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ABSTRACT

The subject of this thesis is Bonnard's use of the mirror theme in his

paintings and its development as a significant device in the depiction of the artist's

wife at her toilette. Beginning with a brief description of the background of the

mirror image as a theme in the history of art, the thesis introduces Bonnard in the

context of the late nineteenth century. The various chapters then proceed to

describe the gradual transition from the early use of the mirror in experiments with

its innovative possibilities as a pictorial device, to its significant position as an

expressive device in some of Bonnard's late paintings. It closes with the artist's

self-portraits, and a summary conclusion. Other characteristics such as reduction

of space, ambiguous arrangements, and severe cropping of the reflected image are

also reviewed.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The aim of this thesis is to point out the importance of the theme of the

mirror in Bonnard's work, and to illustrate how it became a significant device in

the painter's depictions of the female nude, especially in the portrayals of his

companion and later wife, Marthe, at her frequent ablutions. The mirror represents

an important and very personal element in the paintings associated with the motif

of the nude at her toilette. However, its initial introduction into the painter's

oeuvre does not involve the female nude, but rather, is connected with his early

experiments with the clothed figure in the studio. These first occurrences will be

discussed in the second chapter.

In this thesis I will indicate the various ways in which Bonnard uses the

mirror at different stages of his life between 1896 and 1945, but the focus will be

on those instances which include the female model. The cut-off dates are those

given to the first and last paintings in which the mirror appears. An interpretation

will be made regarding Bonnard's initial fascination with the mirror motif and how

it increasingly developed into a significant element in his depictions of Marthe as

she became his more constant model. This fascination with the mirror also led

Bonnard into an exploration of the motif as a pictorial device, for example, its

visual and distancing properties. Through the years it became an instrument

revealing a deeper insight into perception of self and Marthe. An early work by

Bonnard, L'homme et la femme of c. 1900 (Fig. 1, D. 224) which includes a nude

male and female but does not include a mirror, presents an early suggestion of the

basic sense of separation which I see reflected by the use of the mirror in later

works. It is significant that a male and female nude seldom appear together in
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Bonnard's paintings and that in this picture it is a folded screen, rather than the

mirror, which is used as the device to separate them.
1

Bonnard had met Marthe in 1893 when she was sixteen.' She worked at a

shop on the corner of the Rue Pasquier in Paris where she threaded tiny

translucent pearls onto thin wires. These were used with artificial flowers in

funeral wreaths for the Chapelle Expiatoire opposite the shop. Her name was

Marie Boursin but she introduced herself to the painter as an orphaned aristocrat

named Marthe de Meligny. Bonnard did not discover her true identity until the

time of their marriage in 1925. From the time of their meeting until her death in

January 1942 they remained close to each other while Bonnard's paintings became

imbued with her presence. Marthe is described by Margrit Hahnioser-Ingold as

ein graziler Kdrper, schone Haare, grünblaue Augen. . Aus ihr, dem
lebenden Modell bei ihm, wird er seinen Frauentypus schaffen, mit
den leicht verlangerten Beinen, vorgebeugt, zart in der Taille und mit
hohen, festen Brüsten.^

Bonnard watched Marthe constantly and both sketched and mentally recorded her

natural movements and moments of repose. She was a frequent model without
■5

always being aware of it and it was said that "elle ne pose, autant dire, jamais."

Those moments when she stood in the bathroom or in the cabinet de toilette,

absorbed in the care of her naked body, especially captured the artist's attention

and became a favored motif in his art. Often these moments included reflections

of her in the mirror. As mistress, model, and wife she was the most important

^ Annette Vaillant, Bonnard (Neuchâtel, Switzerland: Editions Ides et
Calendes, 1965), p. 77. Others put Marthe's age at 24 when Bonnard met her in
1893. See Antoine Terrasse, "Eléments de biographie," in Bonnard (Paris: Centre
Georges Pompidou, 1984), p. 245, and Margrit HahnIoser-Ingold, "Bonnard," ^
(January 1985), p. 34.

^ Margrit Hahnioser-Ingold, "Bonnard," ^ (January 1985), p. 38. HahnIoser-
Ingold is related to Arthur and Hedy Hahnioser who were close personal friends of
the Bonnards, and collectors of Pierre Bonnard's paintings. Her accounts of Marthe
are therefore taken from family memoirs.
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presence in Bonnard's daily life.

The mirror and its image constitute an important theme in the history of art

and religion. For a long time in Eastern mystic religions the mirror has been

considered a symbol of the soul^ and, ever since Aphrodite was depicted gazing at

her reflection in Ares' shield in the fourth century B.C. the motif of the mirror has

remained a pervasive element in Western European art. Plato, in his Republic, put
C

forward the notion of an analogy between painting and the mirror image, while

centuries later Alberti, in his treatise Oji Painting, suggested that Narcissus, on

discovering the beauty of his own image on the surface of water, was the true

inventor of painting.® At the same time Leonardo da Vinci encouraged painters to

employ the mirror as a learning tool in their studios, referring to the reflection in a

mirror as the "true painting".^
Since antiquity the handheld mirror has been seen as a symbol of Vanitas in

portrayals of Venus at her toilet. This ancient motif reappeared in the early Italian

Renaissance when classical art was looked at anew. An example can be seen in

Giovanni Bellini's Venus at her Toilet (Vienna, 1515) while Tintoretto's Susanna and

the Elders (Vienna, c. 1560) illustrates the motif's continuing appeal. Such classical

associations provided the excuse to portray the female nude. Rembrandt's

Bathsheba (Paris, 1654) is an example of a woman at her toilette from the

seventeenth century; no mirror is seen, but the setting is an interior one and she

is accompanied by her handmaid.

^ Thadee Natanson, Le Bonnard que je propose (Geneva: Pierre Cailler,
1951), D. 24.

Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant, Dictionnaire des symboles (France;
Robert Laffont, 1969), p. 510, 512.

® Plato, The Republic, trans., by Desmond Lee (Harmondsworth, Middlesex,
England; Penguin Books, 1974), p. 423.

® Leon Battista Alberti, Oil Painting, trans., by John S. Spencer (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1956), p. 64.

^ Anthony Blunt, Artistic Theory in Italy, 1450-1660 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980), p. 30.
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The theme of Vanitas was revived as a common motif in the Rococo period

under the guise of women at their toilette, but the figures were not nude.

Continuing into the nineteenth century, this same theme, which often included the

mirror as part of the setting, became a popular subject for caricature, especially

that associated with pornography. The nude reappeared in this less flattering

setting. Examples can be seen in such common publications as 1^ Vie Parisienne

and 1^ Moderne as well as popular collections of lithographs, all of which

inspired many painters of the time.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the woman at her toilette theme

took on new significance; instead of the idealized form of the Vanitas figure or the

stereotyped form of the lithographs, the more casual environment of the woman's

cabinet de toilette or bedroom is introduced. This change may have been

influenced by the influx of Japanese Ukiyo-e prints into Europe after 1850. Later

exhibitions of these prints attracted many artists who started their own collections

and incorporated Japanese pictorial motifs and elements into their own art. The

mirror was then seen as part of the setting with the variety of pictorial

possibilities it could suggest.

Against this background it is not surprising that Pierre Bonnard, who was an

avowed admirer of antiquity, readily adopted such a time-honoured tradition

already revived by his contemporaries, and which was appropriate to the

atmosphere of the time. As a well-educated man, with erudite interests and a

lively mind, he appropriated the mirror as one of his motifs and experimented with

it, as Manet and Degas had done before him, with an awareness of its historical

and symbolic dimensions. Bonnard's paintings often reflect the casualness of the

Japanese print, and the eroticism of the popular magazine lithographs, as well as

classical and philosophical references in meaning and structure. Furthermore, he

extended the analogy of the picture within the picture, and borrowed the window
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and doorway motif, alongside the mirror, as a similar dominant structural device

from both Degas and Matisse. These are motifs that go back to Vermeer and

other seventeenth century Dutch painters. With Bonnard they are transformed into

a framework against which he plays his overall consonances of color. Along with

the mirror they are framing devices for a view into another space, and are

consistently present in Bonnard's work.

Although the painter's output is dominated by paintings of landscapes and

still-lifes, Bonnard's preoccupation with perception and the process of seeing, as

well as the obsessive behaviour of his wife,® induced him never to abandon the

motif of the mirror and led him finally to place himself within it. The use of the

mirror in approximately 110 paintings, out of a total of about 2000, may not seem

a startling percentage. However, net statistics do not necessarily provide an

indication of the importance that a few paintings with a singular motif may have.

They form part of a continued involvement and preoccupation with the theme of

the nude at her toilette. Some of Bonnard's late monumental paintings

concentrate on this bathroom theme, at which stage the bathroom wall and the

water's surface in the bathtub become the reflectors of light and color in place of

the mirror which had played this role in previous paintings. Jean Clair states:

Bonnard's favorite motif will be the place which provides him with
both mirror and window: the bathroom—with its mirrors, its
windows, its fanlights, its reflections on the tiles and enamel fittings,
with all these transparent and reflecting objects—will be his
laboratory, in which to solve the riddle of the visible world.®
As far as is feasibly possible the thesis has been organized on a

chronological basis, but there will be exceptions to this rule. The painter

® Vaillant informs us that "she [Marthe] always felt the need to lather
herself, scrub herself, and massage herself with a sort of meticulous
sensuousness, for hours on end." Vaillant, p. 140.

® Jean Clair, "The adventures of the optic nerve," in Bonnard: The Late
Paintings (Washington: The Phillips Collection, 1984), p. 39.
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frequently explored different subjects and styles simultaneously, often laying a

painting aside to return to it in ensuing years. Consequently, there will be at times

a switch in sequence which will cause the dates in the chapter heads to overlap.

A few paintings which include the mirror but do not fit into the chosen themes will

not be discussed.

The numbering of figures related to paintings are those in the Catalogue

Raisonné de l'oeuvre peint by Jean and Henry Dauberville (Paris; Bernheim-Jeune,

1965-1974). It is important to take into account that many of the observations and

interpretations in this thesis are based upon black and white reproductions from

this catalogue. However, I was fortunate in being able to see a good selection of

the paintings first hand in the important exhibitions of Bonnard's work in Paris and

Dallas this past year, as well as a number of original works in London, Paris,

Munich, Basle, Besancon, Grenoble, Le Cannet and St.Tropez.



CHAPTER 2

Early Instances of the Use of the Mirror, 1896-1906

One of the first instances of the use of the mirror in Bonnard's work is in

Devant la glace of 1896 {Fig. 2, D. 140). A young woman, probably the painter's

model and companion Marthe, stands facing a mirror adjusting her attire. This

painting can be compared with a later one, Marthe au chapeau blanc of 1903 (Fig.

3, D. 286) which demonstrates the resemblance between the two figures. In

Devant la glace, the figure and its reflection are set between successive planes;

first of a partition, then a wainscotting, a mirror, and the reflection of a frame.

Light falls on the foreground partition and onto the reflected face, effectively
1

flattening the figure between the parallel planes of the partition and mirror.

One can point to possible sources for this painting in works by Degas and in

contemporary Japanese prints with their use of vertical posts as spatial dividers.

The partition in Devant la glace provides a similar structural device with which to

contrast flat foreground with spatial depth.

This format, in which Bonnard juxtaposes the figure with a boxlike

geometrical structure, is a familiar pictorial and expressive device in his paintings

of interiors. Architectural elements function well in this role and probably

contributed to Degas', Bonnard's, and Matisse's fascination with interiors and

framing elements in the structuring of space. Commenting on the influence of

Matisse on Bonnard, Steven Nash mentions such compositional borrowings as the

open door and window, and refers to the mirror in the same context;

1
It is impossible to be entirely accurate in a visual analysis of this painting

without access to the actual work or to a colour reproduction.
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A good example of the power of transformation is Bonnard's
thematic use of the mirror or reflected image, which rose to long-
lasting prominence in his work simultaneously with that of the open
window.^

He goes on to mention the precedent in this use of the mirror in Manet and

Caillebotte, and makes reference to the early example in Bonnard's work of 1896.

Devant la glace illustrates three continuing interests of Bonnard: First, the

decorative aspect of a painting, conveyed here in the silhouette of the figure set

against the vertical mirror and wall planes; secondly, a dialogue, between the

illusion of depth of space and the desire to stress the flatness of the picture

surface; thirdly, the tension created between image and reflection. Bonnard's

depiction of the full face of the model near the centre of the canvas in full light

reveals the artist's expressive intention. This is to show a woman in the process

of self-examination as she adjusts her attire.

The motif of the mirror did not occur consistently in Bonnard's work until

around 1905 when the painter initiated a series of studies of interiors including the

mirror and, usually, a woman. At first these early works do not include nudes. In

subject matter and style they closely resemble the contemporary work of his friend

Vuillard. In its new role as a natural component of the interior scene, the mirror

adds an expanded dimension to a number of works dating from 1903-1906.

An example of an early work from this period is Intérieur of 1905 (Fig. 4, D.

344) in which the mirror presents a view that resembles a passage into another

room. Like a Vuillard doorway it seems to "add a sense of mystery paradoxically
O

to this intimate scene where silence reigns.""^ The female figure sits alone,

silhouetted against a plain white wall. The tall vertical rectangle of the mirror.

^ Steven A. Nash, "Tradition revised: some sources in late Bonnard," in
Bonnard: The Late Paintings, (Washington: The Phillips Collection, 1984), p. 21.

^ Jacques Salomon, Vuillard (Paris: Gallimard, 1968), p. 51. This author's
translation.
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with its compacted space, competes as an expressive device with the female

figure. This splits the viewer's focus in half, between a mirror which includes an

expansion of space and a shallow interior which includes a figure and a wall. This

juxtaposition of two different kinds of space creates a definite sense of separation.

The flat, featureless wall, parallel to the picture plane, is ruptured by the mirror

which reflects a more descriptive view of the room and its window on another

wall.

In Inté^rieur, the tall rectangular mirror creates still other interesting effects.

Because the mirror reflects a window which the viewer recognizes as existing

behind him, our experience of space is extended. Moreover, inasmuch as the

mirror contains more visual details than the space around it, the viewer may be

led into perceiving the mirror not only as a picture within a picture but also as a

passage into another space. This effect is increased when neither the occupant of

the room nor the painter is reflected in it; the effect is to create more visual and

psychological distance between the model and the viewer. This inherent

characteristic of the mirror to frame and isolate space seems to fascinate Bonnard

at this time.

The paintings of c. 1904-1906 are about equally divided between those

depicting a mirror as reflected light or as the image of another space, and those

which reflect the figure. The figure is sometimes placed to one side as in Intérieur

(Fig. 4) and lecture (Fig. 5, D. 360). This arrangement was probably assimilated

from the example of Japanese prints in Bonnard's collection. In other examples,

the mirror is given a lateral position, cropped at the edge of the canvas, as in Nu,

chaise rouge (Fig. 6, D. 367). In a few of these paintings, the figure overlaps the

mirror as in Femme se déshabillant (Fig. 7, D. 374). In still other works the figure

is reflected in and framed by the mirror's narrow format as in Femme lisant (Fig. 8,

D. 350) and La modiste (Fig. 9, D. 351). Sometimes a smaller mirror set on the wall
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close to a window is used as a collector and reflector of light; this incidence

occurs in two paintings; Intérieur (Fig. 10, D. 340) and Intérieur avec nu (Fig. 11, D.

370).

Femme au miroir of 1905 (Fig. 12, D. 361) is an illustration of those

paintings in which the figure is reflected in the mirror. At the same time it recalls

the content of the earlier Devant [a glace (Fig. 2), namely a woman who examines

herself before a mirror. In two other paintings of the same year, A demi

déshabillée devant la glace (Fig. 13, D. 363) and sortie (Fig. 14, D. 01876), the

female figure is portrayed in a similar interior setting. In all three the mirror is

used as a formal element in order to contrast straight and curving lines. This

effect is enhanced by silhouetting part of the model against the bare wall. The

mirror breaks the severity of the bare wall plane by creating an opening into

three-dimensional depth, and provides the spectator with more complete

information by reflecting the front of the model. At the same time the reflection

reveals the action and the calm pleasure of the figure in the contemplation of her

own appearance. The gesture of the raised arm draws attention to the focus of

her gaze.

Femme au miroir (Fig. 12), indebted to Manet in its style, its choice of

subdued colors and its theme, illustrates an incident of everyday life. This was a

theme advocated by Manet's friend, the poet Baudelaire, in his writings. Bonnard

selected this painting himself, in 1912, for acquisition by the Neue Pinakothek in

Munich. In a letter, now in the Bavarian State Archives, he promised to select a

"toile disponible et suffissament importante pour figurer au milieu d'oeuvres

remarquables."^ Thus the painter must have felt that this painting was a significant

example of his work at that time.

^ Eberhard Ruhmer, Katalog, 4th ed. (Munich: Bayerische Staatsgemalde-
sammlungen, 1982), p. 35.
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Modest in size and unadventurous in style, this painting depicts a woman

about to sally forth, fastening her black cloak as she calmly focuses on her mirror

image. The subject and her reflected image set up the tension which is

concentrated in the area of the mirror. There is a sense of the suspension of time

and of respectful recognition created through the language of the mirror. It is the

mirror which provides the interest within an otherwise flat and compressed

depiction of an interior. The three paintings on the white band between the heads

include the portrayal of a woman in a hat and a barely recognisable landscape.

This white band sets up a rhythm between dark and light shapes and warm and

cool colors. Additionally it is a separator and focal point between the figure and

her image.

Femme au miroir is still in the intimiste tradition and representative of the

subdued colors and various subtle shades of grey favored by Bonnard in those

years. The model is probably the one seen in several paintings around 1905 such

as in à la chemise (Fig. 15, D. 369). She bears quite a close physiognomic

resemblance to Emma the seamstress depicted in Emma la couturière of 1907 (Fig.

16, D. 454).

In another painting. Intérieur of c.1905 (Fig. 17, D. 362), the feeling of

introversion and isolation is expressed through the non-interaction between the

two figures. The mirror provides the information about the figure seated

presumably behind the painter along with the backview of the woman who stands

in the foreground. The woman's attention is focused beyond the viewer's

shoulder; not even by the use of the mirror can we follow the object of her glance.

A man seated at a table against a blank wall and turning his head to one side is a

remote and aloof-looking figure. Seemingly wary and unwilling to communicate,

he projects psychological withdrawal and a tension which is not present in the

relaxed mien and pose of the woman. This effect is accentuated by the increase
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in the space between them achieved by the device of the mirror. Like the previous

Intérieur (Fig. 4, D. 344), this is another drama set up by the two vertical elements

of figure and mirror although, in this instance, the mirror does contain a figure.

Separation is still emphasized, however, because the figures do not relate to each

other. Furthermore, the mirror enables the artist to play the decorative silhouette

of the woman against the vertical frame.

Many of the early paintings which include the mirror, suggest posed studies,

for which Marthe may occasionally have been the model, although she probably

did not feature in the majority of these cited works. Marthe's name is only

occasionally included in a title and it is not always easy to identify her as the

model. The painter's grand-nephew, Antoine Terrasse, informed me that Bonnard

used other models for his nudes in these years, and Hahnioser-Ingold has

observed that some portraits, rather than exhibiting the distinctive features of

Marthe, "are suggestive of womankind in general," adding that;

We know that Bonnard adopted a very free interpretation of human
figures, even though he imposed certain constraints upon himself to
ensure some resemblance to the original model.^

Moving into a new period in Bonnard's development around 1907, when he

was confronted by fresh experiences and sources of inspiration, a change of style

takes place. This style change includes a lightening of the palette and a looser

brushstroke, along with a reinterpreted approach to the theme of the woman at

her toilette; the woman is now actually depicted in the act of washing herself or

stepping from the tub. Marthe must be the model in many of these bathroom

settings as it is not likely that models would bathe themselves in the artist's

studio. She, therefore, would be the probable model in intimate toilette scenes

whether they are painted from direct observation or from memory. It might be

^ Margrit Hahnioser-Ingold, "Promenade en mer - image and portrait," in
Bonnard: The Late Paintings, (Washington: The Phillips Collection, 1984), p. 73.
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noted that Degas' models who bathe themselves in cabinets de toilette and

bathrooms were observed in brothels. The difference is apparent but needs to be

mentioned in this context. All of these paintings by both Bonnard and Degas of la

femme a ^ toilette possess an intimate, private dimension since these activities

are usually performed unconsciously, without the woman's awareness of the

viewer. This seems to be the case in the paintings by Bonnard. Consequently,

Bonnard, in his adoption of the theme, was able to capture the woman in a natural

setting, engaged in spontaneous movements or reverie, as unconcerned as the

cats and dogs which he often portrayed so charmingly. This theme naturally did

not preclude the inclusion of the mirror. In fact it provided Bonnard with the

means of applying the results of his experiments with the instant camera.

According to Jean Chevrier

ils prouvent combien l'enregistrement brut de l'instantané participe
de l'art de ce peintre, de sa liberté à l'egard des schemas
esthétiques, et de son besoin de vérifier dans la réalité ses
inventions plastiques.®

The following chapter will concentrate on this new phase in Bonnard's

development.

® Jean Chevrier, "Bonnard and Photography," in Bonnard: The Late
Paintings, (Washington: The Phillips Collection, 1984), p. 231.



CHAPTER 3

The Woman at her Toilette with Washstand and Mirror,
1907-1914 and 1924-1930

The woman at her toilette was established as a theme in Bonnard's work in

the early 1890's. His paintings of this period frequently included a woman in black

stockings, in the intimate setting of the bedroom or the cabinet de toilette,

dressing, lounging on a bed, or preparing to wash her feet. A similar theme had

been used by two of his predecessors, Manet and Degas, as this subject was part

of the popular imagery of the time which appealed to many painters.

The timing of its appearance in Bonnard's work coincided not only with his

meeting with Marthe in 1893, but also with the start of his close association with

Toulouse Lautrèc, whose work also began to incorporate the image of a woman in

black stockings in the nineties.

A further stimulus for Bonnard's adoption of the theme of the woman ^ her

toilette may have come from the example of the Japanese. An important

exhibition of Japanese prints held in Paris in 1890 had prompted Bonnard to buy

inexpensive Oriental prints from the Grands Magasins du Printemps. These he

pinned on his studio wall. Commenting on the reaction of Bonnard and Vuillard to

the exhibition of 1890, Vaillant, a close relative of Vuillard, observes that it was "a

sudden revelation: the exhibition of Japanese art at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts."

She goes on to mention that the Hiroshige prints especially delighted these

painters.^ One of the most important categories of Ukiyo-e Japanese prints,

depicted by the Hiroshige school as well as by others, was the portrayal of life in

^ Vaillant, p. 37-38.
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the home, including incidents of women performing the rituals of their toilette.

Utamaro, in particular, had devoted a series of prints to the depiction of beautiful

women attending to their toilette.

In addition to his fascination with Japanese prints, and the entry of Marthe

into his life in 1893, Bonnard was commissioned to illustrate the book, Marie, by

Peter IMansen in 1896 (Fig. 18). This commission provided him with an opportunity

to develop one of his earlier themes, namely images of a voluptuous young

woman—now linked to a text. Antoine Terrasse informs us that the young woman

is Marthe:

C'est elle qu'on voit dans quelques-unes de ses premières
lithographies, et dans les illustrations qui accompagnent le roman de
Peter Nansen, publié' dans la Revue Blanche en 1896.^

Further commissions followed at the turn of the century and into the first decade

of the next, which kept Bonnard involved in the subject of young women and their

sensuous appeal.

Bonnard entered upon the Parisian art scene at a stimulating time. A

student of law at the end of the eighties he was attracted by the bohemian

atmosphere of Montmartre, and responded to the energetic and lively artistic

scene around him. Fie was part of the group which called themselves the Nabis

q
and was often referred to as the most japonard of them.'' Bonnard was quite

aware of Seurat's experiments, Gauguin's new ideas, and Maurice Denis'

pronouncements, as well as the advent of Symbolism. Odilon Redon, for example,

was a venerated friend who inspired Bonnard and his friends, and gave Bonnard's

canvases their first exhibition at the Salon des Indépendants of 1891.^ Shunning

^ Antoine Terrasse, Pierre Bonnard (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), p. 52.
^ Bonnard stated, in a letter to his friend, Madame Fledy Flahnioser, that

Félix Féhéon, had called him "Bonnard très japonard." This is a letter in which he
is affirming the impression that Japanese art had made upon him in his youth.
Vaillant, p. 182.

^ Musée National d'Art Moderne, Paris. Bonnard, Vuillard et les Nabis,
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adherence to any theories, Bonnard could hardly ignore the variety of stimuli

surrounding him in his formative years as a painter. Erich Hubala maintained that

the quiet and slow-working artist did not belong to any of the
program-forging prophets of this intellectual world and barely to any
particular group. He assured himself of the observant position of the
intelligent connoisseur and always retained it.^

Although Bonnard professed to ignore the theories of his friends and

contemporaries, he was not indifferent to the images they produced. Various

writers speak of the artist's reaction to certain of these painters. With reference to

Lautrec and Degas, John Rewald felt that

their approach and treatment of their subjects have encouraged
Bonnard to turn his back on Symbolism and focus attention on what
he had always loved, his surroundings.®

These now included Marthe. Sasha Newman adds a further observation in pointing

specifically to the influence of Degas' monotypes of the female nude, 1880-1890,

which may have been available for Bonnard's private viewing during the nineties:^
Their almost animal-like absorption in their activities, their complete
unawareness of any observer, and the unusual and evocative
compositions provide the basis for much of Bonnard's early
explorations into the theme of the nude at her toilette.®

Bonnard's grand-nephew, Antoine Terrasse, offers his opinion on the subject of

Degas' inspiration, stating that "Bonnard's women washing form a spectacular

1888-1903 (June 8-October 2, 1955), p. 25-26.
® Erich Hubala, "Pierre Bonnard: Frau vor dem Spiegel," in Westermanns

Monatshefte 93, Heft 11 (1952-53): 71-72.
® John Rewald, Pierre Bonnard (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1948), p.

7 According to George Shackelford, Curator at the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston, these monotypes were not exhibited publicly until 1919, two years after
the artist's death. However, there were numerous private gallery shows in Paris in
the first years of the century, as well as the Luxembourg Palace collection, where
Bonnard would have been able to see other works by Degas, such as the pastels
of the 1890's. The monotypes concentrate on images of women in the brothel,
and they frequently contain crude and unflattering depictions. Bonnard's nudes are
more gracious and gentle; consequently I think he was probably looking at Degas'
pastels of nudes in the bathroom.

® Sasha M. Newman, "Catalogue Notes," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings
(Washington: The Phillips Collection, 1984), p. 116.
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sequel to Degas' treatment of the same subject."®
Since such a theme would suggest an opportunity for the inclusion of the

mirror, it is surprising that Bonnard does not incorporate the mirror into scenes of

the model performing a natural ritual in the bathroom until 1907. Whereas Degas

had occasionally included the mirror as part of the toilette setting, it is Bonnard

who discovered its more innovative pictorial possibilities. It began to play a major

role in his work, at times framing the central focus of a composition. From this

point onwards for more than thirty years, Bonnard developed the pictorial use of

the mirror in a variety of ways. Statistically, however, the greatest number of

paintings including the mirror with the nude occur between 1905 and 1920.

Three types of mirror are basically employed in the development of this

theme; a small triple wall mirror, a horizontal mirror hung above a washstand or

mantelpiece, and a vertical wall mirror. Associated motifs, which recall the

example of Degas, are the round floor tub, the ceramic washbasin and pitcher, the

washstand, an occasional curtained window, and scattered garments, towels or

bedclothes.

Apart from the mirror's subsidiary role as part of the setting of the cabinet

de toilette, it plays its pictorial role as reflector of light and color. It expands and

contracts space, and reveals the area outside the direct line of vision. In addition

to these functions it becomes at times—and particularly during this second phase

after 1907—the most solid part of the painting, with the image it reflects

becoming the main focus. In one instance it takes over the entire canvas; in

others practically so.

Bonnard also uses the mirror at this time as an excuse to emphasize the

cropping of the figure, an idea that could have been suggested by the invention of

® Antoine Terrasse, "Bonnard: The poet of domesticity," House and Garden,
July 1984, p. 90.
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photography in the nineteenth century which allowed a nnore candid and

spontaneous view of a subject. The figure could be captured in its natural

movements as It moved in, out, or across the field of vision. Obviously, this led to

cropped views of figures and objects. "Bonnard chérit l'accident" said Degas, for

whom the advent of photography and the appearance of the Japanese print had

earlier provided a stimulus.

There is also, possibly, a conscious effort on the part of the artist to

confront his own role as an artist and the element of choice this involves. This

could explain Bonnard's introduction of a sense of ambiguity, his manipulation of

reality, his apparent errors in draftsmanship, and his not infrequent distortions for

pictorial or expressive purposes. "A guideline other than an analytical likeness of

objects," the painter said. "When one distorts nature, it still remains underneath,

unlike purely imaginative works." The mirror provides an excuse for underlining

this aspect of the artist's role. Steven Nash, in suggesting that the mirror is used

by Bonnard as an analogue for art itself, states: "There is a constant overlapping

of existence, the question of picture-making, the observation and questioning of

perception."

As already stated, only in 1907 is the mirror positively established as a

motif in the toilette theme. From this date onwards there is a noticeable increase

in the number and significance of paintings treating this theme. The washstand

appeared for the first time in a painting of c. 1900, 1^ femme aux bas noirs (fig. 19,

D. 230), but it is only in 1907 that the washstand is included with the mirror, when

it becomes an important part of the theme.

10
11

Antoine Terrasse, Bonnard: Nus {Paris: Fernand Hazan, 1970), n.p.
Antoine Terrasse, "Bonnard's notes," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings

(Washington: The Phillips Collection), p. 69.
Steven A. Nash, 'The Other Bonnard" (Paper delivered at the symposium,

Bonnard and his Times, Dallas Museum of Art, Texas, September 29, 1984).
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Inevitably the question arises whether this washstand and this mirror are

the same fixtures in each painting, and whether it is possible to identify the

setting. Two photographs, ^ au tub, of c.1908 (Fig. 20) taken by the painter

himself, and another taken of Bonnard in 1898 or c. 1908-1910 (Fig. 21), indicate a

washstand of this type. In the former, the lower frame of a mirror can be seen

above the washstand. In the latter, the side of the washstand can be glimpsed

just inside the open doorway. Mone of the paintings in the above list can be

definitively placed within the room shown in those photographs, although the

washstand is much like the one depicted in 1^ toilette au bouquet rouge et jaune

of c. 1913 (Fig. 45, D. 772) with the two drawers and the bow in the centre of the

wrap-around curtain, as well as its position in the room.

Apart from the lack of published documentation, the reason why one cannot

ascertain with any certainty whether one is dealing with an identical washstand

and mirror in the same room, is the predilection of the painter to pay selective

attention to his surroundings. Rewald spoke of the painter's dislike of

subservience to reality. Moreover, Bonnard had been associated with the Nabis;

the theories of his associate, Maurice Denis, included the notion that the object or

subject of a work of art should express the painter's emotion rather than its

detailed form in actuality.^^ The perusal of Bonnard's thoughts expressed in his

notebooks leads the reader to recognize similar sentiments. John Rewald stated

that "he [Bonnard] loved to work by instinct." "He had a profound aversion for all

that in art is merely due to manual dexterity and thus cannot stir emotion."^ ^

1
A. Terrasse cites the former date in Pierre Bonnard, p. 23, and the latter

date in "Elements de biographie," in Bonnard (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou,
1984), p. 220.

Maurice Denis, Theories, 1890-1910 (Paris: Rouart et Watelin Editeurs,
1920), p. 27.

Dom W. Verkade, 1^ Tourment de Dieu (Paris: 1926), p. 80, cited in
Rewald, p. 14.
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There are slight variations in the depiction of the washstand with mirror and its

accoutrements in all of the paintings discussed in this chapter, although the

features of the rooms in which they are placed often show affinities with each

other.

The style of washstand and mirror depicted in these paintings was a

standard feature in the cabinets de toilette which could be found installed in many

homes of this period and the one preceding it. Madame Jean Chagnaud-Forain,

grand-daughter of the painter, Jean-Louis Forain, a contemporary of Bonnard,

writes:

La photo du tableau de Bonnard represente une table de toilette d'un
modèle tout à fait ordinaire, comme il y en avait dans toutes les
maisons à l'époque où il peignit ce tableau. De même le miroir au-
dessus de la table de toilette est tout à fait classique. Je possédé
exactement le même au grenier.^®

A similar washstand is seen in Degas' Monotypes of 1880-1890 (Fig. 22), and

Maurice Allemand describes such a cabinet de toilette in the setting of a stage

scene in the nineteenth century:

II y a, dans le théâtre d'Octave Feuillet, plusieurs décors de boudoirs
élégants; ces boudoirs sont généralment garnis . . . (d'un) cabinet de
toilette avec fauteuil, chaises, tabouret, psyché naturellement,
coiffeuse, table de toilette, soit toute blanche, soit décorée
d'encadrements de couleur ou dorés, avec, sur leurs étagères,
l'arsenal des flacons et des bo'îtes contenant les alcools et les eaux

parfume''es, les crèmes, les poudres: avec (car il n'y a pas l'eau
courante) une cuvette et un broc.^'

Likewise, a similar mirror is depicted in Vuillard's Self-Portrait in a Mirror of

1888-1890 (Fig. 23). The mirror frame with crossed corners, sometimes of

bamboo, was probably popular given the generally strong interest in the Far East

and its artifacts during the second half of the nineteenth century. Bonnard himself

owned a mirror like the ones in his paintings which was still in the painter's last

Letter received from Mme. Jean Chagnaud-Forain, 23 Janvier 1985.
17 Maurice Allemand, La vie quotidienne sous le second Empire (Paris:

Hachette, 1948), p. 59.
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home in Le Cannet, in March 1984 (Fig. 24). It seems likely that such washstands

with mirrors were commonplace in the rural homes in the Seine valley which

Bonnard rented during the late spring and the summer from 1900 onwards, until he

bought a more permanent residence in the area, ^ Roulotte, in Vernonnet in 1912.

The depictions following this date may indicate the cabinet de toilette which

Bonnard probably had installed in this rural abode on the banks of the river, or

they may indicate a room in a quite different dwelling. According to written

accounts, the appointment of such a room was always of prime importance

1 ft
whenever the Bonnards installed themselves in a new home. ° It was an essential

feature given Marthe's obsession with bathing and Bonnard's joy in depicting the

scene.

The First Group.

I have decided to divide the series of paintings discussed in this chapter

into three groups based on the similarity in the form of the mirror and the

placement of the washstand and mirror in the rooms. There will be exceptions

where a single painting could belong to two of these groups.

In the first group, the common factor is not the mirror so much as the

almost full-figured nude—in one instance partially nude—which, along with the

important elements of the setting, provides the theme of the woman at her

toilette. In three paintings, the mirror is one of these elements placed in the

background but allowed an experimental role. In the first example, the painting La

Toilette of c. 1907 (Fig. 25, D. 477), the mirror is used to reflect the back of the

standing figure. The reflection's reduced size sets up an increased distance

between figure and background much in the manner of Matisse in his painting

Carmelina of 1903 (Fig. 26). The entire structural relationship in the picture is

18 Hahnioser-Ingold, du, p. 40.
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similar, although the Matisse work is more academic in its approach. In the

Bonnard painting, the washstand and its placement between window and door,

suggests the same setting as 1^ Femme aux bas noirs (Fig. 19), although the latter

does not contain a mirror.

The mirror in 1^ debout au tub bleu a sketch of c. 1907 (Fig. 27, D. 01923),

appears to reflect patches of color and light and, in fact, illustrates Bonnard's

increasing interest in using light to model the figure and other objects. The mirror

is an added device which reflects, rather than blocks, light and adds interest both

visually and structurally to the composition.

The third painting with a mirror in this group is Dans le cabinet de toilette

of 1907 (Fig. 28, D. 473), the year when Bonnard and Marthe spent the spring at

Vernouillet on the Seine in a rustic hotel called Maison des Carrières. The

figure in this painting is a very sculptural depiction of the nude, more solid than

the two stylistically related sculptures (Figs. 29 & 30) executed by Bonnard at

about the same time. There is a frailty and melancholy in the sculpture that is not

at all present in the painting. According to A. Terrasse, Bonnard had started to

sculpt at the instigation of Maillol at a time when he was dissatisfied with the

direction his painting was taking;

Bonnard commence par étudier de plus près le modèle pour mieux le
comprendre. . . . Les mêmes préoccupations se retrouvent dans les
nus de 1904-1905—étude du volume, des proportions—soulignées
encore par l'instigation sans doute de Maillol.'^

A. Terrasse, Pierre Bonnard, p. 71-73. In February,1906 Bonnard stayed
with Maillol at his home in Banyuls situated on the foothills of the Pyrenees
overlooking the Mediterranean. This is the time of year when the light there is at
its clearest and brightest; therefore Bonnard's sculpture of 1906, and the painting
of c. 1907, could have been inspired by both Maillol and the exposure to the
brilliant light of the Mediterranean. This could account for the sudden blossoming
of light and sensuousness in these works in contrast to those of the previous
period. A small female nude by Maillol, which Bonnard owned, can be seen in
Bonnard's painting Femme dans un intérieur of 1908 (D. 01940). This sculpture is
also present in the portrait of Bonnard in his studio painted by Vuillard many years
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In the sculpture and in the painting Dans le cabinet de toilette (Fig. 28, D.

473), the nude figure steps from her tub, a sensuous, innocent, youthful Venus. In

the painting she fills the foreground, the front of her torso and thighs struck by

the light streaming in from the left. Light also catches the hanging curtain at the

side of the washstand and the fluttering blue and white chemise which the girl

pulls across her shoulders. Bonnard comments in his notebooks:

Dessin de mouvement et dessin statique. Dessin de Rubens: le
mouvement des figures est accompagné de lignes mouvementées
dans le paysage ou draperies.^^
There is greater freedom in this painting with its livelier brushstroke and its

more joyous interpretation of the human figure. Adherence to anatomical

exactness is less imperative than in previous depictions of the female model.

Distortions of the figure, and arbitrary adjustments in the proportions and the

representation of objects, make their appearance. It becomes more difficult to

judge how much is reality and how much is the product of the artist's imagination

or deliberate distortion. The figure's left shoulder and arm are distorted; the arm

is emaciated. Rewald informs us that Bonnard did not hesitate to shorten limbs

and often showed a complete 'disregard for anatomical exactness'. He was quite

aware of what 'might appear to others as faulty draughtsmanship,' and once

O 1

confessed: "Its faults are sometimes what gives life to a picture."

In Dans le cabinet de toilette (Fig. 28) the mirror does not reflect the figure

or the artist, but it is an important reflector of golden color and light, and breaks

up the wall by creating a variety of patterning. The wallpaper reflected in the

mirror is painted in light tones, while the same pattern on the wall outside is

later. See also A. Terrasse, Bonnard. Nus, n.p.
A. Terrasse, "Les notes de Bonnard," in Bonnard (Paris: Centre Georges

Pompidou, 1984), p. 69.
Rewald, p. 38-39.
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painted in dark tones. The way in which the flat space is broken up resembles

the compositional approach of Japanese painters. The mirror also introduces

some textural differences, in this instance the smoothness of its reflection, which

adds an elegant quality to the work reminiscent of beautiful Oriental silk. The face

of the figure is pensive, lost in thought, and seemingly unaware of the painter's

interest in her beauty; she is detached from consciousness of her physical nature.

The mirror frames the head and taut breast, adding visual interest to the

composition and strengthening the expressive tilt of the head.

In contrast to the earlier paintings of 1904-1906 where the models appear

naked in their more realistic portrayal, the nude in Dans le cabinet de toilette (Fig.

28) is removed from the academic setting of the studio to the intimate

surroundings of the bathroom. She is now captured in natural movements

associated with the ritual of her daily ablutions. This painting expresses more

directly the immediacy of the painter's response to the light-filled moment, and his

emotional sensitivity to this particular nude. In the comparison between Nu à la

toilette and Dans le cabinet de toilette, we recognize the difference between "le

modèle qu'on a sous les yeux, et le modèle qu'on a dans la tête."^^ In this first

group, the experiments in the use of the mirror with the nude at her toilette move

away from the academic towards a more personal style.

The Second Group.

There are seven paintings in this group. The grouping is based upon the

An associated painting, 1^ à la toilette of c.1908 (Fig. 31, D. 489), seems
to be set in the same room as Dans le cabinet de toilette (Fig. 28). The washstand
and the scattering of white flecks in the wallpaper are very similar, although the
mirror is not included, light is not as important a factor, and the figure lacks the
monumentality and depth of feeling of the latter. It is closer to a stereotype and
has more in common with the academic models of the immediately preceding
period.

23 A. Terrasse, op. cit., p. 190.
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importance of the mirror image which has become at this stage a focal point in its

reflection of the human figure, and is a significant means of conveying content.

As in the first group, the woman is still in the setting of the cabinet de toilette as

signified by the presence of the washstand and mirror. A French window is an

additional element, which was either absent, or positioned differently, and was not

as pervasive in the earlier group. Moreover, the cropping of the nude is a new,

very significant, and consistent factor in these paintings in terms of the

composition. While in the first painting of the group, 1^ cabinet de toilette au

canape rose of 1908 (Fig. 32, D. 481), the artist seems to share the space with the

model, in the last six paintings of the second group, the artist is removed from her

private world. I think this occurrence is a visual metaphor for Bonnard's own

feeling of being overwhelmed by the presence of the object or model. The

painter's sentiments about this problem are outlined in the preface of Bonnard

dans sa lumière, and refer to a visit Bonnard made to Madrid in 1905:

Au Prado, devant Velasquez et Titien, s'établit la différence
essentielle à ses yeux "entre les peintres qui savent se défendre et
ceux qui n'ont pas de défense contre l'objet", entre les peintres
capables d'affronter directement la nature sans etre submergés et
ceux qui comme lui, "très faibles" devant elle, ne doivent tirer et
préserver du motif que "l'idée première ou séduction", par laquelle
"atteindre l'universel."^^

Thus the mirror becomes, in this second group of paintings, a means for dealing

with this problem. It provides a device with which to distance the nude from the

painter's immediate space, and to deal with it as another object among many. This

approach allows the artist to remain separate, not only physically, but also

conceptually. The mirror truly becomes an instrument for observing intimately,

and rendering sensitively, that private world of the woman. Bonnard made his own

Marcel Arland et Jean Leymarie, Bonnard dans sa lumière (Paris: Maeght
éditeur, 1978), p. 18. A. Terrasse also discusses Bonnard's reaction to the works of
Titian and Velasquez on his visit to Madrid in Pierre Bonnard, p. 71-73.
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observation about his inability to work in the presence of the object in these

words:

La présence de l'objet, du motif est très genante pour le peintre au
moment ou il peint. Le point de départ d'un tableau étant une
idée—si l'objet est la au moment oti l'on travaille, il y a toujours
danger pour l'artiste de se laisser prendre par les incidences de la
vue directe, immédiate, et de perdre en route l'idée initiale.

The paintings in the second group probably depict the same room. The

similarities in the setting seem to confirm this suggestion.^® The variations could

have arisen from the painter's preference to paint from memory, and from his

personal choice in changing angles of vision, colors and decoration, which in some

cases could be based on reality. In other cases, the variations could arise

arbitrarily for purely pictorial reasons, as in the depiction of details, proportions,

and placements:

On peut prendre toutes les libertés de ligne, de forme, de
proportions, de couleurs, pour que le sentiment soit intelligible et de
bonne visibilité.^'

Each painting holds together as an individual color arrangement based on a

dominant color scheme which does not necessarily adhere to the reality. What

appears to be the same room and the same arrangement is sometimes green and

sometimes blue. In all of his works from this time on, Bonnard is dealing with

color patterns and relationships which create a tapestry effect and are of more

importance to him than the recording of local color. That which fulfils the needs

of the painting is paramount. The mirror, in its role as reflector of color as well as

of the image, adds an extra dimension to the distribution of a variety of color

Galerie Beyeler, Basle. Bonnard (September-IMovember 15, 1966), n.p.
It is impossible for me to identify positively any of the rooms in these

paintings of 1907-1914 without supporting documentation. Bonnard's frequent
moves between rented homes, studios and, after 1912, his house at Vernonnet,
precludes a satisfactory conclusion of any kind.

A. Terrasse, "Les notes de Bonnard," in Bonnard (Paris: Centre Georges
Pompidou, 1984), p. 187.
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tones across the picture surface.

The important feature in these seven paintings is the view in the mirror

which, in six of them, contains the figure and becomes the main focal point. In

the first painting of the 1908-1909 grouping, cabinet de toilette au canapé^ rose

of 1908 (Fig. 32, D. 481), a full-length nude figure embraces the light actively,

raising her head and arching her body towards it as she sprays her chin with

perfume and places a hand beneath her left breast. She turns toward the tub and

washstand with its mirror which reflects—apparently—her cropped torso, an

upright chair, a wooden chest and the enclosing wall behind it. The reflected torso

probably alludes to an antique sculpture of Venus pudica. A postcard reproduction

of a classical torso, pinned on the painter's studio wall, demonstrates Bonnard's

continuing interest in antiquity, and the published chronologies of his life note his

strong bias towards classical studies during his schoolyears. "II eut pour la pensee

OQ

grecque un attrait qu'il gardait toujours." This bias may have been reinforced by

the period he spent as a pupil of William Bouguereau at the Acadé'mie Julien.

Bouguereau shared his love of classical literature and the works of antique

sculptors. Sasha Newman, in making an observation about this painting, refers to

Bonnard's love of the classical:

Her (the nude figure of a woman) pose, clearly related to Bonnard's
interest in antique statuary, recalls Greek nudes (both male and
female) of the fourth century B.C.—the disposition of balance and the
swing of the hip into an almost geometric curve becomes a vivid
symbol of desire. Subsequently, one notes the reflection in the
mirror and the implied relationship to Greek statuary is more clearly
revealed. Seen frontally, the figure in the mirror is a quotation from
the pose of the Medici Venus and, in fact, is only in the most general
sense a reflection of the actual pose of the woman who faces the
window.^®

The reference to antique statuary is clear and supported by Bonnard's visits

Charles Terrasse, Bonnard (Paris: Henri Floury, 1927), p. 17.
Newman, "Catalogue Notes," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 114.
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to the Louvre collection and his quotations from it. Yet, I feel that the reflection

refers also in a more general sense to a classical Venus as it does not exactly

match either the Medici Venus or the other Venus figures in the Louvre. The curve

of the hip and thigh differs as does the arm and the inclination of the hand. One

can equally suggest that the nude in the foreground matches, in a general sense,

the twist of the Dresden Maenad; the feeling of abandonment to nature and
on

instinct is the same, although the pose is not so extreme.

There are four sources of reflection in ^ cabinet de toilette au canape

rose: the water in the tub, and two or three mirrors, one of which may be a

window. This was not the first time that Bonnard had used a cropped vertical

mirror at the edge of the painting. The diminishing circular shapes of tub, bowl

and chairseat lead the eye up into the washstand mirror and back in space to the

torso which, at first glance, is meant to echo the figure in the foreground. The

torso reflects the light, but denies the warmth of a living body in its stone-like

pallor. It is cropped so that the viewer might recognize the inference to ideal

beauty and feminine modesty in the emphasis on the statuesque torso and its

At that time, 1905-1909, both Matisse and Derain were using the
Dresden Maenad as a source of inspiration. Michael P. Mezzatesta, Henri Matisse,
Sculptor/Painter (Fort Worth: Kimball Art Museum, 1984), p. 84. Furthermore, it
seems that Bonnard was aware of Matisse's endeavors. "Correspondance Matisse-
Bonnard," nouvelle revue française, no. 211, (July 1970): 88. I think one can say
that Bonnard was looking at antique sculpture at the time, but that he is not being
necessarily specific in his quotations. Bonnard's excursions into sculpture might
well have revived his interest in the works from antiquity that can be seen in the
Louvre.

There is also the possibility that Bonnard might have known a painting,
executed by Marquet, either in Jean Biette's studio or in Manguin's house around
1898-1899 (Fig. 33). The figure in the foreground of 1^ cabinet de toilette au
canape rose recalls the pose of the model in Marquet's painting. Bonnard may
have visited either of the studios which were frequented by a group of artists, as
well as writers; two of the artists can be seen seated behind the model in the
painting. The work may also have been exhibited in a Paris show or gallery. On
the other hand Bonnard could have seen it in the painter's own studio, or he could
have seen Matisse's version, or even have sketched the pose himself. The
paintings by Marquet and Matisse are reproduced in: John Elderfield, Fauvism and
its Affinities (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1976), p. 20-23.
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physical nature. It is an ancient symbol brought into a contemporary and personal

setting with more meaning than might be produced by an actual replica—such as

Vuillard owned. It refers as much to the painter's delight in the physical presence

of Marthe in his life as to his love of the classical. The small triple mirror acts as

a reflector of the golden light and decorative white patterns of the lacy curtains,

almost matching the formless twirls on the wallpaper around it. Visually extending

above the head of the figure, it is the brightest spot in the painting; with the wall

it is an essential vehicle for the conveyance of light onto the figure. The unlit

zone to the left of the painting is essentially cool, as is the extreme right, while

green and muddy ochre are reflected onto the back of the head and the body.

Much of the glow would be lost without this triple mirror which, like the French

window, is seen only as a luminous surface. The water in the bowl exaggerates

the foreshortening in its reflection of the French window and bounces this

reflection back onto the curtain of the washstand in a bizarre way. It is as though

the painter is pursuing a zigzag view of the path of light; the line of vision is not a

straight one. Among Bonnard's cursory annotations in his notebooks is found the

following observation:

Painting or the transcription of the adventures of the optic nerve.
The vision of detail is wrong; as for light, it's only a question of
understanding.^^

Unlike the Dutch painters of the seventeenth century, Bonnard chose to complicate

relationships by resorting to complex reflections, hence offering a challenge to our

notions of perception. The mirror is his intermediary.

Le cabinet de toilette au canapé rose offers the first instance of a nude

figure contained within the mirror. It is also a transitional painting between those

works of the first group—that depicted the full-figure nude in the foreground with

O 1

A. Terrasse, "Bonnard s notes," in Bonnard (Paris: Centre Georges
Pompidou, 1984), p. 69.
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the mirror as a background element—and the introduction of the cropped figure in

the mirror as a prominent feature in the composition of the second group.

From 1908 to 1914, the cropped image of the nude reflected in the

washstand mirror occurs in about ten paintings. On occasions two female figures

appear together in the mirror, each self-absorbed, never communicating. In others,

the nude is cropped with emphasis centred on the torso.

In the placement of cropped nude figures in the mirror—apart from purely

optical concerns—Bonnard is expressing his feelings about the female nude, and

the emotion it aroused in him. He is making reference to the physical nature of

the female body, and the absorption by woman in its care. Because of the

intimate aspect of this ritual, the painter excludes his presence from these scenes.

Instead he becomes the voyeur, peering through the looking glass into a world

denied him, but which almost obsessively fascinates him.

The first instance of a cropped figure in the mirror as the central and main

focus of a painting occurs in 1^ se refid’tant dans la glace of c. 1908 (Fig. 34, D.

01942). A female nude, with head and feet cropped by the mirror, stands between

a towel-stand and a chair, silhouetted against the sturdy chest. A band of light

from a reflected window forms an inner frame to the right in the mirror, and a

hanging garment encloses the image at the left. The woman holds a towel or

loofah between her hands, and her upper torso and the line of her leg are

emphasized. As in 1^ cabinet de toilette au canapé rose (Fig. 32), the ellipse of the

bowl on the well-ordered washstand finds its echo in the seat of the chair. The

shapeliness of the pitcher can refer to the contours of the human figure as much

as to the purpose of its presence. These objects break up the flatness and

rectilinearity of the foreground plane and add meaning to the reflection in the

mirror. They aid in the recession into the space of the mirror and the angled view.

In its statuesque form, the figure in this painting is given as much solidity
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and permanence as the objects and the band of light which share its space. At

the same time, the pose has the potentiality for movement, just as the draped

garments, having been casually discarded and hung around it, suggest flexibility in

their softness and irregularity. However, by having its identity unrevealed, the

figure is virtually transformed into an immobile statue. While Rodin had

deliberately eliminated heads and limbs in his desire to concentrate on the
OO

energetic potential of the human body Bonnard seems to have been the first

artist to remove the head of the model in painting, and he uses the mirror to

achieve this effect.

Maillol had made studies of figures without arms and head in 1905-06 close

to the time of Bonnard's visit. Matisse experimented in the same way in 1909, and

used the Dresden maenad as his source for the pose of his headless dancer.'^'^

Commenting on Maillol's work Elsen refers to the more concentrated aesthetic

force which can be achieved in a figure divested of head and limbs. Bonnard must

have been conversant with these new tendencies in sculpture. Nevertheless, he

remained closer to Maillol in his links with tradition, and in his use of the more

moderate gesture and the stationary pose, with its potential for modest,

undramatic action.

The main focus in toilette of 1908 (Fig. 35, D. 486) is a female nude

within the mirror.^'^ The still-life of the objects atop the washstand is seen in

Albert Elsen, Origins of Modern Sculpture: Pioneers and Premises (New
York: George Braziller, 1974), p. 30. At the same time Elsen informs us that
Rodin's 1877 Walking Man had been exhibited as the "clou" in the 1907 Salon, thus
accordina "heroic scale to a partial figure".

^ Mezzatesta, p. 83-85.
This painting is signed and dated by the painter. I mention this fact here

because of the difficulty in dating Bonnard's work accurately. Many dates were
revised recently by A. Terrasse and Hahnioser-Ingold refers to the problem in a
footnote to her essay on the painting. Promenade en mer of 1924 (D. 1239):
"Normally Bonnard paid no attention to dates, claiming that in this way he would
'leave the art historians something to do.' What makes it more difficult to date his
paintings accurately is the fact that Bonnard frequently reworked them." Cited in
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greater closeup and from a higher viewpoint than in the preceding painting, and it

is also echoed in the mirror. These objects, familiar from previous paintings of the

same period, exchange their role from subservient objects to items of visual

prominence. The viewpoint is staggered from still-life to mirror image visually

through such shapes as the bowl and chairseat, and by association through the

subject matter. In this way the nude becomes a supplement, an added statement

to the still-life. The nude, belonging to a higher scale in the hierarchy of subjects,

adds significance to the mirror image and compels the viewer's attention. Like

Degas' pastel, of 1886 (Fig. 36) which Bonnard could have seen in the

Louvre or elsewhere, Bonnard uses the still-life here as a counterweight to the

nude, bestowing upon it the significant role of emphasizing the contrast between

animate and inaminate objects.

Another aspect which can be addressed in relation to this painting is the

reduction of traditional perspective in much of the artist's work. Bonnard reduces

perspective more emphatically than does Manet in his bar aux Folies-Bergères.

Unlike Bonnard's effect of opening up the wall, the mirror in Manet's work occupies

the entire picture plane. Simultaneously, Manet's scene extends back into space,

beyond the strongly-stressed horizontal of the balcony, by means of a mass of

receding heads seemingly reflected in more mirrors on the background wall.

Instead, Bonnard uses the mirror at this time, not as a device to expand space in

recognition of traditional perspective, but rather, to contract the space even more.

The flatness in the Bonnard mirror has a disarmingly unreal quality of compacted

space, which is heightened in its effect by the cropping of the human figure. The

mirror is used to contrast the two very different kinds of space.

La toilette (Fig. 35) is similar to 1^ se reflétant dans la glace (Fig. 34) and

"Promenade en mer," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 82.
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glace du cabinet de toilette (Fig. 37), in its mirror image of the cropped nude

and its still-life.

In the three following paintings 1^ glace du cabinet de toilette of 1908 (Fig.

37, D. 488), au miroir of 1908-1909 (Fig. 39, D. 484), and 1^ glace de la chambre

verte of 1909 (Fig. 40, D. 529), two women are included in the mirror reflection.

These two women could represent two views of Marthe. They could also

represent the chaperoning role of Marthe with a model, a likelihood given Marthe's

obsessive and jealous nature. Bonnard's cataloguer, Henry Dauberville, attests that

"Elle [Marthe] était d'une jalousie maladive." He also informs us that Marthe

enjoyed bathing her young servant girl:

C'était toujours une toute jeune bonne, presque une enfant, à qui
d'ailleurs Marthe se plaisait à donner les bains elle-même. Elle
s'amusait â savonner la petite servante ... et ses yeux pétillaient
quand elle racontait la fa^on dont elle étrillait la jeune fille.^^

However, I do not think that the second figure in these paintings is this young

servant girl. I think it is more likely to be a friend, companion, or relative. In La

glace du cabinet de toilette (Fig. 37), the nude holds a white cloth to the front of

her thigh; the other woman, seated, looks on impassively. The latter woman

resembles Marthe, while the nude with the golden hair and her back to the viewer

is not easily identifiable.^^ The backview of the nude is emphasized by the

cropping while the other figure, tucked away behind the shrouded stand, appears

diminutive by comparison. Her absent gaze leads the viewer's glance back to the

figure. The full-blown pitcher and squat, round bowl reiterate the shape of the

Jean et Henry Dauberville, Catalogue Raisonné de l'oeuvre peint (Paris:
Bernheim-Jeune, 1965-1974), 21, 24-25.

There are abstract relationships in Bonnard's paintings which often have
to do with color as well as composition. This paper has already discussed the
painter's non-commitment to the recording of mere actuality. Marthe's hair
changes color in paintings and this fact, more likely as not, has to do with the
needs of the painting. The blonde nude in this painting may be solely an invention
based on a sculpture, or a painting, and a pose. The figure is too buxom to be
Marthe.



34

nude. The backview of the female nude was frequently depicted by Rubens in his

drawings which inspired both Watteau and Boucher, and, most likely, Bonnard too.

The backview was also an antique motif picked up by these earlier masters and

used by Bonnard in Ui Siesta of 1900 (D. 227) where, by highlighting, he stresses

its erotic nature. As a viewpoint it had become quite popular in the eighteenth

century; a frequent visitor to the Louvre, Bonnard must have been aware of

Watteau's The Judgment of Paris (Paris, 1720)'^ and the much earlier Greco-

Roman sculptures of The Three Graces, a work that had already inspired many

other artists. Bonnard's nude in glace du cabinet de toilette mostly resembles

Femme prenant un tub of c. 1886 (Fig. 38) by Degas.

Bonnard's chief motivation is a desire to express his own sensual response

to the female body. In using an ideal of classical beauty, —such as Venus

stepping from her tub—and direct observation of specific models, he achieves a

tension between the particular and the ideal. He places his Venus in an everyday

boudoir, rather than in a romantic park setting in the manner of Rubens or

Watteau. He isolates her by the use of the encapsulating mirror and thus obscures

her identity. Perceptively, she is purely a reflection from the space occupied by

the viewer and the artist; conceptually, the mirror both focuses attention on her

and sets her apart.

The cropping of the head removes individuality in the same way that

Rubens removed it by showing the faceless back of the head, or by wrapping it in

a cloth. Bonnard did this with a frontal view of a nude in 1^ aux bas noirs of

C.1900 (D. 01829) while Degas ignored the face in the majority of his nudes by

pursuing his preference for the backview. In the following words Kenneth Clark

For the scenes set in the eighteenth century in his illustrations to
Verlaine's Parallèlement in 1900, Bonnard took his ideas from characters seen in
Watteau's paintings. Francis Bouvet, The Complete Graphic Work (New York:
Rizzoli, 1981), p. 106.
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comments;

How determinant in any conception of the nude body is the
character of the head that surmounts it. We look first at the face. It
is through facial expression that every intimacy begins ... try as we
will to expunge all individuality in the interest of the whole, our
responses to facial expression are so sensitive that the slightest
accent gives a suggestion of mood or inner life . . . the face must be
subordinate.^®

In the classic nude of antiquity, facial expression is reduced. In Rubens it becomes

detached and unself-conscious. Bonnard experiments with its complete removal

by cropping the head in this instance, as he had before with the more direct

antique quotation in the mirror of 1^ cabinet de toilette au canape rose (Fig. 32), in

Nu se reflétant dans la glace (Fig. 34), and in 1^ toilette (Fig. 35). The only face

present in this painting is impassive and disengaged.

The mirror, apart from focusing on the nude, also pays homage to light

which Bonnard considered the unifying element through the medium of color. A.

Terrasse states: "La lumiere est la vie du tableau." Consequently, at this

relatively early stage in the artist's development, the mirror serves—besides its

other roles—as revealer of the all-pervading light. Light enters by the window,

illuminates the articles on the washstand, and reveals the form of the nude body in

the mirror whose pearly translucence is in contrast to the flat white of the towel

and the discarded robe. The window light is also reflected in the chest as it had

been in the water of the tub in 1^ cabinet de toilette au canapé rose (Fig. 32). The

golden knobs of the chest are contained in this reflection and divide the image

into two parts, namely, the contemplative, passive realm of the seated brunette,

and the active, physical realm of the rosy nude. The division between dark and

light figure; vertical and horizontal elements; the patterning of the wallpaper and

Kenneth Clark, The Nude (Princeton, New Jersey:
Press, 1956), p. 146.

A. Terrasse, Bonnard: Nus, n.p.

Princeton University
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the plain surfaces in the mirror; the textural contrasts of shiny versus matt; reflect

the sort of abstract relationships which I suggest Bonnard means in his reference

to composition in the following passage written by A.Terrasse;

Le tableau de Moscou ne montre le modèle qu'â travers la glace de
toilette. ... On peut concevoir que le miroir ajoute à l'intimité en
montrant la pièce fermée. ... A Bonnard qui l'affectionne de plus en
plus, il fournit surtout la possibilité de mises en page nouvelles et
surprenantes. "Le pouvoir," dit-il, "ré^side davantage dans la mise en
piace et dans le sens des proportions. Tout l'art est composition:
c'est la clef de tout."^®

In glace de la chambre verte of 1909 (Fig. 40, D. 529), which also

includes two women, one woman sits with her eyes cast downwards. The other

woman, self-absorbed in her action, faces the mirror and raises a sponge towards

the armpit of her lifted arm. Heads are no longer cropped, only the hand above

the head. 1^ glace de la chambre verte is, once again, staggered in the

composition of planes as in 1^ se reflétant dans la glace (Fig. 34). It is closer to

the foreground arrangement in toilette (Fig. 35), and the pitcher and bowl are

still viewed from above. By comparing 1^ au miroir (Fig. 39, D. 484) and glace

de la chambre verte (Fig. 40), which have almost identical mirror images, one can

observe the interest of the painter in peripheral vision:

In the act of seeing, the mind has a reduced capacity to feel a large
number of plastic elements in groups, or near each other. One can
increase that capacity.

A strict compartmentalizing of one's vision nearly always produces
something false. The second stage of composition involves
integrating certain elements which are outside that rectangle.^^

In placing the group of animate objects inside the mirror with the associated

objects outside the mirror space, Bonnard increases our awareness of both groups

of images. He draws the viewer's attention to the phenomenon of peripheral

vision, and, in his words, refers to the usually rectangular format of a painting. In

A. Terrasse, Pierre Bonnard, p. 80.
A. Terrasse, "Bonnard's notes," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 69.
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normal vision it is not easy to focus on both, but Bonnard attempts to combine

both kinds of seeing and to make this fact perceptible to the viewer.

In au miroir (Fig. 39), the emphasis is on the mirror image which

resembles a painting of a picture within its own frame. It does not have any clues

to lead one into seeing it in any other way; it has a certain flatness, and the lack

of detail and contrast is marked. In 1^ glace de la chambre verte (Fig. 40), the

inclusion of the peripheral elements around the room enhances the image inside

the mirror by the contrast of light with shadow, and by the concentration of

greater density of detail with the simplicity of shapes and the looser arrangement

of the elements in the mirror image. The outside features aid the viewer's visual

entry into the mirror space and aid in his ability to relate it to reality. Although

the still-life is partially reflected in the mirror, it is cropped on the frontal plane so

that the space between still-life and human figures seems extended. The

composition is less abstract; it has a more personal quality with its possibly

identifiable participants. The standing figure is probably Marthe. Could the seated

figure be Mademoiselle Jeanne Meillier seen in Déjeuner. Symphonie en gris of

1908 (Fig. 41, D. 515)? There is a resemblance between the figures. By placing the

mirror image as a picture within a picture, the emphasis on the nude is mitigated

and it becomes more natural within its setting. Individuality has been restored.

The greater width of the format permits the inclusion of the window with

its lacy drapery and glowing light; this opens up the composition. The juxtaposing,

once again, of mirror and window, as in cabinet de toilette au canapé rose (fig.

32) of the previous year, shifts the emphasis so that the visual impact of the

mirror image is less imposing, the planes are more strongly contrasted and the

relationships varied. At the same time the mirror is more window-like in this

painting.

The nude figure is closer in pose to the one in La toilette (Fig. 35).
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However, she is pushed further back and is smaller in scale in contrast to her

forerunner. She has lost the impersonal quality of the cropped figures where the

emphasis was on the torso and the erotic zones. On the other hand, the sense of

intimacy is very present, as is the suggestion of voyeurism. The viewer intrudes

upon a private moment in the life of these two young women. The colors are

gentle and subdued; the general mood is one of serenity created by the

predominance of greyish-greens.

The brightest spot, in terms of light, seems to be the white garment worn

by the seated woman. The only action, although arrested in movement, is

performed by the nude woman who attracts the viewer's attention. She is boxed

in by the lines around her and by those leading to her, reiterated by the framing

device of the mirror and the etagere.

In the final painting of this second group. Effet de glace of 1909 (Fig. 42, D.

531), Bonnard, once again, as in 1^ au miroir, (Fig. 39), lets the mirror's reflection

dominate the canvas, although this oblique view with the edge of a curtain, brush

and bottles is a more innovative, sophisticated, and visually exciting configuration.

Sasha Newman observes;

In this painting, one of Bonnard's most powerful and innovative
'mirrors', the tub, the mirror and, in fact all the accoutrements of the
toilette catalogued in a contre-jour [1^ cabinet de toilette au
canapé rose] (D. 481), are again depicted, but exist, as does the nude
herseif, only as a reflection in the mirror. The mirror becomes a
passageway to another realm, amplifying the sense of the woman's
withdrawal into an inner world of silent self-absorption.^^

it appears that Bonnard, in accord with his reputed love of eccentric twists, is

playing a visual trick, a private game with the viewer. The painter seems to have

reversed the image to confound us. In his notebook he wrote:

Newman, "Catalogue to the Exhibition," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings,
p. 116. ^ a contre-jour is an alternative title for 1^ cabinet de toilette au canape
rose (Fig. 32).
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Importance d'une impression inattendue.
L'invraisemblable c'est bien souvent le vrai même.'^^

It is as though the observer had passed through the looking-glass and was able to

look back on the scene through a private, hidden peep-hole or two-way mirror.

The couch and window, or source of light, have been placed to the left-hand side

of the reflection, contrary to their position in 1^ cabinet de toilette au canape rose

(Fig. 32). This arrangement helps, along with the dominance of the reflection in

the mirror's appropriation of practically the entire canvas, to promote the idea of a

view into another space. However, a brush and two bottles remain in the viewer's

space. Might Bonnard have used two mirrors to portray the reflection of a

reflection in order to achieve this effect?

The nude is cropped in a new manner in this work. She forms an inner

frame with her stooped body, almost compressed by the edges of the mirror. Her

bent frame exaggerates the high viewpoint and the rising recession of the room.

It finds its echo in the large tub which envelops the smaller bowl, as her body, in

its turn, embraces them both in its arc. This unusual angle must have captured

the painter's imagination, thus inducing him to paint such an unusual picture. It is

a reminder of the pervasive influence of the Japanese wood-print on painters of

the time. The model may be the young woman in the photograph dated

c.1912-1916 (Fig. 43), as there is some similarity in the hair and facial features.

In the second group of paintings Bonnard could be experimenting with his

friend André Gide's idea of the "mise en abyme", the "abyme" being, like the "écu",

at the centre of the picture. The picture within the picture—like the story within

the story—enables the painter or narrator, with the aid of the mirror or mirror

Charles Terrasse, Tériade, and Angèle Lamotte, "Couleur de Bonnard,"
Verve 5, nos. 17 & 18 (Paris: Editions de la Revue Verve, 1947), n.p. Numéro
spécial Bonnard.
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image, to present the viewer with a more complete picture.^'^ At the same time

Bonnard cuts off any deep perspective within the mirror in a gesture of fidelity to

the picture surface or to condense and pull back the image contained within into

the viewer's space. Sounding like an echo to Maurice Denis' oft-quoted dictum,

Bonnard states in his notebooks:

The main subject is the surface, which has its color, its laws, over
and above those of the objects.^^
The denial of deeply receding space within the mirror in all these paintings

encloses the viewer within the setting. In commenting upon the feeling of

absorption of space in Bonnard's work, Cogniat notes how this is illustrated by the

painter's frequent use of mirrors:

His mirrors serve to close the world of the picture completely on the
spectator, not allowing his imagination to play on the emptiness
behind him, which is already filled, circumscribed by the mirror's
frame, and irrevocably incorporated into the painting.^®

The Third Group.

There are four paintings in the third group. The basis of this group is the

similarity in the setting and the shape of the mirror and its inclination. Once again

there are elements which relate these paintings to earlier groups: the full-figure

nude in the foreground of à contre-jour of 1909 (Fig. 44, D. 528); the cropping

of the nude in the mirror of 1^ toilette au bouquet rouge et jaune of c.1913 (Fig.

45, D. 772), and the prominence given to the foreground still-life in the latter. The

light source from the left of the washstand recalls Dans le cabinet de toilette (Fig.

28, D. 473), especially in 1^ I contre-jour (Fig. 44). A difference is that the mirror

André Lagarde and Laurent Michaud, XXe. Siècle (Paris: Bordas, 1962), p.
288.

A. Terrasse, "Bonnard's notes," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 70.
Raymond Cogniat, Bonnard, trans., by Anne Ross (Naefels, Switzerland:

Bonfini Press Corporation, 1979), p. 53.
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is tilted and elongated as it was in Effet de glace (Fig. 42). It hangs on the wall

above the washstand which is placed in a corner of the room. The room has

changed from the setting in the second group; there is a recess to the left leading

to a doorway or window which furnishes the source of light. An etagere with two

or three shelves is fixed to the wall on the right. In two instances a vertical mirror

hangs upon this same wall to the side of the etagere. Only in one instance does

the pitcher differ.

The first painting in the group, 1^ à contre jour of 1909 (Fig. 448), is

concerned with light and abstraction. A statuesque nude, cropped at mid-calf,

stands in the foreground set against a flat design of geometrical planes. There is

an awkward quality in the way the floor falls away and the washstand and

towelrack appear diminished in scale, making the figure's position in the room

difficult to comprehend. Emphasis is on the enclosing gesture of the encircling

arms which draw attention to the model's closed eyes and the full breasts.

Wrapped up in her own silent thoughts, it is as though Bonnard is pointing to the

withdrawn nature of his wife, to her narcissistic and self-absorbed ways. The

mirror is used as a frame for the figure, and as a startling reflector of light which

outlines the sinuous contour of the upraised arm and the breasts. There is a

mysterious and unusual quality in the manner in which light forms a large jagged

shape to the left of the model. It seems to play with the edge of the figure and

places emphasis on the backlighting of her body. Bonnard had been interested in

the effects of backlighting since the 1890's, and this interest continues to emerge

from time to time.

In the painting toilette au bouquet rouge et jaune of c. 1913

(Fig. 45),^^ Bonnard returns to the tilted mirror with the sharply receding reflected
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reminiscent of Effet de glace (Fig. 42). The foreground is flattened and painted

with a loose, fluid brushstroke as though it were not quite in focus. It belongs to

the field of peripheral vision and is cropped in such a way as to make this

understood. The mirror image is emphatically painted, the colors are stronger, and

the inner edge of the frame is outlined in black. The shadows around the top and

side of the frame accentuate the boxlike effect and increase the sense of sharp

recession within the mirror. As a result the central focus on the dog is

pronounced. The dog, enclosed within the confining frame of the rug upon which

it quietly sits, resembles an heraldic emblem in the centre of an 'ecu'. This is the

only occasion in which Bonnard's dog—the basset, Ubu, or his successor, Ponce—

appears in the mirror. °

The bouquet in the vase in toilette au bouquet rouge et jaune, is the

same vase that appears in at least one painting each year.^ In this painting it is

the link between the two worlds; that of the mirror and that of the palpable world

of the room's space which the viewer seems to share. Bonnard wrote beneath a

painting of a vase of flowers: "La charme d'une femme peut révéler beaucoup de

This date was confirmed by M. Guy Patrice Dauberville of Messrs.
Bernheim et Jeune in Paris on March 11, 1984. For a time this painting had been
entitled Dressing Table and Mirror and had been assigned the date of c. 1920.
Monsieur Dauberville showed me the entry on the day of purchase from the
painter with the original title and date. This is entered in the Livre d'Entrdes. The
citation is "#19 927R 1^ toilette au bouquet rouge et jaune, 22 avril 1913. Acheté
de lui-même." M. Dauberville assured me that he has a photograph, taken at the
time of purchase, in the gallery's archives though he did not show this to me.

Only in two other paintings does the dog appear in a similar role as
guardian or symbol of fidelity. In 1^ dans le bain au petit chien of 1946 (D.1687)—
begun in 1941, the year preceding Marthe's decease—the dog sits impassively on
its mat at the side of the bathtub, while in 1^ dans le cabinet de toilette it sits
devotedly at Marthe's feet.

Haus der Kunst, Munich. Pierre Bonnard (October 8, 1966-January 1,
1967), p. 100. Commenting on a painting of a vase of flowers from 1922 George
Besson states: "Peint a la Roulotte pres de Vernon, ce bouquet de fleurs des
champs est dans un vase décoré de cerises gagne par Bonnard dans une loterie
foraine. Ce vase figure dans plusieurs tableaux, car Bonnard avouait son plaisir de
l'utiliser une fois l'an." This vase of flowers was the subject of a number of
paintings between 1912 and 1916.
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choses a un artiste sur son art".^®

Beside the reflection of the bouquet the edge of the round washbowl is

seen in shadow, an incident that does not accord with the foreground which is

bathed in light. Neither are the fallen blooms reflected in the mirror. Do these

incidents indicate that Bonnard is adding another dimension to the use of the

mirror? Can the reflection reveal that which is in the mind's eye as much as the

view from behind the viewer? The picture within the picture has become a

dreamlike image lifted from the subconscious and placed within the reality of the

setting. It is as though we are looking into an imaginary space, which could

represent the 'huis clos' of his private world, the private world of his secluded

domestic life centred around his beloved dogs and the obsessive bathing habits of

his wife.

From many aspects this is an unusual and enigmatic picture. The lines of

recession lead the eye to the cropped nude whose genitalia are intentionally

concealed so that the sex of the figure is left unclear. This is probably Marthe; the

figure resembles a photograph taken of her by Bonnard (Fig. 46) in c. 1899. The

setting of the cabinet de toilette and the inclusion of the dog as well as the

bouquet, which reminds us of the painter's comment on the presence of flowers,

also leads one to suppose that this is Marthe. Yet the figure has a curiously

androgynous quality which mystifies many viewers. Other details suggest an

intentional enigma. Apart from the bowl set in shadow, the luminous panel of

blinding light suggests a window, yet it is without a sill and offers no indication of

sky or landscape beyond. The darker vertical band inside the mirror's right hand

edge could be the reflection of another mirror, if we compare its position with the

following two paintings in this third group. Placed as a shadowy area beside the

50 Pierre Bonnard cited in C. Terrasse, Teriade and Lamotte, Verve, n.p.
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luminous surface of the window space, it continues the recession begun by the

side of the washstand. A strangely-bunched heap of sheets 'sits' between the dog

and the headless nude. The art historian and son of Arthur Hahnioser, Professor

Hans Hahnioser, tells us that:

A Bonnard picture always has its secret, which may remain a secret
until many years have passed; and he [Bonnard] loves to find a place
for some cloudy and indistinct shape . . . which will allow the
imagination to soar above mere concrete reality.^^

My conclusion is that the mirror suggests a multiplicity of interpretations which

serve to enrich the viewer's experience.

Two other paintings in this group: Intérieur of 1913 (Fig. 47, D. 755) and ^

toilette of 1914 (Fig. 48, D. 811), are very close in subject matter. Each depicts the

mirror and washstand in the corner of the room with the etagere and another

mirror on the adjacent wall. A chair and occasional table stand in the foreground.

The viewpoints differ yet, both afford a good illustration of the manner in which

the painter alters the details in describing the same objects from one painting to

another.

In these two works the human figure is once again relegated to the

confines of the mirror reflection. The vertical wall mirror is reflected as a band of

light in one and as a dark band in the other. We immediately perceive a difference

in the depiction of an almost identical scene at contrasting times of day. One is

full of light; the other replaces the glowing natural light of day with a more

subdued and possibly artificial light source. The mirror is central in this

experience. In its reflection of an open passage into which the light pours, the

mirror in Intérieur (Fig. 47) gives an impression of the freshness and charm of a

bright summer's day. In contrast, the mirror in ^ toilette (Fig. 48) is a pool of

darkness which blocks passage and presents the enclosing atmosphere of night.

51 Vaillant, p. 181.
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In both paintings the horizontal mirror introduces the inhabitant of the

room. She is seated upon a bed or couch, which is treated as a fieid of abstract

patches of color. Her activity is indiscernible but the intention is clear. She is

completely self-immersed in her own world, a rather small, hunched-up figure

pushed to the back of the scene but not ignored. The mirror which contains her

symbolizes her isolation and withdrawal, a function to be taken over by the shell¬

like form of the bathtub in later years. The completeness of the mirror image as a

picture with its own compositional integrity is noteworthy as a new occurrence in

these mirror images, whereas before the mirror image always looked like a figure

reflected from the room. The increased distance between the viewer and the

mirror creates this impression, yet it harmonizes well with the rest of the room in

spite of its separation. A sense of mystery is conveyed to the viewer by the

emptiness of the foreground, the strange hanging garment on the wall in 1^

toilette, and the lurking shadow in the vertical mirror in Intérieur.

Three paintings, each entitled Femme au tub and dated 1924 (Figs. 49-51, D.

1279, D. 1280, and the variant D. 02166), refer back to the earlier era of the round

tub and the washstand with its mirror. An associated painting, 1^ jaune, de face

(Fig. 52, D. 1407), is dated c. 1928. In all of these examples the mirror is used as

reflector of color resembling an abstracted painting within the painting. The

subject of the paintings stands with her weight on one foot in a pivoting, dance¬

like pose. The statuesque effect, once again, recalls the painter's interest in

52
antique statuary.

In the first two paintings of this title. Femme au tub, the window frames the

head and shoulders of the nude figure, and a few sprigs of leafy branches

decoratively surround the head. The figure seems to be rising out of the tub into

There are many small antique bather figurines in the Louvre which could
have inspired this pose.
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the light like a Venus rising from her shell with a plant-like gesture of unfolding.

The mirror is an important element of the setting, underlining the feminine aspect

of the scene; the contre-jour effect of the head set against the light from the

window is contrasted with the indistinct reflection of the woman's thighs in the

mirror. The painter probably intended the image in the mirror to be interpreted

foremost as a reflector of light and color rather than of anatomy. As in ^ cabinet

de toilette au canapé rose of 1908 (Fig. 32), the reflections demonstrate the

ricocheting effect of the path of light. In 1^ jaune, de face (Fig. 52), deep-blue and

orange-gold are reflected in the mirror in a celebration of the bright color and

light and an abstraction of form relatively extreme for Bonnard at this time.

The paintings which include the mirror from 1907 to 1924 illustrate an

experimental and innovative phase in the painter's career, and document the

process towards a mature style with a settled choice of themes. Chapter 3 has

analysed how Bonnard reintroduced the theme of the woman at her toilette in the

bathroom setting. The woman is initially seen as a sculptural nude which fills the

foreground plane, and stands in front of a washstand and mirror. Bonnard's

interest in sculpture at that time led him both to model figures himself, and to

place the female nude within the mirror, occasionally cropped as though in

reference to the headless statue. At the same time, he incorporated the lessons

he has learned from the spontaneity of the camera snapshot, and used the mirror

in order to distance himself from the subject, and to concentrate on the physical

nature, rather than the identity of his model. Throughout this chapter the

washstand and mirror have been important elements of the setting; in the

examples of cropping, the toilet articles were treated as an essential still-life

component of the composition. In the later group of paintings of the Femme au

tub of 1924, the washstand became a more abstracted form with its mirror used as

a frame of reflected light rather than recognizable form. The woman at her toilette
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and the mirror as a constituent motif continue to be important subjects in

Bonnard's work and the mirror continues to be used in a variety of ways in

juxtaposition with the female nude. In fact, there will be some overlapping in

order to deal with earlier examples of the use of the mirror which did not fit into

the immediate chapter. The next chapter will discuss some of these paintings

from 1910-1917 and will refer to a few paintings which include mirrors beyond

those dates.



CHAPTER 4

The Woman and her Mirror Image, 1910-1934

This chapter will deal with small groups of paintings defined by the manner

in which the figure is portrayed in relation to the mirror. Sometimes the figure

will interact with her image; at others she will be solely reflected as a silhouette

or shadow. All her actions are related to the theme of the woman at her toilette.

In the first group of four paintings the figure relates to her mirror image in

an unrevealing manner. These paintings are 1^ au miroir (Fig. 53, D. 594), 1^ glace

longue (Fig. 54, D. 595), Cabinet de toilette au matin (Fig. 55, D. 596)—all of 1910—

and Femme nue vue de dos (Fig. 56, D. 885), of c. 1916. The mirror images

indicate instances where self-revelation is obscured, as in Femme nue vue de dos

where the backview of the model overlaps all but a small portion of the model's

reflected image. In Cabinet de toilette au matin the model leans away from the

darkened reflection, almost in a gesture of fleeing. In 1^ ajj miroir only the dark

silhouette of the figure is seen within the mirror, an abstract half-shape of a

figure, containing no information about the model's feelings. The canvas is instead

dominated by the pile of clothing in the upper right quarter of the composition.

The back of the model appears again in ^ glace longue, and, once more, the

clothes draped at the upper right of the painting are prominent. Only the darkened

reflection of the top of the figure's head and raised arm are seen as the model

obliterates her own image. The high point of view, although not responsible for

the prominence of the hanging garments to the right, does intensify their role as

significant elements. Much of the interest of this painting lies in the unbroken line

of the model's silhouette contrasted with the formless quality of the clothes. The

contrast is emphasized by the piece of frilly blue cloth held against the figure's
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waistline and the flounces of the black skirt overlapping the straight vertical frame

of the mirror. Furthermore, the parallel lines within the mirror reflection pull the

eye across the space between these interesting elements, just as the receding and

tilted lines in the floor pattern accentuate the highly-angled view. The offsetting

of the main subjects to the sides once again recalls the influence of Japanese

compositional devices.

The intention of these four paintings seems to be more abstract and

decorative than a contribution to the theme of self-revelation in the interaction of

the model with her image. The silhouette of each figure is contrasted with the

geometrical structure of the mirror and with loosely-defined clothing. A panel of

light within the mirror creates the backlight to the figures which, in turn, darkens

the reflection. The woman is very self-contained while the garments are loose

and supple; in fact, in most instances the clothes have a more animated quality

than the figure. Moreover, this small group of paintings demonstrates Bonnard's

fascination with the contrast between rectilinear and curvilinear elements, a

practice already encountered in the first painting of a woman in front of the mirror

Devant la glace (Fig. 2). The tension is both between formal pictorial elements,

and perhaps in changing relationships between the objects from painting to

painting.

As stated before, Bonnard adopted the theme of the mirror in 1896, just two

years after the entry of Marthe into his life. In the beginning he used the motif in

a conventional way, for instance a woman consulting the mirror as she tries on a

hat, attends to her hair or adjusts her general attire. There was a precedent for

these themes in such works familiar to Bonnard as Degas' M the Milliner's of 1882

(Fig. 57) in which a woman appraises, with a self-assured air, the effect of a new

bonnet in a bamboo-mounted cheval-glass. But vanity is not the only reason for

consulting the mirror. It is also used as an instrument for self-examination on a
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deeper level, which may account for the French use of the term psyche for the

cheval-glass, a vertical free-standing mirror with an adjustable hinge.

This theme of self-examination was a common one in the context of the

late nineteenth century.' Many paintings of the time point to an interest among

artists in this aspect of the mirror, among them Manet's Devant la psychg of 1876.

On the other hand, Toulouse-Lautrec's In Front of the Wardrobe Mirror of 1897

(Fig. 58) shows a woman who is not just adjusting her attire; she is coming face-

to-face with her own image, without any particular pretense. Moreover, such

writers as Mallarmé and Alfred Jarry, who were Bonnard's friends, and the Belgian

symbolist poet and novelist, Georges Rodenbach, broach the subject of the mirror

in relation to self-examination, appraisal and symbol. Bonnard, as a lifelong reader

of Mallarme's verses and a close friend of Toulouse-Lautrec, took up the same

theme, especially after 1905. It continued to appear at intervals throughout his

artistic life in his portrayals of Marthe, and in the late self-portraits.

The first occasion in which Bonnard's model appears to consult her image

with deeper intent is in A demi-deshabillée, devant la glace of 1905 (Fig. 13, D.

363). The figure seems to pause as her eyes meet with her reflection in a moment

of awareness and probing. By raising her hand to her face, perhaps to push back

a stray strand of hair, the viewer's attention is directed towards that act of self¬

reflection. This sense of more than physical appraisal is vaguely suggested in still

earlier paintings of the model confronting her image in a mirror, most notably in

Devant la glace (Fig. 2, D. 140), 1^ sortie (Fig. 14, D. 08176), and Femme au miroir

(Fig. 12, D. 361). These paintings point to an early interest in the encounter

between woman and her image. In A demi-dëshabillée, devant la glace, the

nervous tension transmitted through the state of semi-undress, the movement of

Guy Michaud, "Le theme du miroir dans le symbolisme français," Cahiers
de l'association internationale des Etudes françaises, no. 2 (May 1959), pp. 199-216.
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the right arm felt throughout the figure and the limpness of the other arm,

suggests a deeper perusal of self beyond that of vanity. The use of the mirror

image to portray tension in human encounters also appears in the painting

Intérieur of c. 1905 (Fig. 17, D. 362), although the woman does not consult her

image in that instance.

The tension in Femme devant un miroir of c. 1908 (Fig. 59, D. 487) is of a

different kind. Bonnard has deliberately posed a question: Are we seeing an

unusual reflection of the foreground figure by the use of two mirrors, or is one

model encountering the gaze of another through the presence of the mirror? The

seemingly right-angled position of the mirror with that of the foreground figure,

and the cropping of the mirror at the edge of the canvas creates the dilemma.

One shapely young woman stands in semi-profile on the foreground plane turning,

with a slight tilt of the head, to look at the reflection of a barely-revealed young

woman in the mirror. The hair-style and tilt of the head are similar in both

figures, but the light falls differently—onto the front of one figure and onto the

side of the reflected one.

The similarity of the sofa and the vertical mirror with these same elements

in cabinet de toilette au canape rose (Fig. 32) and their reverse arrangement in

this painting seem to point to a reverse, or mirror image, of that same room.

Conversely, this pictorial arrangement could as well be a straightforward portrayal

of an interesting effect captured by the ever-observant painter and intentionally

made into a puzzle by him. This action would be in keeping with Bonnard's

reputed eccentricity and sense of humor— in spite of his serious appearance,

Bonnard was a very witty and perceptive man. As James Elliott has observed;

Bonnard's extraordinary power to communicate is also strengthened
by the unorthodox points of view that he chose. These were not
matters of whim, although a lot of whimsy is behind them. He was
using parts of the field of vision audaciously and boldly to ferret out
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9
and underline mood.

The mood seems to be one of irony created by the contrast between two

differing views of the same woman, or of two different women. The treatment of

the woman, or women, as two separate figures, with differing evocative

temperaments, suggests an increase in Bonnard's ability to use the mirror in a

more expressive manner, and to say more than simply repeating the figure. I leave

the decision as to whether this is a depiction of one or two women unresolved. It

is an ambiguous arrangement and should perhaps be left that way.

A few years later in 1913 and 1915 Bonnard experimented with yet another

aspect of the model's interaction with the mirror. In the three paintings 1^ femme

au miroir of 1913 (Fig. 60, D. 770), 1^ devant la glace of 1915 (Fig. 61, D. 816), and

Nu â I'gtoffe rouge —also of 1915—(Fig. 62, D. 817), a nude figure with her back to

the viewer peers into a small triptych-like mirror which reflects only her face. As

a consequence of this exclusive emphasis on the face, an iconic effect is most

noticeable in the third example.

In the first painting, 1^ femme au miroir (Fig. 60), the figure is centrally

placed with emphasis on its graceful pose and the lines which lead from the

shapely legs up through the spinal crease to the image in the mirror. Its form

revealed by light is set against the strong contrast of the dark fireplace cavity, and

the back of the model's head and the reflection of her rosy face are framed in the

mirror by emphatic vertical brushstrokes in pale blue over grey and gold. The

mirror itself does several things. It reflects the face; it frames both head and

reflection and it is used compositionally to repeat the geometric forms and the

light blue and grey tonalities in the room. The viewer's attention is drawn to the

reflected face whose gaze seems to be concentrated on the action of washing her

^ James Elliott, Bonnard and his environment (New York:
Museum of Modern Art, 1964), p. 27.
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arm. Although the figure is centrally placed in these paintings the mirror is offset

to the side, not only in the composition, but also in its placement above the

mantel shelf. Yet, it is the main focal point of the composition.

In the second example in this trio of paintings, ^ devant la glace (Fig. 61),

the reflection of the face fills the center panel while the side panels reflect light

and frame the head of the model and her reflection. The mirror image is still the

focal point, but more of the room is included in this example. The bent body, as it

leans over the towel rack to peer intently at its facial expression,

accentuates the action.

In the third painting, 1^ à l'étoffe rouge (Fig. 62), the mirror reflection takes

on a decidedly iconic impression. Very centrally placed in shadow and boxed in by

the projecting wings of the side panels, the reflected face has a startled,

questioning air. The figure, too, is more upright; she does not lean in with such

intent as in the two previous examples, and the mirror image has an inanimate

aspect more like a painting than a painted mirror reflection. The side panes of the

mirror are sketchily painted in a chalky blue color which repeats the texture and

hues of the towels and the garments. A golden glow is reflected in the third pane

which enlivens both the image of the face and the otherwise flat tones of the wall.

This golden color is also a counterpoint to the intensity of the red on the right, a

red which strikes out against the overall blues, purple and golds of the

composition.

All three paintings are variations on the same theme, with the mirror image

becoming progressively simplified and a greater expanse of the room being

included. Like the mirror image, the standing figure becomes more rigid and the

sensuous qualities less emphasized from one painting to the other.

Simultaneously, the artist moves from the contemplation of physical action to the

complete concern with perusal of self, as revealed in the facial expressions.
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The idea for a figure perusing her own image in a smaller mirror could have

been prompted by both the observation of the incident itself and the example seen

frequently in Japanese depictions of women at their toilette. Bonnard was likely to

have seen an example by Utamaro in Monet's collection of Japanese prints in

Giverny, inasmuch as Monet's house at Giverny was very close to Bonnard's

summer home, Roulotte, at Vernonnet, and the two friends often visited each

other to compare their latest work. One is most reminded of the precedent in The

Toilet of Venus by Velasquez (Fig. 63) in the National Gallery, London. There the

distancing of the mirror with its reflected face helps us visually to connect the

figure and the reflection. The reclining figure appears relaxed, neither attending to

her body nor leaning over in critical self-examination. The focus is upon the

mirror as in the paintings by Bonnard; the image is also misty and somewhat

distorted. In writing about the Velasquez painting Allen Braham states:

These distortions, while not disturbing in themselves, have the effect
of disguising the direction of the gaze reflected in the mirror, so that
the head appears now to look outwards, and now to be absorbed in
self-contemplation, both inviting and excluding participation from
beyond the picture surface.^

A similar commentary could be applied to the first two of the paintings by Bonnard

just discussed.

Apart from being able to see the head in the round, the image of the face

implies more than a physical presence. It points to consciousness as a

recognition of either physical or mental processes. Merleau-Ponty states:

Everything I have that is most secret goes into this visage, this face,
this flat and closed entity, about which my reflection in the water
has already made me puzzle.^

^ Allen Braham, Velasquez, Themes and Painters in the
National Gallery, no. 3 (London: National Gallery, 1972), p. 36.

^ Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Primacy of Perception, ed.
James M. Edie (Evanston, III.: Northwestern University Press, 1964),
p. 168.
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Without the image of the face, a dimension would be lost and essential

information about the person would be concealed. An associated painting, Nu

devant la glace of 1914 (Fig. 64, D. 809), shows a similar back view of the female

model who leans towards a larger mirror, presumably to examine her face. The

viewer cannot share in the model's reaction to her reflection because the curve of

the body and the raised arm obscure the face, thus allowing all emphasis to fall

upon the body.

In the year following 1^ à l'ëtoffe rouge (Fig. 62), Bonnard turns to a

reflection in a larger mirror above a mantelpiece as the subject of a study and a

painting. The study. Jeune femme à ^ toilette (Fig. 65, D. 02109), and the painting,

1^ Cheminee (Fig. 66, D. 884)—both of 1916—recall the images of the woman at

her toilette in the washstand mirror of the previous chapter. In these two works

the upper frame of the mirror and the reflection of a painting on the wall are

cropped. In the foreground the severity of the composition is softened by the

draped mantel which supports a variety of everyday objects. In Jeune femme à sa

toilette two cups of different sizes sit beside a cosmetic bottle; these objects are

an indication of the intimate domestic setting of the scene, and the convivial

attitudes of the women. Are these the same two women who have appeared in

earlier paintings of women at their toilette? They could be friends or relatives.

This is difficult to determine. The woman on the left is clearly Marthe as there are

paintings and photographs of her with this flattened hairstyle (Fig. 67). There is

too little information revealed about the other woman; only part of her face and a

raised arm are included. She may be the model who appears with Marthe in Nu au

miroir of 1908-09 (Fig. 39) as some resemblance exists. A preparatory sketch

(Fig.68) for yi Cheminee shows only the one figure in the mirror and eliminates

most of the accompanying details, and the painter chose not to include her in 1^

Cheminee for which Jeune femme à sa toilette was the study.
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The reflected image on the background wall of a reclining nude by Maurice

Denis of represents, according to Sasha Newman, the "flat decorative classicism"

of Puvis de Chavannes.^ Apart from the reference to Chavannes the painting also

pays homage to Denis himself, and perhaps to the reclining nudes of Matisse. A

dialogue is set up between the seated nudes reflected in the mirror; the doubly-

mirrored reflection of the buttocks of one of the nudes; and the reflection of the

horizontal, reclining nude by Denis. Thus we are presented with literal pictures

within pictures. This is the kind of visual complexity with which Bonnard liked to

experiment; he employed the mirror to set up an exciting challenge for the viewer.

The painter draws the viewer's attention to the question of perception and the

painter's role in picture making. The conscious manipulation of space, reflection,

and posture, indicates the choices that can be made. Years before, Paul Serusier

had returned from a visit with Gauguin in Pont Aven to his friends in Paris with

these words:

The impression of nature must be wedded to the aesthetic sentiment
which chooses, arranges, simplifies and synthesizes. The painter
ought not to rest until he has given birth to the child of his
imagination . . . begotten in a union of his mind with reality.®

Although the composition of Jeune femme à sa toilette (Fig. 65) does not crop the

head of the main figure, Bonnard places it in shadow, once again emphasizing the

physical nature of his model and downplaying her identity while leading the eye to

the amusing reflection in the cheval-glass.

La Cheminëe (Fig. 66) depicts only one woman seated in the mirror in a

statuesque pose, her face lifted and her eyes focused without concentration on a

point above the Denis painting. She reaches behind her neck with an awkwardly

depicted arm, another example of Bonnard's frequent subjective distortions. In her

® Newman, "Catalogue of the Exhibition," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p.

6
128.

Dom Verkade, p. 75-76, cited by Rewald, p. 18.
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notes on the study Sasha Newman states:

The composition changes significantly between study and finished
work. In the study, the reflected nude is casually disposed in the left
corner, head bent, arms relaxed. This figure then becomes a
formidable presence . . . with arm upraised in the eternal gesture of
the Dying Niobid, the antique sculptural type upon which she is
based. This nude represents Bonnard's direct study of the antique.^

Newman's analogy with the antique model is given greater strength when the calm

expression and the upright pose of the Niobid are compared with the woman in

the mirror, although the context is entirely different. The painter has been

attracted to that part of the pose which coincides with a common one in the

context of washing. This pose appears in many other paintings and drawings by

Bonnard without specifically recalling the example of the Niobid. The gesture of

the raised arm behind the head is also a common one in the work of other artists

including sculptors. On seeing Marthe stretch herself in front of the mirror in this

manner, Bonnard was probably caught by the reminder of the statue he had seen

on his customary visits to the Louvre and of the work of the contemporary artists

who were his friends. The analogy may have both amused and inspired him to

incorporate this impression into the painting

Once again, Bonnard tackles the model's confrontation with her own image.

In the context of self-examination the mirror is the means by which we become

aware of self, and to contemplate one's own reflection in the mirror is an attempt

to discover the truth about oneself. In the painting Toilette Rose of 1914 (Fig. 69,

D. 812) a nude, wooden-like figure confronts her own reflection in the mirror. The

reflected image is sliced in two by the frame of the vertical mirror, once again

stressing the opposition of human and structural elements. Yet there is more

emphasis on the physical and psychological presence of the figure than in the

more decorative and sinuous arabesque of the body silhouette in the slightly

7 Newman, op. cit., p. 128.
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earlier glace longue of 1910 (Fig. 54, D. 595). Color is as important as line in

directing the viewer's gaze. A band of yellow draws attention to the figurai image

within the mirror, whose nose is flecked with yellow. The foreground figure is

underpainted in a warm saffron which imparts a glowing quality suggesting

warmth and luxury, belied by the stiffness of the pose. Hair hugs the head, only

one breast is seen, the shoulder is stretched and distorted, the lower abdomen is

covered by a towel and the legs are rigid and tubular. The mirror image appears

to be more animated than the figure outside the mirror because of the inclusion of

the face. The pale blue wall suggests space, light, and air between two bands of

rich color closely aligned to the two figures. The cropped, black chair, balanced by

the stand, accentuates the translucent quality of the flesh and sets up a tension

between the figure and its mirrored image. The strong perpendicular line of the

outer figure's body is echoed in the black pedestal and made to seem

architectural.

The division of the painting into narrow vertical sections and the placing of

the focus off-centre is a device influenced by Japanese prints, a particular

fascination for Bonnard, while the mirror is used to express the psychological

dimension of the human figure in the recognition of self. "The mirror itself brings
Q

about the recognition of otherness in order to identify with the image it sees."”

The tautly-perceived regard between figure and reflection, the mirror's edge, and

the sharply sloping shoulder line, enclose and focus the upper half of the reflected

figure, directing the viewer's eye to the facial expression. By these means the

painter draws attention to the half-hidden reflected figure with its tentative smile.

® Hugh J. Silverman, "Cezanne's Mirror Stage," Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Criticism 40 (Summer 1982): 355. The author is discussing at this stage of his
argument the theories of Jacques Lacan presented at the Sixteenth International
Congress of Psychoanalysis in 1949 under the title: "Le stade du miroir comme
formateur de la fonction du Je."
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its softened figure and its gesture. In contrast to the openness inferred by this

gesture in the mirror image, the closed arm of the foreground model seems to

suggest a more contained attitude. There is frequently a play of opposites like this

in Bonnard's work. Bonnard wrote in his notebooks; "Expressing feeling through

painting and drawing. Any object, any effect can be interpreted visually in several

q
ways. Feeling is one." A much later image of confrontation with self and its

psychological component is seen in 1^ devant la glace of 1934 (Fig. 70, D. 1526).

Still using a vertical format, the painting is more confined; little space is allowed

between or around the figures. The sense of tension is expressed by this

closeness and the strange expression of the face in the mirror. Distortion

increases this tension: the tight contraction of an arm and the bent leg of the

figure in the foreground is not reflected in the almost unbroken line of the leg and

torso of the reflected image. This is yet another example of Bonnard's love of

paradox. The bright light upon the shoulder and high breast of the reflected figure

contrasts with its slightly-haunted face in deep shadow which peers rom the

upper corner of the mirror. There is less openness and reaching out than in

Toilette Rose (Fig. 69). The body is recognisably that of Marthe which remains

forever youthful in the paintings whatever her age. Another related but earlier

painting—by ten years— Femme nue se regardant dans une glace of c. 1924 (Fig.

71, D. 1274), does not deal with psychological confrontation. Marthe thoughtfully

studies her body in which her face is shrouded in shadow. The contrast between

intellectual and physical life is alluded to in the distinction made between the head

and the body bathed in light. The fragmentation between head and body also

apparent in 1^ devant la glace (Fig. 70) stresses the difference and separates one

from the other, while the darkened head turns our attention to the physical aspects

® A. Terrasse, "Bonnard's notes," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 69.
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of the body upon which the thoughtful profile of the girl is concentrated. The

raised arm is awkward but, generally speaking, the reflected body is more fully

revealed than in the two previous paintings just studied. The mirror is cropped

and, apart from a thin band of wall, fills the picture plane while space and setting

are revealed in the mirror by reflection. The mirror, chiefly, provides an interesting

play between the two views of the body and the choreographic gestures of the

arms, one open and one enclosing, which demonstrate the constant contrast of

objects in Bonnard's work. Additionally, Bonnard is able to play with the

juxtaposition of line and pattern, and to surround the subject with the illusion of

space while guarding his fidelity to the picture plane in the vertical band on the

left.

This chapter has included two paintings, one of 1924 and one of 1934,

which belong to periods far removed from the majority of the works discussed.

This was done in order to enable me to discuss them in conjunction with Toilette

Rose (Fig. 69) since these three paintings, although each ten years apart, belong to

the same category and needed to be studied consecutively. Together they

demonstrate how the manner of Bonnard's depiction of Marthe's physique does not

change over this span of twenty years. There is a physiognomic resemblance

between the figures, and they all resemble Marthe, but they typically deny any

indication of her actual age.

The frequency of paintings containing the motif of the mirror declined

between the years of 1917 and 1924. Only six paintings included it and none was

painted from 1921 to 1922. Paintings of nudes are also absent in 1921 and 1922.

At this time Bonnard became enamoured of another woman, and Marthe's mental

health began to deteriorate.^® She seems to have become a victim of both
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uncertain general health and periodic depressions, and as a woman past her

physical prime andays concerned with her appearance, she may have feared her

declining physical attraction to the painter. She withdrew more and more from

society as the years advanced and was often unwell. In the literature on Bonnard

this fact is frequently noted along with her obsession for the care of her body and

the frequent visits to spas for treatment. Thadée Natanson observed that the

slight and delicate Marthe was always alarming others and herself by her

precarious state of health yet for fifty years she somehow survived the doctor's

1 1
predictions of her impending demise.

This tragic situation led Bonnard to reconcile himself to a rather isolated

life. He had problems visiting friends and rarely appeared in public. Natanson

writes: "Sa femme n'a jamais fait que le retenir." and " à partir des dernières

années 20 sa femme ne voudra ni ne pourra plus voir personne." Hence Bonnard

would find means to get together with his closest friends by walking the dog and

19
using this as an alibi to meet with them at a nearby restaurant.

Many writers on Bonnard include descriptions of Marthe and her problems,

for example, John Rewald mentions Marthe's quiet and almost pathologically shy
1

personality, and, as late as 1937 Ingrid Rydbeck interviewed Bonnard at his

lodgings in Deauville, Normandy where he expressed his regrets that he could not

1 n̂
In conversation with Sasha Newman in Paris (February, 1984), she

informed me that Bonnard was in love with Renée Monchaty in the early twenties.
In "Catalogue of the Exhibition," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, Newman describes
Monchaty as "a young woman with whom Bonnard was infatuated." She refers to
Marthe's attitude as one of "infinite sadness". The problematic situation provoked
a deep crisis in the triple relationship which ended in Monchaty's suicide. See
Hahnioser-Ingold, p. 47. The crisis resulted in Bonnard's marriage to Marthe in
1925, after thirty-two years of cohabitation, and the series of monumental
paintings of nudes in bathtubs.

' ^ Natanson, p. 24.
Ibid., pp. 35, 64.
Rewald, p. 31.
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be more hospitable "à cause de la maladie de Madame Bonnard."^^
The themes of isolation and withdrawal are the subject of some paintings

which include the mirror forming part of the painter's late "monumental" period.

They form the basis of the following chapter.

Ingrid Rydbeck, "Chez Bonnard à Deauville," trans., from "Hos Bonnard i
Deauville," in Konstrevy 13, no. 4 (1937), pp. 119-123.
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CHAPTER 5

The Late Phase, 1925-1945

This chapter will describe the final phase in the artist's depictions of his

wife in the cabinet de toilette and dressing room. These were the later years in

Marthe's life, a difficult period for both Marthe and Bonnard as Marthe was

frequently unwell and a constant source of anxiety to the painter. One of the

conspicuous elements in these later paintings is the absence of Marthe's reflection

in the mirror; therefore a new dimension to my interpretation will be introduced,

namely the suggestion of psychological overtones communicated through the

changes in the depiction of Marthe and this absence of her reflection in the mirror.

Marthe progressed through the years from the youthful voluptuous maiden

with black stockings and pensive gaze to the nervous figure confronting her own

transformed image in the mirror. In this late phase in Bonnard's painting career

which begins when Marthe is forty-seven years old, her reflection in the mirror is

no longer revealed to the viewer.

After 1925, the year when the painter married Marthe and purchased a

house in the south of France, the mirror is included in fewer paintings. The

bathtub and other aspects of his domestic surroundings as well as the landscape,

absorb the artist's attention more and more. With the acquisition of a home came

the installation of a bathtub and a central heating system.^ Marthe could now

indulge her passion for washing at leisure and with greater ease.

Seven paintings during these years include the mirror in association with

the nude in the cabinet de toilette or dressing room. These paintings reveal the

1 Hahnioser-Ingold, du, p. 40.
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painter's overwhelming response to the effects of light and its scintillating

reflections produced by the clarified air and brilliant luminosity of the Midi.

The genesis of Bonnard's paintings of the nude in the bathtub coincided

with his visit to Cannes in the year preceding the purchase of a house there. At

about the same time, he began a series of lithographs on the theme of woman in

the bathtub for the publisher Edmund Frappier. The painter's increasing interest in

portraying the nude in the bathtub led to a decrease in the number of paintings

set in the cabinet de toilette, and, consequently, a less frequent appearance of the

mirror in his work. Light and color could as well be reflected from the wall-tiles

and the water in the bathtub, yet the mirror was not entirely abandoned and it

appears in a few important works.

Hahnioser-Ingold suggests that Marthe's obsession with bathing was a

conscious behavioral pattern practised in order to retain the painter's interest in

her;

Sie wusste um die Magie dieser Handlung und entwickelte einen
wahren Sauberkeitsfimmel. Instinktiv erkannte sie die Moglichkeiten
und die Notwendigkeit dieses Rituals und verlangte dafur den
entsprechenden Raum.^

Having the bathroom installed in Le Cannet could well have been a means of

extending the painter's interest as well as satisfying a desire for greater comfort

in the couple's middle age.

Of the seven toilette paintings spanning the years from 1925 to 1938, two

feature a cabinet de toilette, while the other five depict the dressing room adjacent

to it The first of these is Nu violet of c. 1925 (Fig. 72, D. 1336).^ The slender stiff

^ Bonnard usually spent the last and/or first months of the year at Le
Cannet during this period, but he did not adhere to strict schedules of residence.
He loved to move about between his various residences and to observe complete
freedom as to when he did so. His purchase of a car in 1911 was of great help to
him in this regard. Hahnioser-Ingold, p. 34.

^ Hahnioser-Ingold, p. 40.
^ It is interesting to observe that the date of this painting stands separated
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figure of the nude stands in the cabinet de toilette, her upper body and head

framed by the light-filled window of a door behind her. Perched on her long slim

legs and high-heeled shoes she resembles the description of Marthe made by

Thadee Natanson many years earlier:

Elle avait déjà d'un oiseau, gardera toujours, l'air affarouche, le gout
de l'eau, de se baigner, la demarche sans poids qui vient des ailes,
les talons hauts et minces, aussi greles que des pattes.^
The mirror, an essential element in a cabinet de toilette, is used in 1^ violet

as an instrument to reflect light and probably color. Neither mirror, nor window

expand space by any indication of perspectival recession. Moreover, they do not

include any reflection or view of objects within or outside the room.

Around 1930, Bonnard painted ^ orange (Fig. 73, D. 1459) in which the

vertical wall mirror is severely cropped, and is used as a band of reflected color to

break the bland continuity of the wall; it acts as an architectural element to define

the room, that is, to enclose the space and to indicate the direction of the wall. In

the following year Bonnard took up the same theme and setting for grand nu

jaune (Fig. 74, D. 1478), and 1^ au miroir (Fig. 75, D. 1479). These are two larger

paintings concerned with the theme of self-observation in the mirror, treated now

in the grand manner of his late paintings:

With the years, Bonnard's figures grow bigger, as do the mirrors in
which they look at themselves.®

In both paintings the nude has her back to the viewer and regards herself within a

mirror in which she is not revealed to the spectator. We only see the elements of

from the later ones, in the same setting, by six years. The lengthened and stiff
style of the body is closer to the depiction of the nude in later works, such as Nu
dans le bain of 1936 (D. 1558). In the catalogue of the Royal Academy of London
exhibition of 1966 it is dated c. 1932, a date which would seem to fit in better with
its style.

® Natanson, p. 23.
° Andre Fermigier, Pierre Bonnard (New York: Harry N. Abrams.Inc., 1969), p.

138.
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the room transformed by the painter's vision into a separate composition of light

and color. In grand nu jaune, the figure is surrounded and absorbed by a rich

golden glow which dominates the painting.^ At the same time the woman's body

is stiff and unyielding, enclosed in its own action, accentuated by the atrophied

arm which forms a circle around the female parts of her body with an animal-like

gesture. Her body absorbs the light reflected from the walls while her shapely

legs in high-heeled shoes create a more graceful impression than the upper half

of her figure. The stiffness of her neck and shoulder may refer to the painter's

perception of the contrast between her nervous tension and her grace. By its

half-concealment, and the absence of information about the model's action or

facial expression, the mirror contributes to the sense of the painter's separation

and isolation from a part of her being. The smaller mirror upon the stand without

any definite image within it is a reflector of murky grey which matches the

treatment of the curtains and their reflection in the mirror. In opposition to their

usual role they form a barrier to the penetration of light, while the walls and body

burst with color.

The style of 1^ grand nu jaune is very graphic when compared with ^ au

miroir (Fig. 75). Both paintings are related to the pencil drawing, 1^ devant la

glace (Fig. 76), although ^ au miroir is more painterly by contrast. In Nu au

miroir the figure is more centrally placed and fills the foreground plane; her

verticality and dominance is intensified by the yellow glow upon the walls around

her profiled body. Her head, shoulder, and tense retracted arm are in shadow.

^ Yellow was a color much used by Bonnard. A number of color theories
had been expressed at the turn of the century by Bonnard's friend Paul Signac in
D'Eugene Delacroix au Neo-impressionisme. Bonnard admired his friend's ideas
yet, in spite of his resistance to theories and, moreover, expressing an interest in
German Expressionism, he may instinctively have recognized the emotive, sensual
power of this color. Nash, "Tradition Revised," in Bonnard; The Late Paintings, p.
26-27.
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while her back reflects a strong white light, and the line between the buttocks is

given greater prominence by the increased attention to modelling. The rich

handling of paint and color, and the attention given to fine details, pay homage to

the golden age of sixteenth century Venetian painting. The figure is not unlike an

odalisque in a setting of sparkling Oriental splendour, and the painting resembles a

tapestry-like mosaic of light, color and reflection. The body is constricted and its

front is hidden, but strongly sensual overtones are suggested by the color, nudity,

setting and the presence of fruit. Physicality is dominant, as is the sense of the

artist's pleasure in the recollection of her body. The figure confronts her own

image in the mirror which once again is hidden from the viewer, while her visible

profile impassively regards the reflection we cannot see. As in 1^ grand nu jaune

(Fig. 74), there are two mirrors, a smaller one which reflects light, and a larger one

whose half-revealed other space excites our imagination because the reflection of

the model standing before it is not revealed to the viewer.

The reflection of the fruit and table which do not appear to duplicate the

objects denies a logical interpretation. Like Matisse before him, in Inferieur aux

aubergines of 1911 (Fig. 77), the painter is reminding the viewer that this is a

painting, an illusion, not actual reality. He is dealing with the question of picture

making, the concept of a picture within a picture, and the mirror, when used to

contradict the supposed reality, becomes the perfect device to demonstrate the

artist's concerns with picture making. Sasha IMewman tackles this question of

logicality:

The reflection of the objects in this mirror has no bearing on the
visible details of the room, causing one's vision to jump back and
forth between the two zones, arrested always by the strongly-lighted
figure of the woman in the centre of the room, whose skin seems to
have absorbed all of the myriad colors surrounding her. 8

Newman, "Catalogue of the Exhibition," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p.
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Additionally to the joyous expression of color and light, and the concern

with a self-conscious artistic looking, Bonnard has not ignored the inclusion of a

psychological dimension in this painting expressed through the depiction of the

high-heeled shoes that Marthe wore when nude, to enhance her image or simply

to avoid walking barefoot on the floor; the tense contraction of the body,

especially the neck and arm; strong verticals; the face in shadow; the bright

yellow; the objects crowding the space around the figure; and the absence of her

reflection in the mirror. The emphasis is on rigidity and nervous tension, with an

underlying assertion of. the sensuous possibilities in the buttocks, color, draperies,

fruit, light and domestic setting. The mirror serves multiple functions, but chiefly

emphasizes the absence of Marthe's face and any information its revelation might

add.

In Bonnard's last painting in grand format which depicts the nude at her

toilette. Intérieur au Cannet avec femme a ^ toilette of 1938 (Fig. 78), Bonnard

gives us his strangest and most disturbing depiction of the female nude. The

woman is barely visible in the back of the room, were it not for the red reflection

on her sagging belly and the contre-jour effect from the doorway. She is bent

double in an uncomfortable-looking position, the lower half of her body parallel
Q

and close to the frame of the doorway.^ The odd facial profile looks more animal

than human with its beaklike nose, beady eye and receding chin which obscures

the mouth. Natanson describes Marthe as "maladivement sauvage" during her last

years,^^ while Nash informs us that she had become paranoid by the time of her

^ A diary sketch from 1939 (Fig. 79) depicts a woman bent over and
clutching a towel and may have been used for this painting. It gives a better
indication of the physical condition of an older woman—Marthe was sixty in 1938.
The sketch is reproduced in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 214.

Natanson, p. 41.
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death in January 1942.^^
The layout of Intérieur au Cannet avec femme a sa toilette with this glimpse

through a sharply profiled door into a darker space, and the windows looking onto

the garden, point to the spatial arrangements of the earlier Dutch painters, but the

strongly psychological overtones are of Bonnard's choosing. According to the art

historian, Thomas West, Matisse had sent Bonnard a postcard reproduction of

Vermeer's The Little Street in Delft which Bonnard pinned on his studio wall.

Commenting on the interesting spatial contrasts in the Dutch painting West states;

Like Vermeer, Bonnard dwells in a large number of paintings on the
tension of interior and exterior, life in a room and life (or light)
outside a room.^^

Even the presence of a bent old woman, seen at a distance in an alley, suggests

an analogy to Bonnard's composition. In Intérieur au Cannet avec femme a ^

toilette Bonnard may stressing the psychological overtones by the contrast in

colors between the interior and the exterior spaces, and by the awkward and

unflattering depiction of the woman. One interpretation of this strange painting

supports this idea:

I think the theme of the painting must be the thread-like path from
unconsciousness in the darkness by water (cf. the nude of Marthe,
like a panther, crawling on all fours from the bath, - water is often
part of primitive instinctual life) to the consciousness before the
mirror, to life with the light in the light out the window; an
integration of semiconsciousness and consciousness, the left and
right of the picture via a truncated "U", thus from contre-jour to
reflection, to avec-le-jour.^^

Everything is more clearly readable in the brighter area to the right. There is

some spatial ambiguity in the arrangement of the reflection seen in the long wall

mirror, but this does not detract from the sense of orderliness and light. The

^ ^ Nash, "The Other Bonnard," (Paper delivered at the symposium, Bonnard
and his Times, Dallas Museum of Art, Texas, September 29, 1984).

Thomas West, "A New Bonnard? A Major Exhibition of an Unfashionable
Master," (Publication pending), p. 3.

Letter received from Thomas West, Paris, March 30, 1984,
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murky colors, indistinct descriptions of surfaces and the fragmented pattern of the

interior floor (the darker area through the doorway) could point to the more

disturbed areas of the unconscious and the instinctual level of existence. In the

darker cabinet de toilette a mirror reflects visceral-colored amorphous form, while

the mirror in the dressing room reflects light, relative clarity and ripe golden fruit.

The dressing room is peaceful and contemplative; the lively patch of blue enlivens

the whole and relieves the flattening domination of yellow. The long mirror and

the windows open up to light and the clarity of reflection in contrast to the darker

area of half-hidden form. The open door lets the viewer observe the woman in

her totally unguarded reality—although she is hard to see even her ugliness is not

concealed—while, at the same time, the doorway disconnects and separates the

woman from the lighted room where reflection would be possible.

I feel that a psychological component underlies the predominant emphasis

on color and light in the later paintings of the artist's wife, and in the artist's self-

portraits, which may be related to Marthe's neurotic temperament and personal

sufferings and to Bonnard's sense of loss after her death. Transmitted too, albeit

unconsciously, may be some of the painter's own nervosity and feelings of

nostalgia for a time past.^^ On January 17, 1944, two years almost to the day after

Marthe's death, Bonnard jotted down in his notebook: "Celui qui chante n'est pas

toujours heureux."^^ This illustrates the paradox of opposites so evident in

Bonnard's work, and especially in the mirror paintings. Bonnard is not only unable

to hide his feelings in the works that depict Marthe; he reveals them in his self

portraits as well. Toni Stooss refers to the underlying sadness apparent in these

works after 1939;

1 q
A fondness for the writings of Proust may have led Bonnard to sense an

affinity with the author's sentiments as set forth in A la recherche du temps perdu.
A. Terrasse, "Les notes de Bonnard," in Bonnard (Paris; Centre Georges

Pompidou, 1984), p. 194.
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Der Briefwechsel mit einem anderem, eng verbundenen
KCinstlerfreund, Henri Matisse, der im nahegelegenen Cimiez lebte,
zeugt in ergreifender Weise von Bonnards melancholischer
Verfassung, in der ihm vor allem seine Arbeit, "le travail consolateur,"
festen Halt zu bieten schien.

In all the late self-portraits Bonnard especially uses color to express feeling;

for example in the use of high contrasts between the icy blues and shrill greens,

amber face and purple robe in Portrait du peintre à la robe de chambre rouge of c.

1945 (Fig. 80, D. 1662); the acid and intense yellows and the raw reds in Portrait du

peintre par lui-même of 1940 (Fig. 81, D. 1599); and the sombre-tinted grays and

hollow black eyes in Portrait du peintre par lui-même of 1945 (Fig. 82, D. 1663).

It is obvious that self-portraits can only be painted with the aid of a mirror,

but it is unusual for an artist to include the mirror in the painting. In Bonnard's

case the mirror is part of his vocabulary, a poetic element, that it is not surprising

to see it included. The fact that he chose the bathroom mirror to examine himself,

links these paintings with his depictions of Marthe. Many of his intimate scenes

were situated in the bathroom and the memory of those, along with the nostalgic

sadness of the painter's appearance, makes the viewer aware of her absence; the

toilet articles and the background tiles are also familiar from many earlier paintings

which include Marthe.

The later self-portraits span the period of the Second World War from

1939-1945, which was a grievous period for Bonnard. In his letters to Matisse, in

1941, he writes of the loss of his elder brother, Charles, and then of his close

friend, Vuillard. He complains about the long cold winter in Cannes, ill-health, and

the shortage of food. Moreover, he is frustrated by the privations of the war and

the widening of the conflict; he feels himself a prisoner in his own home, unable

to travel freely at will. Early in 1942 he loses Marthe and writes:

Toni Stooss, "Katalog der ausgestellten Werke," in Pierre Bonnard (Zurich:
Kunsthaus, 1984), p. 276.
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Après un mois de maladie le poumon s'é^tant pris en même
temps que les voies digestives, ma pauvre Marthe est morte d'un
arrêt de coeur. . . . Vous jugez de mon chagrin et de ma solitude
pleine d'amertume et d'inquiétude sur la vie que je puis mener
encore.

The self-portraits of these years reflect the feelings of loss and privation. The

painter does not interact with himself or with the viewer. His eyes are

introspective, shrouded behind the spectacles. In the final paintings; Portrait de

l'artiste dans la glace du cabinet de toilette (Fig. 84, D. 1664) and Portrait du

peintre par lui-même (Fig. 82) the spectacles are gone and the eyes become deep

wells of darkness, their almond-shape perhaps a reference to Japanese stoicism.

The emphasis is on the head alone. The saffron-colored robe and the high-domed

forehead resemble a Japanese painting of a Buddhist monk (Fig. 83). The mirror,

until now, has revealed the stark truth of a sad old man, not unlike the

overwhelming sadness reflected in a last photograph of 1947 (Fig. 85). In a last

self-portrait. Portrait du peintre par lui-même (Fig. 82), the painter is still sad but a

meditative note of calm is present too.

Just as it was part of the structural elements as well as the expressive

elements of the paintings of the nude at her toilette, the mirror is as much a part

of the construction in the later self-portraits. It is used again to box the figure

into a shallow space rather than in its more usual role to expand space. Light

illuminates the tiles, but with the contre-jour effect the figure is pushed into the

foreground, close to the mirror. The mirror itself, accentuated with a dark line,

acts as a separator and adds a sense of gravity and dignity to Bonnard's tragic

portrayal of self in this everyday setting.

The mirror, in the few paintings in which it appears in this late period,

continues to play its role as a reflector of color and light. It continues to be

"Correspondance Matisse-Bonnard," in nouvelle revue française (Paris;
August 1970), no. 212, p. 66.
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significant in other ways too: It stands as an analogue for art itself, as a means to

translate artistic observations. Moreover, of importance to my argument, it

provides the painter with a pictorial device which is able to suggest a

psychological dimension to the work. In the depictions of his wife, Marthe, she

examines her image in the mirror but the reflection is hidden from view. This

incident engages the spectator's intellectual curiosity in his or her desire to

comprehend the painter's meaning.

It is a fact of Bonnard's art that he made his appreciation of his
wife's character a meaningful formal device. . . "The unlikely,"
Bonnard once remarked, "is often the truth," and . . . one recognizes
the power and possibilities inherent in that statement.

17

17

p. 166.
Newman, Catalogue of the exhibition," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings,



CHAPTER 6

Conclusion

Apart from the article by Jean Clair on "Bonnard ou l'espace du miroir,"^
little emphasis has been focused upon this aspect of Bonnard's oeuvre. The fact

that the mirror remained a recurring motif throughout Bonnard's career and that he

made its presence obvious in his self-portraits seems to point to its significance

within his work. From its inception as a pictorial device in the earlier years, the

mirror rapidly assumed an important role in the painter's experiments with light

and color. It provided an effective field, alongside the window, in which to display

his personal sensibility towards light and the color spectrum. It helped him to

create ambiguous spaces and unusual angles of view and recession in his attempt

to tackle the phenomenon of peripheral vision. Furthermore, the mirror enabled

Bonnard to confront the role of the painter as artist and poet rather than as

transcriber only of what the eye sees. Mallarmé wrote: "Peindre, non le chose,
O

mais l'effet qu'elle produit.'''^ This was Bonnard's goal as expressed in his writings.

As a pictorial device, Bonnard used the mirror to manipulate space in a particular

way that was his own. Contrary to its usual role to expand space, Bonnard used it

frequently to contract space, to flatten it as it were. In his manipulation of the

reflection he confirmed the possibilities offered to the artist in his recording of

nature, not as it is, but as the artist experiences it. In these ways he was able to

satisfy his own artistic concepts.

^ Jean Clair, "Bonnard ou l'espace du miroir," in La nouvelle revue française,
no. 171 (March 1967), p. 510-515.

^ Gardner Davies, Mallarmé et le R§ve de Herodiade (Paris: Librairie José
Corti, 1978), p. 10.
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The importance of the mirror in Bonnard's oeuvre exceeds by far its

relatively infrequent occurrence in his work. This is primarily due to the

concentration of the mirror in paintings concerning the intimacy of the painter's

private life. The majority of these paintings portray bathroom scenes which,

through their gradual and progressive change tell us much about the emotional

feelings of the artist towards his lifelong companion, Marthe.

Thus, in addition to its pictorial possibilities, the mirror was employed by

Bonnard as an expressive device, reflecting the artist's concern with the theme of

isolation and human separateness. In a few instances Marthe is confronted by her

troubled face in the mirror. Later descriptions of her figure in a tense pose before

a mirror that does not return her reflection, point to Bonnard's recognition of her

transformation from youthful relaxed model and mistress to disturbed middle-aged

woman unable to reconcile herself to the changes of the passing years. This is

apparent in spite of the overall impression of a nostalgic looking-back in the

portrayal of an ever youthful figure in the midst of brilliant excursions into the play

of light and its reflections. Only in Intérieur au Cannet avec femme à sa toilette of

1938 (Fig. 78) do we see something closer to the truth, an animal-like figure

hidden in the darkness of the interior. The mirrors in this work serve to emphasize

the contrast between the states of being. With the contrast of sombre and bright

reflections they point to a separation of psychological realms. This is a theme

first hinted at in 1900 in L'homme et la femme (Fig. 1, D. 224). Here, however, the

problem seems to belong to the painter himself. Often we have seen a sense of

underlying division between the man and woman over the years; nudes in the

mirror and nudes in the bath are an illustration of this feeling of distance and

separation. I have suggested that the problem lay in the contrast and conflict
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between the overriding physical nature of Marthe and the intellectual realm in

which Bonnard dwelt as an artist. Steven Nash speaks of the "thoughtful

underpinnings" of Bonnard's art and the "psychological matrix" of his work:

Bonnard showed a distinctly twentieth century focus on state of
mind rather than optical information. He matured, after all, in an
ambiance that stressed, in Symbolist terminology, both objective and
subjective distortion. He read poets such as Mallarmé regularly until
his death. And his method of painting involved a concentrated,
protracted absorption in the subject and a gradual translation of
intuitions and reactions. His paintings thus became records of
subjective, self-absorbed states in a way that perhaps has its closest
parallels in certain literary styles, that of Proust for example. . . .

Given this internalized methodology, would we not be justified in
seeking certain personal intonations in Bonnard's work where
previously only sensual celebration has been seen?^
My thesis, then, postulates that the mirror serves as a significant and

effective device in the painter's attempts to experiment with the mirror's innovative

possibilities and to record his reactions to the subjective sensations the female

nude engendered in him, sensations experienced especially in his long relationship

with his companion and wife, Marthe. Bonnard's projection of his feelings about

his own relationship to Marthe are most convincingly revealed in the later

paintings. Familiarity and the passing of time enabled him to portray his feelings

with greater clarity, most notably in his self-portraits after the death of Marthe,

when he placed himself squarely in the looking-glass.

^ Nash, "Tradition revised," in Bonnard: The Late Paintings, p. 28.
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Figure 1

L'homme et la femme, 1900, D. 224



Figure 3

Marthe au chapeau blanc
1903, D. 286
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Figure 5

La lecture, c. 1905, D. 360
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Figure 6

Nu, chaise rouge, c. 1905, D. 367

Figure 7

Femme se déshabillant
c. 1905, D. 374
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Figure 10

Intérieur, c. 1905, D. 340

Figure 11

Intérieur avec nu, c. 1905, D. 370
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Figure 12

Femme au miroir, c. 1905, D. 361
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Figure 15 (1. )

Nu à la chemise,
c. 1905, D. 369

Figure 16 (r.)

Emma la couturière,
1907, D. 454
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Figure 17

Intérieur, c. 1905, D. 362
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Figure 18

Marie, 1896
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Figure 19

La femme aux bas noirs,
c. 1900, D. 230

Figure 20

Nu au tub, c. 1908
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Figure 21

Bonnard, 1898 or c. 1908-10
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Figure 22

Degas; Femme nue se coiffant,
c. 1877-79
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Figure 23

Vuillard: Self-portrait in a Mirror, 1888-90
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Figure 24

Bamboo-framed Mirror in Le Bosquet, Le Cannet,
March 1984
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Figure 25

La toilette, c, 1907, D. 477

Figure 26

Matisse: Carmelina, 1903
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Figure 27

Nu debout au tub bleu
c. 1907, D. 01923
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Figure 28

Dans la cabinet de toilette,
1907, D. 473
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Figure 31

, c.Nu à la toilette 1908, 0. 489



Figure 32

Le cabinet de toilette au canapé rose
1908, D. 481
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Figure 33

Marquet: "Fauve" nude, 1899
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Figure 34 (1. )

Nu se reflétant dans la glace,
c. 1908, D. 01942
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Figure 36

Degas: Le tub, 1886

Figure 37

La glace du cabinet de toilette,
1908, D. 488
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Figure 38

Degas: Femme prenant un tub, c. 1886



Figure39
Nuaumiroir,1908-09,D.484



Figure40

Laglacedelachambreverte,1909,D.529
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Figure41 Symphonieengris
1908
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Figure 42

Effet de glace, 1909, D. 531
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Figure 43

Model in the Studio, c. 1912-16
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Figure 44

Nu à contre-jour, 1909, D. 528



Figure 45

La toilette au bouquet rouge et jaune
c. 1913, D. 772



Figure46

UntitledphotographofMarthe,c.1899
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Figure 47

Intérieur, 1913, D. 755



Figure48
Latoilette,1914,D.811
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Figure 49

Femme au tub, 1924, D. 1279
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Figure 50

Femme au tub, 1924 D. 1280
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Figure 51

Femme au tub, 1924, D 02166
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Figure 52

Nu jaune, de face, c. 1928, D. 1407
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Figure 53

Nu au miroir, 1910 D 594
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Figure 54

La glace longue, 1910, D. 595
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Figure 55

Cabinet de toilette au matin,
1910, D. 596



126

Figure 56

Femme nue vue de dos c. 1916, D. 885
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Figure 57

Degas: At the Milliner's, 1882
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Figure 58

Toulouse-Lautrec: In Front of the Wardrobe Mirror, 1897



Figure 59

Femme devant un miroir 1908 D 487
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Figure 60

La femme au miroir, 1913, D. 770
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Figure 62

Figure 61

Nu devant la glace,
1915, D. 816

Nu à 1 'étoffé rouge
1915, D. 817



Figure63

Velasquez:TheToiletofVenus,1599-1660
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Figure 64

Nu devant la glace, 1914, D. 809
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Figure 65

Jeune femme à sa toilette, 1916, D. 02109
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Figure67

Mme.Bonnard,VuillardetBonnarda"MaCampagne,"1927



Figure68

CO

PreparatorysketchforLaCheminée,n.d.
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Figure 69

Toilette rose, 1914, D. 812
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Figure 70

Nu devant la glace, 1934, D. 1526
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Figure 71

Femme nue se regardant dans une glace
c. 1924, D. 1274
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Figure 72

Nu violet, c. 1925, D. 1336
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Figure 73

Nu orange, c. 1930, D. 1459
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Figure 74

La grand nu jaune, 1931, D. 1478
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Figure 75

Nu au miroir, 1931, D. 1479
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Figure 76

Nu devant la glace, n.d
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Figure 77

Matisse: Intérieur aux aubergines, 1911
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Figure 78

Intérieur au Cannet avec femme a sa toilette,
1938, and 1943, D. 1564
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Figure 79

Page from diary, 1939
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Figure 80

Portrait du peintre à la robe
de chambre rouge,
c. 1945, D. 1662
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Figure 83

Muto Shui The monk Muso Saseki 14th century



Figure 84

Portrait de 1 'artiste dans la glace
du cabinet de toilette,

1945, D. 1664
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Figure 85

The last photograph of Bonnard, 1947


