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men congregating outside a cafe confirm
this. She smiles at their attention and stops
to offer them a song, but the men wave her
away, saying they will save their money for
their drinks.

Uictorine mellTent as maner s Olympia
By Sadie Valeri

One man is watching her carefully, his
bowler hat and pipe showing him not to
be a student, but since he has no topcoat
and the leather of his shoes is cracked, she
can't tell what profession he might hold. She
allows him to catch her eye and asks if he
would like a song, but instead he surprises
her. He asks if she will be his model for a
painting. It's then she notices the stains on
his sleeves.

I rs early evening in Paris, the rain
has stopped but the cobblestones
are still wet and groups of young
men step over puddles and bellow

laughter as they head to the cafes, their
classesdone for the day. They pass a petite
young woman who walks slowly, playing
a guitar. "The Shrimp" her friends call her,
because she is small and sweet, a favorite at
the music halls.

Even on the crowded street she stands
out, her auburn hair shining with a mist of
raindrops and her red velvet vest pulled tight
over white puffed sleeves. She likes to think
her outfit looks Spanish, and the flirtatious
calls of "Torre, torro!" from more young



Another day in Paris, it is winter many years
later, and two men bring the snapping
cold with them into a narrow stairwell. The

shorter man leads his friend up the stairs
with his fingers to his lips and whispers
promises of a great surprise. They climb to
the highest floor, knock at the door of the
last room, and there she is again. Red vest
and white sleeves are gone, replaced with
a tattered silk housecoat embroidered with
a Japanese pattern. Her auburn hair piled
atop her head is faded, but her heart-shaped
face is open and inviting, happy for guests.
"Good evening my dear Henri, she says, can
I offer you and your friend a drink?" And she
is introduced.

She is introduced as a marvel, as a relic,
and as a celebrity. At 45 she is said to be
an alcoholic and destitute, and she dips her
head to the side like a servant as she invites
her visitors to sit at a table tucked beneath
slanted eaves. "Yes, you are surprised" she
says, "I don't look like her any more, like
Olympia." The visitor protests politely, saying
she is as lovely as the famous painting done
when she was 18, and her old friend Henri
Toulous-Lautrec clinks his glass to hers and
proclaims "Edouard would have agreed, had
he lived!"

These are the stories told about the famous
art model Victorine Meurent. Picked from
the streets by Edouard Manet to pose for
his most famous paintings where her image
was struck by the canes and umbrellas of
an outraged public. Many other artists,
including Toulouse-Lautrec, painted her, and
then she simply faded from history. Manet's
first biographer, his friend Adolphe Tabarant,
wrote that Victorine was last seen sitting on
the street in 1889 dressed in rags with her
hair turned white, and he presumed she died
by 1892. She would have been 47.
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But there are facts that don't fit this ending
to her story. Her sad demise was accepted
until the 1980s when American feminist
historian Eunice Lipton became captivated
by Olympia's gaze and set out for Paristo
discover more about her. Lipton scoured the
archives of French institutions and found

her first clue in a dusty folder in the Musee
d'Orsay library, labeled with a list of dates
recording when Victorine had exhibited her
own paintings in the ParisSalon.

Her last exhibition was listed as being in
1904, over a decade after historians had
presumed her dead.

The folder also noted the date of her death:
Not 1892 at age 47 as Manet's biographer
had implied, but almost 40 years later, when
she would have been in her mid-80s.

Where had Victorine been? Why had she
been written out of history? Why did no one
ever go looking for her? She had attracted
the attention of art historians more than any
other model in history. They gladly wrote
of her performing at public dance halls
and having affairs with women. But few
histories had mentioned that she worked
as a painter, that she had gained entry into
the prestigious Salon many times, and none
knew that she had lived to be an old woman
in a suburb of Paris.

In fact, Taborant published an article in 1921
about the model for Olympia when Victorine
was in fact still alive. He could have perhaps
looked her up and interviewed her.

As it is, he did not, and we know little about
her. Here is what we do know: She was
born in 1844. Manet painted her nine times
between 1862 and 1874. She attended
evening art classesat the Academie Julian,
she exhibited paintings at the Salon at least
4 times up through 1904, she was accepted
into the Societe des Artistes Francais, and
she died in 1927. She lived her last 30 years
in a home she owned with a woman named
Marie Dufour.

We also know this: Until her death, Victorine
listed her occupation as Artist. Her only
known painting shows skill and sensitivity.
We can only guess what her other paintings
looked like, as no record of them exists
beyond their titles. C\v
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