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Introduction

‘Caillebotte truly had conviction in him, and what he leaves surpasses the occupation of the amateur. He could have taken painting just as an excuse for the interludes of his life, and given himself the easy luxury and uselessness of a superficial painter. He was master of his time, sure of tomorrow, and he had a passion for gardening and boats. All the same he tied himself down to the labour of painting.’1


Gustave Geffroy, 1894

In 1890, the British press praised effusively Gustave Caillebotte’s (1848–94) collection as ‘magnificent’ and ‘an unparalleled achievement’, lauding its creator as a man of fraternal generosity and scholarly precision, possessed of a discerning eye, and (implicitly) deep pockets.2

Obituaries published following Caillebotte’s death in 1894 further acclaimed his collection for its ‘wealth of specimens and completeness’, taking solace in the patrimonial value it held for all those who shared his passion.3

In France too, the Caillebotte collection was written about as ‘a veritable monument’ which attested to ‘the refined taste and love for work’ of its creator.4

Collector and collection, each as praiseworthy and valuable as the other; that Caillebotte himself painted was, for these writers, largely an afterthought.

It was, however, towards Caillebotte’s collection of postage stamps (amassed in conjunction with his brother Martial), and not to his collection of paintings, that the above-quoted publications – The Philatelic Record, The London Philatelist and Le Collectionneur de timbres-poste – directed their admiration. Pursued concurrently with the years of his greatest painterly activity (in terms of works exhibited), Caillebotte’s philatelic practice and stamp collection have been all but erased from the current art historical discourse about a painter only recently receiving the critical attention his work merits.5

Whereas recent exhibitions – in Giverny in 2016, the Propriété Caillebotte in Yerres in 2014, and the Bremen Kuntshalle in 2008 – have started the much-needed process of reassessing the connections that existed between Caillebotte’s various pursuits (which, in addition to painting, included collecting Impressionist paintings; collecting and researching postage stamps; cultivating and collecting rare orchids; garden design and floriculture; designing, racing and collecting racing yachts; administering the sport of yacht racing; and local political administration) and his painting, Caillebotte’s philately has so far been largely neglected.6


That Caillebotte’s collecting activities almost completely overshadowed his painting during the later years of his life and for a period after his death will be familiar to any reader acquainted with Caillebotte’s posthumous reputation as a bourgeois dilettante who ‘also painted in his spare time’.7

What might be less familiar to such a reader is this rosy picture of universal press acclaim. Indeed, the mooted donation of Caillebotte’s collection of Impressionist paintings to the French State was met with such hostility and prevarication, only eventually accepted ‘with the greatest embarrassment’ – in the infamous and caustic opinion of Jean-Léon Gérôme: ‘
For the state to accept such filth would be a blot on morality’ – as to have attracted the moniker l’Affaire Caillebotte.8


One of the central concerns of this book is to take Caillebotte’s broad creative project as seriously as he himself did, resisting the inherent disciplinary pressure exerted by art history to constitute the object of its investigation as a painter first and foremost, as if to justify and legitimize the knowledge it produces about them. Art historical narratives of Caillebotte have produced him as being, above all, a painter in relation to other painters, situating his work uncomfortably between the genre-tags of Impressionism and Realism. Everything he did that was not painting has, until relatively recently, been largely elided. Yet, to ignore or downplay such important areas of Caillebotte’s life work is not only to do a disservice to his extraordinary accomplishments in each field but also to forego the profound hermeneutic value offered by re-situating Caillebotte’s paintings in the creative matrix within which Caillebotte himself produced and experienced them. In my efforts to offer readings of Caillebotte’s paintings which locate them within the ideological coordinates of the historical moment in which they were produced and first understood, Caillebotte’s broad and multifaceted life-long fascination with work, of which collecting and painting were facets, offers a vital mechanism for thinking about how Caillebotte himself understood and experienced his ideology. That is, I suggest that we must follow and go beyond the tantalizingly posed, but insufficiently developed, hypothetical of Sophie Pietri that ‘[the] portrait of Caillebotte the amateur perhaps gives us a key to understanding his painting’.9


Scholars including Albert Boime and Julia Sagraves have argued that Caillebotte’s painterly vision reveals his ‘thorough assimilation of the rhetoric of the fledgling Third Republic trying to define itself’ through the erasure of Communard class conflict.10

These readings of Caillebotte’s accordance with Republican ideology draw from the revisionist art history whose proponents, notably T. J. Clark and Robert. L. Herbert, have articulated Impressionism’s fundamental complicity with Haussmannization and with the bourgeois dominated state it symbolized.11

Boime and Sagraves convey the importance for historically sensitive readings of Caillebotte’s paintings to excavate their intimate connections with the Republic that was constituting itself anew following the historical trauma of 1870–1. However, although they indeed situate Caillebotte’s images of work within historical and statist discourses on work and class, such perspectives have typically failed to examine critically or elucidate Caillebotte’s attitudes towards his own work, broadly or holistically. As Mary Morton and George T. M. Shackelford have recently noted, the elements that distinguish Caillebotte’s paintings from those of his fellow Impressionists and Naturalists are the marks of the ‘laboured, built up, and self-conscious’ painterly process that Caillebotte legibly encoded; where Morton and Shackelford identify this as evidence for a failing of the artist’s skill or technique, as the conspicuous absence of a ‘mastery of painting’, I intend to demonstrate that Caillebotte’s painterly representations of work, when contextualized within the parameters of his own creative project, the central motor of which was the desire or compulsion to collect (stamps, orchids, paintings, yachts), emerge themselves as the self-conscious and ambitiously reflexive products of multiple forms of work.12


Offering multiple spheres in which Caillebotte could fashion his activity as work, and himself as a worker, his collecting, gardening, yachting and painting practices – the spaces, objects, activities, and sociabilities they all implied – can be fruitfully read as the hinge that connected Caillebotte to his ideologically constructed social reality, which was itself held together by a certain conception of what it meant to work. The analytical possibilities of this understanding of the profound significance of work for Caillebotte run in both directions, revealing as much about the normative ideological pa
rameters of work in the art, visual culture and ideology of the Third Republic as about Caillebotte’s complex, nuanced, and adaptive re-articulation of them.

My understanding of ideology is indebted to the Marxist-Lacanian theory of Slavoj Žižek. Žižek conceptualizes ideology as a set of representations which constitute social subjectivity.13

These representations exist in conjunction with communal rituals, and an unconscious social fantasy which conditions the enjoyment of subjects’ participation in their political community. By regulating the relationship between the visible and the invisible, ideology structures the social reality.14

Ideological fantasy provides the subject’s experience of its reality as a coherent entity untroubled by socio-economic antagonisms and effaces the exclusions and foreclosures inherent in the constitution of any society.15

If we are to think about work as a hinge-concept in Caillebotte’s relationship to himself and his society, Žižek’s articulation of ideology’s multi-layered structure is crucial, in that it offers a way to think about the precise form of the relations between the subjective and the social, between the psychic and the symbolic – that is, conceiving of the full socio-subjective ramifications of the symbolic work of representation. Moreover, in articulating the structural connections between meaning and enjoyment, Žižek’s theory of ideology and method of ideology critique offer a valuable set of conceptual tools for unpicking the totality of Caillebotte’s project in the context of the dominant ideology’s construction and enforcement of its social reality as an organization of the visible.16


To be a citizen of the Third Republic meant being a worker in a society of workers. As Claire White notes, ‘the language of labour politics had been burned onto the social consciousness by the political Revolution of 1789, and it remained critical to those subsequent moments of social upheaval and political rupture that punctuated [… France’s] nineteenth century.’17

The traumatic birth of the Third Republic – rising haphazardly from the ashes of a Second Empire regime fatally caught between, on the one hand, the humiliating penetration of national borders and territorial amputation realized by the external forces of Prussia and, on the other, the internal contagion of open class warfare on the streets of Paris – was, briefly, just one such of these moments. Yet, the revolt of working Paris triggered a decade-long reactionary spasm of Moral Order that decimated organized labour and leftist politics (such as it was) so completely that it recovered its vitality, coherency and militancy only after 1889.18

At the moment of the Republican success over monarchism and Moral Order at the end of the 1870s, the voices of organized labour, syndicalism or socialism were silenced to the extent that almost the entirety of the political spectrum (as it reflected parliamentary political power) was internal to the Republican faction, whose primary fault line was between the Radicals and the Opportunists, and which spanned Radicals, the centre-left, Ferry’s Republican Left and Gambetta’s Republican Union.19

Facing little competition or challenge from organiz
ed labour, starting in the second half of the 1870s Republicans crafted, and in turn came to depend on, an almost universal worker identity as the ideal basis for a harmonious reconstitution of the social. Consequently, the Republican discourse went largely unchallenged. ‘Almost everybody in France’, remarks Gabriel Weisberg, ‘became a worker: rich, poor, businessmen of both major and minor importance became workers destined to create a type of ideal society which they knew to be beneficial for all’.20


Various scholars, most notably James E. Lehring and Jann Pasler, have characterized the form of Third Republican political culture as a response to the grave need faced by the new state to create both norms and examples of citizenship that would be beneficial to, and demonstrative of, its own political values and ideological goals.21

Under the banner of liberté, égalité, fraternité, the Republic stressed, albeit vaguely: class cohesion, secularism, inclusivity, prosperity, progress, liberty and democracy.22

The kernel of this new conceptualization of Third Republican citizenship was a common attitude to work, what Patricia Tilburg describes as the Republican ‘culture of work’, wherein ‘work would serve as the unifying force behind a dynamic new French society’.23

The performance of hard, manual labour promised both moral vitality and corporeal virility: the hardening of bodies to repel external invasion and the fortifying of the spirit to ward off internal deviance. The value of work was thus precipitated on its acting as a conduit for class cohesion, solidarity and equality.24


Understandings of work in the nineteenth century were coloured by the heritage of the French Revolution, which itself drew on Enlightenment thinking to posit useful labour as an ethical and social duty and as the basis of citizenship (contra the Judeo-Christian alignment of work with toil and sin). The less-than-satisfactory outcome of the Revolution, which had, from the perspective of later socialists such as Saint-Simon and Charles Fourier, sacrificed its fraternité of honest labourers in favour of liberal-bourgeois greed, effected a permanent demystification of the supposed ethical basis of property in useful labour: the resulting antagonism and antipathy that characterized the workers’ movement’s relation to the bourgeoisie and the state for the entirety of the next century reached its zenith with the Commune.25

Precisely because the Opportunist bourgeoisie attempted to suture the social by highlighting the labour they shared with the workers, the disavowal of class difference and conflict became a central component of the political culture of the Third Republic, the very exclusion upon which the universality of its appeal was based.

Work and class thus became intertwined in Third Republican ideology; they did not signify straightforward material categories, but rather complex positions in discourse. The labour history of Jacques Rancière offers a powerful conceptual model for examining this important distinction. Rancière’s deconstruction of the writings of a series of French worker-poets and writers from the period around the Revolution of 1830 in La Nuit des prolétaires strove to highlight their constitutive multiplicity and expose their moments of rupture.26

Rancière critiqued Marxist and social history’s fetishization of materiality, arguing instead that class was a category of discourse, forged not by a matrix of economic relations but instead through the difficult
entry of workers into discourse. The working class emerges in Rancière’s writing as the product of a series of textual or discursive relations between workers and intellectuals – ‘the working class is a concept that continually takes place in discussions, misunderstandings, and conflicts between workers and intellectuals’ – spawned at moments when workers themselves resisted the categorizing or taxonomizing imperatives of their time to transgress the boundaries that separated those who worked from those who thought.27

Never static, homogeneous or whole, the working class designates a partial and contentious linkage between representation and experience.

If the category of the working class is actively produced and reproduced in discourse – Gérard Noiriel articulates a similar idea in his suggestion that the working class is never ‘made’ but constantly in flux – it is thus liable to shift and is exposed to the power-relations and ideological imperatives that operate within the symbolic or discursive field more generally.28

As much as they are revealing of Caillebotte’s personal and subjective investments in identifying with workers, his paintings can be fruitfully read as interventions into the very process by which the working class is itself produced as a category of discourse, the interaction of bourgeois and workers.29

My critical focus is thus on the representational act itself as the crucible of categories of identity, difference and experience. Rather than attempt to produce a coherent historical narrative of the working class of the French Third Republic as the hermeneutic ground for my art historical practice, I instead seek to investigate those specific, polemical and problematical moments of contact between workers and intellectuals where the very language with which it became possible to think of work and class as such was being conceived and challenged.

In seeking such moments of categorical reconfiguration, the art of Gustave Caillebotte – an haut bourgeois painter notably uncomfortable with the strictures of his class heritage (as Tamar Garb puts it, ‘Caillebotte lived out an ambivalent and conflictive relation to his own class identity … . He was … part of yet apart from a number of different worlds’) – offers especially fertile ground.30

Caillebotte’s paintings of bourgeois life expose its precarious and fragile artificiality, while his paintings of working men reveal an interest in and identification with the specificities of their craft.31

Caillebotte’s categorical liminality and discomfort (his failure or refusal to perform as expected of a bourgeois man, his desire to escape or transgress class boundaries) afforded him a highly idiosyncratic vantage point on contemporaneous discourses of class; likewise his paintings of work, in approaching their subject with a certain obliqueness, are especially revealing of the ideological parameters of his historical moment. Although my project is not a ‘history from below’ that aims to give voice to the silenced workers as painted by Caillebotte, it nevertheless seeks to account for those processes by which they were variously rendered audible or mute, visible or invisible in symbolic space.

Therefore, in my attempt to account for Caillebotte’s images of men at work in the context of his ambivalence towards himself as a (sort of) working man – my project to offer an ideologically critical reading of their functioning in respect to the Third Republic’s discourses on work as the foundation of citizenship and structures of class domination – I maintain a focus on those ideological pressure points: moments where the boundaries of normativity seemed precarious or malleable, most closely related to the terms of Caillebotte’s imagined relation to that normativity. Rather than adopting an extrinsic view of ideological normativity, examining from their own perspective how those constitutionally excluded from its remit rearticulated the terms of their oppression, for my purposes it is more revealing to adopt Caillebotte’s more liminal view, looking at boundaries from the vantage point of a subject who perceived himself to exist in an ambiguous relation to them while remaining attentive to how their ostensible breakdown was not necessarily all that destabilizing.

Caillebotte’s fascination with work was, primarily, a fascination with male work, with men at work: in seeking model labourers to act as a foil for an introspective examination of his own class-alienated subjectivity, it seems logical that Caillebotte would most strongly seek to identify with individuals with whom he already had a minimum of commonality. Moreover, in making a distinction on the grounds of gender, Caillebotte (instinctively or consciously) was indeed mirroring the sexual division at the heart of the Republican ideology of work in relation to citizenship; in attempting to foster a polity and regulate its relationship with the state, this ideology enforced the sexual division of citizenship as one of labour. It is for this reason that, as we shall see, it is altogether more fruitful to contextualize Caillebotte’s paintings within the contemporaneously dominant Naturalism, within which ideological normative forms of work were visualized, rather than images which, for one reason or another, might superficially appear closer to Caillebotte’s practice, for example Edgar Degas’s washerwomen or Camille Pissarro’s female peasants.

Caillebotte’s class-alienated subjectivity has thus been the starting point for my assessment of his painterly practice in relation to the ideological production of understandings of work and class in this period. Given this, it seemed necessary to understand how Caillebotte himself understood this same practice; to go beyond thinking of Caillebotte as a painter identifying with workers towards offering an account of what his work was in its own terms. In pursuit of this, I began to investigate the myriad activities he pursued concurrently with painting – which included gardening, yachting, philately, and local politics – as the immediate sociable, temporal, practical and conceptual context for his painterly practice.

Led by this archive, I have come to understand these activities as specific, idiosyncratic, forms of work, each existing in a structurally delimited relation to the others. Painting was not his privileged passion but rather one of a number of activities into which Caillebotte invested equally his time, energy and creativity. Caillebotte’s life of labours exposed and decomposed a number of the binaries and concepts that structured not only Third Republican ideology but also the subsequent historical narrative discourses by which knowledge about it (and its relation to, for example, Impressionist painting) has been produced: work/leisure, worker/bourgeois, those who think/those who work, painting/distractions, work’s determinate relation to class. It was in hybridizing and cross-pollinating his various labours that Caillebotte undertook to bridge that gap signified by the notion of alienation, between ‘Caillebotte’ the subject and ‘Caillebotte’ the subjectivity. Caillebotte’s resulting elaboration of what his work was, what it meant to him, I have come to believe, constituted a fundamental re-articulation of the normative terms of Republican ideology. His paintings condense the problematic and polemical representational act, described by Ranci
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