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Image of Black Figures in the Art of Odilon Redon

Noriko YAMAJO

The French painter and printmaker, Odilon Redon (1840-1916) presented colored people in a way that
we don’t understand at first glance. In this paper, we focus on the image of the person represented on the
left side of the charcoal drawing “Apparition” (1883). We examine the reasons for its mysterious look,
and explore its relationship with the artist’s past experience and concepts. In light of Charles Darwin’s
theory of Evolution, Redon expanded on the theme of the “Origin of Life” from the 1870s to the early
1880s. Various ideas gained from religious paintings, myths, Orientalist paintings, the discovery of Cro-
Magnon Man, biology, phrenology, psychoanalysis, Salomé, and Blaise Pascal’s Pensées are all freely
mixed. From his personal involvement with the war and presentations of human exhibitions, abstractness
and ambiguity became conspicuous in his modeling. The image of a slave, suggested in some drawings
such as “The Convict” (1881,) may be a composite based on discussions with his wife, who had moved
to Louisiana and owned slaves, with details from his wife, who was born on Reunion Island. Highly
abstracted figures and landscapes would allow various interpretations: perhaps just an image of Redon’s
or generalized image of a human or even a personal image of the viewer himself, depending on their
interest and imagination. The theme of these pieces, where hypocritical equality and unconscious racism

are mixed, is therefore not simply topical, but also of universal import.

Keywords : Odilon Redon, colored people, theory of Evolution, colonialism, ambiguity
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