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Thoré-Biirger: Rembrandt to the rescue —

side by side with Raphael

Rembrandt remains to be done for France and for
artists and art lovers in all countries. — W. Biirger,

18571

Raphael looks backwards; Rembrandt looks forward
.... One is the past, the other the future. — W. Biirger,
18602

Thanks to this series of discoveries about Rembrandt’s
Jfamily, his relationships and entourage, we can begin
to understand the man. To know the artist, we have
Jarmore significant evidence than anything written
or published: we have the work of the painter and
graphic artist. REMBRANDT, ’homme et son oeuvre
— the title is complete. All that remains is to write the
book. — W. Biirger, 1866°

Some twenty years ago Peter Hecht presented his
lucid and engaging account of Thoré’s pivotal role
in the evolving canon of Dutch art, “Rembrandt

and Raphael back to back: Thoré’s contribution.”*

This paper provides biographical information that

may throw further light on W.Blirger’s interest in
Rembrandt, and on his preoccupation with the
art-historical roles of Rembrandt and Raphael
during his political exile.

Le citoyen Thoré: 'homme politique

On 27 March 1848, Théophile Thoré (fig. 1) trun-
cated his Salon review with a defiant flourish:
“We shall not delay our readers any longer with
the Salon of 1848. Politics holds far more interest-
ing spectacles for us. Today we are creating more

than art or poetry (la poésie), we are making living

history.”s
Some eight years later, however, Thoré, now
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signing himself “W.Biirger,” was to be found
in Brussels, urgently pursuing an art-histori-
cal project: a monograph on the life and works
of Rembrandt. He had now turned to a new
source of “living history” in the art of a bygone
era — Rembrandt, and the art of the seventeenth-
century Dutch republic. This became a new .
cause, a life-line after his disillusionment with
“I'histoire vivante” of contemporary politics.
He had found that “making living history”
was a more recalcitrant venture than expected.
Despite his vociferous participation in political
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1 H.Jannin, Théophile Thoré, from the series
Républicains Socialistes, 1848-49, lithograph.



clubs, committees, commissions, demonstra-
tions and banquets; his embattled editorship of
the radical newspaper, La Vraie République;® his
manifestos and professions de foi for candidacy in
three elections,” Citizen Thoré increasingly found
himself in vigorous opposition to the trends and
leadership of the Revolution. As a result, he twice
had to flee from France: first in 1848 (for a few
months)® and then, more drastically, a year later
in June 1849, after which he was sentenced to per-
manent exile.®

His early years of political exile were fugitive
and peripatetic. He travelled incognito, using a
series of pseudonyms to evade French agents and
the police surveillance imposed on refugees of the
failed 1848 revolutions. He initially joined other
political exiles, participating in their debates,
rivalries and squabbles. He also published mili-
tant republican tracts in Switzerland,*® England
(1852)** and Belgium,*? always exhorting his
French readers to continue the struggle. However,
with the consolidation of the Second Empire, his
hopes for the Second Republic and his own politi-
cal ambitions gradually faded. His life became in-
creasingly solitary, and he became acutely aware
that, as homme politique, he had lost touch with
his French public.

As if this was not sufficient disappointment,
the formerly influential art critic who had known
le tout Paris was the dismayed witness of his own
oblivion. He commented bitterly to Paul Lacroix
that in the torrent of art criticism inspired by
the 1855 Exposition Universelle in Paris, the
name “TT.” was nowhere mentioned “although
his former criticism influenced, and was perhaps
inseparable from, the artistic traditions of those
past years.”*3

Nevertheless, Théophile Thoré was shortly to
make a new name for himself, one that would
become inseparable from the historiography of
Dutch art. As Hecht pithily observed: “he was
a man of strong political convictions who paid
dearly for his radical views ... by having to go
into exile for ten years,” during which time “he
became an international authority on old master

painting, and the most important connoisseur in
the field of Dutch seventeenth-century art.”**

“WIilliam] Biirger”
His renowned researches into seventeenth-
century Dutch art date only from the last four
years of his exile. He was by then living mostly
in Brussels where in 1855 he had taken on a new
literary commitment: the launching of the newly
founded Revue universelle des arts.*® This was the
first vehicle for his return to writing about art in
his new guise of “W.Biirger” (fig. 2). His role at the
Revue enabled him to re-establish contact with
the professional art world, putting him in touch
with museum curators, critics, art-historians,
librarians and publishers, as well as public and
private art collections, and current exhibitions,
as can be seen from the earliest issues of the new
journal. This was the positive side of the new
enterprise, for it allowed “W.Biirger” gradually to
re-familiarize himself with the world of “art and
poetry” that Citizen Thoré had roundly rejected in
1.1848.

2 Léopold Flameng, W.Biirger, etching.
Frontispiece, Salons de Biirger, Paris 1870
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However, it emerges from his correspondence
with Paul Lacroix, that his work at the Revue was
also a source of administrative hassle and frus-
tration, tedious editorial tasks, disagreements
with colleagues, annoying printing delays and
concerns about circulation and finances.!¢ By
late 1856 he felt his life was purposeless, as can be
seen in a despondent note, penned on 7 October,
in which he doubts that he will survive until his
fiftieth birthday: “I am a lost man, if nothing new
arises in my life; some sustenance, passion, work,
struggle, love, entertainment, a touch of craziness.
I will not get through the winter, or, if I do drag
[myself] painfully through those dark days, I shall
finish before [my birthday] 23 June.””

He did indeed reach his fiftieth birthday, for
in a matter of weeks, his optimism and sense of
purpose was restored by a transformative ex-
perience: a fortnight’s visit to the Netherlands
in October 1856. He wrote to a close friend in
Belgium (who had looked after him during his
recent despondency) that he was cheered up by
the activity and interest of the journey, by the

country generally, but especially by the art collec-

tions he explored in Amsterdam, The Hague and
Rotterdam. He was enthralled by the paintings,
which he studied carefully,’® and he also met the
renowned Rembrandt scholar, Dr P. Scheltema.?®
Newly motivated, he found a project to sustain
him: a book on the life and works of Rembrandt.
Soon after his return to Brussels, he bom-
barded his friend and colleague in Paris, Paul
Lacroix, “the most knowledgeable of bibliophiles,”
with urgent enquiries about earlier publications
on Rembrandt, particularly about French trans-
lations of publications by English and Dutch
authors. In his letters, he lists works by authors
such as Smith (especially volume vi1 of his cata-
logue raisonné of Rembrandt’s paintings), Immer-
zeel, Pilkington, Burnet, Nieuwenhuys, Reynolds
and Josi (fig. 3).2° He enquires about the current
state of Rembrandt research in France, whether
contemporary French critics have done any work
on Rembrandt, and what has been written on
the Dutch school generally. Soon after he wrote:
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“For Biirger, who is working on Rembrandt: is
there a catalogue of Rembrandt’s painted work,
as there are by Smith for van Dyck, van Hasselt
for Rubens?”2* The frustrations of his six-year
alienation from the art world and his acute sense
of isolation from France is palpable in his anxious
requests.

By January 1857 he was sufficiently familiar
with the Rembrandt literature to start work on
his own book. His researches were further stim-
ulated by his visit in May to England to review
the great Art Treasures of England exhibition in
Manchester.?2 He enthused about the Old Mas-
ters (“oh! the treasures that are there”), which
included some twenty-eight paintings by “my
Rembrandt.”?3 After leaving Manchester, he vis-
ited collections in or around London, especially
to view works by Rembrandt.?* He wrote about
his memorable visit to Buckingham palace (“Oh!

I stayed four hours, all alone, among these treas-
ures”), and of his plans to visit Thomas Baring and
the Dulwich gallery.?® Armed with a letter of in-
troduction from Paul Lacroix, he was also permit-
ted to study the Rembrandt drawings held in the
normally inaccessible Print Room at the British
Museum.?¢ Lacroix introduced W.Biirger as one
of his collaborators on the Revue universelle, “who
is preparing a magnificent history on Rembrandt
and who has come to study the paintings by the
master in England.”?”

Biirger himself could not resist announcing
his forthcoming book in a lengthy footnote to
his section on Rembrandt in his review of the
Manchester exhibition. He explains that whereas
Rembrandt’s graphic work was well known in
France, and elsewhere, his paintings were not; nor
was the artist’s genius properly appreciated since
most French critics discussed paintings they had
not seen from collections outside France. In short,
Rembrandt remains “to be done” (“est a faire”) for
France, and for artists and art lovers of all coun-

_ tries. “What is needed, besides the elucidation of

the new art of which he is one of the initiators, is a

" chronological study of his works, which has never

been done. The author of this book has under-



3 Unﬁﬁblished letter from Thoré
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taken to do this to the best of his abilities. His’
work will be published soon.”?3

However, a few months after returning to
Brussels, he suspended work on his partly com-
pleted Rembrandt book, explaining to Lacroix
that he needed to visit German museums in order
to write a complete history and not “une étude
partielle” (“an incomplete study”). He reiterated
his intention to concentrate on a biography
intermingled with a year-by-year chronological
examination of all the paintings, and confidently
reassured Lacroix that it will be a famous book
— although delayed. He added that, in the mean-
time, what he would most like to do that winter
(1857-58) while waiting to resume work on his
Rembrandt, was to prepare a small volume on the
museums of Holland.2®

\,"’ l'o

Although now diverted from his main
Rembrandt project, Biirger continued to pub-
lish results of his recent research: documentary
archival material about the artist’s life3° and
accounts of works viewed in English and Dutch
collections.*! Furthermore, Rembrandt was, of
course, the major figure in the first volume on the
Dutch museums (in Amsterdam and The Hague)
published in 1858.

Rembrandt is here presented by Biirger as the
great visionary naturalist whose art is both uni-
versal and the embodiment of the national Dutch
school — free to represent “la vie vivante” — free
to create “I'art pour 'homme.” The first volume
concludes with a discussion of the distinction be-
tween the liberated art (and citizens) of the Dutch
republic and the enslaved art of the Flemish
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school, as typified respectively by Rembrandt and
Rubens.

Biirger was evidently gratified that his cham-
pionship of Rembrandt and the Dutch school was
understood by his friend Proudhon, as a surro-
gate political campaign by the censored Citizen
Thoré. He agreed (privately) with his fellow exile
that he couldn’t care less about old canvases in
which he did not detect “I'Homme”: “Yes, (be-
tween us) my idea is that one can promote truth
and justice while speaking of a ray of sunshine,
and that a remark about Rembrandt can mean as
much for the Revolution as a manifesto by citizen
Ledru-Rollin about the universal Republic.”*? The
erudite W.Biirger here alludes to the futility of
their former political activism, but confirms the
possibility of furthering their political ideal of a
universal Republic through his writings on art —
with Rembrandt as a beacon.

Rembrandt now stands as his new cause, and
as Hecht observes, Thoré goes further in the sec-
ond volume by giving Rembrandt (and the Dutch
school) another historic role as: “the legitimate
source of inspiration for contemporary art.”*? In
the introduction Biirger recounts how during his
solitary exile he pondered endlessly about the
differences between Rembrandt and Raphael,
and how, whenever he thought about Rembrandt
and the Dutch, Raphael and the Italians sprang
to mind: “For years, we lived continuously partly
with the Italians and Raphael, and partly with
our Dutch [artists] and Rembrandt — who never

left us. The illustrious masters, my only company

during my solitude, tormented me day and night,
constantly challenging me with their enigmatic -
differences,”?4 until a happy moment of enlight-
enment solved his dilemma. He recalls how, after
coming across an illustrated magazine with pic-
tures of the two geniuses, he cut out their images
and pinned them onto the wall — not facing each
other, but back-to-back. Above them he scrawled
“JANUS” which, together with the configuration
of the two “R’s” back to back, now threw light on
their puzzling differences. One looked towards

the past; the other to the future: thus Raphael as

96

the culmination of an ideal art of the past, and
Rembrandt as the legitimate ancestor of modern
art. Each genius was hereby given his full due,
while their respective historic roles were clearly
differentiated.

Since Biirger was immersed in writing
Rembrandt: I'homme et l'ceuvre, it is not surprising
that he sought to impute a vital significance to
his hero’s art-historical role — especially as this
was subsumed in his wider political aspirations.
But one might wonder why he was so concerned
with Raphael, or indeed why Raphael (with the
Italians) was on his mind at all. Why was he so
intent on dividing his baffled attention evenly
between Rembrandt and Raphael? Although the
differences between Italian and northern schools,
especially in their relationship to contemporary
art, was a frequently debated issue®® and a long-
standing theme in Thoré-Biirger’s art criticism, ¢
there is another likely source for his current
preoccupation with Raphael. At the same time as
embarking on his Rembrandt project, Biirger was
also committed to another (somewhat surprising)
assignment: the editing and annotation of the
French edition of Johann-David Passavant’s mag-
isterial book on Raphael.?” Although Paul Lacroix
is credited with the editing and annotation, the
task was in fact undertaken by “W.Biirger.”

The evidence for this unexpected role is found
in Paul Lacroix’s unpublished correspondence.
Aletter of March 1857 from Passavant to Lacroix
thanks him for agreeing to improve the French
translation and for any further editing and im-
provements.3® A few months later Biirger wrote
to thank Lacroix for all he has done to create work
for him, and he promises to attend to the pub-
lication on Raphael: to check the proofs, perfect
the style, correct mistakes, and to add whatever
notes he can.?® And indeed, the frequent and
volurninous footnotes designated as “De l'editeur”
have a familiar ring: there are several references
to Biirger’s review of the Manchester exhibition;
to articles in the Revue universelle des arts; to the
opinions by his friend Louis Viardot,*® and to
other authors and research with which Biirger
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was familiar, including an obscure early article by
himself14?

That the venerable Passavant was less than
delighted with these intrusions into his book, can
be seen in his petulant complaints to Lacroix. He
objects to changes in the text which do not convey
his ideas, and he bitterly resents the citations of
contradictory opinions by other writers, such
as Louis Viardot. He wants several notes to be
deleted, for they undermine his work, which
is the fruit of more than twenty years serious
research. He is prepared to accept criticism when
published in reviews, but he resents giving space
to opposing views within his own book, espe-
cially during his own lifetime. He insists that they
should either be corrected (since they are in his
view erroneous), or deleted.? Biirger, in response,
wrote to the publisher that he was embarrassed
to hear of Passavant’s dissatisfaction with some
of the additions and corrections, and suggests
that perhaps one should try to satisfy “this gallant
old man” (“ce brave vieillard”).*® Which, if any, of
Passavant’s objections were met is impossible to
ascertain. '

Passavant’s pioneering study of Raphael, first
published in German in 1839, has been described
as the first modern scholarly monograph on an
artist, owing to its “adherence to stylistic criteria
rather than biographical narrative as the con-
struct for analysing its subject.”** Is it possible
that Biirger’s Rembrandt project was encour-
aged and guided by Passavant’s example? In his
Manchester review, Biirger singles out Passavant
as the unsurpassed authority on Raphael, whose
renowned work was about to be published in
French, adding that this study, to which Passavant
dedicated ten years of his life, has “the great merit
of presenting the chronological succession of
Raphael’s works in its three periods.”** Biirger’s
researches on Rembrandt were along the lines of
Passavant’s example: collecting archival material
on Rembrandt’s life and work, and relating it to
a chronological analysis of the artist’s stylistic
development, based on having viewed as many
paintings as possible. Thus, while devising a

symbolic back-to-back configuration of Raphael
and Rembrandt’s respective roles in the history
of European art, he was, in another sense, also
considering the two artists side by side.

In 1860, when Biirger returned to France, he
was already widely recognized as a leading au-
thority on Dutch art*¢ and had begun to pub-
lish his pioneering research on Vermeer, with
whose name Thoré-Biirger is “most indissolubly
linked.”#” Once back in Paris, he plunged into a
whirlwind of new demands, including reviews
of current exhibitions of both Old Masters and
contemporary art.*® Nevertheless, he remained

+ . committed to his project of a chronological
" catalogue all of Rembrandt’s paintings. By 1861,

he had made the crucial visit to German muse-
ums,*® but, as he informed a young scholar, Carel
Vosmaer, he still had not viewed all the necessary
paintings: “I am missing only one or two muse-
ums in Europe. I haven’t seen the Hermitage in
Saint Petersburg. I have to go there soon, and it is
only after that trip that I can dream of publishing
% my long announced work.”5°

This was the start of a correspondence —and a
warm friendship — between Biirger and Vosmaer,
which focused on their shared passion for Rem-
brandt. For Vosmaer, Biirger was a mentor and
source of emulation, whose studies of Rembrandt
had surpassed all earlier authorities: “No one has
gone deeper [than Biirger] into understanding
the special genius of Rembrandt, his principles,
as well as the man and his works, above all his
paintings.”®*

Biirger’s continuing dedication to Rembrandt
is found in his art criticism and art histori-
cal studies, as well as through his activities as
collector, auctioneer or agent.®2 Occasionally
Rembrandt was explicitly recruited for his old
republican dreams, as in a letter of 1864: “It
seems to me impossible to talk about Rembrandt,
for example, without destroying hypocrisy and
despotism without glorifying the light which is
liberty, and all the human qualities that relate
to politics and the Revolution, to progress and
civilization.”®®
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Determined to complete his Rembrandt opus,
the long awaited visit to St Petersburg was at last
planned for June 1865: “I will then be able to
do my Rembrandt,” he wrote to Vosmaer earlier
in the year. “Hurry up, my friend, if you want to
complete [your work] before me.”54 However, the
journey was cancelled due to the epidemic raging
in the city,*® and work delayed yet again. Never-
theless, the following year, in his updated second
edition of Scheltema’s important biographical
research, he declared that it would now be pos-
sible to write a book on Rembrandt that would
combine exactitude with literary merit, incon-
testable competence concerning art, and even the
poetic originality of the Shakespeare of Holland.5¢
Again he stakes his own, albeit wistful, claim: “For
several years the annotator of Scheltema’s publi-
cations has been working on this ambitious work.
Will he have the time and energy to leave this
last evidence of his fanaticism for Rembrandt?”5?
Unfortunately, he did not, and his friend Vosmaer
did indeed complete his own monograph on
Rembrandt before Biirger.5¢

Biirger died on 30 April 1869, aged 61. His E
partly completed manuscript, together with other

1 W.Biirger, Trésors d'art exposés @ Manchester en 1857 et
provenant des collections royales, des collections publiques et

des collections particuliéres de la Grande-Bretagne, Paris 1857,
P- 245, note 2: “Rembrandt est & faire pour la France et pour
les artistes et les amateurs de tous les pays.”

2 W.Biirger, Musées de la Hollande, 2 vols., Paris 1858-60, vol.
2,p. x: “Raphael regarde en arriére; Rembrandt regarde en
avant. ... Lun est le passé, 'autre 'avenir.”

3 P.Scheltema, Rembrand: discours sur savie et son génie,
ed. W.Biirger, Paris 1866, p. 154: “Grice A cette série de
découvertes sur la famille de Rembrandt, sur ses alliances
et son entourage, nous pouvons donc commencer i con-
naitre 'homme. Pour connaitre lartiste, nous avons des
témoignages plus significatifs que tous les papiers écrits

ou imprimés: nous avons I'ccuvre du peintre et du graveur.
REMBRANDT, 'homme et son ceuvre: le titre est tout fait; il n'y
a plus qu'a faire le livre.”

4 P Hecht, “Rembrandt and Raphael back to back: Thoré’s
contribution,” Simiolus 26 (1998), pp. 162-78; this article
was first given as a paper at the symposium “The evolving
canon of seventeenth-century Dutch and Flemish painting,”
Utrecht University, 8 November 1996.
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unfinished work, was left in the hands of his
devoted protégé Marius Chaumelin, who soon
after Biirger’s death ensured the republication of
Biirger’s Salons of the 1860s.5° A few years later,
in 1873, in a volume dedicated to Thoré-Biirger,
Chaumelin announced: “En préparation, Rem-
brandt. LHomme et 'Oeuvre par W.Biirger. Notes
et fragments coordonnées et publiés par Marius
Chaumelin, légataire des manuscrits de Thoré.”¢°
Despite Chaumelin’s best intentions, Biirg-
er’s unfinished manuscript, the last evidence
of his “fanaticism for Rembrandt,” was never
published®* — to the evident dismay of his con-
temporaries.®? His researches nevertheless had
an enduring influence on younger scholars such
as Vosmaer and Bode, and contributed to the
burgeoning scholarship and critical reception of
Rembrandt’s work. Biirger’s ambition to produce
a chronological catalogue of all of Rembrandt’s
paintings anticipated the projects of later genera-
tions, leading up to our own times. Furthermore,
in the context of his own life and work, it was
his own initial Rembrandt project that rescued
Citizen Thoré from despondent political exile and
launched him on his renewed career as W.Biirger.

5 T.Thoré, “Salon de 1848,” Le Constitutionnel (27 March
1848); republished in W.Biirger, Salons de T. Thoré: 1841, 1845,
1846,1847, 1848, Paris 1868, p. 565: “Nous n'arréterons pas
longtemps nos lecteurs sur le Salon de 1848. La politique
nous réserve des spectacles plus intéressants. Nous faisons
aujourd’hui mieux que de I'art et de la poésie, nous faisons
de I'histoire vivante.”

6 Founded by le Citoyen Thoré, it had two runs: the first
between 17 May-21 August 1848 (which was suppressed for
six weeks before being decisively [definitively?] banned);
the second (renamed as the Journal de la Vraie Republique,
subtitled “Sans la révolution sociale, il n'y a point de vraie
république”) between 29 March-13 June 1849. The paper
generally supported the Jacobin socialism of Louis Blanc; it
was joined in editorship by Pierre Leroux, Georges Sand and
Barbeés from 2 May 1849,

7 23 April 1848, (confirming Republic); 4-8 June 1848
(by-elections National Assembly); 17-22 September 1848
(National Assembly for three candidates representing
Department of Seine); 21 May 1849 (Legislative Assembly).
8 Hefled to London with Louis Blanc¢ and Marc Caus-
sidiére in June 1848, after being implicated in the invasion of



the Assembly of 15 May and the June insurrection; Blanc and
Caussidiére remained in exile, but Thoré’s name was cleared
in December 1848, after which he returned to Paris.

9 After joining the failed anti-government demonstration
on 13 June 1849 (led by Ledru-Rollin in protest against the ~
French occupation of Rome), the offices of his newspaper
Journal de la vraie république were ransacked. Thoré fled the
country, this time crossing the border into Switzerland. On
14 November 1849, he was condemned at the High Court of
Versailles to permanent exile, but later returned to France
after the general amnesty of 1859.

10 T.Thoré, Liberté, Brussels 1850; T. Thoré, “Lettre & Barbés,”
LExilé: almanach pour 1851, pp. 36-41; T. Thoré, “De la souve-
raineté universelle,” La Révolution (18 and 21 October 1851);
T. Thoré, “Lettre du citizen Thoré sur la constitution,” La
Révolution (8,11 and 17 November 1851).

11 T.Thoré, “Les aigles et les dieux”: premiére publication de
I'Union socialiste, London 15 May 1852.

12 Anonymous (T. Thoré), La restoration de l'autorité ou
Topération césarienne par un ex-représantant du peuple, Brus-
sels 1852.

13 Letter to Paul Lacroix, datable mid 1855, Paris, Biblio-
théque de IArsenal, Fonds Lacroix, ms. 9623, Thoré file 1476,
nr. 22 (hereafter cited as Arsenal, Fonds Lacroix): “Vous voyez
bien, que dans le grand flux de paroles, et d’écrits, sur votre
exposition, son nom n'est pas méme prononcé, quoi que sa
critique jadis ait touché, et soit peut-étre inséparable de la
tradition artistes des derniéres années.” .

14 Hecht, op. cit. (note 3), p. 164.

15 Founded by Paul Lacroix (in Paris) but directed and pub-
lished in Brussels with Thoré as the editor behind the scenes,
and one of the major contributors. It rejected any national
bias, and was dedicated to a new universal history of art
which would contribute to progress and to the advent of the
future universality for humankind.

16 See several unpublished letters: Arsenal, Fonds Lacroix,
Thoré file 1476, nrs. 14,15,16, 18,19, 20b, 38.

17 Published in F. Delhasse (ed.), “Notes et souvenirs de
Théophile Thoré, 1807-1869,” Nouvelle Revue Rétrospective

15 (1901), p. 171: “Je suis un homme perdu, il ne survient
pas de nouveau dans ma vie; un aliment quelconque, de la
passion, du travail, de la lutte, de 'amour, de la distraction,
un grain de folie. Je ne passerai pas I'hiver, ou, si je traine
douloureusement ces jours sombres, je finirai en juin avant
le 23.” See also F. Suzman Jowell, “From Thoré to Biirger: the
image of Dutch art before and after the Musées de la Hollande,”
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