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Aestheticism versus Realism 

 

The concept of “art for art’s sake”, 

without any moral, social, political or 

any other didactic purpose, was at the 

center of much 19th century thought 

though as often attacked as 

commended. Its origin can be traced by 

to Immanuel Kant who, in his Critique 

of Judgment of 1790, broke with 

traditional aesthetics by analyzing the 

previously unified notions of the good, 

the tree and the beautiful as discrete 

categories.  

 

Appreciation of beauty is, he argued, 

subjective and disinterested – 

unaffected by an object’s purpose.  



Gustave Courbet. The Stone Breakers, 1849 , oil on canvas (destroyed) 

 

Realism was an artistic movement that began in France in the 1850s, after the 1848 

Revolution. Realists rejected Romanticism, which had dominated French literature and 

art since the late 18th century. Realism revolted against the exotic subject matter and 

exaggerated emotionalism and drama of the Romantic movement. Instead it sought to 

portray real and typical contemporary people and situations with truth and accuracy, 

and not avoiding unpleasant or sordid aspects of life. Realist works depicted people of all 

classes in situations that arise in ordinary life, and often reflected the changes wrought 

by the Industrial Revolution. 



France: Revolution, 1848. Barricade at the corner 

of the Boulevard Rue Mazagran, near Porte 

Saint-Denis in Paris, during the Revolution of 

1848 following the closing of the national 

workshops 

 

Rising food prices, high unemployment, political 

disenfranchisement, and government inaction 

ignited in a popular rebellion known as the 

Revolution of 1848, led by a coalition of socialists, 

anarchists, and workers. It brought an end to the 

July Monarchy and established the Second 

Republic (1848-1852).  

 

Conflicts among the reformers, however, led to 

another uprising, in which more than 10,000 of 

the working poor were killed or injured in their 

struggle against the new government’s forces. 

Against this social and political backdrop, a new 

intellectual movement, known as Realism, 

originated in the novels of Emile Zola, Charles 

Dickens, Honore de Balzac, and others who 

wrote about the real lives of the urban lower 

classes. 



Painted in 1849, The Stone Breakers depicts a young boy and an old man crushing rock to 

produce gravel used for roadbeds. Stone breakers represent the disenfranchised peasants 

on whose backs modern life was being built. The younger figure strains to lift a large 

basket of rocks to the side of the road, dressed in tattered shirt and trousers, but wearing 

modern work boots. His older companion, seemingly broken by the lowly work, pounds 

the rocks as he kneels, wearing the more traditional clothing of a peasant, including 

wooden clogs. The boy thus seems to represent a grim future, while the man signifies an 

increasingly obsolete rural past.  



By rendering labor on the scale of a history painting- the canvas is over 5x8 feet- Courbet 

intended to provoke. In academic art, monumental canvases were reserved for heroic 

subjects, but Courbet asserts that peasant laborers should e venerated as heroes. 

Bypassing the highly finished style and inspiring message of history painting, he signifies 

the brutality of modern life in his rough use of paint and choice of dull, dark colors, 

awkward poses, and stilted composition.  



The scene feels realistically gloomy and degrading. In 1865, his friend, the anarchist 

philosopher Pierre-Joseph Prudhon (1809-1865), described The Stone Breakers as the 

first socialist pictured ever painted, “an irony of our industrial civilization, which 

continually invent wonderful machines to perform all kinds of labor… yet is unable to 

liberate man from the most backbreaking toil.” Courbet himself described the work as a 

portrayal of “injustice.” 



Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) 

led the Realist movement in 

19th century French painting.  

 

“I am fifty years old and I have 

always lived in freedom; let me 

end my life free; when I am 

dead let this be said of me: 'He 

belonged to no school, to no 

church, to no institution, to no 

academy, least of all to any 

régime except the régime of 

liberty’.” 

 

 -Gustave Courbet 



Gustave Courbet. A Burial at Ornans. 1849-1850, oil on canvas 



Courbet proclaimed his new political commitment in three large paintings he submitted 

to the Salon of 1850-1851.  One of these, A Burial at Ornans, is a monumental 10-by-21 

foot canvas showing the funeral of Courbet’s grandfather Oudot, who had died in 1847.  

Conservative critics hated the work for its focus on common people and for its disrespect 

for compositional standards. Instead of arranging figures in a conventional pyramid that 

would indicate a hierarchy of importance, Courbet lined them up in rows across the 

picture plane- an arrangement he considered more democratic.  



A Burial at Ornans was inspired by the 1848 

funeral of Courbet’s maternal grandfather, Jean-

Antoine Oudot, a veteran of the French Revolution 

of 1789. The painting, however, is not meant as a 

record of that particular funeral, since Oudot is 

shown alive in profile at the extreme left of the 

canvas.  

 

The two men to the right of the open grave, 

dressed no in contemporary but in late eighteenth-

century clothing, are also revolutionaries of 

Oudot’s generation. Perhaps Courbet’s picture 

links the revolutions of 1789 and 1848, both of 

which sought to advance the cause of democracy in 

France.  



On a thematic level, the painting may 

record the fate of the Revolution of 1848.  

The July elections that year returned to 

power a conservative government, which 

undid the progressive legislation enacted 

by the revolutionaries.  Courbet’s 

grandfather had been involved in the 

French Revolution of 1789, and the two 

men to the right of the open grave- 

dressed not in contemporary but in late-

eighteenth-century clothing- are also 

revolutionaries of Oudot’s generation.   

 

The gesture of futility offered by the 

foremost of the pair is indicative that 

they seem to be burying not simply one of 

their colleagues but their political hopes 

as well. As a record of the artist’s 

disappointment, the painting may help us 

understand why Courbet turned away 

from sociopolitical subjects soon after this 

work and dedicated himself to landscape 

painting. 



But the grand style which 

survives in those great 

canvases of the French Salon- 

grandes machines, as they 

came to be called- is lacking 

although there is a distant 

and perhaps significant echo 

of the “bourgeois” group 

portraits of Dutch 

seventeenth-century art.  

 

There are no heroic gestures. 

There is no firm center to the 

vast composition. The group of 

figures looking in different 

directions, each absorbed in 

his of her sad thoughts, seems 

hardly to have been composed 

at all; yet it is very subtly 

organized, with breaks which 

give the frieze-like 

arrangement a slow dirge-like 

rhythm, and a masterly use of 

a limited range of colors. 



The gravedigger kneels over the gaping hole in the ground, placed front and center, 

and flanked by a bored altar boy and a distracted dog; to the left, clergy dressed in red 

seem indifferent and bored; while to the right, the huddle of rural mourners- Courbet’s 

heroes of modern life- weep in genuine grief.  

 

Although painted on a scale befitting the funeral of a hero, Courbet’s depiction has 

none of the idealization of traditional history painting; instead, it captures the 

awkward, blundering numbness of a real funeral and emphasizes its brutal, physical 

reality.  

 

Courbet had submitted his work to the Salon knowing that it would be denounced; he 

wanted to challenge the prescribed subjects, style, and finish of academic painting, to 

establish his position in the avant-garde, and to create controversy.  



Death is a leveler in more than one sense, uniting round the grave members of the 

various strata of rural society, the priest, the mayor, farmers and farm-laborers, with 

their wives and children. Courbet set the scene in the new cemetery at Ornans, opened 

the year before he began the picture.  

 

And he painted the figures, including among them his father and sisters, as large as 

life and just as plain, with such frankness that his Parisian critics supposed that he 

had intended to ridicule the priest with his slightly inane expression, the red-nosed 

coffin-bearers, the gaunt-faced women.  

 

Courbet’s aim was simply to record the most solemn act in the life of any community 

as it really takes place and his calm and straightforward honesty of purpose is felt 

throughout the great painting and gives it its continuing power.  



The scene is dominated by the crucifix. As 

a Socialist, Courbet would hardly have 

questioned its importance, for life in the 

French countryside was still dominated by 

the Church.  

 

Socialism and Christianity were never so 

closely allied as they were at this moment 

in France, on the eve of Napoleon’s III’s 

seizure of power.  

 

But later, in 1873, after his political and 

anti-clerical ideas had hardened and he 

was an exile in Switzerland as a result of 

his involvement in the Paris Commune of 

1871, Courbet said that A Burial at 

Ornans was “worth nothing”.  

 

By this time he had come to share Marx’s 

view that “Christian Socialism is but the 

holy water with which the priest 

consecrates the heart-burnings of the 

aristocrat.”  



Gustave Courbet. The Painter's Studio: A Real Allegory of a Seven Year Phase in 

my Artistic (and Moral) Life. 1855, oil on canvas 



The title of Courbet's painting contains a contradiction: the words "real" and 

"allegory" have opposing meanings. In Courbet's earlier work, "real" could be seen as a 

rejection of the heroic and ideal in favor of the actual. Courbet's "real" might also be a 

coarse and unpleasant truth, tied to economic injustice. The "real" might also point to 

shifting notions of morality. 

 

The seven-year period cited in the title begins with the February Revolution of 1848, 

and the proclamation of the Second Revolution of 1848, and the proclamation of the 

Second Republic.  Over this period, Courbet struggled to free himself from the style of 

his Romantic predecessors.  He wanted to embark on a new artistic phase, in which 

his subject-matter would reflect the reality of French society.   



The Studio reflects Courbet’s broad view of society on the one hand, and his 

relationship to the art of painting on the other.  In his own words, the painting 

showed “society at its best, its worse, and its average.” While working on The Studio, 

Courbet described the figures on the right as his friends- workers and art collectors. 

Those on the left were both the wealthy and the poor; that is, people whose existence 

depended on class struggle and therefore on the vagaries of society rather than their 

own work and talent.  



The group on the left are types rather than individuals, reflecting the anonymity of 

working-class life. They consist mainly of country folk, and include laborers, an old 

soldier with a begging bag, a Jew, a peddler, a fairground strongman, a clown, and a 

woman sprawled on the ground, suckling a child. On the floor are the paraphernalia of 

Romanticism- a dagger, a guitar, a plumed hat.  A skull rests on a newspaper, 

symbolizing the death of journalism.  Behind the easel, as if invisible to the artist, is a 

nude male figure whose pose in the tradition of Academic art. 



On the right, and more brilliantly illuminated, are portraits of friends, members of 

Courbet’s own artistic and literary coterie, an art collector and his fashionable wife, 

and a pair of lovers.  Many of these are recognizable, including Courbet’s patron, J. L. 

Alfred Bruyas. who financed the Realist exhibition. Seated at the far right and 

reading a book is the poet Charles Baudelaire, who was a champion of Realism at the 

time.  Echoing Baudeliare’s absorption in his book is a boy lying on the floor 

sketching, who has been interpreted as an allusion to Courbet himself as a child, as 

well as to the ideal of freedom in learning. 



Gustave Courbet. La rencontre 

(Bonjour Monsieur Courbet), 1854, 

oil on canvas 

 

This painting was commissioned by 

Bruyas, a wealthy Monpellier 

collector who had begun 

purchasing Courbet's works in 

1853. It echoes the popular image 

(well known to Courbet) showing 

"the burghers of the town speaking 

to the wandering Jew," and it is 

capable of a reading as the meeting 

of money and genius.  

 

The location is precisely identified 

as being near a friend's house on 

the outskirts of Montpellier, and 

we see Courbet arriving on foot 

(leaving for others the coach visible 

in the background), a free artist 

returning from the sea, his 

painting gear on his back. 



The central figure among Courbet’s friends 

is the writer Champfleury, who was the 

founder of the Realist movement in 

literature.  He introduced Courbet to the 

theories of Realism, but he and his 

writings were soon overshadowed by the 

power of Courbet’s personality and 

paintings.   

 

Champfleury did not like this picture, and 

his friendship with Courbet did not last.  

He disapproved of Courbet’s involvement 

in politics and attempts to scandalize the 

public.  



The central group illustrates Courbet’s 

conception of himself as an artist, and 

his place in the history of western 

European painting.  Having come from 

a provincial background himself, 

Courbet identifies the group on the left 

with his past.   

 

Those on the right refer to his present 

and future role in the sophisticated 

world of Parisian society.  He himself is 

at work on a rural landscape, 

characteristically building up the paint 

with brushes and a palette knife in 

order to create the material textures of 

“reality.” 

 

He displays the unformed paint by 

tilting his palette toward the observer, 

while also extending his arm to place a 

daub of paint on the landscape.  In this 

gesture, he has appropriated the 

creative hand of Michelangelo’s God in 

The Creation of Adam.  



The boy to the left of the artist is also a 

reference. The smallest of the three 

central figures, he looks up (literally) to 

Courbet's creation with admiration.  

 

The boy is unsullied by the illusions of 

adulthood, he sees the truth of the 

world, and he represented an important 

goal for Courbet—to un-learn the 

lessons of the art academy.  

 

The sophistication of urban industrial 

life, he believed, distanced artists from 

the primal truth of nature.  

 

Above all, Courbet sought to return to 

the pure, direct sight of a child. The cat, 

by the way is often read as a reference 

to independence or liberty. 



To Courbet's right stands a nude model. 

Note that her dress is strewn at her 

feet. There is nothing exceptional here; 

after all, this is an artist's studio, and 

models are often nude. However, 

Courbet does not look look in her 

direction, as he would if she were 

actually posing for him. He doesn't need 

to. He is, after all, painting an 

unpopulated landscape.  

 

Oddly, the direction of the gaze is 

reversed. The model directs her 

attention to align with Courbet's, not 

vice-versa. She gazes at the landscape 

he paints. In the realm of the "real," she 

functions as the model, but as 

"allegory," she maybe truth or liberty 

according to the political readings of 

some scholars and she may be the muse 

of ancient Greek myth, a symbol of 

Courbet's inspiration (and this 

particular model may well have 

inspired the artist, since they were 

lovers.) 



The composition seems directly 

related to the traditional 

composition of the New Testament 

story, the Last Judgment.  

 

Think of Giotto's Last Judgment 

fresco on the back wall of the Arena 

Chapel in Padua (1305-06), or 

Michelanglo's Last Judgment 

painted on the far wall of the 

Sistine Chapel (1534-42).  

 

In those early paintings, the blessed 

(those that were on their way to 

heaven) were on the right side of 

Christ (our left), and the damned 

(those on their way to Hell) were 

shown on Christ's left (our right). 



In the shadows behind the easel there is a 

figure in the pose of the Crucifixion.  This 

is a “lay figure”- a life-size jointed wooden 

doll that a conventional artist would copy.  

Here it symbolizes academic art, which 

Courbet rejected.  It is also overshadowed 

by the new type of art on the easel in the 

center of the painting- a realistic 

landscape.  

 

Indeed, Courbet referred to himself as a 

kind of martyr (look at such paintings as 

Self-portrait as Wounded Man). He created 

these satirical portrayals of himself as a 

martyred saint because of his "suffering" 

at the metaphorical hands of the French 

art critics. 



Through most of the nineteenth 

century, French political 

caricature was heavily censored. 

One of the few periods of relative 

liberalism was during the so-called 

July monarchy of Louis-Philippe 

after 1830.  

 

His reward, inevitably, was to be 

so mercilessly lampooned that 

censorship was soon resumed. The 

prime left-wing journal leading the 

attack was La Caricature under its 

editor Charles Philipon, and its 

prize satirical draughtsman was 

Honoré Daumier (1808-79). 



The lithographs dating from the beginning of Louis Philippe's reign were the most 

virulent. Two of them, Gargantua (seen here) and La cour du roi Pitaud earned the 

artist a six-month prison sentence in 1832, but he soon obtained his transfer from 

Sainte Pélagie to Dr Pinel's lunatic asylum.  

 

The Gargantua depicted the French king Louis Philippe as an obese Gargantua atop a 

commode/throne from which he defecated bags of gold. 



Although Daumier was a painter and 

sculptor, the bulk of his lifetime 

income came from his highly popular 

caricatures published in weekly 

French journals such as La 

Caricature and La Charivari.  

 

Images of corrupt politicians, judges, 

swindlers, dubious rascals, and 

human folly in general, echo 

Daumier’s humanist viewpoint and 

his strong social conscience.  



Honoré Daumier. Rue Transnonain, 1834, lithograph 



This exceptionally large print, Rue Transnonain, is unusual in his work, being scarcely 

a caricature at all. The subject, reported in a supposedly neutral way, was the 

repression that had followed a riot on 5 April 1834, during which a family in the 

working-class district of St. Martin had been shot by government troops. Daumier 

shows the dreadful scene with remarkable skill, as the full horror only emerges as the 

eyes examine the dark recesses. 



 

This lithograph depicts an atrocity with 

the same shocking impact as Goya’s 

The Third of May, 1808. The title refers 

to a street in Paris where an unknown 

sniper killed a civil guard, part of a 

government force trying to repress a 

worker demonstration.   

 

Because the fatal shot had come from a 

workers’ housing block, the remaining 

guards immediately stormed the 

building and massacred all of its 

inhabitants.   

 

With Goya’s power, Daumier created a 

view of the atrocity with a sharp, 

realistic angle of vision.  He depicted 

not the dramatic moment of execution 

but the terrible, quiet aftermath. 



Lithography negative stone and mirror image print of the city of Munich 

 

Lithography is a method for printing using a stone (lithographic limestone) or a 

metal plate with a completely smooth surface. Invented in 1796 by Bavarian author 

Alois Senefelder as a low-cost method of publishing theatrical works, lithography 

can be used to print text or artwork onto paper or another suitable material. 

 

Lithography works because of the mutual repulsion of oil and water. The image is 

drawn on the surface of the print plate with a fat or oil-based medium 

(hydrophobic), which may be pigmented to make the drawing visible.  



CLASS and SOCIETY: 
NINETEENTH-CENTURY FRENCH REALISM: 

(Daumier and Courbet) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Courbet’s Stone Breakers, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric 

in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may 

choose to address only one painting or both.  



STUDENT 

PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your 

research on these 

paintings by Courbet, 

devise a question to 

present to and answer 

for the class. Create a 

five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute 

response might be 

formally assessed. You 

may choose to address 

only one painting or 

both.  



Jean-Francois Millet. The Gleaners, 1857, oil on canvas 

 

Another Realist painter of the mid 19th century was Jean-Francois Millet (1814-1875). 

As a founding member of the Barbizon School, his primary interest was in the rural 

landscape, often populated by peasant farmers. 



Jean-Francois Millet. Death and the Woodcutter, 1859, oil on canvas 



These paintings were 

created by artists 

associated with the 19th 

century French Realist 

movement.  

 

Compare and contrast 

the treatment of death 

in these two works. 



Like Daumier’s Rue 

Transnonain, these images are 

document a tragic event. 

Discuss ways in which these 

images might be interpreted by 

consumers of the popular media. 



How are the perpetuators of 

violence portrayed differently 

than their victims? 



Pink Live at Wembley 

– YouTube 

 

Montage Version of 

Dear Mr. President 

 

Dixie Chicks - Not 

Ready to Make Nice 

 

Inequality in America - 

YouTube 
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