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these ideas would lead. Like the boats depicted in the paintings of Seurat and Sig-
nac, these largely unpopular artists were adrift on the rivers and seas of history with 
nothing but storm on the horizon for those who would survive the Fin-de-Siecle. 
And beneath all of this, riding his bike through the streets of Paris, was the 
Mephistophelean figure of Charles Henry. 
 In July of 1888, Seurat left the metropolis of Paris and travelled once more 
to the mouth of the Seine where he stayed in a seaside village called Port-en-Bessin 
on the Calvados coast of Normandy. In his Geographie Universelle, Élisée Reclus 
writes that “Bessin includes the western maritime district…is of Jurrasic age…
[and] noted for its dairy farms.”141 As he had in previous years, Seurat used his time 
on the Calvados coastline to paint several new seascapes and recharge for his next 
assault on the nascent spectacular capitalism that drew thick Parisian crowds every 
night of the week. After letting his vision fall into depictions of the coast, Seurat 
would spend his last years painting what Rimbaud called the “wild and infinite 
flight toward invisible splendors, toward intangible delights—and its maddening 
secrets for every vice—and its terrifying gaiety for the mob.”142 Félix Fénéon would 
later say that Seurat “did not air his opinions. But in that time when it was not 
yet stylish for young people to be fed up with everything, his literary and artistic 
friends and those who supported his work in the press belonged to anarchist circles; 
and if Seurat’s opinions had differed radically from theirs, if he had been influenced 
by his father [who collected pious images of saints], the fact would have been no-
ticed.”143 Seurat and his comrades all witnessed “in this fin-de-siecle, not—as it was 
during the last one—a revolution, but, far from the public square: a trembling of 
the veil in the temple, with significant folds, and a little, its rending.”144
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In the summer of 1884, the same year Georges Seurat completed and first 
displayed his painting Bathing at Asniers, the art critic Félix Fénéon met Charles 
Henry, an extraordinary polymath, scientist, and early publisher of Rimbaud 

and the da Vanci notebooks.1 Within two years, these three men helped form a 
coherent, anarchist avant-guard that opened up new forms of expression that had 
not previously existed. This group would come to be known as the “neo-impres-
sionists.” Along with Paul Signac, Jules Lafourge, Maximilien Luce, Gustave Kahn, 
Camille Pissarro, Charles Angrand, and several others, these painters, critics, and 
artists attempted to free the human vision so it “should know only luminous vi-
bration” and absorb social criticism directly using all “three fibrils” of the “natural 
eye.”2 
 This artistic and aesthetic avant-guard solidified in Charles Henry’s res-
idence where he met Félix Fénéon in 1884. These apartment rooms embodied 
the anarchist ethos of Charles Henry as they were a place “where no one need 
feel obliged to excuse himself ”3 for lack of funds, a place where “there would be 
no empty chair, no angry restaurant-owner.”4 In this apartment, Charles Henry 
expounded his theories of color and their correlation with specific moods or emo-
tions, and he was hospitable to all who wished to listen and engage. Henry came to 
Paris in 1875 when he was sixteen years old and wore all black clothing with a black 
top hat over his head, an appearance that was “something of a uniform for Henry.”5 

This uniform of the traditional street magician was also shared by his comrades 
Félix Fénéon, Paul Signac, and Charles Angrand, although they donned it only 
after they had met “the tall, lean Alsatian with blond hair and pale, mountain-lake 
blue eyes, who has the air of Doctor Faust and who as a young man rode from Paris 
to Brussels on a bicycle.”6 This group originated in the “intimate and dark salon” 
of Mlle. Multzer, otherwise known as Sandah Mahali, “a likeable woman, friend of 
the arts, kind of a poet herself in her more intimate moments,” who believed that 
Charles Henry was “an extraordinary being.”7

 The art historian Jonathan Crary has made the case that Charles Henry’s 
theories were not central to the work of Seurat or the scientific methodology of 
the neo-impressionists when he states: “For a long time it was wrongly assumed by 

forward without a single article of clothing. This woman is then doubled, depicted 
from the side with a green stocking partway up her foot. According to Henry’s 
theories, the direction and color of this stocking are meant to convey sadness. The 
third woman is not the same model, but rather Seurat’s lover Madeleine Knobluch, 
painted with her naked back towards the viewer. She is facing the canvas of the 
Grande Jatte that hung unsold in Seurat’s studio. In front of her is the blue bustle 
of the bourgeois woman that, according to Henry’s theories, is meant to convey 
sadness. Between these women, clothed and unclothed, Seurat reveals the econom-
ic and social conditions of what Karl Marx called “universal prostitution.” In this 
famous passage, Marx wrote “just as woman passes from marriage to general pros-
titution, so the entire world of wealth (that is, of man’s objective substance) passes 
from the relationship of exclusive marriage with the owner of private property to a 
state of universal prostitution within the community.”136 Every woman depicted in 
this painting is enmeshed in an economic web that extends from the banks of the 
Grande Jatte to the studio where Seurat hosted his models and painted Madeleine 
Knobluch. By also depicting his own Grande Jatte in the Poseuses, Seurat plays with 
Henry’s idea that “there is no idea without virtual movements becoming real move-
ments.”137 With his two paintings and their “virtual” meanings nested in each other 
like dolls, the “virtual movement” and the “real movement” between the four wom-
en explode from within the points of color directly into the retina. The coordinates 
of Parisian bourgeois “universal prostitution” are laid bare to the viewer, with only 
a faint glimpse of the Seine visible in the upper-left corner. 
 The Poseuses represents the turning inwards of Seurat in his last years, with 
the Parade de Cirque acting as the threshold. His last grand canvases would be 
of a gas-lit cabaret filled with devils, Madeleine Knobluch powdering herself in a 
bedroom, and an infernal circus revealed by a fool to be nothing but a projection 
screen. The Poseuses is the last of what Seurat called his “toiles de lutte,”138 or can-
vasses of struggle, of which he said “I prefer them to all my landscape studies.”139 

These four paintings include the Parade de Cirque, the Grande Jatte, Bathing at 
Asniers, and represent his great work aimed at the heart of those who propagated 
the social ills tormenting humanity. After seeing the Poseuses in Paris, Vincent van 
Gogh referred to Seurat as “the leader” of this “Petite Boulevard” of anarchist artists 
who had torn open a hole into the future.140 The prescience of what they glimpsed 
through this tear defied even their own understandings and the summer of 1888 
represents its perfect synergy in the work of Seurat. Aesthetic tools to de- and 
re-compose the world had been unleashed for all without any expectation of where 
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many art historians that these concepts were the invention of Seurat’s friend, the 
librarian and quasi-scientist Charles Henry, but in fact they were part of a large and 
collective body of psychological and neurological concepts that by the end of the 
1880s had become widely familiar and influential.”8 He dismisses Charles Henry as 
a “bourgeois librarian and autodidact at the Sorbonne” who contributed to “forms 
of social control and the rationalization of labor” with his scientific theories.9 Al-
though, Crary is correct to acknowledge the wide variety of influences that collided 
in the work of Georges Seurat, his discounting of Charles Henry’s influence is un-
necessary and erroneous. Charles Henry not only helped Georges Seurat discover 
mechanisms to reveal the “rationalization of labor” being undertaken by capitalism, 
he envisioned a system of correspondences between color, line, and emotion that 
would ultimately “expand the agreeable within us and outside of us, and from this 
point of view its social function is immense in this time of oppression and blind 
conflicts. It ought to spare the artist hesitations and useless attempts in assigning or 
indicating the way in which he can find ever more rich aesthetic elements; it ought 
to furnish the critic a rapid means of discerning the ugly, so often informulable, 
however much it is felt.”10   
 In 1884, Charles Henry gave his first lectures at the Sorbonne where he 
“filled a little blackboard with equations and figures in which he used dress-man-
nequins draped with varicolored clothes in order to illustrate points in the theory 
of colors.”11 In attendance at these lectures were Georges Seurat, Paul Signac, and 
Camille Pissarro. According the Georges Lecomte, “the lectures went over Pissarro’s 
head” but “Seurat patiently drank them in and later explained them to Pissarro.”12 

Although Seurat was in the audience, he did not personally meet Charles Henry 
until 1885 or 1886. By the time he attended the first of these lectures, Georges 
Seurat had finished Bathing at Asniers and was beginning his studies for A Sunday 
Afternoon on the Island of the Grande Jatte. 
 Seurat first displayed Bathing at Asniers at the Salon des Artistes Indépen-
dants between May 15 and July 1, 1884, an exhibition that also showcased Paul 
Signac and Charles Angrand, among many others. Félix Fénéon saw all of the 
paintings at the Indépendants and describes how the “six square meters” of Bathing 
at Asniers were “kept out of the exhibition rooms and modestly relegated to the 

circle.”129 Fénéon wrote these words in the issue of Art moderne published on April 
15th, 1888, a full month before Henry’s “chromatic circle” was released to the 
public. Only those who had attended Charles Henry’s lectures would know what 
Fénéon was speaking of. 
 Two months later, the Revue Indépendante would publish “Cercle chro-
matique et sensation de couleur.” In the conclusion of this work, Charles Henry 
states, “I have given all the developments necessary to a theory of visual sensation 
and to the illustration of a chromatic circle.”130 In this work, Henry claims “there 
is no sensation without an arrest of movement and, consequently, without a vir-
tual movement in an inverse direction.”131 In his theories, “the psychic functions 
can be considered as movements which have been or will be like virtual move-
ments.”132 In this view of the world, real movement (physical activity) and virtual 
movement (viewing a static painting), mutually engender each other in a perfect 
cycle. “Rhythm” and “measure” themselves are simply “representations which, by 
their relation to others, are the occasion of virtual movements.”133 Representation 
is defined by Henry as “all expression, more or less motor, conscious or not, of a 
concrete or abstract idea.”134 In these gilded days before cybernetics, Charles Henry 
was attempting to theorize the complex physical and psychic reactions that took 
place between the viewer and various aesthetic mediums. In this endeavor, Henry 
embedded a clear utopianism that was undoubtedly influenced by his anarchist 
comrades. In his introduction to Le Cercle Chromatique, Charles Henry hoped to 
create new devices that would “soon, I hope, be applied in conjuring up the immi-
nent dangers by which the abuse of destructive excitants and the ignorance of our 
true needs menace us.”135 One of the devices Henry contributed to this endeavor 
was “the chromatic circle which make[s] possible the amelioration of forms and the 
harmonies of colors.” With this printed, multi-colored circle, an artist could embed 
Henry’s theories of harmony and contrast directly into their work. The first to do 
so was Georges Seurat.
 In the Poseuses, Seurat applied the aesthetic techniques recommended by 
Henry in order to convey a complex synthesis of vision (that was itself against 
capitalist vision) through his own refined use of “pointillism.” Three female mod-
els are depicted naked in various poses, marking Seurat’s break with the historical 
conventions of the nude. The most physically exposed is the model he hired, facing 
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buffet. Only a few drinkers whose attention strayed from their beer noticed that a 
new way to cipher reality had just appeared.”13 While Fénéon stood in front of the 
refreshment bar looking up at this massive painting, he beheld an almost idyllic 
scene of summer harmony, mired only by the industrial smokestack subtly belching 
darkness across the Seine in the suburb of Clichy. The river flows away from the 
working class men lounging on the shore while the youngest of them calls out to 
those on the other bank. Once the river passes the rail bridge between Clichy and 
Asnieres, it meets the underwater outflow of the Parisian sewer system designed 
by Baron Haussmann, a man whose “urban works are a wholly appropriate repre-
sentation of the absolute governing principles of the Empire: repression of every 
individual formation, every organic self-development, fundamental hatred of all 
individuality.”14 
 Haussmann built a 5.5 meter wide tunnel known as the Collecteur Gen-
eral d’Asnieres to invisibly channel the sewage of the metropolis directly into the 
Seine. In Seurat’s depiction of bathing at the river, the highly visible smokestack 
above the rail bridge lines up perfectly with the invisible sewage being ejected into 
the water. It is possible that Fénéon noticed the faint reflection of the smokestack 
Seurat embedded in the water, and it is likely that Fénéon understood the social 
criticism implicit in this massive painting that hung over the refreshment table. 
While one shirtless boy calls out to the other shore and another crouches nervously 
in the water, all of the unseen shit from the center of Paris pours invisibly into the 
toxic cesspool just upstream from the rail bridge. Despite being within sight of 
both the sewage outflow and the factory, none of the bathers seem concerned or 
appear to notice what is happening, except perhaps for the shirtless boy calling out 
across the water.  
 As Baron Haussmann recalled in his memoirs, “these underground galler-
ies would be the organs of the metropolis and function like those of the human 
body without ever seeing the light of day....these liquids would work unseen and 
maintain public health without disrupting the smooth running of the city [la bonne 
ordonnance de la ville] and without spoiling its exterior beauty.”15 Haussmann fin-
ished his sewer project in 1868 and during the siege of Paris by the Prussian army 
in 1870 “there was apprehension that the Germans might secretly enter the city 
through the sewers, and the city authorities actually sealed the Collecteur General 
d’Asnieres in order to assuage public fears.”16 After the emergence and defeat of 
the Paris Commune in 1871 (a defeat hastened by the wide boulevards designed 

spoke in Le Havre at the mouth of the Seine. Although gravely wounded, Michel 
remained lucid and conscious throughout the confrontation. Despite her pleas for 
him to stop, a sailor viciously beat her would-be assassin and almost destroyed one 
of his eyes. Louise Michel later told the public that Pierre Lucas, the man who fired 
the shots, was “an unfortunate victim of hallucination, of whom the reactionists 
have made a tool. They have abused him. They knew that he was fond of drink. He 
was drunk when he fired the shots.”123 Lucas had formerly been a clown in the cir-
cus but at the time of the shooting had recently been employed as a private watch-
man. After surviving the attempt on her life, the “queen of the Anarchists” said to 
the public, “I am fond of dumb animals; why should I not take pity on men?”124

 In February, Seurat exhibited two of his café-concert drawings and anoth-
er Grandcamp seascape in the Indépendante bookstore. A notice written by Félix 
Fénéon in the La Revue Indépendante explains that the charcoal drawings reveal two 
“chanteuses on stage at a café-concert and a few hats from the spectators in the first 
row.”125 Soon after this issue was printed, Vincent van Gogh and his brother Theo 
went to Seurat’s studio in Montmartre where they saw the nearly finished Poseuses 
hanging from the wall. Within a month, Theo van Gogh had purchased Seurat’s 
drawing Eden Concert for 17 francs and the brothers began to scheme on how to 
fund the purchase of more works by the Impressionists and Neo-Impressionists. 
With these new friends at his side, Seurat transported the Poseuses, the Parade de 
Cirque, and several drawings of figures and interiors to the fourth exhibition of the 
Societe des Artistes Indépendants on the Champs-Elysees. The exhibition began 
on March 22nd, 1888, and there was immediate and widespread praise for the fin-
ished Poseuses, most notably from Félix Fénéon, who called it “the most ambitious 
endeavor of the new art.”126      
 After writing in 1886 that “[peinture au point] must be considered, at the 
very least, for the execution of smooth surfaces, especially the nude, to which it 
has not yet been applied,”127 Fénéon could now see the full results of his encour-
agement. He would later write that “the ground swell of a glorious and tranquil 
rhythm gives enhanced life to both color and form, and this work puts to shame 
any memory of nudes in galleries and legends.”128  Fénéon also noticed certain cor-
respondences within the painting and that, “by a piece of pseudoscientific fantasy, 
the red parasol, the straw-colored parasol, and the green stocking are oriented in 
the directions adopted by red, yellow and green on [Charles] Henry’s chromatic 
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by Haussmann) the Collecteur General d’Asnieres was unsealed and sewage began 
to flow into the river once again. By the time Georges Seurat finished Bathing at 
Asniers, the sewage had been flowing down the pipe for over thirteen years and 
bourgeois Paris had reconstructed itself after the blood of the Commune had sunk 
into the cobblestones. The Collecteur General d’Asnieres was a constant reminder 
of what Haussmann had enabled with his urban designs: the slaughter of the Paris 
Commune and the now constant pollution of the Seine. Both the visible and the 
invisible toxic streams seem to go unnoticed by the bathers and are only apparent 
to the viewer, just as they may have been to Fénéon, who said “although I did not 
express myself in writing, I was deeply struck by the importance of this painting.”17      
 While Félix Fénéon did attend the exhibition and saw Bathing at Asniers 
hanging above the refreshment bar, he was very busy that same May founding a 
“political, literary, and artistic” journal called La Revue Indépendante. There was 
no mention of Seurat in any of the pages. The journal ran from May 1884 to May 
1885 and was published out of an office located at 7 Rue de Medicis, just across the 
park from Luxembourg Palace.18 This journal office also hosted lectures by Charles 
Henry, some of which were attended by Georges Seurat and Cammille Pissarro.19In 
the beginning of 1885, Fénéon published an article in La Revue Indépendante about 
Charles Henry’s work-in-progress that detailed the emotional resonance of lines 
and colors.20 This material was likely similar to the lectures that Charles Henry gave 
at the Sorbonne and the offices of La Revue Independent. In addition to publishing 
this report on Charles Henry’s theories of color and line, Fénéon also published 
some of the most important poets and authors living in France: Pyotr Kropotkin, 
Joris-Karl Huysmanns, Emile Zola, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Paul Verlaine. Fénéon 
would often visit Verlaine at his home in “the storage room of a wine shop in an 
old courtyard under the elevated train” where the former Communard “made his 
friends comfortable at a table among dusty wine bottles.”21 Fénéon was also person-
al friends with Stéphane Mallarmé and in January of 1885 he presented the young 
art critic with a poem entitled “Prose (pour Esseintes)” to publish in La Revue 
Independent. This was the first poem Mallarmé had published in six years.22 Near 
the end of this fourteen stanza poem are the lines “O Spirit of litigation, know / 
when we keep silent in this season, / the stem of multiple lilies grew / too large to 

bled on a preliminary sketch for the Parade de Cirque.116 But this was not the only 
painting through which Seurat embedded the theories of Charles Henry. He would 
also do this for his masterwork, La Poseuses.
 He toiled on this painting into the summer, complaining that he “would 
rather parade around than work.”117 Seurat was attempting to use plaster on his 
canvas and found it “very discouraging. Can’t understand a thing. Everything 
stains---very heavy going.”118 He managed to submit a drawing for the August is-
sue of La Review Indépendante that also featured writing from his comrades Jules 
Laforgue and Paul Adam. But shortly after this issue was released, Jules Laforgue 
died at the age of 27 from complications related to his tuberculosis. Among the 
mourners at his funeral were Georges Seurat, Gustave Kahn, Paul Adam, and “two 
strangers,”119 most likely Félix Fénéon and Charles Henry. Fénéon would later write 
of how Laforgue desired “that woman should be at last man’s brother and not a 
being apart.”120 
 Seurat spent the rest of 1887 working on La Poseuses and in November he 
met Vincent van Gogh in Paris. Shortly after this meeting, Seurat, Signac, and van 
Gogh had a joint exhibition that lasted until January 1888 in a small gallery at 96 
rue Blanche. While their paintings hung on the walls, the streets of Paris became 
rife with discord. General Boulanger was gathering support from both the left and 
right, threatening to destroy the entire Republic. The crisis provoked by the rogue 
general forced President Jules Grevy to resign. In opposition to Jules Ferry (the 
proposed president), a coalition of the Ligue des Patriotes and the Blanquists orga-
nized a demonstration in Paris on the Place de la Concorde that turned into heavy 
rioting.121 To appease all sides, Sadi Carnot was elected President of the Republic 
on December 3rd, 1888, while on December 10th a would-be assassin fired two 
bullets into the body of Jules Ferry122, leaving wounds that would lead to his death 
five years later. This was how the year 1888 was ushered in for Georges Seurat and 
his Parisian comrades.
 While he was nearing completion of La Poseuses, Seurat exhibited one of 
his Grandcamp seascapes and his dusk-lit depiction of the mouth of the Seine at 
Honfleur. These paintings hung in the front room of the bookstore that housed La 
Revue Indépendante and and were displayed throughout January 1888. At the end 
of the month, a would-be assassin shot Louise Michel twice in the head while she 
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be contained by reason / and not as weeps the mundane shore, / when its monoto-
nous pastime lies / in wishing plenitude should pour / upon my juvenile surprise / 
at hearing the heavens and the map / endlessly in my walks attested, / even by the 
wave as it falls back, / that this country never existed.”23 In many ways, this poem 
can be seen as a rallying cry for the “multiple lilies” that had grown in Paris since 
the repression of the Commune.
 Echoing the line from Mallarmé that “this country never existed,” Fénéon 
anonymously wrote the following words in La Revue Indépendante: “The ‘Father-
land’ is just one more entity, an empty, hollow entity, like God, like Society, like the 
State...we protest with all our strength against this barbarian and Roman prejudice 
by virtue of which a man is an enemy—worse, a ferocious beast—because he hap-
pens to have been born on the other side of the river.”24 These lines were written 
in September of 1884, several months before Mallarmé submitted his poem for 
publication in La Revue Indépendante. During this time, Emile Zola’s novel Ger-
minal was being published serially in the periodical Gil Blas (a publication which 
referred to the artists of the Salon des Artistes Indépendants as “the frauds and fops 
of painting.”25) While Fénéon did not write anything about Zola directly, pub-
lishing his work in La Revue Indépendante indicates he shared an affinity with the 
naturalist author whose latest novel recounted the fictionalized version of an 1884 
miner’s strike in the coal fields of northern France. Beyond this, Fénéon had met 
Emile Zola in 1882 while making his rounds of the Parisian literary milieu.26 The 
events described in Germinal were also drawn from a wave of bombings, violence, 
and assassinations in 1881 and 1882 that centered around the textile mills in Lyon 
and the coal fields to the north of the city. Most of this violence was reportedly 
organized by Le Bande Noir, an anarchist group largely invented by the press.27 
In search of a scapegoat, the French state arrested Pyotr Kropotkin and sixty-five 
other anarchists from Lyon, charging them with belonging to “the International” 
and conspiring to organize the recent wave of violence. Kropotkin had spent several 
months speaking to the miners and weavers in Montceau-les-Mines, Le Creusot, 
and Lyon, reporting that the miners “were holding secret meetings” and “talking of 
a general strike.”28  
 The trial began in January of 1883 and provided much free publicity for 
the struggling French anarchist movement. In addition to being extensively covered 

pointed out to me the complementary halo around the gas lamps. He was applying 
this in his Parade.”112 Seurat had begun the canvas of Parade de Cirque when the 
Opera Comique caught fire and burned to the ground on May 25, 1887. Over 80 
people died in the inferno that captured the attention of all Paris. Stéphane Mal-
larmé wrote about the fire in the July issue of La Revue Indépendante, exclaiming 
that “the flames of summer, alas and others ! civilization that wants theaters, you 
know not, for lack of the art to build them, so that the frightened tongue of silence 
guards the fire as it darts and exaggerates and turns to tragic ashes the onlookers 
of the city.”113 This poorly constructed middle-class theater was close to the Palais 
Garnier, the upper-class theater of the Paris Opera. The flames of this conflagra-
tion could be easily seen from the hill of Montmartre, home of Seurat’s studio and 
frequent site of his nocturnal wanderings. In his poem “Parade,” published a year 
earlier in La Vogue, Arthur Rimbaud wrote the lines: “Eyes flame, blood sings, 
bones swell, tears and red trickles flow. Their clowning or their terror lasts a minute 
or entire months. I alone have the key to this savage side show [parade sauvage].”114

Near his Montrmartre studio, Seurat would have also been able to see some of the 
first projection shows at the Chat Noir, a zinc-silhouette precursor to the modern 
projection machine. An entire theatre of viewers assembled around an almost re-
ligious screen, ingested a variety of psychoactive substances, and listened to spo-
ken narration as a parade of projected shadows travelled across their vision. At 
the beginning of his relationship with Madeleine Knobluch, Seurat found himself 
returning to the gas-lit performance halls and theaters of Paris where he witnessed 
the emerging spectacle blossoming before his eyes. 
 All of this fed into his Parade de Cirque, a painting that was directly influ-
enced by the work of Charles Henry not only in its division of color but also in its 
“divine proportion” and “harmonic proportion.” Curiously, despite being perfectly 
divided according the “divine proportion” with values of 4:6, none of these propor-
tions align with any of the architecture or figures depicted in the Parade de Cirque. 
As Charles Henry wrote in 1885, “the perfect correspondences between these two 
proportions and several important mathematical theories promises some extremely 
varied application to the science of aesthetics.”115 In order for the Parade de Cirque 
to conform to “harmonic proportion,” the values embedded in the painting would 
have to be 4:6:9. The only values of nine to appear in the painting are the nine 
gaslights burning above the stage of the spectacular circus sideshow. With this jest, 
Seurat embedded “the perfect correspondence” between the “divine proportion” 
and “harmonic proportion” championed by Charles Henry in his Introduction a 
une esthetique scientific. Beyond this, notes from Charles Henry’s work were scrib-
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in the French daily newspapers, the Lyon  trial was documented in the pages of Le 
Révolté, the anarchist newspaper co-founded by Kropotkin in Geneva, Switzerland. 
The paper was smuggled into France, distributed in Paris, and quickly reached a 
circulation of 2,000 in its first years.29 After Kropotkin was arrested, Jean Grave was 
put in charge of the paper at the request of Élisée Reclus, anarchist geographer and 
financier of the operation. Through Le Révolté and the daily newspapers, Kropotkin 
and the Lyon anarchists were able to reach a wide audience with their clear and 
persuasive statements regarding their beliefs. In court, the defendants collectively 
stated that the anarchists “intend to teach the people to do without government, 
just as they are beginning to learn to do without God. The people will similarly 
learn to do without property owners. The worst of tyrants, after all, is not the one 
who imprisons you but the one who starves you, not the one who holds onto your 
collar but the one who tightens up your belt.”30 In his personal defense statement, 
Kropotkin told the court, “a society which is divided into two distinct classes, 
one which produces but possesses nothing, the other which does not produce but 
possesses everything, is a society without morality, which is condemned by itself. 
A worker’s labour represents an average of several thousand francs a year but his 
annual wage is often not a thousand francs. Next to this poverty is displayed the 
mad wastefulness of the bourgeois class. In what way can this shameful injustice of 
society be reformed?”31 At the conclusion of the trial, Kropotkin and several others 
were each sentenced to five years in prison and ordered to pay 2,000 francs while 
the dozens of others were given 6-12 month sentences for belonging to “the Inter-
national.”32

 Shortly afterwards, Louise Michel spoke to a rally of unemployed workers 
on the streets of Paris in March of 1883. This hero of the Paris Commune told 
them to march “together, asking for work and for bread.”33 During the march, 
she held a black flag, a symbol she described as a “banner of strikes and suffering” 
that was covered with “layers of blood upon it from those who wanted to live by 
working or die by fighting,” a flag that “frightens those who want to live off the 
work of others.”34 With this black flag, Louise Michel led the march that ransacked 
“the bakeries of l’esplanade des Invalides and rue de Sevres, before heading off 
towards the Elysee Palace.”35 The police kettled the march with omnibuses, sav-

composed after Seurat’s trip to Honfleur, also features a brown plume rising from 
an industrial smokestack. Below the smokestack are wooden sailboats and a lone 
fisherman with two poles cast towards the water. All but one of Seurat’s submitted 
paintings depicted either the river or the sea. Besides the Poseuse, the only other de-
pictions of interior worlds were his black and white drawing and sketches of cafes, 
concerts, circuses, and theaters. Among them was Eden Concert, the depiction of a 
woman performing on stage as an orchestra plays beneath her. Above them hang 
a dozen gaslights burning white against the blackness. This was the first of many 
depictions that Seurat would make of spectacular Parisian culture, although it re-
ceived little attention in 1887.
 During and after the exhibition, Seurat continued with his final version 
of La Poseuses. He worked on two versions of the painting throughout the spring, 
the smaller one serving as practice for the massive 6.8 x 10.1 foot canvas. While it 
remains unclear, it is possible that Madeleine Knobluch was often with Seurat in 
his new studio, perhaps while he was working. When he was not busy on this paint-
ing, Seurat was out mixing in the nightlife with his comrades. One establishment 
frequented by his group was the Café le Panier Fleuri and it was here one night in 
1887 that Jules Cristophe found both Seurat and Signac, “the painters of an inde-
pendent touch.”107 They were seated with Félix Fénéon, Jules Laforgue, and Charles 
Henry, “dynamist of art, future author of a ‘mathematical and experimental aes-
thetic.’”108 Given that Jules Cristophe later described Seurat as “silent, obstinate, 
and pure,”109 it’s unclear how often he discussed La Poseuses publically. In private, 
Seurat revealed his work-in-progress to several comrades and friends. The art critic 
Arsene Alexandre found Seurat “working away with unbelievable concentration, 
cloistered in a little studio on the boulevard de Clichy, denying himself everything, 
spending all his slender means on expensive work. This time he meant to prove that 
his theory, so well suited to plein-air subjects, was applicable to large-scale figures 
and interiors, and he did his canvas Poseuses.”110 In the same time period, Camille 
Pissarro went to the studio and found that the “large picture is coming along. Its 
harmony is already charming. It is obviously going to be a very beautiful object.”111

 But this was not the only painting Seurat was working on. In the midst of 
these visits, the young artist wandered the nocturnal streets until he found his next 
subject: the circus. His first sketches for what would become Parade de Cirque were 
begun in the spring of 1887, shortly after Charles Angrand revealed his pointillist 
nocturne Un Accident at the third Indépendants exhibition. Angrand would later 
recall the nocturnal strolls he and his comrade took through Paris where “Seurat 
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agely attacked everyone trapped inside, and ordered the arrest of Louise Michel. 
After going underground for three weeks to tend to her sick mother, Louise Michel 
presented herself to the Parisian police. During her first major trial since the Com-
mune, she told the court that the proceedings were nothing more than an attack, 
“aimed through us, at the anarchist party.”36 She described herself as a woman who 
“is daring to defend herself. People aren’t accustomed to seeing a woman who dares 
to think. People would rather, as Proudhon put it, see a woman as either a house-
wife or a courtesan.”37 A witness for the prosecution testified that, “on March 9th, 
I was in the shop with my sister and my mother, when I saw a band arrive in front 
of the house led by a woman armed with a black flag. That woman stopped in front 
of the shop, struck the ground with her flag, and started laughing! The band imme-
diately rushed into the shop, took all the bread and cakes that were there, then the 
plates and the windows were broken.”38 Along with Emile Pouget, Louise Michel 
was sentenced to eight years imprisonment for fomenting the Parisian bread riots 
of March 1883. It is within this social context that Georges Seurat finished his last 
studies and began the final version of Bathing at Asnieres in a small studio on the 
rue de Chabrol. By the time his first exhibition was finished in mid-1884, Seurat 
had already begun the studies for what would become A Sunday Afternoon on the 
Island of La Grande Jatte. At some point during this process, he went with Camille 
Pissarro to hear Charles Henry expound on his theories of color and line at the 
Sorbonne. As was stated earlier, Seurat absorbed these classes with enthusiasm.
 In late 1884, Félix Fénéon was busy publishing the words of Kropotkin, 
Mallarmé, Verlaine, and Zola. By January of 1885, the final installment of Germi-
nal had been published and the book would soon become an anarchist staple, in-
spiring multiple newspapers and anarchist groups of the same name. That month, 
Charles Henry published the first two notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci and made 
them widely available in French. In March of 1885, Fénéon’s La Revue Indépendan-
te released a fifteen-point “Practical Program” for completely reforming the Third 
Republic in which the editors claimed “we are living in strange times. The people 
have lost their incentive, enthusiasm is snuffed out, hope is gone. A kind of dead-
ening torpor, weariness or cowardice, weighs on public opinion, which seems no 
longer to exist.”39 This fifteen-point program was socialistic in nature and called for 
the nationalization of all private industry while at the same time acknowledging 
the revolutionary limitations of these demands. While this program may have been 
written solely for the few open-minded government ministers who attended the 
Chat Noir cabaret40, an establishment frequented by Félix Fénéon, the editors of 

 After returning to Paris in February 1887, Seurat resumed work on his 
final version of La Poseuses and finished his oil study of the lone standing model, 
the Poseuse. This was the only version of his new work that was ready for the third 
exhibition of the Societe des Artistes Indépendants. The event was held in the Paris 
Pavilion, a covered garden built for the Universal Exhibition of 1878. Félix Fénéon 
describes Georges Seurat at this event “with the austere features of a sixteenth-cen-
tury Calvinist”101 and later goes on to praise the Poseuse, the first “neo-impression-
ist” nude rendered in “peinture au point.” Fénéon was so taken with the small panel 
that he declared it “would glorify the haughtiest museums.”102 In an article written 
for L’Art Moderne in May, Fénéon flatly states that “Impressionism only developed 
its rigorous techniques from 1884-5. The instigator was M. Georges Seurat.”103 In 
regards to the technique, Fénéon explains that “this splattering of the canvas re-
quires no special manual dexterity, only vision – but what experienced and artistic 
vision!”104 Further on, he writes that “this almost abstract uniformity of execution 
does not diminish the originality of the artist, and even enhances it. Indeed, not 
to distinguish Camille Pissarro, Dubois-Pillet, Signac and Seurat one from anoth-
er would be ridiculous. Each of them proudly flaunts his individuality – if only 
through his own distinctive interpretation of the emotional significance of colour, 
and the degree of sensitivity of his optic nerves to various stimuli – but never 
through the sole use of some facile device. Alone among the crowd of mechanical 
copiers of the outside world, these four or five artists achieve the sensation of life 
itself: this is because objective reality is for them only a pretext for the creation of 
a higher, sublimated reality, which becomes infused with their personalities.”105 In 
regards to the Poseuse, Fénéon called it “a tiny picture, but a miracle of art.”106

 In addition to exhibiting this small nude, Seurat showed six of his Hon-
fleur seascapes, one of which had already been given to Félix Fénéon. The Entrée 
du port d’Honfleur, finished in 1886, depicts the crowded entrance to the port of 
Honfleur, its waters filled with sailboats. Above them is a plume of brown smoke 
rising from a steamer-ship. This gift to Fénéon was lent back for the exhibition be-
fore returning to his private collection. This wasn’t the only of Seurat’s paintings to 
be lent back to him: Le pont de Courbevoie, also completed in 1886, had been given 
to an art critic named Arsene Alexandre. This depiction of the Seine at Courbevoie, 
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La Revue Indépendante apologized “to the ‘real revolutionaries’ for their practical 
approach.”41 Oddly enough, this approach was recommended in 1880 by Carlo 
Cafiero in the pages of Le Révolté where he wrote “our action must be permanent 
rebellion, by word, by writing, by dagger, by gun, by dynamite, sometimes even by 
the ballot when it is a case of voting for an ineligible candidate.”42 Although there is 
no proof Fénéon read these words from Cafiero, it is clear that he grew to embody 
them over the coming years. In early 1885, however, Fénéon was struggling to keep 
his job as head clerk in the War Office in the midst of publishing La Revue Indépen-
dante. He was unable to keep the journal going for very long after his troubles at 
work and released the final issue in May 1885. Without an office to hold lectures, 
Fénéon took after Charles Henry and began hosting salons in the apartment he 
shared with his mother and father. During these gatherings, his father would hide 
in his bedroom while his mother would entertain and engage with whomever hap-
pened by.43

 Their apartment was a block north of the rue de Babylone and was “small 
but very adequate: two bedrooms, a dining room that also served as a parlor, and a 
minuscule kitchen. It was in a block of buildings set back from the narrow roadway 
to make room for a clump of trees in front. Madame Fénéon was quite pleased 
with the choice her son had made.”44 In his book on Pissarro, George Lecomte 
recalls “the evenings spent at the rue Venue where, in the presence of his charm-
ing mother, above the tall, quivering trees, together we read Baudelaire, Verlaine, 
Mallarmé, Jules Lafourge, Jean Moreas.”45 In this same time period, Charles Henry 
would often write notes to Fénéon, requesting his presence at some gathering or 
another. In one message, Henry writes: “Tuesday night you will come, won’t you? 
Nine o’clock at the quai d’Anjou. Lafourge, Kahn, Moreas, Ysaye will be here.”46 
In another note, Henry asks Fénéon: “When will you bring me a manuscript, large 
or small, for my delight? Some evening soon, won’t you? Just let me know in the 
morning because I often go out roaming in the evening. And you can leave your 
frigid serenity behind somewhere, all right?”47 This tendency of Henry’s to wander 
the streets of Paris is confirmed in an August 1883 letter from Jules Lafourge to 
Charles Henry where the former asks: “Are you often in? Hardly at all I suppose, 
except in the evening—neither the circus nor the theater interest you.”48 That same 

and future mother of his children.97 If this is true, then their hidden relationship 
began earlier than has been suggested by other historians, most likely in the room 
depicted in the final work.
 At the end of 1886, Seurat began an oil sketch that combined all three 
figures from his previous studies. Three naked models stand in front of the unsold 
Grande Jatte hanging in Seurat’s studio. The clothed woman in the Grande Jatte 
faces left, one of the nude models faces the viewer, one of them looks away, and the 
other faces right, representing the four cardinal directions. This basic structure is 
what Seurat would ultimately use for the final version of La Poseuses, although he 
did several black and white studies of the garments and objects (such as the iron 
stove in his studio) that would be detailed in the finished painting. 
 In December of 1886, the offices of La Vogue were closed and the journal 
was discontinued, depriving the group of not only their meeting place but also an 
autonomous organ through which Charles Henry and Félix Fénéon promoted their 
work. A new location would later be found at the offices of La Revue Indépendante, 
a journal co-founded by Fénéon earlier in 1886 that was housed in a bookstore 
at 11 rue de Chaussee d’Antin, just off Boulevard Haussmann. This bookstore, 
dubbed by Fénéon the “Librarie de l’Art Indépendante,” eventually began to serve 
as the group’s art gallery and meeting place. Between the fall and rise of these two 
autonomous spaces, the group met together at the various establishments and spec-
tacular entertainments scattered across Paris, most often at night. 
 At this time, Seurat was presumably involved with Madeleine Knobluch, 
although neither his family nor most of his friends knew anything of this rela-
tionship. The only people aware of her existence were Charles Angrand and Paul 
Signac98, two close friends who often accompanied Seurat to various gatherings at 
Parisian clubs and cafes such as the Chat Noir in Montmartre. It was during these 
outings into the metropolitan nightlife that Seurat began his famous black and 
white drawings of performers and spectators standing in the half-darkness of gas-lit 
theaters and concerts. In addition to these depictions of spectacular mesmerism, 
Seurat was busy finishing four of his Honfleur seascapes for the Les Vingt exhibi-
tion in Brussels. Along with two other seascapes from his stay at Grandcamp, Seur-
at exhibited the Grande Jatte before a “huge crowd, incredible hubbub, very bour-
geoisly anti-artist.”99 He attended this event in Brussels with Paul Signac, Camille 
Pissarro, and Berthe Morisot, among others. According to Signac, “the crowd was 
so large it was impossible to get near”100 the Grande Jatte, which did not sell. Seurat 
was only able to sell a single painting, La Greve du Bas-Butin, Honfleur. This day-lit 
depiction of a steamer and two sailboats entering the mouth of the Seine sold for 
300 francs, the second of Seurat’s paintings to be purchased during an exhibition. 
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month, Lafourge writes to Henry, “all these days passed in Paris you seem to have 
been vaguely doing nothing. Harness yourself to a novel. Between us, I would wish 
this with a most singular and a most sincere curiosity. At your age you have an 
enormous grasp of science, of what is in books and of life; put yourself into a novel; 
give us some of the riches drawn absolutely from your bottomless depths.”49 
 Although he did not channel his passions into a novel, Henry did be-
gin his lectures at the Sorbonne and the offices of La Revue Indépendante in 1884 
and 1885. All of the material generated for these lectures was then harnessed into 
a printed work entitled Introduction a une esthetique scientifique, published in 
August of 1885. At the beginning of this work, Charles Henry writes that “what 
science can and must do…is to make all that is agreeable within us and in the world 
around us as widespread as possible, and from this point of view, its social function 
is immense in these oppressive times, when conflict is all to widespread.”50 Henry 
goes on to claim that “art pursues the expression of the physiognomy of things, and 
that aesthetics studies the conditions in which these things are satisfying; that is, 
when they are represented gay or sad, agreeable or disagreeable, beautiful or ugly.”51 
Henry believed that “a line was not a line but a ‘direction,’ an angle was a ‘change 
in direction,’ a circle was a ‘cycle,’ and so on. Lines going up or to the right were 
“dynamogenous’ or energy-releasing and pleasurable. Those going down or to the 
left were ‘inhibitory’ or displeasing.”52 Henry also defines rhythm as “a change of 
direction determined on the circumference whose center of change is such that 
the arc is geometrically constructable, that is to say a division into M parts...only 
the following values of M will be rhythmic: 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 10, 12, 15, 16, 20, 
24, 30, 32, 34, 40, 48, 51, 60, 64, 68, 80, 85, 96.”53 According to Joan Ungers-
ma Halperin, using this conception of rhythm “puts strange limits on the artist’s 
choice, allowing for an infinite number of acute angles, but only one obtuse angle 
(120°).”54 Henry also mentions “the golden section” in his text, calling it “a phil-
osophical definition of harmony” and what he refers to as “divine proportion.”55 
This ratio (a/b = b/a+b) was also championed and utilized by Leonardo da Vinci, 
the artist whose notebooks Henry published just a few months earlier. In contrast 

edge of the frame and have not yet consumed the rural countryside or the hayfield 
with its wild poppies.
 Once the exhibition was over, Félix Fénéon wrote another review of his 
comrade’s work entitled “L’Impressionisme aux Tuileries.” It was first published 
in L’Art Moderne, a French-language journal based in Brussels, and excerpts of it 
were soon re-printed in La Vogue. It is here that the term “neo-impressionist” is first 
used to describe the avante-guard to which both Fénéon and Seurat belonged. This 
review appeared at the end of September 1886, and within a month Seurat, Signac, 
and Camille Pissarro were showing their “neo-impressionist” art at the Exposition 
des Beax-Arts in Nantes. Seurat contributed two of his Honfluer seascapes to the 
exhibition and by the end of October he succeeded in selling his first painting. The 
poet Emile Verhaeren found Seurat at his studio, studied the various works hang-
ing on his walls, and decided to purchase Coin d’un basin a Honfleur, the recently 
exhibited seascape depicting a sail-ship and a steamship docked in the harbor. He 
then invited Seurat to show his work at the upcoming Les Vingt exhibition in Brus-
sels. 
 Shortly after Seurat’s first sale, Félix Fénéon prepared the printing of his 
first and only book, Les Impressionists en 1886, a compilation of his articles on 
Seurat, Signac, and the other painters of their group. Only two hundred and twen-
ty-seven copies of this forty-three page booklet were published and a second edition 
was never issued. It quickly sold out and by the end of the year it had become the 
de-facto manifesto of the “neo-impressionists.” Seurat would later claim that he 
considered “Fénéon’s brochure as the expression of my ideas on painting.”96 
 In the midst of this publicity and early notoriety, Seurat moved to a sev-
enth-floor apartment on the Boulevard de Clichy and began his third study for La 
Poseuses. During the fall of 1886, he paid a model to pose in this frigid studio while 
he painted her in broad strokes, similar to his first study in oil. At these sessions 
with the model, Seurat would have had to keep his stove burning with coal for her 
to be comfortable posing naked. At the time, house coal cost around eleven francs 
per metric tonne, or about one franc for every two hundred pounds of coal. By 
including the stove in his sketches and paintings, Seurat signifies that this model is 
a naked worker and not the idyllic “nude” of centuries past. While the small iron 
stove burned in his studio, Seurat painted a more spontaneous depiction of the 
model with thicker brushstrokes and less detail. He then patiently added additional 
layers until the model had been rendered using his “pointillist” technique. He ap-
plied this same method to a study of the model in profile and another from behind 
where only her back is visible. Robert Herbert has suggested that this depiction of 
the model with her back to Seurat was in fact Madeleine Knobloch, Seurat’s lover 

9  18

49: Arguelles, Jose A. Charles Henry and the Formation of a Psychophysical Aesthetic. (Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1972) pp. 66
50: Harrison, Charles and Wood, Paul and Gaiger, Jason. Art in Theory 1815-1900: An Anthology of Changing 
Ideas (Oxford, Blackwell Publishers, 1998) pp. 954
51: Arguelles, Jose A. Charles Henry and the Formation of a Psychophysical Aesthetic. (Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1972) pp. 83
52: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle Paris. (New Haven, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1988) pp. 12
53: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle Paris. (New Haven, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1988) pp. 124-125
54: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle Paris. (New Haven, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1988) pp. 125
55: Harrison, Charles and Wood, Paul and Gaiger, Jason. Art in Theory 1815-1900: An Anthology of Changing 
Ideas (Oxford, Blackwell Publishers, 1998) pp. 956

96: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle Paris. (New Haven, Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1988) pp. 98



to his “divine proportion” is “harmonic proportion,” represented by the ratio (a/c 
= a-b/b-c). According to Henry, “the perfect correspondences between these two 
proportions and several important mathematical theories promises some extremely 
varied application to the science of aesthetics.”56 

 In addition to discussing rhythm, angle, and line, Charles Henry lays down 
his theories of line and direction where “to pleasure corresponds the direction from 
low to high; furthermore, it is this which determines the position of the energy 
which the mechanical theory of heat calls the energy of position. To sadness corre-
sponds the direction from high to low; moreover, it is that which determines the 
position of energy which has lost all its usefulness, degraded energy.”57 In this sys-
tem, the “least mechanical effort corresponds” with the “least effort of perception,” 
motion is simply a change of direction, and “every change of direction is an angle; 
furthermore, every angle is measurable by the arc of a circle, intercepted through 
its sides, the center of the circle being the summit of the angle.”58 In terms of color, 
Henry claims it is divided into “two basic emotional ranges: gay—red, orange, 
yellow; sad—green, blue, violet. This emotional assignation obviously applies as 
well to light and shade.”59 He also writes that each color corresponds to a particular 
direction, “red, for instance, being a very agreeable color, has a direction that goes 
from low to high, corresponding with the direction which causes pleasure; yellow, 
the most calming of colors, has a horizontal direction.”60 In his writing on color, 
Henry makes it clear that he wishes to “correct”61 the color wheel of Chevreul and 
position the colors in their proper directions to correspond with his new theories. 
Henry would eventually visualize his own color wheel in 1888, a subject we will 
return to.
 It is unknown when or where Georges Seurat read Charles Henry’s Intro-
duction a une esthetique scientifique. Regardless, it is known that Seurat attended 
Henry’s lectures while he was working on the first studies for A Sunday Afternoon 
on the Island of La Grande Jatte. By the time Henry’s first major work on art had 
been published in August of 1885, Seurat had already absorbed this material from 
the lectures and was close to finishing the Grande Jatte. Beyond this, we know from 
Félix Fénéon that Seurat was highly influenced by Charles Henry and “chose to 
draw up a philosophy of harmonies between the characteristics of color tones (dark, 
light...), hues (cold, warm...), lines (falling, rising...)” and that “his theories were 
always submissive to the finest artistic genius.”62 We hope it is now clear that rather 

 At the end of June 1886, Seurat left his work and milieu in Paris to rent a 
room in Honfleur at the mouth of the Seine River. According the Élisée Reclus, this 
town “at the mouth of the Seine, opposite [La] Havre, rises ampitheatrically from 
the water-side. It was an important place formerly, before it had been eclipsed by its 
parvenu rival on the opposite bank of the river, and its mariners roamed over every 
sea. Its port has been silted up, but it still exports vast quantities of vegetables, fruits, 
poultry, and eggs, more especially to London. Fishing and ship-building are also 
carried on, and the gardens produce excellent melons.”94 After arriving in Honfleur 
on the summer solstice, Seurat spent the next two months creating what he referred 
to as “only six paintings” in a letter to Signac. One of them was Embouchure de La 
Seine, soir, Honfleur (Mouth of the Seine, evening, Honfleur), a study of the river 
shoreline orientated westward facing the sea. Because it is approaching night in the 
painting, Seurat was able to apply the “peinture au point” to a dimly lit coastline. 
While the other Honfleur seascapes are depicted under white, brilliant daylight, the 
Embouchure stands apart not only for its darkness but also for its title. Of all the 
Honfleur seascapes that Seurat composed between June and August 1886, this is 
the only one to self-consciously represent the mouth of the Seine River. The viewer 
can see light green river water flowing westward towards the English Channel with 
a plume of smoke rising from a steamer-ship in the distance. This maritime plume 
links the Embouchure with the industrial plume of Bathing at Asnieres, both meant 
to represent the same pollution of the water and air. The rest of the series is bathed 
in light and as Seurat wrote to Signac that summer, “what more can one say, that’s 
all for today. Let’s go get drunk on the light once more, that’s a consolation.”95

 Seurat returned home to Paris with his new canvases and spent the next 
months completing each one in his studio. The first to be ready for exhibition was 
Coin d’un basin a Honfleur (Corner of the dock basin, Honfleur), Seurat’s day-lit 
depiction of a steamship and a sail-ship docked in the harbor of Honfleur. These 
two competing modes of maritime transportation are also visible travelling across 
the Seine in the Grande Jatte, a painting he showed at the second exhibition of the 
Societe des Artistes Indépendants that began on August 21st, 1886. Along with this 
massive work, Seurat exhibited his latest Honfleur seascape and several others from 
his time at Grandcamp. Notable among these ten paintings is La luzerne, Saint-De-
nis (Field of Alfalfa, Saint-Denis), the only work that did not involve a depiction of 
water. Instead, this canvas reveals a field of hay on the outskirts of Paris. It is riddled 
with wild red poppies and contains a lone tree that grows along a dirt road. There is 
no industry in this landscape, just a few rural farm-houses and a lone figure barely 
distinguishable from the grass. The outskirts of the metropolis are visible at the 
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than being a minor figure in the life of Georges Seurat, the thoughts and ideas of 
Charles Henry were central to the development to his paintings. The summer of 
1885 in which Charles Henry’s Introduction a une esthetique scientifique was pub-
lished was also when Georges Seurat took a break from the Grande Jatte and began 
experimenting with a new method.
 Seurat had worked on this “ten feet long and almost seven feet high”63 
painting in “a studio on the seventh floor of a house on the Boulevard Clichy at the 
base of Montmartre. A small, monastic room, it contained a low, narrow bed, facing 
some of the older canvases, [Bathing as Asnieres], and some seascapes.”64 Between 
the completion of Bathing as Asnieres and the completion A Sunday Afternoon on 
the Island of La Grande Jatte, Seurat went on vacation to the town of Grandcamp 
on the Calvados coastline in Normandy where he painted the seascapes mentioned 
above in the summer of 1885. In his massive geography of the world, Élisée Reclus 
explains that the Calvados coastline is “named after a few rocks on the coast, and 
is probably a corruption of Salvados, one of the vessels of the Spanish Armada 
wrecked upon them.”65 Georges Seurat chose these “few rocks on the coast” as a 
subject to experiment with the techniques learned during his last years in Paris. His 
painting Le Bec du Hoc, Grandcamp, is a synthesis of the techniques used in both 
Bathing as Asnieres and A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, the 
water reflecting his impressionist techniques, the cliff reflecting what would come 
to be called “pointillism.” The seaside town of Grandcamp is less than seventy miles 
west from the mouth of the Seine River and to the north stretches the immense 
blue of the English Channel. All the water discharged from Paris (including the 
sewage) eventually makes its way into the same sea Seurat painted four iterations 
of during his stay in Grandcamp. After devoting three years to painting urban and 
sub-urban landscapes, Seurat refined his new skills that summer of 1885 through 
painting the sparsely populated coast near the mouth of the Seine. This pattern of 
following the flow of the river from the metropolis to the sea would continue for 
the rest of Seurat’s short life.  
 When he returned from this seaside vacation, Seurat resumed work on 
his second masterpiece, A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. Like 
his previous large work, Seurat chose to situate his figures along the banks of the 
Seine. The setting he depicts is directly across from the young workers in Bath-
ing as Asnieres, although the orientation is directed away from the rail-bridge and 
smokestacks of Clichy. There is no major industrial pollution in this painting, only 
a swarm of well-dressed bourgeois out for a Sunday stroll or lounging in the shade. 

of his section on Seurat, Fénéon describes the artist’s new divisionary method with 
the phrase “peinture au point,” most often translated simply as “pointillism.” In the 
review, Fénéon states that this “[peinture au point] must be considered, at the very 
least, for the execution of smooth surfaces, especially the nude, to which it has not 
yet been applied.”87 In just over a month, Georges Seurat would begin applying this 
method to the nude in La Poseuses, and it is likely Fénéon encouraged him every 
step of the way.
 The office of La Vogue became the de-facto headquarters of this emergent 
avante-guard and “Seurat and Signac soon made a habit of dropping by the offices 
of reviews when Fénéon worked in the late afternoon and evening.”88 While he was 
engaged in his first study for La Poseuses, Seurat was frequently with Fénéon in “the 
cramped, untidy premises”89 and it was in these same offices that Charles Henry 
delivered further lectures on color, line, direction, cycle, and contrast.90 According 
to Joan Ungersma Halperin, the offices of La Vogue were “distilleries of ideas among 
the painters” and “in the heated discussions, Seurat said little, and Fénéon even 
less. But when they spoke, others listened attentively. Seurat was always serious, 
decorous as a notary,” while on the other hand Fénéon “sometimes broke in with a 
remark that set the others howling with laughter.”91 

 In between excursions to the Café de la Nouvelle Athenes, the Taverne de 
l’Opera, and the Chat Noir, Seurat paid an unknown model to pose for him at his 
Montmartre studio that spring. He composed a charcoal sketch of a naked woman 
standing beside a small iron stove with her hands clasped over her pubis and a dark 
line running down her torso between her breasts. In another iteration, Seurat de-
picts this model in the same pose using oil paints and thicker brushstrokes, causing 
her skin to appear tinged red within a field of blue. At the time he hired this model, 
wages for an unskilled laborer amounted to less than one franc a day (between 80-
90 centimes).92 It is not known how much he paid this model, but when Seurat 
eventually determined his price for La Poseuses, he found it “very difficult to set a 
price” and ultimately decided on “a year at 7 francs per day.”93 It is likely that Seur-
at discussed this work-in-progress at the offices of La Vogue or the many cafes and 
taverns haunted by his comrades, although there is no record of him discussing the 
identity of the model.
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In his “small, narrow, and uncomfortable studio, cold in winter and torrid in sum-
mer, Seurat lived before his canvas daily for three months.”66 During this same time 
period, Seurat was also attending literary gatherings at the home of Robert Caze, 
a former Communard who lived below Montmartre on the Rue Condorcet. These 
gatherings also attracted Félix Fénéon, Paul Signac, and Albert Dubois-Pillet, all 
soon to be known as the “neo-impressionists.”67 These gatherings would come to 
an unfortunate end when Caze was mortally wounded during a sword duel in Feb-
ruary and died six weeks later on March 31, 1886.68 
 In this period, from March to April 1886, Seurat and Signac were in cor-
respondence about their newly developed artistic techniques. After attending the 
funeral for Robert Caze, both artists shipped several paintings across the Atlantic 
for the “Works in Oil and Pastel by the Impressionists of Paris” exhibition in New 
York City, none of which were to sell. Among these paintings that crossed the 
ocean were The Gas Tanks at Clichy by Signac and Bathing at Asniers by Seurat 
(priced at $2,500). According to Seurat, Signac painted The Gas Tanks at Clichy 
“in accordance with my technique” throughout “March-April 1886.”69 These two 
artists worked closely during these months and Seurat had his own key to Signac’s 
studio.70 Together, they enacted Pyotr Kropotkin’s recent suggestion to “show the 
people what is ugly in contemporary life and make us understand the causes of this 
ugliness; tell us what a rational life would have been if it had not been blocked at 
every stage by the ineptitudes and vileness of the present social order.”71 Along with 
the newly finished Grande Jatte, the The Gas Tanks at Clichy utilized Charles Hen-
ry’s theories to widen the vision, both biologically and psychologically, by forcing 
the eye and the brain to see the colors hidden beneath and the meanings buried 
within the apparent surface of an image. At the time, Seurat was 27 and Signac 23.
 While Kropotkin was incarcerated in prison, Élisée Reclus published a 
collection of his comrade’s Le Révolté articles in 1885 in a volume entitled Paroles 
de un Revolte. The sixth chapter of this book is the now famous “To the Young,” 
originally written by Kropotkin for Le Révolté in 1880. It is here that Kropotkin 
instructs the artist to “show the people what is ugly in contemporary life and make 
us understand the causes of this ugliness.”72 After the publication of this book, Kro-
potkin was released from prison in January of 1886 along with Louise Michel, both 

prose poems written in 1875. In his “A Phenomenon of the Future,” Mallarmé 
opens with “a pale sky, hovering over a world that is dying of its own decrepitude, is 
perhaps going to depart with the clouds: the shreds of worn-out purple sunsets fade 
in a river lying dormant on a horizon submerged in sunbeams and waters.”82 After 
this, Mallarmé describes a spectacular carnival in which “a Woman of a former 
time” is on display with her hair like “some primordial and ingenuous madness, an 
ecstasy of gold.” The showman of this carnival exclaims that “there is no now no 
painter capable of rendering a sad semblance” of her existence.
 In the June 1886 issue of La Vogue, Fénéon and his comrades released the 
first printing of the Illuminations by Arthur Rimbaud. Included in this same issue 
was Félix Fénéon’s review of the Eighth Exhibition of Painting in which he devotes 
considerable attention to the Grande Jatte. Titled simply “Les Impressionists,” the 
review was a showcase of Georges Seurat, Edgar Degas, Paul Gauguin, and Paul 
Signac. In the second half of the text, Fénéon describes how the colors in Seurat’s 
Grande Jatte, working “in isolation from each other on the canvas, recombine on 
the retina. One has, therefore, not a mixture of colored matter (pigments) but 
a mixture of colored light.”83 Further on, Fénéon explains how “Paul Signac is 
fascinated by suburban landscapes. Those of his canvases that date from this year 
are painted in divided color. They attain a frenetic intensity of light.”84 Fénéon 
also notes the “fences on which workpants and shirts are hung out to dry” and 
the “desolation of…scarred walls” in Signac’s The Gastanks at Clichy. This canvas, 
depicting the gas tanks hidden behind the smokestack of Bathing at Asnieres, is one 
part of the Parisian psychogeography created by the group soon to be known as the 
“neo-impressionists.” Together, this avant-guard cast light on the contradictions of 
bourgeois capitalist society and revealed its structure directly through the natural 
functioning of the human retina. 
 After the crowd size began to wane at the exhibition, Gustave Kahn and 
Félix Fénéon were invited on an outing with some of the painters. Along with 
Gauguin, Seurat, Signac, and Lucien and Camille Pissarro, the two authors rode 
the omnibus to Belleville where they spent the day at a table drinking and dis-
cussing the recent artwork.85 According the Joan Ungersma Halperin, the “table 
conversation centered mostly around Seurat’s new method of painting.”86 Fénéon 
composed his review of the exhibition shortly after this meeting of artists and writ-
ers, most likely influenced by his recent conversations with the artists. At the end 
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of them having received pardons. In protest of this action, Louise Michel wrote to 
the commissioner of police “I do not know why you are inflicting this insult on me, 
and I declare again that I will not leave prison unless all the others are released.”73 

Nevertheless, both Michel and Kropotkin immediately began making use of their 
newfound liberty.
 At the beginning of March, Kropotkin delivered a lecture in Paris entitled 
“The Role of Anarchism in Socialist Evolution.” In his speech to the public, this 
well-known anarchist explained “we foresee millions and millions of groups freely 
constituting themselves for the satisfaction of all the varied needs of human be-
ings—some of these groups organized by quarter, street, and house; others extend-
ing hands across the walls of cities, over frontiers and oceans. All these will be com-
posed of human beings who will combine freely, and after having performed their 
share of productive labor will meet together, either for the purpose of consumption, 
or to produce objects of art or luxury, or to advance science in a new direction.”74 

This lecture was enough to displease the French authorities and Kropotkin left the 
country several weeks later, but not before the first installments of this text were 
published in Le Révolté between March and May 1886. While this was happening 
in Paris, the labor movement in Chicago brought anarchism to international atten-
tion on May 4, 1886 after the bombing in Haymarket Square and the police massa-
cre that followed. These events and the subsequent executions of several anarchists 
served to radicalize tens of thousands across the world and attracted more people to 
the anarchist cause.
 Eleven days after the events at Haymarket, Seurat and Signac displayed 
their latest paintings in Paris at the Eighth Exhibition of Painting on May 15, 
1886. The famed impressionist Berthe Morisot had personally gone to each of their 
studios and invited them to display their work at this exhibition75. The word “Im-
pressionist” had been struck from the title at the insistence of Degas given the con-
scious absence of painters like Monet and Renoir who did not want to be associated 
with these young upstarts. According to Félix Fénéon, the original impressionist 
method “was to break up the colors. But this breaking up was carried out in an arbi-
trary way: a particular stroke of paint might cast an effect of red across a landscape, 
and this glowing note would be hatched with green. George Seurat, Camille and 
Lucien Pissarro, Dubois-Pillet, and Paul Signac divide their colors consciously and 
scientifically.”76 The majority of paintings submitted by Seurat for this exhibition 
were composed during his stay near the mouth of the Seine such as Le Bec du Hoc, 
Grandcamp. The Grade Jatte was “hung in the last room of the exhibition, in a space 

reserved for Signac, Seurat, and Lucien and Camille Pissarro.”76a  According to Joan 
Ungersma Halperin, Seurat and Fénéon met underneath the Grande Jatte and the 
painter “spoke in a calm, slightly pedantic manner” and explained “his art was built 
on a harmony of opposites.”77

 Fénéon later described the grass in the Grande Jatte as “made up of only 
two elements: green and solar orange, all interactions being destroyed under so 
furious an impact of light. Black being non-light, the black dog will take on col-
or from the reactions to the grass.”78 The Grande Jatte was a clear and “singularly 
vibrant”79 assault on the bourgeoisie, its critique embedded within “a complete, 
systematic paradigm of this technique of painting,” the result of which is “a patient-
ly and monotonously spotted surface, a tapestry.”80 As the nearby sewage outflow 
and industrial smokestacks spew pollution into the air and water, the bourgeoisie 
appear unconcerned. Unlike in Bathing at Asnieres, the industrial suburb of Clichy 
is obscured from view by trees and not a single figure is looking in that direction 
aside from a young girl dressed in white. Most of the figures are staring across the 
Seine at the working people swimming in the water. Fénéon described the subject 
of the massive painting as being “under a sultry sky, at four o’clock, the island, boats 
slipping past, alive with a fortuitous Sunday, crowd enjoying the open air among 
the trees.”81 Away from the river are three couples, one of which is walking a pet 
monkey while the other two are off in the distance. The real island of the Grand 
Jatte was known as a location for prostitutes to find willing gentlemen, and the two 
couples in the distance hint at this type of relationship, bringing the presence of 
the bourgeois couple with the pet monkey further into question. With this second 
“canvas of struggle,” Seurat had made his intentions clear: to reveal the hypocrisies 
and contradictions of bourgeois society.
 One month prior to this exhibition, Félix Fénéon had established another 
journal named La Vogue along with his comrades Charles Henry, Gustave Kahn, 
and Jules Lafourge. Operating out of an office near the Place des Ternes, the group 
released its first issue in April 1886. Among the contents was “Vision” by Charles 
Henry, an update of his constantly evolving theories of color, and the anti-religious 
poem “Les Premieres Communions” that Arthur Rimbaud had written immedi-
ately after the fall of Paris Commune. In addition to works by Gustave Kahn and 
Paul Verlaine, the first issue of La Vogue featured a reprint of Stéphane Mallarmé’s 
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