely
that Renoir had suggested Jeanne’s middle name. On the birth certificate, Lise
Tréhot’s name is given as the mother, with no mention of the father. The three
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other people recorded on the certificate were employees of the public hospital.
As an adult, Jeanne looked remarkably similar to both her parents, as may be
seen in photographs of the time (see pages 42–43). Two weeks later, Bazille was
painting near his Montpellier home and jokingly wrote to Maître: ‘Give me news
of our friends…. Renoir must be about to become a father, will he give birth
to a painting?’120 Bazille’s allusion to birth here, as well as Renoir’s allusion to
birth two years earlier in his letter to Bazille, suggests that Maître and Bazille
were aware of both of Renoir’s illegitimate children with Lise. It is probable that
Jules Le Coeur also knew.
As with Pierre Tréhot’s birth in 1868, now, with Jeanne Marguerite’s in
1870, neither Lise nor Renoir had the financial means or desire to bring up their
newborn. On Jeanne’s birth certificate, Lise states she is ‘without profession’
while she had said ‘dressmaker’ on Pierre’s birth certificate.121 Since all girls in
France learned to sew in school, being a seamstress or dressmaker was a popular
means of employment. In neither birth certificate was Lise comfortable declaring that she was a model, since that type of work was considered only a step up
from prostitution.
It is most likely that before Lise left the hospital she had given away
newborn Jeanne to Augustine Marie Clémentine Blanchet (née Vannier, aged
twenty-eight), a professional foster mother and wetnurse whom Renoir had
probably found.122 There is no evidence that Lise ever contacted Jeanne’s foster
family, nor did she send money for her support.123 Lise wanted to marry a rich
man so that she and her future children could have comfortable middle-class
or upper-class lives. If she had agreed to become the mother of either Pierre or
Jeanne, her chances of finding such a husband would have been ruined by
having illegitimate children. Yet in 1870, Lise was still willing to continue her
relationship with Renoir, in hope that he might become rich and famous – but
so far his prospects seemed bleak.
Renoir’s reaction to the birth of his second child was different from Lise’s
– because he was a man and because of his personal background. As a man,
even though he came from a poor background and was still poor when Jeanne
was born, it was possible that he could become rich. His generous and loving
decision to become Jeanne’s father was also the result of his background: as I
deduce, his own sympathy for his illegitimate grandfather, his guilt over abandoning Lise’s first-born, his namesake Pierre, and his continuing love for Lise.
In 1868, almost half (47.9 per cent) of abandoned children died within the first
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year of their birth compared to 19.1 per cent of infants who were not abandoned.124 Renoir could have learned that Pierre Tréhot had died in infancy. It
is possible that before Jeanne was born, Renoir had decided to stay involved in
her life. Many years later in a moment of crisis, he wrote to her: ‘I have never
abandoned you. I am doing what I can. I have no reason not to take care of
you.’125 At the same time, throughout his life, Renoir was adamant about keeping
Jeanne’s existence a secret from his parents, siblings, friends and eventual wife
and children. It was only after his death, forty-nine years later, that his three
sons learned about their half-sister from his will. Out of respect for their father,
Renoir’s sons decided to retain the secret. Hence, Jean Renoir’s son, Alain Renoir,
was never told anything about his aunt.126 Those few people who had known
about Lise’s pregnancies knew that both infants had been given away, and they
believed that the children were permanently gone from the lives of both the
artist and his model. When Renoir’s health deteriorated in his fifties, he needed
to enlist three people to send Jeanne money on his behalf and to help her see
him (see Chapter 4). Renoir’s secretiveness about his relationship with Jeanne
greatly complicated his life but is typical in involving secrets and complicated
relationships. This led Pissarro later to write to his son that Renoir was the most
unfathomable person he had ever met.127
While Renoir ensured that their relationship remained secret, the artist
was concerned about his daughter throughout her life. It is most likely that
Renoir found the foster mother for Jeanne. Renoir learned about Augustine from
a grocer and his wife, whose store was in Montmartre, the artist quarter.128 The
grocer, Jacques Blanchet (who may have been related to Augustine’s husband,
François Blanchet), and his wife, Marie-Désirée Gautier,129 were from l’ÊtreChapelle, a tiny hamlet near Sainte-Marguerite-de-Carrouges, a small town of
950 people in Alençon commune, Normandy. Augustine and François were relatively prosperous and lived in a three-storey brick home with their two children,
François Auguste, aged twelve, and Eugénie Victorine, aged eight; their home had
ample space for their foster children as well. Seven years after Jeanne’s birth, the
Parisian grocer and his wife would be involved in sending their own grandson
to be nursed by Augustine Blanchet.130 The French government paid wetnurses
about 144 francs a year from birth through the end of a child’s twelfth year, in
order to take care of abandoned or motherless children.131 Besides Augustine’s
professional motivation, she and her husband were devout Catholics who were
performing a charitable act by taking in foster children. Many years later, Jeanne
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referred to Augustine as her ‘foster mother’ and wrote of her and her husband
that ‘they were always very kind to me’.132 That Jeanne aged forty-seven wrote
this shows that Renoir had made a wise and fortuitous decision in his choice
of a foster mother for his daughter.
For Augustine to travel from Normandy to Paris was arduous. First, she
took a horse-drawn carriage 25 kilometres (15½ miles) to Argentan and then a
six-hour train ride to Paris. As soon as Augustine received Lise’s newborn, she
would immediately have begun nursing and bonding with the baby. Augustine
then returned home with her foster daughter. It is not known whether Renoir
ever visited his daughter or corresponded with Augustine during Jeanne’s childhood.133 However, he often travelled to Normandy to paint portraits, so he could
easily have taken a train to visit Jeanne.
Given that Renoir insisted on secrecy about his fatherhood (so that later
correspondence went to post boxes and never to his home), it is a surprise that
he allowed Augustine to permit Jeanne to use Renoir as her last name. Church
documents indicate that early in her life, as a young child, she was called Jeanne
Marguerite Tréhot. Hence this name appears on her baptismal certificate when
she was five on 23 May 1875. The baptism was delayed until this date so that
Augustine’s daughter, Eugénie, would be old enough at thirteen to become her
godmother. Jeanne had her first communion on 24 July 1881 and was confirmed
on 15 June 1882 under the name Marguerite Renoir – the name she probably
used when attending the school in her district.134 However, when Jeanne became
an adolescent, she decided she preferred the name Jeanne. Thus, when she was
a witness in several church ceremonies, she signed her name ‘Jeanne Renoir’ –
on the marriage certificate of her godfather in 1885, on the marriage certificate
of her godmother also in 1885, and on the baptismal certificate of her godson
in 1893.135 Also, among the letters Jeanne saved from her father is an envelope
with a postmark of 11 February 1892, addressed in Renoir’s handwriting to
‘Mlle Jeanne Renoir’ (see page 165).136
At this time, Renoir was in close contact with his family, painting several
portraits of them, but never admitting to Lise and their children, as noted.137
During 1869, in between the births of Pierre and Jeanne, Renoir had painted
a stern half-length portrait of his father, Léonard.138 Léonard, recently retired
from tailoring, and his wife lived in a house with a garden in Louveciennes
(near, as noted earlier, both Jules at Ville-d’Avray and Monet at Saint-Michel
near Bougival). Renoir’s father died there on 22 December 1874, and his mother
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continued to live in that house with her daughter and son-in-law. In 1870, when
Jeanne was born, Renoir completed a pair of elegant portraits of his oldest
brother Pierre-Henri and his wife, Blanche.139
It is not clear when Renoir began his military service in the ten-month
Franco-Prussian War. However, on 26 August 1870, when he was twenty-nine,
he reported to Libourne, 575 kilometres (some 360 miles) south-west of Paris,
and was given an official record book that gives an account of his military training, which had begun eight years earlier with obligatory reserve duty, when he
served first for three months in 1862 and then for another three in 1864.140 Four
years later, he again underwent further military training, which ended on 31
December 1868, almost two years before he was summoned to duty.
Even though photography had been invented in 1839, Renoir’s record book
includes only a description of his appearance. He was relatively short – ‘1 metre
69 [5 ft 6½]’ – and was described as ‘face: oval; forehead: average; eyes: brown;
nose: long; mouth: big; chin: round; hair and eyebrows: blond.’ Two months after
he arrived in Libourne, he received a letter that specified his military assignment: ‘M. Renoir, 10th Light Cavalry Regiment and 4th Platoon.’141 This was a
unit trained in rapid movements on horseback.
Two weeks before Renoir was called to serve in the cavalry, Bazille had
volunteered in a Zouave regiment, a dangerous, elite infantry corps. Since Bazille
was from a rich family, if drafted he could have paid for someone to fight in his
place. That Bazille chose not just to serve but in a dangerous unit is evidence
of his selflessness and courage. However, his decision upset and angered his
friends. When Maître learned of the enlistment, he wrote an imploring, emotional letter to Bazille: ‘My dear and only friend, I’ve just received your letter;
you are mad, stark raving mad. I embrace you with all of my heart. May God
protect you, you and my poor brother! Ever yours. E. Maître. Why not consult
a friend? You have no right to go ahead with this enlistment. Renoir has just
come in. I’m giving him my pen. E. Good luck you crazy brute! Renoir.’142
Renoir clearly was angry that Bazille was intentionally risking his life
out of patriotism without concern for the feelings of his friends. Renoir’s and
Maître’s fears were justified. On 28 November 1870, Bazille – a great talent and
a generous human being – was killed at Beaune-la-Rolande. Maître was heartbroken and wrote to his own father: ‘Half of myself has gone away…. No one in
the world will ever fill the void that he has left in my life.’143 Renoir was greatly
saddened by Bazille’s death, as Bazille’s father recalled: ‘Renoir did not write
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to me, but friends of his told me of his emotion and deep sorrow, which don’t
surprise me, because I knew about the brotherly friendship he felt for Frédéric.’144
Bazille’s father was also devastated and decided that he wanted to own Renoir’s
portrait of his son, then in Manet’s collection. Initially, Manet did not want to
part with it but was eventually persuaded by the grief of Bazille’s father, who
offered a painting by Monet in exchange (see page 83).145
Among other artists, both Degas and Manet volunteered to serve in the
National Guard, Degas to man a cannon, Manet to became a lieutenant.146 Other
artist friends avoided conscription. Cézanne hid in the small fishing village
of L’Estaque, west of Marseilles.147 Monet and Pissarro fled to London, where
they met the paintings dealer, Paul Durand-Ruel. Sisley, who was British, was
not drafted.
Renoir was drafted but does not seem to have taken part in combat. Five
months after he joined the cavalry, he became gravely ill and was granted leave
to convalesce. Writing from his uncle’s home, Renoir explained to Charles Le
Coeur: ‘Finally, I got a bad case of dysentery and I would have kicked the bucket
had it not been for my uncle who came and got me in Libourne and took me
to Bordeaux.’148 On 10 March 1871, he was discharged from military duties.
Although the French had surrendered, much of the populace objected to France’s
defeat. Their anger manifested itself in the Commune, the Paris civil war of April
1871. During this time, Paris was a city devastated by cannon fire and bombings.
The Franco-Prussian War officially ended on 10 May 1871, when the
Treaty of Frankfurt was signed. It was a decisive Prussian victory that led the
Prussian Chancellor Otto von Bismarck to unite the German states under his
rule. That same year, Napoleon III’s Second Empire ended and the French Third
Republic began. The losses of the French forces were enormous – 138,871 dead
and 143,000 wounded – compared to the Prussian losses of 28,208 dead and
88,488 wounded.149 France agreed to pay Prussia, soon to become Germany,
five billion francs in war indemnity. The country was humiliated by additional
punitive measures when it lost its north-eastern part: most of Alsace and the
north-eastern part of Lorraine.
When Renoir returned to Paris in late March 1871, he sought out his old
friend Maître, since both of them were mourning Bazille’s death. Whereas before
the war Renoir had lived with rich artist friends, after the war he rented his own
place near Maître’s. First, he rented a room on the rue du Dragon in today’s sixth
arrondissement. A few months later, he found an apartment studio close by
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at 34 rue Notre-Dame-des-Champs.150 Being able to afford his own apartment
and studio marked an improvement over his dependent living arrangements
before the war.
In Paris in April 1871 the Council of the Commune had established compulsory military service for men aged between eighteen and forty years old. If
caught, both Renoir and Maître would have had to participate. Since neither is
on record as having served during this time, doubtless both men were hiding.
Maître wrote to his father in June 1871 that the area where he and Renoir lived
had ‘streets in ruins with corpses all around’.151
Nonetheless, perhaps to counter this sorry state, Renoir continued developing the Impressionist style that was optimistic and gave the message that life in
France was good. Certainly, his positive art was an antidote to the general despair
all around him. Soon after his return to Paris, Renoir portrayed Maître reclining
on a sofa. Maître’s partner, Rapha, whom he had painted once before the war, he
painted twice, one a bust portrait, the other a large full-length painting signed ‘A.
Renoir. April. 1871.’152 It was extremely unusual for Renoir to include the month
and year with his signature. However, this particular month would have called
to mind the Commune since, according to the Goncourt brothers’ journal entry
of 2 April, that month marked the beginning of Paris’s civil war.153
This large portrait shows Rapha fashionably dressed in a style then advertised in the fashion magazines. Beyond the modernity in the fashion, having her
hold a Japanese fan calls attention to the contemporary taste in things Oriental.
Rapha stands in a room full of bright flowers with a birdcage nearby.154 That
Renoir painted a joyful portrait during the devastation of a civil war was characteristic in that he created happiness for himself. His paintings never reflect
his problems or those of the world.
In addition to contacting Maître, Renoir also resumed his relationship with
Lise, who started modelling again in 1871. At this time Renoir was thirty and
Lise twenty-three. It is probable that she was worried about being able to find a
financially successful husband so that she and their future children could have
a comfortable life. Presumably, after seven years with Renoir, she concluded that
he would never be able to support her. When, in 1872, she was introduced to
her brother’s wealthy architect friend, Georges Brière de l’Isle, she terminated
her relationship with Renoir and began a new one with Brière de l’Isle.
Even in Renoir’s later life, he continued to keep his relationship with Lise
a secret. Forty years later, when the painter was seventy-one, in a letter to his
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dealer, he said of some works for which Lise had modelled: ‘I lost contact with
the model who posed for the painting.’155
Before Lise left him, in 1872 Renoir painted his most poignant portrait,
Lise in a White Shawl (see page 87).156 It was a generous last work that expresses
Renoir’s deep sadness at Lise’s departure. Her eyes and gesture manifest the
closure of their relationship. When she left, Renoir gave her both this last portrait
as well as the first portrait he had made of her, six years earlier.157 She kept both
portraits until her death. If Lise had any letters from the artist, we will never
know, since she destroyed all her personal papers.158
Even though Lise had left Renoir in the spring of 1872 for the rich Brière de
l’Isle, it would be eleven years before they married (on 21 June 1883). In the intervening time, she bore him three children: Jacques in December 1873, Marianne in
August 1875 and Benjamin in January 1879. All three were recognized by Brière
de l’Isle and were given his last name. Just like her older sister Clémence, Lise had
waited ten years before she recognized her children; however, the great difference
between Lise’s relationship and Clémence’s was that Clémence never became Mme
Jules Le Coeur. Lise’s recognition of her children coincided with her marriage to
Brière de l’Isle. Two years after they wed, the couple had a fourth child, Catherine,
who was born in January 1885.159 The Brières lived in a chic neighbourhood in
the sixteenth arrondissement, at 61 avenue du Trocadéro. Lise’s husband and
children knew she had modelled for Renoir but she never told them about her
children with him. It is likely that Lise never contacted her daughter by Renoir,
since Jeanne saved many letters from the artist but none from Lise.
Just as Renoir had reconnected with Maître and Lise after his return from
the war, so he renewed his friendship with Jules Le Coeur and his family. In June
and July 1871, under the direction of Charles Le Coeur, Renoir continued work
on the Bibesco ceiling paintings and finished them in the summer of 1871.160
Two years later, during the summer of 1874, Renoir’s ten-year relationship with
the Le Coeurs ended suddenly, including his close friendship with Jules. At the
time, Renoir and Jules were staying with Charles and his family at their summer
house near Paris at Fontenay-aux-Roses. There, Renoir was painting portraits of
the family, including one of Charles’s mother-in-law, Mme Théodore Charpentier,
and one of Charles, then aged forty-four.161
Something happened between Renoir and Charles’s eldest daughter, Marie,
then aged fifteen, that led to Renoir’s banishment from the family. This was
the same young girl whose portrait Renoir had painted a few years earlier. One

1841–77

account of what happened was written by Marie herself decades later when she
was a grandmother and wrote a notebook of childhood memories. She recalled
that one evening, her father had come upon Renoir looking through a keyhole
at her and her two cousins who were dancing by candlelight in their slips.162
The other explanation of what happened was related by Marie’s younger sister,
Martha, who wrote that Jules had found a blotter with ink writing in reverse; he
held the blotter up to a mirror and saw that Renoir had written a letter to Marie.
The implication is that Renoir initiated a meeting with Marie that the family
suspected could have been intimate in nature. Jules was horrified that Renoir
seemed to have propositioned his niece. Knowing that Renoir had fathered two
children with Lise, Jules feared what might transpire with Marie. He felt that
Renoir’s behaviour was sufficient grounds to sever their long friendship, which
ended in 1874. A year later, a letter from a Le Coeur cousin indicates that the
family had not forgiven Renoir: ‘About the faux-pas, you remember Fontenayaux-Roses and your dear niece Marie [who had to deal] with a man without any
principles whatsoever when it comes to morals and decency.’163
If the letter story is true, Renoir’s inappropriate behaviour towards Marie
probably offended Jules, who had long considered Renoir his close friend,
someone with whom secrets had been shared. Renoir would have broken Jules’s
trust and, perhaps, Jules feared that his own clandestine relationship with
Clémence would be revealed to his family. In addition to that, Jules’s reaction
might recall his brother-in-law’s objection eight years earlier that Renoir was too
low-class to be associating with the upper-class Le Coeurs. It is unclear whether
Jules would have reacted the same way if Renoir had come from a wealthy,
established family. While the facts are unclear, we do know that Renoir’s tenyear friendship with Jules abruptly ended. From that time on, Renoir made no
more paintings for the Le Coeurs. He is not mentioned in family letters or in
Jules’s correspondence. Nonetheless, before this rupture, Jules had acquired at
least three Renoir paintings and his brother, nine. When Renoir was ejected from
Fontenay-aux-Roses, he returned to Paris. The previous year, he and his brother
Edmond had rented a small apartment and a modest fourth-floor studio at 35
rue Saint-Georges, in the ninth arrondissement in the Batignolles area, below
Montmartre, where, the decade before, as described earlier, Renoir had attended
cafés with Manet and his other friends. Renoir’s studio was a sociable hub
where many of his non-artist friends came to pose with the attractive women
who were his models. In addition, Renoir often rented a second studio. Hence,
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when working on Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette (see page 86),164 he leased
a house with a garden near the dance hall at 12–14 rue Cortot (now housing the
Musée de Montmartre). In 1879, when Edmond was writing an article for the
magazine La Vie moderne (Modern Life), he described Renoir’s process: ‘[What
does he do] when he paints the Moulin de la Galette? For six months, he lives
there, he will make friends with all of these people who have their unique charm
that his models would not be able to imitate, and as he mixes with the joyful
mood of the popular dancehall, he paints its swirling movement with stunning
vivacity…. So, his work, besides its artistic value, has the entire spell of an exact
picture faithful to modern life. What he pictured, we can see it every day, is our
real life that he captured in images that will be remembered as being among
the most lively and the most harmonious of our time.’165
During the seven years after Lise left him in 1872 and his next major
model, whom he met in September 1878, was Renoir intimate with any of his
models? Without letters by, to and about Renoir from this time, we cannot know.
During these years, Renoir painted several of his greatest romantic paintings,
such as The Loge, 1874, The Swing, 1876, Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette,
1876, Leaving the Conservatory and Woman in the Boat, both 1877.166 Dancing
at the Moulin de la Galette in particular, as a large and prominent painting of
modern life, held a place in Renoir’s and his admirers’ hearts. Although the
painting is filled with faces, we have no reliable way of identifying the models.
In this period, there is no evidence that Renoir had one key model. Rather,
many different women posed – professional models, actresses, as well as casual
acquaintances. Similarly, Renoir’s male models included his brother, Edmond,
and his numerous friends, including some of his fellow artists. Since Renoir’s
daily-life paintings were not portraits but idealized figures, different people
modelled for the same figure. This procedure continued throughout his life,
and even, on occasion, a woman would pose for a man’s figure.167
According to Georges Rivière (a journalist and government official in
the Ministry of Finance) in his monograph Renoir and his Friends, which was
published in 1921 two years after Renoir’s death and written almost fifty years
after the time discussed, Renoir had many female models in the 1870s (Angèle,
Anna, Estelle, Nini and others).168 Rivière’s recollections so long afterwards have
little credibility. However, we can document that two actresses and one model
did pose for Renoir in the mid-1870s: the actresses were Henriette Henriot and
Jeanne Samary; the model was Margot Legrand.
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Mlle Henriot (Marie Henriette Grossin) modelled for eleven paintings by
Renoir from 1874 through 1876. Because she was well known, he exhibited his
first painting of her, a large work showing a fashionable Parisian woman, in
the first Impressionist group show in 1874. In other images the actress appears
in the guise of a male courtier in front of a partially drawn curtain, and being
drawn by a man in a sketchbook. These last two works reflect on the art that
both model and painter created, relating to the actual life behind the paintings.
It is not known if Renoir paid her for modelling, but he did give her two paintings: the last painting he made of her, in which she wears a low-cut bodice,169
and A Vase of Flowers.170
A year after Henriette Henriot ceased to model, Renoir persuaded a more
famous actress of the Comédie-Française, Jeanne Samary, to pose (her full name
was Léontine Pauline Jeanne Samary and she was married). She appears in
at least ten works between 1877 and 1882 in oil, pastel and on cement (two
cement medallions, a medium he experimented with in hopes of being able to
paint frescoes).171 As with Mlle Henriot, Renoir often exhibited works for which
Mlle Samary posed, as he did with her bust portrait, which he sent to the 1877
Impressionist group show.172 He exhibited her full-length portrait at the Salon
of 1879, and gave her and her husband several of the portraits for which she
modelled, which suggests that she probably was not paid for posing.173
These women modelling in Renoir’s studio drew his male friends there.
Among those whom Renoir convinced to pose was the artist Gustave Caillebotte,
a wealthy engineer and painter of modern Paris. Renoir and Caillebotte met
in April 1874 at the first Impressionist group show. Like Bazille and Jules
Le Coeur, Caillebotte became a close friend, almost like a family member.
Unlike Le Coeur, Caillebotte trusted Renoir completely from the time that
they met until Caillebotte’s death twenty years later. Two years after they met,
Caillebotte, then aged twenty-eight, made his will, since his younger brother,
René, had already died at the age of twenty-six. Caillebotte chose Renoir, then
thirty-five, to be the executor of his estate. In his will, he wrote: ‘I would like
Renoir to be the executor of my will and to accept a painting of his choice; my
heirs will insist that he take an important one.’174 The wording suggests that he felt
that Renoir was modest and would not select one of the more valuable paintings.
Caillebotte had been financially supporting Renoir through loans and
painting purchases, but Renoir’s relationship with him had both give and take.
In 1876, Renoir helped Caillebotte to advance his art by inviting him to join the
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Impressionist shows. Caillebotte accepted and exhibited that year and in four
subsequent group shows, in 1877, 1879, 1880 and 1882. Because of his great
wealth, Caillebotte felt that the best way to help Renoir and his artist friends was
to purchase their paintings and bequeath them to the Louvre to be displayed
with the great art of the past. In the 1870s, Caillebotte purchased 69 works by
the Impressionists, including 8 Renoirs – 3 of his greatest masterpieces, Nude
in the Sunlight, 1875, Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette and The Swing – and
5 other images – Woman Reading and 4 landscapes.175 The other works were
7 pastels by Degas and multiple paintings: 2 by Millet, 4 by Manet, 5 by Cézanne,
9 by Sisley, 16 by Monet and 18 by Pissarro. Caillebotte’s will clearly specified
that his entire collection of paintings must go to the Louvre and not to provincial museums: ‘I give to the State the paintings that I own. However, I want
this gift to be accepted in a way that these paintings would end up neither in
an attic, nor in a provincial museum, but rather in the Luxembourg and later
at the Louvre.’176
Before Renoir began receiving money from Caillebotte, just as he had previously from other artist friends, in 1872, he began a relationship with a young
dealer, Paul Durand-Ruel, who gave him money in the form of advances or downpayments for works of art. Before he met Durand-Ruel, Renoir had no dealer,
merely an arrangement with the paint merchant Carpentier. Two years earlier,
Monet and Pissarro had made the acquaintance of Durand-Ruel in London
where they had gone with their families to escape the Franco-Prussian War. Back
in Paris after the war, Monet introduced Renoir to Durand-Ruel, who, in March
1872, bought Renoir’s View of Paris (Pont des Arts, Paris) and, two months later,
Flowers (Peonies and Poppies), for 200 and 300 francs respectively.177 DurandRuel continued to be Renoir’s dealer for almost fifty years and became his
close friend. The dealer worked not only with Renoir but also with most of the
other Impressionists, selling works and giving advances.178 He also helped set
up group exhibitions outside the official Salons and arranged for publicity for
their shows, eventually becoming the dealer for all the Impressionists with the
exception of Cézanne.
If Renoir’s art was hard for the public to understand despite the beautiful
colours and attractive figures, Cézanne’s appeared grotesque by its forcefulness
and extreme distortions. Consequently, it received the harshest criticism from
both the critics and the public. Because of this, Cézanne had no patrons and
no dealers while even Renoir had both. Renoir himself, along with Pissarro,
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adored Cézanne’s paintings. He saw Cézanne’s style as a guiding light for his own
innovations. This was especially true after Renoir’s most Impressionist period
of 1871–77, when many of his figures were light, colourful and dissolving. At
this time, Cézanne’s figures were light and colourful as well, but also sculptural.
This intrigued Renoir. From 1877 until his death in 1919, Renoir sought solidity of form in his own way. Because of Renoir’s admiration for Cézanne’s art,
over time, he acquired a few of Cézanne’s paintings and watercolours.179 Renoir
actively helped Cézanne by getting Rivière to write favourably about his art and
by later getting Cézanne a patron. Even though he was not a client of DurandRuel, Cézanne did participate in the group shows started by the Impressionists
and facilitated by their dealer. Prompted by their poor reception in the Salons
of the 1860s and early 1870s, the Impressionists decided that, in April 1874, a
month before the official Salon, they would have their own exhibit.
It was understood that in any given year, an artist could choose to submit
to the official Salon or participate in the Impressionist group shows. The artists
who were involved in either a few or all of the eight group shows that occurred
between 1874 and 1886 included Caillebotte, Cézanne, Degas, Monet, Morisot,
Pissarro, Renoir, Sisley and any friends they wanted to invite. However, the
independently wealthy Manet refused to exhibit outside the Salons. Even though
Manet had trouble with acceptance and placement at the Salons, he persisted
in trying to get his work officially recognized and never agreed to exhibit with
the Impressionists.
The reason that Impressionism was received so poorly arose out of the
increasingly conservative atmosphere engendered by the defeat of France in the
war. The reparations made to Germany also sparked an economic depression
that lasted more than a decade.180 At this time, the attempt of the Impressionists
to create an innovative style about modern life in France was viewed with suspicion. Besides objecting to the innovative subject matter, the critics and public
were shocked by the bright colours, visible brushstrokes, unclear figures and
unfocused views, which they saw as destructive and sloppy. They perceived
the new art as antithetical to the great art in the museums. The critics’ basic
misunderstanding evolved into hostility and mockery. A typical cartoon shows
a pregnant woman about to enter an Impressionist exhibit with the caption,
‘Policeman: “Lady, it would be unwise to enter!”’181
Along with Cézanne’s canvases, those by Renoir, which were primarily
figure paintings, were the most vilified, since his Impressionist, dissolving
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people were more alarming than
sketchy landscapes and still lifes.
Furthermore, critics branded Renoir
a revolutionary, associating him with
those who staged the Commune of
1871, despite the fact that he had
had no part or sympathy with them.
As Renoir later remarked: ‘All these
refusals, or bad placements, didn’t
help sell my paintings, and I had
to earn enough to eat, which was
hard.’182
In December 1873, Renoir,
Monet and Sisley, supported by
Morisot, Cézanne and Pissarro, joined
together to plan what would be their
first group show in April and May
1874. In this and future exhibitions,
all the artists invited could display
any work without a panel’s evaluaMorisot at the age of 32, c. 1873. Photographer unknown.
tion. The titles of group shows never
Musée Marmottan, Paris
included the word ‘Impressionist’,
since the critics used that term as a pejorative. Instead, the first exhibition title
was ‘Société Anonyme des Artistes Peintres, Sculpteurs, Graveurs’ (Anonymous
Society of Painters, Sculptors and Printmakers). A critic mocked Renoir’s Dancer:
‘His dancer’s legs are as cottony as the gauze of her skirt.’183 The first exhibition was held at the premises of the photographer Nadar at 35 boulevard des
Capucines. Afterwards, Renoir sold The Loge, now a treasure of the Courtauld
Institute in London, for 425 francs.184 This sale would barely cover his rent of
400 francs for three months. In 1925, Samuel Courtauld purchased the painting
for 22,600 pounds.
The following year, 1875, the group mounted their first auction at the
Hôtel Drouot, at 8 rue Drouot in the ninth arrondissement. Durand-Ruel was
assisting as an expert. At this event, many future patrons bought their first
Renoir paintings. The sale prices were low because of the negative opinion of
the critics. Worse, some of the crowd at the auction were there to heckle rather
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than to buy; they got so violent that the police were called. Despite the rowdiness,
Renoir sold twenty paintings with prices ranging from 50 to 300 francs, totalling
2,251 francs, with an average of 112 francs. For comparison, Zola wrote about
the Salon of that same year: ‘Each portrait, even by a mediocre artist, sells for
between 1,500 and 2,000 francs, while those by the better known receive 5, 10
or 20 thousand francs.’185 Thus, using Zola’s arithmetic, if Renoir’s works had
been valued only as ‘mediocre’, he would have had twenty times the money
that he actually received.
In 1876, at the ‘2ème Exposition de Peinture’ (Second Exhibition of
Paintings), Renoir exhibited three of his works that tested the boundaries of
the Impressionist style: Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette, The Swing186 and
Nude in the Sunlight. This year, the reviews were worse than ever. Nude in the
Sunlight was mocked by the most respected art critic for Le Figaro, Albert Wolff:
‘Try to explain to M. Renoir that a woman’s torso is not a mass of decomposing
flesh with green and purple spots that indicate the state of total putrefaction of
a corpse!’187 (Eventually, this type of criticism plus the lack of sales of paintings
in this style led Renoir to change his Impressionist style to become more clearly
defined, more realistic and closer to photography; see Chapter 2).
The next year, 1877, Renoir was one of the organizers of the group show.
Two months before the exhibition opened, the artist Armand Guillaumin wrote
to Dr Paul Gachet (a friend of the Impressionists and, famously, Vincent van
Gogh, whom he looked after in Auvers twelve years later): ‘By writing to Renoir,
35 rue Saint-Georges, you would get all the information you need, since that’s
where the [third group] exhibition is being planned.’188 In hosting the organization of the exhibit, Renoir was taking an active role in the future of this
movement. This process may be the subject of Renoir’s painting of 1876–77,
The Artist’s Studio, Rue Saint-Georges (see page 87).189 The central figure is his
friend Georges Rivière, to his left is Pissarro (his bald head and full beard are
visible) and to Pissarro’s left, Frédéric Samuel Cordey, another artist friend. At
Rivière’s right, seated on a table, is another artist friend, Pierre Franc-Lamy. In
the foreground, seen from the rear with his left side visible, is Caillebotte, who
found and paid for the exhibition space at 6 rue Le Peletier, on the same block
as Durand-Ruel’s gallery.
Renoir also took the initiative in responding to the public’s hostility. Since
his works had been lambasted during the 1876 group show, he took it on himself
to find a vehicle to explain Impressionism to the public. He strongly believed that
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the critics and public were misguided and if they could be made to understand
Impressionism, their negativity could be changed to understanding and acceptance. Just as his brother Pierre-Henri had done, Renoir decided that writing
was the way to reach the people. He asked Rivière, who was already involved
in the planning for the third group show, for help.190 They created a newspaper,
financed in large part by Durand-Ruel, to appear weekly between 6 and 28 April
1877, for the duration of the third group show. While the title of the exhibition
was ‘3ème Exposition de Peinture’ (Third Exhibition of Paintings), the informative paper was called L’Impressionniste: journal d’art. Thus, this group of artists
took ownership of the word ‘Impressionism’ that the critics had used negatively.
In four issues, Rivière (who signed himself either G.R. or G. Rivière) strove to
explain the new style and to differentiate among its artists.
Since Renoir recruited Rivière, it is likely that many of the opinions were
Renoir’s and that any idea that Rivière originated would have been approved
by him. The first issue began with a copy of a letter to the editor of the foremost
Parisian newspaper, Le Figaro, in which ‘G.R.’ poignantly asserts: ‘for the honour
of the French press, it is really deplorable to give the world this incredible
spectacle of idiotic, tactless, hateful writing against people of talent and just at
the moment when success was beginning to applaud their efforts.’191 This was
followed by an article called ‘Exhibition of the Impressionists’, which described
the key works of Renoir, Monet and Degas.192 The second issue’s ‘Exhibition of
the Impressionists’ discussed key works by Cézanne, Pissarro, Sisley, Caillebotte,
Morisot and then the minor painters Cordey, Guillaumin and Franc-Lamy.193
Rivière was not shy in promoting Renoir’s art. Beginning with the first
article about the group show, Rivière considered that Dancing at the Moulin de la
Galette was ‘the most important of his paintings’. ‘It’s a page of history, a precious
tribute to Parisian life…. No one before him had thought of portraying an event
of everyday life on such a large canvas…. It’s a historic painting.’194 Two weeks
later, Renoir’s friend tried to help him attract clients by writing ‘To the Women’,
an article that tempted them to commission an Impressionist portrait. Rivière
enticed female buyers by asking: ‘Wouldn’t you like to have in your own home
a ravishing portrait where one can see the charm that floods your dear being?’195
While Renoir’s name was not given in the article, it was clear that Rivière was
talking about Renoir, the only Impressionist who did flattering portraits.
The Impressionist also included two articles written by Renoir, each modestly signed ‘a painter’.196 Both are discussions of contemporary architecture,
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specifically of the ornamentation and decoration of new buildings that the
writer deplored. Renoir cared deeply about the paintings on the walls of buildings and indeed aspired to get commissions for them, as he had for the Prince
Bibesco murals. Unfortunately, the Impressionist did not lead to a greater understanding of the Impressionists’ aims. Nor did it change the hostility and mockery
from the critics and public. In May 1877, after the third group exhibition, Renoir
participated in a second auction at the Hôtel Drouot. Despite Rivière’s efforts to
convince the public of the beauty of Impressionist works, the average price of
paintings sold was 169 francs. Renoir sold fifteen paintings and a pastel for a
total of 2,005 francs, with individual works going from 47 to 285 francs.197 Since
the 1875 auction, the selling price of Renoir’s works had remained about the
same. Clearly, his art was not valued by the buying public.
In the Impressionist, Rivière, no doubt inspired by Renoir’s adoration of
Cézanne’s painting, gave special attention to his submission of fifteen works to
the group show. Even though the review of Cézanne’s work is signed ‘G. Rivière’,
considering Renoir’s fanatical devotion to Cézanne’s art, it seems that Renoir
wrote these moving words or at least gave Rivière the ideas for this eloquent
tribute: ‘Mr Cézanne is, in his work, a Greek of the golden age; his paintings exude
the calm and heroic serenity of ancient paintings and terracottas. The dimwits
who laugh at the Bathers [see page 86], for example, remind me of barbarians
criticizing the Parthenon. Mr Cézanne is a painter and a great one at that…. His
painting has the inexplicable charm of biblical and Greek antiquity; the figures’
movements are simple and broad like ancient sculptures, the landscapes have an
imposing regality, and his still lifes, so beautiful and so accurate in the relationship between shades of colour, bring a certain solemnity in their truth…. A scene
at the sea…is of a surprising grandeur and of an incredible calm; it seems like
this scene takes place in one’s memory, when remembering one’s life…. Works
comparable to the most beautiful ones of antiquity, those are the weapons with
which Mr Cézanne fights against the hypocrisy of some and the ignorance of
others, and that assures his triumph…. One of my friends [no doubt Renoir] wrote
to me: “When in front of the Bathers, I do not know what qualities one could add
to this painting to make it more touching, more passionate, and I am looking
in vain for its supposed flaws. The painter of the Bathers belongs to a race of
the greatest artists. Since he is incomparable, he is easier to reject; yet there are
some similar to him whose art is respected, and if the present does not give him
justice among his peers, the future will rank him next to the demigods of art.”’198
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Although Renoir had not convinced Durand-Ruel to become Cézanne’s
dealer, he was more successful in finding Cézanne his most faithful and devoted
patron. In 1875, at the Impressionist auction, Renoir had met Victor Chocquet, a
customs official married to a wealthy woman. Renoir guessed that the sophisticated Chocquet would admire Cézanne’s art, so he brought him to Père Tanguy’s
art supplies shop where Chocquet bought three Cézanne paintings for 50 francs
each (Julien François Tanguy was an especially helpful dealer for Cézanne).
Then, Renoir introduced Chocquet to Cézanne, and Chocquet became his patron.
Eventually he bought thirty-five works by Cézanne.199 In 1880, Chocquet commissioned Renoir to make a pastel portrait of Cézanne. Shortly thereafter,
Cézanne made an oil copy of this portrait (see page 72).200
While Renoir was delighted to have found a patron for Cézanne, it was
not at the expense of his own patronage. Over the next five years, Chocquet
purchased thirteen paintings by Renoir. In 1875, the Chocquets commissioned
a portrait of M. Chocquet (see page 88) and one of his wife. The next year, they
commissioned one more portrait of M. Chocquet, two more portraits of his wife
and one of their little girl, who, sadly, had died when five years old, for which
they had supplied a series of photographs. Around the same time, Chocquet
also asked Cézanne to paint his portrait (see page 88). The other paintings by
Renoir that Chocquet acquired included a wide variety of subjects: a study for
Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette, a nude, a genre scene, two landscapes and
a self-portrait.
The self-portrait painted around 1875 (see page 89) was purchased by
Chocquet in 1876 and sold the same year to a Dr Georges de Bellio.201 Besides
Chocquet, Renoir had several patrons interested in his painting. In all cases, the
warm, gregarious artist became a close friend of the patron who also provided
him with money, commissions and contacts. Three of the most important were
Duret, Murer and Charpentier.
Renoir seems to have met Théodore Duret, a wealthy critic and collector,
at the Café Guerbois in the 1860s among Manet’s friends. In 1871, Duret and a
French banker, Henri Cernuschi, travelled around the world, including in the
recently accessible Japan, and collected Japanese art.202 Back in Paris, in 1873,
Duret bought his first Renoir, Summer (or The Bohemian), a painting of Lise
that had been exhibited at the Salon of 1869.203 Duret had purchased the work
from a dealer on rue La Bruyère for 400 francs. The same year, during a visit to
Renoir’s apartment-studio, he bought Lise (or Woman with an Umbrella), a large
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Renoir, 1875. Photographer unknown. Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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painting exhibited at the Salon of 1868, for 1,200 francs.204. Besides purchasing his paintings, Duret also began sending the painter small sums to pay his
rent, as noted in seven letters from Renoir to the collector. For example, around
1875, Renoir pleaded with him: ‘Everybody is letting me down for my rent. I’m
extremely annoyed. I’m not asking you for any more than you can do, but you
would be doing me a real favour. I’ll stop by just in case tomorrow morning.
Of course, if you can’t do it, I will understand.’ In a letter of October 1878, he
acknowledged: ‘[My dear Duret,] I received the 100 francs you sent and it made
me extremely happy.’205
Starting in 1875, another patron who helped Renoir was Eugène Murer,
a pastry cook who owned and ran a restaurant at 95 boulevard Voltaire (in the
eleventh arrondissement), where Renoir and his Impressionists friends sometimes ate.206 By 1885, Murer had acquired ‘twenty-five Pissarros, twenty-eight
Sisleys, ten Monets, sixteen Renoirs, eight Cézannes, twenty-two Guillaumins,
and several others’.207 Since some of the artists were then poor, it seems likely
that Murer traded them meals for artworks.
Murer purchased one of the last paintings for which Lise modelled, The
Harem (Parisians dressed as Algerians), which Renoir had unsuccessfully sent
to the Salon of 1872. Murer also bought eight paintings of 1876: The Artist’s
Studio; Rue Saint-Georges; Confidences; Portrait of Sisley; Rivière and Margot;
Woman dressed in Black; The Tunnel; The Ingenue; and a landscape, Garden of
rue Cortot in Montmartre,208 which depicted the garden behind the studio that
Renoir rented when he was working on Dancing at the Moulin de la Galette. The
following year, 1877, Murer commissioned family portraits of himself, two of
his sister, Marie (later Mme Gérôme Doucet), and of his son, Paul Meunier.209
Renoir had initially asked Murer for 150 francs for each, but Murer was willing
to pay only 100 francs each, which Renoir accepted.210 At the same time, Murer
commissioned portraits of himself, his sister and his son from Pissarro as well.211
When Renoir was thirty-six, Murer wrote in his journal of Renoir’s idiosyncracies: ‘So then – he burst out in his good-natured ogre’s voice, nervously
rubbing his index finger under his nose as was his habit.’212 From this we learn
that Murer perceived the artist as highly strung, anxious and nervous, but
kind. The ‘ogre’ descriptor might refer to a voice roughened by years of chainsmoking cigarettes.
Perhaps Renoir’s most important patrons of 1876–79 were the book
publisher, Georges Charpentier, and his wife, Marguerite. They met the artist
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when he was in desperate financial straits aged thirty-four. Charpentier had
purchased three Renoir paintings at the Hôtel Drouot group auction on 24
March 1875.213 Between 1876 and 1880, Renoir painted several portraits of
Georges, Marguerite and their two children (see pages 70 and 91).214 In 1876,
Renoir decorated the stairwell of their home with two large oil portraits of a
man and woman who closely resemble the Charpentiers.215 Other planned
mural decorations for their home around 1879 included figures representing the four seasons.216 For the Charpentiers’ elegant dinner parties, Renoir
designed an elaborate place setting for a ‘Madamoiselle Leabille’ as well as a
menu depicting nine different courses.217
To M. and Mme Charpentier, Renoir submitted even more entreaties for
financial help than to Duret: he asked for 300 francs for his rent and for smaller
sums for daily needs (150 francs and 100 francs).218 His warm, playful personality made his pleas endearing. In one letter, dated ‘15 October, date rent is due’,
he drew himself in his nightshirt next to his bed, embracing the postman who
was bringing him money, and wrote that, if they sent him 150 francs for his
rent, ‘I will do to you what I am doing to the postman. Kind regards, Renoir’
(see page 64).219
Beginning early in 1876, the Charpentiers’s Friday salons at their new town
house, at 11–13 rue de Grenelle on the Left Bank, were one of Paris’s foremost
literary, artistic and political gathering places. Several of the authors whom
Charpentier published were among his guests: Théodore de Banville, Alphonse
Daudet,220 Gustave Flaubert, Edmond de Goncourt, Joris-Karl Huysmans, Guy de
Maupassant and Zola. In June 1878, the Charpentiers published an illustrated
edition of Zola’s L’Assommoir (The Drinking Den), a novel about the poverty
and alcoholism in the Parisian working class, with woodcuts after drawings by
many artists including Renoir. One of Renoir’s four illustrations221 was Nana
and her Friends, which presents a joyful scene despite the depressed nature of
Zola’s novel.222
Other attendees of the Charpentier salons numbered Salon artists, politicians and composers, including Emmanuel Chabrier, Jules Massenet and Camille
Saint-Saëns. Of these, Chabrier later became Renoir’s patron and purchased
four of his paintings of 1876–79.223 The Salon artists included Charles-ÉmileAuguste Carolus-Duran and Jean-Jacques Henner. The liberal politicians who
attended included the future president Georges Clémenceau, Jules Ferry, Léon
Gambetta and Jacques-Eugène Spuller.
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Renoir hoped that some of these politicians would be interested in hiring
him to create murals for public buildings. Given his 1877 passionate writings
about the way decoration in contemporary architecture should be done,224 it
is not surprising that he wanted to work in this manner again, as he had for
Prince Bibesco. This goal might explain why many of Renoir’s most important
canvases, such as The Inn of Mother Anthony, Marlotte, 1866,225 and Dancing at
the Moulin de la Galette, 1876, are large canvases, suitable for covering walls in
public spaces. Since cement was a good surface for varicoloured painting, in
1877, Renoir painted at least five small works on MacLean cement.226 They were
part of a project subsidized by Caillebotte, who financed Alphonse Legrand to
become the agent for the London MacLean Cement Company.227
Related to this ambition of decorating public spaces, Renoir asked
Charpentier for help getting commissions for murals, and Charpentier suggested that he see his friend, the politician Spuller, whose portrait Renoir had
painted in 1877.228 Renoir did so, but ran into problems winding his way through
the bureaucracy. In a letter to Charpentier, Renoir wrote: ‘Spuller…wants me to
tell him: I want to have this ceiling or that wall or staircase in such-and-such a
place…. I’ve ended up thinking that the only one who can give him this information is the Secretary General M. [Joseph] Bardoux [Minister of Fine Arts], who
is your friend’s [Georges] Lafenestre boss.’229 Lafenestre was Inspector of Fine
Arts. In a second letter, Renoir reported: ‘I saw Lafenestre…. He told me to speak
to the city but I think that it isn’t going to work.’230 In the end, the Charpentiers
were not able to help Renoir in this quest to paint public murals.
They were able, nevertheless, to help get his works accepted by the official
Salon. Thus, Renoir decided to abandon the Impressionist group shows after
repeated failure to interest the public. By the end of 1877, he had followed in
the footsteps of Manet, eschewed the group exhibitions and again submitted
to the Salon. He shared his intentions with his fellow Impressionists and was
joined by three others – Cézanne, Monet and Sisley. The 1878 Salon jury accepted
works by all except Cézanne.

Cartoon drawing in letter from Renoir to Georges Charpentier, 1875-77. Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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