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The Critical Reception of
Soirée chez lui (Concert

of Amateurs)and the
Dilemmas of Modernity
(1882-1884)

Paulo Simoes Rodrigues

(translation: Cristina Greene)

In April of 1945, for the occasion of the reopening of the
National Museum of Contemporary Art, after a period of closure
that began in August 1944, to allow renovation works, the
institution published its first catalog brochure guide as well as
the first issue of a series of monographs edited by the group of
friends of the museum, entitled Museum (Falcédo, 2021). Let's
focus on this first issue of the Museum collection, written by the
museum’s director, the sculptor Diogo de Macedo (1889-1959),
and dedicated to the painter Columbano Bordalo Pinheiro
(1857-1929), more precisely on his painting Concert of Amateurs
(Concerto de Amadores) or Soirée Chez Lui.

The choice of the Concert of Amateurs to start the
publication of a set of monographs whose purpose was the
“propaganda of certain works of art belonging to the Heritage
of the Nation” (Macedo, 1945, 24) was, at the time, particularly
relevant, since it meant the historical redemption of a painting
that, during its first public exhibition in Portugal, at the 1884
oxhibition of the Sociedade Promotora das Belas Artes (Fine
Arts Promotion Sooiety), had been received by the critic with
some reservation or even hostility, It has even been described
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as having no light or color (Aga, 1884, 1). About sixty years later,
the same painting was part of the collection of the National
Museum of Contemporary Art', founded in 1911, and was
classified as a “masterpiece of painting in Portugal” because

it was considered to bring together “all the values, the secrets,
the confessions, technical mastery and goals of conception,
vision, evocation and spiritual purposes of the excellent painter”
Columbano Bordalo Pinheiro (Macedo, 1945, 14).

The consecration of the artistic importance of the work
of Columbano Bordalo Pinheiro by the critic dates from the
beginning of the 20th century and is evident, in the first years of
the century, in the exhibitions he participated in? in the relevance
of the commissions he received?, and above all in the positions
for which he was appointed or elected*. In 1904, he was the
subject of an individual exhibition organized by the newspaper
Digrio de Noticias (Daily News), held at the newspaper’s premises
in Lisbon, consisting of more than a hundred paintings, almost
all of his work, which received wide and very positive attention
from the press. (Elias, 2002, 187-194) and for which he was
considered “the greatest Portuguese painter of our time” (A
Cronica, 1904, 2).

Until those days, art critics frequently expressed
discomfort with Columbano’s works. In 1889, Bartolomeu
Sesinando Ribeiro Artur (1851-1910), career soldier, a meritorious
painter and journalist, alleging Columbano’s “‘independent
originality” and his “contempt for artistic conventions”,
considered him the “most widely criticized” Portuguese painter
(Artur, 1896, 74). Confirming Ribeiro Artur’s statement, the

1 Since 1921, acquired by the Portuguese State at the auction of the collection
of the first Count of Ameal, José Maria Correia Aires de Campos. Information
available on the website of the National Museum of Contemporary Art: http://
www.museuartecontemporanea.gov.pt/ArtistPieces/view/21 (accessed on
12/06/2022).

2 Especially the international ones in Dresden (1901 and 18086), Saint Petersburg,
London (1901), USA (1904) and Barcelona (1907) (Ellas, 2011).

3 Artillery Museum (1901) and Medical School of LIsbon (1806) (Elias, 201).

4 Professor of Historlcal Painting at the Lisbon Acadamy of Fine Arte (1901),
President of the Natlonal Soclety of Fine Arta (1002) and Direotor of the
National Museum of Contemporary Art (1814). In 1804, King Cirlos awarded him
the Offlolal Ordar of Santlago and Sword for arllalle merll (Fllas, 2011, 128, 120,

L2}

example of Monteiro Ramalho's (1862-1949) appreciation of
Columbano’s works can be seen at the Fifth Exhibition of the
Group of the Lion®, in 1885, in which the painter participated
with a set of figure paintings and small portraits of illustrious
personalities of Portuguese society. The assessment of Monteiro
Ramalho, who also belonged to the Group of the Lion and was
close to Columbano, oscillated between the “unshakable aspect”
of one of the figure paintings (O Mendigo, 1885), “the eminent
qualities of observation” by Columbano and the “admirable
execution” of the “little portraits presented” (Ramalho, 1886, 27).
In fact, the critical recognition of Columbano's pictorial work was
mainly due to his work as a portraitist. In 1901, in a text about the
Portuguese representation at the Universal Exhibition in Paris

of 1900, José de Figueiredo (1872-1937), historian, academic
and future director of the National Museum of Ancient Art, when
commenting on Columbano’s participation in that event, after
declaring him “the greatest among all the Portuguese painters
who exhibited their work.” (Figueiredo, 1901, 77), focuses
exclusively on portraits, namely those of Antero de Quental
(1889) and Ec¢a de Queiroz (c. 18997?), also alluding to Henrique
de Vasconcelos, Raul Brandéao, Luis Osério, Conde de Arnoso,
Trindade Coelho (c. 18987), Joao Barreira (1896) and Alberto de
Oliveira (Figueiredo, 1901, 83-87)¢. It is through them that José
de Figueiredo characterizes what he considers to be the most
important aesthetic and plastic values of Columbano Bordalo

5 The Group of the Lion (Grupo do Le&o) was a gathering of artists and art
lovers that met at the Golden Lion (Ledo de Ouro) brewery in Lisbon, on Rua
do Principe (Prince Street). Spearheaded by the naturalist painter Silva Porto,
who had just returned from Paris and was a professor at the Lisbon Academy of
Fine Arts, it remained active between 1881 and 1889. In addition to Silva Porto,
the Group of the Lion had the participation of the artists Columbano Bordalo
Pinheiro, Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro, Antonio Ramalho, José Malhoa, or Jodo Vaz
and of the writers Fialho d’Almeida, Cesario Verde, Abel Botelho, Bulhao Pato,
among others. The Group was responsible for the dissemination of naturalist
painting in Portugal, through the organization of exhibitions that were assumed
to be alten lons of the Sociedade Promotora das Belas

the Lion was immortalized
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“®, ”

Pinheiro’s painting: “sweet polychromy” and a “graded and soft
chromatism”, “without glaring oppositions” (Figueiredo, 1901, 79).
According to José de Figueiredo, although Columbano
was not a painter of the exterior, as was the generation of
naturalist painters, of which he was contemporary (José
Malhoa, Sousa Pinto or Veloso Salgado)?, he was nonetheless
an observer, although not exactly of the visible reality, but
from the psychological dimension of the figures he portrayed,
substantiating its behavioral nature in a chromatic material
structure that made it visually perceptible: “Painting a figure,
when he feels it, Columbano penetrates it, therefore, intimately,
guessing it all”, ( ...) “The hardness of the stain that the masks
of certain of his portraits sometimes have, such as that of
Luiz Casdrio, must therefore, certainly represent unhealthy
disturbances of the organisms in which they appear. And this
power in Columbano is equivalent to what is only achieved
with the sensitivity of a photographic cliché, with the help of
which it has even been possible to objectify lesions that, while
still hidden by the epidermis, were therefore not obvious to the
naked eye” ( Figueiredo, 1901, 80.81)8. He called him a “painter
of souls”, with “a gift of observation” that could go “to the point
of cruelty” (Figueiredo, 1901, 83,86).

Painting “within the walls of his «atelier»”, it was not
Columbano who obeyed the light, it was “he who” commanded
“in her”, subordinating it to the values and meaning of the
ontologically autonomous entity that was art: “A form is
drowned if by chance, he judges it to be secondary, or it
gets involved in another one that it is considered essential to
highlight, with more luminosity, the one that is considered to be
the most characteristic and essential” (Figueiredo, 1901, 78).
José de Figueiredo stated that Columbano’s brush had “the
acuity of a scalpel; that examines and sees the infinitely small,

envisioning even the deepest recesses, the structures that
he analyzed as “a force of visual penetrability that” exceeded
“the normal of any well-organized creature” and reached “in
his models much more than just its surface form” (Figusiredo,
1901, 80,81).

The psychological character of Columbano’s portraits
legitimized the painter’s escape from the dominant naturalist
canon through a somber interior painting, contrasting light
and shadows, made up of layers of dense, intense, almost
saturated colors, and contours diluted by the chromatic stain,
which referred to the historical reference of 17th century Dutch
painting, in particular Rembrandt®, and brought them closer
to the most recent symbolist tendency of one of his young
contemporaries, the painter Anténio Carneiro (Lapa, 2007,

51, 54; Elias, 2012, 226-229): “Mr. Carneiro Junior is not yet
confident enough as the great Columbano, with whom he has
some points of contact” (Figueiredo, 1901, 100). They also
shared a nationalist aspect within their artistic expression of
national identity in their character, that is, based on an ethnic
psychology of the Portuguese people, very much in vogue at
the beginning of the 20th century among intellectuals with a
positivist orientation, such as Teéfilo Braga, Adolfo Coelho or
Rocha Peixoto (Rosmaninho , 2018): “No one better than these
two artists [Teixeira Lopes and Columbano], one with his dark
sadness, the other with his melancholic elegy, could, therefore,
have synthetized our character outside” (Figueiredo, 1901), 127).
In 1901, for José de Figueiredo, the plastic characteristics
of Columbano’s works gave him a singularity that was,
as mentioned above, both individual and national, that is,
autonomous and representative of an ideal of art, a condition
that placed it above the works by the other Portuguese painters
represented in the Paris exhibition, such as Jose Malhoa,
Alfredo Keil, Veloso Salgado, Carlos Reis or Anténio Carneiro.
These remained linked to a more literal interpretation of French

0 Although Joad de Digusiiedo aodengtands hal o Rembeandl there wias no

al
3, 1901,
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naturalism, an aesthetic fidelity that made them, in the opinion
of the Portuguese historian and academic, too uncharacteristic:
“At first glance, our painting section — (...) — had this
fundamental defect: — to be very uncharacteristic. Very little
landscape, and this one, even better, except for a painting by
Malhoa and some insignificant stains by Keil, very French”
(Figueiredo, 1901, 43). A few years earlier, in 1884, when Soirée
Chez Lui was presented at the exhibition of the Sociedade
Promotora das Belas Artes in Lisbon, the argument was
diametrically reversed. Columbano’s departure from the artistic
program of naturalism provoked skepticism, even among those
who, from the outset, understood the meaning and possible
impacts of Columbano’s painting. However, despite the fact
that there were parallel opposing understandings of the work
Columbano at stake, the problem they posed was the same: did
it materialize a modern ideal of art or was it representative of
this idealization? We intend to demonstrate that the debate that
took place with the critical reception of Soirée Chez Lui, both in
Paris and in Lisbon, was provoked by this dilemma. That’s what
we'll do next.

The history of the creation and first public performance of
Soirée Chez Lui is well known. The picture was painted in Paris,
where Columbano had been since 1881, with a scholarship
offered by D. Ferdinand of Saxe-Coburg (prince consort of
Queen Maria Il and father of the reigning monarch, King D.
Luis), through his second wife, the Countess of Edla. The
countess’s intervention was providential for Columbano™ who,
in 1881, aged 23 (born November 21), had exceeded the age
limit that allowed him to apply for the scholarships offered by
the Portuguese State since 1865, to students from the fine arts
academies in Lisbon and Oporto, for a five-year study stay in
Paris. Columbano had applied for these scholarships twice, in
1879 and 1880, without success (Dias, 2013, 56-63).

Columbano Bordalo Pinheiro arrived in Paris with a
letter of recommendation from D. Fernando de Saxe-Coburgo,

10 Later, Columbano oftered Soirda Cher Lol or Conoerl of Ainslairs 10 the

Al g n gestore of gratitucs, and o o prool Of big guoossa o Parin

Ty

addressed to the painter Carolus-Duran, asking him to accept
the young Portuguese artist as a student in his studio. However,
the available documentation, including the direct testimony of
Columbano himself — accessible through the correspondence
he exchanged with the Countess of Edla, the sculptor Simbes
de Almeida and, later, the diplomat Jaime Batalha Reis — does
not allow us to confirm with accuracy that Carolus-Duran was,
in fact, the master of the author of Soirée Chez Lui. We only
know that Columbano arrived at Carolus-Duran’s studio with
the letter of recommendation from D. Fernando and that the
French master offered his support (which would include giving
his opinion on the works that Columbano produced during his
stay in Paris), having also attended, for a few weeks, the free
atelier of the Italian sculptor Filippo Colarossi and became a
student of the painters Gustave Courtois and Raphael Collin.
On the other hand, in 1882, when Columbano decided to apply
for the Parisian Salon of that year, he identified himself as a
disciple of Carolus-Duran (Elias, 2011, 73-76). It may have done
so because, since 1852, artists whose work was exhibited
at the Salon appeared, in the event’s publications, linked to a
country, a school or a master. Being linked to a country became
necessary with the official opening of access to the Salon
to non-French artists in that same year, 1852 (Cazes, 2021).
However, there is a strong possibility that Columbano only
requested Carolus-Duran’s recommendation to present his
work at the Salon and that the latter provided it because it was

convenient for him to maintain a good relationship with Portugal

(Lapa, 2007, 28)". Through his affiliation with Carolus-Duran,
he sought to strengthen the possibility of his admission to the
Salon, aware of the impact that the Parisian art show had on
the recognition of the work of foreign artists, including in their
countries of origin. This recognition is expressed in the Salon’s

relevance to the selection of non-French artistic participation in
universal exhibitions, in the sections of the respective countries,

which caused the exponential increase of these participations
after the Universal Exhibitlon in Paris of 1855. This relevance

1 i 10880, Carolug- Do paaintadd o lnnga (lbdaogh pacieait Ol Cluaan 1 Maria 1Pin
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is verifiable by the examples by the Dutchman Jozef Israéls

or the Swiss Albert Anker, among others, who, after making
themselves known previously at the Salon, were chosen to
exhibit at the Universal Exhibition of 1867, in the sections of the
respective countries (Cazes, 2021).

Columbano’s application for the Parisian Salon of 1882
turned out to be successful with the admission of Soirée Chez
Lui. In the Salon's illustrated catalog, Columbano’s painting
appears with the number 318%, the date of May 1882 and the
title of Une Soirée Chez Lui (Dumas, 1882, XXI1). It was in this
context that the painting had its first critique reception.

Art history has emphasized the relative indifference of
French critics towards the presence of Soirée Chez Lui at
the 1882 Salon (Lapa, 2007, 28; Elias, 2011, 79). However, we
must take into account that 2722 paintings were shown there
(Dumas, 1822), by authors from various countries, although
most were of French nationality, as would be expected®.

The size of the exhibition allows us to state that even in

such unfavorable numerical circumstances, Soirée Chez Lui
managed to attract the attention of some French critics. The
content of his opinions, predominantly unfavorable, as we will
see below, suggests that the reactions to Columbano’s painting
resulted from the way in which the formal characteristics of
Soirée Chez Lui positioned its author along with a critic that had

12 Artists, regardless of nationality, were ordered alphabetically by surname. This
was the prevailing system between 1861 and 1880, when, for didactic reasons,
four specific categories of works were created, which began to be exhibited
separately, among which one specifically dedicated to foreign artists was
included. The new organizational structure of the Salon was, however, short-
lived. In 1881, in the face of protests from foreign artists and accusations of
ostracism by art critics such as the writer Emile Zola, the alphabetical ordering
of the exhibited authors was resumed. This was a decision taken within the
framework of a broader reform of the organization of the Salon, which no longer
had the contribution of the French State and was given to the artists. To that
end, the Society of French Artists was founded in 1882 (Genet-Delacroix, 2013;
Cazes, 2021).

13 According to the Annuaire Statistique de la France of 1883, 5257 painlings hadl

naturalist canon as its ideal of modern painting.

An article published in the Revue des Deux Mondes,
authored by the historian and academic Henry Houssaye (1848-
1911), establishes very clearly the predominant parameters
in French art critics’ appreciation of the paintings shown at
the 1882 Salon, which will determine the critical reception of
Soirée Chez Lui. For Henry Houssaye, it was necessary for
painters to be of their time and for their paintings to present
modern themes and a modern execution (Houssaye, 1882,
562-563). In Houssaye's opinion, this modernity was not

present in the Impressionist painters, who were also present
at the Salon. His painting, diffuse, subjective and luminous,
more suggestive than objective, was understood by Houssaye
as an anachronism coming from the masters of the past (the
Byzantines, Cimabue, Giotto, Gozzoli and Rogier Van der
Weyden, the primitive Germans and Sieneses of the X1V, of the
Burgundian school) and Japanese painting (Houssaye, 1882,
563). The Impressionists were modern in the subjects they
chose to paint, in the interpretation they made of contemporary
life, but old-fashioned in the method of execution, following the
formulas of a Gericault, Delacroix or Courbet. Houssaye did
not deny the importance of impressionism, but understood it
as a still embryonic and experimental phase that had preceded
naturalism. Naturalism was thus understood as a result of
impressionism, to which it had added, in the observation of
visible reality, objectivity, precision, chromatic definition and
even a moral truth, values that made it an effective artistic
expression of modernity. The Salon of 1882 witnessed,
precisely, these two tendencies of French painting, one
impressionist, led by Edouard Manet (1832-1883), and the
other naturalist, represented by the artistic personality of Jules
Bastien-Lepage (1848-1884)*: “Le salon est a la fois 'naturaliste’

14 Jules Bastien-Lepage was one of the protagonists of the emergence of _
wracterized by a faithful representation
by the direct observation of nature. His

. Dantion

ceh

sanbiipoy sequiis ojned



134

he Critical Reception of Soirée chez lui (Concert of Amateurs) and the Dilemmas of Modernity (1882-1884)

et 'impressioniste” (Houssaye, 1882, 561). The possibility of
comparing, in the same exhibition, examples of these two
trends highlighted the limits of impressionist-inspired technical
procedures in the realization of an effectively modern painting.
Houssaye saw in Manet, metaphorically, the forerunner of _
a small church®, of which Bastien-Lepage was the glorious
apostle, the acknowledged leader®. In a footnote, Houssaye
included the painting by “Bordallo-Pinheiro” in the group of
works with an impressionist tendency that he considered to be
led by Manet (Houssaye, 1882, 561).

The affiliation of Soirée Chez Lui in the field of influence
of Manet — Columbano would have known the work of the
French painter during his stay in Paris, probably through
his alleged master Carolus-Duran, a friend of Manet (Costa,
2008, 279; Elias, 2011, 212) - indicates that the less positive
reception that the painting had by the French press was due
to critics bias in favor of a naturalist orthodoxy, who seem to
have found in Columbano’s canvas a complete demonstration
of the limitations that the distance of observable reality
imposed on art. According to some critics of the Salon, these
limitations were substantiated in the strange and incomplete
appearance of Columbano’s canvas, in its dark and tenebrist
atmosphere?, in which the chromatic stain prevailed over the
outline, characteristics that approximated it to the painting of

Lepage’s painting was considered a fraud, a usurpation of a truly modern and
progressive art, a banality without ideas or a personal point of view, excessively
attached to reality, a skill and nothing more, as the impressionist painter Camille
Pissarro classified it (Young, 2014, 39-40; Foudral, 2016, 69).

15 “M. Manet a semé ; c'est M. Bastien-Lepage qui récolte. Si l'on ne prend maitre
que dans le sens de grand peintre, M. Manet n'est pas un maitre, il s'en faut :
mais si on prend ce mot au sens de professeur, ou plutét d'initiateur, on doit
saluer comme un maitre le peintre d’'Olympia.” (Houssaye, 1882, 563).

16 “On se pAme d'admiration devant le Pére Jacques de M. Bastien-Lepage. Quelle
science! quelle originalité! quel sentiment! quelle sincérité! On réclame un
grand souverain pour ramasser le pinceau de ce jeune maitre infusé un
sang nouveau dans la peinture contemporaine et renouvelé I'dcole francaise!”
(Houssaye, 1882, 585-586)

the Spaniard Francisco Goya (1746-1828)* (Jacques, 1882,

2. Courrier de I'Art, 1882, 278), another aspect that brought

the Portuguese painter closer to Manet (Costa, 2008). There
were even those who compared Columbano to a Courbet after
drinking, seeing in Soirée Chez Lui an orgy of shapes, gestures
and colors, of misshapen figures, larger than nature (Le
Constitutionnel, 1882, 2).

In the pages of the newspaper Le Gaulois, the historian
and art critic Louis de Fourcaud (1851-1941), while recognizing
Columbano as a gifted, sensitive and interesting painter,
described his painting as incomplete, eccentric, illogical and
chaotic. From the point of view of drawing, the figures were
inadmissible, “d’immenses caricatures”. From the point of
view of light, one could not detect the origin of the muddy light
that distorted all appearances. From the point of view of
moral observation, the characters’ expressions were thick and
vulgar. From the point of view of applying pictorial techniques
to the subject, Columbano’s painting lacked idealization and
nuance®™. However, even with these numerous and enormous
defects, Soirée Chez Lui managed to retain, according to
Foucaud, the attention of the public — the statement indicates
that Columbano’s painting had some impact on the visitors of
the Salon, which explains the attention it deserved from the

critics. It was possible to recognize in Soirée Chez Lui, in the
midst of chaos, a set of unusual qualities, verified by Foucaud

in the presence of elements that he described as being of a
courageous execution and a very fine gray and rough harmony.
To Foucaud, however, these qualities seemed to be the result of
chance, the result of the work of a painter without criteria and
dominated by the attraction of an artificialism that was too far
removed from the imitation of nature and truth: “M. Bordallo-

who says it in a note he wrote about a

4, which is currently part of the collection
ibrary -, when he painted
soan The work of Goya, wi ha only
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Pinheiro joue a jeu dangereux entre tous. Beaucoup
de respareils y ont tout perdu; il y perdra tout lui-méme”
(Fourcaud, 1882, 3).

In the pages of L'Estafette, Arthur Hustin (1850-1924),
journalist and editor of that periodical, was more receptive
to the pictorial work of Soirée Chez Lui than most of French
criticism. Despite thinking that Columbano presented a
generally muted range of colors, the pictorial technique of his
“chamber concert”, in the execution of the fabrics and in the
handling of the brush, had flexibility and lightness that allowed
him to overcome that defect and made the work worthy of being
highlighted (Hustin, 1882, 3).

In September of 1883, after the pension granted by the
Countess of Edla ended, Columbano returned to Lisbon. Soirée
Chez Lui had preceded him on the trip to Portugal, sent by
Columbano himself to the Countess of Edla (we mentioned
previously, that he did it as a gesture of gratitude for the
pension), already with the title of the Concert of Amateurs. The
high monetary value attributed to it by Columbano increased
the cost of customs duties, a factor that made it difficult for the
Countess to collect it. When the painting was finally removed
from customs, in 1883, after Columbano had lowered the price
he had set, the painter was already in Lisbon.

After returning to Portugal, in 1884, Columbano decided
to apply for that year’s exhibition of the Sociedade Promotora
das Belas Artes with a portrait of his sister-in-law Elvira and
the Concert of Amateurs. The Concert of Amateurs was initially
rejected by the exhibition jury. It was eventually accepted, but
was displayed in the last room of the four that the exhibition
occupied at the Fine Arts Academy of Lisbon, which became
known as the “room of the rejected”. The customs episode
and the attention it received from the French press gave the
Concert of Amateurs, some public notoriety, to the point that
its admission to the Sociedade Promotora’s exhibition was
reported in the Diario da Manha (Morning Daily) on January 5,
1884. French criticism should be widely known in Portugal, as
the same arguments were used (o juslify the initial refusal 1o
admit the painting o the exhibilion of the Sociedade Promotora
the unfinished appearance, the gloomy tone and
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that genre, when they were more suited to a history painting
(Elias, 2011, 88).
Shortly after the opening of the exhibition, in Didrio da
Manha, the writer and art critic Zacarias da Aga (1839-1909),
a defender of realism and naturalism, followed the same line
of argument as Louis de Fourcaud and Arthur Hustin. Like
the two French critics, Zacarias da Aga recognized, in some
aspects of Comlubano’s painting, “a rare skill in making” and
“a masterful, broad and vigorous interpretation”. But these
were, according to him, qualities of a “strayed” talent, of a
“fantasist” painter, because they moved away from the objective
observation of visible reality by eliminating light, suppressing
color and despising drawing. He accused Columbano of being
an “independent” with a “natural penchant” for “ugly and
sad originality”. Columbano’s painting lacked the “liveliness,
brightness, light and color” of “Southern art”, so he was advised
to take a trip to Italy (Aga, 1884, 1).
More understanding than Zacarias de Aga towards
the aesthetic proposal of the Concert of Amateurs, Monteiro
Ramalho (1862-1949), also a member of the Group of the
Lion, seems to understand the suggestive or even expressive
quality of color in Columbano’s paintings. His description of
the Concert of Amateurs in the periodical O Ocidente (The
Ocident) seems to have the purpose of justifying Columbano’s
artistic choices by showing how the formal structure of the
painting gives a moral meaning to the theme represented.
Monteiro Ramalho considered that the Concert of Amateurs
remained within the framework of naturalism as a “witty”, “cruel”
observation “of a humor similar to sarcasm” of modern life
(Ramalho, 1884, 196). Columbano’s originality lay in the way he
used the chromatic stain to suggest or express the specifics
of his observation of modern life: “(...); a single candle, placed
on the same roaring monster, poorly illuminated the exotic
nocturnal scens, and drawing on one side and on the other
irregular shadow effects, it hurts the rotund figure of what
Is probably snoring from below, (...). The lighting is evidently
poor, and as it leaves almost all those fifia demons in a sinister
darkness, it sets free the somewhat dismal phantasia of
Columbano, (...) (Ramalho, 1884, 188). But, like some French
Arltlas Mantaelro Ramalho alao found Columbano's style
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somewhat anachronistic, which, giving the painting an “old” or
“archeological” look, undermined “its eminent quality as a true
document of an era” (Ramalho, 1884, 197). The escape from

the objective observation of the visible reality, which fixed and
objectified the formal and chromatic structure of the observable
reality, deformed the painting “with a premature antique air”,
making it “absurd and uncharacteristic, in its making, as a
modern work” (Ramalho, 1884, 197).

Jaime Batalha Reis (1847-1935), publicist, agronomist,
diplomat and art critic, very close to Columbano, considered
one of the most enlightened men of his time, was the one
who best understood the Concert of Amateurs in the context
of the art of his time . Batalha Reis understands that what
interests Columbano, as well as Manet and the Impressionists,
was to explore the material nature of painting, as well as the
structuring value of light and the significant capacity of color. It
is this understanding that is evident in the statement that “The
impression that reality produces in Columbano does not seem
to pass through any school convention before finding, in the

4

stain that the artist takes from the palette, its exact relationship”,

or that “Columbano logically obeys, implacably, the value of
enlightenment, once determined”. What interests Columbano,
once again like Manet and the Impressionists, is the fixation

of the ephemerality, circumstance and subjectivity of visual
perception, in order to diminish or even cancel the distinction
between art and life: “The painting of Columbano has, however,
a certain distance of observation, and, at this distance, you can
only see in painting what, in fact, could only be observed in
reality. That is why, at a certain distance, Columbano’s painting
is life, while the other paintings in the Exhibition, at all distances,
are, even the best, just good paintings. In Columbano’s painting,
as in reality, you only see what the chosen light could show; not
what the painter knew existed” (Reis, 1884).

The example of Jaime Batalha Reis reinforces our
understanding that the predominantly unfavorable reception
that Soirée Chez Lui or the Concert of Amateurs had in
France and Portugal, respectively in 1882 and 1884, was due
to its apparent departure from the more orthodox canon of

naturalism, which defended a modern art based on the realistic
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in his environment (hence the recurring misunderstanding
of the difference between realism and naturalism in the
Portuguese critical texts of the time), expressed in a synthetic
and naturalistic way: “The superiority of the modern process
of painting consists precisely in its extreme simplicity. (...)
His secret is reduced to sincerely reproducing nature,
whatever its aspects, without ever dressing him up in false
dress. (...) The ideal of the process is to be carried out all at
once, in full paint, the painter realizing the juxtaposition of
the planes without tiring the painting” (P.S., 1895, 103-104).
In Portugal, this naturalism was consolidated by developing
an identity variant, nostalgic, with an almost ethnographic
characterization of rural and popular practices and customs,
of which Silva Porto (1850-1893) and José Malhoa (1855-1933)
were the greatest representatives (Silva, 2010) and in which art
criticism, conditioned by a powerful liberal political and social
conscience, saw the possibility of creating art that was both
modern and national: “In Portuguese landscapes seen inthe
sun by Silva Porto, there is this extraordinarily deep light bright,
with an intense palpitation, which so characteristically envelops
the banks of the Tagus, bathing the surrounding hills with
radiant splendor?®” (Ortigéo, 1947, 43). This was a conception
of painting from which Columbano was distant from and which
limits its understanding by art critics. Columbano would be
closer to the literary Decadent Movement of Antero de Quental,
which he portrayed back in 1889, as we have mentioned above.
Strictly speaking, this distancing, was relative, because
Columbano did not abandon the naturalist idea of painting
as an observation of reality, as Batalha Reis points out. What
changes is the relationship the observer establishes with
reality and materiality — it was this change that Columbano’s
critical acclaim intuited at the beginning of the 20th century,
associating it with the psychological dimension of his portraits.
In this way, we can say that Columbano’s work reveals that
naturalism, as an artistic tendency and historical category,
was a plural and complex phenomenon, with approximations
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and correlations with more avant-garde movements, such

as Impressionism and Symbolism, and an interior aspect?,

both physical and psychological, which also includes works

by painters such as Gustave Caillebotte (The Floor Scrapers,
1875), Edgar Degas (The Wormwood, 1875-1876) or Vincent van
Gogh (The Potato Eaters, 1885).

. a a
wron Dodaswaor th defends the thesis hal nalucalism bhad two branchea of
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