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The Blue Dress

Also known as The Duchess,
this painting was one of
eighteen paintings Stevens
exhibited at the Exposition
Universelle in Paris in 1867,
forming a mini-retrospective
that confirmed his status in
this crucial decade. Emerging
at the Salons of Brussels and
Paris in the 1850s with works
that offered a romanticized
vision of medieval history,
Stevens then explored a ver-
sion of Gustave Courbet’s

new social realism. From the

later 1850s, Stevens also re-
examined the legacy of Dutch
seventeenth-century artists, whose genre paintings validated the democratic
turn to the representation of the everyday world of contemporary
bourgeois social rituals and experiences as a topic for serious painting. The
list of subjects for the paintings shown in 1867 reads like an echo of
Vermeer, Terborch, and Metsu: writing and receiving of letters, intrigue,
condolence, tea parties, studio scenes, social visits. This same list
anticipates the work of Mary Cassatt or her French and American
contemporaries, like William Merritt Chase, who owned more than ten
paintings by Stevens. Possibly dating from 1861, 7he Blue Dress shows an
expensively dressed married woman of high society who has just returned
home; she is still wearing one glove. An opened letter rests on her knees
while she, in a pose reminiscent of Ingres, contemplates a dim portrait (her
younger self? a lost relative?). This very Parisian woman is framed by a
lacquered Japanese screen and a Chinese table-hanging showing two
herons. The painting plays with allusions to depth (the suggestion of the
layered spaces of a room inside a stylish apartment) and with surfaces: the
gilded screen, the hanging, the paintings, and above all the expanse of
saturated blue velvet—very fashionable in 1861—from which peeks one
tiny foot, the trace of the body swathed, camouflaged, and reshaped by a
costume as exotic and marvelous as the other worlds of kimonos and birds
shown on the Japanese works of art. Stevens was one of the first painters to
become interested in the Asian artifacts and arts that began to be imported
into Paris in the early 1860s, anticipating Whistler’s orientalized works by

several years.



The Visit

The Visit, also known as The Morning Call, shows a young woman artist in
asilvery peignoir. Behind her is a table with a still life set against a Chinese
screen, which in turn marks off an alcove. Within those gloomy depths the
tall windows are shuttered, allowing in only a strip of light, painted in a
single stroke of impasted white paint that asserts the surface of the painting,
while reflections in a round mirror catch the colors of the foreground in a
relay of surface and depth. The painting is perfectly plotted in its formal
relations to create a satisfying
visual experience, yet there is
a hidden irony: the painting
presents a woman painter
and her pictures, but we see
this painter as a subject in
Stevens’s picture. We see a
painted room whose space is
punctuated and punctured by
mirrors—flat surfaces that
reflect imagined depth—and
paintings that create imagined
depth, opening up the flat
walls. Color links both back
to the central figures that are

the dramatic point of intense

and unusual color harmonies.
The painting demonstrates Stevens’s idea of what a painting is: a fiction of
surface and space evoking an open meaning through its internal relations
and carefully observed and choreographed gestures. This idea of art is
represented by women as both artist and viewer, linking the feminine with
the creation and discerning appreciation of art, as well as with an intimate
relation through costume—at this moment in the modern history of dress
we name “fashion”—to the color harmonies beloved of the modern
painter. Stevens was above all interested in painting figures in interiors. He
used a paradox to evoke the intimation of an inner being in his subjects by
his scrupulous attention to surface and dress. His figures are not characters
in a story, yet this painting is like a novel. Stevens has made up scenes
and characters for his models, attending to details of dress, furniture, and
situations his viewers would understand as signs. Balzac wrote a series of
novels collectively called La Comédie humaine, and he made every detail—
of the room in which a person lived, the clothes they wore, the ways they
sat—work to create a picture of a character type. Stevens was called the

Balzac of painting, his paintings a Comédie féminine.



Memories and Regrets

This painting marks a
shift within Stevens’s
work through its use
of a particular model
(Victorine  Meurend,
perhaps), who reappears
in many paintings of
the early 1870s, and by
the new tonalities of the
artist’s palette. The subtle
modulation of silvery
grays and  whites
replaces the intense and
often startling har-
monies of the 1860s.
Stevens was not a
painter of the nude, but
these scenes of an inti-
mate toilette allowed

him to explore aspects of

the female body usually
masked by the full regalia of formal dress worn in high society. The new
gravity and even pathos of these melancholic figures were linked by some
critics to the catastrophic political events of 1870-71, in which the Second
Empire ended and the Paris Commune was defeated in the violence of
a civil war. Stevens, a Belgian, had remained in Paris during the siege,
volunteering to fight for the city. This painting was first owned by the
distinguished American collector W. H. Stewart, who lived in Paris. Later
it passed to the Peruvian poet Gabriel Yturri, who was the companion of
Count Robert de Montesquieu, the model for Marcel Proust’s Baron de
Charlus in Remembrance of Things Past. In 1900 Montesquieu wrote a
detailed analysis of Memories and Regrets that linked Stevens’s painting with
a Proustian sense of memory and of the relation of character to physical
things, through which that character reveals itself and recalls its ladened
past. From clues provided by the woman’s rather unfashionable shoe and a
slight heaviness of the skin in her face, Montesquieu identified her as a
woman on the verge of middle age, wondering about her continuing allure
to her lover in an age when men valued women only for appearance and
youth. Stevens’s model also prefigures Edith Wharton’s character Lily Bart
in The House of Mirth, who exposed the tragedy of women’s longing for

real affection in a world that saw them as glittering prizes.



The Four Seasons

As early as 1857 Stevens had exhibited a painting titled Spring. In 1874,
following a commission from Leopold II, king of the Belgians, Stevens
completed the cycle of The Four Seasons. His Spring, Summer, and Fall
could be metaphors for the seasons of a modern woman of fashion.
Tremblingly young and fresh, on the verge of the social world, she
is presented in a spring landscape, with a dove of purity resting on her
shoulder, still within hearing distance of the church bells in the village
beyond. In Summer, exquisitely dressed in scalloped pink satin, she stands
indoors, holding up her fan to shield her now more knowing face from the
sun. In the sensual atmosphere evoked by this heat, she holds a bouquet of
full-blossomed roses. Autumn finds a brunette in golden tones holding a
book in an enclosed and formal garden. She looks in the opposite direction
to the open face of springtime girlhood, her reflective pose now suggesting
a retrospect on what has
been, what has been loved
and lost—not found—
and what can never come
again. The king forbade
Stevens from painting the
logical subject for Winter,
the figure of maturity or
old age, with her “white
hair and many memories.”
He wanted only youth
and beauty about him.
Stevens found an original
solution for Winter. She is
the figure of resignation,
not set in the snow but
dressed in snowy white in
a glacial interior, holding
a hothouse flower—a
camellia, perhaps—and
standing face-to-face with
her now mature but some-

what jaded self.
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Academic Figure Study:

Male Nude Holding a Staff

1844

Charcoal and stumping on laid paper

2256 x 153/ in. (58.3 x 39.9 cm)

Acquired by the Sterling and Francine

Clark Art Institute, 1982 (1982.36)

The Blue Dress

c. 1861

Oil on panel

1276 x 10 /s in. (31.9 x 26 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1920 (1955.865)

The Visit

c. 1870

Oil on panel

25°%k x 186 in. (64.5 x 47.1 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1945 (1955.861)

Memories and Regrets

c. 1875

Oil on canvas

24 '/ x 183 in. (61.3 x 46.2 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1933 (1955.860)

Mother and Child

c. 1875-80

Oil on panel

16 "/ x 13°/s in. (43.1 x 34.7 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1940 (1955.862)

Spring

1878

Oil on canvas

46 ' x 23 °/c in. (118.2 x 59.3 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1936 (1955.868)

Summer

1878

Oil on canvas

46°h6 x 23°)6 in. (118.3 x 59.3 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1936 (1955.869)

Fall

1878

Oil on canvas

466 x 236 in. (118.3 x 59.2 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1936 (1955.870)
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Winter

1878

QOil on canvas

46°)e x 23°)6 in. (118.3 x 59.3 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1936 (1955.867)

The Parisian Sphinx

c. 1880

Oil on panel

10°s x 6°%kin. (27 x 16.9 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1928 (1955.863)

In the Moonlight

c. 1880

Oil on panel

10°%s x 8 /e in. (27 x 21.5 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1930 (1955.864)

Girl in White

1884

Oil on board

12 "6 x 9% in. (32.3 x 24.4 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1926 (1955.1028)

Young Girl by the Sea

1886

Oil on panel

16 x 9 "/i¢ in. (40.6 x 24.7 cm)
Acquired by Sterling and Francine
Clark, 1953 (1955.866)

Sheet of Studies with a Detailed
Drawing of a General of the French
Revolution

c. 1890

Graphite on wove paper

12'5x 9 "he in. (31.8 x 24.6 cm)
Acquired by the Sterling and Francine
Clark Art Institute,

1983 (1983.54)

Study for an Eighteenth-Century
Courtier (possibly Robespierre?)

c. 1890

Graphite on wove paper

126 x 9%sin. (32.2 x 24.8 cm)
Acquired by the Sterling and Francine
Clark Art Institute,

1983 (1983.55)
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