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HONORE DAUMIER’S
L’'IMAGINATION SERIES:!

Shao-Chien Tseng

H onoré Daumier, one of the most complex and auda-
cious artists in nineteenth-century France, is generally
considered to be an astute observer and historian of his
times with an insightful grasp of rapidly changing poli-
tics and society. Although his work is mainly studied in
relation to contemporaneous events, in this essay I would
like to discuss a virtually unexamined aspect of his pro-
duction — his sensitive venture into psychology as mani-
fested for the first time in his career in the series
I’Imagination. Executed during Daumier’s eleven-week
detention at Dr. Casimir Pinel’s mental hospital from
November 1832 to February 1833, this obscure suite of
sixteen watercolors, only one original of which has been
located, were lithographed by Charles Ramelet, a novice
printmaker and emerging painter and watercolorist.? With
Charles Philipon’s witty captions, it was published from
January 1833 to April 1834 in la Caricature and le
Charivari, the new daily that Philipon had recently
launched during his imprisonment after discussions with
Daumier.3 Created in response to the psychiatric setting
and French society at large, the series explores various
forms and effects of pathological fixations, revealing the
meditations of Daumier and Philipon on the relationship
between mental alienation and historical change.
L’Imagination’s critical oblivion is due largely to its
triple authorship, seemingly whimsical and playful con-
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tent, and decorative style. Together these features under-
mine the typical notion of Daumier as an intrepid,
provocative satirist capable of, for example, the scathing
attack on King Louis-Philippe’s gluttonous exploitation
of the people in the print Gargantua — the cause of his
six-month incarceration.# Scholars have assumed that
Ramelet’s reproductions weakened Daumier’s original
watercolors, which they even provided no evidence to
have examined first-hand.5 Indeed, the oneiric and mys-
terious atmosphere of the series, its Lilliputian and some-
times demonic figures incarnating imagination, and its
unsettling wedding of the real and the fantastic are all
aspects of a visual vocabulary rarely associated with
Daumier. While serving the first half of his jail term at
Sainte-Pélagie, the young caricaturist was busy: not only
did he fulfill inmates’ demands for portraits, but he
graced the wall of his cell with a graffiti drawing of
Gargantua.® His stay in Dr. Pinel’s sanitarium at Chaillot,
to which some other political dissidents had maneuvered
to be transferred from the unhygienic and overcrowded
Sainte-Pélagie, was relatively peaceful and productive.’
During this non-punitive and voluntary psychiatric
internment, the artist turned from public defiance to inti-
mate inquiry into the activity of the imagination, its trig-
gering, force, process, and representation.

The visual and thematic complexities of I’Imagination
require a study in broader psychiatric, sociopolitical, and
aesthetic contexts. Le Médecin (The Doctor; fig. 1), the
only print in the series that refers directly to the maison
de santé, portrays Dr. Casimir Pinel (with his distinctive
long nose and sunken eyes), clutching the edge of his
cloak tensely in his fist, absorbed in melancholy pensive-
ness. A grinning Death hovers above him, leading the lit-
tle demons of his imagination in a triumphant procession,
carrying his emaciated patients away to a nether world.
These hideous and grotesque hybrids of human torsos
and beastly ears and tails far outnumber their victims and
enact the roles of undertakers, quacks, clerics, and police
authorities; the unending continuity of their macabre
actions is suggested by Daumier’s skillful use of the infi-
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Fig. 1
Charles Ramelet after Honoré Daumier, Le Médecin, lithograph,
published in le Charivari, 19 August 1833.

nite border. As if forming a kind of marginalia in
medieval manuscripts, these creatures, rendered with
writhing serpentine lines, not only illustrate the central
figure’s thoughts, but encroach upon his normal percep-
tion and judgment as demoniacal possession. The doc-
tor’s desk is occupied by a gendarme-demon and an
assistant who are happily preparing a coffin for their next
victim, while a Hellenistic portrait bust of blind Homer —
the emblem of grand clairvoyance and epic imagination —
sits serenely and sadly on the top of the cabinet.8
Daumier depicted Dr. Pinel as dominated by anxiety
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Fig. 2
Honoré Daumier, Misanthropie, graphite, pen and ink, wash,
and gouache, 1832-3, Metropolitan Museum of Art.

over the ignorant charlatanism and police brutality forced
upon his patients, an allusion to his efforts at renovating
psychiatric treatment and to his sympathy for the political
prisoners remanded to his care (as a political liberal, he
was once fined for his lax surveillance over his
detainees).? The caption written by Philipon, however,
conveys Pinel’s confessional lamentation over the limits
of his medical knowledge: “Why the devil are my
patients all gone? . . . No matter how hard I bled them,
purged them, and drugged them . . . T don’t understand
it!”10 Although this passage reflects the difficulties of the
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nascent profession, it actually contradicts the alienist’s
tenets and practice, for in fact, following his famous
uncle and pioneer of French psychiatry, Philippe Pinel,
Casimir Pinel was opposed to the traditional methods of
bleedings, purgings, and chaining. Rather, he promoted
“moral treatment” to address imagination and alter its
course in order to cure insanity.!! His private clinic was a
spacious, comfortable rest home providing individualized
care for a limited number of mental patients from
well-to-do families; it served as a model of enlightened
medical therapeutics for public asylums.!2 An anony-
mous article published in la Caricature in 1833 fondly
recounted Dr. Pinel as a friend and a father figure for
people of all political opinions under his care.!3
Philipon’s caption thus reflects the lay reader’s percep-
tion of conventional physical remedies directly applied to
the lunatic’s body. Although Daumier’s portrayal of
Casimir Pinel is far from the glorification of Philippe
Pinel as a mythic “chain-breaker” in later large-scale
paintings, !4 it nevertheless can be understood as an
oblique tribute to the physician who is humorously repre-
sented as being just as tormented by a hyperactive imagi-
nation as his patients are.

Most images in the series do not picture the world of
the imagination as haunted by supernatural beings or evil
spirits, but quite significantly, visualize an imagined nar-
rative or scenario in which the limitless extension of the
self plays a central role. The protagonist is juxtaposed to,
or even interacts with his or her diminutive effigies
enacting the desired scenes. This feature is evident in two
other representations of melancholics in the series —
Misantropie (Misanthropy) and le Malade Imaginaire
(The Imaginary Invalid) in which the figures are alienat-
ed from the real world and indulge in their dark and mor-
bid thoughts. Both men suffer from melancholy, an estab-
lished category of mental illness which had been viewed
as a humoral imbalance since ancient times. It was rede-
fined in the sensationalist psychology of the
Enlightenment as a disorder of the nervous system caus-
ing the mind to be devoured by a sad idée fixe.l> Seated



in front of a warm glowing fireplace, the skinny, bald
misanthrope plots his own death by such methods as
Jjumping from heights, hanging, drowning, poisoning,
stabbing himself with a dagger and finally, as the caption
tells us, settles on the pistol. Giving the picture added
irony is the presence of the portrait bust of Epicurus
whose belief in pleasure counterpoints the misanthrope’s
negativism, yet his beard serves as a convenient hook for
hanging. A comparison between Ramelet’s lithograph
and Daumier’s watercolor (fig. 2), the only known origi-
nal recently found, shows that in the original composition
the sculpted portrait carries a more pronounced expres-
sion of agony, the overall gradation of tones is more
nuanced, and the linear quality more intricate.16 In his
lithographic translation, Ramelet has somewhat obscured
the details and given the image a more sober, introspec-
tive ambiance.

Another print that draws on a classic type of
overindulgence in imagination is le Roman, which repre-
sents the process of a woman’s reading a romance novel.
A young woman, seated in a lush garden, conjures up a
narrative sequence in which she, as a heroine, faints at
the sight of a duel that she has caused, then receives a
marriage proposal from her lover/winner, and finally
embarks on a journey in a carriage with him. The work
depends upon a long-established view of the menace of
novel reading for young women, who were thought to
have little ability to discern the fictive from the real. This
had been proposed in such works as Condillac’s 1746
psychological treatise Essai sur [’origine des connais-
sances humaines .\7 The July Monarchy witnessed both a
rise in female literacy and a growing number of visual
representations of modern female readers, including lith-
ographs which closely parallel Daumier’s such as
Frédérick Bouchot’s Réve d’une pensionnaire and Paul
Gavamni’s Distraction.18

The novel reader’s politicized counterpart is the preg-
nant woman in the print Chimére de I’Imagination
(Chimera of Imagination; fig. 3) which is an explicit
self-reference to the opposition journalist’s task and a
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Fig. 3

Charles Ramelet

after Honoré Daumier,
Chimeére de I'Imagination,
published in la Caricature,
7 February 1833,
McCormick Library of
Special Collections,
Northwestern

University Library.

Honoré Daumier’s I’ Imagination

counterattack on the king and government. To magnify
its voice of indictment, the lithograph was separately
published in the more political la Caricature, instead of
the broader-based le Charivari, in which all the other
prints of the series appeared. The work portrays the fear
of a middle-class pregnant woman that her child might
resemble the king or any of the ministers, whose
grotesque portraits-charges frequently covered the third
page of the satirical journal la Caricature (she is shown
holding this page while the remainder of the weekly has
dropped onto the floor). The caption exposes her inner
delirtum: “Oh my god! What if I have a baby with a pear
head!”!9 This is a clear reference to King Louis-
Philippe, who is represented as a phantom toddler in a



virtually pear-shaped body, with bony, feeble legs sup-
ported by his ubiquitous umbrella.20 To effect his satire
and elicit laughter, Daumier brilliantly used the prevalent
superstition that a newborn’s appearance would be affect-
ed by what the mother had been often exposed to during
pregnancy. The apprehension about giving birth to a
deformed baby alludes to the stark reality of political
repression, implying that the current regime had became
its citizens’ nightmare (this was the regime, we remem-
ber, that had also censored and jailed Daumier himself).
It is abundantly evident that the series I’fmagination
conflates psychiatric observation and sociopolitical com-
mentary. Introducing the suite of lithographic plates,
Philipon made it clear that Daumier had initiated the idea
of exploring “actions diaboliques, les chiteaux en
Espagne, les projects, les souhaits, les idées fixes, toutes
les chiméres de 1’imagination.”2! The series is neither a
straightforward illustration of Pinel’s theory and practice
nor a study of the physiognomic countenance of the
insane like the well-known portraits by George-Frangois
Gabriel and Théodore Géricault,2? because the psychi-
atric dimension in Daumier is infused with the artist’s
sociopolitical critique. In other words, for Daumier, the
boundary between Pinel’s maison de santé and the out-
side world is tenuous and fluid: in the eighteenth-century
English tradition of satirical prints, such as those by
Hogarth, the hospital stood for a society, which in turn
embodied a macro-asylum. The relationship had been
illustrated in Daumier’s biting caricature, le Charenton
Ministériel: Différents monomanies des aliénes
politiques, published in la Caricature in May 1832 dur-
ing the period between his trial and arrest.23 In the print,
the king and the sixteen cabinet members are engaged in
their individual characteristic monomanias in the court-
yard of Charenton. The print eloquently uses the concept
of monomania, a disease entity named by Jean E.-D.
Esquirol in 1810, as a means of political satire.24 In the
accompanying text, Philipon not only elaborated on the
parallel between lunatics and politicians but upheld the
asylum as a truthful mirror of contemporary society:
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It is at Charenton that with a glance you will sum
up the spirit, tastes, manners, beliefs, idiosyn-
crasies of your epoch. I have seen Charenton only
once (it was yesterday), but I would bet my life
that the Republic, the Empire and the Restoration
have populated it with men as different as those
epochs were themselves different.25

Continuing in a similar vein, the series [’Imagination
observes and gauges the relationship between the
sociopolitical climate and the rate and types of mental
disturbances. This analogical method is at work in the
print le Député ventrigoulu,’® in which a highly decorat-
ed parliament deputy, with one hand supporting his cheek
and the other placed on his stomach, is plagued by an
imagined orchestra riotously booing him. The maddening
band, as the caption reads, represents his discontented
voters; it also alludes to le Charivari itself, a journal that
aimed to rattle the nerves of targeted politicians by loud-
ly disclosing their scandals.2’ Without particular resem-
blance to any actual political figure, the embattled deputy
here serves as a generic type of politician unable to meet
the needs of the voters and thus subject to ridicule and
criticism.

With his caustic wit, Daumier exposed the illusion
and dissipation of the clergy in the prints le
Prédicateur (The Preacher) and le Curé (The Priest).
The preacher, with his eyes and mouth wide open, is
enraptured by the phantasmagoria in which cardinal’s
insignia are being ceremonially bestowed upon him in
the honorable presence of the royal family. The caption
tells the reader that the king, moved to tears by the
preacher’s successful sermons on avarice and perjury in
the court, cordially shakes hands with him. The print,
le Curé, depicts a priest, also seated in front of a fire-
place, dreaming of endless devotion and tribute (such
as food and wine) from the poor population. His pudgy
face wears a gratified smile and a mole that suggests
syphillis and his dissolute life.



Daumier stressed the social and economic forces that
ferment and nurture the imagination in three prints of the
series. A grisette envisions a future of beauty and luxury,
personified by a train of well-dressed miniature couples,
each woman being her replica, parading in her shabby
attic. In another print, an old woman daydreams of her
deceased husband miraculously informing her of the win-
ning number of the lottery, and a dawn serenade congrat-
ulates her on her newly gained fortune. The print I’Avare
features a paranoid miser tensely safeguarding his pos-
sessions from imagined robbers intruding through the
fireplace and window, and as a result of this make-belief
battle, he has injured his right wrist and his clothing is
torn. The leitmotif in these images is a high degree of
anxiety over financial well-being. The socially humble
aspire after a quick fix to end their poverty, while the bet-
ter-off clutches his moneybag. The theme’s close rele-
vance to the historical moment is noteworthy, as it carica-
tures a salient mind-set symptomatic of early bourgeois
society, where increased social mobility and new possi-
bilities of self-fashioning heightened mental disturbances.
These individuals’ intense and exclusive fixations on
material comforts and security were related to the July
Monarchy government’s overt emphasis on private inter-
ests in an attempt to broaden its social base.28

Visualizing the complex workings and effects of imag-
ination, the series corresponds to the long-standing thesis
that to imagine is to conjure up images and their subse-
quent contemplation, a view held by philosophers from
Aristotle to Descartes and Locke.2? It also belongs to the
increased body of imagery of imagination and dreams
which was concentrated in the media of prints and book
illustrations in the early nineteenth century. The double
views of the real and the fantastic, which had been force-
fully employed in Fuseli’s Nightmare, fascinated both
English and French cartoonists because it enabled them
to satirize the contradiction or gulf between the two
realms 30

Unlike these sporadic images of the irrational and the
subconscious, the series I'Imagination represents a sys-
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tematic attempt to explore the human psychological
intensity and complexity that may be concealed beneath a
calm, immobile fagade. Daumier significantly sought to
problematize the seemingly innocuous and elusive
“imagination”, grounding it in a contemporary sociopolit-
ical context. The series popularizes and broadens the psy-
chiatric aspect of imagination to encompass a cross-sec-
tion of gender, age, and occupation in Parisian society
under the July Monarchy. In this sense, the suite is the
neglected but important harbinger of the typology that
forms the basis of Daumier’s production of social carica-
tures after the 1835 press law prohibited all opposition
political images.3!

In Daumier’s typology of imagination, however, there
is one conspicuous absence, namely, that of the artist. By
1780 there was a growing effort to see imagination as
governing the related activities of perception, experience,
aesthetic appreciation, and above all, creative faculty.
The idea of imagination became increasingly identified
with artistic power, genius, and originality.32 In visual
representations, by the mid-nineteenth century, the imagi-
nation and reveries of writers and artists such as Ossian,
Michelangelo, Tasso, Goya, and Grandville upstaged
those of religious and mythological figures.33 Daumier’s
IU'Imagination series, however, clearly eschewed aesthetic
motifs in favor of social types. Imagination manifests
itself as fanciful projections, as idle, prolonged diver-
sions, and as agents of physical deterioration, but never
as vitality or creativity for actions capable of improving
one’s status quo. Outside the sphere of aesthetics and
actualized in the real world, excessive imagination tends
to be extravagant, chimerical, and pathological. Exempt
from social critique, imaginative fecundity in the realm
of aesthetics may be something Daumier permitted. It
was only in the later series of works, done in fine art
media such as watercolor and painting, that Daumier
sought to focus on the figure of the artist and grapple
with representing the feats and flights of artistic imagina-
tion, and this dimension of his oeuvre will necessitate a
separate study.
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1. This is a revised version
of the paper given at the
Indiana University Art -
History Association’s

Eighth Annual Graduate
Symposium in 1997. It forms
part of my dissertation on
Daumier’s representations of
the Parisian art world. I am
grateful to Professor Dorothy
Johnson for valuable sugges-
tions and Gail Zlatnik for her
editorial assistance.

2. Charles Ramelet estab-
lished himself as a painter
and watercolorist of land-
scape and genre scenes as he
frequently exhibited at the
Salon from 1834 to 1847.
See Emile Bellier and Louis
Auvray, Dictionnaire géneral
des artistes de I'école
frangaise depuis l'origine des
arts du dessin jusqu'a nos
Jours: architectes, peintres,
sculpteurs, graveurs et litho-
graphes, 2 vols. (Paris:
Renouard, 1882 85), 2: 339.
From the first month of le
Charivari’s appearance in
December 1832, Ramelet
was enlisted to contribute
lithographs of landscape,
genre, fantasy, and occasion-
ally, political caricatures.
The accompanying text for
his debut Jet de I'Equ, pub-
lished on 7 December 1832,
noted that although the artist
was not yet familiar with the
medium of lithography, the
result was nevertheless
admirable. Ramelet was an
apt choice to reproduce the
series I'Imagination, for he
was experienced in the imag-
ing of miniature demons, as
seen in his lithographs /e
Bon Diable (12 December
1832) and Diableries fantas-
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tigues (8 and 22 March 1833).

3. An inspection of le
Charivari’s run from 1833 to
1834 reveals that several of
the dates recorded by Delteil
are incorrect: ['Avare
appeared on 1 June 1833,
instead of 18 June 1833; le
Curé appeared on 15 April
1834, not on 9 August 1833.
See Loys Delteil, Le peintre
graveur illustré (XiXe et XXe
siécle), Vols. 20-29, Daumier
(Paris, 1925 30), 29: appen-
dix 29-43.

4. For a detailed analysis of
the lithograph, see Elizabeth
C. Childs, “Big Trouble:
Daumier, Gargantua, and the
Censorship of Political
Caricature,” Art Journal 51
(Spring 1992): 26-37. On the
imprisonment of political
dissidents and censorship
offenders, see Philip
Spencer, “Censorship by
Imprisonment in France,
1830 1870,” The Romantic
Review 47 (1956): 27-38;
Robert J. Goldstein,
Censorship of Political
Caricature in Nineteenth
Century France (Kent and
London: Kent State University
Press, 1989), 27-32.

5. That Delteil relegated the
series to the appendix of his
multi-volume catalogue sug-
gests its assumed relative
insignificance in Daumier’s
work. See also Arséne
Alexandre, Honoré Daumier:
L'Homme et L'Oeuvre (Paris:
Laurens, 1888), 53; Howard
P. Vincent, Daumier and His
World (Evanston: North-
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western University Press,
1968), 35; Roger Passeron,
Daumier, trans. Harrison
(Secaucus, NJ: Poplar,
1981), 71-72. The only
exception is Jean Adhémar
who shares Jasinski’s view
that the interesting series
may have provided inspira-
tion for Théophile Gautier’s
early poems; see his Honoré
Daumier (Paris: Pierre Tisné,
1954), 19.

6. In a letter to his friend
Jeanron, dated 8 October
1832, Daumier noted that he
had been besieged by
inmates’ demands of making
their portraits and nicknamed
“Gargantua.” The letter is
reprinted in Alexandre, 54-
S5. For an account of
Daumier’s drawing of the
Gargantua/King on the wall
of his cell, see Passeron, 68.

7. On Philipon’s several
attempts of voluntary “politi-
cal hospitalization” at Dr.
Laurent’s and then Dr.
Pinel’s maisons de santé, see
Elizabeth K. Menon,
“Philipon, Dr. Pinel, Ste.
Pélagie, and La Caricature,”
Source, 14.1 (Fall 1994): 32-
38. I would like to thank
Professor Robert Goldstein
for bringing this reference as
well as the Soviet case to my
attention. Menon’s article
demonstrates that the author-
ities were aware of
Philipon’s continuation of
opposition journalistic activi-
ty at Dr. Pinel’s and demand-
ed his return to the Sainte
Pélagie. However, no docu-
ment shows that Daumier
was ever harassed by the
police during his stay at Dr.
Pinel’s. On the unsanitary
condition of the Sainte

Pélagie, see Théodore Muret,
“Sainte Pélagie (politique),”
Nouveau rableau de Paris au
XIXme siécle, 7 vols. (Paris,
1834), 4: 62-63.

8. I would like to thank
Professor Dorothy Johnson
for her suggestion on the
meaning of the bust.

9. See René Semelaigne,
“Une maison de santé sous la
monarchie de juillet,” La
Chronique médicale no. 12
(15 June 1911): 372. This
article also contains a repro-
duction of Daumier’s trans-
feral certificate, authorized by
the prefecture of the police.

10. The French caption
reads: “Pourguoi, diable!
mes malades s'en vont ils
donc tous? . . . j'ai beau les
saigner, les purger, les
droguer . . . je n’y com-
prends rien!”

11. For the shortcomings and
struggles of the psychiatric
discipline in the 1830s, see
Ian R. Dowbiggin, Inheriting
Madness: Professionali-
zation and Psychiatric
Knowledge in Nineteenth
Century France (Berkeley:
University of California
Press, 1991), 11-12 and 19-
21. For the nature of moral
treatment, see Philippe Pinel,
Traité médico philosophique
sur l'aliénation mentale, ou
la manie (Paris, 1801), sec-
tion II.

12. See Robert Castel, The
Regulation of Madness: The
Origins of Incarceration in
France, trans. W.D. Halls
(Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California
Press, 1988), 214-18.



13. La Caricature, 8 August
1833.

14. Two notable examples are
Tony Robert Fleury's painting
Pinel, médecin en chef de la
Salpétiere en 1795, exhibited
at the Salon of 1876 and now
hung at the Charcot Library,
Paris, and Charles Muller's
painting, Pinel faisant 6ter
les chaines des aliénés de
Bicétre. For a discussion of
these works, see Gladys
Swain, Le sujet de la folie:
naissance de la psychiatrie
(Toulouse: Privat, 1977),
appendix.

15. That Philippe Pinel sub-
scribed to this redefinition
can be seen in his Traité
médico philosophique sur
l'aliénation mentale, 136-49.

16. The watercolor is first
reproduced in Colta [ves,
Margret Stuffmann, and
Martin Sonnabend, Daumier
Drawings (New York:
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
1993), fig. 11. I would like to
thank Professor Bruce
Laughton for directing me to
Patrick Dudragne, who was
the previous owner of the
watercolor.

17. Etienne Bonnot de
Condillac, Essai sur l'origine
des connaissances humaines
(Paris: Galilée, 1973 [1746]),
145-46.

18. Bouchot’s lithograph,
Réve d'une pensionnaire was
published in le Charivari,
Specimen, no. 16. It was one
of the five prints in the series
on dreams, numbered as “Tf
27-40 petit folio” in the
Cabinet des Estampes,
Bibliothéque Nationale. Paul
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Gavarni’s Distraction was
published in le Charivari on
May 14, 1834. For the signif-
icant rise in literacy in Paris
from 1815 to 1848, see James
Smith Allen, Popular French
Romanticism: Authors,
Readers, and Books in the
Nineteenth Century
(Syracuse, NY.: Syracuse
University Press, 1970), 153-
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