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The exhibition Black models: from Géricault to Matisse, held this spring in the Musée d’Orsay 

in Paris is the first exhibition in France devoted to black models in French art from the 19th to 

the 21st century. The aim of the exhibition is to give these models back their visibility, and 

show them as actors in the artistic world of their time, and to assess their role in the studios 

of artists such as Géricault or Manet. All the credit should go to the spiritual mother of the 

project, Dr. Denise Murrell (Ph.D., Ford Foundation Postdoctoral Research Scholar at 

Columbia University), writer and curator of the Posing Modernity exhibition at the Wallach 

Art Gallery at the Columbia University in New York (24 October 2018- 10 February 2019). The 

Paris exhibition is based on Murrell’s 2013 dissertation for Columbia University’s department 

of art history and archaeology, as was the Posing Modernity catalogue, co-published by Yale 

University Press. In her book Murrell sheds a critical light on the art historical canon and opens 
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up an important discussion concerning the standard art-historical narrative. She questions 

the validity of the historiography and methods of research in art history and its dominant 

norms and values: when we talk about art history, what do we talk about? What subjects are 

highlighted and which ones are overlooked in the selection and interpretation of objects? 

Who speaks when remembering the past? 

 

Black models are one such field of representation that has long been downplayed in the art-

historical narrative. Challenging that traditional narrative, the exhibition in Paris explores the 

changing modes of representation of black figures as central to the development of modern 

art. In American art critic Clement Greenberg’s theorization of the development of Western 

Modernism, Manet’s Olympia is posited as a starting point, which has led to its repeated 

citation as its foundational painting. It is truly mind-boggling that in the analysis of such a 

thoroughly scrutinized painting, very rarely is something said about the black woman who 

posed for the maid, standing right beside the reclining white nude. This black woman is 

depicted in full view, taking up almost as much pictorial space as the white prostitute after 

whom the painting is named, yet she is never really discussed, being merely mentioned as a 

secondary character. She is described in generalising terms as ‘the maid’, ‘the black servant’ 

or ‘la négresse’, categories that obliterate the specificity and identity of her as an individual. 

According to Murrell, one of the issues with this repeated generalised designation is that in 

fact we have known the name of the model who posed for the maid all along: her name is 

Laure. So, why has she come down to us through art history as a generic black ‘négresse’?  

 

By looking closer at Laure and trying to uncover her long-overlooked narrative, Murrell soon 

discovered that her presence, and her representation in a role of servitude and subjugation, 

not only tells something about Europe’s colonial history and ideology, but is also an indication 

of a greater factual historic presence: namely, the emergent black population of Paris in the 

first fifteen years after the final abolition of French territorial slavery in 1848. This population 

was captured very extensively in photography and painting, indicating that there was an 

important interracial interaction. This tells us that Laure and her equals were not isolated 

individuals or mere fantasies, as they are usually purported to be, but rather important 

participants in modernity.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The aim of bringing these lost identities back to visibility, out of the shadows of generic 

categorizations, was made clear with a strong statement. The curators of the exhibition chose 

for an installation of the American conceptual artist Glenn Ligon (°1960), which instates ‘the 

names’ of ‘Parisiens noirs’ in the main hall of Musée d’Orsay. I put ‘the names’ in quotation 

marks, since I immediately noticed that some objectifying names, such as ‘Chocolat’ or ‘Miss 

Lala,’ ended up on the installation wall. Is this an accident or was it done on purpose?  The 

labels in the exhibition, where these figures’ real names are revealed as Rafael and Olga 

Albertina Brown, suggest an oversight, or at least a miscommunication. In the labels, the 

curators carefully put brackets around the objectifying names, although surprisingly not in a 

consistent manner, sometimes using the objectifying name 

instead of the real name. This raises some questions regarding 

terminology in the museum space and exhibition making in 

general, and indicates how easy it is to fall back into certain 

patterns from which this exhibition ostensibly wants to break 

free. This may seem like nit-picking, but when you think about it 

for a moment you soon notice that there is more at stake than a 

simple error in accuracy. First, it shows that representations, 

words and narratives are strong and persistent. They crawl under 

our skin and stick to us in a stubborn fashion, and can’t be let go 

easily. If we aren’t careful they slip through the cracks and survive, 
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remaining in the powerful position of colonizing our minds and spirits. Moreover, these 

representations are not only strong but also powerful. They are ideas and words that continue 

to exert power, particularly over people of colour. Every time such terms are reproduced 

uncritically the same objectifying violence is perpetrated, putting people of colour back in a 

lower position. In this way, disrespectful objectifying terminology without context reproduces 

itself time after time, and museums should remain vigilant and think actively when creating 

new narratives that aim to empower, transform, and to move on to a common future. But is 

that ever really possible? To move on through narrative? Saidiya Hartman puts it well: ‘How 

can narrative embody life in words and at the same time respect what we cannot know? How 

does one listen for the groans and cries, the undecipherable songs, the crackle of fire in the 

cane fields, the laments for the dead, and the shouts of victory, and then assign words to all 

of it? Is it possible to construct a story from “the locus of impossible speech” or resurrect lives 

from the ruins? Can beauty provide an antidote to dishonour, and love a way to “exhume 

buried cries” and reanimate the dead?’  

 

An artwork that meditates on these questions is Olympia II by the Congolese artist Aimé 

Mpané,(°1968), which would perhaps have made a stronger and less dubious opening 

statement to the exhibition, but is unfortunately only put on show at the end. By swapping 

the bodies of the figures in Manet’s painting, Mpané captures the viewers’ attention and 

stimulates her to look differently. Laure takes the place of the white prostitute (Victorine 

Meurent) and is in this way brought back to life, reanimated from the dead. Because Mpané 

believed Laure to have been perceived dead, as a ‘nature morte’, in her previous position. 

This motif, symbolised by the skull in the flower bouquet carried by Victorine, who now takes 

on the role of the servant, also refers in a second layer of meaning in the Western world’s 

deadly gift to Africa.  

 

So what is at stake? Why is this kind of art-historical research, which questions who is included 

and who is excluded from the art-historical canon, on the rise? Is this a mere trend or does it 

indicate something bigger, something more important that is going on in our world? What 

does it mean when until now communities of people have an unequal experience of 

citizenship (e.g. police security) because of racial stereotyping - the stubborn remains of 

colonial ideology? What about the minority populations and migrant populations very much 



present in our society, but often rendered invisible by being ignored? What happens if the 

sources of these still-extant mental frameworks are not laid bare and questions around the 

ideology with which (art) history has been written, are not asked? What is at stake if we don’t 

ask questions on how we remember the past and instead choose to close our eyes and try to 

forget?  

 

Black models: from Géricault to Matisse, 26 march 2019 – 21 July 2019, Musée d’Orsay 
Paris.  
 
A third stage of the exhibition will have place at the memorial ACTe (the Carribean Centre 
for Expression and Memory of the Slave Trade and Slavery) in Pointe-à-Pitre 
(Guadeloupe), 13 September – 29 December 2019.  
 

Book: Posing Modernity  
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300229066/posing-modernity 
 
Exhibition catalogue: Le modèle noir de Géricault à Matisse - Catalogue d'exposition 
https://www.boutiquesdemusees.fr/fr/catalogues-d-exposition/le-modele-noir-de-
gericault-a-matisse-catalogue-d-exposition/15820.html  
 
Posing Modernity : The Black Model from Manet and Matisse to Today (24 October 2018 – 
10 February 2019)  
https://wallach.columbia.edu/exhibitions/posing-modernity-black-model-manet-and-
matisse-today-le-modèle-noir-de-géricault-à  
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