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rench Academy painters of the 19"

century are not exactly famed for

being radically progressive. The tre-
mendous success of their crowd-pleasing peinture
— with a vehement emphasis on painterly finesse,
the display of the naked female body and a pen-
chant for forest-nymphs and gladiators — in a brit-
tle and restless century of artistic revolutions still
puzzles the modern beholder. Epithets such as
Jtrite,” ,pompous,’ or ,sterile’ have often been applied
to the style of the official image production in the
Académie Francaise. Within a conservative aca-
demic climate that would consciously shut itself off
from the new ,trends’ of photography and the radi-
calism of the Avantgardes, one painter managed to
establish himself as the superstar of the Academy:
Jean-Léon Gérome. After along period of silence, a
major exhibition now zooms in on the extremely
productive and successful artist.

The show is one more step towards a re-evalua-
tion of European art in the 19™ century. After the
clearly pronounced preference for the paradigm of
the Avantgardes by 20" century art historians up to
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the post-modern era (and beyond), time seems to
be up for such a revision at the beginning of the 21+
century. If the prices on the art market are a valid
indicator, Salon painting is really en vogue. The art
world finds itself in the midst of an anti-modern
counter-strike. The trend, which started with the
opening of the Musée d’'Orsay in Paris in 1986, is
now — 25 years later — essentially highlighted by the
current Gérome retrospective. The French muse-
um was probably the first European art institution
to intersperse its remarkable collection of realist,
impressionist and post-impressionist paintings
(moved from the Jeu de Paume into the Gare d’Or-
say) with painters of the French Academy - Bou-
guereau, Cabanel, and Gérome, among others. A
new spectrum of 19™ century art was opened. The
museum kept to its mission and, in September
2007, organized a much-noticed symposium on the
»History of 19® Century Art (1848-1914). Evalua-
tion and Perspectives,“ raising the question
~Where are we with the history of art of the 19
century?“ However, when the Gare d’Orsay open-
ed its doors, no one would have foreseen the recent
boom of academic salon painting,
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A look at recent publications and exhibitions re-
veals that the revisionist approach towards 19"
century art may be more than just a short-lived
trend to attract the crowds. It rather seems to be a
proper reflection of western neo-conservative and
neo-,liberal* trends in politics and society. The US
audience and market, with a traditional penchant
on Impressionist art — still the major crowd magnet
in any collection — seem to have developed an in-
creasing sense for pictorial ,realism‘ on the one
hand and large narratives on the other. Enticing
story-telling a la Arabian Nights and its elusive
qualities might fulfill the function of an escapist re-
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