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Painter Without a Problem 
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This dissertation considers Henri Rousseau (1844-1910) as a painter and as a 

figure of discourse. It addresses the longstanding concern of Rousseau’s resistance to 

interpretation and proposes that this derives from Rousseau’s incomplete fulfillment of 

the professional obligations of the artist, specifically, from his failure to motivate his 

work through the pursuit of what modern art critics commonly called “a problem.” 

Rousseau did not practice painting as artists of his day did, and because of this 

difference—first articulated by Guillaume Apollinaire in 1908 as an absence of artistic 

inquiétude—he entered the discourse of art with unprecedented susceptibility to 

reinvention. The Rousseau we know today, the Rousseau who was a miraculous 

modernist in the interwar period, and the Rousseau who emerged in the context of the 

avant-garde in the earliest years of the twentieth century share little besides a name, and 

this frustrates any effort to write a coherent history of the painter and his pictures. Rather 

than propose once again Rousseau’s recuperation into a traditional art-historical 

narrative, this dissertation tells the history of a maker who produced admirable images 

but fulfilled few other author-functions, and it tells the history of writers who, 
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compensating for Rousseau’s authorial deficits, produced a new artist, a new body of 

work, and widespread puzzlement about the place of each in the history of modern art. 
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PART 1  

A HISTORY OF CRITICAL RESISTANCE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rousseau is one of those unsafe limiting cases before which one must resign 
oneself to merely substituting the unaccountable for explanation. 

 
— Hans Naef, 1952 
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Introduction 

 

Henri Rousseau (1844-1910) has been a difficult object of art-historical study. In 

the century that has passed since the end of his career, few claims about the painter have 

been stated so frequently or with such conviction as that of his obduracy to interpretation. 

Even while still living, Rousseau could be troublesome to those critics who tried to 

articulate his relationship to the art of his time. He was resistant to explanation in the 

1920s, when the first histories of his art were attempted. And despite the celebrated 

advances of the early 1960s, when the most stubborn obstacles to his scholarship 

appeared to have been removed, Rousseau remains a challenging object of study today. 

This dissertation considers Rousseau’s resistance to analysis as an issue of shifting 

identities initiated by the painter and exacerbated by his interpreters as they situated his 

work within the critical discourses of art, structures in which Rousseau’s paintings have 

never found a comfortable fit. We have contended with Rousseau now for decades—his 

work has been celebrated and discounted, his relevance to modernism declared and 

contested—but rarely has our object of study remained stable. Rousseau, the man and his 

body of work, has been subject to near-continuous reinvention since he first attracted 

interpreters, and the literature on his art reflects this in its infrequent consensus and lack 

of coherency. Some of the reinventions that I allude to have been deliberate and 

announced—necessary corrections to the artist’s biography or well-publicized revisions 

to his corpus—but for the most part these changes have transpired without comment, and 

this has allowed a false sense of continuity to develop between the artist and objects 
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studied in the first part of the twentieth century and the Rousseaus known to subsequent 

generations. 

A pair of diagrams [Figs. 1 and 2] produced between 1933 and 1946 indicate a 

source of the historian’s predicament. Designed respectively by the noted illustrator 

Miguel Covarrubias and the lesser-known American modernist Margaret Camfferman, a 

pupil of André Lhote and a student in the circle of Robert Henri, these “Trees of Modern 

Painting,” had no intention of illustrating issues of art-historical complexity, and yet they 

strike at the heart of the scholarly trouble with Rousseau.
1
 As with any schematic 

illustration, flowcharts such as these, or Alfred H. Barr, Jr.’s iconic 1936 illustration of 

modernist lineages, deliberately simplify and reduce an unruly body of information into 

orderly shorthand. They provide clear but coarse generalizations, and to deliver more 

than this would require substantial supplementary explanation. In Cubism and Abstract 

Art, for example, Barr positioned Rousseau as a precursor to Cubism on his chart [Fig. 3], 

and explained:  

Another painter of Cezanne’s generation, Henri Rousseau, originally a naïve, self-
taught amateur, encouraged Picasso and his friends to invent or conceive forms in 
their painting rather than to imitate natural appearances. Rousseau, born before 
van Gogh, Seurat or Gauguin, lived until 1910. The primitive directness and 

                                                 
1 Miguel Covarubias is credited as the author of the diagram, however it is important to note that his work 
illustrated R. H. Wilenski’s article “The Tree of Modern Art” and the diagram’s organization closely 
follows Wilenski’s text. On the ambitions of the article and the accompanying chart, consider Wilenski’s 
reference to his work as “a simplified guide to the modern movement –for the uninitiated.” See R. H. 
Wilenski, “The Tree of Modern Art,” Vanity Fair 40 (May 1933): 37. Citation to the epigraph: Hans Naef, 
“Henri Rousseau” Graphis 8 No. 43 (1952): 364. 

.  
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integrity of his art made a deep impression on Picasso, Léger, Delaunay, 

Apollinaire and others of the Cubist circle.
2
  

Aside from Barr’s use of the charged terms “naïve” and “primitive,” there appears to be 

relatively little to take issue with in this characterization of Rousseau. Its principal 

shortcoming—a flaw that Covarrubias and Camfferman managed to avoid—is that it fails 

to indicate (either through words or lines and arrows) the equally important impression 

Rousseau made on artists associated with Dada, Surrealism, German Expressionism, 

“Modern Primitivism” and other early twentieth-century movements in Europe and 

America. To continue this critique, Barr also neglects to take up the nature of the 

influence Rousseau exerted on Cubism and its qualitative difference from the influences 

exerted by artists such as Cézanne and Seurat. These omissions were not oversights on 

Barr’s part, but rather, as we will see, some of the many deliberate attempts to normalize 

Rousseau and standardize his contribution to the development of twentieth-century 

painting. To state this differently, Barr’s conception of Rousseau in 1936 was not 

especially idiosyncratic, nor was it without justification; it was simply one of the multiple 

understandings of the painter that had come into circulation over the previous thirty 

years. Selecting this Rousseau to the exclusion of others offered clarity, but the decision 

was as misleading as it was expeditious, especially as it imputed cubist theoretical 

concerns to the Douanier’s Child with Doll (ca. 1904-05) [Fig. 4] and obscured his 

                                                 
2 Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Cubism and Abstract Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1936), 26, reiterated on 
page 222.  
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professional difference—which is to say his unorthodox approach to authorship—from 

the other artists on the chart.
3
  

Covarrubias’s diagram, which originally illustrated an article by the British art 

historian R. H. Wilenski in Vanity Fair, and Camfferman’s modification of this design 

for the Seattle Art Museum Study Guild Program offer a different understanding of 

Rousseau’s place in modern art, and one that comes closer to his role in the history this 

dissertation charts.
4
 In both of these “Trees of Modern Painting,” Rousseau appears not 

as a root, a section of trunk, a branch, or a leaf, as other artists do, but rather as a bird—a 

separate organism altogether, and a singularly mobile figure in a system of fixed 

positions. In Covarrubias’s picture, Rousseau appears as an exotic, long-tailed specimen 

resting between two branches of Post-Impressionists. In Camfferman’s version, he is a 

common songbird perched on a twig marked “Primitivism.” In each drawing, however, 

the ornithological metaphor suggests that Rousseau could move within the tree in ways 

that other artists could not or did not. An interpreter would be free to place this highly 

                                                 
3 No date was given for this painting in Cubism and Abstract Art. Today, the Musée de l’Orangerie dates 
the work to 1904-05, while Henry Certigny dates it to 1892. Aside from Certigny’s inadequately supported 
assertion that the painting was exhibited at the 1892 Salon des Indépendants, its first documented 
exhibition occurred in 1911. See Henry Certigny, Le Douanier Rousseau en Son Temps, 2 Vols. (Tokyo: 
Bunkazai Kenkyujyo, 1984), 1:132-135. Reasons for the vast discrepancies in the dating of Rousseau’s 
works will become clear in Part Two, Chapter Two, “Exchanging the Corpus.”  

4 For more on Margaret Camfferman (1881-1964) see Marian Wardle, American Women Modernists: The 
Legacy of Robert Henri (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005).  I thank David Martin of 
Martin-Zambito Fine Art, Seattle, WA, for assistance with research on the Camfferman diagram. Another 
relevant pair of “trees of modernism” to consider alongside this grouping would be Ad Reinhardt’s “How 
to Look at Modern Art in America” (1946 and revised 1961), which employ birds in the representational 
scheme but do not include Rousseau. See Ad Reinhardt, “How to Look at Modern Art in America,” in P.M. 
(2 July 1946): 13 and “How to Look at Modern Art in America: Fifteen Years Later,”Art News (Summer 
1961): 36-37. 
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mutable painter anywhere he or she pleased, but Rousseau might not stay in that position 

for long. Or, as seems to have happened in histories of modernism since the 1970s, he 

might exit the diagram entirely. In this respect, Rousseau would seem to share something 

with the African and classical objects at the base of Covarrubias’s tree which, we should 

note, Camfferman eliminated from her picture. Yet, unlike these anonymous influences 

on the development of modernism, Rousseau possessed a name—an authorial identity 

that we might use to better understand, or conversely, to obscure the objectives of his 

practice.
5
  

  Enough for now about birds. Throughout the twentieth century, it has been 

possible to discuss Rousseau’s work on two distinct registers. We can consider him as a 

maker, and also as a made-thing, a product of others invented to hold a place in the 

history of art.  Although he is far from the only artist who could be discussed in these 

terms, the degree of separation between Rousseau the maker and the figure of Rousseau 

found in art discourse offers a particularly extreme example. I would like to suggest that 

the “made” aspect of Rousseau – the figure of Rousseau – has thrived in proportion to his 

paintings’ “openness” in Umberto Eco’s sense of that word. That is to say, the capacity of 

                                                 
5 With regard to the combination of anonymity and personality in Rousseau’s work, consider Robert 
Delaunay’s comparison of Rousseau and Cézanne: “Voila deux tendances de notre epoque: Rousseau 
anonyme et personnel, Cezanne destructeur et personnel.” Robert Delaunay, “Extraits de H[enri] 
R[ousseau], Le Douanier” [1913] Du Cubisme a l’Art Abstrait (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1957), 194. Likewise, 
Delaunay writes: “Rousseau construisit une oeuvre anonyme … et se rapprochant part mille liens de 
parenté de l’art populaire de tous les pays, et en meme temps portant la marque personnelle d’une grand 
force de volonté et de pureté vers le style – qui est toute la vie et l’oeuvre de Rousseau” (193).  Delaunay’s 
comparison of Rousseau and Cézanne also speaks to the perception that Rousseau’s lack of inquiétude, to 
be discussed below, was a defining aspect of his work: “Rousseau n’est pas, comme Cezanne, un bourgeois 
inquiét et savant  … Rousseau, le peuple, toujours lui-meme, avec toute la sûreté de sa race, une plénitude 
du premier moment jusqu’à la fin” (194). 
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Rousseau’s work to support a wealth of possible readings and meanings was an important 

prior condition for his mutability as a figure in art history. It allowed him to enter into a 

diverse array of critical and art-historical conversations while ultimately remaining 

resistant to a dominant critical or art-historical interpretation. 

Openness, or at least a variant of Eco’s openness, was inherent in Rousseau’s 

pictures due to his unconventional approach to authorship.  According to the poet-critic 

Guillaume Apollinaire, who contributed to our understanding of Rousseau on both of 

these registers, even Rousseau’s most heavily painted canvases often seemed to be 

missing something. His pictures appeared unfinished to early twentieth-century viewers, 

not with regard to their surface and facture, but with regard to the message they intended 

to communicate. Where meaning was concerned, viewers were left with something 

partial, and those who would hope for resolution would have to supply this element and 

effectively complete the picture themselves. As we will see, Apollinaire ascribed these 

qualities to Rousseau’s lack of artistic “inquiétude.”
6
 Rousseau’s practice was untroubled. 

The apparent absence of worry or anxiousness, if not utter anxiety, in Rousseau’s work 

seemed to reflect a maker who created without direction or intention and therefore 

differed from the artists of his time in ways that went deeper than his stylistic divergences 

from them. 

                                                 
6 Guillaume Apollinaire, “Le Salon des Indépendants,”(1908) in Apollinaire: Oeuvres en prose completes, 
3 Vols. (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 2: 108.  “… Et l’on est agacé de la tranquilité de Rousseau. Il n’a 
aucune inquiétude, il est content …” Originally published in La Revue des Lettres et des Arts (Paris, 1 May 
1908).  
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Much like Apollinaire’s account of viewing Rousseau’s paintings in the 1908 

Salon des Indépendants, viewers of open works as described by Eco often feel as though 

they have been presented with something unresolved or insufficiently motivated. Rather 

than possessing a finished whole, they may feel that they have a selection of components 

that could be deployed or not—pieces that comprise something like a “construction kit.”
7 

Since the late 1920s, when Rousseau was no longer exclusively a subject of criticism, but 

also a subject of art history, scholars have encountered a parallel scenario. The 

interpretive plurality associated with Rousseau’s paintings has come to affect all aspects 

of his career—his corpus, his persona, and the critical and scholarly discourse around 

them. In the primary and secondary literature on Rousseau, there are a few different 

artists for a historian to choose, each built from a combination of factual and fabricated 

biographical stories. There are also bodies of work that might be included or excluded, 

emphasized or suppressed. This selectivity exists, to a degree, in the writing on any artist. 

But in the case of Rousseau, the search for and the failure to find a consistent, knowable 

author behind his corpus has become a master trope. Despite efforts to rein him in, 

Rousseau remains a supremely open artist, continually re-construed by interpreters who 

pull selectively from a complex construction kit.  

Rousseau’s resistance to interpretation is a topic repeatedly commented upon in 

his literature, but as a subject or phenomenon of modernism it has received little focused 

study. Part One of this dissertation, “A History of Critical Resistance,” charts out the 

                                                 
7 Umberto Eco, The Open Work, Trans. Anna Cancogni (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), 4. 
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dominant phases of Rousseau’s historiography from the 1880s to the present day, with 

particular emphasis on the crucial years between 1910 and the early 1960s. Part Two of 

the dissertation, “Episodes of Mutability,” is intended as a collection of three focused 

studies, which together might offer a guide to future scholars who face the challenge of 

navigating Rousseau’s multiple historical identities. This section of the dissertation 

addresses three interrelated aspects of Rousseau, each of which has undergone repeated 

reinvention: Rousseau the maker, his body of work, and the critical, scholarly, and 

popular discourse about them.  

While the network of painter, paintings, and discourse remains under examination 

throughout Part Two, each chapter isolates a rift or intervention into one of these 

elements, the mutation of which produced a new Rousseau. The first chapter, 

“Exchanging the Maker,” considers a critical reassessment that began to transform 

Rousseau’s professional identity circa 1908. This moment of re-evaluation—crystallized 

in a decision made by Apollinaire—not only had the effect of validating Rousseau’s 

paintings as the work of an artist, it also sent the writing about him in new and non-

critical directions that would posit Rousseau as both hero and anti-hero of the avant-

garde. In chapter two, “Exchanging the Corpus,” we consider a series of events in the 

mid-1920s, primarily set in motion by collectors and dealers, that profoundly affected the 

scope and constitution of Rousseau’s body of work. The surprising and highly publicized 

placement of Rousseau’s paintings in the most discriminating and exclusive contexts—

the collection of the Musée du Louvre in 1925, the Hôtel Drouot’s sale of the John Quinn 

Estate in 1926—catalyzed the rediscovery of dozens of “lost” works by Rousseau. While 
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the paintings are the principal subject of Chapter Two, these pages also draw attention to 

Rousseau’s continued development into a very peculiar type of artistic agent, namely one 

who did not always authorize or even chronologically precede his works. Finally, in 

chapter three, “Exchanging the Discourse,” we turn our focus to a curatorial project that 

strategically modified the scholarly end of writing about Rousseau in the early 1940s—a 

calculated adjustment initiated by two American interpreters, Alfred H. Barr, Jr., and 

Daniel Catton Rich.  While these authors and others sympathetic to their project hoped to 

effect a change in the discourse about Rousseau, their actions had the unintended 

consequence of modifying his painterly identity as well by presenting him for the first 

time as an artistic problem-solver. In other words, as an artist suitable to the mode of art 

history they aspired to write about him.  

Over the course of these chapters, three distinct Rousseaus will come into focus. 

Each is the product of a specific historical context; each is associated with a body of work 

smaller than the total corpus attributed to Rousseau by any specialist; and each is 

presented through a mode of writing aimed at a definable audience and designed to fulfill 

specific ambitions. The first Rousseau emerges between the time of the painter’s death 

and the start of World War I, when his work was first welcomed by the avant-garde as a 

transgression that had the potential to productively expand conceptions of the art of 

painting. The second Rousseau emerges between the third and fourth decades of the 

twentieth century, when this formerly transgressive painter now appeared to be 

transcendent—an effortless worker, modernism’s most perfect image maker. Finally, the 
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third Rousseau appears between the late 1930s and the early 1960s, when this seemingly 

miraculous artist was normalized through subjection to a rigorous scholarly method.  

In each of these moments, we find a Rousseau resistant to interpretation. 

However, this dissertation goes beyond simply noting Rousseau’s resistance. It 

demonstrates that the terms of Rousseau’s resistance were specific to each of these three 

historical contexts, and in so doing lays bare Rousseau’s unprecedented contingency as 

an object of interpretation. Each step in Rousseau’s progression from transgressive to 

transcendent painter (and back) was predicated on his capacity to change, or, to use the 

terminology of the chapters in Part Two, to be exchanged for a painter more appropriate 

to the needs of the time.   

 
One might wonder what stands to be gained by rehearsing the specifics of these 

identity shifts. On one hand, it enables us to understand the ascent and the discursive 

operation of a maker who did not enter art history with the professional designation 

“artist.” Related to this, it allows us to observe the creation and evolution of a painter and 

a body of work that have been capable of fulfilling different needs at different historical 

junctures. On the other hand, it suggests a way around the perennial problem of searching 

for someone to blame for Rousseau’s mishandling as a subject of art history, or 

proposing, once again, his recuperation into a traditional art-historical narrative. In recent 

years, Rousseau specialists have proposed that the passage of time would be enough to 

facilitate a reliable history of the painter. They have suggested that distance from an 

original moment of obfuscation in the early twentieth century would remedy years of 
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misunderstanding about Rousseau.
8
 Despite its optimistic outlook, this stance is yet 

another attempt to normalize Rousseau, and like its precedents is grounded in the belief 

that the Douanier was essentially a painter just like others working between 1885 and 

1910.  This dissertation argues otherwise and locates the source of the interpretive trouble 

with Rousseau in the painter’s unorthodox address to the professional demands of being 

an artist. Authors, as many twentieth-century theorists have claimed, are not merely 

makers of things, they are also classifiers, delimiters of context, and regulators of 

meaning. Rousseau fulfilled the latter demands only partially, and the cycle of his 

continuous reinvention and resistance to analysis is the result of these conventional 

shortcomings. In light of this, we might refer to the history of Rousseau presented here as 

the history of a painter without a problem. It tells the story of a maker who produced 

admirable images, but fulfilled few other author-functions, and the story of writers who, 

compensating for Rousseau’s authorial deficits, produced a new artist, a new body of 

work, and a great deal of puzzlement about the place of each in the history of modern art. 

  

                                                 
8 Consider, for example, these remarks by Nancy Ireson in 2005, a year when her work contributed 
significantly to the strides made in Rousseau scholarship : “… though the look of the works remains the 
same, the task of ‘interpreting Rousseau’ may be easier with hindsight. There is, fortunately, an important 
difference between viewing Rousseau then and now. … At the turn of the last century, a time when 
definitions of art were very limited, the legend of Rousseau the unsophisticated ‘Customs Man’ … helped 
admirers understand and celebrate a new and bewildering art. Now, in a more liberal climate, such 
stereotypes are no longer required.”  Ireson, Interpreting Rousseau (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 15. 
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Chapter 1 

A History of Critical Resistance 

 

It is more difficult than one would suppose to write about Henri Rousseau.
9
 

�       Henri Perruchot, 1957 

 

What does one write about when one writes about Henri Rousseau?  

The question seems as though it should be resolved easily enough, and at certain 

moments in the painter’s history it has been. There are the paintings, the products of 

some twenty-five to thirty years of work, and then there is the painter, a retired 

fonctionnaire and self-taught draughtsman, poet, musician, and dramatist, who 

memorably befriended and was befriended by members of the Parisian avant-garde in the 

early twentieth century. Yet to some writers, particularly those who would identify 

themselves as art historians, writing about Rousseau has presented real challenges. My 

own work on the artist began with a modest observation: It has been difficult for 

historians to write about Henri Rousseau. And although this observation may have 

seemed promising at one point (Does this mean there is work to be done?) today I can 

neither claim to have discovered a way to write about Rousseau without difficulty, nor 

can I claim to have been too clever in perceiving a difference between the writing about 

Rousseau and the writing on his contemporaries. It does not take too attentive a reader or 

                                                 
9 Henri Perruchot, Le Douanier Rousseau (Paris: Témoins du XXe Siècle, 1957), 7. “Il est plus difficile 
qu’on ne pourrait le supposer d’écrire sur le Douanier Rousseau.” 
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too thorough a researcher to realize, for example, that the literature on Rousseau is both 

generally richer in anecdote and generally poorer in interpretation drawing on visual 

analysis than the literature on artists with whom he is often compared, be they fellow 

“Post-impressionists,” co-exhibitors at the Salons des Indépendants and d’Automne, or 

artists who claimed him as an influence on their art-making.  

Yet it was only after conferring some value upon this observation—that it has 

been difficult for art historians to write about Rousseau—that I began to consider the 

specific challenges that writing about this beloved artist has presented. André Malraux 

once described Rousseau as a painter who managed to “escape from the wheel of art 

history.”
10

 And although André Salmon disagreed, the concluding line of his 1962 

monograph on the painter, “Henri Rousseau appartient à l’Historire de l’Art,”— Henri 

Rousseau belongs to art history—provokes more questions than it settles.
11

 If not to art 

history, one wonders, to what or to whom might Rousseau belong? What would the 

ample body of literature on this painter constitute if not the history of an artist? Granting 

some validity to art historians’ struggles with Rousseau has also allowed me to notice 

how many others had already articulated this thought. Historians and critics who have 

written about Rousseau’s work from a remove—that is to say, interpreters who did not 

                                                 
10 André Malraux, The Voices of Silence [1951] translated by Gilbert Stuart (Princeton University Press, 
1978), 512. The full sentence reads, “Outre son talent, c’est son evasion de l’histoire, ressentie par nous 
comme une délivrance, qui l’apparente à notre resurrection; et non sa naïveté, qui n’en est que la rançon.” 
Stuart translates this as: “It is not only his talent, it is his escape from the Wheel of art history, giving us, 
too, a sense of liberation, that assimilates [Rousseau] to those early artists we are now rediscovering; and 
not his naivety, which was but the price he paid for the escape.”  

11 André Salmon, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Éditions Aimery Somogy, 1962), 83.  
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know Rousseau personally and could not resort to memoir in their writing—have been all 

too eager to describe their difficulties with him. In fact, the view that Rousseau has been 

a challenging figure is so pervasive that one arrives at it both by reading critically 

(noting, for instance, the many ways in which “the state of the question” on Rousseau 

remains underdeveloped) and by reading “with the grain” and taking frustrated 

interpreters at their word. The prevalence of this commentary leads one to wonder just 

how much of the struggle over this so-called exceptional artist has been done in good 

faith and how much of it has been part of an expected performance.12 

 

Those with little to say about a group of paintings or a painter may choose to 

write instead about their trouble writing, thematizing the difficulty of their task. During 

the years of Rousseau’s greatest and most wide-spread importance—a period that began 

approximately fifteen years after his death and continued through the 1950s—this mode 

of writing was remarkably dominant. Critics faced with the prospect of writing about 

Rousseau in the 1920s were more than willing to concede that there was “no more 

baffling figure in all art.”
13

 And in twenty years’ time historians responded in parallel, 

affirming that the job of elucidating this painter’s body of work—either through a study 

                                                 
12 To give a sense of the ubiquity of the view that Rousseau is difficult to write about, we could turn to the 
entry on him in the second edition of Emmanuel Bénézit, Dictionnaire Critique et Documentaire des 
Peintres, Sculpteurs, Dessinateurs et Gravures de Tous Les Temps et de Tous Les Pays (Paris: E. Gründ, 
1948-55) which begins: “Il est bien difficile d’ecrire de Rousseau, dit le Douanier, quand il est mort et entré 
dans la gloire, quand son oeuvre figure au Musée du Louvre. Il est beaucoup plus difficile d’ecrire de 
l’homme et de l’oeuvre que ce put être il y a de cela trente ans, lorsque M. E. Benezit me fit l’honneur de 
me demander la notice Rousseau pour la première edition de son Dictionnaire” (133).  

13 Louise Gebhardt Cann, “An Artist of the People,” Studio International (July 1925): 251. 
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of his stylistic development, a discussion of his artistic objectives, or an explanation via 

another interpretive approach—was nearly impossible due to the fact that Rousseau, and 

by extension his paintings, were “obscured behind a network of legend, sham and 

misdirected enthusiasms.”
14

 In the absence of a viable interpretative framework, leading 

critical voices demonstrated their command of Rousseau’s historical situation in curious 

ways. Expertise could be demonstrated by pointing out that Rousseau was someone, 

“about whom so much has been written and so little known,” or by questioning, as 

Christian Zervos did, where one might situate his oeuvre within a larger history of 

painting, with the implication that it fit nowhere.
15

 A half-century after Rousseau’s death, 

and following multiple retrospectives in Europe and America, scholars unapologetically 

described Rousseau as someone who, “ever since his first appearance on the historical 

scene, … has been moving farther away from us, not closer”;  a subject so shifty he “slips 

through the mesh of every net like slim silver fish.”
16

  

And so the refrain became familiar: It is challenging to write about Rousseau, 

Rousseau is lost to art history. But need he have been? When one considers the resources 

at interpreters’ disposal, it hardly seems inevitable that this painter should have been 

                                                 
14 Douglas Cooper, “Henri Rousseau: Artiste-Peintre,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 85 (July 
1944): 160. 

15 Elisabeth L. Cary, “Modern French Masterpieces in Lewisohn Collection,” New York Times (June 17, 
1928): 137.  Christian Zervos, Histoire de l’art Contemporain (Paris: Éditions Cahiers d’Art, 1938), 99. 
“On a mal déterminé la position exacte que son oeuvre doit occupier dans la peinture.” 

16 The first quotation is Dora Vallier, Henri Rousseau (New York: 1964), 9; the second, Jean Bouret, Henri 
Rousseau (Neuchâtel: Editions Ides et Calendes, 1961), 7. “… on se trouve avec le Douanier Rousseau 
devant un cas unique dans l’histoire de la peinture; l’homme passe à travers les mailles de tous les filets 
come un poisson d’argent d’une minceur étonnantees.”  
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beyond analysis. Rousseau was active in the leading artistic center of his day, Paris, 

where he exhibited almost annually from 1885 to 1910 and received ample attention in 

the press.
17

 He discussed his views on art with colleagues and left record of his opinions 

in letters and carefully compiled personal scrapbooks.
18

 There are first-hand accounts by 

friends and fellow artists describing how he painted.
19

 There is even a small photographic 

record of his studio showing works in progress and completed compositions [See Figs. 5-

7]. Interpreters, it seems, should have had all the tools they needed to handle a painter 

like Rousseau. Yet these resources have never been easily mobilized. In light of this 

protracted trouble, one is left to conclude that either Rousseau was not a subject suitable 

for art history, or no one has been clever enough to facilitate such a study. 

“Challenging figure for art history,” or its corollary, “poorly understood painter,” 

may articulate Rousseau’s twentieth-century position as well as any characterization 

suggested to date. Those who would search for the causes of this phenomenon regularly 

single out Rousseau’s early interpreters as culprits, but at least part of Rousseau’s 

                                                 
17 The abundant attention Rousseau’s work received, particularly after 1905, is regularly remarked upon in 
studies of early twentieth-century art. Consider for example, Rebecca Rabinow’s comment in the recent 
exhibition catalogue The Steins Collect, “With a staggering 5,552 works listed in the Salon catalogue [for 
the 1906 Salon des Indépendants], most worthy pictures were lost amid a sea of ridiculous daubing. … 
Nonetheless, the most-talked-about canvases were Douanier Rousseau’s Liberty Inviting the Artists to Take 
Part in the Twenty-Second Exhibition of the Société des Artistes Indépendants and Matisse’s aggressively 
colored and highly stylized Le Bonheur de vivre, also called The Joy of Life.” Rebecca Rabinow, 
“Discovering Modern Art: The Steins’ Early Years in Paris, 1903-07” in The Steins Collect (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2011), 38.  

18 I refer to scrapbooks or cahiers such as those the Getty Research Institute acquired in 1989 as part of the 
Tristan Tzara collection. “Cahiers de notices a Mr. Henri Rousseau, scrapbooks, ca. 1885-1909,” accession 
number 890166. 

19 For an account of Rousseau’s practice as described by one of his art world colleagues see Robert 
Delaunay’s “Mon Ami Henri Rousseau,” Les lettres français, no. 369-372 (August 14–September 4, 1952).    
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resistance to analysis is attributable to the painter himself. A professional amateur whom 

we might describe as inadvertently radical, Rousseau did not behave as painters of his 

day typically behaved.
20

 He differed from the Academicians he admired, and also from 

the Independents with whom he exhibited, and also from the Sunday painters with whom 

he was sometimes compared. By acknowledging Rousseau’s difference from his peers—

if one can even refer to him as having had peers, in the sense of colleagues engaged in a 

truly similar pursuit—I do not mean to revert to the once common practice of suggesting 

that he lacked mental aptitude, or manual dexterity, or was psychologically twisted, as 

Carlo Carrá insinuated when he described Rousseau’s works as illustrations of “mental 

strabismus;” and as Clement Greenberg seemed to imply when he grouped Rousseau 

among the “psychotics” and “mental cases” who led the way from Impressionism to a 

more potent modernism.
21

 There is ample evidence to support the view that Rousseau 

possessed a standard level of education and was on the whole a fairly typical working-

                                                 
20 By emphasizing the inadvertent quality of Rousseau’s radicalism, I depart from the view expressed by 
the authors of the Museum of Modern Art’s 1985 Rousseau retrospective and others whose opinions will be 
considered below. While we may speculate about the extent to which Rousseau may have accentuated the 
naïve qualities in his late paintings (a body of work not easy to define given our inability to confidently 
date or chronologically sequence his paintings) evidence of this practice has not yet been convincingly 
presented.  

21 Carlo Carrà, “Parere intorno ad Henri Rousseau” in Pittura Metafisica (Firenze: Vallecchi Editore, 
1919), 147. “the paintings [were] forms of mental strabismus that [could] surprise, but which possess[ed] a 
will of coordination attributable to [Rousseau’s] creative faculty.” Carrà may have taken the term 
“strabismus” from Ardengo Soffici, who uses it in his 1910 essay discussed below in Part Two, Chapter 
One, “Exchanging the Maker.” Clement Greenberg, “Henri Rousseau and Modern Art” (1946), in John 
O'Brian, ed., Collected Essays and Criticism, 4 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986-1993), 
2:93-95. Greenberg believed that “it was almost certainly a growing derangement of [Rousseau’s] mind 
that in later years freed him so completely from the conventions of nineteenth-century art and made it 
possible for him to attack his vision so directly and conform to it so exactly in his execution.” On this essay 
and Rousseau’s relevance to mid-century America, see Richard Shiff, Doubt (New York: Routledge, 2008).  
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class Parisian when he retired from the customs service. What I mean to draw attention 

to, quite apart from the accusations of infirmity, is the fact that Rousseau did not address 

the profession of painting as anyone of his time did, and because of this acute 

professional difference, he has been consistently elusive to those who would interpret his 

work in professionally standard ways. In place of an interpretation, critics gave Rousseau 

a status, and inexplicability became his permanent condition. 

A CONDITION DEVELOPS 
 

But what, ah! what is Henri Rousseau?
22

 

        —        Elisabeth Luther Cary, 1931 

 

Within twenty years of his death, Rousseau had become the personification of his 

interpreters’ failed—or, just as often, dormant—critical capacities.  This tradition began 

toward the end of Rousseau’s career, when interpreters advanced the view that his joyful 

and direct paintings would be better appreciated by not being explicated. A viewer might 

be delighted or even astonished by Rousseau’s paintings, but a painstaking analysis of the 

works was thought not to offer the same type of illumination that an immediate affective 

encounter could. In the paragraphs below, I will begin to lay out the means by which this 

consensus formed. Here it suffices to say that two starkly different stances on Rousseau 

could both lead an interpreter to avoid a critical approach. Some authors would avoid 

                                                 
22 Elisabeth Luther Cary, New York Times (Jan. 4, 1931): X12. 
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interpretation because they believed Rousseau’s works surpassed critical treatment (the 

thrill of the work outdid any explanation they could offer), and others because they 

believed Rousseau’s works failed to meet a minimum requisite for this mode of analysis. 

Whether the images were held to be transcendent or inadequate, they would elicit an anti-

critical response.  

From the time Rousseau first exhibited his paintings, writers expressed the view 

that his works were remarkably indisposed to revealing the logic of their making. As 

early as 1891, when Rousseau exhibited his first jungle picture, Tiger in a Tropical Storm 

(Surprised!) [Fig. 8], at the Salon des Indépendants, critics described Rousseau as a 

painter who possessed an unsurpassed pictorial instinct. “He is the purest success of this 

exhibit …” one critic wrote, “You have no idea of how he paints.”
23

 Likewise, the belief 

had begun to circulate among critics that common analytical devices would be of little 

use when making sense of Rousseau’s compositions. Félix Vallotton’s review of the 

same 1891 Salon memorably described Rousseau as “stupefying,” and warned readers 

that his pictures would cause them to question their deepest artistic convictions.
24

  

The perceived singularity of Rousseau’s work, which at first corresponded to the 

belief that his paintings were “exquisitely naïve” and vastly under-theorized, was later 

                                                 
23 “Les Naïfs,” Le National 1891, quoted in Yann Le Pichon, The World of Henri Rousseau, trans. Joachim 
Neugroschel (New York: Arch Cape Press, 1982), 256. 

24 Felix Vallotton, Le Journal suisse (1 April, 1891). “M. Rousseau deviant plus stupéfiant d’année en 
année … Son tigre suprenant une proie est à voir ; c’est l’alpha et l’oméga de la peinture, et si déconcertant 
que les convictions les plus enracinées s’arrêtent et hesitant devant tant de suffisance et tant d’enfantine 
naïveté.” Quoted from Henry Certigny, La Vérité Sur Le Douanier Rousseau (Paris: Plon, 1961), 115. 
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reiterated by, among others, the poet Blaise Cendrars.
25

 Well aware of the dual 

connotations of under-theorized creativity, Cendrars framed these qualities in the most 

favorable way he knew how, noting with satisfaction that “criticism was far too rational” 

for Rousseau, whose pictures were better to be loved than analyzed.
26

 Cendrars’s 

contemporary and Rousseau’s best-known supporter, Apollinaire, made this point 

frequently as well, but never more forcefully than in his statement of 1911 (repeated in 

1913 and 1914) that, in Rousseau’s paintings, one finds not a single mannerism, no 

behaviors, no systems. “On n’y trouve aucun maniérisme, aucun procédé, aucun 

système.”
27  

If such a mode of painting were actually possible—no mannerisms, no behaviors, 

no systems—what good would it have been for a critic to discuss it? And if a critic did 

feel compelled to discuss this work, what would there have been to say? After stating 

these qualities, additional topics for consideration would quickly drop off.  Mannerisms, 

                                                 
25 M.F. “Les Artistes Indépendants,” Le XIXe Siecle 19 (21 March 1890): 2. “Le portrait de M. Rousseau 
par lui-même est, par example, d’une naiveté exquise.” See also in the quotation above, Vallotton’s 
reference to Rousseau’s “enfantine naïveté.” 

26 Blaise Cendrars, Der Sturm No. 178/179 (Sept. 1913): 3. “Il faut aimer. Depuis trop longtemps deja, le 
critique est beaucoup trop raisonable.” 

27 Apollinaire used this phrase in three publications: his review of the Salon des Indépendants (1911), Les 
Peintres Cubists (1913), and his long essay “Le Douanier” published in Les Soirées de Paris, January 15, 
1914. See Apollinaire, Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:36, 638. (The 1911 use is suppressed in the Oeuvres 
en Prose Complètes due to the verbatim repetition in 1913 and 1914.) Outside of France, Kandinsky 
likewise espoused the view that “… no labels can be attached to [Rousseau’s] personal form.” See “On the 
Artist” (1916) in Kandinsy: Complete Writings on Art  2 Vols. (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1982) 1:411. Given the 
two portraits Rousseau painted of Apollinaire and Marie Laurencin [Fig. 9 and 10], it is especially strange 
that Apollinaire would advance this view. Not only did Rousseau’s portraits of “the poet and his muse” 
follow the same, highly-formulaic compositional plan, Apollinaire described an extremely regimented 
procedure that Rousseau used to capture his likeness, which supposedly included measuring his facial 
features and transferring these dimensions to the canvas.  
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behaviors, and systems, as Apollinaire surely understood, were the very constructs that 

would allow a critic to translate a visual experience into verbal expression or to locate an 

artist’s position relative to others. However, as had been the case for Cendrars, 

Apollinaire’s primary audience for his remarks on Rousseau was visual artists and poets, 

many of whom aspired to cast off the conventions that Rousseau was said to dispense 

with so effortlessly.
28

 Painters in Paris and elsewhere—including Robert and Sonia 

Delaunay, Wassily Kandinsky, Fernand Léger and Picasso—were enamored with 

Rousseau’s work because, among other strengths, it showed no residue of artistic 

uncertainty. Nowhere did they see the usual hallmarks of apprehension about the 

correctness of the subject matter, the appropriateness of the color palette, or the 

application of the paint. His imagery and style shut out all manner of intellectual 

complexity and its attendant disquietude. “One needs no art lexicons in the presence of a 

picture by Rousseau,” Max Weber would explain, recalling his attraction to the 

Douanier’s work as a young man: 

It does not shock, it does not baffle. It defines itself in its own pure and simple 
language of art. There are no perplexing geometric problems to solve, nor is it 
necessary to understand palmistry, spiritualism, metaphysics or pataphysics to 
arrive at the meaning of a picture by Rousseau. Nor does one find a thousand and 

                                                 
28 Consider Clive Bell’s recollection of Rousseau’s success in the first decade of the twentieth century: 
“When I first lived in Paris, Rousseau appeared to be very much ‘in the movement.’ That was because by 
nature he was what thoughtful and highly trained artists were making themselves by an effort: he was 
direct. To us it seemed, in those days, that a mass of scientific irrelevancies and intellectual complications 
had come between the artist and his vision, and, again, between the vision and its expression.” Clive Bell, 
Since Cézanne (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1922), 49. 
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one technical intricacies or graphic and plastic complications to unravel. … It is 

transcendent, radiant, full of love and joy.
29  

Likewise, Marsden Hartley, who first saw Rousseau’s paintings at the Erste Deutsche 

Herbstsalon in 1913, had a reaction to the work similar to Weber’s and praised their utter 

lack of any “striving of the mind.” This led Hartley to conclude that Rousseau “was not 

fabricating an art,” but rather, “endeavoring to create a real picture for his own private 

satisfaction.”
30

 Not only was this an admirable goal in Harley’s opinion, it placed 

Rousseau’s work—something not quite art, but nevertheless highly pictorially 

stimulating—in dialogue with the work of other early-twentieth century artistic risk 

takers. Rousseau’s paintings appeared to approach the limits of art, but unlike other 

modernists, whose projects deliberately brought them ever closer to the extremes of their 

métier, Rousseau did not actively pursue any such end.  

While Hartley may not have been aware of it, his stance on Rousseau was a 

variation of a view first suggested by Thadée Natanson and later popularized by Arséne 

Alexandre, which we could summarize as the perception of a discrepancy between the 

artist’s objectives (creating a picture for private satisfaction) and the effects of his works 

(producing a radical picture apparently aligned with the avant-garde). Natanson, writing 

                                                 
29 Max Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” (Sept. 7, 1942) Archives of American Art Manuscript. Page 
13. A condensed version of this essay, which includes most of the passage quoted here, is published under 
the same titled in Art News (Feb 15, 1942): 17, 18-20, 35. Kandinsky’s central claim about Rousseau in 
“On the Question of Form,” that Rousseau had revealed “the new possibilities of simplicity” strikes a 
similar tone as Weber’s reminiscence. “Henri Rousseau hat den neuen Möglichkeiten der Einfachheit den 
Weg eröffnet. Dieser Wert seiner vielseitigen Begabung ist uns augenblicklich der wichtigste.” Kandinsy, 
“Über die Formfrage,” Der Blaue Reiter (Munich:  R. Piper & Co., 1965), 172. 

30 Hartley, “Virtues of Amateur Painting,” in Adventures in the Arts (New York: Boni and Liveright, 1921), 
134-135.  
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in 1897, had been among the earliest to suggest that the powerful reaction he had to 

Rousseau’s paintings was achieved, “without the slightest intention on [the artist’s] 

part.”
31

 That is to say, the effect of the work was not something conceived of and set in 

place by the maker. It was at best a chance result occasioned when the viewer met the 

painting half-way. A decade later, Alexandre voiced the related view that Rousseau was 

“incapable of wanting to achieve what he created.” And he went on to assert that “if 

[Rousseau] had drawn these forms and these colors according to a calculated, coolly 

elaborated system, he would be the most dangerous of men…”
32

  

Synthesizing the related opinions that we have considered to this point from 

Natanson to Cendrars to Hartley, we can begin to articulate a brief for the critic writing 

about Rousseau in the early twentieth century: To interpret a painter who had arrived, by 

chance, at an unsystematic approach to painting, or, alternatively, to take up a mode of 

writing that would circumvent interpretation altogether. This is the charge I would like us 

to consider when we address the writings of Apollinaire, Salmon, Weber, and Soffici in 

Part Two, Chapter One, “Exchanging the Maker.” Compensating for Rousseau’s uneasy 

fit with modern conceptions of authorship, these writers produced a body of literature in 

which Rousseau figured prominently, but rarely in the role of a deliberate artistic agent.  

                                                 
31 Thadée Natanson, La Revue Blanche (June 15, 1897)  “For the rest, it is necessary above all to speak of 
M. Henri Rousseau, whose incorruptible naïveté amounts to a style and whose stubborn and ingenuous 
simplicity makes one think, without the slightest intention on his part, of certain primitive works. His 
touching awkwardness deserves infinitely more attention than the mass of work in the big Salons …” 

32 Arsène Alexandre, “La vie et l’oeuvre d’Henri Rousseau.” Comoedia (March 19, 1910): 3 and “Deux 
mots historiques.” Comoedia (April 3, 1909): 3L.  
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As unsuited to analysis as Rousseau may have seemed to would-be interpreters in 

the early twentieth century, the remarkable growth of interest in his work following 

World War I led to ever more writing on the painter published for ever less specialized 

readerships. Under these conditions, the expectation that a pleasant but incomplete 

understanding would accompany Rousseau’s paintings became increasingly entrenched. 

A decade after Rousseau’s death, when the contributions of Cézanne and Gauguin, for 

instance, were becoming increasingly codified, Rousseau still seemed unknowable—not 

merely insufficiently known, but perhaps resistant to comprehension. Moreover, debates 

about Rousseau at this time were not simply concerned with articulating his achievements 

but with determining whether he alone (without his interpreters) had achieved anything at 

all. Rousseau could appear “small and simple … a child among [mature artists] taking 

notes.”
33

 But then again, his work might seem the accomplishment of a highly directed 

mind—one directed toward the suppression of sophistication. As an American critic of 

the early 1920s judged in a bewildering assessment:    

It is unbelievable that [Rousseau] is not really simple. But of course [he’s] not … 
we seem to see a nature consciously subduing itself to the commonplace, a mind 
believing itself to be strange and original but strong enough to keep originality 
under, to force commonplace; a mind, however, so steeped in commonplace that 

                                                 
33 “The World of Art: Salons and American Societies,” The New York Times (June 3, 1923): SM12.  The 
British critic P. G. Konody, whose 1926 essay on Rousseau Christopher Green insightfully discusses  in 
“The Exotic in the Banal: The Other Side of the Douanier’s Charm,” raised the issue of Rousseau’s 
childishness, as well: “One might think this is the work of a man who had never mastered the rudiments of 
the painter’s craft and who just painted  for his own amusement, like a child in the nursery.” See . P. G. 
Konody, “The Art of Henry Rousseau, The Douanier,” The Observer (October 17, 1926): 1.  
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it could not possibly be anything else; one that enjoys more than anything else the 

freedom of not being free.
34  

Here and elsewhere we find the basis for a discussion of Rousseau’s work difficult to 

establish. Art writers of the interwar period voiced their helplessness at making sense of 

Rousseau’s work, yet they were often ebullient in defeat. “How [to] explain it?” Henry 

McBride marveled, attempting to elucidate the meaning of The Sleeping Gypsy [Fig. 11] 

in 1926, “How measure its peculiarly psychic force? … Its secret, … will mystify, I hope, 

for many years to come.” As McBride continued, he touched on an aspect of Rousseau’s 

work closely related to its critical resistance:  

Like music it may be interpreted variously and all interpretations shall be correct. 
Is it a dream lion more terrible than a real one? Is it a dream gypsy sleeping in a 
desert that never was? You can take your choice but in either choice there is the 

same stab at your vitals or you are not susceptible to poetry.
35  

                                                 
34 “The World of Art: Salons and American Societies,” The New York Times (June 3, 1923): SM12.  

35 Henry McBride, The Dial, 80 (March 1926): 234. Interestingly, McBride’s comments about the 
painting’s potential to support multiple interpretations is played out in the descriptions of it authored 
between 1922 and 1926. In a letter to John Quinn describing The Sleeping Gypsy upon its rediscovery in 
1922, H. P. Roché offered a reading of the composition that claimed the gypsy was dreaming – probably of 
love. Roché crossed this out and amended his narration to relay instead that the lion “is probably going to 
eat her, but perhaps he will walk away.” H. P. Roché, letter to John Quinn, quoted in B. L. Reid, The Man 
from New York, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 619-20. Four years later, in his preface for the 
John Quinn Estate auction catalogue, Jean Cocteau described the scene as follows: “We are in the desert. 
The gypsy lying in the middle ground is lost in dream, or has been carried away by dream, so far away—
like the river in the background—that a lion behind her sniffs at her without being able to reach her. Indeed, 
the lion, the river, may even be the sleeping woman’s dreams. … The gypsy sleeps, her eyes closed … And 
perhaps it is not without motive that the painter, who never overlooks any detail, has been careful to omit 
any prints in the sand around the sleeping feet. The gypsy did not come there where she sleeps. … She 
occupies no human site.” See Cocteau, “Préface” Catalogue des Tableaux Modernes…Provenant de la 
Collection John Quinn. (28 October, 1926), n.p. Reproduced and translated in Henri Rousseau (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 140-141. The inscription Rousseau exhibited with the painting would seem 
to settle some of these questions:  “Le félin, quoique féroce, hésite à s’élancer sur sa proie qui, harasséede 
fatigue, s’est profondément endormie.” Rousseau’s description of the painting in a 1898 letter to the Mayor 
of Laval is consistent with this narration, but goes into greater detail about the painting’s contents and 
setting: “A wandering Negress, playing her mandolin, with her jar beside her (a vase containing water), 
sleeps deeply, worn out by fatigue. A lion wanders by, detects her and doesn’t devour her. There’s an effect 
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McBride could offer no greater praise for an artist than he did for Rousseau—indeed, he 

likened Rousseau’s best work to the Arc de Triomphe in terms of its importance to 

French culture—but statements such as these did little to improve his readership’s grasp 

of Rousseau’s project.
36

 The key phrases in McBride’s evaluation, “you can take your 

choice,” “it may be interpreted variously,” articulate interpretive conditions grounded in 

Rousseau’s lack of mannerisms, systems, and behaviors.
37

  Yet because they articulated a 

negative quality—a lack of direction—they were not easily formulated into an artistic 

contribution.  In light of the perception that Rousseau’s paintings were open to almost 

any reading, statements of quasi-despair—“But what, ah! what is Henri Rousseau?”— 

became ubiquitous.
38

 While attempts at comprehension were overtly discouraged: “How 

                                                                                                                                                 
of moonlight, very poetic. The scene takes place in a completely arid desert. The Gypsy is dressed in 
oriental fashion.” See Certigny, Le Douanier Rousseau en Son Temps, 1:281. 

36 Henry McBride, “Modern Art,” The Dial 86 (Jan. 1929): 85. “I have been accustomed to ranking [The 
Sleeping Gypsy] Number Two in my list of great Rousseau achievements, giving only the Fete a la Marie 
[The Centennial of Independence] [Fig. 12] precedence over it. There is something so extraordinarily racial 
in the Fete – like the Marseillaise of Rude on the Arc de Triomphe—that it must always be given a high 
point in French expression. Nations may be said to have balanced all their accounts with God when they 
have produced such superb justifications as these two works of art.”  

37 McBride was first introduced to Rousseau’s work in the summer of 1913 and his appreciation of 
Rousseau appears to have been heavily indebted to Apollinaire, especially his writings in the issue of Les 
Soirées de Paris, which, as we have seen, was one of the places where Apollinaire published his claim that 
Rousseau lacked mannerisms, systems, and behaviors. See Willard Bohn, Apollinaire and the International 
Avant-Garde (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 69-71. 

38 Elisabeth Luther Cary, New York Times (Jan 4, 1931): X12. 
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can one qualify his paintings?”
39

 “It is obvious that ideas play no part in his esthetic 

equipment. … It would profit no one to analyze his method.”
40

  

As the examples above begin to show, many interpreters working in the interwar 

period felt compelled to take the position that Rousseau surpassed explanation. Florent 

Fels argued in 1931 that Rousseau “routs the realists and theorists” whose aim in looking 

at art is above all “to understand when one really loves first … and finishes often by 

understanding nothing.”
41

 A decade later, in the 1940s, the Cincinnati Modern Art 

Society offered its viewers the assurance that, while an “explanation” of Rousseau’s work 

may not “satisfy … the canvas probably does.”
42

 And in 1950, in conjunction with the 

tribute paid Rousseau at the XXV Venice Biennale, Italian commentators observed that 

because Rousseau had stymied critics so thoroughly, he was well positioned to become 

“the most problematic figure of all nineteenth-century Europe.”
43

  

                                                 
39 “Rousseau Farce,” The Art Digest, (15 March 1927): 12. 

40 Elisabeth Luther Cary, New York Times (June 19, 1927): X9. Cary’s statement will be quite relevant to 
issues discussed in the conclusion of Part One. Her remark, published in conjunction with a review of 
Adolphe Basler, Henri Rousseau (New York: Wehye, 1927)  reads in full “It is obvious that ideas play no 
part in his esthetic equipment, that he had no ideas in the accepted sense, that his themes had nothing to do 
with that special appropriateness to expression in terms of pictorial art which we take as a test of the 
painter’s artistic integrity.”    

41 Florent Fels, “Notes on the Rousseau Exhibition at Marie Harriman Gallery, New York” Formes 11 
(1931), 12.   

42 Marion R. Becker, “Henri Rousseau,” in An Exhibition of Paintings by Henri Rousseau (Cincinnati: 
Cincinnati Modern Art Society, 1942). 

43 Remigio Marini, “Il Problema di Rousseau,” Emporium 114 (1951): 79. 
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Of course, the prediction that Rousseau was on pace to become the most 

problematic figure of the nineteenth-century was never borne out. In the decades since 

this idea was proposed, Rousseau has been only mildly problematical for most scholars in 

the field. His work can easily be side-stepped in broad discussions of modern art—it is 

not essential to the discussion of any other major artist’s work, although it can be 

discussed alongside many—and our inability to answer basic questions is now ascribed to 

years of shoddy scholarship, or, as John Tancock once put it, to the fact that Rousseau’s 

work has “ attracted scholars more notable for their enthusiasm than for their 

discernment.”
44

 Acknowledging the abundance of apparent shortcomings in the literature 

on Rousseau, one wants to ask Tancock what exactly he was hoping scholars would 

discern? If Rousseau was a painter with no mannerism, no behaviors, and no systems, 

enthusiasm would not be an inappropriate response. If, however, mannerisms, behaviors, 

and systems were there to be discerned, the expert who illuminated these traits would 

have undermined Rousseau’s longstanding contribution to the field.  

As explanations failed to make inroads, art historians grew comfortable with the 

idea that Rousseau’s role in modernism may not have been as significant as it appeared at 

earlier points in the century. In the 1970s, surveys of modern art began to treat the 

Douanier as a special case: an artist who affected the development of twentieth-century 

painting, but whose pictures could not be comprehended by the same theories that were 

                                                 
44 John L. Tancock, “Issues of Authenticity in the Auction House,” in Ronald D. Spencer, The Expert 
versus the Object (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 47.  
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useful for others of his time.
45

 Not only has Rousseau been discussed with decreasing 

frequency over the past forty years, active attempts have been made to disassociate his 

work from the innovative moment in which it was created. As Harry E. Buckley argued 

in 1981, “Rousseau exercised a negligible stylistic influence on the early twentieth-

century avant-garde; and the influence exerted by the nature of his art, being so 

intangible, remains largely conjectural.”
46

 In sum, following decades of received wisdom 

that Rousseau’s paintings were beyond comprehension using customary critical tools, art 

historians attempted to persuade themselves that the challenge of understanding him was 

not worth pursuing. His influence, they suggested, was too small to repay the effort it 

would take to recuperate him; and one might not succeed if one tried. The easier path, not 

too much of a concession in the current art-historical climate, was voiced by Roberta 

Smith in 2006. Rather than struggle to understand Rousseau, we would do better to allow 

                                                 
45 On Rousseau as an artist insufficiently “modern” to be included in the history of this movement see the 
introduction to Herbert Read, A Concise History of Modern Painting (London: Thames and Hudson, 1974), 
7. As Read writes, “Certain omissions…must be explained. For example, I have not included Henri 
Rousseau among the precursors of modern painting, in spite of the high reputation that he has enjoyed 
among modern painters. My excuse is that the naivety of his style is not in any sense a ‘modern’ quality 
…” Read’s decision to exclude Rousseau from this work is particularly surprising given his arguments 
thirty years earlier that a culture’s position on Rousseau could be used as a telling moral indicator. See 
“Henri Rousseau.” Now 3 (n.d., [ca. 1944]): 30-33. The choice to handle Rousseau as a special case persists 
today in general histories of twentieth-century art. See, for example, Art Since 1900 (New York: Thames 
and Hudson, 2004), 66, which, as France Morris notes, treats Rousseau as an outlier, and suggests that his 
work does little more than illustrate a period preference for naïveté over pretentiousness. See Frances 
Morris, “Jungles in Paris,” in Henri Rousseau: Jungles in Paris (London: Tate, 2005), 27, and 215 note 27. 

46 Harry E. Buckley, Apollinaire as an Art Critic, (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1969), 76. This view 
is also found in Sheldon Cheney’s writings: “The influence of Rousseau was very great for a time, although 
it has waned a little in the last ten years. His sort of art will always find ready appreciation where people 
are revolting from too much tradition and too much sophistication. It has a quiet and fresh charm that 
comes gratefully in the midst of so much virtuosity and striving. But if one took to it for a steady diet, one 
might begin to detect an anachronistic note in it—or perhaps a lack of a certain fullness that belongs to 
these times. Never to go beyond it would seem like loving only seventeen-year-old girls all one’s life.” 
Cheney, A Primer of Modern Art (New York: Tudor Publishing, 1945), 130. 
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his “radicalism” to “need no explanation.” For the paintings to thrive today, all that 

should be demanded of them is that they continue to “cast their spell.”
47

 

 

The opinions about Rousseau that we have encountered to this point, that he is: a) 

intrinsically beyond explanation, b) lost to explanation due to years of mystification and 

scholarly incompetence, or c) requires no explanation, have long and closely interrelated 

histories. Our current position—somewhere between b and c—has not always been so 

dominant, and it is rarely shown that the reason Rousseau stands where he does in the 

twenty-first century is primarily because previous attempts to incorporate him into the 

history of art were less effective than they promised to be. No one has examined with any 

intensity the reasons why Rousseau, an extremely successful painter with regard to his 

twentieth-century reception, was an astonishingly failed object of art-historical study 

during this same period. We have simply chosen to accept him as such.  

Fascinatingly, the reverse position—that the field of modern art history would 

have shown itself wanting if its best scholars could not interpret a figure as broadly 

relevant as Rousseau—can be glimpsed in the writings of Alfred Barr, Daniel Catton 

Rich, Douglas Cooper, and other Anglophone scholars working in 1940s and 50s. These 

advocates of an alternate stance on Rousseau—the protagonists of Part Two, Chapter 

Three, “Exchanging the Discourse”—argued that his paintings were subject to scholarly 

explanation, just like any other artist’s, and that a credible interpretation was long 

                                                 
47 Roberta Smith, “Henri Rousseau: In Imaginary Jungles, a Terrible Beauty Lurks,” New York Times (July 14, 
2006). See http://www.nytimes.com/2006/07/14/arts/design/14rous.html.  
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overdue. Their attempt to overcome Rousseau’s legacy of critical resistance reached a 

high point when Catton Rich and Barr organized a retrospective with the aim of showing 

Rousseau, once and for all, “as an artist, great and influential in his own right, not as a 

naïve eccentric.”
48

 Unfortunately, the extent of their project’s shortcomings became 

evident soon thereafter when subsequent scholars, including Henri Perruchot, took up the 

task of writing a monograph and found that it was still “more difficult than one would 

suppose to write about Henri Rousseau.”
49

 Although Catton Rich touted the effectiveness 

of his study in helping “diminish critical faith in [the] easy explanation” of the images as 

mere eccentricities, all but a few critics remained committed to the view that Rousseau’s 

works were “un-analyzable in all but the most elementary aspects.”
50  

Experts in our own time continue to confer upon Rousseau the dubious distinction 

of being “perhaps the least understood of early modern artists.”
51

 Simultaneously, they 

seem to agree that the passage of time will facilitate a reliable history of the painter, 

                                                 
48 “The Henri Rousseau Exhibition,” Bulletin of the Art Institute of Chicago. 36 No. 2 (Feb. 1942): 18.  

49 Perruchot, 7. 

50 Daniel Catton Rich, “Foreword,” Henri Rousseau [rev. ed., 1946] (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
1942), 8; John Canaday “Paintings Displayed at Wildenstein Benefit,” New York Times (April 16, 1963): 
32. 

51 Frances Morris, “Self-Portrait as a Great Artist,” Artnews (November 2005): 126. Although he is not a 
Rousseau expert, we might consider here Guy Davenport’s observation that “Henri Rousseau’s 
metamorphosis from a divine fool who painted laughable daubs to a painter of immense stature is an 
aesthetic transformation we do not yet fully understand.” Davenport, “Henri Rousseau,” Antaeus, 54 
(Spring 1985) reprinted in Writers on Artists on Artists. Ed. Daniel Halpern (San Francisco: North Point 
Press, 1988), 148. Or Rackstraw Downes’s contemporaneous remarks that, “There had always been ample 
confusion about the quality and intention—the character—of the work of Henri Rousseau …the radically 
different opinions about the fundamental nature of Rousseau’s art indicates that it has not found itself a 
clear-cut  place. The definition of his art remains contested and contestable.” Downes, “Henri Rousseau 
and the Idea of the Naïve,” The New Criterion (May 1985): 17-18. 



 33 

assuring us that distance from the Douanier’s early twentieth-century obfuscation will 

eventually rehabilitate him as an object of study.
52

 This dissertation, as asserted above, 

takes a different view of Rousseau’s potential for recuperation into a traditional 

modernist narrative, in which artists are accorded a place based on their personal, 

volitional contribution to the art of their time. The paragraphs above have been, in part, 

an attempt to show that the critical insight routinely brought to bear on Rousseau’s work 

was that he was beyond comprehension. Rehearsing this view, perpetuating Rousseau’s 

non-conformity and resistance to explanation has not been without consequence. Even 

today, learning about Rousseau almost always entails learning about how difficult he is to 

understand. However, it would not be entirely correct to say that Rousseau’s contribution 

to modernism has been that of a mystifying artist. If Rousseau has achieved this 

designation, if he has delivered this contribution to art history, he has done so under a 

corporate name designating the work of himself and his interpreters. 

 

To return now to my opening question: What does one write about when one 

writes about Henri Rousseau? Writing about Rousseau in the twentieth century has meant 

writing about a few different artists, most of them united under the common trope of 

inexplicability. Between 1910 and 1960, the painter, his paintings, and the discourse 

about them underwent multiple changes. The importance of pointing out these identity 

changes—some of them profound—is to demonstrate that the challenge facing art 

                                                 
52 Recall Ireson, Interpreting Rousseau, 15. 
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historians today is not necessarily that there is no reliable information on Rousseau (as 

was thought to be the case prior to 1960), but rather to propose the more daunting 

scenario that the so-called reliable information on this painter is not the most relevant 

information as concerns his contribution to twentieth-century art. Rousseau’s posthumous 

history is the story of a fugitive persona; his critical resistance, at this point, derives 

neither from a desire for an artist beyond explanation, nor for a painter who neatly 

conforms to a mid-century art-historical ideal, but rather from an inability to negotiate his 

shifting and proliferating identities in his literature. Acknowledging this situation is the 

most profitable way to begin thinking about Rousseau’s relationship to modern art. There 

is more to be learned by ascertaining why and how Rousseau has been figured, than by 

attempting to “correct” what seems to have caused decades of misunderstanding.   

 

PARTICIPATING IN HISTORY IN ITS LARGEST SENSE  

(L ITERATURE ON ROUSSEAU, 1985-2005)  
 

The year 2005 marked a significant achievement in the effort to historicize Henri 

‘le Douanier’ Rousseau. Henri Rousseau: Jungles in Paris, an exhibition co-curated by 

Christopher Green and Frances Morris, argued more convincingly than ever before that, 

despite the connotations of acute eccentricity that have adhered to Rousseau, he was 

unquestionably a product of the period in which he lived and painted. As Green wrote 

retrospectively, the exhibition “countered the tendency to marginalize Rousseau as … [an 

artist] situated outside history in its largest sense.” By associating specific imagery and 



 35 

pictorial conventions in Rousseau’s paintings with the material and visual culture 

encountered by everyday Parisians, Jungles in Paris demonstrated that Rousseau was an 

artist deeply of his time and should not be separated from “the popular culture that went 

with France’s role as a liberal democracy and a European power with colonial 

ambitions.”
53

   

This social-historical approach to Rousseau was a long time in coming. In one 

sense, by isolating a particular historical context and a set of concerns with which to 

associate Rousseau, Jungles in Paris seemed to stabilize and focus a body of literature 

that has often moved capriciously and made ground in spurts.  In another sense, the 

exhibition appeared to be the fulfillment of a specific line of inquiry initiated in 1961 by 

Yann Le Pichon, a type of research that began with the surprising revelation of Bêtes 

Sauvages, a popular, photo-illustrated publication distributed by the Galeries Lafayette, 

as the pictorial source for many of Rousseau’s figures.
54

 Such comparisons delivered 

highly demonstrable associations between mass media materials and the imagery in 

Rousseau’s paintings, and they seemed to offer a definitive rebuke to the belief that 

Rousseau’s subject matter derived from personal reverie. They also offered a preliminary 

approach to understanding the artist’s working process insofar as they provided an initial 

explanation of why his pictures often looked like a flat patchwork of images. As such, a 

major conclusion of both Le Pichon’s work and Jungles in Paris was that a sizable 

                                                 
53 Christopher Green, “The Exotic in the Banal: the Other Side of the Douanier’s Charm,” Henri Rousseau 
(Riehen/Basel: Beyeler Museum, 2010), 15. 

54 I refer specifically to Le Pichon’s, “Les Sources de Rousseau Révélées,”  Arts. No. 809 (15-20 February, 
1961).� 
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percentage of Rousseau’s compositions contained hand-painted versions of the popular 

visual culture of his day. Translating commonplace, mechanically rendered imagery into 

boldly expressive easel paintings, Rousseau appeared to be as much a fin-de-siècle pop 

artist as he was a dreamy naïf.55  

However, while Jungles in Paris helped resolve certain aspects of Rousseau’s 

relationship to turn-of-the-century France, it also raised an equal number of questions 

about our ability to practice art history on him. The catalogue essays share a common 

peculiarity: the authors, it seems, are often at a loss for how to utilize the existing 

literature on the painter, no small compendium of texts. It is as if the observations in any 

work of secondary literature prior to 1985 were too specific to its author (and not specific 

enough to a commonly held view of the painter) to be built upon by subsequent 

scholarship.  A selection of primary documents is routinely utilized, particularly letters 

written by Rousseau, and essays by early champions, such as Apollinaire and Wilhelm 

Uhde. There are also statements taken from artists who knew Rousseau personally, such 

as the Delaunays and Weber. But the views expressed in the texts rarely contributed to a 

holistic explanation of Rousseau’s project as a painter. With regard to the secondary 

literature, the sources drawn upon were remarkably few. Le Pichon’s scholarship was 

mentioned, and the comprehensive biography published by Henry Certigny in 1961, La 

verité sur le Douanier Rousseau, was an indispensible source, especially for its 

references to obscure early appraisals of Rousseau’s work. But aside from these there 

                                                 
55 On the relationship between Rousseau’s paintings and Pop art of the early 1960s, see Richard Shiff’s 
contribution to Henri Rousseau: Paint + Process, “Tangible Rousseau,” Menil Collection Archives, Box 4.    
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appeared to be only two other dependable secondary studies: the catalogues to the two 

most recent major exhibitions of Rousseau’s paintings, the volume edited by Carolyn 

Lanchner and William Rubin to accompany the Museum of Modern Art’s 1984-85 

retrospective, and Götz Adriani’s catalogue for the 2001 exhibition at the Kunsthalle 

Tübingen. In apparent explanation of the limited number of sources utilized, Green noted 

that “very little serious analysis [had] been applied to Rousseau’s work for over thirty 

years apart from contributions to [the 1985 and 2001] catalogues.”
56

  

Much like the authors of Jungles in Paris, Lanchner and Rubin, in their 1985 

exhibition catalogue, and Adriani in his 2001 catalogue, also seemed to pull from 

Rousseau’s literature only in highly selective ways. They would lift an anecdote, or a 

felicitous expression—they would remark on essays by notable personalities—but rarely 

did they contend with earlier sources in meaningful ways. They neither built upon these 

works nor explained why one would want to avoid doing so. Perhaps the most emphatic 

example of this practice was the inclusion in MoMA’s catalogue of an abridged version 

of Roger Shattuck’s “Object Lesson for Modern Art,” an essay first published in 1959. 

Although Shattuck’s essay was indisputably a breakthrough study at the time of its 

writing—this was the first work to cast the tradition of mythmaking around Rousseau in a 

productive light—it is telling that almost thirty years later no scholar had sufficiently 

contributed to or contended with Shattuck’s ideas to warrant anything other than a 

reprinting of his text.  

                                                 
56 Christopher Green, “Souvenirs of the Jardin des Plantes,” Henri Rousseau: Jungles in Paris (London: 
Tate Publishing, 2005), 215 note 4.  
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In marked distinction to the relative inactivity Green described in the field of 

Rousseau-studies since the 1970s, earlier bibliographies on the artist reveal an abundance 

of writings published between the mid 1920s and the 1950s. And although it may not 

have been essential to the objectives of Jungles in Paris or the 1985 and 2001 exhibitions 

to consider these texts, it has seemed necessary to me to question why they hadn’t been 

more fully utilized. As my evaluation of the literature progressed, I came to believe that 

the years around 1910 and 1960 were important turning points in Rousseau’s 

historiography. I continue to hold this belief, but in the years of research and writing 

since, I have come to understand that much of what makes the period between 1910 and 

1960 distinctive is the fact that history writing—the deliberate sorting, coordinating, and 

interpreting of events and materials—figured into it so minimally. Issues I had been eager 

to consider, for example “Had the arguments set forth by Rousseau’s early interpreters 

been refuted?” were founded on the expectation that the scholarship on Rousseau would 

follow a model similar to other somewhat eccentric artists of his generation, such as 

Cézanne, Gauguin, or Van Gogh. In hindsight, it was arbitrary to assume that Rousseau’s 

literature would chart similar lines of analysis or discuss related aspects of his practice. 

My study concluded with the discovery that, with very few exceptions, probing 

analysis—inferential criticism, or writing with expository or interpretive aims—was 

scarcely practiced on Rousseau in the half-century following his death. Instead, the 

literary record from this period contains a different sort of writing—stories, songs, and 

poems, hommages, témoinages, portraits, testaments and souvenirs.  If art history was a 
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discipline founded on the research of objects and their makers, the field had hardly 

known Rousseau before the early 1960s.
57

  

Two salient features characterize the half-century of art writing between 

Rousseau’s death in 1910 and his apparent introduction into art history circa 1960. First, 

a defining feature of the period is the extreme scarcity of factual information about 

Rousseau, both with regard to his artistic practice and his personal past. This dearth of 

reliable content made it such that critics and historians, whether or not they were aware of 

it, were rarely in a position to write about Rousseau with the specificity afforded by 

information collected after 1960. Moreover, with no neutral point from which to measure 

the plausibility of interpretive claims, writers could and did move Rousseau in numerous 

and sometimes contradictory directions. As Salmon put it, Rousseau was potentially 

“inexhaustible as a subject.”
58

 Yet, for all but a small class of art writers, the culture of 

storytelling and the shifting identities it facilitated was not alarming. Rousseau’s 

paintings were well-admired, and the character Rousseau played in the art writing on him 

only helped their appeal. At his height of popularity, Rousseau was likened to Charlie 

Chaplin—the antics and jovial demeanor attributed to him were as enjoyable as a Charlot 

                                                 
57 Here we may want to consider Leo Stein’s comments about the mode of criticism practiced on Rousseau 
and more scientific modes of writing. “The other critical function which I shall refer to is one that is 
indistinguishable from what is ordinarily called gossip. Gossip tells what has happened to people; it 
attempts to analyze their actions; it judges the propriety of what they do; in short, gossip is the result of our 
interest in people, and of our desire to tell others what we know about them, and to hear what the others 
know.  The only essential difference between this gossip and science is that in science we are careful to 
state our facts correctly, and to verify our conclusions.” Leo Stein, The A-B-C of Aesthetics (New York: 
Boni and Liveright, 1927), 16. 

58 André Salmon, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Aimery Somogy, 1962), 5. “Peut-être inépuisable, le sujet de 
Henri Rousseau dit le Douanier n'est certainement pas épuisé.” 
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picture.
59

 And even when journalists would occasionally point out that a particular 

anecdote was, “like so many others about this almost fabulous figure,…probably a 

fiction,” the story would continue to be told.
60  

In keeping with the tone of unreliability that characterized this moment, one of the 

most secure claims a person could make about Rousseau in the first fifty years after his 

death was that a great variety of people—upper-class and lower, in Europe and America, 

informed about art and not—delighted in inventing and recounting stories about him. 

Enthusiasts have enjoyed this so much that, as with the practice of rehearsing Rousseau’s 

inscrutability, we continue to take part in it today. In 2005, for example, Modern Painters 

ran a piece of fiction about Rousseau, “Henri & Me,” in place of an exhibition review.
61

 

And in 2010 the Fondation Beyeler invited Franz Hohler to compose a short story about 

Rousseau for the catalogue of his centennial exhibition.
62

 The decision seems to have 

been justified, in the curators’ view, as a continuation of the tradition of storytelling 

                                                 
59 See Henry McBride, “Rousseau le Douanier” Art and Understanding 1 No. 2 (March 1930): 227-228. 
“The whole world smiled at Charley [sic] Chaplin, and smiled so often that Charley had become a 
millionaire before scientists thought the matter worth an explanation … Something of the same sort of 
thing is at the root of the ever-widening appreciation of the art of Henri Rousseau.” Douglas Cooper also 
made analogies between Rousseau and Chaplin in his 1951 monograph on the painter, however, as there is 
no reference to McBride’s earlier usage, it is difficult to determine whether Cooper arrived at this analogy 
independently or if the connection was widespread enough to go without citation. See Cooper, Rousseau 
(Paris: Éditions Braun et Cie, 1951), 41. 

60 Robert M. Coates. “The Douanier Rousseau –Two Americans,” The New Yorker (March 28, 1942): 60. 

61 Steven Sherrill, “Henri & Me,” Modern Painters (November, 2005): 98-100. The piece was advertised 
on the cover of the magazine as “Henri Rousseau on a motorbike.” 

62 Franz Hohler, “Do you think my lions keep still when I paint them? An afternoon with Monsieur 
Rousseau,” Henri Rousseau (Reihen/Basel: Beyeler Musuem, 2010), 9-14.   
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begun by Apollinaire.
63

 However, with the exception of Shattuck’s work and related 

passages in Jeffrey Weiss’s The Popular Culture of Modern Art, the tradition of art-

historical-fiction around Rousseau has received extremely scant attention.
64

 We have 

little sense of why it started, what objectives it served, how it changed over time, or what 

its implications have been, either with regard to our understanding of Rousseau’s 

paintings today or to our understanding of modernism in general. Without a deeper 

comprehension of these issues, it is unclear whether the return to storytelling about 

Rousseau is a progressive or reactionary tendency. 

The second noteworthy aspect of the years 1910 to 1960, less universally 

recognized than the first, is that this was the period when Rousseau’s paintings “did their 

work,” in the sense of affecting the course and discourse of modern art. Establishing 

Rousseau’s effect on the direction of twentieth-century art-making was a key component 

of Lanchner and Rubin’s exhibition in 1985, and it was even more central to Adriani’s in 

2001. Both curatorial teams demonstrated Rousseau’s importance to the history of 

modernism by showing correspondences between his paintings and the work of a wide 

array of later twentieth-century artists from Picasso and Léger to Max Beckmann, Victor 

                                                 
63 Ernst Beyeler, Sam Keller, and Philippe Büttner, “Forward and Acknowledgements,” Henri Rousseau 
(Reihen/Basel: Beyeler Museum, 2010), 8. “[Hohler] agreed to write a literary text to complement the art 
historical discussions. The idea was to let the reader see Rousseau the incomparable pictorial narrator 
through the eyes of a major verbal storyteller of our own times, in part as a reflection of the artist’s 
friendship with the writer Guillaume Apollinaire.” 

64 Jeffrey Weiss, The Popular Culture of Modern Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). See 
Weiss’s discussion of the celebration for Rousseau at the Bateau-Lavoir as an event epitomized by 
burlesque role playing, ambiguity, and mystification “in which elements of sincerity and hoax are 
indissolubly mixed” (153).  Contemporaneous with Weiss’s work, Paul Barolsky also considered this issue 
in “The Playful Artifice of Douanier Rousseau’s Persona,” Source (Fall 1993): 21-25.�
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Brauner, and others. As such, one of the objectives of these exhibitions was to 

demonstrate that Rousseau was at least as important to the avant-garde of the interwar 

period as he was to the avant-garde during the years in which he lived. However, the 

effect Rousseau had during the interwar period was by no means limited to the creative 

inspiration he provided other artists. In highly recognizable ways the figure of Rousseau 

factored in debates as broadly relevant as, for example, who could practice art; how it 

should be evaluated; and how modern art related to the art of other times and places.
65

 In 

1927, the American critic C. J. Bulliet took the stance that Rousseau “belongs to the 

present century in his real significance, though born in 1844.”
66

 And the historian Charles 

Lewis Hind echoed this view with his observation that, “it may be surprising to some to 

realize that [Rousseau was a] nineteenth-century artist.”
67

 Rousseau’s posthumous 

participation in the art world was so thorough he could have been mistaken for someone 

active in the 1920s, and the surprising corollary to Rousseau’s posthumous fame was 

                                                 
65 On Rousseau’s relevance to these issues see, among others: H. S. C., “A Painting by le Douanier 
Rousseau Admitted to the Louvre.” Art News. 24 (Nov. 7, 1925): 1, 3. Louise Gebhard Cann, “An Artist of 
the ‘People’” Studio International (July 1925): 251-256; and Florent Fels, Propos d’Artitstes (Paris: 
Renaissance du Livre, 1925).  

66 C.J. Bulliet, Apples and Madonnas: Emotional Expression in Modern Art (Chicago: Pascal, 1927), 126-
127. 

67 C. Lewis Hind, Landscape Painting from Giotto to the Present Day, 2 Vols. (London: Chapman and 
Hall, 1924), 2:13. Hind had himself discovered Rousseau relatively recently, it seems, since the Douanier 
does not figure at all in his 1911 publication The Post Impressionists.  Consider here, as well, Jan Gordon’s 
remark that “… it is almost unbelievable that Rousseau lived in nineteenth-century Paris.”  Gordon, 
Modern French Painters (London: John Lane the Bodley Head, 1926), 97. 
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that, despite not having lifted a brush since 1910, the size of his corpus increased 

dramatically during these years through the discovery of “lost” compositions.68 

 Once we recognize that Rousseau was most central to the art world after he had 

stopped producing, we can begin to understand a potential complication for those who 

would write history about him. A chronological disjuncture separates the time when he 

created and exhibited his pictures, between 1885 and 1910, from the time when they 

made their most significant contribution to modernism. I draw attention to this topic 

because art historians have not adequately taken it into consideration to this point. Many 

are familiar with Rousseau as a painter who showed his work with symbolists, neo-

impressionists, and Fauves, and who later influenced Dada, Surrealism, and Cubism, to 

name only the most frequently mentioned movements. But very few people give adequate 

importance to the fact that Rousseau’s paintings were still being discovered in the 1920s, 

30s, and 40s, allowing Rousseau to be “virtually productive” during the years he was 

attracting his greatest critical and popular attention. As we will see in Part Two Chapter 

Two, “Exchanging the Corpus,” The Sleeping Gypsy [Fig. 11] was a supremely important 

“addition” to Rousseau’s oeuvre in 1923, when it was recovered after having been out of 

the public eye for a quarter-century. Tellingly, upon its rediscovery the German critic 

Franz Roh described this painting as “ein neuer Henri Rousseau.”
69

 So many “new 

Rousseaus” materialized during these years that the changes to his corpus, and the 

                                                 
68 See the discussion of this phenomenon below in Part Two, Chapter Two, “Exchanging the Corpus.” 

69 Franz Roh, “Ein Neuer Henri Rousseau,” Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst 5 (1924): 57-60. 
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accompanying changes in discourse, effectively constituted a new painter—a Rousseau 

different from the one who had been known during his lifetime and in the years 

immediately following.   

In light of Rousseau’s twentieth-century significance, I would suggest that while 

recent scholarship may have taken the first step toward situating him within “history in its 

largest sense,” there is an equally important history of Rousseau’s posthumous 

participation in modernism that generally remains obscured, aside from his much 

reported influence on a cadre of Cubist, Expressionist, and Surrealist painters. Writing 

the history of Rousseau between 1910 and 1960 will require us to revisit textual sources 

that many would like to dismiss as useless historical documents. Returning to these 

renounced writings—legends, poems, and anecdotes that were extraordinarily 

troublesome for art historians at mid-century—and understanding them, not as mere 

pranksterism but as writings that served a purpose, is one objective of this dissertation. 

While these fanciful writings often fail to meet the standards of proper art-historical 

sources in our current moment, they created and perpetuated the Rousseau who was most 

definitively a contributor to modern art. Failing to understand these texts, or dismissing 

them because they will not facilitate the type of art history we would like to practice, is a 

failure to understand who Rousseau was when he was most relevant to the modern 

movement.  
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ENTERING ART HISTORY  

(AN IDENTITY SHIFT CIRCA 1960) 
 

When Rousseau appeared poised to enter art history—when he seemed to “belong 

to art history,” to quote André Salmon once again—there was great feeling of hope and 

opportunity among scholars. These years unquestionably marked a turning point in the 

scholarship on the painter, yet the significance of what transpired during this scholarly 

resurgence appears differently today than it did around 1960. It was not so much a 

turning point because it supplanted a flawed, fabricated Rousseau with a factually 

verifiable Rousseau. Instead, it was a turning point because, for the first time, a division 

within Rousseau’s artistic identity became starkly apparent. Although Rousseau had 

already been the subject of dozens of books and articles, the events of the early 1960s 

generated a spirit of revelation and hopefulness one often associates with the birth of a 

scholarly field. It is worth quoting Dora Vallier, one of the art historians working on 

Rousseau at this moment, to get a sense of the expectations she and her colleagues held. 

Bold discoveries seemed to lie ahead.  

Until 1960—fifty years after Rousseau’s death—all that was known about the 
man was biographical legend, while the work seemed to consist merely of some 
widely scattered, isolated paintings. [My project] is intended to fill out our 
knowledge. We have set ourselves the task of reopening ‘the Rousseau file,’ 
gathering together all available documents and other information, and scrutinizing 
it carefully. Many facts previously overlooked have come to the surface, casting 
almost wholly new light on Rousseau’s career. From Rousseau the man we have 
gone on to Rousseau the artist ... [and] little by little the characteristic features of 
this strange painter have become comprehensible … We can at last follow the 
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evolution of this highly self-contained artist … [and] present Rousseau’s art in 

historical perspective.
70

 

Vallier and her colleagues, most notably at this time Henry Certigny, believed they had 

finally found a suitable object of art-historical study in Rousseau—a painter like his 

peers, who could be approached through analysis and better understood by specialized 

methodologies. As Vallier commented, “It is ironic that in this age of ‘scientific’ art 

history, all we have in the way of answers to [our] questions about a recent major figure 

in modern painting is a legend.” Rousseau’s paintings had long before proven their 

worthiness for inclusion in the canon, and it was now time to “reverse the trend” in the 

literature that had “preferred myth to historical fact.”
71  

A few years before Vallier began this work, Roger Shattuck had demonstrated in 

The Banquet Years that the early twentieth-century writings on Rousseau were a corollary 

to the practice of artistic self-fashioning in which Rousseau’s contemporaries—Alfred 

Jarry, Erik Satie, and Guillaume Apollinaire—had energetically participated. If two of 

Rousseau’s best known supporters had distanced themselves from their mundane pasts in 

favor of legendary personas—Apollinaire as a poet associated with the God of Light 

instead of his Polish-Italian heritage, and Jarry, as a nihilist—there was every chance that 

                                                 
70 Vallier, Henri Rousseau (New York: Harry N. Abrahms, 1964), 7. André and Joan Rosselet, who 
compiled the catalogue for Jean Bouret, Henri Rousseau (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society, 
1961) write similarly, “The decisions made … by the authors, have been dictated by their desire to put an 
end to the considerable confusion that arose when the work of the Douanier, long unrecognized and 
scorned, was finally seen as one of the bases of modern painting” (175). 

71 Vallier, Henri Rousseau, 9. 
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they had devised an artificial persona for Rousseau as well.
72 Moreover, Shattuck’s study 

implied that the potential to engage in this creative activity with Rousseau was part of his 

appeal.  In the wake of this work, assurances by early advocates that they wrote about 

Rousseau in good faith (e.g., Apollinaire’s 1914 caveat “It is possible, of course, that 

Rousseau was pulling our leg and that there was not a word of truth in the story, but he 

told it exactly as I have reported it …”) appeared especially suspect and ready to be 

exposed for fraudulence.
73

 It is significant, however, that the possibility for such a 

revelation remained in 1960 because it was never Shattuck’s aim to condemn Rousseau’s 

creative interpreters. From his perspective, the issue of scholarly relevance was to 

understand Rousseau as part of this milieu, not to unravel the myths that allowed for such 

an association. 

As Vallier pursued her goal of reversing the preference for legend over historical 

fact, Henry Certigny was independently working toward a credible publication about 

Rousseau’s past. The narrative trajectory of his ambitious, 500-page archival study, La 

Vérité sur le Douanier Rousseau, begins deep within Rousseau’s family tree, generations 

before the birth of the painter, and it charts Rousseau’s biography through his lifetime 

and into the period when his myth was created, before concluding with the re-location of 

                                                 
72 Shattuck in The Banquet Years skillfully points out that Apollinaire was most identifiable as “himself” 
where his myth, his empirical biography, and his literary production overlapped. Few would take issue with 
Shattuck’s contention that Wilhelm Albert Włodzimierz Apolinary Kostrowicki lacks the place in French 
cultural history that Guillaume Apollinaire holds.  

73 Apollinaire, “Le Douanier,” (1914) in Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:629. 
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his physical remains from Paris to Laval in 1942.
74

 This narrative structure—

commencing with Rousseau’s biological family and culminating with his bodily return to 

his birthplace—frames Rousseau’s years in Paris as something of a legendary lifespan 

that had finally run its course and could be situated within a natural and factually-

consistent, historical framework. 

Given the widespread belief that Rousseau would always be resistant to critical 

analysis—or, to quote the dust jacket of Certigny’s biography, that Rousseau’s life was 

“impenetrable”—the novelty and promise of this newly discovered and factually 

verifiable Rousseau was considerable.
75

 In the near term, there was a concentration of 

scholarly activity on the painter. Four texts, each claiming definitive status or a radical 

discovery, appeared within a period of twenty-four months. In addition to the 

publications by Vallier and Certigny, and the significant study already mentioned by Le 

Pichon, Jean Bouret (assisted by André and Joan Rosselet) produced the first catalogue 

raisonné of Rousseau’s paintings in 1961. In keeping with the spirit of discovery, the 

quarterly periodical Art de France published numerous original documents relating to the 

business end of Rousseau’s practice, including his letters to the art dealer Ambroise 
                                                 
74 Certigny concludes La Vérité Sur Le Douanier Rousseau with the following image: “Lorsque les trente 
ans de la concession furent févolus, c’est-à-dire en 1942, les restes de Rousseau furent exhumés et 
transporte à Laval. Le peintre lavallois Margantin assista à cette triste céremonie. ‘Des restes, il y en avait 
bein peu,’ nous a-t-il confié. A present, les cendres du seul gabelou que gloire auréola reposent dans le 
calme jardin de la Perrine, à proximité du musée.” Certigny, La Vérité Sur Le Douanier Rousseau, 464. 
The date of this transfer is regularly stated elsewhere as 1947, which reflects the date of the monument to 
Rousseau at his gravesite in Laval.  On the composition of Rousseau’s family tree, see also Diane de 
Maynard, “Les origins mayennaises du Dounaier Rousseau,” 37-41.  

75 The text reads: “Hier encore, le Douanier Rousseau était un personage de legend. Que savait-on de lui? 
… et d’ailleurs, tous s’entendent à declarer que la vie de Rousseau est impenetrable…” Certigny, La Vérité 
Sur Le Douanier Rousseau, [n.p.] book jacket. 



 49 

Vollard. It also reprinted a recent essay by Tristan Tzara that attempted to consider the 

temporal and spatial qualities of Rousseau’s compositions, complex and theoretically-rich 

aspects of the works rarely discussed before this time.
76 Concurrent with this, in New 

York, Wildenstein Gallery organized an exhibition that brought together more than sixty 

canvases attributed to Rousseau, which constituted the largest display of his paintings 

ever in America and his first significant solo exhibition in Manhattan in more than twenty 

years.  

All at once, Rousseau’s life and artistic practice seemed to come into tighter 

focus. The changes were considerable enough to draw comments even from non-

specialist press. In the spring of 1961, a correspondent for The New Yorker wrote about 

“the new, serious, appreciative attitude being manifested … toward the Douanier,” “the 

completely new inquiry … being made into his character,” and the “new justice being 

done him” due to the presentation of “now available truths.”
77

 The correspondent also 

noted that it seemed to have taken an astonishingly long time for these “truths” to have 

surfaced. Likewise, the Times Literary Supplement reported in 1962 “all of a sudden the 

                                                 
76 Rousseau, Henri. “Lettres inédites à Ambroise Vollard.” Art de France 2 (1962): 330-336 and Tristan 
Tzara, “Le role du temps et de l’espace dans l’oeuvre du Douanier Rousseau.” Art de France. Art de 
France 2 (1962): 323-326. 

77 See “Letter from Paris,” The New Yorker (March 4, 1961): 96-97. In the view of this author, Rousseau 
had found a new “aesthetic ranking.” No longer a mere modern primitive, no longer a novelty to the avant-
garde, Rousseau was finally “hailed as having created his own clear, logical … reaction against the spongy 
softness of Impressionism.” 
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work of Henri Rousseau, never before studied seriously and in detail, [had] become the 

subject of three large volumes.”
78

  

Yet, just as the potential for Rousseau to become “the most problematic figure of 

all nineteenth-century Europe” went unfulfilled, the expectation that Rousseau would 

become a yielding object of art-historical analysis also went unrealized. The resources 

required for a careful interrogation of his work had arrived, but the artist revealed by this 

new generation of scholars had a strange relationship to the Rousseau who had come 

before—antagonistic to him, yet associated to the same body of work—and he generated 

little of the earlier painter’s appeal. Contrary to expectation, the publication of these 

newly discovered foundational materials did not lead to a flourishing of understanding 

about Rousseau’s contribution to modernism. Instead, if there was ever a moment when 

Rousseau appeared to be an artist about whom “so much has been written and so little 

known,” it was after this scholarly surge.79 The sentiment may seem counter-intuitive, but 

it wasn’t until we possessed texts such as La Vérité sur le Douanier Rousseau, that it 

became apparent how little of the artist known up to this point was based in fact. The 

“network of legend, sham and misdirected enthusiasms” that Douglas Cooper had found 

so difficult to undo in 1950 seemed on the brink of unraveling, and writers who had come 

to accept that it would always be “easier to contemplate the mystery [of Rousseau’s 

                                                 
78 “The Douanier and the Experts,” The Times Literary Supplement. March 9, 1962, 150. The three 
volumes referred to here are those of Certigny, Bouret, and Vallier. 

79 See note 15. 
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work] than penetrate its source” had to re-fortify their ambitions.
80

 But the prospect of 

historically interpreting Rousseau was growing increasingly precarious. The contents of 

the art historian’s “construction kit” had doubled. 

From the moment the “definitive” publications were released in the 1960s, there 

were effectively two painters referred to by the same name in Rousseau’s literature. 

There was the verifiable Rousseau—built as Vallier stated, upon “facts previously 

overlooked … [and] casting almost wholly new light on [his] career”; and the legendary 

painter who had been created in the fifty years leading up to this point. How these 

painters related to one another was not entirely clear. (Was the life-story of the verifiable 

Rousseau also the past of the artist who had traveled to Mexico?) The legend of Rousseau 

had been constructed around a consummately original painter. However, when his point 

of origin was taken back chronologically further, he became a less suitable progenitor. 

Questions needed to be addressed: Could Rousseau both be historically fixed and remain 

an ancestor to the avant-garde? Could we allow him to retain his art-historical position 

knowing that it was founded on myth?  In the moment of Rousseau’s scholarly arrival, 

these important questions never seem to have been raised. 

The mishandling of the identity split I have been describing has had real 

consequences for our understanding of Rousseau in the decades since. Vallier, Certigny, 

and the others who re-opened the Rousseau file in the early 1960s distinguished 

themselves from previous generations of writers by appealing to the enhanced 

                                                 
80 Cooper, “Henri Rousseau: Artiste-Peintre,” 160.  Naef, 364. 
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methodologies they used, and by touting their training in the science of art history. But by 

failing to question the nature of the relationship between the empirical Rousseau and the 

legendary Rousseau, their research was compromised from the start. Contrary to Vallier’s 

assurances, distinguishing between the verifiable and legendary Rousseaus was hardly a 

straightforward task. As a first concern, both Rousseaus had been credited with producing 

a single body of work. Second, while the verifiable Rousseau was chronologically 

precedent to his legendary counterpart (he was born in 1844, while his legend began 

around the turn of the century) the legendary Rousseau was the forbearer of his verifiable 

counterpart insofar as he had entered the textual record decades earlier. Nevertheless, the 

scholars of the 1960s confidently asserted delimitations that would establish where the 

legendary Rousseau stopped and where the verifiable Rousseau began. Even as her 

research produced elisions between these Rousseaus—“… we have [not] established the 

definitive catalogue of his works … there is no rigorous scientific basis for such an 

undertaking”—Vallier persevered with her production of an art-historically suitable 

painter.81  

                                                 
81 See Vallier, Henri Rousseau, 7. Here it is useful to consider as well the difficulties encountered by 
André and Joan Rosselet, who, in an attempt to produce an “objective documentation” and “satisfactory 
classification of the artist’s works” faced numerous complications. “The authors of the catalogue,” they 
explained, “do not claim to have enumerated all the works painted by Henri Rousseau. They have 
attempted to make a comprehensive list of the paintings which they believe to be authentic. … Despite 
research, a number of owners of canvases cannot be traced. Others own works whose authenticity the 
authors doubt … Research has also led the authors to exclude from the catalogue paintings, often exhibited 
and reproduced, to which tradition has given an appearance of authenticity. … The authors cannot state 
categorically that the paintings are not authentic but must express their honest doubts.” Two hundred thirty 
two paintings appeared in the Rosselets’ catalogue, many of which Vallier would list as “dubious” in Tout 
l’œuvre peint de Henri Rousseau (Paris: Flammarion, 1982).   
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As Rosalind Krauss notably argued in The Originality of the Avant-Garde  “The 

art of the last 130 years, the art of modernism, is not … well served by writing that 

promotes the myths through which it can be consistently misread.”
82

 Neither is it well 

served by writing that proceeds as if these myths were never valid. The questions most 

central to the writing on Rousseau circa 1960 were the same ones Apollinaire had faced 

circa 1910: Who was this painter? And what was his relationship to modern art? Vallier 

and her colleagues acted as though they could proceed from the position Apollinaire had 

held, and address these questions from a neutral beginning, as if they had never before 

been considered. Despite much of the early material on Rousseau having been revealed as 

fabrication, the fact remained that this body of literature reflected who Rousseau was 

throughout the most important years of his career. We may have understood the verifiable 

Rousseau better than ever; but we understood an artist who had never before existed and 

whose story was being registered by audiences for the very first time. Meanwhile, the 

long established Rousseau—now shown in a new light—became a suspect figure, an 

obstacle between scholars and an accurate understanding of the paintings and painter. 

The old Rousseau may have been inauthentic according to our best and newest 

information, but at the same time, nothing could have been more authentic than the belief 

in the earlier painter.  

A further complication: Even if it were possible to sever the personas of the 

verifiable and legendary Rousseaus, it wouldn’t have been clear which painter should 

                                                 
82 Rosalind E. Krauss, The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1985), 5. 
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have stayed within the history of art and which should have gone. Among writers who 

conceived of themselves in the lineage of Jarry and Apollinaire there were reasons to 

believe that the legendary Rousseau held more valid associations with the art of the 

twentieth century. As a case in point, we could consider André Breton’s impassioned 

response to Le Pichon’s scholarship in 1961.  When “Les Sources de Rousseau Révélées” 

was published, Breton claimed that, like Le Pichon, he too had long been captivated by 

the idea of “tracing … [the] extraordinarily powerful current” of Rousseau’s motifs back 

to their origin. But the Surrealist remained convinced that the “purely external sources 

that Rousseau may have made use of were of only very minor interest” and would 

eventually prove inconsequential to the study of his work. Breton went on to defend his 

view by arguing that a consideration of the jungle pictures alone would be enough to 

“demolish the assertion that the nature of [Rousseau’s] most typical works was dictated 

by a pure and simple concern for the truth (in the positivist sense of the term).”
83

 In short, 

Breton, who had followed Rousseau’s work since before his days working for Jacques 

Doucet, could find no way to reconcile the verifiable Rousseau with the artist he cared 

about, and saw little potential for the new painter in art history. There was still room, in 

Breton’s view, for a modernist painter like the old Rousseau, captivating and 

inexhaustible as a subject. 

                                                 
83 André Breton, “Henri Rousseau a Sculptor?” [1961] Surrealism and Painting, trans. Simon Watson 
Taylor (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 368-369. 
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ELUDING ART HISTORY  

(IDENTITY SHIFTS PRIOR TO 1960)  
 

If Rousseau did not exist, we would have had to invent him.
84

 

�         André Warnod, 1925  

The false assurance of a new generation of art historians working on Rousseau 

circa 1960 derived, in part, from their disregard for previous writing on the painter. 

Characterizing this literature as an impediment to understanding, as opposed to a product 

of the artistic community in which Rousseau participated, the scholars of the 1960s 

simplified this literature drastically. In so doing, they mis-identified the legendary 

Rousseau as a figure with a discrete and unchanging set of characteristics. In actuality, 

the Rousseau who existed prior to 1960 had never been so well defined. The story of his 

life, his body of work, and the perceived relationship between them had been quite 

volatile since the painter’s death. In other words, a stable legendary Rousseau was as 

much a product of the 1960s as the new scientifically-knowable painter. Ultimately, by 

imaging the legendary Rousseau as a single, circumscribable entity, the scholars of the 

1960s were blinded to the fact that their discovery of a new Rousseau was not a first 

occasion. Failing to account for the many reinventions Rousseau had already undergone 

in the years prior to 1960, they perceived the identity change their work had facilitated as 

                                                 
84 André Warnod, Les Berceaux de  la jeunne peinture (Paris: A. Michel, 1925), 230. “Si Henri Rousseau 
n’existait pas, il faudrait l’inventer.” 
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a unique occurrence, when in fact it has been singular only in its magnitude and 

deliberate coordination.  

While it may seem exaggerated to refer to a few different artists circulating in 

Rousseau’s literature prior to the discoveries just considered, this hypothesis was far from 

unknown in the half-century following the artist’s death. To treat a generally benign 

ambiguity first, whenever the proper name Rousseau was encountered in written or 

spoken discourse on painting, there was a possibility that it might refer to Théodore 

Rousseau (1812-1867), the Barbizon School painter, and an equal possibility that it might 

refer to Rousseau le Douanier. Despite the artists’ markedly different visual styles, there 

were well-documented instances of their confusion.  In 1914, for example, Felix Fénéon 

reported a humorous incident at the auction block when, suddenly, the sale of a Rousseau 

was interrupted on the suspicion that the painting was not authentic. Fénéon went on to 

explain that, in fact, the painting had been a Théodore Rousseau; however, “henceforth, 

the real Rousseau, [would be] Henri, the ‘old angel,’ the Master of Plaisance, the 

Douanier.”
85

 Eight years later, Fénéon was still playing this tune, asking incredulously: 

“When one says simply ‘Rousseau’ these days, who thinks of Théodore?”
86

 But, beyond 

these nominal ambiguities, and the rhetorical devices based on formulas such as, “le 

                                                 
85 Felix Fénéon, “Rousseau,” (1914) Oeuvres Plus Que Complètes, 2 Vols, (Genève: Libraire Droz, 1970), 
1:275.  

86 Felix Fénéon, “Un vaudeville d’Henri Rousseau,”(1922) Oeuvres Plus Que Complètes, 1:420. Related to 
this issue, Jane Quigley, in “Henri Rousseau: Douanier, The Man and His Art,” Artwork, 3 No. 12 
(January-March, 1928): 250 begins, “A singular figure in art is that of Henri Rousseau, known as the 
douanier, to distinguish him from the great landscape painter of that name, with whom he was 
contemporary.” See Part Two, Chapter One, “Exchanging the Maker,” for a different understanding of the 
significance of Rousseau’s moniker.    
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Dounaier has been lost; all that remains is Rousseau,” there were a few different painters 

who needed differentiation within Rousseau’s growing discourse.
87  

A particularly thorough effort to discern the multiple figures operating under 

Rousseau’s name was undertaken in 1923 by Charles Chassé, a scholar of literature as 

well as art. Chassé conceived of his article, “Les fausses gloires: D’Ubu-Roi au Douanier 

Rousseau,” as a necessary critical exposé. According to Chassé and the author of an 

unsigned article entitled, “Rousseau Farce,” which appeared a few years later, a careful 

essay that questioned the deservedness of Rousseau’s high-standing had been needed for 

some time.
88  To those most informed about Rousseau’s history, it seemed as though he 

had matured into a decidedly more significant painter then he had been when he first 

gained notice. Interpreters had aided Rousseau mightily, even when their writings 

contained a perceptible measure of irony. According to a theory current circa 1925, 

Rousseau’s career seemed to have gone through three distinct phases: first, around 1905, 

he was “discovered”; then, around 1910, “launched”; and only later, in the interwar years, 

was he “seized upon … and canonized.”
89 Or, as the “Rousseau Farce” narrated the 

events: 

                                                 
87 For example,  “Le Douanier Rousseau est mort, il ne reste plus qu’Henri Rousseau, et c’est très 
dommage. Le pseudonym c’est la personnalité, le symbole d’un art, d’une vision, d’une pensée. Le prénom 
accolé au nom comme un Poteau indicateur au bord d’une route …” Michel Florissone, “Henri Rousseau. 
Galerie Rosenberg,” L’amour de l’art 18 No. 3 (March 1937): 97. 

88 “Rousseau Farce,” The Art Digest (March 15 1927): 12. “The public, unsuspecting, could not come out 
of its astonishment on viewing the paintings. Was this a joke? Yes, it is a joke which has lasted too long 
…” �

89 H. S. C., “A Painting by le Douanier Rousseau Admitted to the Louvre,” 3. 
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[Rousseau] is proclaimed a genius; dealers acquire his canvases at a minimum 
price, on the chance of the truth of this report; some unbalanced brains admire 
him; the critics, if they do not praise, keep silent. And here we find the half-crazy 

Rousseau converted into the glory of an epoch crazier, no doubt, than himself.
90

  

Chassé’s objective was to demonstrate that the writers who had generated Rousseau’s 

glory had not simply over-praised his work, but had in fact collaborated in the production 

of Rousseau as an artist. Collectively, and with sophistication, they had invented a naïve 

painter who surpassed all of the most knowing artists of his day. Now that this artist was 

taken seriously, Chassé felt it was time to call the writers’ bluff.  

Certainly, a catalyst of Rousseau’s developing acclaim was the climate of intense 

nationalistic self-congratulation in Europe following the First World War. German-

language commentary on Rousseau increased notably in the decade after the painter’s 

death, as did perceptions of his relevance to the plastic arts in that country.
91

 As a result, 

there was a growing sense that Rousseau had found a more receptive audience for his 

pictures in Germany and America than in his home country. To Bulliet, for example, it 

appeared that German critics had discovered Rousseau and that the French only recently 

“woke up to the fact that the ‘half-wit’ at whom they had been poking fun was a 

                                                 
90 “Rousseau Farce,” 12. 

91 With regard to German-language writing on Rousseau between 1910 and the early 1920s, one should 
look first to Uhde’s engagement with the painter. There are also Kandinsky’s essays “On the Question of 
Form,” (1912) and “On the Artist,” (1916). Theodor Daubler included a chapter on Rousseau in Der Neue 
Standpunkt (1916) which positioned the Douanier as an enviable, childlike antithesis to the hyper-analytical 
Matisse. Das Kunstblatt  published examples of the painter’s correspondence with friends and business 
colleagues in 1918. Rousseau’s is discussed alongside Van Gogh’s in Fritz Burger’s Cézanne und Hodler.  
München: Delphin Verlag, 1913. And, as we will see below, Carl Einstein included Rousseau’s work in 
Die Kunst Des 20. Jahrhunderts. Berlin: Propyläen, 1926.�
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genius.”
92

 The French response to this perception, found in the writings of Gustave 

Coquiot, was to avow their own long-standing appreciation of Rousseau, dating back to 

the 1880s, and assert his significance to the French all the more strongly.
93  

By accounting for the various and often inconsistent ways “le Douanier” had been 

figured by his admirers, Chassé believed he could show that the heroic image of 

Rousseau gaining momentum in Europe was in fact the literary product of writers 

practicing a pseudo-criticism. Whatever positive characteristics interpreters found in 

Rousseau, they were at best only partially present in his work and derived equally from 

the critics themselves. In the first of Chassé’s two essays, a reader encounters a half-

dozen iterations of the painter valorized by different enthusiasts.  First, there was a 

Rousseau discovered by Jarry, then, a related but embellished Rousseau presented in the 

writings of Apollinaire, a Rousseau apotheosized at the banquet at the Bateau-Lavoir, 

                                                 
92 Bulliet, Apples and Madonnas, 127.  

93 Gutsave Coquiot’s entry on Rousseau in Les Indépendant, for example, took issue with the growing view 
that Rousseau was discovered by Uhde. Coquiot not only mockingly dismissed Uhde as a discoverer but 
also underscored the German’s relatively recent contribution to the literature when compared to the group 
of French supporters who had identified Rousseau’s promise in the 1880s. See Coquiot, Les Indépendants: 
1884-1920 (Paris: Librairie Ollendorff, 1920).  Fanning the nationalist fires, the exhibition Cent Ans de 
Painture Francaise pointed out that while Rousseau was now recognized as a part of France’s great 
tradition, French museums such as the Museum of Fine Arts in Strassbourg might not be able to acquire a 
Rousseau due to his popularity in Germany. More on this below. Within France, competing accounts 
circulated about who had actually “discovered” Rousseau, with the debates being done primarily on behalf 
of three candidates: Alfred Jarry, Paul Gauguin, and Camille Pissarro, each of whom had died a few years 
before Rousseau. The particular discovery story selected by a commentator can be helpful for 
understanding his or her point of view about the Douanier. Those who prefer to think of Rousseau as a 
precursor to Surrealism tend to side with Jarry as the discoverer.  Philippe Soupault’s 1927 book on 
Rousseau, for example, claims early on, “Henri Rousseau a été ‘découvert’ par Alfred Jarry …” And 
Soupault’s preface to “Gestes et Opinions du Docteur Faustroll” (Paris, Stock, 1923) makes the same 
claim, “Il [Jarry] se promenait sur les fortifications et y découvrit le peintre Henri Rousseau.” Those who 
would prefer to consider Rousseau as part of the Independent movement of the 1880s often side with 
Pissarro as discoverer, as Gustave Kahn did in 1923: “C’est au Indépendants de 1886 que Pissarro 
découvrit Rousseau.” See Mercure de France (August 1, 1923): 785. 
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followed by André Salmon’s post-World War I Rousseau (“Le Douanier Savant”), the 

Rousseau celebrated by Dadaists (“Le Douanier Ignorant”), a Symbolist Rousseau and a 

Realist Rousseau who sometimes appeared alongside one another, a primitive Rousseau 

shown in commercial galleries, and finally a Rousseau who appeared in legal documents 

as an accomplice to an embezzlement scheme.
94

 Each of these painters, Chassé argued, 

had been constructed on a platform of scrupulous honesty—“the old angel,” the pure-

hearted “Master of Plaisance”—but actually participated in deceit, the result of which 

was that someone who was not an artist, according to any essential characteristics, had 

become one.
95  

Particularly worrisome for Chassé was the treatment of Rousseau in the March 

1922 exhibition Cent Ans de Peinture Francaise, a highly publicized exhibition 

benefiting the permanent collection of the Musée des Beaux-art de Strasbourg. In this 

exhibition, Rousseau had been promoted by the organizers, whose consultants included 

                                                 
94 Chassé’s, “Les fausses gloires: D’Ubu-Roi au Douanier Rousseau,” La Grande Revue 111 (April 1923): 
177-212 enumerates at least one different Rousseau in each of the sections of his essay. See also “Les 
Défenseurs des fausses glories: Les Amis du Douanier Rousseau.” La Grande Revue 114 (May 1924): 439-
463. And D’Ubu-Roi au Douanier Rousseau (France: Éditions de la Nouvelle Revue Critique, 1947). On 
the petty criminal Rousseau, and the attempts by his defense attorneys to prove Rousseau’s naïveté by 
entering his paintings into evidence, see Maurice Garçon, Le Douanier Rousseau Acusé Naïf (Paris: Quatre 
Cehmins-Editart, 1953).  

95 To show the faulty premise on which Rousseau’s reputation had been built, Chassé turned to members of 
the art world who had known Rousseau prior to his fame. Paul Sérusier, for example, suggested to Chassé 
that one could consider Gauguin among those who laid the groundwork for Rousseau’s celebrity. “Jusqu’a 
un certain point on pourrait pretender que c’est Gauguin qui a lancé Rousseau. Nous allions rire aux 
Indépendants devant les toiles de Rousseau quand Gauguin nous dit, ‘Après tout, ce n’est pas plus bête que 
du Bouguereau.’”  It is perhaps worth noting that this quotation was listed first on a two-page collection of 
textual excerpts about Rousseau by French critics that James Johnson Sweeney supplied Alfred Barr in 
preparation for Masters of Popular Painting. See Sweeney’s letter of March 25, 1938. The Museum of 
Modern Art Archives, N.Y., Reg Exh #76. 
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André Lhote, as one of France’s great painters working between the age of Ingres and the 

invention of Cubism. Specifically, Rousseau was posited by the curators as the inheritor 

of a distinguished tradition of French naturalism in the lineage of Jean-Baptiste-Camille 

Corot. Here was indisputable proof that the designation “artist,” first offered to Rousseau 

with some irony, was now being used in earnest. As Lhote would go on to explain in La 

Nouvelle Revue Francaise, there was real resonance in the juxtaposition of Corot and 

Rousseau. Their pairing was the crux of the exhibition—“Le clou de ‘Cent Ans…’”. 

Acknowledging that some might find this coupling paradoxical, Lhote explained that, 

viewed together, Corot and Rousseau had the ability to illuminate an array of issues 

associated with modern naturalism. “En Corot et en Rousseau,” he wrote, “nous pouvons 

contempler les deux derniers peintres naturels de l’epoque moderne.”
96

  

This view of recent French painting, which would relate the naturalism of the 

School of Fontainebleau with the un-schooled (hence natural) Rousseau, was 

inflammatory to Chassé and seemed to test the credulity of numerous others. As André 

Michel wrote in the Journal des Debats, “If this is all to buy a few Rousseaus for the 

museum of Strasbourg, I’ve had enough of it.”
97

 Those who had, so to speak, done their 

homework on the Douanier, knew that his paintings had never been regarded with such 

seriousness before. For Chassé and his sympathizers, the inversion of values that led to 

                                                 
96 Andre Lhote, “Les Dernière Rétrospectives,” Nouvelle Revue Francaise. 19 (1 July 1922): 113. “Le clou 
de “Cent Ans…” fut la confrontation Corot-Rousseau (le Douanier). On crut à un jeu, à un paradoxe 
amusante. Rien de plus normal, cependant, que la juxtaposition des deux oeuvres.” Emphasis original.  

97 See André Michel, Journal des Debats, 21 (March, 1922): 3.   
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Rousseau’s ascension had clearly gone on too long when the painter once mockingly 

cheered in song for his ability to “dompte la nature avec son magnifique pinceau” – 

“tame nature with his magnificent brush”–was in fact being celebrated as a naturalist.
98

  

In the end, Chassé seemed to say, if the figure of Rousseau was mutable enough to take 

on even this role, perhaps it wasn’t so ridiculous to confuse him with Théodore.
99

  

   As would be the case in the 1960s, the scholars who believed they possessed 

“the facts” about Rousseau were oblivious to the power of the fictions they hoped to 

disprove. Chassé faced strong opposition when his exposé reached the public, and he 

eventually published a response to his numerous detractors.
100

 As we will see in Part 

Two, Chapter Three, “Exchanging the Discourse,” even scholars who hoped to dispute 

the falsifying Rousseauistes Chassé sought to discredit did not feel that they could build 

upon his work. They avoided it because, to anyone who appreciated Rousseau, Chassé’s 

                                                 
98 Maurice Raynal, “Le ‘Banquet’ Rousseau,” Les Soirées de Paris (January 15, 1914): 69-72. Lhote, “Les 
Dernière Rétrospectives,” 113. 

99 It is possible that Coquiot’s entry on Rousseau in Les Indépendants: 1884-1920 (Paris: Librairie 
Ollendorff, 1920), 130-133, offered a precedent for interpreting Rousseau in this manner. When Coquiot 
labeled Rousseau a “naturist” in this history, he was not referring to his preferred subject matter, but to his 
temperament—a seemingly impermeable interface that assured almost any subject Rousseau painted was a 
natural product of his reveries and of his poetic aspirations. “Odilon Redon et moi, nous fûmes, vers 1888, 
les permiers à glorifier Rousseau, à célébrer son génie de peintre naturaliste, qui s’élevait parfois au beau 
style classique.  … Ses personages sont les produits naturels, simple ou heroïque, de ses reveries et e ses 
aspirations poétiques” (131).  

100 Charles Chassé, “Les Défenseurs des fausses glories: Les Amis du Douanier Rousseau.” La Grande 
Revue 114 (May 1924) 439-463.��
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article did not appear to be a contribution to the scholarship but rather a “malicious 

account of Rousseau’s art and reputation, attempting to explain his vogue as a hoax.”
101

  

Despite Chassé’s inability to convince scholars of his viewpoint, his initial article 

and his rebuttal to its critics contain numerous insights. Arguably the most significant 

aspect of his work is that it deals so little with Rousseau (less still with his paintings) and 

focuses the brunt of its attack on the Rousseauistes—those who brought the Douanier 

into the discourse of art. Discussing the painter and his limitations only indirectly, 

Chassé’s strategy was to show that Rousseau was a deception by pointing out the extreme 

license exercised by those who had championed him. The poverty of the criticism 

practiced on Rousseau—evident to Chassé in its inconsistency, lack of specificity, high 

degree of subjectivity, and overt engagement in the production of a fictional persona—

convinced him that Rousseau, the invention of his interpreters, was a deliberate 

fabrication.  

Chassé, we might say, argued that the craze for Rousseau in the 1920s was more a 

literary phenomenon than an artistic one. And in this view he was not alone. Writing in 

La Semaine Littéraire in 1925, Camille Mauclair argued that the new value being placed 

on Rousseau was not primarily a measure of the painter’s facility with pigments and 

canvas, but was actually a measure of the success of the writing about him. The 

“Triumph of the Douanier,” about which we will hear more in Part Two, Chapter Two, 

                                                 
101 Exhibition Records, Works of Rousseau, Box 62, Art Institute of Chicago Archives. Manuscript notes 
compiled for the bibliography of Catton Rich’s Rousseau catalogue.   
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was in reality a reflection of Apollinaire’s abilities as a creative writer, not Rousseau’s 

ability as a painter. When the poet-critic’s work left the intimate circle of its intended 

readership of young artists and reached audiences on a grander scale, his literary product 

achieved a new and entirely undeserved level of accomplishment.
102

 Perceiving the 

methodological flaws that prevented writers from living up to the standards of proper 

criticism, Mauclair and Chassé identified Rousseau’s ascent as something occasioned by 

pernicious fallacy. For both men, the criticism on Rousseau perverted the accepted 

understanding of the artist’s role in the achievement of aesthetic experience. By 

effectively producing the artist they wrote about, critics made the impossible possible: 

The least gifted painter of his group had become the most celebrated artist. Unfortunately 

for Mauclair and Chassé, their arguments failed to take into account that Rousseau’s 

professional status and critical standing weren’t all that had changed since the first 

decade of the new century. Rousseau’s triumph, along with other events in and outside 

the art world, had changed what art could be. If at first Rousseau’s work appeared to be a 

transgression against proper artistic production, by the 1920s he was a transcendent artist. 

His paintings, now widely accepted as masterpieces by all but Chassé and Mauclair, 

surpassed explanation, and Rousseau himself seemed capable of producing art 

effortlessly, naturally, as the bird sings.103   

                                                 
102 Mauclair, “Marginalia: L’Apothéose du Douanier,” La Semaine Littéraire (October 31, 1925): 521. 

103 Far more common than the visual associations between Rousseau and birds considered above, the idea 
that Rousseau “painted as the bird sings” can be found both in the writing of his supporters and his 
detractors. The author of “Rousseau Farce,” for example, writes, “… it has never been discovered when, 
nor why, [Rousseau] began to paint; in fact, hardly anything about his humble and sad life can be found 
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Once this view had been stated—that Rousseau, the worst artist of his time, had 

become the best artist of his time—a critic could do productive work by demonstrating 

that, in a truly liberal creative environment, such an unlikely scenario was indeed 

possible. As the rhetoric of inversion escalated, critics such as Salmon increased the 

gambit and argued that the avant-garde was not infatuated with Rousseau’s naiveté, but 

rather had appreciated him all along for his careful work—his science.
104

 Rousseau could, 

after all, paint in a highly controlled manner and the technical precision displayed in his 

most careful canvases, such as Surprised! or The Hungry Lion [Figs. 8 and 13], connoted 

an almost fanatical deliberateness.105 In response to these preposterous critical assertions, 

                                                                                                                                                 
out; in reality he painted as the birds sing and as children laugh; his paintings being at the utmost the songs 
of a nightingale or the laughter of a childish adult” (12).  Among supporters, the entry on Rousseau in E. 
Bénézit Dictionnaire Critique et Documentaire des Peintres, Sculpteurs, Dessinateurs et Gravures de Tous 
Les Temps et de Tous Les Pays (Paris: E. Gründ, 1948-55) shows another typical use of this metaphor 
“…Henri Rousseau, dit le Douanier, fut un peintre sans culture d’aucune sorte, … qui peignit comme 
l’oiseau chante mais avec l’ambition, toute naturelle, de chanter plus haut que l’oiseau” (133-134). On this 
theme’s prevalence in the broader discourse of modern painting see, for example, John House, Monet: 
Nature into Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), which begins: “Monet, we are told, declared, ‘I 
would like to paint as the bird sings.’…” (1). 

104 Salmon, Propos d’Atelier (Paris: Editions G. Crès, 1922), 119 and again on 139. “… nous ne 
chérissions pas Rousseau pour sa barbarie, mais pour sa science. Il n’y a pas de hasards dans l’oeuvre de 
Rousseau.” Note that Salmon softened this assertion in the decades that followed, claiming, for example, 
that one appreciates Rousseau not “pour son ignorance” but for “quelques vertus authentiquement 
picturales.”  However, he did not relinquish this opinion entirely and reminded readers that, while the poets 
may have brought Rousseau fame, Paul Signac “le plus raisonneur, le plus logieien des peintres de son 
temps” advocated for Rousseau to be accepted as a legitimate painter. See E. Bénézit, Dictionnaire 
Critique et Documentaire des Peintres, Sculpteurs, Dessinateurs et Gravures de Tous Les Temps et de Tous 
Les Pays (Paris: E. Gründ, 1948-55) 134. Elsewhere, in a discussion of Rousseau’s rendering of the sky in 
his 1890 self portrait, Salmon suggests that the science Rousseau possessed was not of the type one 
acquires, but rather is given. See Salmon, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Éditions Aimery Somogy, 1962), 62. 

105 Consider, for example, Louis Vauxcelles on the connotations of Rousseau’s technique in 1905, “il est 
dommage que sa technique ne soit pas égale à sa candeur” quoted in the caption beneath The Hungry Lion 
in L’Illustration (November 4, 1905). Similarly, Clement Greenberg remarked upon this quality of 
Rousseau’s work in 1946: “If the picture Storm in the Jungle [i.e. Surprised!], with its cunning and almost 
facile play of tones within a limited range, and its surface enriched by streaks of glaze representing rain, is 
really and truly by Rousseau, and was actually painted in 1891, then he did not even begin as a primitive.” 
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Chassé struggled to forewarn the public of the devastating potential of such a reckless 

gambit. In his urgency to forestall Rousseau’s further assent, Chassé struggled to convey 

what Maurice Brilliant said simply: “Rousseau has become a symbol, but suppose one 

forgets about the author.”106 How would we evaluate his work then?  

Although Chassé’s work did little to diminish the craze for Rousseau in the 

interwar period, the comingling of fact and subjective fictions in Rousseau’s literature 

that his work identified would become increasingly problematic to scholars. Attempting 

to practice a suitably sober and objective mode of criticism, Edward Alden Jewell wrote 

in 1942 that something just wasn’t “adding up” about Rousseau. There was an 

“incongruous mélange” of elements that “taken together” created “problems not solved” 

by the scholarship and left a skeptical observer both “fascinated and floundering.”
107 

Rousseau was not behaving for Jewell as other painters did because the critics whose 

work he referenced had not written about Rousseau in the ways they wrote about other 

painters. Despite his disinclination to do so, Jewell would have to shape his own 

Rousseau, as each writer before him had done.  

                                                                                                                                                 
See Clement Greenberg, “Henri Rousseau and Modern Art” (1946), in John O'Brian, ed., Collected Essays 
and Criticism, 2:93.  

106 Maurice Brilliant, “Les Oeuvres et Les Hommes,” Correspondant (25 April, 1922): 358-372. 

107 Edward Alden Jewel, “French ‘Primitive’ Poses a Problem.” The New York Times (March 22, 1942): 
X5. M. A. Couturier notably took objection to this article and a companion piece published by Jewel on 
March 18, 1942, and responded that the fanfare over Rousseau in New York at this time, “supplies the 
ultimate reason for disagreeing with Edward Alden Jewel, who wrote … on ‘the strange case of Henri 
Rousseau, the little French customs officer …’ What strangeness does he find in his case? Quite the 
contrary, we are here face to face with the most normal type, the most simon-pure specimen of a true 
artist.” M. A. Couturier, “The Douanier Rousseau,” Commonweal (May 1, 1942).  
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As scholars and artists have pulled selectively from Rousseau’s “construction kit” 

they have made him into many things: a twentieth century fulfillment of Gérôme’s 

orientalism (Albert Boime), a precursor to surrealism (André Breton), a “great realist” 

(Kandinsky), a miracle (Waldemar George), a fraud (Chassé), a poet-painter in the mode 

of William Blake (Roman Jakobson), and the entertaining basis for more than a few 

poems (Sylvia Plath), short-stories (Guy Davenport), and songs (Joni Mitchell).
108

 As had 

been the case for the various Rousseaus Chassé identified in 1923, Rousseau’s openness 

as a painter conditioned these diverse and sometimes contradictory figurations. Chassé 

saw value in pointing out the phenomenon of Rousseau’s mutability. However, many of 

those involved with Rousseau’s figuration were already well aware of his potential for 

dramatic reinvention. When Salmon referred to Rousseau’s inexhaustibility as a subject, 

he singled out this aspect of the painter as a defining part of his appeal. Likewise, when 

Warnod wrote that “If Rousseau did not exist, we would have had to invent him,” he did 

so with the knowingness of someone involved with Rousseau’s invention.
109

 The open, 

                                                 
108 Albert Boime, “Jean-Léon Gérôme, Henri Rousseau’s Sleeping Gypsy and the Academic Legacy” Art 
Quarterly 34 (Spring 1971): 3-29. Breton, “Henri Rousseau a Sculptor?” 369. Breton goes on to exclaim, in 
a font of all capital letters: “ROUSSEAU’S WORKS HAVE ALMOST NO INTEREST WHATSOEVER 
IN TERMS OF REALISM, BUT MUST BE CONSIDERED ABSOLUTELY VALID PRECURSORS OF 
SURREALISM.” Kandinsky, “On the Question of Form” [1912]. See note 28. Waldemar George, “Le 
Miracle de Rousseau,” Les Arts à Paris (July 1931): 3-11. Chassé, “Les fausses gloires: D’Ubu-Roi au 
Douanier Rousseau.” Roman Jacobson, “On the Verbal Art of William Blake and Other Poet-Painters” 
Linguistic Inquiry 1 (January, 1970): 3-23. Sylvia Plath, “Yadwigha, on a Red Couch, Among Lillies: A 
Sestina for the Douanier,” Collected Poems (New York: Harper & Row, 1981), 85-6. Davenport, “Henri 
Rousseau,” See note 51. Joni Mitchell, “The Jungle Line,” Dreamland.  Also performed by Herbie Hancock 
with Leonard Cohen on River: The Joni Letters. 

109 Warnod, Les Berceaux de  la jeunne peinture, 230. Consider as well the related statement by Maurice 
Raynal in 1950 that “The sudden fame of Henri Rousseau, which he accepted as no more than his due, was 
made by our generation.” See History of Modern Painting from Picasso to Surrealism (Geneva: Albert 
Skira, 1949), 26.  
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untroubled quality of Rousseau’s paintings facilitated his entry into a diverse array of 

critical and art-historical conversations. It allowed him to attract critics eager to complete 

his compositions and to transform him into an artist.  But it is also the quality that 

ultimately made him resistant to a dominant critical or art-historical interpretation.  

A CONCLUSION DEVELOPS 

(ELIDING THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN TWO MODES OF PAINTING ) 
 

Just as no critic can make an artist out of a person who is not one, so no critic could ever, 
owing to its metaphysical impossibility, destroy, ruin, or harm even to a slight degree an 

artist who is an artist.
110

 
� Benedetto Croce, 1913 

Any analysis of Rousseau’s achievement, as I attempted to show above, faces 

multiple constraints that compound one another and make writing a history of that 

achievement challenging. First, in the years between 1910 and 1960, assessments of 

Rousseau’s essential qualities could undergo dramatic revision without anyone (aside 

from Chassé and a few other conservative voices) protesting, or perhaps even detecting, 

his shifting constitution. Second, in the years since 1960, a new type of misunderstanding 

has been generated by the fallacy that it would be possible, and even clarifying to the 

history of modern art, to replace the mythical Rousseau known prior to 1960 with the 

                                                 
110 Benedetto Croce, Guide to Aesthetics (Breviario di Estetica), [1912] trans. Patrick Romanell 
(Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 1965), 65. 
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newly discovered and empirically verifiable Rousseau.
111

 Denying the mutual 

dependency of these painters and assuming that a fact-based Rousseau could simply 

occupy, with greater purchase on reality, the “mythical” Rousseau’s place in the 

development of modernism, has only distorted our understanding of Rousseau’s 

significance both as a maker and as a figure in the discourse of art. We misread 

Rousseau—we change who he was in the first half of the twentieth century—when we 

separate him from his myth. Likewise, our analysis of the mid-century scholarship has 

shown that the factual Rousseau and the efficacious Rousseau are hardly coextensive. 

They merely go by the same name and are associated, to an extent, with the same body of 

work. Attempts to correct Rousseau’s misrepresentation have had the objective of 

undoing the figured portion of this hybrid historical figure who made significant 

contributions to modernism in a hybrid state. Despite substantial efforts toward 

systemization, we find that it has been harder for the Douanier to withstand art-historical 

handling premised on science than it had been for him to withstand the seemingly 

frivolous storytelling and inexact thinking that led to his mythologizing. As such, we see 

once again that the challenge facing art historians in our own moment is not that we lack 

reliable information on Rousseau, but rather that the so-called reliable information is not 

                                                 
111 Again, Nancy Ireson is the rare scholar who has considered the difficulty we face incorporating 
Rousseau’s early literature into a rigorous scholarly study: “It is important not to blame admirers like 
Apollinaire for perpetuating stereotypes about Rousseau. It was largely thanks to their efforts that his name 
lived on. The books and articles written by the artist’s avant-garde friends, even today, are invaluable 
resources for anyone who is interested in Rousseau and his work. But when these associates praised him, or 
found fault with him, they did so on their own terms and to suit their own agendas. This led to much myth-
making; original accounts, retold, became anecdotal. … Art history, unable to see beyond the myth, left 
Rousseau behind.” Echoing Vallier and Certigny, Barr and Krauss, Ireson agruges that “In order to 
interpret Rousseau it is necessary to go beyond the myth.” Interpreting Henri Rousseau, 10, 15.   
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necessarily the most relevant information with regard to this painter’s contribution to the 

modern movement.  

 

To this point in Part One, we have focused on the discursive and methodological 

difficulties Rousseau presents. But we have not yet considered why Rousseau’s paintings 

should have provoked such inept—or, put differently, subjectivist or readerly—critical 

response. In the pages that follow we will begin to understand how the pictures relate to 

the collective confusion. 

Writing in response to the Museum of Modern Art’s 1985 Rousseau retrospective, 

Rackstraw Downes attempted to isolate a source of the painter’s resistance to analytic 

inquiry:  “Rousseau’s art and his career in art cannot help but provoke a braided reaction, 

just as much in us now as it did in the young artists during Rousseau’s lifetime.”
112

 One 

hears in these words an echo of the response to Rousseau at the XXV Venice Biennale, 

when the observation was uttered with urgency: Rousseau had become “a danger,” an 

artist whose “innocence led us to create a system flush with paradox.”
113 Downes, like his 

predecessor, traces our interpretative predicament back to the painter’s naiveté. 

Ingenuousness, Downes suggests, provokes this braided reaction by plaiting together 

“cheerful mockery,” “admiration for simplicity,” and “regret at our own lost 

                                                 
112 Downes, “Henri Rousseau and the idea of the naïve,” 24.  

113 Lo Duca, Henri Roussesau Dit Le Douanier (Paris: Les Éditions du Chêne, 1951), n.p. (first page of 
text). Recall here the views of Alexandre discussed above, “… if he had drawn these forms and these colors 
according to a calculated, coolly elaborated system, [Rousseau] would be the most dangerous of men…” 
Alexandre, “Deux mots historiques.” Comoedia (April 3, 1909): 3L. 
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innocence.”
114

 As we will see in Part Two, Chapter One, “Exchanging the Maker,” the 

young artists coming of age in Paris before the First World War responded to Rousseau’s 

work with many of these same emotions. But the vexing “system of paradox” in which 

Rousseau has been enmeshed for most of the past century did not emerge until the critics 

associated with this group treated Rousseau’s naïve pictures as art, that is to say, as 

images commensurate with the work of Cézanne, Matisse, the Cubist painters, and the 

great practitioners of painting who preceded them.  

Paris was a site of rampant innovation at the end of Rousseau’s lifetime. Young 

painters, sculptors, and poets seeking the essence of art conducted a multidirectional 

search, moving both inward and outward toward extremes of aesthetic experience. 

Advanced creative activity was pursued both by chasing art to an essential core, and by 

seeking out limit cases of what art could possibly be. This pursuit led not only to new 

conceptions of picture-making and newly rigorous interrogations of surface, color, and 

line, but also to the incorporation of many non-art objects into the discourse of art.
115

 

Rousseau’s paintings could appear to be part of modernist advancements in both 

directions—toward the core of his medium and outside of its bounds. Recall Marsden 

Hartley’s claim that Rousseau “was not fabricating an art,” but rather, “endeavoring to 

                                                 
114 Downes, “Henri Rousseau and the idea of the naïve,” 24. 

115 This understanding of the innovations achieved in early twentieth-century France is well articulated in 
Jean Claude  Lebensztejn  “Passage: Note on the Ideology of Early Abstraction” in Paths to Abstraction, 
1867-1917 (Sydney: Art Gallery of New South Wales, 2010), 31-51.  
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create a real picture for his own private satisfaction.”
116

 Downes, who, like Hartley, 

practiced art as well as criticism, observed these features too. Writing of the pendant 

portraits by Rousseau once in Picasso’s collection [Figs. 14-16] he commented, “They 

have none of the cause and effect of a deliberate style, they bypass form-making ... They 

exist outside art, outside the painting culture, not as art, but as a challenge to art.” 
117

  

To the extent that Downes was judging Rousseau’s works according to his own 

personal standards, his comment can be added to the many back-and-forth debates about 

the painter: naïf ou moderne, sincere or scheming, talent or hack. But insofar as 

Downes’s comment speaks of art as that category was understood by Rousseau’s 

contemporaries, he has led us into highly productive territory. The challenge to art, 

evident to so many observers of Rousseau’s paintings, “is not what Rousseau meant” 

Downes asserts, carefully avoiding speculation about the authored meaning of the 

pictures, “it is what Rousseau meant to the next generation.”
118

  

Here lies the art-historical crux we have been circling around. The designation 

“art,” first offered to Rousseau’s work by the artists and poets a generation younger than 

himself, imputed to his practice objectives that had never been part of his occupation with 

painting. His first champions realized this. They recognized a disparity between 

Rousseau’s paintings and the work of other painters, and they were willing to hold this 

                                                 
116 Hartley, “Virtues of Amateur Painting,” 134-135.  

117 Downes, “Henri Rousseau and the idea of the naïve,” 24. Emphasis original. 

118 Downes, “Henri Rousseau and the idea of the naïve,” 24. 
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difference in suspension. But the critical difference between Rousseau’s work and art 

work soon vanished. Having shown the way to an art purged of certain longstanding 

traditions in the first two decades of the twentieth century, Rousseau, who worked with 

“no doubt, no curiosity, and no science” became an artist in the third.119 He is the artist 

we (mis)know today because of the experimental critical gambit that applied to his acts of 

painting the approbation traditionally reserved for the art of painting.  

Competing perceptions of Rousseau—that he made art and that he made 

something other than art—have coexisted for some time, and historians today would do 

well to reintroduce some doubt about what precisely the Douanier produced. To give a 

brief example, in the interwar period, interpreters who wanted to address Rousseau’s 

work as a product of its time, saw value in retaining the radicalism of the young painters’ 

gambit. That is to say, for Rousseau’s rise as an artist to be appreciated as a fully radical 

phenomenon, his work needed to be presented as non-art, at least at its moment of 

creation. But to other critics, eager to assert the full effect of what this gambit had 

achieved, Rousseau’s paintings were essential modernist monuments. As the later view 

eclipsed the former, a comment such as Jean Cassou’s in the preface to Masters of 

Popular Painting, which asserted that painters in the lineage of Rousseau “never lived 

like artists,” “rarely thought or spoke in terms of art,” and found neither “their themes nor 

their means of expression in the problems engaging other artists” was potentially 

                                                 
119 Anthony Bertram, Henri Rousseau (London: The Studio, 1936), n.p. third page of text. 
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libelous.120 To others involved with the production of this exhibition—namely Alfred 

Barr—the painters were “masters,” rightly exhibited in a museum of modern art.  

I would like for us now to consider the quotation by Benedetto Croce that appears 

as the epigraph to this concluding section: “Just as no critic can make an artist out of a 

person who is not one, so no critic could ever, owing to its metaphysical impossibility, 

destroy, ruin, or harm even to a slight degree an artist who is an artist.”
121

 An artist who 

is an artist. A painter who is a painter. What do these tautologies convey? They express 

an understanding of art and art-making rooted in the tradition of the volitional artist-

author. Such an essential, immutable definition of these terms was precisely what was 

under attack by Rousseau’s avant-garde associates, and in showing this I will build upon 

the critical distinction between the act of painting and the art of painting that has been 

latent in the commentary addressed in Part One. This distinction (between painting and 

painting) and the related distinction (between painter and painter) is grounded in the 

                                                 
120 Jean Cassou, “Preface,” Masters of Popular Painting (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1938), 15. 
See the discussion of Cassou’s work in relation to this exhibition in Part Two, Chapter Three, “Exchanging 
the Discourse.” 

121 Benedetto Croce, Guide to Aesthetics (Breviario di Estetica), [1912] Trans. Patrick Romanell 
(Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 1965), 65. 
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discourse of Rousseau’s early twentieth-century contemporaries.
122

 Discourse allows us 

to differentiate between two senses of painting—the act and the art—when the objects 

alone may not demand such discrimination. 

For Rousseau’s avant-garde interpreters, enforcing the separation between these 

modes of painting was not as useful as eliding it. The distinction between these 

alternative senses of peinture now appeared to be an expendable convention, and due to 

this Rousseau’s practice could be aligned with modernist advancements achieved by the 

purging of such outmoded vestiges of tradition.123 The potential for confusion between 

act and art allowed the early twentieth-century avant-garde to posit Rousseau as a maker 

who modeled the destruction of painting, and the destruction of the painter, when in fact 

                                                 
122 A few contemporary definitions are necessary here. We will be contrasting the first and the third 
definitions of the verb “peindre” (to paint) in Émile Littré: Dictionnaire de la langue française (1872-77). 1) 
“Représenter une personne, une chose par des lignes et des couleurs. Peindre un homme, un arbre, un lion, 
un paysage” and 3) “Couvrir de couleurs. Peindre une boiserie, un mur en blanc, en gri.” We will also be 
contrasting the first and second definitions of the noun “peintre” (painter) in the same edition of Littré: 1) 
“Celui qui exerce l'art de la peinture. Peintre d'histoire. Peintre de genre” and 2) “Celui dont le métier est de 
peindre les murs, les lambris. Peintre en bâtiments.” Also relevant will be two definitions of the word 
“artiste” (artist) defined by Littré at this moment as 1) “Celui qui exerce un des beaux-arts. Ce peintre, ce 
sculpteur est un grand artiste. Une jeune artiste, une pauvre artiste” and 2) “Qui a le génie, le sentiment, le 
goût des arts. Cet homme est né artiste.”.  

123 With regard to the noun “peinture” (painting) the first definition supplied by Littré could apply to both 
Rousseau’s works and to those of practitioners more learned in the art: 1) “Imitation faite avec lignes et 
couleurs, sur une superficie plane, de tout ce qui se voit sous le soleil ; sa fin est la delectation.” The second 
and fourth definitions mark a potential difference however: 2) “Ouvrage de peinture. Une belle peinture. 
Les peintures de Michel-Ange et de Raphaël au Vatican.” And  4) “Toute couleur appliquée sur une 
surface. La peinture de ce carrosse est toute fraîche.” For a distinction between the act of painting and the 
art of painting in a different historical moment, see Louis Marin, To Destroy Painting [1977] Trans. Mette 
Hjort (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). “’Poussin could not bear Caravaggio and said that he 
had come into the world in order to destroy painting.’ This citation reports an utterance by the great master 
that merits reflection … we are to understand that Caravaggio’s work does not lead to the ‘end’ of painting, 
to its proper finality, which is delectation, contemplation informed by theory and knowledge” (99) 
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Rousseau “didn’t in the least want to epater himself or anybody else.”124 In other words, 

the reassertion of identity between the painter who manipulates a brush, nothing more, 

and the painter who authors pictures informed by the traditions of the discipline, 

propelled Rousseau’s ascent. It permitted his entrance into the context and discourse in 

which artists operated, and then, for interpreters such as Barr and Catton Rich, it allowed 

Rousseau to be an artist, “significant in his own right—one of the great and original 

painters of his generation.”125 

In order for early twentieth-century critics to court the productive confusion 

between painting and painting, they would need to overturn an ensconced structure of 

values that defined this art through its theorization rather than its material substance or 

applied practice. The erosion of this traditional position becomes clear in Charles Lewis 

Hind’s unassuming phrase, “just painting,” which he used in an evaluation of Rousseau’s 

work in 1924. According to Hind, Rousseau’s practice was noteworthy because, unlike 

most artists, he “was not thinking about making a picture; he was intent only on 

expressing himself pictorially.” To distinguish between these two modes, Hind elaborated 

on his characterization of Rousseau’s practice. Fascinatingly, Rousseau was the singular 

painter who,  

                                                 
124 Bertram, n.p. fifth page of text. Bertram here strikes a tone  typical in discussions of what I have been 
calling the miraculous or transcendental Rousseau: “He distorted without theory … It was this 
unconsciousness, the rare blessedness of being free from art education, which distinguished him so sharply 
from most of his followers, false-Primitives, false-naifs, who so often did it pour epater le bourgeois.”  

125 Catton Rich, “Foreword,” Henri Rousseau [rev. ed., 1946], 8. 
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… cared nothing about perspective, or values, or balance, or drawing master 
composition. … [Rousseau] unlearned, unsophisticated, with a great love for 

painting, and considerable power for expressing himself – just painted.
126

  

Such a formulation inverted the values associated with painting as a fine art accumulated 

over centuries by paring down a theoretical practice to the essence of its physical matter 

and manual action. Whatever Hind’s intentions—it is not entirely clear whether “just 

painting” disqualified Rousseau as an artist or made him the father of a new art—his  

method of framing the question of Rousseau’s professional activity indicates the veritable 

Pandora’s Box this “painting customs inspector” represented to modernism.127 Framed in 

this manner, painters who claimed to do more than “just paint” opened themselves to 

accusations of superfluity, having ornamented the essence of their craft.  

Hind articulated an idea that Rousseau’s early champions rarely said outright. To 

undermine a traditionalist view of painting, which the young painters of the avant-garde 

believed was unnecessarily encumbered by theory, they posited the Douanier Rousseau 

as an exception to painting’s rule. “No mannerisms, no behaviors, no systems,” had been 

another way of saying “no artist.” Or again, in Hind’s terms, “There was not an atom of 

                                                 
126 Hind, 2:181. The discussion of anonymity and just painting that follows has resonances with later 
twentieth-century art, particularly Abstract Expressionism. Consider, for example, Harold Rosenberg’s 
claim that, while these artists had been “trying to paint Art … The big moment came when it was decided 
to paint, …just to PAINT.” See Rosenberg “The American Action Painters,” Art News (December 1952), 
22. 

127 On Hind’s uncertainty about Rousseau consider his remark: “I have seen his ‘Jungle’. It is the kind of 
landscape that the first landscape painter might have built on his first canvas through sheer pertinacity in 
the love of doing it.  Looking at some of the advanced pictures that are being painted today, I ask myself if 
the influence of Rousseau, ‘le Douanier,’ is not almost as great as that of Cézanne” 2:181-182. The phrase 
“painting customs inspector” is from Jeffrey Weiss, The Popular Culture of Modern Art, 91.   
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self-consciousness in him.”128 However, with time, and as an unforeseen consequence of 

this early twentieth-century proposition, Rousseau became the model of painting at its 

essence. During his lifetime, working in his studio, Rousseau was merely wielding a 

brush. But in the years that followed, as definitions of art changed, he became an artist—

the twentieth-century’s most natural artist—who, without training and without any of the 

advantages of culture, came to participate in and even surpass traditions of art making.129 

His triumph as a painter, which occurred, not coincidentally, around the time Hind wrote, 

derived from the perception that all of his acts of painting ascended to the status of art. 

There are many ways to say that someone is not an artist, numerous grounds on 

which to disqualify a person from this esteemed designation. Chassé disparaged 

Rousseau through recourse to the irresponsible writing about him, others by pointing out 

his general obliviousness and rudimentary technique. My objective here and in Part Two, 

Chapter One, will be to call into question Rousseau’s professional status by examining 

how early twentieth-century artists were expected to function in discourse, and to show 

that Rousseau fell short of a key professional minimum, namely, the motivation of his 

work through the pursuit of what modern critics commonly called “a problem.”  

Returning to the Trees of Modern Art discussed in the Introduction, we will recall 

that Rousseau straddled the division between named artist-authors and the anonymous 

makers who sit in proximity to Corvorubias’s tree. Rousseau’s works differed from the 

                                                 
128 Hind, 2:181.  

129 Such a painter has been proposed before, in theoretical terms. See Richard Shiff’s early essay, “The Art 
of Excellence and the Art of the Unattainable,” The Georgia Review 32 (Winter 1978): 829-841.    
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latter class of classical and primitive objects because his products were associated with an 

authorial persona. That is to say, the structural relationship between Rousseau and his 

work was congruent with that of a named artist-author and his or her production. 

Maintaining this metonymic relationship between maker and work, whereby we might 

call any painting by its maker’s name, e.g. “a Michelangelo” or “a Delacroix,” Rousseau 

appeared to satisfy the traditional professional model.130 Due to this structural 

parallelism, Rousseau’s paintings seemed to lend themselves to interpretation along 

standard authorial lines in ways that ethnographic, artisanal, and popular objects did not. 

However, by treating Rousseau’s paintings as art—placing them in a context of critical 

interrogation predicated on tracing effects back to authorial causes—his works took on 

qualities they never before possessed. The accretion of these qualities was not necessarily 

intended to mislead. It was simply a product of critical discourse, whose concerns 

developed in step with the practices of the artist-author. Because Rousseau could 

nominally fill the artist-author’s position, his trespass into art discourse was less obvious 

than the acceptance of ethnographic objects for their aesthetic merit.  

The inward/outward expansion of art noted above was effected by many of 

Rousseau’s supporters—Cubists, Surrealists, Dadaists, and those, like Kandinsky and the 

Delaunays, pursuing non-objective art. When we consider Rousseau as part of this period 

of boundary-breaking innovation, we see both his close association with the art of his 

time, and also the source of his unsuitability as an object of critical and art-historical 
                                                 
130 The custom of referring to Rousseau by his former profession rather than his first name presents a 
complication to this metonymy. The awkwardness of referring to “a Douanier Rousseau” abates as we treat 
Douanier as a nickname, but scanning a table of contents where chapters are listed as Cézanne, Renoir, 
Bonnard, The Douanier Rousseau reflects his position as a quasi member of the class of named authors. 
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study. Consider a related, and more familiar, methodological quandary: “By aiming for 

the essence of art,” Jean Claude Lebensztejn notes, “abstract artists threw into question 

the limits of art. There was an irresistible temptation to exceed those limits.” As with the 

proposition of Rousseau as an artist, the “invention” of abstraction, Lebensztejn suggests, 

poses special difficulties for any historian. “Like every important event in history, 

abstraction is over-determined,” he insists. “We need to recast the question – to what 

extent were these [abstract images] fully-fledged, self-contained works of art:…?” And 

he goes on to argue that fully abstract works were not yet artworks when they were made, 

because they were not motivated by concerns that would lead to the deliberate production 

of non-objective images as art.  

… It is the precedence of abstraction that encourages us to convert these images 
into works of art, into abstract works. Abstraction itself alters their status – just as 
the pillaging and collecting of African and Oceanic art transformed the status of 
those objects as soon as they were removed from their context. This alteration of 
status is a betrayal, no doubt, of what the object initially meant in its milieu, but 
every culture is destined to destroy the past more or less according to the extent 

that it incorporates it.
131

 

That is to say, the art historian’s favorite pastime of locating the first abstract painting is 

fundamentally misguided. Far more significant is locating the moment in discourse when 

abstraction was accepted as art. Once that category had been established, the production 

of the “first” abstract painting becomes, in Roland Barthes terms, a point “ceaselessly 

pushed back.”132  

                                                 
131 Lebensztejn, “Passage: Note on the Ideology of Early Abstraction,” 49.  

132 Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975), 12. For another example 
of how this condition affects the practice of art history see Amy Powell, “A Point ‘Ceaselessly Pushed 
Back”: The Origin of Early Netherlandish Painting” The Art Bulletin 88 (Dec. 2006).  
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There is a corollary to this in our study of Rousseau’s critical resistance: Once we 

could speak of the Douanier as an artist, after he had achieved this professional 

designation and its accompanying position in discourse, it appeared to many that he had 

held it all along.133 On the contrary, Rousseau’s paintings were among the class of 

appropriated, non-art objects that would redefine the category of art. Similar to the 

African and Oceanic objects Lebensztejn used as examples, Rousseau’s appropriation by 

the avant-garde was a “betrayal” of his painting.  But this betrayal or perversion of 

intention ironically doubles back, for in this appropriation Rousseau’s life-long objective 

of being publicly and officially recognized as an artist was finally fulfilled. The deeper, 

more consequential betrayal that occurred when Rousseau’s paintings—“just 

paintings”—were accepted as art was the destruction of a longstanding conception of the 

artist as a problem solver who imbued his work with intention and meaning.  

According to Clive Bell, who counted among Rousseau’s supporters since 1903, 

“the history of art [was] very much the history of the problem.” For Bell, historians of his 

moment were concerned with establishing the specific struggle that an artist had engaged 

in to impart meaning and value to his or her production. No maker aspiring to the 

designation artist could be so arbitrary as to “pour an aesthetic experience straight into 

another, leaving out the problem.” Expressing this view even more strongly, Bell wrote:  

                                                 
133 On the tendency for art to fulfill the standards of a future moment, and the problems this poses for the 
critic and the historian see Richard Shiff, “Criticism at Odds with Its Art,” Common Knowledge (Fall 
2003): 434-462. See also Yve-Alain Bois’s discussion of this predicament in Painting as Model 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1990), 123-155.  
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The artist must submit his creative impulse to the conditions of a problem … A 
child may well have an artistic vision; for all that, a child is never … an artist. It 

wrestles with no problem because it does not try to express anything.
 134

  

Analogously, if an aesthetic experience were to be drawn from a work of art, it was 

because the artist had put it there while grappling against the conditions of a problem. In 

light of this professional theorization, positing Rousseau as an artist would require a new 

conception of art and artist—precisely what the young artists were clamoring for. In fact, 

the Douanier’s occupation of the role of the artist may seem to prefigure aspects of the 

death of the author decades before the advent of this concept in critical theory. Lacking a 

proper authorial voice, Rousseau’s paintings have been accessible as art only through 

their readers. 

The quotation by Croce touched on above gave voice to an essentialist perspective 

that Rousseau had already begun to contravene when it was published in 1913. So certain 

was Croce of the “metaphysical impossibility” of making or destroying an artist, he 

declared, “These things have never happened in the course of history, they do not occur 

                                                 
134 Clive Bell, Since Cézanne  (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1923), 46-47 and  50-51. The 
“problem” remains a key notion in many post-war histories of art. See for example, George Kubler,The 
Shape of Time (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), 33 where he writes, “Every important work of 
art can be regarded both as a historical event and as a hard-won solution to some problem. … any solution 
points to the existence of some problem to which there have been other solutions, and that other solutions 
to this same problem will most likely be invented to follow the one new in view. As the solutions 
accumulate, the problem alters. The chain of solutions nevertheless discloses the problem.” See also 
Michael Baxandall, Patters of Intention (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985) discussed below. “The 
maker of a picture or other historical artifact is a man addressing a problem of which his product is a 
finished and concrete solution. To understand it we try to reconstruct both the specific problem it was 
designed to solve and the specific circumstances out of which he was addressing it” (14-15). 
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in our day, and we may rest assured that they will never happen in the future.”
135

 But, 

looking to the example of Rousseau’s painting practice, we find that he was not an artist, 

not in any sense contemporary artists or critics held that title to operate. Rousseau’s 

transformation showed that Croce’s metaphysical imperative was not absolute but rather 

contextual and contingent on the vicissitudes of a culture’s definitions of art and artist. 

Remarkably, the critical gambit of Rousseau’s first advocates was so successful in its 

proposition of Rousseau as an artist, that it would appear to mid-century advocates from 

Daniel Catton Rich to Henry Certigny that his early ironic champions had accomplished 

the second half of Croce’s claim, not the first: harming an artist who is an artist. To this 

day, we treat Rousseau’s avant-garde supporters as obfuscators of the “true” Rousseau’s 

talents, presenting their colleague as someone both comically grander and lesser than 

himself. In actuality, they made this just-painter matter in the context of art.   

Owing to his transformation into an artist, Rousseau became one of many “omens 

of the end” associated with the early twentieth-century avant-garde.
136 Holding the 

position of an artist, Rousseau demonstrated that professional competencies once 

assumed necessary, specifically the formulation of aesthetic problems and the studied 

pursuit of their solutions, were in fact conventions that could be stripped away without 

annihilating the artist as a construct. “The whole enterprise of modernism,” Yve-Alain 

                                                 
135 Benedetto Croce, Guide to Aesthetics (Breviario di Estetica), [1912] Trans. Patrick Romanell 
(Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 1965), 65. 

136 See Bois, 230 and  244.  
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Bois has argued, “…could not have functioned without an apocalyptic myth.” Rousseau’s 

acceptance as a painter without a problem was one such apocalypse, and it heralded 

another: the toppling of Croce’s ontologically defined artist. Rousseau, we have seen, 

was an artist by virtue of the same mechanisms that allowed Duchamp’s Fountain to be 

art, and both reveal large loopholes in definitions that would claim to identify artist or art 

by their intrinsic qualities. Intrinsically, Rousseau’s problem-free paintings failed art’s 

litmus test. Culturally, they could count. 

Rousseau’s challenge to the institution of the artist was far from an unforeseen 

ending. The redefinition of the artist as someone who could belong to the “Tree of 

Modern Art” without deriving his or her artistry from its lineage, was a long held 

modernist ideal. It went hand-in-hand with a preference for quantity over aesthetic 

quality, direct feeling over refined meaning, physical values over moral values.
137 

Malevich, Bois reminds us, claimed that “the artist himself is a prejudice of the past.”138 

And he quotes Robert Musil: “If painters are still to come, they will not come from where 

we expect them to.”139 Bois might also have looked back to the writings of Théophile 

                                                 
137 I refer here to issues raised in Paintings as Model, specifically the chapter “Matisse and ‘Arche-
drawing,’” and also to the observation by Charles Maurice in 1905 that Cézanne replaced moral values with 
color values. ““The humanity in [Cézanne’s] paintings has only the [moral] value of a [color] value” – la 
valeur d’une valeur.” On this statement see Richard Shiff, “Risible Cézanne,” in The Repeating Image: 
Multiples in French Art from David to Matisse, ed. Eik Kahng, exh. cat. (Baltimore: The Walters Art 
Museum and Yale University Press, 2007), 127–71. 

138 Bois, 230. The quotation is from Suprematsim. 34 Drawings (Vitebsk, 1920) in Malevich, Essays on 
Art ed. Troels Andersen, (New York: Wittenborn, 1971), 127.  

139 Bois, 244. The quotation is from Robert Musil, “Sonsidérations Désobligeantes,” Oeuvres 
préposthumes (1936), trans. Philippe Jaccottet (Paris: Seuil, 1965), 87.  
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Thoré and to his belief that true artists were “the sons of no one [and] go forth from their 

own innateness.”
140

 When Thoré wrote, there had not yet been an artist as innate as 

Rousseau. Painters this natural weren’t yet painters, or rather, they were “just” painters 

before that designation conferred any favor. This paradigm persisted throughout 

Rousseau’s lifetime. However, by the 1930s, when Musil wrote, no known painter could 

have illustrated the fatherless artist more perfectly than Le Douanier. As Maurice 

Vlaminck was quoted saying of Rousseau in 1925:  

He had no creditors and left no debt. The masters of the past and his 
contemporaries can claim nothing from him. Not Greco, not Poussin, not Corot, 
not Renoir, not Cézanne. If he owes anything it is to the page of some small 
illustrated newspaper at a sou, or to some natural history of the primary school, or 

to a botanical album.
141

 

Rousseau, so his first interpreters tell us, would not even have recognized the names of El 

Greco and Poussin.
142

 He differed so strongly from the other members of his chosen 

profession because whatever he put into his work was not “himself” in the sense that an 

artist imparts something personal in the creative process.  Rousseau’s signature was a 

painterly logic closer to anonymity than authorship—recall Delaunay, “Rousseau 

construisit une oeuvre anonyme”—but to explain his practice, critics looked for an 

                                                 
140 Thoré-Bürger (Théophile Thoré), “Salon de 1846,” Les Salons, 3 vols. (Brussels: Lamertin, 1893), 
1:290. On the relevance of this statement to Rousseau’s time, see again Richard Shiff’s writings on 
Cézanne in “Risible Cézanne” and elsewhere. 

141 Maurice Vlaminck quoted in Louise Gebhardt Cann, “An Artist of the People,” Studio International 
(July 1925): 256.  

142 André Salmon, Propos d’Atelier (Paris: Éditions G. Crès et Cie. 1922), 137. See the discussion of this 
issue in Part Two, Chapter One. 
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author.143 And when they tried to locate this maker, they found someone whose name was 

familiar to many in the Paris avant-garde and was tied to countless art world anecdotes. It 

was a perfect disguise.  

As Theirry de Duve has shown, “What art historians understand of authorship … 

is some essential, causal relationship between the work and the artist. When this link 

doesn’t appear through the artist’s hand, it is supposed to lie in the artist’s intention,” 

something Rousseau’s acts of painting lacked.
144

 Assessing Rousseau in 1925, Louise 

Gebhardt Cann faced the challenge of interpreting a named maker whose work seemed 

anonymous, in that its logic could not be traced back to its maker’s intentions. Rousseau 

was baffling as an artist because, although named, he seemed to be, “…the living 

synthesis of an anonymous multitude of humble artisans, from sign and house painters to 

village decorators of traveling shows and road taverns” who worked without an author’s 

motivation.145 Representing “the vision of the common people” and channeling this 

vision “without the intervention of guides from the instructed classes,” Rousseau 

                                                 
143 Delaunay, “Extraits de H[enri] R[ousseau], Le Douanier,” 193. See note 5. Consider as well Delaunay’s 
remarks in 1920 in “Henri Rousseau le Douanier” L’amour de l’art  (Nov. 1920): 230. “Rousseau est vieux 
d’expression. Il est aussi très modern. Il faut l’étudier par rapport aux autres peintres de notre époque: les 
destructeurs et les reconstructeurs. Il a plane, il s’est présenté naturellement si entire au’il est apparu come 
un phénomène, voire comme un cas isolé, tandis qu’il était une synthèse véritablement populaire.” 

144 Theirry de Duve, “Authorship Stripped Bare, Even,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 19/20 
(1990/1991): 235.  

145 Nancy Ireson addresses the impersonal and therefore apparently un-authored quality of Rousseau’s 
work in “Le Douanier as Medium? Henri Rousseau and Spiritualism” Apollo (June 2004): 32-39. Ireson’s 
research into spiritualist aspects of Rousseau’s late practice leads her to conclude that it would have been 
possible to perceive Rousseau as someone who created in “moments when his personality was overridden” 
(37).  
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managed to create effortlessly the “plastic and permanent form” that artists toiled over. 

But he did so in the way that “craftsmen of the middle ages” may have appeared to 

achieve this. To Cann, Rousseau was “the sole modern artist in whom there [was] … no 

‘influence.’”  She attributed this to the fact that “he neither copie[d] nor assimilate[d].”
146

  

But if Rousseau did not assimilate, we assimilate him into art’s traditions by 

writing art history which replaces his fatherless anonymity with an author’s motivating 

persona. Knowing the identity of someone who “just” produces, however, either in the 

industrial age or earlier, is not necessarily revelatory for a critic. As Terry Eagleton has 

recently commented, “Finding out who wrote Sir Gawain and the Green Night … might 

prove no more enlightening than finding out who bolted down the final rivet on the Forth 

Bridge.”147 Eagleton’s reference will surely remind art historians of Michael Baxandall’s 

exemplary discussion of this feat of engineering in Patterns of Intention.148 Baxandall 

chose this monument for its ability to illustrate the fulfillment of a “charge,” put simply, 

the solution of a problem demanding complex design. Under this model, historical 

explanation of an object demands inferring the motivation of its design from the 

conditions under which it was conceived, including, importantly, the cultural 

                                                 
146 Louise Gebhardt Cann, “An Artist of the People,” Studio International (July 1925): 251. Paradoxically, 
what we know of Rousseau’s practice would indicate that he copied avidly. Although, like Cézanne, his 
great gift and his great flaw was the tenacity of his individualism. Cann’s remarks recall Jan Gordon’s 
assessment of Rousseau in Modern French Painters (London: John Lane the Bodley Head, 1926) 98: “As 
the hero is often as much villain, so this civilization is a mixture of the new and of the old. We are yet in 
this final stages of evolution. The Gothic peasant does not lie far below the skin of the bourgeois, who to-
day takes flying-machines and drains for granted. This is the order that Rousseau represents.”�

147 Terry Eagleton, “Unhoused,” London Review of Books 30 No. 10 (May 2008): 19-20.  

148 Michael Baxandall, Patterns of Intention (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 12-40. 
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expectations placed on the profession being employed. We can speak of a charge carried 

out by the bridge’s engineer, Benjamin Baker—we can ask why he made the bridge and 

why thus—but we cannot ask this of his riveters.  

Given an art critical discourse grounded in causal inference, Fernand Léger’s 

concise assessment of Rousseau points up our difficulty interpreting his paintings in their 

own terms: “There are workers and engineers. Rousseau is a worker: Cézanne is a minor 

engineer.”149 For Léger, Rousseau’s direct, unproblematic paintings should relegate him 

to the status of the riveter, but the inversion of values achieved earlier in the century 

made the manual operator just as interesting as the designer whose plan he fulfilled. This 

interest was not in spite of the manual worker’s anonymity but rather because of it.150 

Anonymity does not belong to the worker alone, it is also the condition of vast, 

indescribable forces—Geist, the unconscious—whose acts, like those of the “just 

painter,” could be taken as an inexplicable art. Once again we find that production on 

both sides of the narrow fine-art pathway were commensurate through their inaccessiblity 

to critical analysis.151 Unlike the namable artist-author, the anonymous craftsman and the 

                                                 
149 Fernand Léger quoted in Florent Fels, Propos d’Artistes (Paris: La Renaissance du Livre, 1925), 100. 
“Le peintre doit chercher a realiser le tableau propre, possedant le fini. Les Primitifs songeaient a ces chose. 
Ils avaient la conscience professionnelle. La peinture est jugee au decimetre, alors que la mecanique l’est 
au dixieme de millimetre. L’artiste met sa sencibilité au service d’un travail. Il y a des ouvriers et des 
ingenieurs. Rousseau est un ouvrier: Cézanne un petit ingenieur.” See the discussion of this remark in Part 
Two, Chapter One. 

150 On Léger’s relation to the anonymous worker consider Dominique de Menil’s view that “To [Léger] all 
problems were plastic ones, and oil, gouaches, ink and pencil were all he needed to solve them.” Léger, 
Our Contemporary (Houston: Institute for the Arts, Rice University, 1978), 6. 
151 See the discussion of this issue above, on page 20.  
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superhuman Geist were not constrained by intentional or volitional problem solving. 

Their creation, like Rousseau’s, is pure of the concerns critical analysis is after.  

 

 The article by R. H. Wilenski from which Covarrubias based his accompanying 

Tree of Modern Art began with an emphatic distinction between the act and the art of 

painting, to which we have turned our attention here. Wilenski’s concern, in 1933, was 

not to discriminate between those who possessed a certain set of technical skills and those 

who did not, or those who had a theoretical understanding of their métier and those who 

did not. Rather, he needed to articulate the aims of the “true painter,” because skill and 

pedigree, which first prevented Rousseau from attaining the status of the artist, were no 

longer reliable identifiers.  “An artist is not,” he wrote, “as so many people suppose, a 

person who has learned, by means of painting and drawing, to compete with the camera; 

a person who can paint nature, or objects, literally, correctly, agreeably.” An artist, for 

Wilenski, was someone who, 

… in his painting does something significant with his mind and heart—something 
which puts us in stimulating contact with everything which he truly is and 
everything that has made him. He is a man who, when he fails, has failed to do 
just this; and who when he does not try to do it, is not an artist at all—though he 
can paint a nose so that we may want to pull it, or an onion that will bring tears to 
our eyes.152  

This professional definition was crucial to Wilenski’s understanding of the painting of the 

previous sixty years. “The first stage in art appreciation and understanding is the power to 

distinguish the work of … a true artist,” he wrote, sounding much like Croce with his 

                                                 
152 R. H. Wilenski, “The Tree of Modern Art,” 37. 
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firm delimitations of the artist’s identity, but allowing Rousseau into its ranks. Wilenski 

returned to this “first stage” of critical discernment at the end of his article, when he 

introduced readers to the “exotic bird” Rousseau—the culmination of his tree, and the 

only artist who did not grow up through its system of roots and branches.153    

One more figure remains to be mentioned—Rousseau, the custom-house officer 
Rousseau—an exotic bird on the tree, a genuine primitive who painted pictures in 
his funny little sitting room and achieved, unconsciously, the architectural 
synthesis of Seurat and the faultless scale of Matisse, investing both with a 
fragrance of real innocence. We prize Rousseau’s pictures above all the “art 
school” studies of Europe because we now care nothing for the “taught” picture, 
just as we now care nothing for the “balanced” period in writing, or the 
glorification of rhetoric in speech. We prize his pictures because they truly 
represent the whole man Rousseau; that is to say, they are genuine works of art.154 

The emphatic separation of the genuine from the false was fundamental to Wilenski. His 

uninitiated readers would have recognized a difference between Rousseau’s art and the 

work of others on the tree, and the critic leads them to understand this difference as the 

hallmark of genuine art, a sui generis precedent for creativity in defiance of art’s arbitrary 

cultural standards. His problems were solved simply by being himself. 

Wilenski’s Rousseau achieved unconsciously what others did deliberately. In the 

first and second decade of the twentieth century, presenting Rousseau’s acts of painting 

alongside the art of painting was a transgression. By 1933, Rousseau’s work was no 

longer transgressing norms. It was the work of a pure, natural maker, a creative product 

brought forth not by any artistic tradition but by the organic development of the human 

                                                 
153 Wilenski, “The Tree of Modern Art,” 37. 

154 Wilenski,“The Tree of Modern Art,” 67. Emphasis original. 
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race.155 Through the radical gesture of asserting Rousseau’s work as art, his paintings 

became art’s pinnacle achievement and unattainable goal.  As the person who could make 

paintings without knowledge or effort, without ordering his thoughts, without possessing 

any intelligence of the art he practiced, Rousseau was not a revolutionary but a marvel. 

These miraculous qualities made Rousseau both a celebrity and a danger, “one of those 

unsafe limiting cases before which one must resign oneself to merely substituting the 

unaccountable for explanation.”156  

The argument I have been advancing here must not be confused with the 

longstanding polemic over the worthiness of Rousseau’s paintings to be considered art. 

Whether or not viewers today see Rousseau’s paintings as art is not at issue. Nor should 

we confuse this with an argument over Rousseau’s desire to be an artiste peintre. As we 

will see in Part Two, Chapter One “Exchanging the Maker,” Rousseau wanted very much 

to occupy this role. What concerns me is a historical understanding of how the artist was 

defined at the time Rousseau worked, and the undoing of this understanding. Rousseau 

clearly fell short of the professional minimums associated with artists during his lifetime, 

                                                 
155 Consider here Herbert Read’s statement, “There has been much talk of Rousseau’s naïveté, but the 
word is misleading if it implies anything childlike or incompetent. … I would rather call Rousseau a 
natural painter. His nearest affinities are with folk art—with the glass-paintings, illustrated chap-books, 
painted pottery, that represent the natural expression of untaught people throughout Europe. This is not, 
properly speaking, a ‘tradition.’ It is a common language, with common characteristics. It develops 
organically from the base sensibilities and laws of perception of the human being. It is a basic visual 
speech. Before an organized educational system interfered with its natural growth, “child” art matured into 
“folk” art. “Henri Rousseau.” Now 3 (n.d., [ca. 1944]): 30-31. Emphasis original. In the paragraph 
following, Read quotes Willenski on Rousseau in Modern French Painting, calling his work, “the best 
account at present available of Rousseau’s career.” 

156 Naef, 364.  
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but he could be treated as an artist. Not a maître himself, Rousseau managed to find a 

place “avec les maîtres,”  as Uhde would write in 1912.
157

 His work entered the best 

collections and could hold the position of an artist in the discourse of modern art. Yet, it 

has been those most committed to the belief that Rousseau was an artist, who would 

search for his essential, unadulterated artistic achievement, and in so doing reveal (to all 

but themselves) that Rousseau has been an artist only when we have made him one.  

Interpreters completed Rousseau’s paintings by supplying what they lacked, not 

as pictures but as art. In the interwar period, when the designation of Rousseau’s 

paintings as art was no longer so hypothetical, the challenge for interpreters changed—

and with it so did Rousseau. Proceeding from the belief that Rousseau was a great 

artist—that he was working in ways that paralleled the practices of a Cézanne or a 

Seurat—he could appear beyond explanation. The joyful abandonment of critical 

faculties that typified this moment affected not only the painter’s standing in the history 

of modernism and his value to collectors, but it also allowed a multitude of works by 

anonymous self-taught painters to be accepted as paintings by Rousseau’s hand.  Many of 

these paintings, as we will see in Part Two, Chapter Two, “Exchanging the Corpus,” 

remain in Rousseau’s “construction kit” today, where they reflect his posthumous 

                                                 
157 “Longtemps on a ri des toiles du pauvre dounaier, peintre à ses heures de loisir—longtemps on a ri 
avant de reconnaitre qu’il fut passionnément un peintre. Personne, à cette heure, ne se moque plus du 
‘douanier.’ Il voisine dans les meilleures collections avec les maitres.” Uhde, Henri Rousseau, (Paris: 
Bernheim-Jeune, 1912) . n.p (sixth page of text). 
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mutability and continue to corrupt any study that would hope to discern the essential 

features of the verifiable Rousseau’s work.  

On the far side of Rousseau’s blissful triumph, the painter’s lack of a problem 

would become the interpreter’s problem.158 As scholars tried to correct the image of 

Rousseau as a miraculous painter, he was exchanged again. Unwilling to treat Rousseau 

as an artist different from other modernists, the scholars we will discuss in Part Two, 

Chapter Three “Exchanging the Discourse,” advanced an uneasy fit and argued that the 

critical agency in Rousseau’s paintings was supplied by their maker, not his myriad 

interpreters. The misperception of Rousseau’s agency and the failed history writing it 

produced has contributed to our present dilemma. From this brief outline of the chapters 

to come, and from the history of Rousseau’s reception charted above, we see that his 

critical and art-historical resistance is not presently born from a desire for an artist 

beyond explanation, but from an inability to negotiate his shifting and proliferating 

identities. The chapters that follow in Part Two are meant to help us navigate. 

 

 

 

                                                 
158 The symmetry between Rousseau’s lack of a problem and Remigio Marini’s use of that word in his 
essay “Il Problema di Rousseau,” indicating the historian’s problem with Rousseau, applies to the quotation 
above by Naef. Lack of inquiétude causes Rousseau to be for Naef, “un de ces cas limites passablement 
inquiétants devant lesquels il faut se résigner à invoquer l’inexplicable en guise d’explication” (372). 



 94 

PART 2 

EPISODES OF MUTABILITY   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some people, whose good faith could not be questioned, were busily inventing an 
entirely new Rousseau. 

 
—André Salmon, 1962 
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Chapter 1  

Exchanging the Maker (1905-1914) 

 
 Oh Lord! Enlighten my thoughts  
 And give me a goal to pursue.  
 Everyone else has his road:  

 I cannot say that I do!
159  

 

       — Apollinaire’s Rousseau, 1908    
         

Near the end of Rousseau’s life and in the years immediately following, his 

professional identity underwent dramatic reorientation. Rousseau’s enormous jungle 

painting, which today goes by the title The Hungry Lion [Fig. 13], garnered unexpected 

attention at the 1905 Salon d’Automne, and with this his reputation began a conversion 

that transformed him from a maker who clearly lacked many of the qualifications of an 

artist to someone who would be treated as an artist anyway. On one hand, the last years 

of Rousseau’s life were characterized by his eagerness to demonstrate publicly that he 

had completed a transition from customs officer to artist, thereby attaining the goal that 

had guided his efforts for most of the previous twenty-five years. On the other hand, 

Rousseau was ripe for another sort of reinvention, a re-figuring by artists, writers, and 

curators that would posit him as a special sort of artist-ancestor relevant to the avant-

garde in ways that he himself could not have anticipated. This latter transformation 

                                                 
159 Guillaume Apollinaire, “The Salon des Indépendants” [1908] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes (Paris: 
Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 108. Originally published in La Revue des Lettres et des Arts, (May 1, 1908). 
“Seigneur! Éclairez ma pensée / Et donnez un but à mes pas. / Chacun a sa route trace: / Je ne l’ai pas!”  
Citation to the epigraph: André Salmon, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Éditions Aimery Somogy, 1962), 13. 
“Quand j’écris ceci, en 1961, certains, dont la bonne foi ne saurait être mise en cause, s’occupent à 
l’invention d’un Henri Rousseau tout neuf.” 
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resulted in a paradoxical scenario in which the moment of Rousseau’s cessation from 

painting, effectively the moment of his death, coincided with his advent as a protagonist 

in contemporary art discourse.  

The events of October and November 1905 cannot be overemphasized for their 

effect on Rousseau’s perceived professional status and eventual acceptance as an artist. 

The 1905 Salon d’Automne was Rousseau’s first juried salon, and it occasioned the first 

published photograph of any of his works as part of a two-page spread in the November 4 

issue of L’Illustration [Fig. 17].
160

 The exhibition and reproduction of The Hungry 

Lion—captioned in the article with excerpts of reviews from Le Temps and Gil Blas—not 

only placed Rousseau’s work before a larger audience than ever before, it created an 

important new context in which to think about his compositions as images comparable to 

those of Cézanne, Matisse, Derain, and Vuillard.
161

 This “Ancien douanier en retaite,” as 

                                                 
160 Certigny points out in an exhaustive entry on this painting in Le Douanier Rousseau en Son Temps that 
the acceptance of the work likely would not have occurred had it not been for a recent personnel change at 
the Salon d’Automne. Frantz Jourdain, the previous president of the salon, had been vocal about his dislike 
of Rousseau’s work and would continue to express this view (see below). However, prior to the 1905 
Salon, Jourdain’s post at the head of the salon was given to Armand Guillaumin, who was decidedly more 
welcoming of painting like Rousseau’s. On published reproductions of Rousseau’s work, we should note 
that although the image in L’Illustration was the first photographic reproduction, it was not the first 
publication of Rousseau’s work. That distinction goes to the 1895 lithograph of the painting War (1894) 
[Fig. 18], produced by Rousseau and published in L’Ymagier. This lithograph is Rousseau’s only known 
print and its considerable difference from the painting War makes the circumstance of its publication only 
marginally comparable to that of The Hungry Lion.  

161 The caption in L’Illustration reads: HENRI ROUSSEAU – Le lion, ayant faim, se jette sur l’antilope. 
Ancien douanier en retaite, M. Henri Rousseau auquel les Salons des indèpendant firent fête autrefois pour 
sa naivete miraculeuse et sa gaucherie non apprise, a été accueilli avec un pieux respect au Salon 
d’automne, où la toile reproduite ici occupe une place d’honneur. // C’est une miniature persane agrandie, 
transformée en un énorme décor, non dépourvu d’ailleurs de mérite… (Thiébault-Sisson, le Temps). // M. 
Rousseau a la mentalité rigide des mosaistes byzantins, des tapissiers de Bayeux; il est dommage que sa 
technique ne soit pas égale à sa candeur. Sa fresque n’est pas du tout indifférente; je concede que l’antilope 
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L’Illustration called Rousseau, was no longer just an oddity among the Indépendants, but 

an increasingly recognized contributor to painting in the present moment.
162

  This entrée 

into art discourse continued when Maurice Denis singled out Rousseau’s work as one of 

three unexpected trends on view at the fall salon and was further solidified with 

Ambroise Vollard’s purchase of The Hungry Lion from Rousseau in March of the 

following year.
163

  These events—the exhibition of Rousseau’s monumental canvas, its 

publication and critical discussion alongside advanced works, and its eventual sale to an 

important dealer of modern paintings—represented a convergence of Rousseau’s goal of 

publicized professional advancement in the arts and the ambitions of innovative artists 

working  to purge painting’s expendable conventions. It marked the beginning of a 

professional conversion whereby “Monsieur Rousseau, the respectable retired customs 

man, …[was] on his way to becoming a decorator,” in the most favorable and artistically 

ambitious sense of that term.
164

  

                                                                                                                                                 
du premier plan s’adorne à tort d’un museau de brochet; mais le soleil rouge et l’oiseau apparu prami les 
feullages témoigenent d’une rare ingéniosité decorative. (Louis Vauxcelles, Gil Blas.)  

162 Anonymous, L’Illustration (4 November, 1905). See above. 

163 Maurice Denis. “Le Salon d’Automne de 1905.” L’Ermitage, November 15, 1905. Reprinted in 
Théories (Paris: Hermann, 1964), 105. “Le Salon d’automne est une institution curieuse, pleine 
d’apparentes contradictions … il refuse les pensionnaires de M. Durand-Ruel, et il expose Matisse, le Bain 
turc et le douanier Rousseau.” Denis’s opinion about Rousseau was not entirely favorable. In his discussion 
of Ingres’s placement in the exhibition he writes: “Il avait conservé toujours cette "bienheureuse naïveté" 
qu'il vantait a ses élèves. Je remaque, au premier plan, une petite nature morte, quelques tasses qu'on dirait 
peintes par un enfant: si M. Ingres avait vécu davantage, il aurait "fait du Rousseau" (108).   

164 Furetières, Le Soleil, October 18, 1905. See the consideration of this and other contemporary responses 
to the painting in MoMA 1985, 167.  
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For no less than twenty-five years, Rousseau had endeavored to remake himself 

from a petty bureaucrat into an artiste-peintre, a professional title that connoted mastery 

of painting as a fine art. While a career change such as this might seem a solitary 

endeavor, Rousseau did not achieve this alone; or, more accurately, he did not achieve 

alone the aspects of this transformation that are generally most relevant for an art 

historian’s consideration. Personal determination propelled Rousseau’s attempt to 

become a painter in 1885, and his accomplishment of this career change was a source of 

great pride for the former customs office employee. But the production of Rousseau-the-

artist, the figure involved not only with the act but also with the art of painting, is what 

this chapter will attempt to elucidate.  

If Rousseau’s advocates were his co-collaborators in the final years of his life, 

bringing attention to his paintings, by the close of 1910 they had assumed complete 

responsibility over the project of making him an artist. As we began to see in Part One, 

these advocates made an artist of Rousseau when they accepted his work as something 

deserving of commentary and placed his paintings in contexts that, prior to this point, had 

been the exclusive domain of art. There were abundant reasons why members of the 

community of young innovative painters and poets might have been reluctant to welcome 

Rousseau as a colleague: his old age (by 1905 Rousseau was already sixty years old), his 

obvious lack of all training, his taste in art (which ran strongly toward the Academic), 
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and his class.
165

 As a proud member of the petit bourgeoisie, Rousseau in his class 

affiliation reflected social values antithetical to those of many of his avant-garde 

counterparts.
166

 Despite these undesirable traits, Rousseau was not only accepted as part 

of this group, he was championed by its members (in heroic and mock-heroic fashions) 

and became something of a mascot to them.167  Paradoxically, but in keeping with the 

avant-garde’s radical objectives, Rousseau’s utter lack of credentials and his long list of 

professional shortcomings were the very attributes that made him an appealing painter to 

appropriate as one of their own.  

The simultaneous dissonance and synergy that typified Rousseau’s participation 

in the avant-garde in the final years of his life are registered in many of the anecdotes that 

have come down to us from this period. There is, for example, Rousseau’s well-known 

aside to Picasso, recounted by Fernande Olivier: “Nous sommes les deux plus grands 

peintres de l’époque, toi dans le genre ‘égyptien,’ moi dans le genre modern”—We are 

                                                 
165 On Rousseau’s affinity for Academic art see John House, “Henri Rousseau as an Academic,” in Jungles 
in Paris (London: Tate, 2005), 182-189. See also Albert Boime, “Jean-Léon Gérôme, Henri Rousseau’s 
Sleeping Gypsy and the Academic Legacy” Art Quarterly 34 (Spring 1971): 3-29.  

166 See the discussion of Rousseau in chapter four of Christopher Green, Picasso: Architecture and 
Vertigo, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 86. “No social grouping was more despised from 
within the avant-grade bohemia of early twentieth-century Paris than the petty-bourgeoisie to which 
Rousseau belonged.” For a mid-century consideration of Rousseau’s class as an issue relevant to his art see 
Bertram, Henri Rousseau, 1936.  

167 Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years (New York: Vintage, 1968), 59. “Through all the pranks, 
Rousseau’s childlike nature never soured. He never shrank back into himself in the face of a world that 
tossed him about like a mascot, praising and ridiculing him, feting and ignoring him.” This is among the 
passages dealing with Rousseau’s “victimization” by the avant-garde and the development of his legendary 
persona that have been redacted from MoMA’s 1985 republication of Shattuck’s text.   
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the two great painters of our time, you in the Egyptian style, I in the modern.
168 Whatever 

else one might take from this statement, supposedly announced during the banquet 

honoring Rousseau at the Bateau Lavoir, it allows us to observe a dynamic in which 

Rousseau’s increasingly forceful assertion of his status as an artist—un grand peintre de 

l’epoque—made him appear ever less suited to the role. Yet as Rousseau demonstrated 

his differences from his new-found professional peers, he became someone the young 

artists were increasingly inclined to accept as an ostensible professional model, not 

because he was a great painter but because his ironic occupation of this role had the 

capacity to productively expand the categories of art and artist.   

The chapter ahead looks closely at Rousseau’s appropriation by the avant-garde 

and the events that led up to his plausible occupation of the role of artist. The first section 

of the chapter, “The Painter’s Death and the Proposition of an Artist” offers evidence of a 

perceived discrepancy between Rousseau and the artists of his former milieu in the years 

between 1910 and 1914. During these years, Rousseau’s work would be presented in 

increasingly discriminating art contexts, but despite holding the same structural position 

as art in galleries and in writing, Rousseau’s works seemed not to earn this designation on 

its own merits. Even staunch supporters, such as Wilhelm Uhde, told audiences very 

clearly that “admirers of a Manet, a Cézanne, or of a Renoir,” don’t find what they’re 

looking for in Rousseau. They would find something visionary, Uhde promised, but also 

                                                 
168 Fernande Olivier, Picasso et ses amis (Paris: Stock, 1933), 113. Fernande Olivier, Picasso and His 
Friends, translated by Jane Miller (1933; London: Heinemann, 1964), 92. 
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something deeper, darker, and more somber than art, something that had arisen from 

outside art’s traditions.
169

 In section two, “Intention Deficit Disorder,” we take up the 

issue of Rousseau’s most obvious deficiency as an artist, and what his intention-less 

practice offered in exchange. For Apollinaire, who had first raised concern over 

Rousseau’s  absence of inquiétude, it would become possible to accept Rousseau as an 

artist without his attainment of the standard maintained by others with that professional 

designation. Critics following Apollinaire’s lead would be willing to blur the critical 

distinction between the act and the art of painting, allowing Rousseau to hold the position 

of artist without surmounting his intention deficit. Rather than reject Rousseau as a maker 

of art until he capitulated to the standards of this category, Apollinaire discovered that it 

would be more advantageous to dismiss the standard. There was no reason to artificially 

uphold a convention that denied Rousseau a place in the arts when his advancement as an 

artist would enact the radical exchange of a common painter into a pictorial innovator. 

Rousseau wouldn’t be obligated to give us what a Manet, a Cézanne, or a Renoir gives 

us; art would begin to include what a Rousseau gives us. 

In the chapter’s third and fourth sections, “Rousseau’s Professionalism” and 

“Painters’ Problems,” the “problem” once again becomes our critical watchword, and we 
                                                 
169 Wilhelm Uhde, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Gallerie Bernheim-Jeun, 1912), n.p. “Admirateurs d’un Manet, 
d’un Cézanne ou d’un Renoir, quand ils tiraient Henri Rousseau commun des peintres, sa vie et sa 
personnalité n'entraient pas en ligne de compte. … Ce qui determine ses oeuvres, ce n’est pas simplement 
la sensation visuelle, mais une intuition visionaire. Ce n’est pas à la palette de ce ciel qui déroule sur les 
Champs-Elysées ou le jardin des Tuileries qu’il emprunte ses couleurs. Ses noirs et ses verts sont ceux des 
faubourgs … Mais, dans ces noirs et dans ces verts qui, avec leurs mille nuances, expriment la mélancholie 
et l’étroitesse de la vie des petits bourgeois, nous retrouvons la même note héroïque et ce même pathétique 
qui était dans sa vie. … il est à la fois grandiose et simple, et porte en lui la nécessité logique des grands 
événements.” 
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start to understand how Rousseau worked in the absence of this construct. The “artist’s 

problem” defined a mode of professionalism, grounded in authorship, that Rousseau had 

never learned and did not pertain to his practice. It was also the principle upon which 

modern critical analysis was premised. When critics advanced Rousseau as an artist, they 

left themselves no choice but to write about him in a way that differed markedly from the 

way they wrote about other artists. So different, in fact, that it often bore little 

resemblance to analytic art writing.  Alternatively, critics could turn Rousseau into a 

more typical maker by endeavoring to discuss his intentions. When critics such as Clive 

Bell and Stephan Bourgeois discussed Rousseau’s work in terms of the problems it 

solved, they demonstrated how far interpretations of Rousseau had drifted from 

Apollinaire’s initial displeasure at the absence of worry, accompanying the pursuit of a 

problem, that typified his work.  

By the end of this chapter, I hope to have articulated several aspects of what I will 

refer to as “Rousseau’s Professionalism.” We will consider how the subject of 

Rousseau’s discernible esthetic goals has been dealt with in the painter’s literature, and I 

will demonstrate that Rousseau’s tendency to “just paint” or “paint without a problem” 

was both the impetus for his professional conversion and the critical stumbling block that 

made his paintings appear beyond the realm of interpretation. In our consideration of 

Rousseau’s professionalism, we will see that many factors are involved in the creation of 

an art work besides its author. And, conversely, that many things contribute to the 

creation of an author besides the manual production of work. Rousseau can hardly be 

expected to have held this post-modern view, but his approach to career advancement and 
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critical fortune reflect its principles. As long as critics were willing to further Rousseau’s 

long-term objective of becoming known as an artist, he didn’t seem to care particularly 

what they said about him and could continue to stand behind his promise to “never forget 

those members of the Press who understood him and supported him … and who assisted 

him in achieving his goals.”
170

  

Although we begin this chapter in the fall of 1910, on occasion we will need to 

revert chronologically and re-enter Rousseau’s lifespan to observe the painter before he 

had been posited as an artist, and examine the ways that he seemed to give license to 

admirers to interpret his work liberally and to embellish his persona. We take up the 

history of Rousseau’s transformation into an artist at the moment of his death, when the 

avant-garde had begun to memorialize him by spreading his fame and articulating his 

contribution to their project. At this point in time, Rousseau’s self-transformation was 

taken over by a group of surrogates, the members of the Parisian avant-garde who had 

first asserted Rousseau’s relevance a few years earlier. By placing Rousseau’s paintings 

within the discourse of art, interpreters gave him the designation he had long desired. 

However, by endorsing and carrying out Rousseau’s campaign to become an artist critics 

changed decisively who he was (they betrayed him, in Lebensztejn’s terms) not only by 

fictionalizing his biography but also by accepting numerous other constructive and 

destructive consequences of attempting to interpret his paintings as art.  

                                                 
170 Henri Rousseau, “Autobiographical note,” Paris, July 10, 1895. Henri Rousseau (New York: The 
Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 256. 
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THE PAINTER ’S DEATH AND THE PROPOSITION OF AN ARTIST  

 

Henri Rousseau died in the first week of September 1910.  He was 66 years old 

and he succumbed to a leg infection while being treated in l’Hôpital Necker, not far from 

his apartment in the Fifteenth Arrondissement. He left neither a widow, nor students, and 

his only surviving daughter (reportedly no fan of her father’s painting career) took care of 

settling the estate.
171

 Rousseau had not been ailing long, and according to Apollinaire, 

news of his death arrived unexpectedly. Aside from Paul Signac and Wilhelm Uhde, 

whom we know to have been in attendance at his funeral, many of Rousseau’s avant-

garde colleagues only received word of his memorial service after the fact.
172

 An obituary 

appeared in the September 10 issue of the Chronique des Arts, a weekend supplement to 

the Gazette des Beaux-Arts, relating the details of his death in a single sentence:  

The painter Henri Rousseau died last week in Paris, a retired employee of the 
customs service who for many years exhibited regularly at the Salon des 
Indépendants and the Salon d’Automne paintings of a naïve conception that won 

him a certain notoriety.
173

  
                                                 
171 Le Pichon, The World of Henri Rousseau, 273. “Numerous bills are unpaid; his daughter [Julia 
Bernard] pays his debts, notably to Hardy-Alan, the painter’s art supply dealer …” Uhde, Five Primitive 
Masters (New York: The Quadrangle Press, 1949), 40,  reports a conversation in which Rousseau’s 
daughter told him that she had only one small picture and “the others had ‘luckily’ been destroyed.” 

172 Apollinaire, “Le Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 
2:640. Likewise, Max Weber relates the experience of reading about Rousseau’s death in the newspaper. 
“… I read in L’Amour de L’Art that Rousseau ‘le Douanier’ had passed away in September 1910. I was 
distressed. For days I grieved and brooded, and wondered what I could do to bring Rousseau’s art before 
the American public.” Spelling and punctuation corrected. See Max Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” 
(Sept. 7, 1942), Unpublished Manuscript. Archives of American Art, 3. 

173“Necrologie,” La Chronique des Arts (10 September 1910): 238. “La semaine dernière est mort à Paris 
le peintre Henri Rousseau, employé des douanes en retraite, qui depuis plusieurs années exposait 
régulièrement au Salon des Indépendants et au Salon d’Automne des tableaux dont la conception naïve lui 
avait valu un certain notoriété.”  
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Unremarkable as it may appear, the passage has occupied a prominent place in the 

Rousseau literature. Roger Shattuck in The Banquet Years memorably described the 

sentence as the “one fully objective account of [Rousseau’s] life” written before mid-

century.
174

 It was followed by many fabulous stories and amusing half-truths which, we 

have been told repeatedly, were invented to fill a factual void.
175

  

However, as we began to see in Part One, the absence of reliable information 

about Rousseau was not the primary impetus for the tradition of storytelling that grew up 

around him. Information about Rousseau’s family history prior to his entrance into the art 

world was of little relevance to those who wrote about him between 1910 and the 

outbreak of the First World War. What mattered, quite apart from Rousseau’s personal 

past, was his professional future—that is to say, the story of how a typical bureaucrat 

became an artist. This story, sketched in the Chronique des Arts obituary, and also in 

obituaries that appeared in Le Soleil and Mercure de France, was still being written when 

                                                 
174 Roger Shattuck, The Banquet Years, (New York: Anchor Books, 1961), 49. This sentence has been 
dropped from the reprint of “Object Lesson for Modern Art” in the 1985 Rousseau retrospective at the 
Museum of Modern Art.  

175 We have been guided to this assumption, in part, by assertions such as Philippe Soupault’s 1927 claim 
that, aside from his birthplace, “the beginnings of Rousseau’s life [were] … absolutely unknown.” Philippe 
Soupault, Henri Rousseau Le Douanier. (Paris: Editions des Quatre Chemins, 1927), 9. Twenty years later, 
Clement Greenberg rehearsed a familiar cliché by suggesting that “if we had more information about 
Rousseau’s personality in the years before the avant-garde got to know him, [his paintings] would be less 
puzzling. As it is we can only venture hypotheses.” Greenberg, “Henri Rousseau and Modern Art” 2:93. 
Due to the prevalence of such statements, the surprising revelation of the 1960s, that the beginnings of 
Rousseau’s life were, in fact, recoverable and could be documented to a fine degree of detail, cast into 
doubt the integrity and motivations of writers who seemed to prefer to keep Rousseau’s lived past 
mysterious. 
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Rousseau died.
 176

 It was augmented and continuously reframed both by supporters who 

worked through traditional channels—mounting exhibitions and publishing 

monographs—and by those who ventured into non-critical literary activity with Rousseau 

as its subject. This new mode of writing—part memoir, part eulogy, part hagiography, 

part farce—proved so fruitful that it continued to be pursued well after the painter’s 

creative production had ended, transforming Rousseau’s professional status even after his 

death and appearing as much like proper criticism as Rousseau’s paintings did art.  

  Much of the writing on Rousseau published in the immediate aftermath of his 

death  took the form of tributes  to the painter’s achievement, but these very eulogies 

were, at the same time, some of the first attempts to work out exactly what Rousseau had 

achieved and  to establish the significance of his unconventional participation in the art 

world. In French-, German-, and English-language publications, Rousseau was honored 

as an associate of the avant-garde, and as a departed friend. Artists, critics, and dealers 

praised Rousseau and advocated for his work with new energy, and their 

commemorations continued steadily until the outbreak of World War I. However, as the 

critical appraisals treated in this chapter demonstrate, serious reservations remained about 

the value of Rousseau’s paintings as art. One of the ways we encounter Rousseau’s 

difference as a painter is through the interpretive fumbling over his pictures. There 

                                                 
176 See Le Pichon, The World of Henri Rousseau, 273. Le Pichon’s detailed chronology contains excerpts 
from multiple obituaries that mention Rousseau’s professional difference from recognized painters. Le 
Soleil (Sept. 6, 1910): “We know that he changed from a customs inspector to a painter without … having 
any of the notions required by art.” Mercure de France (Sept. 15, 1910): “He had enthusiasm, faith in art as 
a painter, and also qualities of instinct, spontaneity, qualities lacking in so many triumphant artists at the 
Salons. Unhappily, he lacked taste, measure, everything constituting talent…”  
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simply wasn’t proper critical language to describe his work as art. On the European 

continent, Ardengo Soffici  cast Rousseau’s work as “the type of painting intelligent 

people find stupid;” in England, Clive Bell resorted to awkward analogies about fine and 

lesser puddings; and in America, Elisabeth Luther Carry couched her appraisal  in terms 

of  the aching muscles of the mind and the songs of croaking frogs. These were his 

champions. 

In each of the cases we will consider here, we will find advocates of Rousseau 

(some more committed to him than others) advancing the Douanier into the discourse of 

art while effectively saying, “I have doubts about this as art, but maybe it’s worth 

consideration.” When Rousseau’s paintings entered this discourse, they gradually 

expanded what that aesthetic category of art could contain. His works were art-like.  Tied 

to a maker but effectively operating as anonymous artifacts, Rousseau’s paintings would 

initially need interpretive escorts to allow them to hold the place of art. However, within 

a decade they would stand there on their own. In the near term, treating Rousseau as an 

artist, while recognizing the absence of accepted artistry in his work, made his production 

immediately relevant to the avant-garde’s depletion of painting’s last remaining 

conventions.  

In 1894, precisely twenty years after the first Impressionist exhibition, an article 

in Le Soleil described the Paris art world as an environment in which it seemed 

intelligence was “inutile” and a skillful hand superfluous.177 Showing Rousseau’s work in 

                                                 
177 Alphonse de Calonne, “Le Vernissage des Indépendants,” Le Soleil (7 April 1894): 1 “Aujourd’hui 
parait-il, l’intelligence est inutile et la savoir de la main superflu.” Rousseau’s work receives mention later 
in this article. “M. Rousseau, il ne faut pas l'oublier, a mis sur la cimaise deux portraits peints de face, un 
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the context of art presented the ultimate test-case: How far could this idea be taken? Or, 

more accurately, How far would we be willing to let it go? As later critics would point 

out, drawing a contrast between Rousseau’s paintings and the art that came before, “The 

impressionists may or may not have been revolutionaries, but they certainly were not 

ignorant,” a charge Rousseau regularly faced.
178

 The view that Rousseau’s plausibility as 

a painter was the result of changes ushered in by Impressionism had currency. But 

Rousseau’s paintings offered the impressionist and post-impressionist abhorrence of 

convention in a stronger, less palatable dose.179  

Roger Fry, who included Rousseau in the second Post-Impressionist exhibition at 

the Grafton Galleries in 1912, articulated hesitations about Rousseau felt by supporters of 

                                                                                                                                                 
homme, et un enfant. Il me semble les avoir déjà vus au fronton d'une voiture forain. Beaucoup d'autres 
toiles seraient dignes de cette destination si le dessin en etait plus correct et le coloris plus voisin de la 
nature.” 

178 H.S.C., “A Painting by le Douanier Rousseau Admitted to the Louvre.” Artnews 24 (Nov. 7 1925): 1, 3.  

179 Rousseau’s relationship to Impressionism is often approached through the figure of Camille Pissarro. 
On this subject see John Rewald, The History of Impressionism (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 
1961), 560. “In 1886 the works of the douanier Rousseau had appeared [at the Salon des Indépendants] for 
the first time and excited great hilarity. When a friend led Pissarro in front of Rousseau’s paintings to make 
him laugh, Pissarro caused surprise by admiring—in spite of the naiveté of the drawing—the qualities of 
the painting, the exactness of the values and the richness of the colors. Subsequently Pissarro warmly 
praised the douanier’s work to his acquaintances.” Rewald, for his part, seems to have seen little 
connection between Rousseau and Impressionism and declined an opportunity to speak about Rousseau in 
1941, claiming “no special knowledge in the field of primitivistic art.” See John Rewald, letter to Daniel 
Catton Rich, October 7, 1941. Archives of the Art Institute of Chicago, Exhibition Records, Works of 
Rousseau, Box 62. Roger Shattuck also relates anecdotes that place Rousseau in the company of Degas and 
Gauguin. “Gauguin, temporarily back from Tahiti, had his studio in the same street [Rue Vercingétorix, 
where Rousseau lived] during the winter of 1894-95. [William] Molnard and Gauguin entertained every 
Saturday. The Douanier frequently appeared with or without invitation and moved unabashedly among 
such guests as Degas, Strindberg, and Mallarmé. … Several stories have come down about Rousseau and 
Degas … At one of these Saturday gatherings, Rousseau overheard Degas making acid remarks about the 
difficulties of exhibiting in Paris. The Douanier, in a gesture that staggered the already famous artist, 
offered to use his ‘artistic connections’ to ‘help’ Degas.” (54). The last three sentences of this quotation are 
also redacted from MoMA’s 1985 reprinting of Shattuck’s “Object Lesson for Modern Art.”  
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Impressionism and its legacy. To some, including the Journal des Débats in 1910, 

Rousseau was “the perfect Indépendant type.”180  Fry, however, was careful to draw 

distinctions between Rousseau—and the type of painting he engaged in—and the work of 

the other Post-Impressionists. Rousseau could be included among this group because he 

participated in the “reconsideration of the very purpose and aim as well as the methods of 

pictorial and plastic art.”181 But while asserting this tie, Fry acknowledged Rousseau’s 

liabilities as an artist and underscored his unsophisticated understanding of his métier. In 

the catalogue that accompanied the exhibition (Rousseau’s first in England) Fry made 

certain that this painter would be viewed as an anomalous success, someone who had 

received recognition despite numerous shortcomings. “Indeed,” Fry wrote, “one may 

fairly admit that the accusation of want of skill and knowledge, while ridiculous in the 

case of Cézanne is perfectly justified as regards…Rousseau…a custom-house officer who 

painted without any training in the art.”
182

 Further on Fry became increasingly frank:  

                                                 
180 See Jeffrey Weiss’s discussion of Rousseau as “the perfect Indépendant type,”  in The Popular Culture 
of Modern Art, 91. “According to the statement in the front of every catalogue, the Société des Artistes 
Indépendants was dedicated to offering all artists the opportunity ‘to present their works freely to the 
judgment of the public,’ without the intervention of an admission jury.  … ‘Everybody paints,’ wrote Louis 
Vauxcelles in a review of the 1910 Salon, and ‘everyone exhibits at the Indépendants: artists, concierges, 
amateurs, the elderly, the idle, retired civil servants, fashionable young girls.’ Under these circumstances, 
Henri Rousseau could emerge as ‘the perfect Indépendant type,’ … a painting customs inspector.” 
Likewise, in The Banquet Years Shattuck quotes the Journal des Arts, March 30, 1890, which described 
Rousseau as “the cornerstone [clou] of the Indépendants” and concluded that “before such vast 
compositions [machines] criticism is powerless” (52).  

181 Roger Fry, “The French Post-Impressionists,” [1912] Vision and Design (New York: The World 
Publishing Company, 1969), 237.  

182 Fry, “The French Post-Impressionists,” 237-238. 
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Here then [in Rousseau] is the one case where want of skill and knowledge do not 
completely obscure, though they may mar, expression. And this is true of all 
perfectly naïve and primitive art. But most of the art seen here is neither naïve nor 
primitive. It is the work of highly civilized and modern men trying to find a 

pictorial language appropriate to the sensibilities of the modern outlook.
183

 

To claim that Rousseau was not seeking a pictorial language was another way of pointing 

out his arbitrariness in the absence of a problem. For Fry, Rousseau was far from adept at 

formulating effective self-expression, and yet this did not invalidate some essential 

benefit that could be found in his naïve paintings.  

The Italian critic Ardengo Soffici went further, completely inverting the values 

that Fry was testing. A little more than a month after the publication of Rousseau’s 

obituary in the Chronique des Arts, Soffici published an eight-page homage to Rousseau 

in Mercure de France.
184   The tribute was presented by the editors of Mercure as an 

especially genuine statement of the author’s feelings because Soffici apparently had 

composed the text before being informed of Rousseau’s death. It began with a 

lighthearted confession but one that upended the accepted priority of artistic intelligence 

both on the part of the maker and that of the beholder:  “I don’t know if you’re like me—

probably not, certainly not absolutely—but I love the type of painting that intelligent 

people think is stupid.”
185

 And with this, Soffici went on to explain that Rousseau, of all 

                                                 
183 Fry, “The French Post-Impressionists,” 238. 

184 Ardengo Soffici, “Le peintre Henri Rousseau,” Mercure de France (October 16, 1910): 748.  

185 Soffici, 748. It should be noted that Fry acknowledged a changing role for artistic intelligence as well. 
“… it is not the objective of these artists to exhibit their skill or proclaim their knowledge, but only to 
attempt to express by pictorial and plastic form certain spiritual experiences; and in conveying these, 
ostentation of skill is likely to be even more fatal than downright incapacity.” See Fry, “The French Post-
Impressionists,” [1912] Vision and Design, 237. 
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artists, with his “fruste et pauvre” vision of reality, and his independence from “all 

logical discourse” was the ideal practitioner of this mode. Candid and ingenuous 

paintings, according to Soffici, were best made by simple, untrained makers, whose work 

could be found in shop signs, old painted screens, and ex voto images. These pictures he 

claimed to prefer even to the masterworks of his countrymen Andrea del Sarto, Fra 

Bartolomeo, and Raphael.
186

 Such a preference could be justified because untrained 

artists could reveal insights into the creative process and the physical properties of the 

medium that masters, by virtue of their mastery, hid.  From this perspective, Rousseau’s 

deficiencies—his lack of training and unconventional professional background—might 

be construed as his gifts. Like Cézanne, Rousseau had the “singular weakness,” or the 

singular talent, of not being able to “practice any art of which he was not the creator.”187 

                                                 
186Soffici, 749-750. “Ce sont toiles de saltimbanques, vieux écrans, enseignes de laitiers, d’auberges, de 
barbiers, de vendeurs de simples, tabernacles de villages, ex-votos, danseuses et soldats de baraques de la 
foire, natures moretes au-desus des portes, fresques de grandes salles d’hotêlleries campagnardes. Je me 
rappelle, par example, la grande enseigne d’un marchande de pastèques pour laquelle j’aurais donné sans 
discussion possible—valeur commercial mise à part—la Madone aux Harpies d’André del Sarto, 
l’Assomption de Murillo, et toute l’oeuvre, toute, de Fra Bartolommeo. …Maintenant que j’y repense je 
donnerais même—toujours valeur commercial mise à part—le Mariage de la Vierge de Raphaël pour cette 
enseigne!”  This remark caught the attention of James Huneker, who wrote of Rousseau in The New York 
Sun: “Henry Rousseau was for many years in the employ of the French customs. He was an excise man 
(gabelou) and a man with a fanatical passion for art. … An Italian admirer asserted in a recent issue of La 
Voce (quoted in Mercure de France) that, commercial value apart (thrift Horatio!) he would exchange 
Raphael’s “Marriage of the Virgin” for a certain sign painted by Rousseau [sic]! Here is a critical Curtius 
for you, leaping into the gulf of ignorance to demonstrate the sincerity of his callow opinion. Naturally all 
this is profound blague. No matter how frightful or how puerile a man’s work may be he seems able to 
originate a school in Paris. Paul Adam has recently described America as a hotbed of fake religions. In 
Paris, that immortal home of the muses, humbug reigns as in no other place on the planet. Nor have the 
Yankees the monopoly in bad art. … when writers can speak of Henry Rousseau’s work as ‘virginal, 
candid, ingenuous,’ then it is time to ask yourself if the younger men aren’t more humorous than their 
granddaddies. Virginal fiddlesticks! Candid twaddle! Ingenuous stupidities!” See Huneker’s article as 
reproduced in Camera Work (January 1911): 47. 

187 Maurice Denis, “L’impressionnisme et la France’ (1917), Nouvelle théories, sur l’art moderne, sur l‘art 
sacré, 1914-1921 (Paris: Rouart et Watelin, 1922), 67-68. A May 1926 article in the  Bulletin of the Art 
Institute of Chicago makes this comparison between Rousseau and Cézanne, noting: “Neither ‘realized’ 
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Two months after the appearance of Soffici’s essay in France, the Russian-born 

American painter Max Weber offered his own tribute to Rousseau by exhibiting his 

recently deceased friend’s work at Alfred Stieglitz’s Gallery 291.  Having heard Weber’s 

stories about Rousseau with great interest, Stieglitz allowed the young painter-curator to 

mount an exhibition of selected paintings and drawings by Rousseau and to personally 

introduce Rousseau’s work to its new American audience in the exhibition catalogue.
188

 

The description was rather plain and fact-driven compared to Apollinaire’s writings about 

Rousseau at this time, and it was far less theoretical than the writings Wassily Kandinsky 

would soon produce about Rousseau in Germany. At this early date, Weber appears not 

to have had ambitions to interpret Rousseau’s work deeply, or if he did, he resisted 

writing the sort of long-form statements he would pen in the 1940s. For Weber, 

“bring[ing] Rousseau’s art before the American public” in the early years of the century 

was a personal gesture, as much a tribute to the remarkable man he met in Paris as it was 

a critical or entrepreneurial undertaking. And, in fact, many of the works Weber exhibited 

were small items, far more suitable as keepsakes than as exhibition pieces.189 

                                                                                                                                                 
easily,” yet they shared, “a common honesty, both looking upon the world freshly, as though they had been 
the first men to gaze at it.” And “they shared ambitions which, if they had been successful, would have 
made both lesser artists.” See R.M.F., “Cézanne, Rousseau, Picasso,” Bulletin of the Art Institute of 
Chicago (May, 1926): 62-64. 

188 Prior to the outbreak of World War I, Stieglitz and Marius de Zayas had begun planning a second 
exhibition of Rousseau’s paintings at 291, which was to have included several works loaned from Russia. 
However, the outbreak of war put an end to this initiative and also to de Zayas’s plan to publish a small 
book on Rousseau in the United States with interpretation by Apollinaire. See Willard Bohn, Apollinaire 
and the International Avant-Garde (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997), 49. 

189 The largest picture in Weber’s show and the work most like Rousseau’s exhibited works was a 13- by 
18-inch landscape,  The House, Outskirts of Paris (1905). The other works in Weber’s collection seem 
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Nevertheless, his catalogue text, reproduced below, provided New Yorkers with an 

introduction to a painter previously unknown in America.
190

 

The work of Henri Rousseau, who died September 5th [sic] of this year, is 
shown here for the first time in this country. For many years his work was 
of a most interesting character in the Salon des Artistes Indépendants of 
Paris, in which he steadily exhibited since 1886, and for whose existence 
he fought from the beginning. … He began his career in the custom house 
service of the French government, but, gifted with artistic instincts, he 
eventually sought to express himself in plastic art. His work greatly 
interested the younger group of painters and critics in Paris, known as Les 
Fauves, who were his greatest friends and admirers up to the last. He was 
truly naïve and personal, a real ‘primitive’ living in our time. He loved 
nature passionately and painted as he saw it. His larger work is very 
fantastic and decorative, and recalls Giotto and other primitives. He lived 

a life of simplicity and purity, the spirit of which dominates his work.
191

 

In addition to these remarks from Weber, the exhibition drew a handful of reviews from 

newspaper writers, including an especially forward-thinking piece in the New York Times 

                                                                                                                                                 
likely to have been chosen as gifts due to their ability to be transported easily between France and America. 
See Sandra E. Leonard, Henri Rousseau and Max Weber (New York: Richard L. Feigen, 1970), 59-73. 

190 Consider Weber’s remarks quoted above:  “… I read in L’Amour de L’Art that Rousseau ‘le Douanier’ 
had passed away in September 1910. I was distressed. For days I grieved and brooded, and wondered what 
I could do to bring Rousseau’s art before the American public. I finally contrived a plan whereby I could 
show my little collection of pictures … and a vase which he decorated. I approached Mr. Alfred Stieglitz 
who was very sympathetic to all things progressive in the field of art. … Mr. Stieglitz listened to my story 
about Henri Rousseau with profound interest, and cheerfully agreed to assist me in showing to the 
American public my little collection of Rousseau paintings and two rare drawings which I brought with me 
from Paris. See Max Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” (Sept. 7, 1942), Unpublished Manuscript. 
Archives of American Art, 3-4.   

Incidentally, this little collection of Rousseau pictures proved to be not only the first small exhibition of 
Rousseau’s works in America but the first one-man show anywhere … There were not enough Rousseau 
pictures, nor were they large enough to fill even this small gallery, but this problem was solved by hanging 
the Rousseaus … on the main wall, and on the other three smaller walls a superb selection of colored 
lithographs by Toulouse-Lautrec, Cezanne, Renoir, Manet – and drawings by Rodin were hung.” 

191 Weber’s essay also appeared in the January 1911 issue of Camera Work. See “Photo-Secession Notes,” 
Camera Work (January, 1911): 46.  
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that echoed Soffici’s observations about the novelty and the challenge of viewing 

Rousseau’s paintings in contrast to the work of more easily interpreted modern artists.  

  The design of Weber’s exhibition made contrasts between Rousseau and his 

contemporaries plainly visible. Although he had first envisioned the Rousseau exhibition 

as a solo show, Weber eventually supplemented the checklist with work by 

Impressionists and Post Impressionists, including Cézanne, Manet, Renoir, Toulouse-

Lautrec, and Rodin.
192

 As Weber recalled, not only were there too few canvases by 

Rousseau to constitute a complete show, the ones they had were small, and  the decision 

was made to show the Rousseaus together on the gallery’s main wall and to exhibit a 

selection of comparanda on three smaller walls.
193 Whether this change to the exhibition 

                                                 
192 See Max Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” (Sept. 7, 1942), Unpublished Manuscript. Archives of 
American Art, 4.  “Incidentally, this little collection of Rousseau pictures proved to be not only the first 
small exhibition of Rousseau’s works in America but the first one-man show anywhere … There were not 
enough Rousseau pictures, nor were they large enough to fill even this small gallery, but this problem was 
solved by hanging the Rousseaus … on the main wall, and on the other three smaller walls a superb 
selection of colored lithographs by Toulouse-Lautrec, Cezanne, Renoir, Manet – and drawings by Rodin 
were hung.” Note that the inclusion of the works by Toulouse-Lautrec, Cezanne, Renoir, Manet, and Rodin 
make this very clearly a “group show” not Rousseau’s “first one-man show anywhere” as it is often 
referred to by Weber and others. For example, Jean Bouret, Henri Rousseau (Greenwich, CT: New York 
Graphic Society, 1961) lists Weber’s exhibition first under “One-man Exhibitions of the work of Henri 
Rousseau,” (266) and Daniel Catton Rich, Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1942) 
writes, “… New York saw the first Rousseau exhibition as early as 1910…” (7) and records the 291 
exhibition first in a chronological list of “One-man Exhibitions of Rousseau’s Work.” The “Chronology,” 
published in Henri Rousseau: Jungles in Paris, gets around this by calling Weber’s exhibition “the first 
documented Rousseau exhibition,” to draw distinction between this show and Uhde’s 1908 solo-exhibition 
of Rousseau’s work, for which he supposedly made invitations but forgot to include the address. See 
Wilhelm Uhde, Five Primitive Masters (New York: Quadrangle, 1949), 39.  

193 The truly diminutive scale of the paintings in this exhibition will be considered again Part Two Chapter 
Two. Still Life with Cherries measures 3 x 5 inches, Mother and Child measures approximately 8 ½ by 6 ½ 
inches, and the drawings were on 6 x 4 inch sheets. The second opportunity to view Rousseau’s work in the 
United States was as part of the Armory Show, which introduced his work to audiences in Chicago (at the 
Art Institute of Chicago from March 24 – April 16, 1913) and Boston (at the Copely Society from April 28 
– May 19, 1913) as well as new viewerships in New York (from February 15 – March 15, 1913). 
Rousseau’s paintings—a total of ten works lent by Weber, the Berlin art dealer Alfred Flechtheim, the 
Parisian art dealer Ambroise Vollard, and the American artist Robert J. Coady—were hung in a gallery just 
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was simply a practical concession or something with critical aims is a matter of 

speculation, but the juxtaposition created a rhetorical effect that was clearly felt by the 

Times reviewer. Her assessment began, “It is when we come to the ‘naïve and personal’ 

Henri Rousseau that we feel that we are old, and that the muscles of the mind must rebel 

a bit at such a leap as he asks us to take into the unknown. If we had come upon him 

unprepared and in worse company,”—notice here that the Impressionist and Post-

Impressionist  additions to the show have effected an unlikely transformation on the 

artistic merit of Rousseau’s paintings—“it might very well have been that we should have 

thought these childlike canvases as much like the music of true art as the croaking of 

frogs is like an Italian melody…” The author continues: 

We [are more easily charmed by] the beautiful little vase, as rich as a piece of old 
majolica, which the painter decorated,…and we end up by assuring ourselves that 
the man who could get such color relations as that rather touching old vessel 
reveals, was an artist born perhaps out of his due time, but with the ‘gift.’ So we 
close our eyes to the hideous ‘Mother and Child’ [exhibited nearby] and 

faithlessly shirk the issue.
194

  

                                                                                                                                                 
off the opening hall that contained work by an eclectic group of artists including Goya, Delacroix, Corot, 
Daumier, Courbet, Manet, Puvis de Chavannes, Renoir, Whistler, and Ryder, among others. In contrast to 
the smaller-scale works on view at 291, viewers could now see monumental compositions by Rousseau 
including The Centennary of Independence (1892) and jungle works such as Horse Attacked by a Jaguar 
(1910). Along with these were included seven paintings owned by Weber, primarily suburban landscapes 
and portrait groups, and a rural landscape by Coady. The exhibition’s organizers had also hoped to secure 
Rousseau’s Scène de forêt but Léonce Rosenberg refused them. See Milton W. Brown, The Story of the 
Armory Show (New York: Joseph H. Hirshhorn Foundation, 1988),75 and 115. The placement of the 
canvases mentioned in this note reflect the New York incarnation of The Armory Show.. For additional 
information on lenders of Rousseau’s works see 1913 Armory Show 50th Anniversary Exhibition 1963 
(New York: Henry Street Settlement, 1963), 203.  

194 The review was published anonymously but is thought to have been by Elisabeth Luther Carey, ”News 
and Notes of the Art World,” The New York Times (Nov. 27, 1910): SM15. This review is also reproduced 
in Camera Work (January 1911): 49.  
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The issue being shirked here, as elsewhere, was whether or not Rousseau—who had 

forced his viewer into unknown territory—should be considered an artist in the same 

sense that his co-exhibitors were. Although this critic was able to extract some aesthetic 

enjoyment from the works, she was clearly apprehensive about approving it, reserving 

her highest praise for that object least likely to offend the tradition of painting as a fine 

art—the painted vase [Fig. 19].  

We will return to this vase, a curious object just 7-1/2 inches high and 3-1/4 

inches in diameter, and its relatively easy acceptance by viewers in the next chapter when 

we consider Clement Greenberg’s socio-historical argument about the relationship 

between primitive and modern art, and where we should situate Rousseau between them. 

If Greenberg could argue that “‘primitive,’ ‘Sunday,’ ‘naïve’ painting begins with the 

Industrial Age;” and that, “amid the decay of folk art, picture-making—more exactly, 

easel painting—provided a new outlet for plebian ‘artistic energy,’” Rousseau’s vase 

offers a clear example of the critical preference, prior to World War I, for “plebian 

artistic energy” in any other format besides an easel picture.
195

 It is also worth noting here 

that more recent scholars, such as Yann Le Pichon, have attempted to distance Rousseau 

from the authorship of this vase. Offering no evidence in support of his claim, Le Pichon 
                                                 
195 See ‘Primitive Painting,” [1942] in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism Ed. John 
O’Brian, 4 Vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 1:109. Notably, Greenberg authored this 
essay in the months immediately following the close of the 1942 Rousseau retrospective at the Museum of 
Modern Art. Initially, the opening sentence of the essay read “’Primitive’ painting belongs to the Industrial 
Age.” However, Greenberg revised the sentence for Art and Culture to read as it does above. As Greenberg 
pointed out, it wasn’t until the Industrial age that common people became “traditionless enough” for easel 
painting to become a standard outlet for “plebian ‘artistic energy.’” In the presence of these conditions, a 
man could, as Herbert Read described it, decide not to become a “peasant-carpenter or a peasant-waver” 
but instead to become a “peasant painter.” See Herbert Read, “Henri Rousseau.” Now 3 (n.d., [ca. 1944]): 
31. 
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writes that the conception for this work was not Rousseau’s but was rather Weber’s, “this 

young American painter who got Rousseau to paint on ceramic.”
196 This will be an 

important point of comparison in Part Two, Chapter Two, “Exchanging the Corpus,” 

when we turn our attention to the small painting Bonne-fête (1892).  While the vase 

seems to threaten Le Pichon’s firm conviction that Rousseau was an innate and brilliant 

modern artist, Rousseau’s creative activity clearly made more sense to early twentieth-

century viewers when it appeared unambiguously as ornament, or was carried out in 

glazed ceramic as opposed to oil on canvas.197   

 

Many years after the 291 exhibition, Weber recollected that Rousseau himself was 

as much the discovery he made in those early years as were the Douanier’s paintings. 

“[Rousseau] himself was the find … a prophet and a symbol.”
198

  For many Americans, 

Weber was Rousseau’s “discoverer”; he had brought him to this country’s attention and 

for this reason the collection of works he showed at 291 was treated in subsequent 

exhibitions as a classic selection of paintings. I have been arguing here, however, that 

                                                 
196 Le Pichon, The World of Henri Rousseau, 236. 

197 Le Pichon’s summarizes the objectives of his writing on Rousseau as follows: “By presenting 
Rousseau’s world as it was revealed to me in the life stories of him and his family, in the direct testimonies 
of his closest relatives and staunchest friends, and in the indirect and direct sources of his paintings, and by 
uncovering the influence that his work may have had on other painters, I hope to contribute to a better 
approach to artistic creation. At the close of this intensive analysis, which has led me to examine one of the 
most fruitful and dynamic periods in the history of painting, I wonder whether art is not the sublime road to 
the personal unconscious, where the underground paths of the collective memory converge.”  Le Pichon, 
The World of Henri Rousseau, 24 

198 Max Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him. Artnews (February 15-28, 1942): 35. 
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Weber did not simply discover Rousseau in a neutral way, but rather fulfilled Rousseau’s 

goal of becoming an artist, a year after the man’s death and an ocean away from his site 

of production.  He created an opportunity for critics to accept Rousseau’s involuntary 

radicalism but doing so would mean writing about an artist in a new manner, whereby 

intentionality could no longer play a dominant role. As Robert Goldwater would later 

point out, Rousseau’s mode of working created a “double contrast” in which a savvy 

critic would want to differentiate between two fundamentally dissociated metrics: “the 

aim of the artist and his achievement; and … the achievement of the artist and its 

appreciation.”
199 But facing this challenge would be the concern of a later generation of 

critics. In the years between 1910 and 1914, we observe instead the first signs pointing to 

the achievement of Rousseau’s goal, even if not by dint of his own efforts. At the same 

time, we observe the appearance of two obstacles to the future analysis of this newly 

minted artist: First, the realization that there was very little to critique on its own terms in 

Rousseau’s paintings, and second, the decision by critics that they were going to write 

about him anyway.  

  

                                                 
199 Robert Goldwater, Primitivism and Modern Art [1938] Enlarged Edition (Cambridge: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1986) 179. 
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INTENTION DEFICIT DISORDER  
 
 

One is troubled to know when the real anxieties to compose, to choose his tones, 
came to him. Was he ever thus troubled?200 

— Florent Fels, 1931 

 

Among the most significant memorializing gestures honoring Rousseau between 

1910 and 1914 were the procurement of a proper grave for the painter and the dedication 

of a complete issue of Les Soirées de Paris to the subject of his life and work. Both of 

these monuments were collective efforts in which Apollinaire played a decisive role. The 

issue of Les Soirées de Paris began with a lengthy essay by Apollinaire, written “with 

more than customary preparation and care,” and this was supplemented with articles by 

Maurice Raynal, Roche Grey, and an extensive collection of Rousseau’s letters and 

ephemera.
201

 The acquisition of a thirty-year plot for Rousseau was arranged by Robert 

Delaunay and Rousseau’s landlord, Monsieur Quéval, and the headstone, bearing an 

                                                 
200 Florent Fels, “Notes on the Rousseau Exhibition at Marie Harriman Gallery, New York” Formes (Jan. 
1931): 11. 

201 Harry Buckley, Guillaume Apollinaire as an Art Critic.(Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1969), 97 
“The poet reports in some detail on the painter; the study, which is truly monographic, was one of the first 
on Rousseau. In its length it is a notable exception in the criticism of Apollinaire. Its size suggests that 
Apollinaire wrote with more than customary preparation and care.” Three authors in addition to Apollinaire 
contributed to the issue of Les Soirees de Paris dedicated to Rousseau. Maurice Raynal, “Le ‘Banquet’ 
Rousseau,” 69-72, concludes the volume; Roch Grey, “Souvenir de Douanier,” 66-68, immediately 
precedes this; and Rousseau himself contributes to the issue through facsimiles of dozens of his letters, 
poems he had authored, ephemera he had designed, and seven photographic illustrations of his paintings. 
Apollinaire was exceedingly careful to minimize his appearance as a critic and show himself instead as a 
friend acting in Rousseau’s service.  
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epitaph by Apollinaire, was carved by Constantin Brancusi and Ortiz de Zarate.
202

 The 

epitaph was not the first poem that Apollinaire had written about Rousseau, and like 

those earlier poems the lines on Rousseau’s headstone address, through an extended 

metaphor, the thorny issue of Rousseau’s professional conversion. Recognizing a 

potential symmetry, Apollinaire used Rousseau’s temporal passage from life to death as 

an opportunity to revisit his transformation from civil servant to painter. 

Gentil Roussaeu tu nous entends 
Nous te saluons 
Delaunay sa femme Monsieur Queval et moi 
Laisse passer nos bagages en franchise à la porte du ciel 
Nous t’apporterons de pinceaux des couleurs des toiles 
Afin que tes loisirs sacrés dans la lumière réelle 
Tu les consacres à peindre comme tu tiras mon portrait 
La face des étoiles. 

 
We salute you 
Gentle Rousseau you hear us 
Delaunay his wife Monsieur Quéval and I  
Let our baggage through free at heaven’s gate 
We shall bring you brushes, paints, and canvas 
So that you can devote your sacred leisure in the light of truth 
To painting the way you did my portrait 

The face of the stars.
203

 

 
As before, Apollinaire emphasized that Rousseau lived two very different professional 

lives. He had been an employee of the city custom’s office, from which derived the 

                                                 
202 Apollinaire claims in the conclusion of “Le Douanier,” that he wrote the epitaph directly on the 
tombstone, making his role relevant not only to the message of the poem, but also its physical presentation. 
See “Le Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:641. 

203 “Le Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:641. This common English translation appears 
in Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 95. On the stone marker, the first two lines 
of the poem appear in reverse order. 
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nickname “le Douanier”, and then, from 1893 to 1910, he had been a full-time painter. 

He assessed fines and enforced tariffs during the earlier part of his life, and he painted 

portraits during the latter.  

This must have seemed an apt image. To many who met the painter near the end 

of his life, Rousseau approached his artistic career with an attitude that seemed to be a 

hold-over from his days as a bureaucrat. We learn from Fernand Léger, for example, that 

“…the great painter, had a respect for the French hierarchy the likes of which only a 

member of the petty bourgeois and a former civil servant could have.” He carried himself 

with a dutifulness and elevated formal etiquette that was uncommon among painters and, 

again according to Léger, “A long-standing tradition or social rank was of great 

importance to him.” 
204  This behavior—strange for an artist of the Indépendants, but 

perfectly normal for someone who had held a government post—was commented upon 

by many of Rousseau’s acquaintances.  Eventually, it formed a persistent parallel 

discourse to the commentary on Rousseau’s work that itself focused so heavily on his 

stylistic and technical differences from the painters with whom he exhibited.
205

  

Apollinaire’s review of the 1908 Salon des Indépendant, an excerpt of which we 

have already encountered in this chapter’s epigraph, pinpointed the source of Rousseau’s 

difference from other artists. Unlike other commentators who merely demonstrated 

                                                 
204 André Verdet, Fernand Léger, le dynamisme pictural (Geneva: Editions Pierre Cailler, 1955), 65.  

205 Cecile Cheneau, née Biche, daughter of Rousseau’s longtime friend Marie Biche-Foucher, recalls 
Rousseau visiting her as a small child when she was ill and leaving her a calling card that read “Henri 
Rousseau – Peintre”. See Henry Certigny, Le Douanier Rousseau et Frumence Biche (Paris: La 
Bibliothèque des Arts, 1973), 45 and 103. See also figure 17. 
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Rousseau’s difference through their critical inability to handle his work, Apollinaire put a 

name to the deficiency that allowed critics to separate Rousseau’s paintings from others. 

There was too much tranquility in the work, no inquiétude whatsoever. Such contentment 

was the byproduct of an arbitrary painter who worked without a deliberate intention or 

problem.206   

Prior to 1908, when Apollinaire wanted to designate Rousseau as a maker who 

clearly fell short of the artist’s professional minimum, he often did so by putting words in 

his mouth. This was a demeaning gesture, but in light of the fact that Rousseau seemed to 

mock himself by eagerly juxtaposing his pictures with art at the salons, Apollinaire’s 

poems would not have seemed unprovoked.  Writing in October 1907, for example, 

Apollinaire recounted a spectacle that took place in front of Rousseau’s paintings at the 

Salon d’Automne. Initially distraught that his works had been hung in the section of the 

salon designated for decorative arts, Rousseau apparently had a flashback to his days as a 

customs officer and recounted in rhymed verse why an administrator at the Salon might 

have discredited him in this way by refuting his status as a true contributor to the 

exhibition of paintings.   

Trente ans debout à la frontière,     
J’arrêtai le contrebandier.  
Je palpai la contrebandière;         
Puis, quand je devins brigadier, 
 

Un soir, dans le train de dix heures,   
D’un homme correctement mis       

                                                 
206 Guillaume Apollinaire, “Le Salon des Indépendants,”(1908) in Apollinaire: Oeuvres en prose 
completes, 3 Vols. (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 2: 108.  “… Et l’on est agacé de la tranquilité de 
Rousseau. Il n’a aucune inquiétude, il est content …” Originally published in La Revue des Lettres et des 
Arts (Paris, 1 May 1908). 
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Voyagenant avec un permis   
Je tâtai les gibbosités postérieures.      

 

O temps lointains! Lointaines gares  
Que le gaz éclairait bein mal!         
Le monsieur  transportait quatre mille cigars. 
Je lui dressai procès- verbal.   
Ce temps passa. Des noms: Gauguin, Cézanne 
Me hantaient. Pour leur art, je laissais la douane.  
  

Et gardant ce surnom: le douanier,   
Je ne suis pas, des peintres, le dernier.                                           
Or, dans mon souvenir, une fenêtre     
S’est ouverte. Je viens de reconnaître     
L’ancien voyageur fier de s’être vengé     
Parce que par ma faute il a mal voyage.     

      .  
For thirty years at the frontier 
I stopped the smugglers,  
I felt the lady smugglers.  
Then I became a brigadier. 
 

One night in the midnight train 
I saw a well-dressed gentleman 
With proper papers and a ticket 
And a curiously bulging pocket. 
 

O bygone days, like distant stars! 
The gentleman had four thousand cigars. 
Naturally, I made out a report.  
Time passed. As I grew old, 
Art became my passion and my life.  
Gauguin, Cézanne were my masters— 
I gave up the customs for their art. 
 

Although I am still known as the Douanier, 
I am not exactly unknown as a painter. 
Now imagine my surprise,  
When today I recognize 
The gentlemen with four thousand cigars. 
He is proud that he has scored 

Against the brigadier’s report.
207  

                                                 
207Guillaume Apollinaire, “Le Salon d’Automne,” [1907] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes (Paris: Éditions 
Gallimard, 1991), 2:94-95. (Originally published October 19, 1907 in Je dis tout.)   This very poetic 
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The creative intelligence behind this poem is Apollinaire’s—these lines appear today in 

his collected poems as well as in his collected writings on art—but the words are clearly 

chosen for and spoken by Rousseau.208 The poem presents Rousseau in caricature, still 

operating as a douanier and adopting a demeanor appropriate for that occupation while 

discussing the transition he has supposedly made from the customs office to the fine arts. 

Although officially allowed to participate in the exhibition, Rousseau is presented in 

Apollinaire’s review as a reject. Not only are his canvases dishonorably presented as 

works of decorative art, Rousseau himself is parodied as a sycophantic hanger-on: When 

he catches a glimpse of Frantz Jourdain, whose decision it would have been to exclude 

his compositions from the painting galleries (and who had, in fact, rejected his work 

many times before), Rousseau is awestruck and in his excessive response reveals once 

again that “a long-standing tradition or social rank was of great importance to him.”
209

 

Apollinaire concluded the review by stating something that should have been obvious: 

                                                                                                                                                 
English translation by Susan Suleiman appears in Apollinaire on Art Essays and Reviews (1902-1918) 
Edited by LeRoy C. Breunig (Boston: MFA Publications, 2001), 31-32.  A more literal translation is 
offered in Harry E. Buckley, Guillaume Apollinaire as an Art Critic, 161, where the final stanza is 
translated “I drew up a report and fined him. / Time passed. Names: Gauguin, Cézanne / Haunted me. For 
their art, I left the customs house. / And in keeping this nickname: leDouanier. / I am not, among painters, 
the last. / Now, in my memory, a window / Has opened. I have just recognized / The old traveler proud of 
having avenged himself / Because on my account he had a bad trip.”  

208 Apollinaire, “Trente ans debout…” Oeuvres Poétiques ed. Marcel Adéma and Michel Décaudin (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1956), 650. The editors of this volume note that Apollinaire “attributes the declaration to 
Douanier Rousseau” (1153). While other poems about Rousseau appear in the Oeuvres Poetiques, for 
example, the inscription for Rousseau’s tomb, “Souvenir du Douanier,”  and “Tu te Souviens, Rousseau…” 
this is the only poem narrated by Rousseau. Francis James Carmody, The Evolution of Apollinaire’s 
Poetics, 1901-1914 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1963) discusses this poem in the context of 
Apollinaire’s developing use of machine imagery in his verse. See page 64. 

209 Certigny notes that Jourdain’s 1935 obituary in Cri de Paris commented upon his contempt for 
Rousseau. See Le Douanier Rousseau en Son Temps, 1:312. 
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there are “profound differences … between the customs and the plastic arts.” In 

Rousseau’s work he found an artist wholly inattentive to the disparity. 

The following spring, Rousseau exhibited four works of vastly differing 

sensibilities in the Salon des Indépendants—the Cleveland Museum of Art’s version of 

Fight Between a Tiger and a Buffalo [Fig. 20], Footballers [Fig. 21], a portrait of a child, 

and a landscape.
210

 Although Apollinaire did not discuss any of these paintings in specific 

terms, he admitted to being irritated by them due to what he perceived as an anything-

goes attitude on the part of their maker. He began his review searching for something 

positive to say: “M. Rousseau’s exhibit is at once touching and amusing. This autodidact 

has undeniable natural talents, and it seems that Gauguin admired his shades of black.”
211 

Here the accolades would end. No struggle, no intention was discernable in Rousseau’s 

works, and in the view of the poet-critic this creative approach pointed to a deficiency. 

Without a certain degree of anxiousness to ground his practice, Rousseau appeared overly 

relaxed and this laxity suggested bewilderment—a complete lack of direction on the 

painter’s part. This didn’t seem to bother Rousseau, but neither did it present a critic with 

sufficient material for honest consideration.  

As if to illustrate Rousseau’s shortcoming, Apollinaire prefaced his principal 

complaint by offering Rousseau a prayer that he might recite. 

 

                                                 
210 The specific landscape painting and portrait that Rousseau exhibited at this salon are not known.  

211 Guillaume Apollinaire, “Le Salon des Indépendants,” (1908) Oeuvres en Prose Complètes (Paris: 
Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 2:108.  
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Seigneur! Éclairez ma pensée  
Et donnez un but à mes pas.  
Chacun a sa route trace:  
Je ne l’ai pas! 
 
Oh Lord! Enlighten my thoughts   
And give me a goal to pursue.   
Everyone else has his road:   

I cannot say that I do!
212  

 
In keeping with his view that Rousseau was “touching and amusing” Apollinaire 

abandoned his own artistic faculties and humbled himself to a poetic style appropriate for 

such a painter. The four lines composed for Rousseau show no sign of struggle on the 

part of their author, not the least perturbation. They are popular, anonymous, artless, and 

quite far from the status of true poetic expression, despite taking a similar form. Only 

those who would accept these lines as the poet’s art would find satisfaction in Rousseau’s 

paintings. It was the type of art intelligent people found stupid.213  

Searching for a problem in Rousseau’s paintings—something a critic could sink 

his teeth into—Apollinaire found a void, Rousseau’s most conspicuous lack.  In the 

absence of paintings that could support critical interpretation, Apollinaire took up this 

                                                 
212 Apollinaire, “Le Salon des Indépendants,” (1908) Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:108.    

213 On Apollinaire’s occasional adoption of this tone, see Jeffrey Weiss, The Popular Culture of Modern 
Art, 153, and Weiss’s quotation of André Salmon reflecting on the behavior of the avant-garde critics in 
1908. “Apollinaire, Max Jacob, myself and others [had a tendency] to frequently play a rather burlesque 
role. We made continual fun of everything. When we dined together, for instance, Jacob would often 
pretend that he was a small clerk, and our conversation in a style that was half slang half peasant amused 
everybody in the restaurant.” Salmon, “Testimony against Gertrude Stein,” Transition (supplement to 
February 1935): 15. This passage is also quoted and discussed in The Banquet Years, 70. Apollinaire also 
tells us that Rousseau had a fondness for rhymes and recounts that while sitting for his portrait in 1909 the 
painter would sing “Moi je n’aim’ pas les grands journaux / Qui parl’ de politique / Qu’est c’que ça m’fait 
qu’les Esquimaux / Aient ravagé l’Afrique / Ce qu m’faut à moi c’est l’P’tit Journal / La Gazett’ la croix 
d’ma mère / Tant plus qu’y a d’noyés dan l’canal / Tant plus qu’c’est mon affaire. See Apollinaire, “Le 
Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 2:635. 
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lack as the theme of his review. He asserted, as Fry and others would later, that “the 

Douanier clearly lacks education,” and then went further, isolating where this detrimental 

quality was most evident.  “He has no anxiety” — no inquiétude— and because of this 

the poet confidently declared: “Rousseau should have been no more than an artisan.”
214

  

Without the agitation that accompanies an author’s desire to effectively impart a message 

or to realize a particular intention, the Douanier was hardly better than a hobbyist. Going 

further, Apollinaire insinuates that Rousseau had more in common with Alfred Poussin, 

“the bewildered little poet,” than with Nicolas.
215

  

Lack of a clear intention was a hallmark of amateur painting. When Marsden 

Hartley took up this subject in an essay entitled, “The Virtues of Amateur Painting, With 

Special Praise for Jennie Vanvleet Codery,” he argued that “Some of the finest instances 

                                                 
214 In Guillaume Apollinaire as an Art Critic Harry Buckley draws a parallel between this statement and 
Louis Vauxcelles’s comment in 1905, reviewing the Salon d’Automne, that “Rousseau had the rigidity of 
the Byzantine mosaicists, the Bayeux tapestry-worker…” artisanal roles that correspond with Apollinaire’s 
view of Rousseau as a craftsman. However, Apollinaire’s castigation is decidedly more forceful than 
Vauxcelle’s and, taken in view of the allusion to Poussin, becomes a pointed critique of Rousseau’s 
unattained pretention to participate in the Beaux-Arts tradition.   

215 Apollinaire, “Le Salon des Indépendants,” (1908) Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:108.  “Henri 
Rousseau ne sait ni ce qu’il veut, ni où il va. Comme Alfred Poussin le petit poète désemparé, Rousseau 
pourrait prier: …” While Apollinaire was interested in articulating a difference between Rousseau and 
Poussin in 1908, in ten years time Picasso would try to reconcile Rousseau’s mode of painting and the 
distinguished French tradition of art in this medium. Consider, for example, Kenneth Silver’s reading of 
Picasso’s Bathers (1918), which he interprets as a combination of Pierre Puvis de Chavannes’s Young Girls 
by the Seashore (1880) and Rousseau’s Footballers, one of the very painting to which Apollinaire was 
responding in 1908. Silver writes, “Indeed, Picasso has made of the combination of Puvis and the Douanier 
Rousseau a tour de force, a demonstration of his artistic powers, not only in blending such stylistically 
contradictory artists but in making a mixture that in cultural terms was unthinkable. Like oil and water, 
Puvis the Chevalier of the Legion of Honor, he of the sanctioned national and religious iconography, and 
Rousseau the Sunday painter were irreconcilable quantities—or so one would have thought.” The 
successful attempt to combine these two culturally antithetical modes is an indication not only of Picasso’s 
talent but the growing plausibility of Rousseau as an artist who painted without a problem. See Kenneth 
Silver, Esprit de Corps  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), 242. 
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of pure painting will be found, not as might be imagined by the layman among the 

professional artists, but among those amateurs whose chief occupation is amusing 

themselves first of all.”216 To claim that an autodidact gave priority to personal 

satisfaction was another way of saying he or she neglected the common language of 

problems to which professional artists were bound. When Hartley raised the subject of 

Rousseau in this essay—calling him “the true primitive of our so eclectic modern 

period”—he praised his skillfulness as a colorist and draftsman and suggested that, unlike 

artists of the day who struggled with sincerity, Rousseau was able to achieve an 

unprecedented degree of commensurability between his pictures and what they 

represented.  

No one can have seen a picture of this most talented douanier without being 
convinced that technique for purely private personal needs has been beautified to 
an extraordinary degree. …  His pictures hold a quality so related to the 
experience contained in their subjects, as to seem like the essence of the thing 
itself. You feel that unquestionably Rousseau’s Paris is Paris, and you are made to 
feel likewise that his jungle scenes are at very least his own experiences of his 
earlier life in Mexico. … He was not fabricating an art, he was endeavoring to 
create a real picture for his own private satisfaction, and his numerous successes 

are both convincing and admirable.
217

  

                                                 
216 Marsden Hartley, “The Virtues of Amateur Painting,” Adventures in the Arts (NewYork: Boni and 
Liveright, [1921]), 134. Florent Fels similarly views Rousseau’s paintings as works corresponding to a 
personal rather than a shared artistic language. “It seems as if it had been made out of pleasure, in any case 
not out of science or necessity. The man who assembled such colours, and such figures, did so first for his 
own delectation.” See Fels, “Notes on the Rousseau Exhibition at Marie Harriman Gallery, New York,” 10.  

217 Hartley, “The Virtues of Amateur Painting,”134-135. This quotation provides a useful case in point 
with regard to the difficulty of writing history about Rousseau. Are we to disregard Hartley’s emphatic 
reaction to Rousseau’s work—that they looked exceptionally real because they derived from the artist’s 
lived experience—when we now know that Rousseau did not travel to Mexico? To justify our use of this 
partially flawed claim, we could compare it to other remarks Hartley made on the subject of amateur 
painters. For example, “I wish I could take you to two perfect examples of this sort of amateur painting … 
[in the] Historical Society of Portland, Maine, as well as one other superb and still more perfect example of 
this sort of luxuriously painted memory of life, in the collection of a noted collector … near Boston. It is 
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Artlessness— an absence of aesthetic superfluity—made Rousseau’s Paris Paris. Nothing 

intervened between the city and its representation. This was its disqualifying trait, but it 

was also its virtue. Apollinaire, however, would need a few years to see this advantage.  

Hartley’s acceptance of amateurism as a productive artistic force shows the changes that 

would take place between the first and the third decades of the twentieth century. To the 

poet-critic writing in 1908, amateur works could reflect “natural talent” but were a source 

of irritation and a poor fit within the category of art. Soon enough, however, Apollinaire 

would be willing to redraw the category.  

The deficit of intention Apollinaire identified in Rousseau’s work produced two 

effects: it jeopardized the Douanier’s status as an artist under prevailing definitions, and 

because of this, it freed (forced) Apollinaire to write something other than an analysis of 

Rousseau’s paintings in his review. In the paragraphs that follow, I will consider why 

Apollinaire responded to Rousseau’s work as he did and why he might have been open to 

rethinking his initial rejection. Within two years of the unflattering reviews describing 

Rousseau as an aimless, artisanal painter, Apollinaire had fully reversed his position on 

Rousseau. The dramatic nature of the change appears most clearly when we compare his 

review of the 1908 Salon des Indépendant with his review of that salon in 1910, where 

Apollinaire praised The Dream effusively. These two reviews have been juxtaposed ad 

infinitum—this very example is used today as an art-educational teaching module for 

                                                                                                                                                 
sensation at first hand with these charmingly impressive amateur artists. They have been hampered in no 
way with the banality of school technique learned in the manner of the ever-present and unoriginal copyist. 
They literally invent expression out of a personally accumulated passion for beauty and they have become 
aware of it through their own intensely personalized contact with life” (136).  
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school children in France—and the story of Apollinaire’s change of opinion is among the 

best-known episodes in the history of Rousseau’s critical reception.
218

 The evidence it 

contains of an initially skeptical viewer being won over is fundamental to Rousseau’s 

success story. But in our eagerness to celebrate Rousseau’s triumph and applaud 

Apollinaire for coming around on a worthy painter, we have neglected to pay attention to 

the awkward fact that Apollinaire’s chief complaint about Rousseau’s work—that it did 

not progress toward a goal, that it showed no sign of struggle—was never resolved.
219

 We 

simply acknowledge that “Apollinaire, who was to launch Rousseau with considerable 

fracas in the art world, did not appreciate him immediately.”
220

 This hardly touches the 

                                                 
218 See Michel Tichit, “Proposition pédagogique Apollinaire,” www.texteimage.com. The objective for 
students is to compare Apollinaire’s 1908 and 1910 reviews and note the evolution of his opinion about 
Rousseau. Why the reversal happens is not addressed, simply that he moved from disparaging the work, to 
doubting that judgment, and finally to appreciating it. According to Tichit, the payoff comes not in the 
1910 review of the Salon des Indépendants, but rather in Apollinaire’s review of Rousseau’s work in 
September 1910, where he speaks more glowingly. 

219 In Apollinaire as an Art Critic, Harry E. Buckley selects Apollinaire’s engagement with Rousseau as a 
choice example of his critical flexibility and his propensity to change his mind. Apollinaire’s flexibility, 
Buckley writes, “may be considered a flaw (the sign of a vacillating critic who displays an inconsistency of 
thought) or a virtue. Considering that his criticism falls within a span of thirteen years [1905-1918], it is not 
unexpected that changes should occur (as in his attitude toward Henri Rousseau, or his switch in allegiance 
from Cubism in the narrow sense to the Section d’Or and Orphism in 1912). Flexibility was a factor 
throughout Apollinaire’s life …; critically it meant that he was always open to the possibility of revised 
opinion or acceptance of a new idea in art.” See Buckley, Guillaume Apollinaire as an Art Critic, 130.      

220 Cecily Mackworth, Guillaume Apollinaire and the Cubist Life (New York: Horizon Press, 1963), 108-
110. On the issue of Apollinaire’s irritation over Rousseau’s lack of inquiétude Mackworth writes, “Once 
the two men had met, Apollinaire changed his mind. … The simplicity, the complete lack of ‘disquietude’ 
that had annoyed him in the pictures, enchanted him in the man. … It was the personal contact with 
Rousseau that revealed to Apollinaire a certain grandeur and simplicity which his own intellectuality had at 
first prevented him from recognizing in the pictures. Once he really understood Rousseau, he saw in him 
the raw material of Myth and could not rest till he had given it shape…. Apollinaire understood the 
necessity of Rousseau’s kind of painting and set about launching the Rousseau-myth with the same careful 
organization and sense of publicity he had brought to the launching of Cubism.” 
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mammoth implications of Apollinaire’s willful re-assessment of Rousseau and his 

paintings.  

Scholars of Apollinaire’s criticism, including Harry E. Buckley and Roger 

Shattuck, have noted the unevenness of the poet-critic’s writings. “The informal 

evaluative judgments, marked by lyrical language upon occasion, by enthusiasm and 

partiality, make it difficult to classify all the periodical articles of Apollinaire as 

‘criticism’ in the strictest sense of the term. … If they were to be called criticism some 

qualification is necessary; the most applicable one is subjectivist.”
221

 By which Buckley 

means that Apollinaire, “assigns a value to works of art upon the basis of their impact 

upon his taste, without feeling the need to achieve exact consistency or to provide a 

carefully defined explanation of how he arrived at his evaluation.”
222

 Likewise, Buckley 

points out that Apollinaire’s propensity to change his mind, “may be considered a flaw 

(the sign of a vacillating critic who displays an inconsistency of thought) or a virtue. … 

[H]e was always open to the possibility of revised opinion or acceptance of a new idea in 

art.”223  

Such a portrayal reduces Apollinaire’s critical conversion to something not 

terribly hard won. And this may have been the case. But once Apollinaire accepted 

Rousseau’s work, he never looked back. Unlike the teaching module that wants to 

                                                 
221 Buckley, 130. 

222 Buckley, 130.  

223 Buckley, 130. 
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demonstrate an “evolution of thought,” what Apollinaire demonstrates has none of the 

qualities of an evolution. It is the flip of a switch, the arbitrary waiving of a requirement. 

Apollinaire did not start to like Rousseau because his work suddenly addressed an artistic 

problem or appeared less bewildered. He simply decided that Rousseau’s lack of a 

problem was not necessarily a disqualifier—it didn’t need to preclude the work from 

discussion alongside art. In fact, there was a strong possibility that Rousseau, with his 

inability or unwillingness to problematize, might be able to contribute to the avant-garde 

in ways that others could not. Realizing this, Apollinaire subjectively removed a 

longstanding criterion, the necessity of a motivating problem, and decided to attempt to 

engage the paintings as art despite their ample deficiencies.  

Apollinaire’s early condemnation that Rousseau had no inquiétude isn’t 

substantively different from his later approbation that Rousseau’s work has “not a single 

mannerism, no behaviors, no systems.”
224

 Mannerisms, behaviors and systems can 

connote a commitment to problem-solving, to practicing art with certain shared values in 

mind. The rigorous manipulation of these conventions in the service of problem solving 

generates an artist’s inquiétude. Dispatching with inquiétude severs the connection to this 

tradition. The arbitrariness of Apollinaire’s change of heart becomes all the more evident 

when he praised Rousseau in the spring of 1910. Here again he eschewed explanation by 

saying that the painting’s beauty is “incontestable” and refers anyone who would argue 

                                                 
224 See the discussion of this remark in Part One. As mentioned above, Apollinaire used this phrase in three 
publications: his review of the Salon des Indépendants (1911), Les Peintres Cubists (1913), and his long 
essay “Le Douanier” published in Les Soirées de Paris, January 15, 1914. See Apollinaire, Oeuvres en 
Prose Complètes, 2:36, 638. 
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this point to “the painters” – a group of experts who are themselves indisputable and who 

are “unanimous” in their admiration for the work. The choice is not explained. Instead, it 

is the beginning of an uncritical turn in Rousseau’s literature that says simply, stop trying 

to interpret this work. The critic’s insight is, “Don’t analyze it, see what it can do as 

art.”
225

  

Apollinaire’s reconsideration of Rousseau signals a greater shift in the critic’s 

ideology that escaped Buckley and Shattuck and which has remained uncontested even 

today. For instance, Christopher Green commented as recently as 2005 that Apollinaire’s 

dismissive reaction to Rousseau’s work in 1908 was strange. “This is an oddly negative 

response altogether to a showing that included Tiger and a Buffalo Fighting … and The 

Footballers.”
226

 Green, however, does not stop to dwell on the significance of such odd 

negativity. He just notes it as an aberration, without considering it as anything more than 

a misstep. Fully invested in the idea that Rousseau’s two notable submissions to the 

Salon of 1908 are marvelous paintings, Green expects Apollinaire to view them similarly. 

His expectations are a legacy of Apollinaire’s change of heart, and due to this Green fails 

to address the 1908 review historically. In fact, what we should consider odd is 

Apollinaire’s later exuberance. It is a turning point that shows one conception of art 

superseded by another.  This is the moment where we see a critic dispensing with an 
                                                 
225

This attitude, as we saw in Part One, has a long tradition. One finds it well articulated in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art Bulletin 53 (Spring 1958), in an article occasioned by their acquisition of the Joyeux 
Farceurs as part of the Arensberg Collection. “One cannot really hazard a good guess as to what is going 
on among the animal occupants of this picture. … It seems wise to accept the Joyeux Farceurs as a 
painting, not as a psychological study” (58).  

226 Christopher Green, Picasso: Architecture and Vertigo, 262, note 47. 
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expendable convention. Problems, indicative of intentions and providing a connection 

from painting to author’s hand to author’s mind, didn’t have to matter anymore. 

Apollinaire was writing for an audience of young painters titillated by this possibility, 

and in Rousseau he could show their radical theory enacted.  

In the intervening years between 1910 and 1913, when Les Peintre Cubistes 

appeared, Apollinaire would continue to raise Rousseau’s name in his writing. His review 

of the 1912 Salon des Indépendants notably shows that Rousseau had taken an 

increasingly significant place in his thinking. Like Denis in 1905, Apollinaire refers to 

four trends visible at the salon, each associated with its own artist or pair of artists: 

Friesz-Dufy, Vallotton, Douanier Rousseau, and Matisse, with the last “represented by 

very few painters.”
227

 Additionally, Rousseau’s work functions frequently in the review 

as a common point of reference, as in “[he] sometimes reminds one of Rousseau, but a 

Rousseau who had never been to Mexico” or a description of a painter who was “a kind 

of careless and soulless Rousseau.”
228

 Given the familiarity with Rousseau that 

Apollinaire assumed of his reader in 1912, his issue of Les Soirees de Paris on the 

Douanier, published two years later, becomes an increasingly curious document. 

Apollinaire’s lead essay, entitled simply “Le Douanier,” has all of the hallmarks of 

folklore. While it may lack veracity, it is a type of speech shared among a community 

                                                 
227 Apollinaire, “La Vie Artistique, Le Salon Des Indépendants” (1912) Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 
2:427. “Il y a la tendances Friesz-Dufy, la tendance Vallotton, la tendance Douanier Rousseau, et la 
tendance Matisse qui n’est plus représentée que par un très petit nombre de peintres.  

228 Apollinaire, “Vernisage Aux Indépendants” (1912) Oeuvres en Prose Complètes, 2:429. 
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that brings those people together. The community Apollinaire took as his audience was 

the group of avant-garde artists working in Paris. He was writing a type of history for 

them, a history of an artist that would not be relevant to art historians but would instead 

be useful for bringing together traditionless, working artists. Never singling out the 

names of specific “young painters” who had pledged themselves to Rousseau, 

Apollinaire, as well as Andre Salmon, presented a unified image of a generation of 

radical young men who had decided that the now-deceased customs officer-painter was a 

figure around whom they could rally. Progressive painters would align themselves with a 

figurehead who didn’t seem to know good art from bad.  

André Salmon in La Jeune Peinture Francaise (1912) described the singular 

place Rousseau held among artists in Paris coming of age in the early years of the new 

century.  

It was Henri Rousseau, the customs officer painter, to whom the young artists 
gave the empire…This election had the mark of a fine revolutionary 
act…Certainly, if [these artists] had seriously believed in the need to name a 
Prince of Arts – like the people of letters – their votes would probably have been 
for Odilon Redon. But they needed a virgin ancestor, a white Negro American 
uncle; made rich with innumerable jewels confined in their matrix of rock and 

ore.
229

  

The language is no less startling to us than it was to Salmon’s first audience. His pseudo-

anthropology was necessarily shocking. Salmon seems to have recognized that the avant-

                                                 
229 Andre Salmon, La Jeune Peinture Francaise (Paris: Societe des Trentes, 1912), 12-13. “C’est à Henri 
Rousseau, le peintre douanier, que la jeunesse donna l’empira. Certes, si les Fauves avaient cru à la 
nécessité de proclamer—sérieux comme des gens de letters—un Prince des Arts, leurs voix auraient été 
probablement à cet Odilon Redon. Mais il leur fallait un ancêtre vierge, un oncle d’Amérique nègre-blanc, 
riche de joyaux innombrable enfermés dans leurs gangues.” See also Beth S. Gersh-Neši�, André Salmon 
on French Modern Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 34-35.   
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garde, despite its rejection of historical precedent, felt itself to benefit from the 

camaraderie of a common point of origin, an ideal Rousseau could aptly symbolize. The 

following year, Apollinaire communicated nearly the identical sentiment in Les Peintres 

Cubistes:  

The younger generation of artists have already shown how highly they esteem the 
works of poor Henri Rousseau … What positive qualities [Rousseau] had! And 
how significant it is that the younger generation … was able to recognize them! 
They are to be congratulated, especially if their intention is not only to honor 

those qualities but also to emulate them.
230

 

Considering the place Rousseau held in Les Peintres Cubistes—Apollinaire did not give 

Rousseau a chapter in the book, but approximately half of the chapter on Marie 

Laurencin deals with Rousseau—we begin to see the combined eagerness and reticence 

that typified critical attitudes toward asserting Rousseau as an artist.231 Clearly 

Apollinaire perceived the potential Rousseau held to galvanize the disparate members of 

                                                 
230 Apollinaire, “Méditations esth’etiques. Les Peintres cubistes” [1913] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes 
(Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1991), 2:35-36 “La jeunesse artistique a déjà témoigné de l’honneur où elle tient 
les oeuvres de ce pauvre vieil ange qu’était Henri Rousseau le Douanier … Mais à côte de cela que de 
qualities! Et il est bien significatif que la jeunesse artistique les ait devinées! On peut l’en féliciter, surtout 
si non intention n’est pas seulement de les honorer, mais encore de les recueillir.”       

231 Although unnamed, the artistic company Rousseau keeps in Les Peintres cubists is as consequential as 
his placement alongside Cézanne and Matisse in L’Illustration in November 1905, and beside the 
Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painters in Weber’s December 1910 exhibition at 291. The “new 
painters” about whom Apollinaire wrote included Picasso, Braque, Metzinger, Glizes, Laurencin, Gris, 
Léger, Picabia, Duchamp, and Duchamp-Villon. 
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the avant-garde into a more unified community. But would he hold that role as an artist, 

or merely as a mascot for the arts?
232

   

Our inability to tie Rousseau to any ideological group based on his paintings, or 

put another way, the paintings’ capacity to illustrate various ideological positions, was 

among their most useful qualities.  As a result of this versatility, Rousseau served equally 

well as an ancestor for artists of many different visual styles and beliefs. Giorgio de 

Chirico could associate himself (and the young Picasso) with Rousseau in 1915 [Fig. 22], 

and, without contradiction, Georg Grosz and John Heartfield could just as easily make 

the same association for themselves a few years later [Fig. 23].
233

 Artists could 

enthusiastically claim Rousseau as an ancestor because there was no apprehension about 

seeming derivative.  Rousseau couldn’t plausibly be viewed as a precedent or mentor in 

anything other than a spiritual sense. “Trade with Rousseau,” as Salmon would say, “was 

never without profit.”
234

 Adding to his anti-heroic appeal, Rousseau could be a model for 

weathering a hostile critical reception. No matter how destitute or harshly criticized an 

up-and-coming painter may have been, Rousseau had been more impoverished and more 

deeply humiliated, and his belief in his ability to achieve recognition never wavered.  

                                                 
232 While Salmon and Apollinaire refer to the young artists’ championing of Rousesau as a fait accompli, 
the matter of his acceptance was hardly resolved. Both Salmon and Apollinaire were writing in hopes of 
achieving this end. Referring to Rousseau’s place of honor in the past tense is a rhetorical strategy not 
reportage.  

233 Although produced decades later, in 1968, Giulio Paolini’s Self-Portrait  [Fig. 24] may be relevant to 
consider here.  

234 Salmon, La Jeune Peinture Francaise, 12. “Le commerce de Rousseau, prodigieux intuitif, n’etait 
jamais sans bénéfice.” 
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Significantly, the image of Rousseau the petit-bourgeois everyman conveyed in 

Les Soirée de Paris, was not Apollinaire’s first attempt to craft his endorsement of an 

artist in an attempt to frame avant-garde art within a populist context. Apollinaire desired 

a “people’s painter” it seems, and the extent to which he was willing to shape events until 

one was found comes across quite well in an interview of Marcel Duchamp conducted by 

Pierre Cabanne. Speaking about the difference between Duchamp’s work and “traditional 

pictorial painting,” Cabanne asked Duchamp to recall the years around the First World 

War. "It was then that Apollinaire's book The Cubist Painters appeared, in which there is 

this amazing sentence: 'It will perhaps be reserved for an artist as disengaged from 

aesthetic preoccupations, as occupied with energy as Marcel Duchamp, to reconcile Art 

and the People.'" Having reviewed the quotation, Duchamp responded in a manner that 

grew in intensity from a neutral negation to an enthusiastic dismissal of Apollinaire’s 

assessment as something far more creative than critical. "I told you," Duchamp explained,  

[Apollinaire] would say anything. Nothing could have given him the basis for 
writing such a sentence. Let's say that he sometimes guessed what I was going to 
do, but 'to reconcile Art and the People,' what a joke! That's all Apollinaire! At 
the time, I wasn't very important in the group, so he said to himself, 'I have to 
write a little about him, about his friendship with Picabia.' He wrote whatever 
came to him. It was no doubt poetic, in his opinion, but neither truthful nor 
exactly analytical. Apollinaire had guts, he saw things, he imagined others which 
were very good, but that assertion is his, not mine. 

Cabanne pressed on, “...at that time, you hardly bothered with communication with the 

public;” and Duchamp concurred, “I couldn't have cared less.”
235

 Rousseau’s painting 

technique and preferred themes made the role of “people’s painter” a better fit for him 

                                                 
235 Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp, Trans. Ron Padgett (New York: The Viking Press, 
1971), 37-38. 
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than Duchamp, but it was Apollinaire who intended Rousseau to fulfill this role, not the 

Douanier. 

 As we have seen to this point, between the years 1910 and 1914 there was a 

perceived discrepancy between Rousseau’s paintings and art. Rousseau’s work was 

increasingly presented in the context of art following his death, but despite holding this 

structural position in galleries and in writing, Rousseau’s works had qualities that made 

even advocates doubt their art-value. Apollinaire’s review of the 1908 Salon des 

Indépendants articulated what was missing from the Douanier’s paintings. Rousseau had 

what I’ve called an “Intention Deficit Disorder.” The lack of an aim that typified 

Rousseau’s work aligned him more with amateurs than with artistes peintres. Rousseau 

would never overcome this disorder, but he did eventually achieve his goal of being 

recognized as an artist. Realizing that critics are among the people who create and 

regulate the professional criteria of artists, Apollinaire decided that Rousseau’s condition 

of working without a problem didn’t have to be a disqualifier. The resolution of 

Rousseau’s poor fit as an artist was not going to be achieved through an increase of 

inquiétude in the painter’s work, but rather in the critic’s ability to imagine an artist for 

whom this crutch would not be necessary. The possibility was inspiring. And as he 

enacted this vision, Apollinaire and others proved that even if Rousseau hadn’t practiced 

painting as an art in life, there was no reason to uphold a convention that would deny this 

potentially revolutionary painter a place in the arts.  
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ROUSSEAU’S PROFESSIONALISM  
 
 
It is strange how repelled people are when they find the qualities of a painter in 
painting. One who must horrify them above all is le Douanier Rousseau. 
 
   —  Pierre-Auguste Renoir, as quoted by Ambrose Vollard

236
 

 
 

The issue of Rousseau’s professional demeanor is raised each time Rousseau is 

referred to as “le Douanier.” We assume that Rousseau was nicknamed the Douanier 

because he had been a customs inspector. More precisely, he was nicknamed this because 

he was attempting to be an artist. Being a Douanier, acting like a Douanier, was 

Rousseau’s defining feature among painters. The name asserted that this painter was not 

like other painters: he had a different professional past, and he hadn’t fully left it 

behind.
237

 As his earliest interpreters knew well, Rousseau had made a professional 

conversion in middle-age. His earlier occupation, as is often pointed out, was not actually 

that of a douanier, but that of a lower-ranking gabelou, an excise man or tariff collector 

                                                 
236 Pierre August Renoir (as quoted by Ambrose Vollard) in Maximilien Gauthier, “The Douanier 
Roussesau” Henri Rousseau (New York: Wildenstein, 1963) n.p. (last page of text).  

237 The nickname ‘le Douanier’ may also have alluded to the painter’s pretentions to social status and his 
willingness to accept recognition that he hadn’t actually earned. Just as Rousseau appears never to have 
corrected those who called him “le Douanier” by pointing out that he hadn’t achieved that rank, on more 
than one occasion he seems to have accepted artistic awards intended for others with the last name 
Rousseau. Yann Le Pichon points out that, in 1891 Rousseau received a press clipping that read “Contest of 
the City of Paris. Silver Medal to Henri Rousseau for his paintings.” And proceeded to add to his calling 
cards “Medal Winner,” even though the laureate was actually awarded to a different painter with the same 
name. See Le Pichon, The World of Henri Rousseau, 256. Le Pichon also reports that in 1905, “A painter 
with the same name as the Douanier is decorated by the Minister of Education. The yearbook of the 
Philotechnical Association [with which Rousseau was associated as an instructor] mistakenly attributed this 
honor to the Douanier, who allows others to believe that he is indeed the beneficiary.” (See page 265).  



 141 

who worked for the city.
238  However, despite having changed careers, Rousseau 

apparently practiced painting in much the same way that he had gone about his work as a 

bureaucrat. From customs employee to painter, from douanier to ‘le Douanier,’ there was 

no evolution in his professional behaviors, and the moniker connoted this professional 

inflexibility. In contrast to this, we find Rousseau emphasizing his professional 

conversion both in writing and in paintings such as his 1890 self portrait with palette, 

beret, and brush, a declaration of his new self-identification as a participant in the arts.   

Apollinaire’s essay in Les Soirées de Paris, begins with an indication of 

Rousseau’s first profession: “Henri-Julien Rousseau was nicknamed the Douanier 

because he had been a toll-station inspector, a rank more loftily designated by the term 

douanier, or customs official.”  Typical of the writing at this time, a reader is conditioned 

to assume that Rousseau himself is as interesting to discuss as his paintings.  Indeed, 

when Apollinaire finally comes to consider Rousseau’s working practice, a subject we 

will explore both in this chapter and in Part Two, Chapter Two, he discusses the 

invitations Rousseau printed for the social gatherings he hosted. “Rousseau used to letter 

the programs himself and print them in red and purple ink using a gelatin process.” Not 

only did Apollinaire save these printed programs, “precious and rare pictures” in his 

words, he also reproduced Rousseau’s stationery and the letterhead of the art school 

Rousseau had started in his home.  

                                                 
238 To get a sense of how widely circuated this information was, consider this quotation from Jean Ajalbert 
in October 1937, “Le dounaier Rousseau! Il n’était pas douanier, mais employé d’octroi. Seulement, 
l’esprit du boulevard veillait: gabelou, douanier, c’était autrement plaisant. Un douanier qui,  toute la 
semaine, articulait: ‘Vous n’avez rien à declarer?’ pour le dimanche aller peindre en banlieue Le Lion ayant 
faim…” Gazette Des Beaux-Arts (October 1, 1937): 1. 
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The discussion of these ephemera and Rousseau’s painting practice in the same 

essay is indicative of Apollinaire’s desire to eliminate hierarchies of creative production 

and elide the difference between Rousseau’s work in different formats. The inclusion of 

materials from Rousseau’s work in conjunction with the “Philotechnic Society” was not 

for their artistic merit—their color and lettering—but rather as documents attesting to the 

bureaucratic persona Apollinaire had been describing. They are, to a certain extent, 

material evidence of Rousseau’s petit bourgeois existence, documentation of the 

Douanier making himself into the type of professional artist he wanted so much to be: A 

professor, desiring rapid progress, charging eight francs tuition, conducting himself 

officially and appearing to be serious practitioner with skills not only in painting but also 

in entrepreneurship and small business management.239   

When Apollinaire finally discusses Rousseau’s work in oil on canvas, he 

emphasized his experience sitting for a portrait by the Dounaier. The episode frames 

Rousseau’s professionalism as more in line with that of a tailor than a fine artist. “It was 

impossible for the portrait in question not to be very representative” Apollinaire writes. 

He had “posed a certain number of times with Le Douanier, and before everything he 

measured my nose, my mouth, my ears, my forehead, my hands, my whole body; and 

these measures he transferred quite exactly onto his canvas, reducing them to the 

dimensions of its surface.” Rousseau, in sum, had used an artisanal method to create a 

                                                 
239 See Soireés de Paris (Jan. 15, 1914): 17 for Apollinaire’s full-page presentation of an advertisement for 
Rousseau’s “Cours de Dessin, Peintures en Aquarrelle.” 
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likeness. The resulting work, “so long meditated upon, verged on perfection.”240 In light 

of this account, Apollinaire’s statements about no system, no behavior, no mannerisms, 

appear as dissimulation. There were plenty of systems in Rousseau’s practice, just not 

systems trained artists would have claimed as their own.  

Furthering his caricature of Rousseau as professionally inept, Apollinaire tells us 

that Rousseau bungled the portrait through a representational error, one that a more 

learned artist wouldn’t have made and that someone lacking such pretentions to grandeur 

also could have avoided. Confused about the proper emblematic flower to include in a 

portrait of a man of letters, Apollinaire tells us that Rousseau painted carnations 

(giroflées) instead of sweet william (oeillets de poète). As the poet-critic explained: 

 … to do me honor, [Rousseau] had a … charming idea, that of painting in the 
foreground a delicate row of sweet williams (oeillets de poète). But thanks to the 
uncertain science of the botanists of the rue Vercingétorix, pious and pure 
painting was carried away again by literature, and during my absence Le 

Douanier, mistaking the flowers, painted gilliflowers.
241  

The two portraits, however, the first with the gilliflowers, the second “corrected,” are 

exceptionally similar to one another [Figs. 9 and 10]. 242 I claim no expertise as a botanist, 

but the dominant features of the flowers Rousseau depicted—their leaf structure and 

                                                 
240 Apollinaire, “Le Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes 2:635. 

241 Apollinaire, “Le Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes 2:635-636. While giroflées is most 
often translated as carnation, it is also a common name for wallflowers.  

242 As the supplement to the entry for The Muse Inspiring the Poet (1909) in MoMA’s 1985 catalogue 
confirms, determining which of the portraits was created first requires recourse to Rousseau’s letters. His 
first reference to a portrait of Apollinaire occurs on August 10, 1908 and letters on this subject continue 
until the time of the portrait’s exhibition in the spring of 1909. Then, in late May, 1909, Rousseau raises the 
subject of a second portrait, likely created for Apollinaire because the first had already been sold by 
Vollard to Sergei Shchukin. See Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 232.  
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blooms—are too similar and too stylized for my eye to identify or differentiate between 

them. Carnations and sweet william are in fact both in the genus Dianthus and as such 

have numerous affinities. A marked increase in pictorial resolution would be required to 

distinguish between them. In raising this issue about the flowers in the compositions’ 

foregrounds, Apollinaire has manufactured another story of Rousseau’s ineptitude 

without having to enter into a discussion about his handling of paint. Like the other 

anecdotes we have considered, the story owes more to the poet-critic’s need for the figure 

of Rousseau to comment on changing artistic professionalism than the “true” Rousseau’s 

studio practice.   

Rousseau’s malfunctioning attempts at professionalization are also illustrated 

through a story told by Georges Clarétie in 1909 about how the Douanier got around his 

inexperience as a colorist. According to Claretie, Rousseau was rumored to have gone to 

a paint shop in Montmartre looking to buy “a few brushes and some tubes of paint the 

color of monsieur Bouguereau’s nudes.”
243 The reliability of Clarétie’s anecdote is as 

questionable as those recounted by Apollinaire. We have receipts and lists of the 

pigments Rousseau purchased from Paul Foinet and Hardy Alain, and both show 

standard, sensible paint selections.
244

 Nevertheless, the frequency of stories such as these 

                                                 
243 Georges Claretie, “Gazette des Triunaux: Cour d’Assises de la Seine: Le peintre-douanier,” Le Figaro 
(Jan. 10, 1909): 3. Also quoted in Charles Chassé, D’Ubu-Roi au Douanier Rousseau (France: Éditions de 
la Nouvelle Revue Critique, 1947), 131. “On le vit à Montmartre se procurer des brosses et des tubes et 
demander chez le marchand de couleurs ‘la couleur chair de M. Bouguereau’.” 

244 For the Hardy Alain paint list see Le Pichon, The World of Henri Rousseau, 273. For the contents of the 
Lefebvre-Foinet list see Maximilien Gauthier, “The Douanier Rousseau” in Henri Rousseau (New York: 
Wildenstein, 1963) n.p. (fifth page of Gauthier’s essay).  Here the pigments and supplies are listed: Silver 
white, ultramarine and cobalt blues, fixative varnish, yellow ochre, ivory black, pozzoles red, raw sienna, 
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position Rousseau as someone who filled a very specific role within the community of 

avant-garde artists in Paris: A maker who believed himself an artist and was oblivious to 

the many professional failings that prevented him from plausibly filling this role. By 

requesting paint the color of M. Bouguereau’s nudes Rousseau demonstrates a 

combination of literalness and resourcefulness that might seem to prefigure Duchamp’s 

readymades.245 While from our present vantage this gesture may seem potentially 

progressive, in an early twentieth-century context it would have shown a real 

misunderstanding of cause and effect—a thorough ignorance of how a painter would 

manipulate raw materials and endow them with his thoughts to create a desired result. 

Whether it happened or not, this story of Rousseau’s straight-from-the-tube approach 

gained currency for its ability to mythologize a painter who seemingly hoped to 

circumvent the art of painting altogether. Rousseau’s professionalism was that of a 

                                                                                                                                                 
Italian red, emerald green, vermilion, and in smaller quantites, prussian blue, naples and chrome yellow. 
The Barnes Foundation Archives contains a promissory note, hand-written by Rousseau and dated 18 June 
1898, in which the painter agrees to pay Foinet 70 francs for merchandise received by January 15, 1900. 
For recent technical analysis on Rousseau’s pigments see the work of Katrina Bartlett and Jay Krueger at 
Henri Rousseau: Paint + Process, October 1 and 2, 2010, The Menil Collection Archives. 

245 On this subject see Thierry de Duve, Kant after Duchamp (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996) and his claim 
that “The readymade is to art in general what the tube of paint is to modern painting” (159-166). Two 
quotations from Duchamp chosen by de Duve are relevant here: “Let’s say you use a tube of paint; you 
didn’t make it.  You bought it and used it as a readymade.  Even if you mix two vermilions together, it’s 
still a mixing of two readymades.  So man can never expect to start from scratch; he must start from ready-
made things like even his own mother and father.” Interview with Katherine Kuh, The Artist’s Voice Talks 
with Seventeen Artists (New York: Harper Row, 1962), 90. And “The word ‘art,’ etymologically speaking, 
means to make, simply to make.  Now what is making?  Making something is choosing a tube of blue, a 
tube of red, putting some of it on the palette, and always choosing the quality of the blue, the quality of the 
red, and always choosing the place to put it on the canvas, it’s always choosing.  So in order to choose, you 
can use tubes of paint, you can use brushes, but you can also use a ready-made thing, made either 
mechanically or by the hand of another man, even, if you want, …  Choice is the main thing, even in 
normal painting.” Interview with Georges Charbonnier, radio interviews, RTF, 1961. Translation by de 
Duve.  
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painter who either could not perceive or chose to ignore the process—the art—that lay 

beneath the surface of the academic works he so admired.  

And so we begin to see that Rousseau’s peculiarity was not simply a matter of 

age, class, or character, although he was different in these ways. The basis of his 

strangeness, as it affects his contribution to art history, was a professional peculiarity 

most evident in the way he went about becoming a painter. This approach to authorship, 

which included extensive letter writing, the liberal distribution of business cards [Fig. 

25], and other self-promotional devices, made Rousseau stranger to his contemporaries 

than the exotic subjects in his pictures.246 

Ten years after beginning to paint, Rousseau explained in a short autobiographical 

essay that family circumstances had forced him “to pursue a career different from that to 

which his artistic tastes called him.” As he recounted, “after many difficult trials” he had 

found a way to “make a name for himself among some of the artists of the day,” and 

believed that he was “on the way to becoming one of our best realist painters.”
247

 Despite 

the self-assurance projected by Rousseau in this note—and despite his engagement of 

many master tropes of artists’ biographies—he clearly struggled with his professional 

identification. Manuscript drafts of this essay show a single revision to its contents; 

                                                 
246 Cecile Cheneau, née Biche, daughter of Rousseau’s longtime friend Marie Biche-Foucher, recalls 
Rousseau visiting her as a small child when she was ill and leaving her a calling card that read “Henri 
Rousseau – Peintre”. See Henry Certigny, Le Douanier Rousseau et Frumence Biche (Paris: La 
Bibliothèque des Arts, 1973), 45 and 103. See also figure 17 in this book. 

247 Henri Rousseau, “Autobiographical note,” [Paris, July 10, 1895] in Henri Rousseau (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 256.  
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where Rousseau scratched out the word artist (“l’un de nos meilleurs artistes”) to 

describe himself instead as a realist painter (“l’un de nos meilleurs peintres-réalistes”) 

[Fig. 26]. It is possible that Rousseau simply did not want to repeat the word artist used in 

the sentence above—a sign that this “primitive” painter was keenly aware of the rules of 

style. But bearing this in mind, Rousseau’s lone hesitation, precisely at the point where 

he was to describe what he had become after a decade of work in the arts carries 

significance. At the top of the sheet, Rousseau had identified himself as a “peintre,” 

underlined for emphasis, but it is clear that the proper language to describe his 

relationship to creative practice was still being formulated. Even as Rousseau announced 

that he had made his entry into the arts (“fut ses débuts dans l’art”), it was unclear who 

besides himself had recognized his passage, who still needed persuading, and what sort of 

language would best achieve this.  

  How Rousseau went about becoming “one of our best realist painters” would 

become a central topic in the discourse on his work. Often, it was an issue of who had 

discovered Rousseau—Jarry, Gauguin, Pissarro, Apollinaire, Uhde. Referring to 

Rousseau as a discovery, however, overlooks the hours of work he invested outside the 

studio seeking recognition. Rousseau’s autobiographical writings, such as the short essay 

above, and his numerous letters to people in positions of power, make a case for 

Rousseau himself being the most committed nineteenth-century commentator on his 

practice. His correspondence, typically included in the literature to demonstrate his 

grandiose aspirations, offers some of the best opportunities to observe the channels 
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through which he pursued his transformation from amateur to professional. His strategy, 

as we’ll see, was often to ask others to place his work in the context of art.  

To begin with one of the earliest examples, when Rousseau was rejected from a 

salon in 1884, he wrote to the Minister for Public Education and Fine Arts with a request 

for career assistance: “I need to be launched by someone so that I can devote myself 

totally to my Art and to bringing out my ideas.” Acknowledging that he lacked skill as a 

draughtsman, Rousseau explained that he “created a picture for the [triennial] Exhibition, 

… with the full realization that [it] was not free from defects.” Yet, as he went on to 

explain, he was “eager to have some precise opinion with regard to [his] work…” and 

added that “celebrated men” had encouraged him to devote time to his art, all of them “in 

agreement … [that he] should persevere.”
 248

 Rousseau then laid out a plan for his 

advancement to which the Minister for Public Education and Fine Arts could contribute 

by putting his work in advantageous situations, contexts in which it would be possible for 

Rousseau’s paintings to be shown alongside accepted examples of art. 

Letters in a similar tone followed in June 1893 to the President of the Republic, to 

the Minister of Public Instruction and Fine Arts in April 1901, to the Director of Fine 

Arts in 1904, and to the Under-Secretary of State (for Fine Arts) twice in 1905 and in 

each of the following two years. Reading these letters chronologically, one notices 

increasing confidence on the part of their author, and as early as 1901 Rousseau was no 

longer referring to himself as a “low ranking employee,” but rather as an “artiste-

                                                 
248 Henri Rousseau, “Letter to the Minisher for Public Education and Fine Arts,” [25 June 1884] in Henri 
Rousseau (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 256-7. Order changed for clarity. 
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peintre,” and was suggesting that the state consider purchasing examples of his work. 

This direct method of cultivating public recognition met with no success, but Rousseau’s 

failure to attract serious attention in no way diminishes the letters’ value as documents of 

his  officious approach to becoming an artist. Striving to complete his goal and confident 

that others could help make him an artist, Rousseau reverted to the methods of a civil 

servant—performing tasks familiar to an ex-gabelou—and in so doing demonstrated just 

how far his attitudes diverged from those of the artists with whom he would eventually 

associate. Significantly, at no point in this journey did Rousseau act as though he alone 

would determine whether or not he reached his goal of becoming an artist. While he 

remained confident that he was “an artist through and through,” Rousseau was pleased to 

allow members of the press and ministers of state to “assist him in achieving his 

goals.”
249

 This isn’t too far from what would happen. 

We have already seen Rousseau refer to becoming recognized as a painter as a 

lifelong goal. The manner in which he went about achieving this goal, however, remains 

the most valid justification for describing him as an eccentric or exceptional artist. 

Christopher Green has argued that Rousseau’s principal aspiration was “to be an ‘artiste 

peintre’ in just the sense that Picasso understood and despised that term.”
250

 “The 

                                                 
249 Henri Rousseau, “Autobiographical note,” [July 10, 1895] Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1985), 256.  

250 With regard t to the class differences between Rousseau and the avant-garde see Christopher Green, 
Picasso Architecture and Vertigo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). Many of the strange attitudes 
Green discusses support the argument I am advancing here about Rousseau’s professionalism. I would 
argue that while the attitudes may derive from the fact that Rousseau was petit bourgeois, this class issue 
alone would not have prompted the young artists to convert him from artisan to artist. What is relevant is 
how this class issue became manifest in Rousseau’s address to authorship. 
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Douanier” was worth discussing in the context of art because he was practicing painting 

without appearing to know some of the most basic things a painter needed to know, doing 

basic things that painters needed to do, or caring about the polemics artists were supposed 

to care about.
251

  

We can refer to certain intelligences associated with modern art-making—instinct, 

intuition, emotional and perceptual sensitivity. Viewers of Rousseau’s paintings today 

regularly impute these qualities to their maker, but the same works also reflect a painter  

who almost totally avoided the activities associated with the development and assertion 

of an  authorial voice. As Herschel B. Chipp noted in his now classic anthology Theories 

of Modern Art “Rousseau’s statements on art are extremely rare.”
252 

 He produced almost 

no writing that fits with the art theoretical letters, treatises, and manifesti that Chipp 

collected. However, Rousseau was far from silent about his activity as a painter.  There 

remains, in part due to Rousseau’s own efforts at preservation, an abundance of materials 

showing how he managed his professional affairs, an archive of business documents that  

reveal his marketing, financial, and operational concerns, business cards regularly 

updated to reflect recent professional accomplishments, a one-page vita, proposals of sale 

and receipts, officially issued copier’s permits, and binders full of press clippings 

precisely like those that galleries maintain for the artists they represent. We know what 

                                                 
251 Issues of Rousseau’s professionalism come up in Herbert Read’s Read, “Henri Rousseau.” Now 3 (n.d., 
[ca. 1944]), 30. “One or two misconceptions about this great painter are not yet dispelled. He is sometimes 
called an amateur, or a “Sunday Painter.” It is implied that painting was his hobby. Nothing could be 
farther from the truth. Rousseau always described himself as ‘artiste-peintre,’ which means a professional 
painter … Rousseau was not even spontaneous: he was a hard worker, a meticulous craftsman.”     

252 Herschel B. Chipp, Theories of Modern Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 129.    
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paintings Rousseau offered to various city halls and the sums he hoped to achieve from 

state commissions and from early dealers. We even have a limited sense of Rousesau’s 

supply chain, which we can recreate through recourse to collections statements and 

promissory notes issued by the artist. In contrast, by conventional standards (Chipp’s 

standards) we have almost no information about why Rousseau made paintings as he 

did.
253 And yet, if we are true to this historical record, we find that an inordinate amount 

of Rousseau’s time spent “being an artist” went into the administrative side of being an 

artist. He practiced art as others would manage a shop. 

The remarkableness of “the Dounaier’s” vocational change was that he evolved so 

little from custom’s house employee to painter.  He painted in the same bureaucratic 

manner in which he stamped documents and levied tariffs. Meanwhile, the activities that 

occupied a Picasso or a Matisse in the studio—challenging the conventions of art making, 

thinking critically about issues of medium and representation, and actively subverting the 

“rules of painitng”— appeared not to have entered Rousseau’s practice at all. At a time 

                                                 
253 Determined to represent Rousseau despite his shortage of statements, Chipp reproduced the painter’s 
1910 letter to André Dupont. This letter was also Robert Goldwater’s selection for a statement by Rousseau 
in Artists on Art.  Ironically, this often quoted note is most memorable for Rousseau’s denial of his role as 
the picture’s determining agent. In response to Dupont’s query about why there is a sofa in The Dream 
(1910), Rousseau writes, “The woman sleeping on the sofa dreams that she is transported into the forest, 
hearing the music of the snake charmer’s instrument. This explains why the sofa is in the picture.” Having 
shirked his responsibly for the painting’s appearance, Rousseau completes his letter in his polite and 
typically officious tone. He cites his credentials (he has received advice on his paintings by two 
distinguished Academicians); he claims to have developed his manner of working through stubborn labor; 
and he closes his letter with well rehearsed pleasantries. “I end this note by thanking you in advance for the 
article you will write about me. Please accept my best wishes, and a hearty and cordial handshake.” This 
letter reveals almost nothing about his intentions, aside from the fact that he was eager to be taken seriously 
as an artist and would readily assist a critic who would engage him as a professional painter. Sylvia Plath 
takes up this letter and Rousseau’s unusual explanation of the painting’s appearance in the final two stanzas 
of “Yadwigha, on a Red Couch, Among Lillies: A Sestina for the Douanier” (March 27, 1958). See Sylvia 
Plath, Collected Poems (New York: Harper & Row, 1981), 85-6. 
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when conservative critics complained that “‘professional conscience’ had been ‘replaced 

by bluff and audacity,’” Rousseau could appear to have both the least and the most 

developed professional conscience of his peer group.
254

 He was utterly dedicated to the 

ideal of the artiste-peintre, and yet this dedication resulted in paintings so lacking in 

authorial voice that they ushered in a radically new view of the minimum functions an 

artist must perform. It was in this context primarily—a context that could be aligned with 

the avant-garde’s objective of stripping away the last enduring conventions of art 

making—that Roussseau was exceptional. In any number of other ways he was 

exceedingly conformist.
255  

  

                                                 
254 Weiss, The Popular Culture of Modern Art, 61. 

255 Consider Uhde’s description of Rousseau’s life: “La vie du peintre Henri Rousseau, de celui qu'ils 
nomment Le Douanier, consideree de loin et d'une facon superficielle, ne semblait etre rien autre que la 
somme de choses banales, communes a tout les petits bourgeouis des petits quartiers.”Uhde, 1911,12. This 
view of Rousseau continues in the writings of Herbert Read: “Rousseau was not even spontaneous: he was 
a hard worker, a meticulous craftsman.” Read, “Henri Rousseau,” 30. This passage bears on our discussion 
of Rousseau’s professionalism. It begins, “One or two misconceptions about this great painter are not yet 
dispelled. He is sometimes called an amateur, or a “Sunday painter.” It is implied that painting was 
[Rousseau’s] hobby. Nothing could be farther from the truth. [He] always described himself as ‘artiste-
peintre,’ which means a professional painter.” Jeffrey Weiss’s views about Rousseau are also useful here: 
“Both bourgeois and faux-bourgeois, Rousseau encompasses the complete circuit of mystification –
victimization, self-delusion, and walking hoax in the guise of a manufactured succès d’estime.” 153.  
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PAINTERS ’  PROBLEMS  
 
Rousseau did not struggle much to find a very personal form of expression…256 

� Ingeborg Eichmann, 1938 
  

Christopher Green’s perceptive remark, touched on above—“If Rousseau the 

ordinary petty bourgeois had an aspiration, it was to be an ‘artiste peintre’ in just the 

sense that Picasso understood and despised that term” —is important for two reasons.
257

 

First, it articulates a difference between the types of professionalism Rousseau practiced 

as opposed to Picasso and others of his milieu, and second because it identifies 

Rousseau’s aspiration. It may be surprising to readers to learn that this is one of the few 

instances anywhere in Rousseau’s literature in which the artist’s objective is specified: 

He wanted to be an artiste peintre and to this end he made paintings. To put this 

somewhat differently, Rousseau wanted to hold the social position of a respected artist, 

beyond this, we cannot isolate an objective of Rousseau’s career. He was not making 

paintings to figure things out about painting, or the nature of representation, or to resolve 

pictorial problems. He made paintings so that he would become an artiste peintre.  

                                                 
256 Ingeborg Eichmann, “Five Sketches by Henri Rousseau,” Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs (June 
1938): 307. Note that this comment was made in relation to Rousseau’s painted sketches. Elsewhere in this 
article Eichmann argues for Rousseau’s place among problem-solvers: “The sketches have none of the 
characteristics to be expected of peinture naïve,” and “The relation between Rousseau’s sketches and 
paintings is similar to that between Claude’s: for the study was more representative of nature … while the 
painting shows a return to the emphasis on local color and detail” (307).  

257 With regard to the class differences between Rousseau and the avant-garde see Christopher Green, 
Picasso Architecture and Vertigo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005). Many of the strange attitudes 
Green discusses support the argument I am advancing here about Rousseau’s professionalism. I would 
argue that while the attitudes may derive from the fact that Rousseau was petit bourgeois, this class issue 
alone would not have prompted the young artists to convert him from artisan to artist. What is relevant is 
how this class issue became manifest in Rousseau’s address to authorship. 
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The Rousseau André Salmon presented in Propos d’Atelier appears utterly 

unqualified to become an artist on his own. Despite having held a copyist permit at the 

Louvre since 1884, Salmon’s portrayal of Rousseau in 1922 is that of a painter with no 

sense of the history of his métier.
258  Asked which of the great painters and sculptors in 

the Louvre he preferred, Rousseau shook off the question. Who could keep track of them 

all? “Il y en a trop; on ne peut pas se rappeler tous les noms!”—There are too many, you 

can’t remember all the names.
259

 The response is highly amusing; reminiscent even of 

Andy Warhol’s antics. Even more than his aside to Picasso about Egyptian and modern 

style, Rousseau’s response to Salmon is the reaction of someone who is clueless about 

art, not because they haven’t seen it or practiced it, but because they possess no critical 

framework to begin to understand its traditions.
260  

In portrayals of Rousseau at this time it wasn’t only prior generations of artists 

whom Rousseau was inclined to dismiss. In 1914, Roch Grey,  pseudonym of the 

Baronness Hélène d'Oettingen, communicated Rousseau’s hostility toward Matisse, a 

painter she says made Rousseau so angry “he laughed with contempt:  ‘If only it were at 
                                                 
258 According to Tristan Tzara, Rousseau received a copy permit to work in the painting galleries of the 
Louvre, the Luxembourg, Versailles and Saint-Germain in September 1884. According to Delaunay the 
date was 23 December 1884. See “Extraits de H[enri] R[ousseau], Le Douanier” in Du Cubisme a la Art 
Abstrait (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1957), 194. 

259 Salmon, Propos d’Atelier (Paris: Éditions G. Crès et Cie. 1922), 137. Salmon also relates here that 
Rousseau habitually called him Alfred, not André, which allows one to attribute the error to a general 
trouble with names. Rousseau, in these anecdotes, not only comes across as a participant in an anonymous 
folk tradition, his approach to art spreads anonymity. 

260 This response, for example, is typical of students taking an art history course for the first time. Salmon 
could have helped Rousseau by explaining that anyone would have a hard time keeping track of artists if 
they didn’t have a small theory of who particular artists were – what issues they were concerned with, what 
influences affected their style. 
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least comical! But [Matisse’s work] is sad, my dear, it is horribly ugly! ... I like that 

better,’ and he pointed to a perfume advertisement with a pretty smiling face that was 

pleasing.”
261

 The distance between Rousseau’s work and Matisse’s would be continually 

invoked by critics to express Rousseau’s difference from his future artistic peer group. As 

Zervos wrote, “[Rousseau] hated Matisse who pursued solutions to essential pictorial 

problems.”
262

 Matisse’s problems were of no concern to Rousseau’s practice. And as 

Adolphe Basler confirmed, the feeling was mutual: “the master [Matisse], … remained 

indifferent, if not hostile, to this ingenuous painter.”
263

    

Rousseau’s most radical aspect is also the root condition that has made him such 

an impenetrable figure for art history. Rousseau’s singularity was his inattention to 

problem-solving, that preeminent activity of the artist-author. Ultimately, Rousseau did 

not fulfill author-functions. This is key to explaining why Rousseau’s conversion from 

customs man to artist had stalled under his own steam. The term “author-function” is 

Michel Foucault’s, devised in 1969 as part of his investigation into “the singular 

relationship that holds between an author and a text, the manner in which a text 

                                                 
261 Roch Grey, “Souvenir de Rousseau” Les Soirées de Paris, 3 (15 Janvier 1914): 67–68. 

262 Zervos, Histoire de l’art Contemporain, 99. “Il détestait Matisse qui poursuivait alors la solution de 
problèmes picturaux essentiels…” On Matisse as a problem solver and the difference between his art and 
“primitive” painting, we could turn to the writings of Roger Fry, who wrote in 1910 that, “The general 
effect of [Matisse’s] pictures is that of a return to primitive, even perhaps of a return to barbaric, art. This is 
inevitably disconcerting; but before dismissing such pictures as violently absurd, it is fair to consider the 
nature of the problem which the artist who would use abstract design as his principle of expression has to 
face.” Roger Fry, “Manet and the Post-Impressionists” (1910 ) in A Roger Fry Reader (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996),  84.� 

263 Adolphe Basler, Henri Rousseau. (Sa vie-Son oeuvre) (New York: Wehye, 1927), 10. 
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apparently points to this figure.”
264 By illuminating the discursive functions of the author, 

Foucault demonstrated that in addition to executing the creative act, an author establishes 

a context for interpretation by performing an exclusionary function of framing or 

circumscribing his work. Rousseau could make paintings, but he did not design his works 

in a manner that would allow him to regulate their meanings. And to some degree 

Rousseau realized that whether or not he was to become an artist was not in his hands. To 

achieve this goal, he needed others to put his pictures in the discursive structures of art. If 

this could be effected, he could carry on “just painting” and not concern himself with the 

conventions of author-functions. 

Although problems were expendable to the “just painter,” they were as essential 

to interpreters as they were to an artist like Matisse. Thierry de Duve, as we saw above, 

writes, “A great deal of the work of art historians … has to do with … the interpretation 

of a work of art as an index of a cause, the author.” More strongly, and with great 

applicability to Rousseau’s artistic conversion, he contends:  

 
What art historians understand of authorship has remained astoundingly stable. 
Authorship is some essential, causal relationship between the work and the artist. 

                                                 
264 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, trans. Donald F. 
Bouchard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 115. With regard to the application of Foucault’s essay 
to art history see Mike Bal and Norman Bryson, “Semiotics and Art History,” The Art Bulletin (June 1991), 
180. “…the author of a work of art is surely someone we can indeed point to, a living (or once living), 
flesh-and-blood personage with a palpable presence in the world …” But also, unlike most proper names, 
“the name of an author (a painter, a sculptor, a photographer etc.) oscillates between designation and 
description… ‘J. Bloggs’ is in the world, but an author is in the works, in a body of artifacts and in the 
complex operations performed on them.” 
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When this link doesn’t appear through the artist’s hand, it is supposed to lie in the 

artist’s intention.
265  

Rousseau was in the world, but because he was “just painting” he did not inhere in his 

works in the ways that proper authors did by motivating their production with the pursuit 

of a problem.266 But this did not stop curators and writers from mounting exhibitions and 

publishing essays in which Rousseau held the position of an author. However, the more 

interpreters would turn Rousseau into a traditional maker, the more they revealed an 

ignorance of his specific practice.  

What Roger Fry interpreted as signs of ignorance in Rousseau’s work—want of 

skill and knowledge that nevertheless produced appealing pictures—Wilhelm Uhde 

viewed alternatively as “indifference.” Uhde articulated Rousseau’s real  separation from 

an artist such as Cézanne not as an intellectual or technical shortcoming but as a certain 

promiscuity of taste that allowed him to appreciate bad art as much as good (again, his 

admiration of Bouguereau, his preference for a perfume advertisement over Matisse), and 

which led to his production of a decidedly uneven body of work.
267

 Viewers would 

                                                 
265 Theirry de Duve, “Authorship Stripped Bare, Even,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 19/20 
(1990/1991): 235.  As de Duve sees art historians doing with Duchamp, it is quite possible to convert 
Rousseau’s non-authorship into something approximating traditional authorship through his persona. “You 
see, it is he who chose and appropriated the readymades…” (241). Or for Rousseau: You see, it is his 
choice of the figures from Bêtes Sauvages. 

266 Bell, Since Cézanne, 54. “And there is another fault in Rousseau that springs from this lack of complete 
artistic integrity.” 

267 Wilhelm Uhde, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Eugène Figuière, 1911), 30. “Il respecte tous les genres de 
peinture—peut-être au fond est-il indifferent à tout genre qui n’est pas le sien—meme la mauvaise peinture, 
parce que c’est elle qui est le plus rapidement appréciée, et la more de Bouguereau lui cause une impression 
profonde.”  
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perceive brilliance in some of Rousseau’s paintings and obvious weakness in others, but 

their maker would be equally satisfied with all of his production.  Uhde thus assumed a 

radical position on the issue of this seemingly indiscriminate painter’s intentions: “En 

Rousseau s’offre a nous l’ideal de l’homme qui ignore les conflits de l’intelligence et de 

la volonte dont les actes.”
268

  Rousseau was simply, or rather ideally, unconcerned with 

willful action or with the intellectual inconsistencies born of such an ostensibly displaced 

agency. 

The aberrations that viewers perceived in Rousseau’s work and which allowed 

them to interpret his paintings in various, at times mutually exclusive, ways were soon 

identified by some as the consequence of Rousseau’s lack of engagement with any 

recognizable artistic problem. Uhde’s reassurances notwithstanding, this was a strange 

authorial disposition. Most artists, as Fry noted, were deeply involved in the problem of 

finding a pictorial language appropriate to their time, and for an artist involved in this 

pursuit some solutions would clearly be more successful than others.269 It would be left to 

Fry’s countryman Bell to articulate most clearly the necessity of this struggle, and to 

undermine indifference as a plausible authorial stance. As we have seen, Bell was 

committed to the view that “the history of art [was] very much the history of the 

                                                 
268 Uhde, Henri Rousseau (1911), 56-57. 

269 I refer her to Fry’s comments on Rousseau in his essay for the Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition 
discussed above. Fry’s thoughts about the drawbacks of an artist’s dependency on problems appear in his 
1917 essay “Children’s Drawings.” “I have seen later drawings by the same child which show that already 
the consciousness of the problems of art has dawned upon her with the result of checking the freedom of 
her record and blurring the clearness of her mental images. The drawings though still skillful have become 
tight and timid, and the intimate contact with objects, the vitality which is here so striking has 
disappeared.” See A Roger Fry Reader, 268.   
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problem;” artists, according to Bell,  “[did] not create … unconsciously and without 

effort, as they breathe in their sleep … their production … required special energies and a 

peculiar state of mind.”
270

 This state of mind, which guaranteed that “art … [was] the 

result of a string of causes,” would apply to a traditional artist who ordered his practice to 

a given genre or formal structure, or fulfilled his or her desire to depict an illusionistic 

representation; and it could apply to a modern artist’s self-chosen engagement with a less 

codified aspect of plastic expression.
271

 Advocates of modernism knew well that this 

“…art is not haphazard, it is not hit or miss in its intention … not the outcome of oddity, 

of whim, or of eccentricity…”272 The problem assured this by tempering and directing a 

modern artist’s research�� 

Rousseau’s poor fit with modern art criticism appears rather quickly in the 

unsuccessful attempts to align his work with a problem-based practice.  Forced to 

articulate the guiding principles of Rousseau’s work, Bell assured his readers that 

Rousseau “had his problem” but was “less of an artist” (he uses this phrase twice) 

because he didn’t have much to express. Unlike artists who were “making an effort,” 

                                                 
270 Clive Bell, Since Cézanne (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1923), 46-47 and 41. Bell 
explains, “The artist says, or rather feels, to himself: I should like to express that in words, or in lines and 
colours, or in notes. But to make anything out of his impulse he will need something more than this vague 
desire to express or to create. He will need a definite, fully conceived form into which his experience can 
be made to fit. And this fitting, this matching of his experience with his form, will be his problem” (43).  

271 For an example of the latter understanding of the problem consider Aleksandr Rodchenko’s remark 
“The problem of construction arose when [representational] painting and its technique were abandoned” 
and Maria Gough’s explanation that, “The problem of construction is, in short, a problem of  motivation: 
how to prevent this newly emancipated painterly content from free-falling into the merely arbitrary 
arrangement of random pictorial elements.” See Maria Gough, The Artist as Producer: Russian 
Constructivism in Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 27. 

272 Hartley, 145.  
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Rousseau appeared only to be making pictures; and as fresh and revelatory as these 

pictures may have looked to early twentieth-century viewers, Bell had doubts about 

Rousseau’s ability to modulate his modes of working in the ways thoughtful artists could. 

Clearly Rousseau was able to work without the structures of thought that other artists 

required, but could he do otherwise? “I see no reason for supposing that Rousseau ever 

failed from lack of science to express himself completely,” Bell wrote. “The fault was in 

what he had to express. Rousseau was inferior to the great [Italian] Primitives because he 

lacked their taste, or, to put the matter more forcibly, because he was less of an artist.”
273  

Bell then offers an extended metaphor likening an artist’s work to good pudding.  

An artist’s conception should be like a perfectly cooked pudding—cooked all 
through and in every part. His problem is to create an expressive form that shall 
fit exactly an artistic conception. … This is what the great [Italian] Primitives did, 
and what the douanier could not do always. In his pudding there are doughy 

patches.
274  

Rousseau was less of an artist, he made a lesser pudding, because he painted without a 

problem. His “themes” had none “of that special appropriateness to expression in terms 

of pictorial art which we take as the test of the painter’s artistic integrity.”275 This might 

make Rousseau look natural and non-systematical, but also out of control insofar as he 

had no goal to pursue. This was not necessarily a matter of lacking intelligence, but of not 

signifying intelligence in the ways painters did this. By failing to comply with this 

professional norm—not out of conscientious objection, but simply because he never had 

                                                 
273 Bell, Since Cézanne, 44. 

274 Bell, Since Cézanne, 52-53. 

275 Elisabeth Luther Cary, New York Times (June 19, 1927): X9. 
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a need to do so—Rousseau offered his critics no means to meet their professional 

obligation to supply a coherent interpretation of his pictures.  

When Rosalind Krauss raised the subject of the artistic problem in 1999, she did 

so in relation to Francesca Woodman’s photographs, a body of work chosen because 

many of the images were “student work”—a designation that indicates amateur 

production and prepares the viewer for a potentially under-qualified agent, however the 

professional standard might be defined. In this case, the maker with a professional deficit 

was tasked specifically with the resolution of pictorial problems selected by professors at 

Rhode Island School of Design and intended to help Woodman develop as an artist 

through the acquisition of skills and the attainment of a B.F.A. The problem, or the 

“problem set,” became for Krauss the central unit of modernism’s art-pedagogical 

language. The problem was the teacher’s tool, a device that, while imparting discrete 

skills, could convey to students the larger lesson that visual art had “a formal language 

that can be both learned and spoken.” As Krauss writes, “The problem set is deeply 

ingrained into the thinking of artists throughout the twentieth century.” But throughout 

Krauss’s study, we find that the problem is not only the language of modern artistic 

production, it is also the language of the modern interpreter. When Krauss recalls her 

student years as an art historian, she remembers feeling as though she had inherited a 

“problem” (quotation marks original) that was “mainly posed in terms of questions of 
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style.”
276 Krauss also uses this terminology in her discussion of her mature art-historical 

writing, although the word problem is employed without quotation marks as it concerns 

her post-modern work.
277 What, one might wonder, is the relationship of the artist’s 

problem to the problem utilized by the art historian to facilitate interpretation? A 

modernist of the type against which Krauss defines her work might posit a migration of 

the problem from the artist’s sheet to the interpreter’s page. The beauty of a formal 

language lies in its potential for an ideal symmetry: it provides both the structure of the 

work’s creation, and the terms of its analysis.278  

The modern critic’s tools were devised to work on problem-based painting and 

facilitate the verbal articulation of a plastic concern. Critics, however, can be creative. 

We’ve seen this quality in Apollinaire. By the mid 1920s, when Rousseau’s paintings 

were accepted as art, a critic such as Stephan Bourgeois would advance a claim about 

Rousseau even less substantiated by his work than the story of his Mexican journey. 

Writing the preface to The Adolph Lewisohn Collection of Modern French Paintings and 

                                                 
276 Rosalind E. Krauss, Bachelors (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), 162, 173. For a more recent 
consideration of Woodman’s work, see Cory Keller, Francesca Woodman, 1958-1981 (San Francisco: San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 2011).  

277 Krauss, Bachelors, 5. “The breakthrough to my problem came in the form of Giacometti’s precise point 
of entry into the avant-garde, which had marked the fact that before he was taken up by André Breton in 
1930, he had been integrated by Michel Leiris into the circle connected to the magazine Documents led by 
Georges Bataille, a circle composed of renegade surrealists.” 

278 James Elkins, “Why Are Our Pictures Puzzles? Some Thoughts on Writing Excessively” New Literary 
History 27.2 (1996): 271-290 makes an extended analogy between writing about pictures and solving 
puzzles in later twentieth-century are writing, and concludes that “the need to see pictures as a kind of 
object requiring a tremendous effort of interpretation can only be the sign of a concentrated resistance to 
the nonlinguistic nature of pictures.” He continues, “In order for an image to engage art history or criticism 
in a way that it can become indispensable not only for historians in a small specialty, but for the wider 
discourse of art history, it has to be experienced as something that needs to be solved….”  
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Sculptures, a collection that contained works by Manet, Matisse, Gauguin, Cézanne, and 

two paintings by Rousseau, Bourgeois asserted that the latter had solved the most 

intractable problems. Whose problems had Rousseau solved, however? Certainly none 

that he had formulated on his own. As Bourgeois wrote, Rousseau took “the decisive step 

leading to the solution of all the problems which had agitated the artists of the Nineteenth 

Century.”279  For this alone Rousseau would have been pre-eminent among the artists in 

Lewisohn’s collection, but this was not all that the Douanier had achieved. 

Not having received any schooling derived from the imitation of nature, the 
difference between optical and mental seeing was no problem for [Rousseau]. His 
mind was able to concentrate with ease on nature, absorbing facts like a 
magnifying glass, assembling them in one fusing center from which he projected 
them into mind pictures organized in well balanced masses. 

This “abstract naturalism,” according to Bourgeois, found in Rousseau its “greatest 

exponent,” a painter for whom working from nature was not “a naturalism of the senses.” 

Rousseau’s importance as “an abstract observer of nature is even now little appreciated,” 

Bourgeois insisted, “He not only felt all forms in their striving, sprouting and 

transforming vitality, he created like the God of the fable, out of the depth of his fantasy, 

new organisms of radiant beauty which nature in its capricious fertility could have 

invented.”
280  But then Bourgeois tempers this incredible assessment by situating 

Rousseau’s “capricious fertility” within the historical context of early twentieth-century 

art making: 

                                                 
279 Stephan Bourgeois, The Adolph Lewishon Collection of Modern French Paintings and Sculptures (New 
York: E. Weyhe, 1928), 8 

280 Bourgeois, 8. 
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Where others succeeded, [Rousseau] failed, and where all the artists of our time 
failed, he succeeded. For a century artists have striven to again make painting a 
homogenous instrument to be used without the restrictions of an official school or 
optical tricks. They circled around the problem without finding its center; and one 
day the solution was found by a man whom everybody considered a fool. … The 
appearance of such a personality signifies, therefore, nothing less than a revolt 
against all our former conceptions. … Rousseau’s approach and method are 
natural to the child, to the man in contact with the earth… His art … goes back to 
the day when human beings first tried to transform their creative energies into 
images.281 

 

When Bourgeois writes that Rousseau took “the decisive step leading to the solution of 

all the problems which had agitated the artists of the Nineteenth Century,” it is hard to 

believe that he used the word “problem” as Bell was using it or as Krauss would.  Surely 

he could not have meant that Rousseau performed best on his formal problem sets. 

Bourgeois’s God-like creator was not posing problems for himself, his creation solved 

problems that never troubled him. The problems Rousseau solved were of this sort, they  

never motivated his practice but rather appeared to resolve issues Bourgeois saw other 

artists wrestling with.  Due to this coincidence, the Douanier seemed to show the way to 

an art that was at the same time utterly personal (deriving from himself) and 

quintessentially popular, in the sense of belonging to all people, not a singular author,  

school, or style. We might recall Robert Delaunay’s assertion that Rousseau’s “genius” 

was to make the type of images one found in the countryside and in the suburbs, to 

express in art the directness one found at the fairground or in the work of amateurs.
282 But 

                                                 
281 Bourgeois, 191-192.  

282 Delaunay notes, “Le type de ces peintures que l’on rencontre dans les banlieues, les campagnes, les 
bourgs; l’expression naïve et directe des ces artisans; peinture de foire, de coiffeurs-amateurs, de laitiers, 
etc… toute cette peinture issue directements des idées touffues du people, Rousseau en a été le genie, la 
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if we are going to be equitable in handing out achievement, we should note that it was not 

Rousseau’s accomplishment alone but rather the combined effect of his highly crafted 

persona and his paintings.  

There is territory on two sides of the narrow, fine-art definition of the artist—

humble riveter on one side and supra-intentional God on the other. Over the course of this 

chapter we have seen Rousseau occupy both positions. First, he fell short of the 

qualifications of the artist, and then he became an agent who surpassed artisthood.  

Accepting Rousseau’s paintings as art meant accepting as author someone who had not 

begun to fulfill author functions. The problem-free manner in which Rousseau addressed 

painting affected what could and could not be written about him. His work clearly 

attracted subjectivist critics, but the writings of more sober-minded interpreters appear 

equally personal and derived from the particular way they completed Rousseau’s 

unfinished works. The enthusiasm for Rousseau’s work generated by critics allowed him 

to become a great painter without anyone really understanding why or how. And when 

this artist who worked without any distress solved all of the problems of the previous 

century, he became not only a painter, but the most inscrutable painter of his time. 

  

                                                                                                                                                 
fleur précieuse. See “Extraits de H[enri] R[ousseau], Le Douanier” [1913] Du Cubisme a l’Art Abstrait 
(Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1957), 194.  
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 Chapter 2   

Exchanging the Corpus (1920-35) 

 
It is not me who paints, you know…it is something that pushes me.     

—          Henri Rousseau to Wilhelm Uhde
283

 

Fifteen years after his death, Henri Rousseau was an artist of international 

importance. No longer an obscure personality whose works and legacy were confined to 

low-volume art journals and experimentally-inclined exhibition spaces, Rousseau was a 

figure whose influence on modernism seemed as consequential as that of any painter of 

his generation. This Rousseau was an extension and modification of the painter known to 

the early twentieth-century avant-garde: Just as naïve, and still described in outlandish 

terms, the interwar years saw the transformation of Rousseau the bewildered petit-

bourgeois artisan into Rousseau “the most simon-pure specimen of a true artist,” whose 

works stood as painting’s unexpected epitome, not its apocalyptic end.
284 We have 

already seen this exchange enacted when Rousseau received credit for making “the 

decisive step leading to the solution of all the problems that had agitated the artists of the 

                                                 
283 There are numerous sources of remarks to this effect. This specific phrasing is attributed to Rousseau by 
Maximilien Gauthier:  “He said: ‘It is not me who paints, you know … it is something that pushes me.’ But 
this was only a manner of speaking, to avoid the queries which he considered pointless….” See Henri 
Rousseau (New York: Wildenstein, 1963) n.p. last page of text. For similar examples see Uhde’s 1911 
biography of the painter, which relays a conversation he had with Rousseau: “’Didn’t you see how my hand 
moved?’ he asked. ‘That’s quiet natural, Rousseau, because you were painting.’ ‘No,’ he replied, ‘that was 
my poor wife who was here and guided my hand. Didn’t you see or hear her? ‘Chin up, Rousseau,’ she 
said, ‘you will bring it to a find conclusion”.’ Uhde, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Eugène Figuière et Cie, 
Éditeurs, 1911), 32-33.  

284 M. A. Couturier, “The Douanier Rousseau” Commonweal (May 1, 1942).  
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nineteenth-century.”
285

 We begin this chapter by considering some of the more 

quantifiable aspects of this transformation. As we will see, this reinvention of Rousseau 

was not only achieved through discourse, it was also achieved through profound changes 

to the scope and constitution of his body of work.  

 In the two decades following the First World War critics, curators, conservators, 

collectors, and dealers shaped Rousseau’s corpus in unforeseeable and, at times, thrilling 

new ways by recovering lost canvases, physically altering paintings for improved display, 

attributing and de-attributing works to his hand, and facilitating a context in which his 

paintings could be appreciated as monuments of modernist achievement.  Between 1925 

and 1930, books about Rousseau appeared in greater number than ever before. Carl 

Einstein and Henri Focillon included Rousseau in their histories of twentieth-century 

painting, while in 1927 alone Adolphe Basler, André Salmon, and Philippe Soupault all 

published monographs about the Douanier’s life and work.
286

 Concurrent with this, 

Rousseau’s paintings entered numerous distinguished public and private art collections in 

Europe and America. In 1925, thanks to the careful negotiations of Robert Delaunay and 

André Breton, The Snake Charmer (1907) [Fig. 27] was accepted into the collection of 

                                                 
285 Bourgeouis, 8. 

286 See Einstein, Die Kunst Des 20. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Propyläen, 1926) and  Focillon, La Peinture aux 
XIXe et XXe Siécles (Paris: Librairie Renouard, 1928). With regard to the monographic studies, note that 
these titles, like so many on Rousseau, are extremely general and give no indication of a critical focus. 
Adolphe Basler, Henri Rousseau. (New York: Wehye, 1927); Andre Salmon, Henri Rousseau dit le 
Douanier (Paris: Editions G. Cres, 1927);  Philippe Soupault, Henri Rousseau le Douanier. (Paris: Quatre 
Chemins, 1927).  
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the Musée du Louvre.
287

 Two years later, in 1927, the Art Institute of Chicago acquired 

The Waterfall (1910) [Fig. 28] through the Helen Birch Bartlett Memorial bequest. In 

1928, the noted American collector Lillie P. Bliss purchased the small-format Jungle with 

Lion (1904-10) [Fig. 29], which would enter the collection of the Museum of Modern Art 

in New York three years later.
288

 And in 1930, Duncan Phillips secured The Pink Candle 

[Fig. 30] for his Memorial Gallery in Washington, D.C. Wasting no time in announcing 

the acquisition of this modest, 6-3/8 x 8-3/4 inch still-life—a composition reminiscent of 

a painting in oil on wood in Max Weber’s collection—Phillips used the image to 

illustrate the March 1930 cover of Art and Understanding [Fig. 31], and praised The Pink 

Candle as a product of “genius,” a fine example of the sort of “pristine art” that was 

capable of amazing “sophisticated” painters such as Picasso and Braque.
289   

                                                 
287 Delaunay and his immediate family had long been supporters of Rousseau. Not only was Delaunay’s 
mother, Countess Berthe-Felice de Rose, the patron of The Snake Charmer, she also invited Rousseau to 
the salons she hosted. Likewise, as an employee of Jacques Doucet, Breton was involved in negotiations 
that led to the Museé du Louvre acquiring The Snake Charmer.  

288 Although included in the 1985 Rousseau retrospective, this painting was de-accessioned by MOMA in 
1968.  

289 See Duncan Phillips, Art and Understanding (March 1930). For Rousseau’s entry into the Guggenheim 
Museum, see Joan M. Lukach, Hilla Rebay: In Search of the Spirit in Art (New York: George Braziller, 
1983), 106. Rebay describes the process of selecting The Artillerymen for Solomon Guggenheim. She 
wrote to Rudolf Bauer on September 13, 1938, “We bought … one Rousseau, funny … gunners—a 
landscape with a cannon and 14 cannoneers with sabers and rifles standing on it—very amusing.” Rebay 
had been familiar with Rousseau’s work since childhood. As she wrote to Daniel Catton Rich in 1942, “I 
remember well visiting Paris with my mother in my early ‘teens, Mr. W. Uhde took us to see Rousseau, and 
I remember that my mother was upset about the drab room he lived in which had no curtains, and the lack 
of attention to which this artistic old ‘child’ seemed to be accustomed. Yet there was something so cosmic 
about that little man, who had brought home from the Bois de Boulogne that day two leaves which he 
showed to us with enchantment, saying how they represented the whole forest. …” Hilla Rebay, letter to 
Daniel Catton Rich, January 27, 1942. Exhibition Records, Works of Rousseau, Box 62, Art Institute of 
Chicago Archives.  
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At auction, the astonishing sums Rousseau’s paintings commanded caused a 

sensation. Daily newspapers reported The Sleeping Gypsy’s unimaginable success at the 

John Quinn Estate auction in October 1926, while for the more specialized readership of 

L’Art Vivant, Lucien Boucher captured the spirit of the moment in a jubilant 

photomontage entitled the “Triumph of the Douanier Rousseau” [Fig. 32].
290 As Basler 

wrote, the “universal prestige” that had come to surround Rousseau’s name constituted 

“something unique in the history of painting.”291 Moreover, in addition to receiving 

recognition for influencing advanced art by inspiring “sophisticated” painters, Rousseau 

was acknowledged as the first “people’s painter.” There was much to celebrate. Not only 

had the “Master of Plaisance” been credited with facilitating the discovery of a new 

“school” of self-taught artists, Apollinaire got his wish of someone who would reconcile 

art and the people.
292 Language such as this articulated a difference, real or desired, 

between Rousseau’s work and the art of other great modernists. In the pages that follow 

we will begin to see how deep these authorial differences could go.  

                                                 
290 Lucien Boucher, “Le Triomphe du Douanier Rousseau,” L’Art Vivant 1, No. 24 (Dec. 15, 1925), 38.  

291 Adolphe Basler, Henri Rousseau. (New York: Wehye, 1927), 7.  “Le prestige universel dont s’entoure 
aujourd’hui le nom du Douanier Rousseau est un fait unique dans l’histoire de la Peinture.” 

292 On Rousseau’s relationship to “popular painting” at this time, see, for example, Jerome Mellquist, “Art 
of the People” (May 7, 1938): 541. “There is an art of the people and it is one of the most fruitful forces of 
our time. This is chiefly due to Rousseau.”Others of Rousseau’s supporters contested this view. See, for 
example, André Malraux, “Dead, the Douanier has become the leader of a school. But his true school is not 
that of the naïve painters who are imitating him today.” Voices of Silence,  510. See also Douglas Cooper, 
“We do Rousseau a great injustice if we regard him simply as a quaint modern primitive. He was nothing 
of the sort, for he was an ‘instinctive’ and not a naïve painter, a phenomenon but not a freak. And nothing 
invalidates more absolutely the present day cult of so-called naïve or ‘popular’ painters—such as Bombois 
or Vivin—than the pictures of Henri Rousseau. Rousseau is, and should be, admired for his undeniable 
qualities as a true painter; not for his quaintness.” Henri Rousseau (New York: E. S. Herrmann, 1951), 42.  
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NEW ROUSSEAUS 
 
Who that walked the earth save Rousseau could have painted it? several of us asked at 
once, and we answered ourselves in chorus, No one!293 

 
� Henry McBride, 1929 

 

Of the three aspects of the artist’s network considered in Part Two of this 

dissertation—maker, corpus, discourse—it is the middle term that we would expect to  

have remained a more-or-less stable object of study. Those eager to assert the facts of 

Rousseau’s life would privilege the year 1910 as an important terminus—no work 

attributed to Rousseau could be dated later. But the history of Rousseau’s reception in the 

interwar years militates against this assumption, and the biological threshold appears an 

increasingly artificial historical boundary. Once Rousseau had been made into a 

“genuine” artist it was as if he instantly set about producing work. Dozens of “new 

Rousseaus” reached the market, only these pictures were not emerging from the studio 

but rather from attics and second-hand shops. Among these new works numbered some 

of Rousesau’s best-known paintings today, including The National Gallery London’s 

Surprised! (painted 1891, rediscovered 1925) [Fig. 8], The National Gallery of Art’s 

Rendezvous in the Forest (painted 1889, rediscovered 1926) [Fig. 33], and the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art’s Carnival Evening (painted 1886, rediscovered between 

1929 and 1934) [Fig. 34].
294  Described in terms every bit as extraordinary as those used 

                                                 
293 Henry McBride, “Modern Art” The Dial (Jan. 1929): 84.  

294 On the popular interest in the rediscovery of Rousseau’s paintings see Janet Flanner, “Art (Commerce)” 
[1927] Paris was Yesterday: 1925-1939. Edited by Irving Drutman. New York: The Viking Press, 1972.  
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for their maker, these paintings seemed to come out of the fabric of everyday life in 

France. Surprised! was “discovered around 1925 by a broker named Wollman.”
295

 

Rendezvous in the Forest, one of the most discussed revelations, had been in the 

possession of a baker in Brittany. And Carnival Evening, Rousseau’s earliest extant 

exhibited work, was found in Montrouge between 1929 and 1934 by the Belarusian 

painter Michel Kikoine. The circumstances of the latter painting’s discovery were 

recounted by his son, Jacques: 

It was a time of trade … We had a beautiful gas stove that my father had 
exchanged for a canvas. That year, he was offered two or three casks of wine … 
[and] my great-aunt Berthe, who was a doctor, offered us a lot of bottles that we 
went to look at with her and my mother. At the same time, Berthe offered to give 
my father some canvases to paint over. We arrived at this old cluttered home in 
Montrouge ... With the bottles stacked, Berthe proposed to bring out some 

canvases, and that’s when the miracle happened.
 296

  

Other miracles were to come.  Paradoxically, but important to my overall argument about 

Rousseau’s unsuitability as an object of art historical study, the limits of Rousseau’s body 

of work remained highly volatile decades after his death. So many “new Rousseaus” 

materialized between the mid 1920s and early 1930s that the changes to Rousseau’s 

corpus, and the accompanying changes in discourse, effectively constituted a new 

painter—a Rousseau different from the one who had been known during his lifetime and 

also different from the painter who had emerged in the first decade after his death.  

                                                 
295 Certigny, Henri Rousseau en Son Temps, 1:120.  

296 Jacques Kikoine-Yankel quoted in Certigny, Henri Rousseau en Son Temps, 1:32.  
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Additions to Rousseau’s corpus in the mid 1920s were significant art-world 

topics. The new value given to Rousseau’s work, monetary and otherwise, brought forth 

these discoveries, and the paintings in turn helped to produce a new Rousseau, a painter 

of inexplicable and unsurpassed brilliance. Writing as a correspondent for The New 

Yorker in 1927, the American Janet Flanner, who published under the pseudonym Genêt, 

recounted an amusing story of how two new Rousseaus, including Rendezvous in the 

Forest, entered the market.   

One reads in the press that the art merchant Marcel Bernheim is being sued by an 
angry baker lady from the provinces. Well, it seems that Mme. Boy, of Seine-
Inférieure, had long had a couple of old pictures in her attic. Recently, needing 
cash more than art, owing to the high price of flour, she came to Paris with her 
canvases and shrewdly showed them to Berheim. He shrewdly said they were by a 
chap named Rousseau who was dead and for whose work there was no demand. 
But, being a kind merchant, Bernheim offered Mme B. ten thousand francs for the 
pair. Having expected to get nothing for them, the lady at once demanded fifteen 
thousand. Angry French words flew, but after heated argument, the bargainers 
agreed on twelve thousand five hundred francs … A few months later, Mme. Boy, 
back to baking again, picked up a provincial journal and read that a painting of a 
gypsy by her Rousseau had fetched a half-million francs. When she came to her 
senses she was halfway to Paris again. There she found that Bernheim had sold 
her two canvases for two hundred and fifty thousand and one hundred and fifty 
thousand francs, respectively. Having met an art dealer on her first trip to town, 

she now became acquainted with a lawyer. 297  

 
A second rescue story comes to us from Michel Georges-Michel, whose specific 

interest in Rousseau at this time may have been spurred by having grown up with 

Rousseau’s View of Maisons-Alfort on his bedroom wall as a child. This lifelong 

                                                 
297 Janet Flanner, Paris was Yesterday: 1925-1939 ed. Irving Drutman (New York: The Viking Press, 
1972), 15-16.  The friendship between Mme Boy’s father and Rousseau is discussed in Potins de Paris 
(Feb 6, 1927): 9. With regard to the lawsuit that ensued—also a topic of much popular interest—the judge 
determined that the paintings had been purchased falsely as they had been brought to Bernheim merely for 
appraisal initially. Mme. Boy and her husband Bela Hein were able to retire from their bakery upon the 
eventual sale of their painting to the New York gallerist Mrs. William Averell Harriman. 
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familiarity with Rousseau’s work seems to have made the historian particularly sensitive 

to the popular portrayal of Rousseau, which could still venture into caricature and 

lampoon. One of the most memorable passages in From Renoir to Picasso relates 

Georges-Michel’s encounter with the great humorist Georges Courteline when the latter 

tried to view Courteline’s “chamber of horrors,” a peculiar assembly of images selected 

for their lucid perversions of good taste. “I set up this museum as a record of our times,” 

Courteline announced, “I wanted to show to what lengths human stupidity can go.” At 

one point, Courteline’s collection contained two pictures by Rousseau.
298

 However, when 

Georges-Michel visited him in the late 1920s, he noticed that the Rousseaus were no 

longer among the collection and inquired after their whereabouts. Georges-Michel does 

not provide the exact date of his second conversation with Courteline, but the indication 

that his host had undergone a leg amputation, allows us to place the meeting between 

1927 and June 1929.
299

 Georges-Michel recounted their exchange as follows:    

                                                 
298 Michel Georges-Michel, From Renoir to Picasso (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), 73-4. Georges-
Michel’s personal account of the purchase of his family’s Rousseau allows us to measure the change in the 
painter’s reception between 1900 and the late 1920s. “It was a year or two before 1900, when I saw a man 
of modest appearance, with a big moustache and large, anxious eyes, come one day to call on my father. He 
had a picture he wanted to sell him, a View of Maisons-Alfort, and it was signed "Henri Rousseau" in a 
large hand. I remember hearing him say : "It's a view of Maisons-Alfort. Don't you feel you're really there? 
Look how well that boat is done." My father bought the picture, and it was hung in my room. One day it 
disappeared, and I have never seen it since.”  By chance, and without meaning to refer to the episode 
considered here, Marie-Alain Couturier described Rousseau in 1942 as having “a life, with its love affairs, 
its endless bewilderments, its troubles with the law, [that] seems lifted straight from the pages of 
Courteline.”  

299Georges-Michel describes Courteline stomping his wooden leg on the floor as he laughed telling this 
story. Obituaries note that Courteline’s left leg was amputated below the knee two years before his death.  
See “G. Courteline Dead; Brilliant Author” The  New York Times  (June 26, 1929): 20.  
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Ensconced in his armchair, Courteline shrugged his shoulders. “I sold them,” he 
confessed. “A gentleman came to see me one day and asked if he could visit my 
museum. “Certainly,” I said; and I showed him round.  
“Would you sell me those pictures?” he asked.  
“You're joking,” I said. “For the small sum you would give me because you 
couldn't give me much for them it wouldn't be worth spoiling a collection which 
shows to what lengths …”  
“I’ll give you ten thousand francs for them,” said my visitor. I thought he was 
making fun of me, and I opened the door to show him out. But the fellow pulled a 
roll of notes out of his pocket.  
“No. I won't allow you to,” I said. “Even if you are as stupid as the man who 
perpetrated that rubbish, I am not going to take advantage of you.” 
“'You wouldn't be taking advantage of me. Quite the contrary!” the fellow kept 
insisting. And now it turns out that I'm the one who's stupid. I shouldn't have done 
it, it seems. At any rate, to call his bluff, I told him I would accept. And what did 
he do but count out the money then and there and put it in my hand! 
“I'm sorry,” he said, “but I've only got seven thousand francs with me; but if 
you'll trust me …” 
“Sir,” I replied, "anyone who is mad enough to buy such stuff, and fool enough to 
pay such a price, would certainly be ass enough to go through with the bargain. 
Here are your horrors, and many thanks for your money.”  But the best part of it is 
that he sent me the remaining three thousand francs the same evening. And, better 

still, it turns out that those daubs were worth even more!
300  

 
In Georges-Michel’s vignette, much  as in Genêt’s account, the reader becomes privy to a 

situation in which rapidly changing values in art appreciation and an incipient potential to 

elide any difference between the act and the art of painting result in a tension best  

relieved  through laughter. Not long before, and without great cost, Courteline had 

acquired his Rousseaus as exemplars of an age that celebrated travesty. Then, seemingly 

without any explanation or justification, the paintings had become legitimate. 

Courteline’s mock museum suddenly lost its parodic edge as the values it promoted, in 

                                                 
300 Georges-Michel, 74-75. Note the consistency of the 10,000 franc offer, as in the story told by Genêt. 
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jest, now reflected the values of some of the most respected art institutions in Europe and 

America.  

Stories such as these provide levity, but they reflected a much larger phenomenon 

taking place whereby the body of work attributed to Rousseau was undergoing a drastic 

change. Figure 35 is a chart that allows us to see these changes to Rousseau’s corpus in 

aggregate. Important to my argument about the difficulty of situating Rousseau in a 

continuous art-historical narrative, it shows that more than half of the extant works given 

entries in Henry Certigny’s 1984 catalogue raisonné, incongruously titled Henri 

Rousseau en Son Temps, entered the historical record after the painter’s death.
 301

 Of the 

323 works included in Certigny’s catalogue raisonné—a publication that I have selected 

for its overall thoroughness and highly detailed entries—229 are extant, and of these 99 

entered the historical record in 1920 or later.302
   

While the data in this chart is taken from 

Certigny, this “view” of the information is not only a story that goes untold by Certigny, 

the entries and the catalogues organization suppress an understanding of Rousseau as a 

                                                 
301 Some notes on methodology: When a range of execution dates is offered by Certigny, I have used the 
midpoint. For example, a painting dated 1900 to 1910 is entered as 1905. When this results in fractional 
year, I have rounded down to maintain whole numbers. For example, 1897.5 will appear as 1897. If 
Certigny lists a date as Vers or Apres a year, I have simply listed that year. When Certigny proposes that a 
painting without provenance was exhibited under a general title, such a paysage or portrait de …, without 
offering additional evidence in support of this conclusion, I have substituted the date of the first 
confirmable publication, exhibition, or purchase of the work. A good deal of imprecision is introduced 
when paintings went through Paul Guillaume’s gallery. Guillaume is notorious for not having recorded 
when or from whom he acquired paintings attributed to Rousseau. For those paintings I use the earliest 
secure dating at his gallery, which is often derived from a photographic inventory completed  in 1934. 

302 Certigny proposes that there are 62 missing compositions from the period between 1877 and 1900 and 
32 missing compositions from the years 1900 to 1910.  
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painter whose body of work was still very much coming into being in the second quarter 

of the twentieth century.  

Some explanation is required to interpret this scatter plot, which, like the other 

diagrams we have looked at, allows no more than a coarse generalization of broad trends 

with regard to the entry of Rousseau’s painting into the historical record.303 Each of the 

extant works attributed to Rousseau by Certigny is represented in this chart by two 

points, one blue, one black, both sharing the same coordinate on the x-axis, which 

corresponds to their entry number in the catalogue raisonné. The black points in “series 

1” represent the date of execution proposed by Certigny, and their orderly distribution 

reflects their standardization to the dates of Rousseau’s career and natural lifespan.  The 

blue points in “series 2,” far less orderly in their distribution, represent when Rousseau’s 

paintings first entered the historical record, either through exhibition, publication, or a 

recorded sale. For example, the initial set of points, at the far left of the chart, 

corresponds to Max Weber’s Still Life With Cherries [Fig. 36], entry 1 in the catalogue  

raisonné. Certigny dates this diminutive painting to 1877-78, and reports that it entered 

the historical record when Rousseau gave the painted panel to Weber in 1908.304 The blue 

point corresponding to this painting is circled in red. Alternatively, the The Pink Candle, 

catalogue number 227, is dated to 1904-1910 by Certigny (the Phillips Collection prefers 

                                                 
303 It is particularly important to bear in mind that no attempt has been made to differentiation between 
genre, scale, medium, or any other indicator of the relative significance of the works. Drawings, paintings, 
painted sketches, and replicas of paintings are all represented in the chart as equivalent. 

304 An inscription in pencil on the back of the painting reads: “offert à mon ami Weber / 20 Août 1908 / 
Union de l’Amérique et de la France / les 2 Républiques.” 



 177 

the narrower dating 1905-1908) and it first entered the historical record when exhibited in 

London in 1927. Its blue point is also circled. From this example, we can see that a pair 

of paintings often viewed in relation to one another because of their related subject 

matter, physical size, and style, entered discourse under vastly different circumstances 

and may represent work from very different moments in Rousseau’s career, if, in fact, 

both are by Rousseau. As we will see in Part Two Chapter Three, questions were raised at 

mid-century as to whether the Pink Candle should even be attributed to Rousseau.   

Bearing in mind that a point’s vertical placement within the chart signifies the 

year when a painting entered the historical record, and its horizontal placement signifies 

its proposed chronological order in Rousseau’s corpus, the chart allows us to make some 

generalizations about how Rousseau’s paintings entered discourse. The blue points 

concentrated around 1910 on the left half of the chart, for example, represent works 

found around the time of Rousseau’s death that Certigny believes were made before 

1900. Likewise, the concentration of blue and black points on the right half of the chart, 

just below the 1910 threshold, indicate works that entered discourse shortly after their 

production. In other words, paintings made after Rousseau’s defining successes in the fall 

of 1905.305 Moving upwards past the 1910 threshold, we reach the paintings that I am 

most interested to consider in this chapter. These points represent paintings effectively 

“produced” in the second, third, fourth, decade following Rousseau’s death and later, 

                                                 
305 Readers may have noticed the thick band of black points and a parallel thick band of blue points 
directly preceding catalogue entry number 200. These correspond to ten small drawings tentatively dated to 
1900 to 1902 that Rousseau sold to Soffici in April 1910. Although the drawings were sold as a set, each is 
given an entry in the catalogue, which causes this cluster of points.  
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through salvage, discovery, and other means.306 In life, Rousseau is reported to have 

denied his agency in the act of creation: “It is not me who paints, you know…it is 

something that pushes me.” The external force to which he referred in his studio was the 

spirit of his wife.307 Posthumously, however, the force pushing Rousseau’s paintings into 

existence is less easily named. 

In strictly numeric terms, the 1920s and 30s were among Rousseau’s most 

productive years. I refer to these paintings, as people of the time did, as “new 

Rousseaus.”308  This group of work included not only the blue points above the 1910 

threshold, but also rediscovered paintings that had been exhibited by Rousseau and 

received critical attention at the time of their making. For example, paintings such as 

Carnival Evening, Sleeping Gypsy, and Surprised!, do not appear above the 1910 

threshold because we can be confident they were exhibited in the 1880s and 1890s. But 

these works also contributed to Rousseau’s new painterly identity and body of work 

when they were rediscovered during the interwar years.  

In terms of the challenge these paintings pose for history writing, we might think 

of the transformation Rousseau underwent in the mid-1920s in the following terms: No 

                                                 
306 Certigny’s handling of rediscovered works is typified in the entry for Le Petit Chevalier (Don Juan), a 
small work (32 x 24 cm), never exhibited by Rousseau, that Le Douanier Rousseau en Son Temps dates to 
1880 -1890.  He writes, “Ce tableau a été retrouvé entre 1911 and 1921. [Roch Grey includes this image as 
an illustration in her 1922 publication on Rousseau.] Il a figure à l’exposition Rousseau chez Flechtheim, à 
Berlin, en 1926. Uhde ayant preface le catalogue, le tableau est donc garanti ipso facto.”  

307 See note 283. On unconventional agencies in Rousseau’s late paintings see Nancy Ireson “Le Douanier 
as Medium? Henri Rousseau and Spiritualism” Apollo (June 2004): 32-39 and Pascal Rousseau, “The 
Magic of Images: Hallucination and Magnetic Reverie in the Work of Henri Rousseau” in Henri Rousseau: 
Jungles in Paris (London: Tate, 2005), 190-203. 

308 Roh, “Ein Neuer Henri Rousseau.” Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst. 5 (1924): 57-60. 
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history of Rousseau’s work was necessary until the moment his paintings were poised to 

enter encyclopedic museums. No broad-audience journalism about Rousseau was 

demanded until his works were at the top of the modern art market. However, when these 

milestones occurred, Rousseau’s new prominence triggered the discovery of a new body 

of work and fueled the new conception of Rousseau as a miraculous maker. On the eve of 

World War II, where this chapter ends, Rousseau was still far from a suitable subject for 

art history. 

EFFECTS OF THE GYPSY AND THE CHARMER  

The Quinn sale includes something phenomenal, unique, the unmoving hub, the fixed 
point, the center of centers, where motion spins in place suspended, the rose at the eye of 
the storm, the sleep of all sleep, silence of all silence: The Sleeping Gypsy of Henri 
Rousseau. 

� Jean Cocteau, 1926309 

Throughout the 1920s European and American commentators fixated particularly 

on two of Rousseau’s paintings, both large-scale exotic landscapes. The Snake Charmer 

(1907) [Fig. 27] created an international sensation when the Louvre accepted it in 1925 as 

part of the Jacques Doucet bequest, and although not displayed with the collection until 

1936, its acceptance into the French national collection scandalized conservative 

reviewers.310 The other painting as frequently noted during these years was The Sleeping 

                                                 
309 Jean Cocteau, Preface to the auction catalogue of the John Quinn collection, Hôtel Drouot, Paris, 
October 26, 1926 n.p. [second page of preface]. “…  la vente QUINN comporte un phénomène, une pièce 
unique, le Coeur du Coeur de la roué, le centre du centre, l’endroit où la vitesse dort sur place, la rose des 
tempêtes, le sommeil des sommeils, le silence des silences: La bohémienne endormie de Henri Rousseau.” 

310 This defining event of Rousseau’s twentieth-century legacy was viewed as a remarkable triumph by 
some and a regrettable episode by others. For the latter view, see Camille Mauclair, “Marginalia: 
L’Apothéose du Douanier,” La Semaine Littéraire (October 31, 1925):520-521. For the former, see Andre 
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Gypsy (1897) [Fig. 11], rediscovered by Louis Vauxcelles after more than a quarter-

century out of public view. Three years after its recovery, this painting, the original  

“neuer Henri Rousseau,” set a record when it sold at auction for more than half a million 

francs—the highest price ever paid for a modern work of art.  

To tell this history we’ll need to start in 1923, when The Sleeping Gypsy was 

found and brought to the attention of Daniel Henry Kahnweiler. Few had seen this 

painting since it was the “target” of the 1897 Salon des Indépendants. Much like the 

object-history of Surprised!  touched on above, The Sleeping Gypsy seems to have left 

Rousesau’s possession prior to 1906. Scholars tend to agree on this point because none of 

Rousseau’s early advocates described these works among his possession, and they do not 

appear in any of the photographs of Rousseau’s home-studio. Some time after the 

Armistice, Louis Vauxcelles discovered The Sleeping Gypsy in the possession of a 

plumber (or as some tell the story, a coal seller) and in May 1923, he brought it to 

Kahnweiler. Then working at Galerie Simon, Kahnweiler showed the painting 

immediately to Picasso, and to a group of longtime Rousseau supporters including Serge 

Férat, Robert Delaunay, Uhde, Brancusi, Henri-Pierre Roché, who was working in Paris 

on behalf of the American collector John Quinn, and Jacques Doucet, owner of The 

Snake Charmer.
311

  

                                                                                                                                                 
Salmon, “L’Entrée au Louvre du Douanier Rousseau.” L’Art Vivant (1 November 1925): 29-30 and H.S.C 
“A Painting by le Douanier Rousseau Admitted to the Louvre.” Art News (Nov. 7, 1925): 1, 3. 

311 See Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1985), 141. That Picasso saw the newly 
rediscovered painting before it was documented or viewed by others raises speculation about whether his 
hand might be evident in the work. The Museum of Modern Art has performed no technical analysis on this 
painting and did not appear inclined to undertake this work when approached about it 2009-10. 
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That Doucet was invited to this viewing seems to have provoked some urgency 

among potential buyers. John Quinn had wanted The Snake Charmer for his collection, 

and his failure to procure the work appears to have made the opportunity in 1923 all the 

more pressing.312 Having seen The Sleeping Gypsy, Roché sent Quinn a cable: 

“Kahnweiler just received huge Rousseau beating even Charmeuse.” That same day he 

also posted a letter.  

I have seen yesterday a Rousseau which has quite upset me – to me it beats even 
the Charmeuse. Kahnweiler just received it. …  Almost nobody has seen it yet. I 
have dreamt of it all the night. It is one of the absolute paintings I ever saw. To 
me it puts in the shadow the Daumier I have sent you a photo of, and the Signacs 
and the Cézanne.  … I have strongly impressed Kahnweiler that … he ought to 
have your opinion before he exhibits the picture to the public. If it is exhibited, it 
is sold. It will make a noise. All Rousseau lovers will be at it. … To me it is the 
Rousseau. I would gladly give the next two best Rousseaus I know for it—
including the Charmeuse. … I have never been more thrilled by a painting in my 

life.
313

 

While The Sleeping Gypsy may have been the Rousseau for Roché, The Snake Charmer 

was clearly the standard against which Rousseau’s works were measured at the time. In 

1925, thanks to the shrewd dealings of Robert Delaunay and aided by the help of André 

Breton, The Snake Charmer was accepted into the Musée du Louvre as part of a 

considerable bequest from Doucet.314 Though detractors emphasized that the painting had 

                                                 
312  On May 9, 1922, Doucet agreed to purchase The Sanke Charmer for 50,000 francs. Quinn had 
authorized a payment of up to 80,000 francs for the painting. See Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1985), 182.  

313 H. P. Roché, letter to John Quinn, quoted in B. L. Reid, The Man from New York, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1968) 619-20. In a later telegram—the ninth he had sent on the subject—Roché noted 
“Doucet confesses picture more important than his Charmeuse.” (621).  

314 On Doucet’s collection see Francois Chapin, Mysteres et Splendeurs de Jacques Doucet (Paris: 1984). 
In agreeing to purchase the painting from Delaunay, Doucet committed to bequeath the picture to the 
Louvre and to obtain during his lifetime an assurance that the bequest would be accepted.  
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“snuck in through the back door”—the terms of Doucet’s bequest dictated that it had to 

be accepted or rejected in its entirety—the acquisition of this Rousseau received 

tremendous attention. An article in the November 7, 1925, issue of Art News put the 

event in perspective. “ The Douanier Rousseau in the Louvre, this is a consecration of a 

triumph, for the partisans of that school which consists exactly in never having been to 

school.” But the triumph was equally attributable to the people whose open tastes had 

allowed them to perceive the merit of un-schooled art. “ … What is really interesting in 

this affair,” one critic wrote, “is that it permits us to measure the progress in the attitude 

of people toward matters of art in the last quarter of a century.” He continued,  

…it is only lately that works of art have been sought out for their naïveté rather 
than for their knowledge. Here exactly lies the point of the question: knowledge is 
beginning to be thought less interesting than naïveté, and it is because of this that 

the placing of Henri Rousseau in the Louvre marks an era.
315

 
 
The full arc of Rousseau’s career seemed now to have taken its course. The triumph had 

been achieved, but Rousseau’s career had by no means reached its apogee. Over the next 

two years Rousseau would become a painter so beloved and so resistant to explanation 

that many described his work a miraculous phenomenon.  This was nowhere more 

evident than in the writing on The Sleeping Gypsy.   

To his great pleasure, Quinn finally succeded in purchased The Sleeping Gypsy 

from Kahnweiler in 1924. The painting arrived in his New York apartment on March 12, 

and friends including Joseph Brummer and Arthur B. Davies were invited to view the 

                                                 
315 H.S.C, Artnews (Nov. 7 1925): 1, 3.  
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work and drink a toast to it.
316

  When it came time for Quinn to thank Roché for his work 

towards the acquisition he too offered a description of the painting, revealing a nuanced 

appreciation of the Douanier’s talents.   

It is indeed one of the most beautiful paintings that I have ever seen, far finer than 
Charmeuse. Rousseau was perhaps at the height of his power when he painted it 
in 1897 … Later on, when he became surer of himself and when his touch was 
more certain, he did not paint over what he had previously painted and hence his 
paint is thinner. This painting has a wonderful depth of color … It is, as you say, 

“the gem of my collection.”
317

 

This assessment was not a collector’s temporary high. It was consistent with Quinn’s 

statement that his favorite artists among painters no longer active in his day, were 

Cézanne, “the greatest painter of modern times;” Seurat, “the greatest draughtsman and 

colorist since Ingres;” and Rousseau.
318

 Quinn’s tastes were those of an informed and 

discerning patron of modern art, yet his views on Rousseau are remarkable for how they 

presage  popular sentiment about the Dounaier in the decades to come. To Quinn, 

Rousseau was, “a naïve mind, a pure mind, … and a man who has had an enormous 

influence upon the great living artists” but more than this Rousseau was, “an artistic 

saint.”
319

 His problem-free paintings would not solicit precise inquiry or systematic 

                                                 
316 B. L. Reid, The Man from New York, 622. 

317 John Quinn quoted in B. L. Reid, The Man from New York, 622. In addition to The Sleeping Gypsy, 
Quinn owned an impressive selection of paintings by Rousseau including Child with a Puppet, The 
Dirigible, and the Cleveland version of Fight Between a Tiger and a Buffalo. 

318 John Quinn quoted in B. L. Reid, The Man from New York, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968) 
542. 

319 John Quinn quoted in B. L. Reid, The Man from New York, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968) 
542. 
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analysis, and although his works were selling for more than any artist of his generation, 

Rousseau was a better artist the more he remained enshrouded in mystery.   

Within two years of Kahnweiler’s sale of The Sleeping Gypsy the painitng was 

once again on the market. Quinn had died, and his painting was again making news, this 

time as it went under the hammer at the Hôtel Drouot. Jean Cocteau breathlessly 

described the work in the preface to the auction catalogue: 

Why, you will ask, did I agree to write this preface? For a precise reason: The 
Quinn sale includes something phenomenal, unique, the unmoving hub, the fixed 
point, the center of centers, where motion spins in place suspended, the rose at the 
eye of the storm, the sleep of all sleep, silence of all silence: The Sleeping Gypsy 
of Henri Rousseau. … One is confronted … by painted poetry, … by a miracle of 

intuitive knowledge and sincerity.
320

  

Later, reflecting on the events of the auction, Henry McBride would declare The Sleeping 

Gypsy an “eye-opener” and “the lesson” of the sale.
321

 He would also, as we saw in Part 

One, praise the painting’s mystery and resistance to explanation. Still, few could have 

predicted how thoroughly Rousseau’s canvas would dominate the auction’s proceedings 

when it sold to Henri Bing for nearly a third of the estate auction’s total revenue of 

1,650,000 francs. The lesson of the sale was the tremendous enthusiasm for Rousseau, 

manifest in the plainest, most quantifiable terms: a sale price of 520,000 francs.
 322

  

                                                 
320 Jean Cocteau, Preface to the auction catalogue of the John Quinn collection, Hôtel Drouot, Paris, 
October 26, 1926 n.p. [second page of preface]. “La raison en est precise. Je parlais d’une roue. Or, la vente 
QUINN comporte un phénomène, une pièce unique, le Coeur du Coeur de la roué, le centre du centre, 
l’endroit où la vitesse dort sur place, la rose des tempêtes, le sommeil des sommeils, le silence des silences: 
La bohémienne endormie de Henri Rousseau. 

321 Henry McBride, “Modern Art” The Dial. (March 1926): 260. 

322 On the deceptive practices that drove up the price of The Sleeping Gypsy see Raymonde Moulin, Le 
Marche de la Peinture en France (Paris: Ed. de Minuit, 1989), 38.  Moulin explains M. Eichenberger, who 
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The hard figures were far easier to express than the appeal of the painting, “drawn 

with an indescribably childish conception of form.”
323

 Such criticisms pitted Rousseau 

against Cézanne and Matisse, whose highest selling canvases had commanded 280,000 

and 100,000 francs respectively. This disparity prompted a  reevaluation of modern art’s 

aims.  “If,” as C. J. Bulliet wrote in 1927, “‘Modern Art’ is to be regarded as a true 

reversion to the ‘Primitive’, then Henri-Julien Rousseau … more nearly approximates the 

ideal than Cézanne.  If, however, ‘Modernism’ be regarded as the ‘Primitive’ done 

over—highly sophisticated—in the light of the experience of the ages,” the honor would 

go to the painter from Aix.
324

 The choice between these alternatives was clear enough. 

Unlike Cezanne, “Rousseau was no evolution from any established ‘style’ of art.” He was 

“the nearest product of a unique inner urge to paint that the modern movement had 

produced—the nearest genuine ‘Expressionist’—the nearest ‘Primitive.’”
325

 But it was 

not necessarily the artists who were leading modern art down this course. As Genêt wrote 

in her “Letter from Paris,” following the Quinn auction: 

                                                                                                                                                 
purchased the painting, was a straw man hired by Galerie Bing to drive up the price of the work.  This is 
not the only deception associated with The Sleeping Gypsy. The Museum of Modern Art, which has owned 
the painting since 1939, acknowledges speculation that Picasso may have worked on this canvas. See page 
141 of MoMA’s 1985 retrospective catalogue. However, they have completed no technical analysis that 
would support or refute this claim, per email correspondence between the author, Katrina Bartlett, and 
Cynthia Albertson, conducted between November 2009 and January 2010.  

323 “High Prices in Paris for Quinn Collection” The New York Times (October 29, 1926): 13. A near 
identical version of this article was published in the November 6, 1926 issue of Art News as well. See page 
3. 

324 Consider Bulliet, Apples and Madonnas, 126-127. 
 
325 Bulliet, Apples and Madonnas, 127.  



 186 

Modern art, supposedly painted only to annoy the bourgeoisie, succeeded finally 
in annoying the artists assembled for the Quinn auction. … [Their displeasure] 
culminated in cries of exasperation when The Sleeping Bohemian by the customs-
officer Rousseau, went under the hammer at a half million. ‘This is not art but 
commerce,’ a bearded artist in shabby velveteens cried. ‘Rousseau died in 
poverty.  What was he paid for this silly canvas?’ ‘Four hundred francs,’ a 
merchant replied; and the bidding went to Derain’s ‘Self Portrait’ …326 

 

The Quinn sale also attracted attention for a deeper schism it seemed to reveal (or 

perhaps incite) in the art world. “The disciples of ultra-modernism” and their opposition 

in the French publication L’Oeuvre were caught in an amusing argument that led to front-

page headlines such as “What Idiot Will Pay the Big Price for ‘The Sleeping 

Bohemian?”
327

  Rousseau’s commercial success brought with it a new type of confusion 

for his interpreters, one that compounded the critical trouble engendered by the artist near 

the end of his lifetime and immediately following his death. Critics felt themselves 

obliged to explain the paradox of the new maker: “Such a man was Henri Rousseau, the 

douanier. He is not seeking the strange, but the normal; he does not try to show us what 

we do not know, but what everybody does know. But this normal is not quite the normal 

of vision.”
328 The fact that critics could not articulate why The Sleeping Gypsy should 

command more than twice as much as any other painting in Quinn’s collection made the 

intriguing image all the more beguiling.  Two weeks after the auction, Rousseau’s 

paintings were exhibited at the Lefevre Gallery in London, and it remained to be seen 

                                                 
326 Flanner, 9-10. 

327 “High Prices in Paris for Quinn Collection” The New York Times. (October 29, 1926): 13. 

328 Gordon, Modern French Painters, 98. 
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whether audiences there would “endorse the opinion of those French and German 

enthusiasts who acclaim the douanier the greatest artist of the present century.” His 

standing before British viewerships, however, was secure.  “His ignorance of the 

centuries of European artistic culture and tradition” was not a liability, and Rousseau’s 

“innate genius for pictorial organization, for rhythmic arrangement, for evolving harmony 

from the juxtaposition of colors” was winning fans. Nearly all of the paintings at Lefevre 

sold soon after the opening, and “fantastic figures” were being reached for works that 

“would have been difficult to obtain $10 before…”
329

  

While the sale and disbanding of Quinn’s collection meant that many exemplary 

works of modern art would leave America, the effects of the Gypsy and the Charmer 

were felt in the United States as well. Frederick Clay Bartlett, an American collector and 

artist educated in France, experienced both sides of Rousseau’s changing reputation.  He 

admitted to having laughed derisively at Rousseau’s work in the 1890s, but by the 1920s 

Bartlett wanted to contribute to the artist’s favorable reappraisal and was committed to 

getting Rousseau’s work into the Art Institute of Chicago. Trained as mural painter in the 

manner of Puvis-de-Chavannes, Bartlett lived in Paris from 1896 through 1897 and was 

enrolled at the École Collin and the Aman-Jean School of Painting.
330

 As a young man, 

he was deeply committed to defending the principles of impressionism and had difficulty 

                                                 
329 P.G. Konody, “Outstanding events in the London Realm of Art,” The New York Times (November 14, 
1926): X11. 

330 See Frederic Clay Bartlett, Sortofa Kindofa Journal of My Own, (Chicago: Privately Printed, 1965), 24-
25 
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viewing Rousseau’s work as anything worthy of serious consideration. Later, he looked 

back on these formative years with a candid assessment of his capabilities as a judge of 

painting. “If I remember correctly,” Bartlett began: 

1897 is the year I saw the Bohémienne Endormie in the Salon des Indépendants. It 
was hung in the main salle opposite the entrance and there was nothing of its 
genre nearby or in the room or in fact in the entire Salon. It made [Rousseau’s 
painting], one might say, the target of the show, and everyone I came across in the 
ateliers or cafés enjoyed taking their shot at it … My own reaction was so 
hilarious that the police had to throw me out as I could not control my laughter. I 
have always excused myself on the grounds that I was in my early twenties and 

studying with Raphael Collin.
331

 

Fifteen years later, Bartlett had stopped laughing and had started building an art 

collection comparable in its ambitions and holdings to those of Quinn in New York, and 

Albert Barnes in Philadelphia. In March 1926, Bartlett purchased Rousseau’s The 

Waterfall from Georges Bernheim for $8,000 with the intention of including it as part of 

his gift of twenty-four paintings to the Art Institute in honor of his late wife, Helen Birch 

Bartlett (1883-1925).
332

 This gift, accepted not long after Rousseau’s Snake Charmer  

entered the Louvre, resulted in the admittance of Rousseau’s first painting into the 

permanent collection of an American museum.  

                                                 
331 Alfred H. Barr, Jr., Masters of Modern Art (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1954), 12. On the 
importance of The Sleeping Gypsy in American conceptions of modern art, consider the statistic that the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York sold 4,252 color reproductions of this painting between 1941 and 
1951. See Aline B. Louchheim, “Weber Treasures Rousseau Memory” New York Times (Nov. 25, 1951): 
129. 

332 As Richard Brettell records, after the gifts accession by the museum, “several minor paintings, by 
Dunoyer de Segonzac, Friesz, and Utrillo, were sold and major works by van Gogh, Toulouse-Lautrec, 
Gauguin, Rousseau, and Picasso were added. The number of objects it contained was carefully honed to 
twenty-four.” See Brettell, “The Bartletts and the Grande Jatte: Collecting Modern Painting in the 1920s” 
Art Institute of Chicago Museum Studies  (1986): 109, 111.  
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The May 1926 issue of the Bulletin of the Art Institute of Chicago cheerfully 

announced the arrival of their new Rousseau, an artist they described as having an 

influence on young artists “more limited but [more] intense” than Cézanne.
333

 “Neither 

[artist] ‘realized’ easily” yet they shared, “a common honesty, both looking upon the 

world freshly, as though they had been the first men to gaze at it.” More than this, 

however, “they shared ambitions which, if they had been successful, would have made 

both lesser artists.” There was also the appeal of “Rousseau’s story,” which they wrote, 

“has that mingled pathos and humor which must attend every ingenuous seeker in a world 

of smart talents.” Rousseau’s persona enabled viewers to see past what would otherwise 

strike them as shoddy technique.  

[He]  tacks leaves on sticks and says, ‘This is a tree,’ and plants bits of dyed 
twigs, such as one might buy for Christmas, and says, ‘These are exotic scarlet 
plants,” and we agree, because the painting is an organic whole and rich in color 

and the weaving and interweaving of pattern.
334

 

An opposite attitude would be taken toward Rousseau’s trees by the Director of the Art 

Institute of Chicago in fifteen years’ time. However, this will be the subject of Part 2, 

Chapter 3, “Exchanging the Discourse.”  

There was a long tradition of recovering Rousseau’s work before Vauxcelles 

discovered The Sleeping Gypsy. Picasso’s November 1908 encounter with Portrait of a 

Woman (ca. 1895) [Fig. 37] in a second-hand shop in Paris—the event said to have 

                                                 
333 R.M.F., “Cézanne, Rousseau, Picasso” Bulletin of the Art Institute of Chicago (May, 1926): 62 

334 R.M.F., “Cézanne, Rousseau, Picasso,” 63-64. 
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inspired the Rousseau banquet—represents one of the earliest examples of the creation of 

a “new Rousseau.” Legend has it that Père Soulier, the shop owner who sold the painting, 

assumed Picasso would paint over the canvas to reuse the support. 335 Not only did 

Picasso purchase the painting for his collection and celebrate its accuracy as a 

psychological portrait, his decision to preserve and display it demonstrates his 

participation in turning Rousseau’s picture into an aesthetic object. Likewise, Uhde’s 

work leading up to the October 1912 exhibition he curated at Bernheim Jeune involved 

“considerable time trying to locate unknown Rousseaus.” For months before the 

exhibition he went door-to-door through Rousseau’s neighborhood in hopes of recovering  

soot-covered paintings that had been used as firescreens, and following leads from locals 

with relatives, “farmers living near Amiens,” who owned early pictures. The exhibition 

and Rousseau’s corpus more broadly were built by through this process of “making 

random inquiries.”336  

On the far end of the chronological spectrum, we could consider the rediscovery 

of War (1894) as part of the same tradition.  This monumental composition, which had so 

impressed Alfred Jarry and Remy de Gourmont in the 1890s, hauntingly reappeared in 

France at the end of World War II. Although the event falls outside the chronological 

                                                 
335 Florent Fels, Propos d’Artistes (Paris: Renaissance du Livre, 1925), 144. Picasso described his recovery 
of the painting as follows: “La permière oeuvre du dounaier que j’eus l’occasion d’acquérir, est née en moi 
avec un pouvoir obsédant. Je passais rue des Martyrs. Un marchand de bric-à-brac avait dispose des toils en 
tas, le long de sa façade. Une tête dépassait, figure de femme au regard dur, d’une penetration française, de 
la decision et de la clarté. La toil était immense.  J’en demandai le prix.—Cent sous, me deit le marchand, 
vous pouvez repeindre dessus.”  

336 Uhde, Five Primitive Masters, 40. 
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scope of this chapter, it fits precisely with the type of production we were introduced to 

in our discussion of the scatter plot. The chronological disjuncture between the work’s 

creation and reception are vexing, not because recuperation is odd but because the terms 

under which the picture was received could not have been more different. Rousseau 

painted and exhibited the composition in 1894; he seems to have lost or sold the painting 

prior to 1906; and while the work was rediscovered “some time before the conflict of 

1939” it was not seen by anyone until the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris 

exhibited it in 1944-45.
337

 This painting, to say nothing of its lithographic copy, imposes 

on our conception of Rousseau at two very different points in the painter’s critical 

reception—once before he was an artist, once after he had been changed into one of 

modernism’s most important makers.
338

  

The great number of additions to Rousseau’s corpus throughout the second and 

third quarters of the twentieth century is a reflection not only of his favorable posthumous 

reception, but also of his unconventional connection to his paintings as an artist-author. 

Autograph Rousseaus, as I have argued, could not be tied to their maker through a chain 

of authorial intention, as other artists’ works could. Their absence of a problem makes it 

such that even the most secure attributions lack a close bond to their maker’s mind and 

hand. In light of this, almost any painting that lacks a problem relates to Rousseau as his 

                                                 
337 See Henry Certigny, Roussesau en son Temps, 1:178.  

338 The Musée du Louvre acquired this painting in 1946, following the close of the exhibition Henri 
Rousseau di le Douaner, where it had made its debut.  
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own works do. As long as the painting lacks an artist-author, it doesn’t seem out of place 

in Rousseau’s oeuvre. This, of course, complicates a connoisseur’s access to Rousseau’s 

practice. Around 1960, Sidney Janis, in a message to Alfred Barr, stated that he could 

count “19 arrant fakes and 6 or 7 doubtful pictures” in a major New York exhibition of 

Rousseau’s works.
339  These were all “new Rousseaus,” and, authentic or not, their 

presence in the painter’s corpus reflects his larger-than-life status in the middle third of 

the twentieth century. Lost paintings were found and exhibited, sometimes after 

significant restoration, and previously unknown paintings, both fraudulent and verifiable, 

surfaced to become part of Rousseau’s contribution to modernism. From the 1920s 

forward, the search for the essential qualities of Rousseau’s corpus would be as fraught as 

the search for the “true” Rousseau. 

 

“T HEY CAN HARDLY BE CALLED ROUSSEAU’S”    

(BONNE-FÊTE AND OTHER MODIFIED COMPOSITIONS) 

  

In addition to “new” paintings entering Rousseau’s corpus, the visual appearance 

of specific works attributed to Rousseau could change drastically through conservation 

treatments and other physical alterations.  Rousseau’s rediscovered paintings needed care, 

but the material liberties taken by conservators were often as great as the liberties taken 

                                                 
339 Sidney Janis, memo to Alfred Barr, April 26, 1963, Musuem of Modern Art Archives. Janis is reported 
to have said that the 6 or 7 doubtful pictures  had “always been known and doubted,” but the 19 arrant 
fakes were “things done since World War II, many making their first appearance here.”  
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by interpreters working in a verbal mode. The noted conservator Caroline Keck wrote to 

James Thrall Soby in the spring of 1964 after having examined a small landscape, The 

Goatherd (1905) [Fig. 38]. “The reason you don’t like this little Rousseau,” she surmised, 

“is that it is a wreck. There is so little in the painting that hasn’t been dickered with, that 

the entire concept can hardly be called Rousseau’s.”
340

 She explained that, “at least three 

hands [had] worked on it since Rousseau finished it,” and the rest of her report was 

equally distressing.  

The sky was scrubbed down and completely repainted twice. ... [T]he condition of 
the original sky was so abraded that there was no point at all in uncovering it…  
The whole painting is enlarged around the edges, these were covered with a gesso 
putty and a strange violet paint. I removed the gesso along the bottom edge and 
found in the far right corner the remains of a date, “187?” This is genuine, and I 
think there was a signature near it once, in black,  … When it was lined the 
tacking edges and I believe parts of the edges of the painting proper too, were 
trimmed off.341  

While the damage to this work was considerable, The Goatherd was not unique for 

having been neglected and then significantly modified by later hands. As Keck 

commented, “Many Rousseau paintings have had this type of sad abuse and this one is 

not much worse off than several we have had to treat. I think his things suffered abuse 

from neglect, then when they became monetarily important they were mercilessly slicked 

up…”
342 This  approach  is not entirely unexpected from an age that believed Rousseau’s, 

                                                 
340 Caroline K. Keck, letter to James Thrall Soby, April 24, 1961. The Museum of Modern Art Achives, 
JST IV.C.6 Box 56. Soby purchased this painting in 1942 and owned it until 1979, when he gave it to the 
Museum of Modern Art.  

341 Caroline K. Keck, letter to James Thrall Soby, April 24, 1961.  

342 Caroline K. Keck, letter to James Thrall Soby, April 24, 1961. 
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“paint is far less important in quality than are his pictorial ideas in originality and 

unstudied charm.” 343 Damaged or not, Rousseau’s works can sometimes want cosmetic 

assistance. Subsequent hands might also over-work Rousseau’s canvases if they looked to 

his paintings as guides. Rousseau dickered with his pictures a great deal, and many of his 

best-known paintings were heavily reworked—recall his “obstinate toil”—and bear the 

traces of significant physical revision by the artist himself.  

Technical analyses have not been conducted widely on Rousseau’s work, but it is 

not always necessary to look beneath the surface of his paintings to notice indications of 

his vacillating opinions and second efforts. To this point, the visible repainting in 

Rousseau’s work has rarely received comment. The very existence of these marks seems 

to work against the myth of Rousseau as an artist lacking inquiétude and painting as the 

bird sings. All the same, we should be cautious in our assertions of what these revisions 

signify. Their presence does not necessarily demonstrate Rousseau’s participation in a 

critical practice.  

Rousseau’s re-workings are atypical, and a great deal of their strangeness lies in 

their patent visibility and their apparent arbitrariness. Infrared reflectographs of the 

Museum of Fine Arts Houston’s Eiffel Tower [Fig. 39], for example, have revealed that 

this small landscape once depicted a boat sailing in the River Seine. Such a discovery 

seems to support the view that Rousseau, an amateur playwright as well as painter, 

approached some of his landscapes as stage sets, which he could populate and de-

                                                 
343 “Rousseau has his first one-man show at Harriman  Galleries,” Art News (Jan. 1931): 
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populate according to rather whimsical criteria.
344

 A far more familiar painting, 

Rousseau’s self portrait of 1890, also shows two scarcely masked alterations on the 

work’s surface. [Fig. 40] First, at the base of the composition, one notices that the 

painter’s feet were once rendered much larger than they now appear. The residual shape 

of these oversized “shoes” and the parallel contours of Rousseau’s beret and the cloud 

above him, make it possible to envision the self-portrait even more sizable than it 

currently appears.  

A second revision to Myself, Portrait-Landscape, occurs precisely in the center of 

the composition, within the palette in the painter’s left hand. Between the thumbhole and 

the circles of color along the palette’s bottom edge, two names are printed carefully in 

yellow-white: “Clèmence et Joséphine!” The inscription is oriented properly to the 

subject of the portrait and upside down to the viewer, but it is not difficult to read the 

names nor to identify them as those of Rousseau’s first and second wives, Clèmence 

Boitard and Joséphine Noury. Even casual observation reveals that the palette has been 

retouched. The final “e” in Joséphine and the exclamation point following her name 

interrupt the band of evenly incremented pigments along the palette’s edge, and a jagged 

streak of heavy brown paint, not particularly well matched to the palette’s original color, 

reveals this passage to be a palimpsest.  More will follow about this episode of over-

painting.  Here, it suffices to say that the revision to Myself, Portrait-Landscape, is not 

                                                 
344 See the section on “French Landscapes” in Nancy Ireson, “Rousseau’s Paintings,” Henri Rousseau: 
Jungles in Paris, 124-139.   
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the result of an aesthetic recalculation but simply records the history of the painter’s 

shifing affections.345  

  Extrapolating from Keck’s assessment that Rousseau’s paintings were 

“mercilessly slicked up” we could say that it has been quite possible to view a Rousseau, 

and not see much of “Rousseau” in it. But hasn’t this always been the way for the painter 

without a problem? The “author” we see in Rousseau’s work, if we see one, was a 

product of discourse. His paintings are as much his own as the Forth Bridge belongs to its 

riveters.  As a painter without a problem, Rousseau did not perform the enframing or 

“boarder patrolling” functions of the author. We notice this extreme lack of authorial 

control with paintings that entered his corpus without much in terms of documentation or 

provenance. Recall Janis’s frustration over the “19 arrant fakes and 6 or 7 doubtful 

pictures” exhibited in 1963. Among these paintings at the edge of Rousseau’s corpus may 

well have been The Holy Family [Fig. 41]—Janis does not specify which pictures he 

doubted, but we will consider this painting and the questions that have arisen over its 

placement in Rousseau’s oeuvre in Part Two, Chapter Three. Although published 

remarks on this painting are rare, in the few instances when it was commented upon 

interpreters regularly noted its delicate yellow sky.346 [Fig. 42] However, like so many 

                                                 
345 For a discussion of a painting with substantial revisions revealed through analysis, see the work of 
Yvonne Szafran in Henri Rousseau: Paint + Process. Technical examination of The J. Paul Getty 
Museum’s The Centennial of Independence (1892) conducted in 1988 by Mark Leonard and reexamined by 
Szafran in 2010, showed revisions to multiple passages. The placement and facial features of the standing 
figures on the right all underwent adjustment, the diminutive figures on the left once extended into the 
central dancing group, the faces of the dancers were retouched, and the signature was put down twice at 
slightly different scales.  

346 Paul H. Bonner, Jr. Letter to John de Menil, July 14, 1964. Menil Collection Object Files. “In any case, 
the Wildenstein show had an appreciation by a French scholar who went on at some length about the 
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attempts to interpret Rousseau’s painting on their own terms, this observation is sadly 

misguided. The yellow sky turns out not to have been Rousseau’s work but a darkening 

of varnish. After cleaning, the sky above the Holy Family is today its original light blue. 

While this treatment returned the work to its original state, we have also seen that the 

restoration of works by Rousseau led to severe modifications of his paintings.  The 

appreciation of Rousseau’s works in ways that could hardly be attributed to him takes 

multiple forms. A particularly revelatory variation of this type of physical conversion will 

be considered in the analysis of Bonne fête (1892) below. [Fig. 43]  

 Little more than five years into his career as an artist and still working a shift as 

an employee of the Paris customs service, Rousseau produced at least three paintings 

during the early 1890s that continue to stand among his most outstanding 

accomplishments. In 1891, he exhibited a his first jungle picture, Surprised!. [Fig. 8] A 

year earlier, in 1890, he produced the equally notable full-length self-portrait, Myself, 

Portrait Landscape [Fig. 40], now in the collection of the National Gallery Prague, and in 

1892 he exhibited The Centennial of Independence. [Fig. 12] By now we are quite 

familiar with all three of these works. They are ambitious paintings to be sure. However, 

not all of Rousseau’s painterly output during these years was intended for grand public 

showcase. That is not to say that paintings outside this group, such as Bonne fête, are in 

any regard second-rate. On the contrary, this is one of the most meticulously painted 

                                                                                                                                                 
yellow desert sky and the sere palm leaves, but a small, unvarnished spot along the upper right side shows 
that the sky was originally blue, which leads me to believe that the foliage was originally green—or, at 
least, greener than it was.” Bonner’s close familiarity with the picture was due to the fact that he had lived 
with this painting for years. I thank Tony, Henry, and John Bonner for their continued interest in this 
painting and their helpful responses to phone and email inquiries between June and September 2010.  
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surfaces by his hand.  Yet Rousseau seems never to have shown the painting publicly. 

The piece was, instead, a gift exchanged between intimates as a keepsake. The image of a 

hand holding a bunch of flowers assumed the social function of the bouquet itself, and 

just as flowers received on special occasions frequently were preserved in an album, this 

very fine, hand-painted version of a popular trading card was almost certainly destined 

for an album souvenir rather than a gallery wall.
347   

And yet Bonne fête survives today in the Menil Collection, Houston, as an 

exemplum of “advanced” painting that seems to anticipate certain tendencies of Cubism 

and Surrealism. This anachronistic evaluation obfuscates our view of both the object’s 

history and Rousseau’s creative impetus. The history of art has largely lost sight of 

Rousseau as a painter who operated through intimate and “occasional” gestures such as 

the painted card, but we would do well to reassert this aspect of his practice.  

Let us begin with a careful reading of Bonne fête‘s subject matter and physical 

characteristics. The painting depicts roses at four stages in their development from bud to 

mature flower, with ample thorns along their stems; a man’s right hand rendered at 

human scale and proffering the roses, which, I believe, we are encouraged to read as 

Rousseau’s own hand; and an inscription that gives us the painting’s title, “Bonne fête / 

15 Août, [18]92.”  

                                                 
347 I thank Jennifer Black, PhD candidate at the University of Southern California, for bringing to my 
attention the numerous similarities between Bonne fête and late nineteenth-century chromo-lithographic 
trading cards in American and France. On the subject of these cards in France see Chapter 5 of Laura Anne 
Kalba, “Outside the Lines: The Production and Consumption of Color in Nineteenth-Century France” PhD 
Dissertation (University of Southern California, 2008).  
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The floral imagery would seem to derive from Rousseau’s familiarity with the 

work of Pierre-Joseph Redouté, the celebrated botanical illustrator whose work circulated 

widely in print form in mid-nineteenth-century Paris.
348

 Rousseau’s painting recalls 

Redouté’s prints generally in the distribution of flowers across the page and the 

resemblance carries through to a fine degree of detail. The similarity is visible in the 

leaves’ jagged edges and highly articulated variegation and likewise in the color 

transitions from deep green to yellow. We also see Rousseau following Redouté’s 

manner of creating volume—that is to say, a color engraving’s manner of creating 

volume—by layering individuated tones in a prescribed sequence, at the base of the 

flower and in the bud. Finally, the careful script at the bottom of Redouté’s prints 

provides a model for the style of inscription in Bonne fête, where Rousseau followed a 

decidedly more refined manner of penmanship than was his custom, as we can see in 

comparisons to his famous signature. [Fig. 44] 

The painting is diminutive in size at only 31.5 by 22.1 centimeters, only 

fractionally larger than a standard 8 ½ x 11-inch sheet of paper, but it is not unusually 

small among paintings attributed to Rousseau.349 The original support was a piece of 

paperboard which, at some point prior to its entrance into The Menil Collection in 1980, 

                                                 
348 See P. Jovet, “Un aspect peu connu de l’oeuvre de P.J. Redouté,” Bulletin du Jardin botanique national 
de Belgique 37 (March 31, 1967): 53-60. See Also Frank J. Anderson, The Complete Book of 169 Redouté 
Roses (New York: Abbeville Press, 1979). How Rousseau specifically encountered Redouté’s work is not 
known, but the fact that Redouté served as the official flower painter of the Musée d’Histoire Naturelle, a 
site where Rousseau is known to have worked, makes it all the more likely that the self-taught artist would 
have been aware of his illustrations.  

349 Weber’s Still Life With Cheries, for example, measures only 7.2 x 16.2 cm and Mother and Child 
measures 21.5 x 16 cm..   
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was laid down on a recessed wooden panel such that the edges of the paper lay flush with 

its supplemental support.
350

 From the distance of a few feet—the distance at which one 

would tend to view an image of this size in a gallery—the work does not appear to be 

mounted atop the panel but rather seems to be continuous with it. Subsequently, the panel 

was reinforced with a latticed cradle that supports the work from behind and reduces the 

panel’s potential to warp. [Fig. 45] The effect of these treatments has been to physically 

convert an ephemeral and insubstantial work on paper into an object that now passes 

nicely as a small easel painting. While the panel and cradle have successfully protected 

the picture, an unfortunate corollary of these reinforcements is that we no longer have 

access to the verso of the painted sheet. Given Rousseau’s propensity to complement his 

paintings with lines of poetry and short explanatory passages, there may well have been 

an additional inscription for the recipient of this perpetually offered bouquet.
351

  If so, any 

such information is now irretrievable. 

  While roses appear infrequently in Rousseau’s corpus, the gesture of giving 

flowers is not unprecedented. Most conspicuously we find this act depicted in The Past 

and the Present or Philosophical Thoughts (begun 1899, exhibited 1907). [Fig. 46] The 

                                                 
350 While The Menil Collection’s conservation and curatorial files contain no references to when the 
painting was mounted, Roger Shattuck’s description of the work as a “decorative panel” in The Banquet 
Years, leads one to believe the paperboard was affixed to the wood support prior to 1960. Additionally, 
damage to the corners of the paper support suggests that the sheet did not always have wooden backing. 

351 Rousseau’s best known examples of paintings accompanied by poetic verse are The Hungry Lion 
(1898/1905) and The Dream (1910). However, the more relevant verse in this case may be the four lines 
that accompany The Past and the Present  or Philosophical Thoughts (1899/1907): “Etant séparés l’un de 
l’autre / de ceux qu’ils avaient aimés, Tous deux s’unissent de nouveau / Restant fidèle à leur pensée.”  
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Past and the Present was a painting of great personal significance to Rousseau. He never 

sold the work, and during the last years of his life he displayed it prominently in his 

home-studio, reportedly hanging it above his bed where it could be viewed from his easel 

while he worked.
352

 The lower register of this painting shows the artist and his second 

wife, Joséphine Noury, the recipient of a small bouquet. Above them, the effigies in the 

clouds picture a more youthful Rousseau beside his first wife, Clèmence Boitard. Not 

only is the gesture that Rousseau makes in this picture similar to what we have in Bonne 

fête, we also find the same formal black coat worn by both parties with indications of 

white shirt cuffs peeking through. This is the only attire Rousseau pictures himself 

wearing in his oeuvre, whether here, or in this 1890 self-portrait, or Painter and Model 

(1905) [Fig. 47], and as such I believe we are encouraged to interpret this hand as 

Rousseau’s own.   

Given the parallels between Bonne fête and The Past and the Present, it is not 

surprising that the earliest historians to offer an interpretation of the former suspected that 

it was a gift to one of Rousseau’s wives. This was precisely R. H. Wilenski’s 

determination in Modern French Painters where he wrote, “I reproduce [the Douanier 

Rousseau’s] Bonne fête painted as a birthday greeting for his wife in 1892.”
353

  In point 

of fact, Rousseau was unmarried in 1892. He had lost his first wife in 1888 when 

                                                 
352 On the general significance of this painting see Nancy Ireson, “Le Douanier as Medium? Henri 
Rousseau and Spiritualism,” Apollo (June 2004). On the important placement given to this painting in 
Rousseau’s home see Max Weber’s drawing of this space as it looked circa 1907-08 in Sandra E. Leonard, 
Henri Rousseau and Max Weber (New York: Richard L. Feigen and Co., 1970), 75.  

353 Wilenski, Modern French Painters, 134. 
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Clémence, Rousseau’s partner of more than fifteen years and the greatest supporter of his 

artistic aims (the force, he referenced that “pushed” him when he painted) succumbed to 

tuberculosis. It would be more than a decade before the painter married again. Clearly, 

then, a picture made in the summer of 1892 could not have been a gift for either of 

Rousseau’s wives. Moreover, when we consider the painting’s inscription, we find that a 

translation of, “Happy birthday,” is misguided. Were a birthday being commemorated, a 

more proper inscription would have been Bon or Joyeux anniversaire. Bonne fête, quite 

distinctly, is the appropriate salutation for the celebration of an individual’s saint’s day or 

feast day.
354

  

Taken together, the salutation and the date inscribed below provide essential 

information about the recipient of Rousseau’s painted gift. August 15 is the Feast of the 

Assumption of the Virgin Mary and, therefore, the fête of women named Marie. As such, 

we can confidently propose that it was a woman by that name whom Rousseau hoped to 

honor.
355

  The name Marie turns up in relation to two other paintings by Rousseau from 

the early 1890s. The first, chronologically, is one we have already mentioned, Myself, 

                                                 
354 Only in Francophone Canada do the words “bonne fête” indicate a birthday. Littré’s definition of fête in 
the 1872-1877 edition of his dictionary defines it as a day of celebration for specifically religious festivals. 
The third definition is most applicable: “Fête d’une personne, le jour de la fête du saint don’t cette personne 
porte le nom comme nom de baptême. Je vous souhaite une bonne fête, formule de compliment pour 
couhaiter une fête.” 

355Dora Vallier observed in her catalogue raisonné that the likely recipient of this picture was named 
Marie. Unfortunately for Vallier, arriving at the identity of the specific recipient would have required 
turning to the work of her chief rival in the field of Rousseau studies, Henry Certigny.  If either scholar had 
been more attentive to the other’s work (or been amenable to building on his or her discoveries) we would 
have pieced together the history of this painting long ago. As further evidence against Wilenski’s 
hypothesis about the painting’s intended recipient, Joséphine’s feast day would have been March 19 and 
Clèmence’s would have been March 21.  
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Portrait Landscape. [Fig. 40] While the palette in this painting now reads “Clèmence et 

Joséphine!”—the names of the two women depicted in The Past and the Present—even 

casual observation reveals that this area of the canvas has been retouched. Lacking a 

proper dealer until the last years of his career, Rousseau’s works sometimes remained in 

his possession long after he made them, and in the case of this self-portrait it appears that 

he revised the picture sometime after 1899 to reflect his marriage to his second wife. 

However, if we turn to descriptions of the painting when it was exhibited at the 1890 

Salon des Indépendants, we find that the palette originally bore the name Marie. Thanks 

to the detailed reporting of one critic, we have retained the observation that“[s]ur la 

palette qu’il tient à la main, on peut lire: ‘Clèmence et Marie’.”
356

 

A second painting that brought Rousseau into contact with a woman by the name 

of Marie is his Portrait of Frumence Biche in Uniform from 1893. [Fig. 48] The painting 

was a gift presented to Marie Biche-Foucher, the widow of the military man pictured 

therein. I believe we have sufficient evidence to consider Bonne fête also to have been 

painted as a gift to Biche-Foucher. If this claim is correct it will establish, for the first 

time, a relationship between this pair of works as gifts offered over an eighteen-month 

period to a single recipient. Scholars have long expected that Rousseau traded his 

paintings in exchange for services and everyday goods that he needed; however, we 

                                                 
356 M.F. “Les Artistes Indépendants,” Le XIXe Siecle 19 (21 March 1890): 2. See also Henry Certigny, Le 
Dounaier Rousseau et Frumence Biche (Paris: La Bibliothèque des Arts, 1973), 21. While there is not time 
to elaborate on this argument here, I would suggest that the rather obviously “bungled” repainting of the 
palette may have been done purposefully. Blatant over-painting seems to have been one of Rousseau’s 
most identifiable stylistic features, and in a painting like this self-portrait, which is so much a statement of 
identity, Rousseau’s deliberate messiness may have been a reference to his cultivation of a look of 
“unknowingness” through frequent revisions. 
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typically known almost nothing of the specific events that precipitated this mode of art 

making.
357

 Laying open the mechanics of Rousseau’s gift-giving would allow us to place 

these paintings in a more complete social context and begin to understand them in 

relation to his submissions to both the juried and juryless salons in which he participated. 

Painting for exhibition and painting for exchange both figured in to Rousseau’s 

professionalism, and in the years since 1910 works from the latter category have found 

their way into fine art contexts. 

Marie Biche-Foucher was quite late to enter the scholarly literature on Rousseau. 

We knew nothing of her until her daughter Cécile discovered the portrait of her father in 

uniform in 1962.
358

 Subsequently, Certigny contributed a great deal of biographical 

research to establish the history of the friendship Biche-Foucher and Rousseau shared.  

Following Certigny’s account, the two met at the Palais du Louvre in the mid 1880s, 

                                                 
357 Sandra Leonard’s remarks on Rousseau’s “trade practices,” compiled through her discussions with Max 
Weber, remains among the most thorough discussions of the subject: “It is known that [Rousseau] 
exchanged work for the necessities of life: wine, bread, meat, laundry and other services. Local tradesmen 
took away their Rousseaus as bits of decoration for their homes. Since there was no market for his work at 
this time, they would have had no reason to give them special care or attention. In many cases, they 
probably passed on the paintings and drawings to other members of the family or gave them away to 
friends. Some may even have thrown them out as useless household goods. Rousseau no doubt preferred to 
use his smaller works to eke out his livelihood; subjects such as the still life would have had an instant 
appeal even to those who had no special interest in art.” Leonard also makes the crucial point that when 
considering Rousseau’s works today “we are dependent on what remains rather than on what actually may 
have constituted the entire body of his paintings and drawings.” See Henri Rousseau and Max Weber (New 
York: Richard L. Feigen, 1970), 27-28.  

358 Biche-Foucher’s name may also have come down to history as one of the many people to whom 
Rousseau owed debts. She also retained his business card and invitations to events sent to her by the 
painter. 
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shortly after Rousseau obtained a copier’s permit for the painting galleries.
359

 As a 

housekeeper to a retired architect who lived in the palace apartments, Biche-Foucher was 

a familiar face to Rousseau when he would study at the Louvre.
360

 Some accounts even 

suggest that Rousseau grew so fond of Marie that he proposed marriage, but we have no 

proof of this. We do know, however, that Marie was considering similar invitations 

around this time, as she wedded Frumence Biche in February 1891. Tragically, their 

marriage was cut short when Biche, by this time a policeman, died unexpectedly from 

wounds sustained while intervening into a workers’ uprising in May 1892.
361

  Viewed in 

the wake of this misfortune, Bonne fête becomes a particularly poignant gift offered to 

Marie just three months after the untimely death of her husband. Rousseau would go on 

to exhibit the larger and more substantial memorial portrait at the Salon des Indépendants 

the following spring.    

Establishing the system of gift-giving in which Bonne fête participated allows us 

to see an otherwise unlikely group of five paintings operating in concert with one 

another. In The Past and the Present, we see Rousseau giving flowers to two important 

women in his life. In Myself, Landscape Portrait, we have Rousseau writing the names of 

these women—and also Marie—on the palette in his self portrait. Woven among the 

                                                 
359 According to Tristan Tzara, Rousseau received a copy permit to work in the painting galleries of the 
Louvre, the Luxembourg, Versailles and Saint-Germain in September 1884. According to Robert Delaunay 
the date was 23 December 1884. See “Extraits de H[enri] R[ousseau], Le Douanier” in Du Cubisme a la 
Art Abstrait (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1957), 194. 

360 Certigny, Douanier Rousseau et Frumence Biche, 24.  

361 Certigny, Douanier Rousseau et Frumence Biche, 34.  
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narrative strands of these pictures, we have in Bonne fête the presentation of painted 

flowers to Marie on her saint’s day. The commemorative portrait of Marie’s fallen 

husband would appear the following year. And sometime around 1903, Rousseau 

presented Marie a picture of a small child, entitled To Celebrate the Baby [Fig. 49], 

perhaps to repay a 50-franc debt he had incurred with her.
362

 We hear from Cecile Biche 

that this painting was offered to her mother when she paid a visit to Rousseau’s studio, 

but she declined the work due to the child’s indecorous gesture.
363

 

As we have now seen many times, interpretations of Rousseau work have often 

been entwined with the many fictions of his biography, and my examination of Bonne 

fête—with its story of love, death, friendship, and heartbreak—seems to have taken us 

straight into this same sentimental quagmire. It is an image, like many by Rousseau, 

whose history is sensational enough to impede, or at least defer, a close visual analysis of 

the object itself. But if we bother to look closely at Bonne fête, the object offers more 

than just an engaging narrative: It presents an opportunity to observe, in capsule, the 

processes by which Rousseau’s paintings became avant-garde paintings. Through this 

transformation, we create another category of paintings that could hardly be called 

Rousseau’s.  

                                                 
362 See document 18 in Certigny, Douanier Rousseau et Frumence Biche, n.p. 

363 Wilhelm Uhde, Five Primitive Masters, 20-21 relates the eventual sale and trade of this painting. “He 
earned a little cash by selling landscapes to his Plaisance neighbors, or by now and then doing a portrait for 
a small fee. One of his most charming portraits is that of a chubby child with a lapful of flowers. This child 
stands on the lawn of a park or garden and holds up its dress in front with one hand and dangles a puppet 
from the other. Rousseau received 300 francs for this portrait, which is the largest sum, I believe, he ever 
received for a painting. The child’s parents couldn’t afford even that, and had to relinquish the picture in 
settlement of a small laundry bill.”    
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Writing about Rousseau in his classic text Primitivism in Modern Art, Robert 

Goldwater made an astute remark about the special difficulty Rousseau’s intentionless 

paintings posed for his posthumous interpreters.  Goldwater warned, “We must consider a 

double contrast,” when assessing Rousseau’s accomplishments: “that of the aim of the 

artist and his achievement; and that of the achievement of the artist and its 

appreciation.”
364

 Of the two approaches, appreciating the achievement embodied in 

Rousseau’s paintings since the 1920s has been far easier for critics to pursue. Given the 

painter’s appeal to Picasso and Léger, for example, and taken in view of the flatness of 

his pictures and their unconventional attempts to represent three-dimensional forms, 

Rousseau can quite easily be understood as a precursor to cubism. Alternatively, given 

his appeal to André Breton and the similar emotional sensibility one sometimes finds in 

the work of René Magritte, one can understand Rousseau with equal confidence as a 

precursor to Surrealism. Rousseau’s apparent anticipation of these movements offered 

sufficient grounds to include almost anything by his hand, including Bonne fête, in 

studies such as Carl Einstein’s The Art of the Twentieth Century; and the ease with which 

Rousseau’s paintings could be associated with a plurality of movements was one key to 

his elevated standing at mid-century.  

However, when scholars have attempted to establish Rousseau’s specific aims as 

a painter—to pursue, the first half of Goldwater’s double-contrast—the task has been far 

more challenging. Rarely had the effects of a living artist’s work been so cleanly severed 

                                                 
364 Robert Goldwater, Primitivism and Modern Art [1938] Enlarged Edition (Cambridge: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1967), 179. 
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from his intentions as a maker. Goldwater’s contemporary Clement Greenberg credited 

Rousseau with satisfying a “popular ‘creative urge’” in the pictorial format of the “easel 

painting.”
365

 But, as we have seen in the case of Bonne fête, it was not so much Rousseau 

as his twentieth-century admirers who realized his “creative urge” as easel painting. 

Rousseau had made a trading card.  

We saw the distortion of what Goldwater calls “the aims of the artist” in Max 

Weber’s exhibition of Rousseau’s work at 291. The painted vase Weber exhibited as part 

of this show appeared to be the work of an artisan— “a beautiful little vase, as rich as a 

piece of old majolica” and it was comprehensible and enjoyable as a piece of decorative 

art.366 Viewed as such, there was no rebellion of the muscles of the mind, no leap into the 

unknown provoked by Rousseau’s creation. The evocation of these emotions occurred 

only when viewers approached Rousseau’s works as art objects and imputed to his 

practice the concerns of an artist-author. Like Bonne fête, Rousseau’s vase and his note-

card-sized painting on wood, Still-Life with Cherries, were gifts, not exhibition pieces. 

Neither were they easel paintings. Despite their maker’s aspiration to the professional 

rank of the artiste-peintre, such works clearly stood outside the category of art. 

For Greenberg and Goldwater, Einstein, Wilenski, and others, it has been far 

easier to interpret Rousseau when his paintings have been regarded as commentaries on 

popular traditions, such as the celebration of a saint’s day, rather than as artifacts of those 
                                                 
365 See Clement Greenberg, ‘Primitive Painting,” [1942] in Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and 
Criticism Ed. John O’Brian, Vol 1 of 4 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 109. Notably, 
Greenberg authored this essay in the months immediately following the close of the 1942 Rousseau 
retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art.  

366Carey, “News and Notes of the Art World,” SM15. 
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traditions themselves. The critical commentaries that Rousseau’s interpreters ascribe to 

his works have imposed problems the painter never knew. In such cases, interpreters find 

modern paintings in Rousseau’s corpus, but it is not Rousseau who paints those 

pictures…something presses him to be a problem solver, to be an artist. Not all of 

Rousseau’s works have been altered physically to the degree Bonne fête has, but the 

history of this small piece of paperboard makes one important point abundantly clear: It 

is nearly impossible to view Rousseau’s work today without viewing him as the product 

of his interpreters. Rousseau’s hand holding roses—his most intimate object of 

exchange—also holds the material evidence of a critical and popular reappraisal that 

exchanged a corpus of painted objects for a corpus of art. 

With the enacting of this exchange and the creation of a new artistic corpus in the 

1920s and 30s, Rousseau’s paintings would appear to need a more rigorous analysis than 

they had yet received. According to the advocates of a new scholarly method that came 

into favor during World War II, the inexact thinking and miraculous vocabulary of the 

interwar years needed to be replaced with a methodology appropriate to a great modern 

artist. For those who were convinced of Rousseau’s worthiness as a participant in 

modernism’s most important conversations, the portrayal of the inexplicable Douanier in 

the popular literature seemed a barrier separating Rousseau from the great makers who 

were his artistic peers. But not all would welcome the reclassification being proposed. As 

Henry McBride explained, “Now that great collectors vie for the possession of these 

paintings, there is an occasional effort to dress…[Rousseau] up in grander language than 
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was at first employed for him…” Specifically, McBride made reference to a new group 

of interpreters who “wish to shun the word ‘naïve.’” This new critical maneuver was both 

progressive, insofar as it wished to confer upon Rousseau the highest honors of the art 

world, and ahistorical insofar as it justified this judgment on an intrinsic and unchanging 

worthiness perceived in the Douanier’s pictures. To McBride, who had known 

Rousseau’s work since 1914, the new approach was “unnecessary.” “It is doubtful,” he 

wrote, that “the great public will ever let that word”— naïve—“drop … for it seems to 

vindicate the well of poetry that lies at the back of ‘the people’s’ experience, and which 

can be tapped, occasionally, even by one of them.”
367

  

Rousseau’s work at this time engendered passionate responses. Both those who 

preferred to celebrate the Douanier as a people’s painter and those who wanted to 

advance his claim as a modernist innovator were emotionally invested in their view of the 

painter and his work.368  “… There is a legend in Paris,” Murdoch Pemberton wrote  “that 

Rousseau was the worst of charlatans, merely copying post cards and illustrations from 

                                                 
367 Henry McBride, “Famous ‘Centenary’ of Rousseau Shown at Marie Harriman Gallery” New York Sun 
1931.  

368 This debate would continue to be played out in American art writing into the second half of the 
twentieth century. In response to the accusation by Thomas Hart Benton that the Museum of Modern Art 
had abandoned the common people, James Thrall Soby pointed to the museum’s longstanding endorsement 
of Rousseau as an indication of their populism. “But who claims that art can be created only through the 
intellect? Certainly not the defenders of ‘modern’ painting and sculpture, the ‘high-brow … critics, college 
art professors, and museum boys,’ whom Mr. Benton despises. On the contrary, it is such people who have 
in our own century, for the first time, admitted untrained, instinctive artists to a peerage with their more 
erudite colleagues. Henri Rousseau did not evolve his magic sense of proportion from a study of Euclid … 
Our era’s drastic reappraisal of esthetic values in the fine arts has included, as a cardinal factor, the 
recognition of the validity of emotion as distinct from knowledge, of instinct as opposed to a priori 
rationalization.” See Soby, “A Reply to Mr. Benton” in Modern Art and the New Past (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1957), 64. 
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periodicals. Even if the time comes when we are forced to believe this (and we are 

putting it off as long as possible) we will still find in him the greatest qualities in art: 

sincerity and color.”
369

 There was still a need, in the 1930s, for the mythical Rousseau, 

someone to counterbalance the excess intellectualism that polluted the art world. In 1938, 

“Rousseau the people’s painter” was still a viable identity for the painter to hold. It 

seemed to the publishers of The Spur that “the artist who studies art too seriously may 

gain in technique and sophistication, but lose whatever that quality is which makes us 

prize our ‘primitives,’ be they cavemen [or] Douanier Rousseaus…”370 By 1942, 

however, Artnews would follow the lead of  Daniel Catton Rich and Alfred Barr in 

arguing that when Rousesau “resolved to become a professional painter he ceased being a 

primitive.”
371

 Analogies to cavemen would not suit the problem-solving modernist put 

forth by these curators.   

As confident as Barr and Catton Rich were that their new interpretation of 

Rousseau would lead to a fuller, more appropriate, and increasingly accurate 

understanding of Rousseau, they failed to realize that their work was made urgent by the 

very commentary they hoped to undo. If Bonne fête were no more than a hand-made 

trading card, it wouldn’t have belonged in their museums.  If the mythology they found 

demeaning to Rousseau had not been so compelling, the subject of thier study would not 
                                                 
369 Murdoch Pemberton, “The Tale of Rousseau—Events Here and There,” The New Yorker (Jan. 10, 
1931):  44. 

370 The Spur, NYC, April 1, 1938.  

371 “Rousseau—Primitive or Personal,” Art News 61 (1942), p. 19, ill. Interestingly, this story ran across 
from Weber’s article “Rousseau as I knew Him.” 
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have been worthy of art-historical research. He would have remained a quaint, unnamed 

artisan. These new interpreters wanted a mode of writing about Rousseau that was “more 

precise and exacting and possibly factual."
372

 But such work was premised on the belief 

that the objects Rousseau produced were artistic achievements of the highest order. Barr 

and Catton Rich carried out their project with this conclusion in mind, and they worked 

toward the removal of obstacles that prevented great art from being duly recognized. 

While these authors and others sympathetic to their goal hoped to effect a change in the 

discourse about Rousseau, their actions had the unintended consequence of modifying his 

painterly identity, once again, by presenting him, for the first time, as an artistic problem-

solver. In other words, as an artist suitable to the mode of art history they aspired to write 

about him.  

  

                                                 
372 Alfred H. Barr, Jr. letter to Henri Bing. April 4, 1938. Curatorial Exhibition Files, Exh. 76. The 
Museum of Moder Art Archives, New York.  
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Chapter 3: 

Exchanging the Discourse (1936-1961) 
 

Rousseau: No primitive, No Douanier. 

— Artnews, 1942
373  

 

On February 19, 1938, the French gallerist Henri Bing wrote to Alfred Barr 

communicating an unforeseen logistical challenge to Masters of Popular Painting, an 

exhibition scheduled to open at the Museum of Modern Art in April of that year. Bing 

had been working with the Director of the Musée de Grenoble, Pierre-André Farcy, to 

facilitate aspects of the New York exhibition and its catalogue, and he wrote to Barr with 

an urgent concern. “…I very much fear that you shall be obliged to exhibit only pictures 

by Rousseau which you can secure in America,” Bing explained. “The reasons for this 

are the following: the owners of the pictures which were lent for [Maître Populaires de la 

Réalité] in Paris and Zurich,”—an exhibition organized by the Musée de Grenoble for the 

1937 World’s Fair, which was to become the European component of MoMA’s show—

“…have been without their pictures for four months and have refused to lend them ... La 

Bohémienne, Le Centenaire de l’Indépendance, Le Portrait de Rousseau par lui-même, 

have been sent back to their owners.” Acknowledging a practical reality that would hold 

                                                 
373 See MoMA Public Information Scrapbook for Museum Exhibition #175, frame 801, reflecting an article 
in the April 1, 1942, issue of Artnews, “Rousseau: No Primitive, No Douanier.” “That the ‘primitive’ 
Douanier Rousseau was no primitive, and for that matter no douanier either (he was a toll house inspector) 
is pointed out in Daniel Catton Rich’s essay …” 



 214 

true until the end of the Second World War, Bing concluded that it would be “extremely 

difficult” for him or his European counterparts “to obtain a loan [of Rousseau’s work] for 

a foreign country.”374 The unfortunate announcement dictated a new course for Masters 

of Popular Painting, a show that MoMA had intended to mount since 1934 but was now 

organizing quickly for its temporary quarters at Rockefeller Center. This change of plans 

would force Barr to re-examine the estimation of Rousseau’s work among American 

collectors and in the American imagination, and it would pave the way for a ground-

breaking scholarly study and retrospective of Rousseau’s work, co-organized by MoMA 

and the Art Institute of Chicago in 1942 and drawn exclusively from American 

collections.375  

Remarkably, Barr and his curatorial staff, including Dorothy Miller and Holger 

Cahill, managed to assemble a selection of seventeen paintings and two drawings by 

Rousseau in time for the April 1938 opening of Masters of Popular Painting.376 Jungle 

pictures from the Lewisohn Collection and from MoMA’s permanent collection would be 

displayed, as well as paintings such as The Pink Candle and a variety of works from Max 

                                                 
374 Henry Bing, Letter to Alfred Barr, February 19, 1938 Musuem of Modern Art Archives, Reg. Exh. #76.  
Punctuation and formatting adjusted.   

375 Alfred Barr, letter to Mme. Jeanne Bucher, July 10, 1937. MoMA archives Reg. Exh. #76. Barr writes, 
“I feel unhappy that this exhibition, which we have been planning for the past three years, should have to 
be undertaken under such short notice.” On the connection between Masters of Popular Painting  and the 
1942 Rousseau retrospective see the forward to Daniel Catton Rich, Henri Rousseau (New York: Museum 
of Modern Art, 1942), 7. “Paintings by Rousseau have been shown in many exhibitions at the Museum of 
Modern Art, particularly in 1938 when some of his works were featured with other ‘modern primitives’ of 
Europe  and America in Masters of Popular Painting.” 

376 Approximately 170 paintings were exhibited in total. See the April 27, 1938 press release for Masters of 
Popular Painting http://www.moma.org/docs/press_archives/446/releases/MOMA_1938_0026_1938-04-
22_38422-18.pdf?2010.  
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Weber’s collection that had affinities with folk painting. Importantly, however, Masters 

of Popular Painting defined itself in distinction to “the vast body of anonymous ‘folk 

paintings’” with which New York audiences would have been familiar. Barr insisted that 

the exhibition would show “without apology or condescension” paintings by “individual 

popular artists” from Europe and America.377 This strange and almost contradictory 

compound term was meant to designate “particular and recognizable personalities,”—  

image makers who had only begun to be “taken seriously” and appreciated as “painters of 

marked talent” since “the apotheosis of Henri Rousseau.”378  

Yet, despite their recent ascendency, it was clear to Barr that the methods with 

which European and American scholars approached popular painters differed drastically 

from those employed to analyze the work of great modern artists. This disparity in 

scholarship poorly served sincere “modern primitives” (the compound contradictions 

continue) whose work was “in harmony with the best contemporary practice,” and the 

discrepancy was nowhere more evident than in the writing on their leader, Rousseau.  His 

literature, the catalogue pointed out, was full of “tender and not always respectful 

recollections, and intrusions, sometimes in doubtful taste, into his private life.”379 

Through these tasteless “discursions” into Rousseau’s personal affairs writers had often 
                                                 
377 Alfred Barr, “Preface and Acknowledgements” Masters of Popular Painting (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1938), 9. Emphasis original. 

378 Barr, Alfred Barr, letter to Mme. Jeanne Bucher, July 10, 1937. MoMA archives Reg. Exh. #76. And 
Masters of Popular Painting, 9. This aspect of the exhibition was reiterated in the April 27 press release 
quoted above: “The exhibition is not composed of paintings by anonymous early folk artists. It is, except in 
two cases, the work of contemporary painters of marked talent, whose freshness and originality have been 
uninfluenced by schools or teachers.” 

379 Gauthier, Masters of Popular Painting, 39.  
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succeeded “in hiding from us completely the painter, his work, and the sort of man he 

actually was.”380 The Douanier had suffered from widespread misunderstanding since the 

early twentieth century, and the contributors to Masters of Popular Painting seemed to 

believe that his interpreters were to blame for this confusion.  In the words of Douglas 

Cooper, “We do Rousseau a great injustice if we regard him simply as a quaint modern 

primitive.”
381

 Art history owed individual popular artists more than this. It owed 

Rousseau, specifically, an interpretation of the type Barr endorsed: “a somewhat more 

precise and exacting and possibly factual kind of writing about art.”382    

Five years before undertaking the exhibition of Rousseau’s work, Barr had 

indicated the importance of the artist’s problem as a concept through which the history of 

modernism could be charted. He had opened the catalogue to Cubism and Abstract Art 

with a statement that showed his methodological leanings: “Sometimes in the history of 

art it is possible to describe a period or a generation of artists as having been obsessed by 

a particular problem.”
383

 If Barr could show individual ‘primitive’ artists tackling the 

relevant problems of their age, he could refute Jean Cassou’s claim that the contributors 

to Masters of Popular Painting “never lived like artists; … rarely thought or spoke in 

                                                 
380 Gauthier, Masters of Popular Painting, 39. 

381 Cooper, Henri Rousseau, 42. 

382 Alfred H. Barr, Jr. letter to Henri Bing. April 4, 1938. Curatorial Exhibition Files, Exh. 76. The 
Museum of Moder Art Archives, New York. The quotation reads in full: “You asked me for an opinion 
upon the essays of the Messieurs Cassou and Gauthier. We appreciate the poetic thought of both 
gentlemen, but in America we prefer a somewhat more precise and exacting and possibly factual kind of 
writing about art." 

383 Cubism and Abstract Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1936). First sentence of the book. 
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terms of art…[and] could find neither their themes nor their means of expression in the 

problems engaging other artists…”
384 If any modern primitive’s work could demonstrate 

this, it would be Rousseau’s. He had already been the subject of a major exhibition in 

Basel in 1933, and his works were the standard against which others were measured at 

auction. 

 

Across Chapters One and Two of Part Two we have seen a transgressive 

Rousseau exchanged for a transcendental one, and we have seen his corpus supplemented 

by so many new and rediscovered paintings as to constitute a new body of work. Now, in 

Chapter Three, we will see the discourse about this intriguing and seemingly inscrutable 

modern primitive exchanged for that of an artist working through problem sets like any 

great painter. By 1942, Rousseau would be brough before the public as “a real artist,” 

who “…attacked the problem of literal representation.”385 Paradoxically, however, this 

initiative toward rigorous scholarship required the invention of yet another Rousseau: An 

artist better suited to historical analysis than ever before, yet one almost entirely unknown 

to this point in the history of modern art. 

 

 

                                                 
384 Jean Cassou, “Preface,” Masters of Popular Painting, 15.  

385 Gauthier, Masters of Popular Painting,, 42-43.  
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“F RENCH ‘PRIMITIVE ’  POSES A PROBLEM ” 
 

The project of placing Rousseau in a rigorous and informed art-historical 

discourse—the third and final exchange examined in this dissertation—was spearheaded 

not only by Barr, who was at this time Director of the Museum of Modern Art in New 

York, but also by Daniel Catton Rich, Director of Fine Arts at the Art Institute of 

Chicago.  In 1941, they had collectively determined that there were enough paintings by 

Rousseau in public and private American collections to mount a “comprehensive view of 

his development” without loans from Europe—an important logistical consideration, as 

we have seen, since most of that continent was then at war.
386

 Their scholarly ambition 

was succinctly expressed in a January 1942 press release that described the facile 

understanding of Rousseau they hoped to surpass:  

For half a century the art of Henri Rousseau has been obscured by an insistent and 
almost exclusive belief in its primitivism. Because the artist was self-taught and 
thereby lacked the studio training of his day, Rousseau was first scorned, then 
loved for his ‘naïveté.’ His enthusiasts allowed him no sources of development. 

He automatically produced ‘marvelous’ and ‘angelic’ works in a vacuum.
387

 
 

Due to the fact that earlier writers had viewed Rousseau’s work in this superstitious and 

obfuscating manner, his literature lagged behind that of his peers, most notably Cézanne. 

“Three decades after Rousseau’s death,” Catton Rich wrote, “we lack the most significant 

details in his biography…[W]e are uncertain about the chronological order of his 

                                                 
386 Alfred H. Barr Jr. and Daniel Catton-Rich, Forward to Henri Rousseau Rev ed. (New York: The 
Museum of Modern Art, 1946), 8.    

387 Press release, issued January 17, 1942. Art Institute of Chicago Artchives, Box 62. 



 219 

paintings and nowhere do we find a serious appraisal of his style.”
388

 Not only would 

Barr and Catton Rich oppose this trend by mounting “the first comprehensive 

exhibition…to be held in the United States…cover[ing] all phases and period of the 

artist’s work,” they would also publish a serious interpretive essay. They were convinced 

from the outset that with enough hard work and the proper scholarly methods, Rousseau’s 

corpus could support exacting and factually consistent interpretation. 

Expectations for the Rousseau publication were perhaps even higher than those 

for the retrospective itself. “Both museums,” according to Catton Rich, would be 

“cooperating on a special catalogue which will not only contain notes on individual 

works but will present the first careful account of Rousseau’s art and his place in modern 

painting.”
389

 In New York, Monroe Wheeler, Director of Exhibitions and Publications at 

MoMA, was intent on making a catalogue that would not merely document Rousseau’s 

presentation in the galleries but would “remain a standard reference work long after the 

exhibition is over.”
390

 It would need a bibliography with “significant references to 

Rousseau at least up until the time of his death.” This would counteract the frivolous 

literature on Rousseau, which “supposed that he was unrecognized until the Cubists and 

                                                 
388 Catton Rich, Henri Rousseau, 13. Catton Rich was also sensitive to the fact that Rousseau’s 
“enthusiasts allowed him no sources or development.” 

389 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Sidney Janis, September 26, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 
62. The catalogue was not always viewed as a formalist art historical study, and was praised as “a fine 
‘Biographie raisonnée’” Jean Gorinay, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, January 24, 1942. Art Institute of 
Chicago Archives, Box 62. 

390 Monroe Wheeler, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, October 9, 1941, Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 
61.  
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Apollinaire discovered him.” Wheeler hoped to expose the fallacy of this presumption by 

showing that “several of the most important painters and writers of the ‘90s were 

interested in [Rousseau’s] work.”
391

 Catton Rich supported Wheeler’s objective of 

pushing back Rousseau’s point of entry in the history of modernism, and he agreed to 

compile a bibliography of “references to Rousseau up to Uhde’s volume of 1911.” But 

beyond this, he had little interest in engaging the work of previous scholars. “So much of 

the subsequent material is casual and poor,” he wrote, “that I do not think a complete 

bibliography is essential.”
392

 For a scholar such as Catton Rich, it made no sense to build 

his study upon literature so carelessly composed. The renewed study of Rousseau in the 

United States would be methodical and scientific.
393

  

 Complementing the museums’ plans for the catalogue, public programming 

around the Rousseau retrospective would also be of the highest scholarly quality. In 

preparation for the exhibition, Catton Rich invited John Rewald to give a lecture in 

                                                 
391 Monroe Wheeler, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, October 9, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 
61.  

392 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Monroe Carter, October 24, 1941.  Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 
61.  

393 Catton Rich and his team in Chicago were well aware of Chassé’s publications from 1923-24 and noted 
that his discriminating research offered a “much valuable contemporary reference.” But Chassé’s writings 
were ultimately discounted as “malicious accounts of Rousseau’s art and reputation, attempting to explain 
his vogue as a hoax.” In contrast, Catton Rich preferred the most recent work of Wilhelm Uhde, an 
“excellent account of Rousseau’s art and its place in the development of modern painting” published in 
1935, and the work of R. H. Wilenski, “the most complete account of Rousseau’s career and art” published 
in 1940, on the eve of the Art Institute’s exhibition. See the notes compiled for the Rousseau catalogue’s 
bibliography. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 61. 
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conjunction with a seminar on Rousseau planned for the exhibition’s opening.
394

 James 

Johnson Sweeney would speak about Rousseau “as a picture maker” and discuss his 

importance “to Twentieth Century painting in its turn from the aims of the Nineteenth 

Century.”
395

 Weber would give an address entitled “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” nearly 

identical to the article he would publish in Art News.
396

 And Janis, whose book They 

Taught Themselves was published within weeks of the Chicago opening of the 

retrospective, would give a talk entitled “The Self-taught Douanier and Our Own 

Contemporary Self-taught Painters.”
397

 

 

                                                 
394 John Rewald, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, October 7, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 62. 
Rewald declined this invitation claiming “no special knowledge in the field of primitivistic art.” 

395 J.J. Sweeney, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, December 8, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 
62.  The contents of this talk likely parallel those of his review of the exhibition in College Art Journal in 
which he argues that “Rousseau was essentially a ‘picture-maker’ … [in] an age dominated by science.” 
See “Two Reviews of the Henri Rousseau Exhibition,” College Art Journal (May 1942 ): 109-110.    

396 According to correspondence between Weber and Catton Rich on December 5 and December 10, 1941, 
it appears that Catton Rich suggested this title to Weber, who responded to it enthusiastically and asked that 
it be used as the title of his contribution to the symposium. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 62.   

397 Sidney Janis, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, December 13, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 
62.  Like Sweeney, Janis also contributed thoughts on Rousseau to the May 1942 issue of  College Art 
Journal. See “Book Reviews: Henri Rousseau by Daniel Catton Rich,” College Art Journal (May 1942 ): 
111-112. More lighthearted fare in connection with the Rousseau seminar included a screening of the film 
“Le Violin d’Ingres” and a performance of two of Rousseau’s plays, “A Vaudeville by Henri Rousseau,” 
directed by Dr. Maurice Gnesin and performed by three actors; and “The Revenge of a Russian Orphan,” 
directed by Mary Agnew Doyle and performed by four actors. Costumes for the two Rousseau 
performances were left to the care of Virginia Opsvig and lighting was handled by Jo Carner. Of the 
scholarly portion of the program, Louis Stern writes, “The seminar was novel, interesting and instructive. 
In retrospect it is even more significant. I can see and visualize Rousseau physically and spiritually. Weber 
did a swell job. With all due respect, however, to your friend Mr. Sweeney, I did not think he added 
much—why are professors that way? I think Janis made his point clear here and there and, for a layman, is 
entitled to congratulations.” 
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Catton Rich and Barr had set themselves the objective of presenting Rousseau 

“not as a ‘naïve’ eccentric but as an artist significant in his own right—one of the great 

and original painters of his generation.” Equally important, they would demonstrate that 

it was possible to discuss his work in “a more objective…less sentimental light.”
398

 In 

many regards, the curators were right to react in the way they did to the highly mystical, 

mythical image of Rousseau that had been promoted since the artist’s death and his 

“apotheosis.” Some fact checking and some close-looking were long overdue. But this 

newly rigorous approach to Rousseau would have the effect of regularizing his works and 

producing, for the first time, a Rousseau who could be discussed more readily alongside 

the twentieth century’s best artists. As a first step, the descriptor “effortless” would be 

struck from discussions of Rousseau’s creation of “plastic and permanent form.”  

To begin correcting Rousseau and shaping him into “an artist, great and 

influential in his own right,” Catton Rich and Barr would need to motivate his actions as 

a painter. This would mean overcoming the allegations of directionless-ness and lack of 

intention that had plagued the painter’s reputation over the previous forty years. Once 

Rousseau’s practice had been sufficiently motivated, doing away with the great mass of 

foolishness that had accrued to his name was the next chore. Catton Rich’s frustration 

with these legends was palpable. The existing literature could offer little to a historian 

whose aim was to show Rousseau to have been a painter just like the other great artists of 

his day—a painter who engaged a “significant problem” and sustained this inquiry over 

                                                 
398 Catton Rich, Henri Rousseau, 8.  
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multiple campaigns, who was “as lost as Cézanne without nature,” and built his paintings 

through “slow, additive exploration.”
399

 

After submitting his initial draft for the exhibition catalogue’s principal essay, 

Catton Rich submitted eight changes to the final copy, including three of particular 

significance.400 First, instead of referring to early critics as “writers” they would be called 

“litterateurs” to properly connote the inventive qualities of their prose and, perhaps, to 

further distinguish the American approach to Rousseau from that of the French. Second, 

rather than simply lament the absence of information about Rousseau’s biography, Catton 

Rich would put a finer point on what he was hoping to know about the Douanier’s life 

and how it related to his art. A life-story alone would be insufficient. He wanted, as well, 

“confirmation of [Rousseau’s] years in Mexico, details of his two marriages, and possible 

early associations with teachers and other artists.”
401 This was an attempt to move the 

discussion of Rousseau beyond biography for the sake of biography and to begin 

connecting the events of Rousseau’s life to his pictures in more meaningful ways. Third, 

Catton Rich made a telling revision to the critical vocabulary employed on Rousseau by 

scratching out the word “task” to replace it with “problem.” This refinement re-framed a 

prevailing view of Rousseau first proposed by Apollinaire, specifically his tendency to 

                                                 
399 Daniel Catton Rich, manuscript for Henri Rousseau. (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1942), 
58-A.  Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 61. 

400 These edits occurred on December 12, 1942. The deadline for all copy for the exhibition catalogue was 
December 8. After Catton Rich completed his manuscript, revisions would take place up until December 
26. 

401 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Holger E. Hagen, December 12, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, 
Box. 62. 
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measure and transfer the dimensions of his portrait subjects. Addressing the poet-critic 

head on, Catton Rich wrote: 

This method of working, which suggests a tailor rather than a painter, has been 
often quoted to prove Rousseau’s incredible naïveté. But such an obeisance to 
reality liberated him from his significant task problem:  how to objectify the 
figure before him and still harmonize it with those strict pictorial laws which his 
intuition demanded. …. Organizing his impressions into broad planes, he 
continually strove for greater clarity…The picture was not finished until every 

form had its proper stability and tension.
402

 
 

This edit recalls Rousseau’s changes to his own autobiographical statement, but where 

Rousseau hesitated over his professional role, Catton Rich was certain. Due to his 

engagement with problems, Rousseau showed himself worthy of serious scholarly 

consideration that would be lost on an anonymous popular master. He stood apart from 

the brotherhood of modern primitives, because “his approach to the problems of 

painting…fortuitously made him an important link in the chain of pictorial reaction 

against Impressionist deliquescence.”
403 He may have been “obscured behind a network 

of legend, sham and misdirected enthusiasms” but he was nevertheless an artist of 

undeniable significance.
404

 

By far the most novel investigation in this new “scientific” vein occurred when 

Catton Rich employed the services of a professor of botany at the University of Chicago, 

                                                 
402 Daniel Catton Rich, manuscript, 58-A, Art Institute of Chicago Archives, Box 61:2.  

403 Douglas Cooper, “Henri Rousseau:’Artiste-Peintre” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs. 85 
(July 1944) 165. Emphasis added. 

404 Cooper, “Henri Rousseau:’Artiste-Peintre” 160.  
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Charles E. Olmsted, to analyze the depictions of flora and fauna in Rousseau’s jungle 

paintings. We might recall here Apollinaire’s comments about Rousseau’s selection of 

flowers and his playful chastisement of the botanists of the rue Vercingétorix and their 

“uncertain science.”
405 Unlike Apollinaire, who fabricated the anecdote about 

gillyflowers and sweet william, Catton Rich held out hope that there might be something 

more to discern about the meaning of Rousseau’s pictures through his representation of 

plants. Olmsted, unfortunately, had great difficulty interpreting the plant life in the 

pictures and apologetically reported the results of his analysis:    

 Dear Mr. Rich: 

I am sorry that I am unable to supply you with very much specific information on 
the tropical plant life depicted in the photographs of Henri Rousseau’s paintings. I 
have consulted Professor-emeritus Chamberlain in our department, who has made 
four trips into the tropical regions of Mexico, and has travelled extensively in 
other tropical regions. We decided that it was improbable that the painter had 
depicted any specific scenes in Mexico, or that, if such was his attempt, his 
memories had been contaminated by other experiences…. 

The biologists addressed the fauna of three paintings and then resumed their discussion of 

the vegetation.  

The animal life is not Mexican. The two animals in “The Jungle” [Fight Between 
a Tiger and a Buffalo] seem to be a tiger and a water buffalo (Asiatic); the 
primate in “Paysage Exotique” seems too large for any American species, none of 
which would attempt combat with man, so far as I know; the animals in “The 
Waterfall” might be deer, which are very common in Mexico, but their horns are 
reminiscent of the African antelope group; and the heads in “The Dream” are 
lion-like rather than jaguar or puma. The plants are conventionalized…In “The 
Dream” the large peltate leaves and the enormous flowers could be one of the 
waterlily group. The strap-shaped leaves in the lower right hand corner might 
belong to the genus Sansevieria, native to Africa, but now used extensively as a 

                                                 
405 Apollinaire, “Le Douanier,” [1914] Oeuvres en Prose Complètes 2:635-636.  



 226 

house plant in temperate regions, and probably escaped in the American tropics. 
In “The Jungle” the large bunches of fruit on the left and center and the very large 
leaves must be bananas, and the leaf just below … the center might be of 
Ceratozamia, a genus of Cycads. The highly conventionalized tepee-shaped 
plants in “The Waterfall” and “Paysage Exotique” might be either Yucca (New 
World) or Dracena (mostly Old World). The leaves in the upper-right-hand 

corner of the latter picture are probably those of one of the numerous palms.
406

 

By this description, one might presume Rousseau’s pictures rendered the animal and 

plant life of many different places or no actual place at all. But even as Catton Rich and 

Barr worked toward creating a demystified Rousseau who solved problems through dint 

of effort, they were unwilling to let go of all of the stories about the Douanier’s exploits. 

At times, this meant retaining a measure of the very exoticism they had hoped to purge.   

If this lapse in clear-sighted judgment cannot be condoned, it can be understood, 

and the matter of Rousseau’s supposed trips to Mexico offers a lucid example of the sort 

of difficulties Barr and Catton Rich faced in their study. The supposed symbiotic 

relationship between Rousseau’s life and the subject matter of his pictures recounted in 

anecdote had brought both the paintings and the painter to prominence and had 

compelled the need for greater investigation into his art. Likewise, in attempting to write 

a documented life-and-works study of Rousseau, it was precisely this sort of convergence 

between pictures and life story that Catton Rich and Barr were seeking to mobilize for 

their history of the painter. We see this impulse clearly in Catton Rich’s engagement of 

Dr. Olmsted to (ideally) place Rousseau in Mexico, attending to the local wildlife. If this 

could be proven, then Rousseau would have been shown to work in ways analogous to 

                                                 
406 Charles E. Olmsted, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, November 24, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago 
Archives, Box 62. 
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Picasso and Braque at L’Estaque or Cezanne before Mont Sainte-Victoire, painting 

verifiable views of nature even while transforming them through analytic pictorial 

techniques. Much was at stake for certain anecdotes about Rousseau, and the need to 

preserve these could produce methodological binds.  

The curators’ preservation of favorite stories showed them even to lag behind the 

popular press on occasion. In 1925, The New Yorker’s Parisian correspondent could 

plainly state of Rousseau, “He had never been to Mexico, of course…” Additionally, The 

Art Digest presented the trip as an open question in 1927 claiming that it was “not known 

whether he did or did not make a trip to Mexico,…some people inform us that his exotic 

landscapes constitute a sojourn there… [while others] say that he composed his 

impressions in the zoological gardens, inspired by hot-house ferns and caged tigers.”
407

 

Or as Bulliet added that same year, casting similar doubt: “There is a tradition that in his 

youth Rousseau went to Mexico to fight on behalf of the Emperor Maximilian, but the 

story is considered improbable, and is dismissed as a legend invented to account for the 

luxuriant tropical jungles that made their appearance about 1904 and continued until his 

death.”
408 In spite of these recurring doubts and an absence of any evidence, the story of 

                                                 
407 “Rousseau Farce” The Art Digest (March 15, 1927): 12. 

408 C. J. Bulliet, Apples and Madonnas: Emotional Expression in Modern Art (Chicago: Pascal Covici 
Publisher, 1927), 133-4. Bulliet adds an unconventional follow-up to this thought: “It is argued that such 
vivid memories of the fairyland he visited in youth would not have lain dormant in a mind like his through 
a period of forty years.” Bulliet reiterated these opinions in 1933, see catalogue entry 82 in Art 
Masterpieces in a Century of Progress Fine Arts Exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago (Chicago:  
Chicago Daily News, 1933). 
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Rousseau’s jungle adventures was not eradicated by the 1942 retrospective.
409

 Even the 

revised second edition of the catalogue, published in 1946, listed a stint in Mexico as part 

of the “brief chronology” of his life: “1862—Probably went to Mexico as a regimental 

musician in the French army sent by Napoleon III to aid Maximilian. 1866—Returned to 

France.”
410 A more accurate entry would have read: December 1863 to July 1868—

Served domestically in France’s 51st infantry alongside soldiers who had seen time in 

Mexico.
411  

According to critics who reviewed the Rousseau retrospective, Catton Rich and 

Barr succeeded in convincing many of their contemporaries that Rousseau was a 

sophisticated professional.412 Catton Rich’s readers tell us that Rousseau was “aware of 

                                                 
409 Three years after the article in The New Yoker Jane Quigley wrote in the journal Artwork, “In addition 
Rousseau, who had been to Mexico as a bandsman, gave lessons in the violin,” showing that the interest in 
this story was every bit as much coming from the art community as from writers for general readerships. In 
1938, for Masters of Popular Paiting Maximilien Gauthier wrote: “Rousseau says not a word about serving  
as a musician with the army in Mexico. Was he ever really there? There are those who doubt it. At the 
beginning of that campaign Rousseau was eighteen and, according to Soupault, had already served three 
years with the army. … Will all this be verified some day?” (41). In 1951, Carlo Carrá would write that 
“The Parisian suburbs, like the virgin forests of Mexico, served only as pretexts for the wanderings of his 
fantasy.” (261). Seven years later, the Spring 1958 Philadelphia Museum of Art Bulletin hedged its bets by 
saying that, “some believe” the exotic tropical foliage in Rousseau’s work  to have “derived from 
Rousseau’s early army service with Maximilian in Mexico. Yet if attenuated roots do reach back to his 
Mexican memories, the weird growth and fanciful blossoming of the hot houses of the Jardin des Plants 
probably did far more to stimulate his imatination.” (46). We might also consider Herbert Read in 1944:  
“It has been said that the tropical jungles and exotic landscapes which Rousesau painted were not 
reminiscences of the four years he spent in Mexico as a regimental musician.” Or, finally, this reasoning 
offered by Ingeborg Eichmann in 1938: “As yet we have no real proof that Rousseau actually went to 
Mexico, and so we cannot decide whether his tropical scenes are based on personal memories …” (302).   

410 Catton Rich, Henri Rousseau, 9. 

411 Two battalions of the infantry division in which Rousseau served had been stationed in Mexico.  

412 See Robert M. Coates, “The Art Galleries,” The New Yorker (March 28, 1942): 60. The exhibition 
showed Rousseau’s “struggle after he decided to become a professional artist.” 
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the inherent limitations of folk art…and set out to ‘transform [those constraints] into a 

freer, more individual means of expression.’”413 They tell us that The Sleeping Gypsy is 

not “the sleep of all sleep, silence of all silence” as Cocteau presented it, but an 

“indissoluble union of design and poetry” created through “all the freedoms Rousseau 

had gained by 10 years of intense labor.”414 Moreover, they tell us that Rousseau’s 

“command of the medium grew steadily stronger, his design more varied, and his textures 

subtler as he progressed…”415 A French-language review of the exhibition claimed that 

Catton Rich had presented Rousseau as everything a naïve artist isn’t; like all celebrated 

painters, Rousseau was “a great worker, very conscious of the problems of painting and 

some of their solutions.”
416 And in an article aptly entitled “Rousseau Has Come to His 

Own As Exponent of Modern School,” Lucille E. Morehouse explained that Catton 

Rich’s erudite and art-scholarly analysis would help the layman find greater enjoyment 

while studying the color and “detailed design” of Rousseau’s paintings.417  

But not all critics were so satisfied. Emily Genauer’s review in the New York 

World Telegram reflected her overriding doubts about Catton Rich’s claims. “For all the 

                                                 
413 “Chicago Retrospective Traces Evolution of  Primitive Rousseau,” Art Digest (February 1, 1942), 7. 

414 “Chicago Retrospective Traces Evolution of  Primitive Rousseau,” 8. 

415 Robert M. Coates, “The Art Galleries,” The New Yorker (March 28, 1942): 60. 

416 Jacques Sarae,  Pour la Victoire. April 25, 1942. “le livre de M. Catton Rich montre que Rousseau etait 
tout le contraire d’un naif. … Comme tout les grands peintres, it fut un grand travailleur, tres conscient des 
problemes de la peinture et de quelques-unes de leurs solutions.” 

417 Lucille E. Morehouse, “Rousseau Has Come to His Own As Exponent of Modern School,” The 
Indianapolis Star (February 1, 1942).  
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effort and research and scholarship that have gone into exhibition and book, answers to 

the questions posed from the beginning by Rousseau’s genius elude us still.” There were 

many irreconcilable aspects of the painter’s persona, and his pictures remained 

“unfathomable as ever.”418 A crucial shortcoming of the exhibition soon became obvious: 

While Catton Rich and Barr strove to make Rousseau conform to the model of a great 

modernist, his works would not always support this reading. Particularly hard to 

substantiate were the claims about Rousseau’s cumulative development across the course 

of his career. As critics commented, “The earliest works in the current exhibition are two 

ink drawings…dated 1885. They’re delicate and poetic but hardly outstanding. Done the 

very next year, however, was the large Carnival Evening, as brilliant a piece as any in the 

whole show.”419 If Rousseau could “solve problems” like those posed by Carnival 

Evening—according to Catton Rich, silhouetted trees were a problem to which Rousseau 

would return repeatedly—why couldn’t he recall the solution in the 1890s and after?  

Such observations about Rousseau’s lack of an evolution were a direct result of 

the New York exhibition’s chronological organization. [See Fig. 50]  Although the 

show’s arrangement progressed from the small drawings of the mid-1880s to The Dream 

(1910) as its grand climax, it was by no means a steady progression from inexperience to 

mastery.420 With the paintings arranged in this way, Rousseau appeared to have brilliant 

                                                 
418 Emily Genauer, “Notable Exhibit Leaves Rousseau Genius Still an Enigma,” New York World 
Telegram (March 21, 1942).  

419 Genauer, “Notable Exhibit Leaves Rousseau Genius Still an Enigma.” 

420 See Edward Alden Jewel, “Art by Rousseau Shown at Museum,” The New York Times (March 18, 
1942): 27. Note that the two culminating works The Dream and The Waterfall were owned by the 
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insights and then lose his way. Some of this, of course, may have derived from the 

curators’ inability to establish a proper chronology. This is as much a challenge today as 

it was in the 1940s, and viewers detected an uneven advancement.421 In two New York 

Times articles, Edward Alden Jewel argued that the retrospective that had just opened 

made “the strange case of Henri Rousseau” all the more perplexing. The exhibition was 

fascinating, but it created, for Jewel, an “incongruous mélange of elements that, taken 

together, created problems not solved…either on the walls or in Daniel Catton Rich’s 

exhibition book.”422 

Were there to be observed in his work a consistent progression from “folk” 
painting to the painting of a mature, well-grounded artist, the problem with which 
we have now to cope would be nonexistent. Were that the case, Rousseau’s 
painting career might be said, in essence, to parallel that of Cézanne. But the 
moment we try to analyze Rousseau’s development in this light, all semblance of 
such parallel disappears and we are left fascinated and floundering. 

                                                                                                                                                 
organizing institutions. The Chicago incarnation of the exhibition was not presented in such a linear 
manner. See Figures 51.  

421 Nowhere is the difficulty establishing the chronology of Rousseau’s works more apparent than in the 
debates over the dating of The Hungry Lion. Today, the painting is equally associated with the years 1905 
and 1898, and also with the title La Lute Pour La Vie.  In  Le Douanier Rousseau en son temps: biographie 
et catalogue raisonné,  Certigny argued for the earlier dating  based not only the painting’s similar size and 
subject matter  to the  written description of La Lute Pour La Vie, but also on the conspicuous 
disappearance of the latter painting from the physical record. Following detailed examination in 2010 
conducted in conjunction with the Rousseau centennial, the Fondation Beyeler now endorses the view that 
this painting was exhibited in the 1898 Salon des Indépendants under the title La lutte pour la vie (No. 539) 
and then was exhibited seven years later in the 1905 Salon d’Automne, without title, but accompanied by 
the following commentary from which  derived the title the painting goes by today: “Le lion, ayant faim, se 
jette sur l’Antilope, la dévore, la panthère attend avec anxiété le moment où, elle aussi, pourra en avoir sa 
part. Des oiseaux carnivores ont déchinqueté chacun un morceau de chair de dessus le pauvre animal 
versant un pleur! Soleil couchant.” Adding to this argument is the fact that Robert Delaunay who lived 
through early, late, and posthumous phases of Rousseau’s career called this painting La lutte pour la vie in 
Les Lettres Français, but followed this up by saying, “everybody calls this The Hungry Lion.”See the work 
of Markus Gross and Friederieke Steckling in Henri Rousesau: Paint + Process, The Menil Collection 
Archives, Box 4. 

422 Edward Alden Jewell, “French ‘Primitive’ Poses a Problem,” The New York Times (March 22, 1942): 
X5.  
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Jewel went on to explain his continuing bafflement with Rousseau, “sighting as yet no 

solution” to the conundrum he presented to art history.423   

 The willfulness of the curator’s argument was perceived by no one more clearly 

than Sidney Janis who wrote that “In abandoning the essential fact that Rousseau was a 

true primitive from his first to his last canvas, the appraisal started from a wrong 

premise.” Janis continued, “Rather than present the work in its own natural light, the 

author throws an arbitrary light upon it…Rousseau becomes obscured in 

a…superstructure foreign to him.” While many had pointed out just how hidden 

Rousseau’s true character remained, none but Janis articulated the counter-intuitive 

complication caused by the retrospective. The scholarly methods Barr and Catton Rich 

employed, premised on their desire to present Rousseau as an artist who worked 

deliberately, could be the source of new obfuscation. “Some forty-odd references 

attribute to Rousseau an ever-expanding and consistent technical development…[I]n the 

work itself…there is no indication of such an evolution.” All of this because Rich 

“discounts [Rousseau’s] primitivism,” in order to give him “proper importance…among 

the great painters of his generation.”424  

 

                                                 
423 Jewell, “French ‘Primitive’ Poses a Problem,” X5. To this review and to Jewel’s review four days 
earlier that described the exhibition as containing fascinating enigmas, M. A. Couturier took objection. 
“The inescapable worldly tribute, moreover, supplies the ultimate reason for disagreeing with Edward 
Alden Jewel, who wrote in the New York Times (March 18) on “the strange case of Henri Rousseau, the 
little French customs officer…” What strangeness does he find in this case?” “The Douanier Rousesau,” 
Commonweal (May 1, 1942).  
 
424 Janis, “Book Review: Henri Rousseau by Daniel Catton Rich,” 111-112.  
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THE PINK CANDLE AND THE HOLY FAMILY  
 

Despite Barr’s and Catton Rich’s desire to mount a comprehensive exhibition, and 

notwithstanding the substantial effort they made to locate all known Rousseaus in the 

United States, they remained adamant that all paintings included in the retrospective 

should be subjected to critical viewing. As a first measure, only autograph paintings 

would be requested for loan. Creating the exhibition checklist meant taking a rigorous 

look at some of the “new Rousseaus” that had joined the painter’s corpus in the decades 

since his death. Not all of the new attributions would stand. Two paintings that found 

themselves, unexpectedly, at the fringe of Rousseau’s oeuvre were The Pink Candle and 

The Menil Collection’s Holy Family, then in the collection of Paul Hyde Bonner. As we 

will see, Catton Rich questioned the authenticity of both works, but whereas Felix 

Wildenstein’s attempts to have The Holy Family included in the retrospective proved 

unsuccessful, Duncan Phillips’s efforts to preserve The Pink Candle’s place in 

Rousseau’s discourse and corpus were rewarded. By examining correspondence from 

Catton Rich’s archive at the Art Institute of Chicago, we will see why the attribution of 

both paintings came under scrutiny during the preparation for the exhibition and why the 

Pink Candle alone was eventually included in the Chicago and New York exhibitions.  

That Catton Rich would begin to doubt the authenticity of The Pink Candle in 

November 1941 could hardly have been anticipated.  Phillips’s still-life had featured in 

Masters of Popular Painting, and it shared a number of physical and pictorial traits with 

Weber’s Still-Life with Cherries, the diminutive tabletop scene offered by Rousseau to 
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his American friend. Given the compositional similarity of Weber’s Still-Life with 

Cherries and The Pink Candle, impugning the attribution of either of these works had the 

potential to cause a major controversy, perhaps resulting in multiple autograph works 

being revoked from the exhibition. Moreover, Phillips’s painting was so closely 

associated with Rousseau’s work in American collections that it was first on a working 

list of 51 “Paintings by Henri Julien Rousseau (le Douanier) in American Collections” 

provided to Catton Rich by Gordon Washburn, Director of the Albright Art Gallery. 

Catton Rich raised the subject of the Pink Candle authenticity to Phillips in a letter, 

explaining that  

I have now come to the conclusion that your picture may not be by him. I say 
‘may’ advisably, for we cannot be inflexible in these judgments. All I can say is 
that compared with extant paintings by the Douanier yours does not seem to me to 
show precisely his approach and technical means. With this question in my mind I 

cannot, in all fairness to our exhibition, and to the picture, ask for it.
425

  

Phillips, no doubt shocked to have received this message, replied to Catton Rich on 

November 26, 1941.  

I have given much thought to your letter expressing your personal doubt about the 
authenticity of “The Pink Candle” and telling me that you do not wish to include 
it in the comprehensive exhibition of Rousseaus in America at the Art Institute. 
Of course I am distressed. I always respect your opinion and your recent intensive 
study of Rousseau gives your reaction in this case the authority of an expert’s 
research and intuition. Nevertheless I am just as sincerely convinced after living 
with the picture for many years and comparing it with other still lifes of the 
Douanier’s, that you are mistaken and that you are proposing to do an exquisite 
work of art a greater injustice than you may have fully considered…  

                                                 
425 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Duncan Phillips, November, 1941. Emphasis original. Art Institute of 
Chicago Archives, Box 62. 
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Phillips’s language evokes Croce’s statement that we first considered in Part One, but 

here he recognizes the power Catton Rich wields as an expert to “destroy, harm or ruin,” 

an artwork that Phillips and others firmly believed to be an artwork. That is to say, 

Phillips understood Catton Rich’s authority to exchange this picture from one type of 

painting to another—not only from a Rousseau to a painting attributed to another maker, 

but from an exquisite work of art to something that merely exemplified the act of 

painting. And he also realized his own power to counteract such a conversion. Phillips 

praised The Pink Candle generally for its fine quality, but the weight of his argument 

rested on his confidence in the positive assessment of the painting by a core community 

of art critics. 

You say that the one person with whom you have discussed the matter, Alfred 
Barr, disagrees with you about it. In our Collection, “The Pink Candle” has been 
both admired and loved. It is now a celebrated little picture. Its freshness of vision 
and its beauty of color, and its originality of design have captivated connoisseurs 
from all over the world…On purely qualitative grounds it seems self evident that 
it is no forgery and that it is too fine for any modern primitive except the 
Douanier himself. Nor is it unique. …I wish you had mentioned your doubt to 
Weber for whether he saw it in the artist’s studio or not, his opinion as Rousseau’s 
friend and also that of another intimate, Joseph Brummer, would be important to 
either confirm or to conflict with your own…[I]f you yourself are not sure, 
and…if you have not spoke with such men as Weber and Brummer, and perhaps 
[Paul] Rosenberg, it might be the fairest way to let the exhibition decide the 
question, since the conspicuous absence of the picture will make both authorities 
and public infer that some factual evidence has been discovered against it which 
is not the case. 

In response to Catton Rich’s inclination to remove the painting from the exhibition, 

Phillips offered an alternative course of action: Hang The Pink Candle in the 

retrospective and allow the work to rise or fall on its own merits. This would seem a 
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particularly egalitarian solution, but, as Phillips may well have suspected, there were few 

criteria with which to make a stable connoisseurial pronouncement about any work 

emanating from Rousseau’s hand. The authenticy of any Rousseau would be determined 

by its inclusion in art-critical conversations precisely like Barr’s and Catton Rich’s 

exhibitions.
426  

  “Perhaps I am wrong,” Phillips wrote in conclusion, “but it seems to me that as 

long as your skepticism is so subjective and surprising even to yourself, then the soundest 

and the most just policy would be to show [The Pink Candle] with examples of his still 

life and to invite rather than to avoid discussion of your doubt. … The inference, if you 

say nothing is there is some damaging evidence against it which you are not at liberty to 

tell. There is no such evidence!”
 427

 Catton Rich replied to Phillips by telegram, 

communicating his revised opinion that this proposal “would be the fairest thing to do” 

                                                 
426 While Phillips confidently claimed that the painting had “excellent” provenance, this was a relative 
claim. “The dealer who sold it was Knoedler & Company,” Phillips explained, “and they can probably trace 
the picture back of its former home – the excellent Workman Collection in London.” Today, the painting’s 
provenance is slightly better established. Between its time in the Workman Collection and Knoedler & 
Company, in 1928, the painting was at Reid and Lefevre. Prior to the Workman Collection, photographic 
records show the painting in the possession of Galerie Etienne Bignou, Paris circa 1926. They sold the 
painting in 1927.  Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, the painting’s history cannot be established with 
confidence any earlier than the heyday of  “new Rousseaus.” Certigny argues that this painting was shown 
in 1911 at the Salon des Indépendants. However, he does this based only on the fact that one of the works 
in that show, no. 27, was listed as “Nature Morte” and it does not appear that either of the two extant still 
lives by Rousseau were shown at that time. By process of elimination, he associates The Pink Candle with 
the nature morte known since 1911. Based on her examination of marks on the painting’s top stretcher bar, 
Patricia Favero believes that there may be evidence to support the painting being in the possession of 
Galerie Drouet, Paris, in 1910. See the proceedings of Henri Rousseau: Paint + Process, Menil Collection 
Archives, Box 4.  

427 Duncan Phillips, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, November 26, 1941. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, 
Box 62. Emphasis original. 
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and that The Pink Candle would be included.
428

 Such subjective wavering was precisely 

what the retrospective had been formulated to combat. Yet even as a new seriousness was 

being brought to the study of Rousseau, critical decisions about his paintings could not 

always be based on evidence. Following the exhibition’s opening events, Catton Rich’s 

status as an expert would arise again in correspondence with the Albright Art Gallery. 

Heinrich Schwartz wrote to Catton Rich one week after the exhibition had opened in 

Chicago, hoping to understand more about the date assigned to one of Rousseau’s 

paintings of a bouquet of flowers.  

I am very much interested in the flower painting of the William S. Paley 
collection, which is so closely related to the Buffalo painting. As far as I know 
this painting was dated 1902 by Philippe Soupault…I am sorry to say I have never 
seen the original,…but I was inclined to date this version very close to our 
picture, that is to say 1908/09. Learning from your monograph that you agree with 
Soupault’s dating, I would be very thankful for a few words expressing your 
opinion on this question…I am quite sure you are more familiar today with the 

subtle problem of Rousseau’s chronology than anybody else…”
429

  

Catton Rich’s response reveals how unstable Rousseau’s attributions remained. “In 

regard to the date of the Paley picture, may I say that the whole chronology of Rousseau 

is extremely complicated and I am not too sure that Soupault’s date of 1902 for it is 

correct. On the other hand, the duller color and more careful technique suggest a time a 

few years before the Buffalo example which as you know, is carried out with the utmost 

freedom and brilliance, these qualities due doubtless to Rousseau’s use of [illegible] 

                                                 
428 Daniel Catton Rich, telegram to Duncan Phillips, December 1, 1941, Art Institute of Chicago Archives, 
Box 62. 

429 Heinrich Schwarz, letter to Daniel Catton Rich, January 30, 1942. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, 
Box 62. 
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format and freer handling in the jungles series.”
430

 Much as he desired to advance 

Rousseau’s discourse beyond arbitrary judgments, there was not a ready alternative to 

personal opinion in matters of chronology and stylistic development. Hedging his bets 

about the dates of the paintings, Catton Rich suggested that he preferred to see the 

Buffalo painting as a later production because he felt Rousseau exhibited in it a more 

adept handling of his brush, having honed his skills from making his jungle pictures. But 

even within his jungle pictures, Rousseau’s technique could look significantly less skilled 

in paintings that were executed definitively at a later date. A progression from 

awkwardness to facility, something Catton Rich took for granted, could not be used to 

establish the paintings’ chronology. 

 Catton Rich’s concern about The Pink Candle—that it did not show Rousseau’s 

“approach and technical means”—would be repeated by Douglas Cooper with regard to 

The Holy Family (ca. 1905), which John and Dominique de Menil purchased at auction in 

1963.  Eager to establish a richer understanding of the painting’s history and its place 

within Rousesau’s oeuvre, the de Menil’s solicited the advice of Cooper, who had known 

the picture since 1935 and had seen it most recently during its exhibition at the XXV 

Venice Biennale in 1950. In a letter dated June 24, 1964, Cooper was able to establish the 

painting’s provenance more completely than Sotheby’s and Co. had when they sold the 

picture the previous year. Not only was Cooper aware of the painting’s exhibition in 

London in 1935, he had discovered a catalogue number for the picture from its inclusion 

                                                 
430 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Heinrich Schwarz, February 17, 1942. Art Institute of Chicago Archives, 
Box 62.  
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in a 1931 exhibition at Marie Harriman Gallery in New York. He also recalled its 

inclusion at the exhibition at Wildenstein in New York in 1963, which he referred to as 

having been “full of fakes.”  But this provenance was ultimately unconvincing to Cooper, 

and the strikes against the picture were not insignificant: no documentation of the picture 

prior to 1931, no known owner other than the Bonner family, no trace of Rousseau 

exhibiting the work in his lifetime, no publication in a book prior to 1961. Early authors 

didn’t seem to have known the painting, and numerous later commentators rejected it: “It 

is not in Uhde, Basler, Zervos, Roch Grey. It was not included by Daniel C. Rich in the 

Museum of Modern Art exhibition and book. And I know it was rejected in 1961 by Dora 

Vallier.”431  The thrust of Cooper’s objection to the painting, however, was based on his 

doubts as a connoisseur of Rousseau’s works:  

Personally, I have done quite a lot of research into Rousseau over the years, and I 
must say that I could not accept your painting as an authentic Rousseau even 
when I first saw it. Rousseau just did not paint like that: the child, the mother’s 
dress, the handling of the figures, the composition, even the foliage is unlike his 

work. I see that I remarked on this when last I saw the painting …
432

    
 

Like Cooper, when she was given an opportunity for reassessment in 1981, Vallier 

maintained her view that The Holy Family was a dubious Rousseau. But she did so with 

false information. “The painting appeared on the market after 1945,” she wrote, missing 

the mark by approximately 20 years. “I don’t know who authenticated it. It was exhibited 

                                                 
431 Vallier had included the painting as a dubious Rousseau in her catalogue of the Douanier’s work, and, 
as we will see, she again rejected the painting in 1981. 

432 Douglas Cooper, Letter to Jean de Menil, 24 June, 1964, Menil Collection Object File for The Holy 
Family.  
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for the first time in Venice, in 1950 [sic] … It was published for the first time by the 

cineaste Lo Duca in 1951 [sic]…” According to Valier, “in order to know if this picture, 

which is without equivalent in Rousseau’s oeuvre, is really by his hand, it should be 

carefully studied and submitted to demanding technical analyses.”
433  

Initial technical analyses had, in fact, been conducted by the de Menils. In the 

summer of 1964, Bernard Rabin of Rabin and Krueger Gallery wrote to the collectors on 

behalf of Sheldon Keck.  

There is another painting underneath. That picture has been cut down and scraped 
in places. It does not appear to be Rousseau’s style beneath. This unfortunately 
does not prove too much about the painting on the surface. However, your 
painting was exhibited at Wildenstein as a Rousseau.434 

Whether or not the painting or paintings beneath The Holy Family are in Rousseau’s style 

is a question that Rousseau’s practice does not allow us to answer with certainty. Having 

been painted on reused canvas might not preclude a painting from Rousseau’s corpus, 

after all The Pink Candle has also been shown to be a reused canvas. [Fig. 52]  

 

Beginning in October 2009, the Menil Collection undertook an extensive 

technical rexamination of the The Holy Family.
435

 This work was matched by months of 

                                                 
433 Dora Vallier, letter to Miss Mary Jane Victor, Menil Foundation, May 20, 1981. Menil Collection 
Object  File for The Holy Family.  

434 Bernard Rabin, letter to John de Menil, August 27, 1964. .Menil Collection Object Files. 

435 This canvas appears to have undergone extensive changes. X-radiography, initially performed by 
Sheldon Keck in 1973 and carried out again in the fall of 2010, shows two concentric, semi-circular arcs 
and a band of regularly spaced horizontal bars extending the length of the painting. These elements do not 
appear to relate to the image on the surface of The Holy Family, and as such the canvas seems to have been 
scraped down and reused. Cross-sectional analysis conducted by Katrina Bartlett in 2010 confirms this 
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archival research, establishing a provenance that places the painting in Galerie Paul 

Rosenberg in Paris around 1925.436 These investigations yielded an unexpected wealth of 

data about the painting’s manufacture and early existence that support Rousseau’s 

execution of the picture. Nevertheless, a hesitation persists regarding the “suitableness” 

of the attribution. In particular, the uneasy fit between The Holy Family’s sacred subject 

matter and Rousseau’s reputation as a modernist innovator of plastic form still creates 

doubts that even the factual evidence of technical analysis has trouble surmounting. 

The view of Rousseau as a spiritual artist was certainly one interpretation that 

Barr and Catton Rich were hoping to drive out of Rousseau’s literature. As we have seen, 

not all aspects of their study were met with approval, but their attempt to establish an 

understanding of Rousseau as an artist working out specific plastic problems within 

certain subject matters was so successful that subject, as much as style, has become a 

diagnostic for the authenticity of Rousseau’s paintings. This dynamic is perhaps most 

clear when it performs its exclusionary functions. When Douglas Cooper said of The 

Holy Family that “Rousseau just did not paint like that,” it is difficult to see how he could 

reasonably have meant anything other than that Rousseau just did not paint scenes of 

biblical figures. Only in a strict reading of its subject matter is The Holy Family an oddity 

                                                                                                                                                 
interpretation and shows that as many as five separate campaigns may have been carried out. Additionally, 
infrared reflectograms shows that the placement of Mary hand shifted from the level of the Christ child’s 
hip to its current position, level with his shoulder. For more on the physical changes to this painting see 
Katrina Bartlett, “A Conservator’s Perspective: Technical Examination of La Sainte Famille.”Delivered at 
Henri Rousseau: Paint + Process, October 2, 2010. Menil Collection Archives, Box 4. 

436 Correspondence between the author and Elaine Rosenberg. Mrs. Rosenberg’s archivist found the 
inventory card [Fig. 53], which, by the chronological sequence of its inventory number, places the painting 
in Paris around 1925.  The number 4221 on the card also appears on the stretcher bars of The Holy Family 
[See Fig. 54].  
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within Rousseau’s body of work; for many other reasons, the painting would fit 

comfortably beside any number of accepted works by the painter. The tenuous attribution 

of the painting has little to do with its presumed status as a stylistic outlier and much to 

do with the apparent anachronism of its subject matter in the context of a rigorous mid-

twentieth-century formalism. This becomes clear in the painting’s reception history. 

 In 1931, The Holy Family—then a painting owned by Mr. and Mrs. Paul Hyde 

Bonner of Locust Valley, Long Island—was included in two notable exhibitions. In 

January, it appeared as part of a thirty-painting retrospective of Rousseau’s work at Marie 

Harriman Gallery in Manhattan, a widely celebrated show that was the first on this scale 

for Rousseau in America.  Three months later, it was exhibited at the Renaissance Society 

at the University of Chicago.  As art-viewing experiences go, it is difficult to imagine two 

venues more divergent than these New York and Chicago exhibitions. The first took 

place in a private gallery on 57th Street, the second in a large hall on a mid-western 

university campus. Harriman displayed Rousseau’s work exclusively; the Renaissance 

Society presented the painting among a diverse collection of devotional objects and 

images—Russian icons, a Han Dynasty burial jar, prints by Rembrandt and Dürer.
437

 Yet 

the two exhibitions shared a common conception of Rousseau that would become 

increasingly rare in the decades that followed: both shows encouraged viewers to 

consider Rousseau as a sacred artist. The Chicago exhibition, entitled Old and New 

Masters of Religious Art, made the association overtly. The New York exhibition 

                                                 
437 Festival of Religious Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago, 1931).  
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presented this interpretation more subtly by shaping Rousseau’s importance through the 

lens of a catalogue essay entitled “Le Miracle de Rousseau.”  

Translated into English and published in an abridged form for the New York 

exhibition, “The Miracle of Rousseau” conveyed a provocative message to its American 

readership. As the author, Waldemar George, articulated the issue, Rousseau’s style 

“reveals or seems to reveal an attitude of belief.”
438

 Because Rousseau’s spiritual 

contribution to his paintings was framed in terms of style, the claim that Rousseau 

inscribed an “attitude of belief” into the very fabric of his pictures was not relevant 

merely to those works that might have evoked religious sentiment through their imagery, 

such as the Notre Dame in The Phillips Collection or the Menil Collection’s The Holy 

Family. It was an attitude that could pervade all of Rousseau’s painterly production. 

Shortly after the closing of the Chicago exhibition, an expanded version of “The Miracle 

of Rousseau” appeared in the journal Les Arts à Paris. The article advanced the position 

that Rousseau’s work offered real spiritual instruction to modern audiences in the face of 

an industrial world that had been “degraded…by its indifference to matters of the 

spirit.”
439

 The combination of simplicity and profundity in Rousseau’s paintings allowed 

his images to serve as much needed sources of enchantment, inspiration, and renewal. 

These connotations of his aesthetic, combined with the myths that circulated about his 

                                                 
438 Waldemar George, “Miracle of Rousseau,” in Henri Rousseau (New York: Marie Harriman Gallery, 
1931),  n.p. 

439 Waldemar George, “Le Miracle de Rousseau,” Les Arts  à Paris (July 1931): 11. 
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angelic character, made the Douanier “without a doubt” the modern era’s “only religious 

painter.”
440  

Catton Rich’s papers from around the time of the 1942 exhibition suggest that The 

Holy Family, specifically, did not have much of a place in his and Barr’s retrospective of 

the anti-eccentric Rousseau. In September 1941, he wrote to Paul Hyde Bonner, then a 

resident of Rye, New Hampshire, and asked for a photograph of the painting.
 441

 One 

arrived a few days later, and on November 17, Catton Rich indicated on all paperwork 

related to this painting that the piece was “Not to be invited.”
442

 This decision is nowhere 

explained, but I would suggest it had to do both with the painting’s religious subject 

matter and its incomplete provenance. In correspondence with Wildenstein & Company, 

Catton Rich referred to the painting as an “extraordinary work,” and the insinuation that 

the picture seemed outside Rousseau’s norm was not lost on Felix Wildenstein, who 

appealed that the painting was “indeed a most interesting composition” and “ought to be 

in [the] exhibition.” However, when the dealer could not document the painting’s 

provenance more specifically than claiming it had been “sold in Paris quite some time 

ago” a decision not to include the work followed.
443     

                                                 
440 Waldemar George, “Le Miracle de Rousseau,” Les Arts  à Paris, 11. 

441 I thank the Rye, New Hampshire, Historical Society for information about Garland House (previously 
Garland Tavern) where the Bonners lived during some of the years they owned The Holy Family.  

442 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Paul Hyde Bonner, September 23, 1931. And P.H. Bonner, Jr. letter to 
Daniel Catton Rich, September 25, 1941. Exhibition Records, Works of Rousseau, Box 62, Art Institute of 
Chicago Archives. 

443 Daniel Catton Rich, letter to Felix Wildenstein, October 2, 1941 and Felix Wildenstein letter to Daniel 
Catton Rich, October 4, 1941. Exhibition Records, Works of Rousseau, Box 62, Art Institute of Chicago 
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Purging sentimentality from the discourse around Rousseau quickly seemed to 

diminish the spiritual qualities of the paintings that earlier critics had so emphatically 

endorsed. The Rousseau whose formal contribution to modernism was being argued for 

by Catton Rich and Barr was a decidedly more secular painter than the artist whose work 

had featured in Old and New Masters of Religious Art. Of course, the plastic qualities of 

the painting could move a viewer, and the common perception of Rousseau’s style as a 

humble aesthetic tied to handicraft could communicate a moral value, but to suggest that 

his works had a devotional aspect, especially one based on their imagery, was an 

increasingly solitary position.  

This secularization of Rousseau was carried out rather widely and not only in the 

United States. Wilenski, as we have seen, overlooked the religious implications of the 

Menil Collection’s Bonne fête (1892) by identifying it, curiously, as a “birthday present 

for the painter’s wife.”
444

 In fact, the message on the card explicitly indicates that it was 

made to celebrate the recipient’s Saint’s Day. Additionally, paintings by Rousseau that 

depicted or commemorated the celebration of Christian sacraments, specifically baptisms 

and weddings, were interpreted increasingly as family portraits.
445

 The works themselves 

                                                                                                                                                 
Archives. It is possible that Catton Rich could have seen the Holy Family prior to his correspondence with 
Bonner and Wildenstein, as he wrote the forward to the Renaissance Society’s catalogue for their Festival 
of Religious Art in 1931. However, because there were so many objects in that exhibition, and because The 
Holy Family was a late addition to the third installment in the three-part visual art series associated with the 
festival, it is unlike that Catton Rich either saw or would have remembered seeing the painting.  

444 See the discussion of this painting above.  

445 I refer here, for example, to The Family (La Famille) (c. 1890-1900) in the Barnes Foundation and The 
Wedding (1905) in the Musée de l’Orangerie.  
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seemed to allow this sort of flexibility because they blended sacred content with events 

from everyday life. A viewer who felt compelled to categorize the subject matter could 

choose to put the stress on either aspect. For example, Rousseau’s Eve [Fig. 55] in the 

Hamburger Kunsthalle has been discussed almost without exception as one of his 

quintessential jungle pictures. The Holy Family, however, with its overtly Christian 

iconography, did not readily permit the same license. No easy reinterpretation into 

secular terms suggested itself, as it did with other quasi-religious paintings. The mid-

century discourse, with its objective of shaking out sentimentality, made it difficult for 

the art historians with whom John and Dominique de Menil corresponded, namely 

Douglas Cooper and Dora Vallier, to see that The Holy Family was as much a picture of a 

family, elevated through the conventions of religious iconography, as were the 

Douanier’s wedding and baptismal portraits.
446

   

 

I would like to suggest another reason why La Sainte Famille may have looked 

peculiar to mid-century art historians, and why it might look strange to us today, too. 

There are, undeniably, some rather odd passages in this work. I believe that the Menil 

painting is based on a depiction of the same subject by the French neoclassical painter 

Francois-Xavier Fabre [Fig. 56]. Notice the similar views of Mary in profile, the angular 

rendering of her veil, and her empire-waist gown. The resemblance becomes all the more 

                                                 
446 In correspondence with the Menil Foundation in 1981, Vallier described the painting as one “without 
equivalent in Rousseau’s oeuvre” while Douglas Cooper commented, “Rousseau just did not paint like 
that.” See The Menil Collection Curatorial File for this painting. Dora Vallier letter to the Menil 
Foundation, May 20, 1981; Douglas Cooper, letter to John de Menil, June 24, 1964.   
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striking if we reverse the image, and we can understand the placement of Mary’s foot; the 

original placement of her hand in the infrared reflectogram; the three bunches of foliage 

above Mary and Joseph; and the area of blue sky in the upper right hand corner. Viewing 

these two compositions of the Holy Family in relation to one another, the quirky and 

previously inexplicable characteristics of Rousseau’s painting begin to make more sense. 

The absence in the foreground is not just an infelicitous rendering of fabric, it is a space 

where a fourth figure—the infant St. John—was never inserted. Why it wasn’t, we don’t 

know. Perhaps the artist lost interest in the painting; perhaps the challenge of inserting 

this figure was too much. But this hypothesis offers a possible explanation as to why the 

Menil painting was never exhibited during Rousseau’s lifetime. 

Another odd feature of the Holy Family is the pipe that Joseph smokes—the only 

instance of this iconography that I know of in the history of Christian art. Fabre’s Holy 

Family helps explain the presence of this eccentricity when we see that Joseph’s 

gesticulating hand, translated through a lithograph of Fabre’s painting by François 

Fortuné Antoine Ferogio [Fig. 57], becomes dislocated from its original rhetorical 

function. In Ferogio’s highly simplified rendering of Fabre’s painting for his Interieur du 

Musée Fabre un Dimanche, we might well believe that Joseph was smoking a pipe. The 

insertion of this quaint hand-held instrument recalls the flute in the male figure’s hands in 

Rousseau’s Happy Quartet [Fig. 58], a painting that presents numerous thematic and 

compositional parallels to the Menil picture. And the juxtaposition of large figures and 

small trees to suggest a spatial recession relates closely to the painting, To Celebrate the 

Baby (ca. 1903) [Fig. 49], which also appears to be based on a child’s portrait by Fabre 
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[Fig. 59]. Finally, by placing Rousseau’s paintings in a succession of prototypes and 

reproductions, we also begin to explain why the child in To Celebrate the Baby (ca. 

1903) is lifting up its dress, without resorting to the repeated accusation of mental 

infirmity on the part of its maker. 

 Considering the Menil Holy Family in the light of its relationship to Fabre, we 

find that the artist who produced this work was following a strategy of making very 

similar to what we know of Rousseau’s professionalism. On one hand, he was distilling 

an ostentatious painting into something with contemporary relevance. And on the other, 

he was making an image that blended a sacred subject with modern life. An ordinary 

bourgeois family, like those Rousseau knew in Paris, where men smoked pipes and 

women nursed babies, deserved a place in the great traditions of art.
447

 

When the de Menils purchased The Holy Family in the fall of 1963, they acquired 

the work of a painter whom they had come to know quite well but with whom the rest of 

the world was, by now, largely unfamiliar. This was a Rousseau at odds with the painter  

proposed by the retrospective exhibitions of twenty years earlier. For their understanding 

of the sacred side of Rousseau’s art the de Menils could thank their friend and adviser, 

Father Marie-Alain Couturier. Couturier had seen the 1942 Rousseau retrospective in 

New York, and in a review for the journal Commonweal described the experience as 

something that brought him “face to face with…the most simon-pure specimen of a true 

                                                 
447 See Christopher Green, “The Great and the Small: Picasso, Henri Rousseau and ‘The People,’” in 
Picasso:  Architecture and Vertigo (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005).  
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artist.”
448

 Some years later, Couturier would discuss Rousseau in the journal he edited, 

L’Art Sacré, alongside illustrations by other “modern primitives” that shared a stylistic 

affinity with The Holy Family.
449

 Dominique de Menil would go on to include this article 

as one of twelve important writings by Couturier translated into English for the book 

Sacred Art published by the Menil Foundation in 1989.
450

  

While the concept of a modern sacred artist was not inherently incompatible with 

the image of Rousseau advanced by Barr and Catton Rich, such a delicate discussion of 

the painter could only have been seen as ancillary due to the overwhelming need to clear 

away a great deal of fabrication and wishful thinking. Indeed, the curators had a great 

deal of respect for Max Weber’s opinions about Rousseau. Reading Weber, one hears 

affinities with Couturier:  “One needs no art lexicons in the presence of a picture by 

Rousseau,…it does not shock, it does not baffle…[it does not have] a thousand and one 

technical intricacies or graphic and plastic complications to unravel…It is transcendent, 

radiant, full of love and joy.”
451

 Barr and Catton Rich had not been content to leave the 

matter here. There should have been a way to explain the effects of Rousseau’s paintings, 

                                                 
448 M.A. Couturier, “The Douanier Rousseau,” Commonweal (May 1, 1942).  

449 See “Tâches Modestes,” L’Art Sacré (November-December, 1952). I refer specifically to the 
illustrations of André Bauchant’s painting of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden on page 20. 

450 M.-A. Couturier, “Modest Tasks,” in Sacred Art Ed. Dominique de Menil and Pie Duployé. Trans. 
Granger Ryan. (Austin: The University of Texas Press in association with the Menil Foundation, 1989),  
124-133. 

451 Max Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” (Sept. 7, 1942): 13. Archives of American Art. See also 
Weber, “Rousseau as I Knew Him,” Art News (Feb 15, 1942): 17, 18-20, 35.  
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to clear away the detritus of anecdote that obscured his essential achievement and to 

articulate the rigorous means by which he realized his pictures.  

What these pioneering curators failed to realize was that Rousseau’s rise to 

greatness, and in fact his attainment of the status of artist, was not only obscured by 

sentiment and legend but also permitted by them. His critical success had been allowed, 

first, by lifting the professional minimums that defined the problem-oriented, analytic 

activities of the artist; and, later, once his works were taken to be art and bolstered by 

fabulous sale prices, by the presumption that his untroubled manner of painting was the 

facility of the transcendent genius who created art automatically. Catton Rich and Barr 

were blind to the fact that in order to write about Rousseau as they had hoped, and in a 

manner which they believed he deserved, they would need to change their object of study 

by undoing his greatest accomplishment: his transformation from a just-painter to an 

artist- painter. If Rousseau had been the problem solver Barr and Catton Rich wanted, he 

wouldn’t have entered history in the manner he did. Calling Rousseau a problem-solver, 

we remove him from the historical context in which he actually participated, where the 

avant-garde took to him because of his ability to expand the category of artist. We strip 

Rousseau of the very qualities that made him fit so well with the innovations of early 

twentieth-century avant-garde. Or, to say this somewhat differently, if Catton Rich had 

realized the magnitude of the revision to Rousseau that he and Barr were proposing, he 

may also have realized that Rousseau was not essentially an artist, and through this 

realized what a far-fetched reading of the painter he proposed.  
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Although the technical work performed on The Holy Family in the 1960s was 

inconclusive, the de Menils continued to display the work in their New York home. The 

open question of the painting’s author did not, in their opinion, negate the picture’s 

worth. In the fall of 1965, a visitor with a singular understanding of the ways that 

authorship had evolved in the visual arts commented on the painting:   

 Oct. 1965 
 Marcel Duchamp sees The Holy Family in NY.  

— He thinks the tree and the palms are quite like Rousseau. 
— He likes the painting.452 

Here we have come full circle. Duchamp, the artist first proposed by Apollinaire as 

someone who could reconcile art and the people, affirms his admiration of the people’s 

painter Rousseau. The artist who had asked, “Can one make works that are not ‘of art’?” 

is brought before a painting by someone who had done just that.453  Not surprisingly, 

Duchamp liked the picture.  

In the years leading up to this encounter, art history as a discipline had 

endeavored to shape Rousseau into a suitable object of study, but without recourse to an 

author, scholars were repeatedly stymied. Even Duchamp left behind more traces of an 

authorial intelligence in his work. What wasn’t there as a result of his hand seemed to 

like in his critical intentions. Rightly or wrongly, art historians could work with that.
454

 

With Rousseau, there were still struggles.  

                                                 
452 Handwritten note, Oct. 1965, possibly Dominique de Menil, The Menil Collection Object Files.  

453 Marcel Duchamp, 1913. From the notes assembled in À l’infinitif (The White Box), reprinted in 
Duchamp du signe, ed. Michel Sanouillet and Elmer Peterson (Paris: Flammarion, 1975), 105. 

454 See de Duve, “Authorship Stripped Bare, Even.”  



 252 

“The case of Rousseau is perilous for the critics,” Alfred Griot wrote in 1944, 

clarifying that the peril applied only to “those who study his work in good faith.” Anyone 

who practiced close looking would see that the paintings themselves contained little 

intrinsic artfulness. His pictorial groupings showed “photographer’s arrangements;” the 

figures themselves were “wooden,” when he tries to animate them “it is a disaster.”455 

Griot’s response to Rousseau on the centenary of his birth was to announce the inevitable 

decline of the painter after two decades of triumph. Rousseau’s professionalism had 

caught up with him. Paintings like his could not sustain such a reputation. 

Will this suffice to keep him on the heights to which he has been carried since his 
death and where he still is today? I do not believe it. I do not believe that he will 
remain there long. After the hyperbolic praise of the ‘sophisticated,’ there will be 
saner appreciation, which will see in Rousseau an astonishing case of a man who 
lived in the midst of the tumult of his time without seeming to perceive it, among 
artists without being influenced by any …456  

 
Striking a tone both backward- and forward-looking, Griot ranked Rousseau among the 

artisanal class. The man was a sensation, but the paintings could no longer support the 

hyperbole. “A Primitive, the Primitive of modern times? The announcer of a new epoch 

in painting? We may already answer in the negative.” 457  

                                                 
455 Alfred Griot, “The Centenary of Henri Rousseau” The Art Quarterly (Summer 1944): 216.  

456 Griot, 216.  

457 Griot, 218. Emphasis original. We might also consider here an earlier statement by Henri Bing: “When 
will the very simple truth that art is not a trade or profession but a vocation, that artists of talent are not 
taught their technique but invent it, that artists without talent are taught and never know anything – when 
will all this be made clear? Why try to deceive the public as to the real ‘professionalism’ of so-called 
popular painters? Painting, it would appear, ought to be only an apprenticeship in which what is granted is 
so limited, conservative, traditional, routine, that only official imitators perpetuating ancient methods 
would be admitted to the rank of ‘professional.’ Henry Bing, “The Limits of Popular Art” Formes (Feb 
1930):  8 
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CONCLUSION : PROBLEM CREATION  
 

I always thought that problem solving was greatly overvalued in our culture … Problem 
creation is more important than problem solving.  
 

— Chuck Close, 2007458 
            

When André Salmon pronounced in 1961 that Rousseau “belongs to art history” 

his words not only marked the beginning of an era, they also raised a provocative 

question about the type of writing that had been practiced on Rousseau in the decades 

leading up to this remark. It indicated a difference between the type of work that had been 

done on Rousseau up to this moment and the work expected of art historians. New ways 

of understanding Rousseau had been tried before and, in Salmon’s mind, the shift 

underway since the 1940s could be characterized straightforwardly. As he diagnosed it, 

“some people whose good faith could not be questioned were busily inventing an entirely 

new Rousseau.”459  

It was not only the work of Barr, Catton Rich, and their formalist colleagues that 

facilitated this new mood. The period of reinvention was likewise accompanied by the 

views of critics such as Griot and Greenberg, who noted that “lately” Rousseau had 

“begun to bore us just a little.”460 As Alfred Werner reported on the fifty-year anniversary 

                                                 
458 “Chuck Close in Conversation with Richard Shiff,” Chuck ClosePaintings: 1968/2006 (Madrid: Museo 
Nacional Centro de ArteReina Sofia, 2007), 61.  

459 Salmon, Henri Rousseau (Paris: Éditions Aimery Somogy, 1962), 13. See note 159.  

460 See Clement Greenberg, “Partisan Review ‘Art Chronicle’ 1952” in Art and Culture  (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1961), 146. “Honesty without talent might be said to be incomplete honesty, like the honesty of 
‘primitive’ painting, like the honesty of Henri Rousseau (Le Douanier), who has lately begun to bore us just 
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of Rousseau’s death, “oddly, the [milestone] … is passing unnoticed. Not a single 

commemorative exhibition or publication is planned...”461 Over the previous half-century, 

Rousseau had been many things. To change his identity into something “entirely new” 

would not have been to invent yet another role for this multivalent modernist. Rather, it 

would have been to fix a more permanent identity for him, one that could not be so 

capriciously overturned or added to. The freshly minted painter Salmon saw under 

construction was someone who stood in distinction to the Rousseau who had been 

created, little by little, over the previous fifty years. His evolution halted, the once 

inexhaustible subject Rousseau had lost much of his appeal. 

Although Salmon assured us that Rousseau “belongs to art history,” this 

dissertation has given us reasons to doubt the validity of his claim. Among the lasting 

effects of Rousseau’s professional difference has been a resistance to the art historian’s 

interpretive tools. These tools, as we have seen, were developed in tandem with the 

practice of the artist-author, and by design they have certain capabilities and limitations. 

While critical and historical analysis have been repeatedly frustrated in their pursuit of 

Rousseau the artist-author, I have tried to show that there is also a history of Rousseau 

the painter without a problem that might not be beyond our reach. Writing the history of 

this painter, however, means working on someone who differs markedly from the artists 

                                                                                                                                                 
a little. Complete honesty has nothing to do with ‘purity’ or naivety. The full truth is unattainable to 
naivety, and the completely honest artist is not pure in heart.”  

461 Alfred Werner, “The Anniversary of ‘le Douanier’” The New York Times. (September 4, 1960): 80. He 
continued, “Does this indicate a lessening of interest in his art? A mistrust of the ‘natural’ or untrained 
artist …?”   
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of his time: not all of his paintings are his own, and the fictions of his persona are as 

relevant as his factual biography. 

At various places in this dissertation I have referred to “proper criticism.” I have 

resisted affixing a definition this term because, like many of the subjects considered here, 

the notion of what this might be is historically contingent. However, in each of the 

moments we have considered, we have seen manifestations of the belief that practicing 

art requires critical thinking. As the artist’s mode of thinking changes, so too must the 

critic’s approach to writing about it. In 1997, the painter Robert Mangold offered the 

view that, “In other kinds of disciplines, the sciences for instance, you are trying to solve 

a problem, find a cure.” This is not necessarily the case for artists. Outside the art world, 

“You work on an existing problem that can be discussed …; different labs or individuals 

can be working on the same problems using different approaches, techniques, etc. When 

a breakthrough discovery is accomplished, others shut down their enterprise.” Inside the 

art world, Mangold explained, problems have a different function: 

…  I don’t believe art tries to solve problems or answer questions. It presents 
itself – or more exactly, is presented and experienced. If it interests you, you walk 
away carrying a bit of this puzzling combination of thought, visual impressions 
and emotional responses in your head. … Art is multi-layered; you build up and 
tear down from work to work, not to create a more perfect answer but to discover 

more about what it means to make and look at art.
462

 
   

Rousseau’s paintings, from the time he first exhibited, could offer viewers a “puzzling 

combination of thought, visual impressions and emotional responses,” but they did not 

begin to create problems until his advocates tried to situate them in the discourse of art. 

                                                 
462 Robert Mangold, statement from 1997 in Robert Mangold (London: Phidon, 2000), 167.  
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Rousseau and his pictures were problematic for interpreters because, although they had 

been able to expand the boundaries of art, art-critical activity did not respond with the 

same elasticity. The new artist Rousseau produced an equally new mode of creative art 

writing, one that was as problematic to traditional art historical scholarship as the 

painting customs officer.  

Rousseau’s most productive problem creation occurred at the points of 

intersection between his work and prevailing understandings of art and artist in the 

twentieth century. At these rupture points Rousseau show us the effects, both generative 

and destructive, of what can happen when painter, paintings, and tools of interpretation 

don’t mesh. Some interpreters will respond to this situation by inventing an artist—either 

deliberately, as Apollinaire did, or inadvertently, as Catton Rich and Barr did—and 

others will responded by putting down their tools, as Roberta Smith did when she 

encouraged us, in 2005, to let Rousseau’s pictures simply “cast their spell.”463 This study 

has attempted to tell us something about Rousseau as a painter and as a figure of 

discourse. Charting a history of this painter’s intersection with art, we find that art history 

has registered a shock each time it has attempted to comprehend the Douanier and his 

pictures. Reciprocally, the most common effect of art discourse on Rousseau has been to 

change him, adding yet another set of features to his construction kit. The problems 

Rousseau creates for art history, however, like the problem creation of contemporary 

painters, are productive contributions. Posthumously, the painter without a problem has 

                                                 
463 Smith, “Henri Rousseau: In Imaginary Jungles, a Terrible Beauty Lurks.”  
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been as prolific a problem creator as anyone of his generation. In light of this, art 

historians in our own moment face a choice. We can attempt to understand Rousseau 

historically, and with this acknowledge the limitations of what can be ascertained about 

the painter and his work. Conversely, we can choose to be bewildered by Rousseau, and 

in so doing acknowlege the force of history that leads us in this direction.  
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