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A Note on Manet's Masked Ball at the Opera


Jeff Wall


Imagine how difficult it was for Manet to paint Le Bal masqué à l'Opéra (The Masked Ball at the 
Opera, 1873). He had witnessed the event and apparently made a few sketches. No snapshots. Then 
he had to have people come to his studio and model for him, which probably took a long time, since 
there are so many figures in the painting. I think there are only one or two sketches or studies 
remaining of this picture, but Manet must have made some others because the composition and 
assembly of the picture is so complicated. I doubt he would have gotten it all just as he wanted it 
right off. Maybe he sketched it out on the canvas itself, lightly, and then kept making changes until 
it worked. Maybe there were other sheets of paper with groups or sections, and he discarded those 
later.

All that work was aimed at creating the illusion of an instant in time, an exciting, sensual moment 
of intrigue and celebration. Nobody in the picture appears to be aware that a picture is being made 
of them; they're all absorbed in the event, except possibly for what looks like a self-portrait at the 
right-hand side.

But the figures are set back just a bit from the front edge of the canvas, the front plane of the 
illusionary space.

The objects that have fallen to the floor, too, remain just behind the front plane of the picture. So 
there is a gap, a space, between the group of people and whoever is observing (and recording, 
depicting) them.

Manet seems to have been very concerned to keep that slight distance between the point of 
observation and the things observed. This is different from Degas, who was probably more directly 
affected by the croppings and violations of the front plane that he noticed in photography, and 
introduced a snapshot structure into his painting. But with Manet it is as if the thing he is depicting, 
no matter how much it is part of the contemporary world, is placed in a sort of "photographic 
studio", with the camera positioned at a small distance away from the scene. Manet did not want to 
disturb the notion of the painting as a tableau, an entity on its own that depictes something face 
forward without that thing or person necessarily acting as if it were aware of being depicted.
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I think it is interesting to look at the lower left and right corners of the picture, where Manet has 
depicted the floor. On the right, there is a little path leading into the group, between two long black 
dresses which almost mirror each other. There are a couple of scraps of paper, or something similar 
there. Then on the left there is what is probably a mask someone has dropped, and then a complex 
of shod feet and a shadow, making another little landscape. Those passages articulate the small 
interval I was referring to and create the instance of separation that gives the painting its pleasurable 
character. I also like the way the blue lady's boot on the lower left is mirrored and reversed by the 



red one up above. And the way the red one repeats the man's red shoe at the left.

If someone were looking directly at us, aside from the artist, at the right, it wouldn't contradict the 
structure: partly because in the illusion there has to be a space over on our side and nothing prevents 
someone from looking toward this space, and partly because the illusion includes the fact that it is 
an illusion at which we are looking. It does not pretend there is no place from which what is seen, is 
seen. People who do not like what they call "representation" often claim that there is something 
naïve about creating this kind of illusion - as if this kind of illusionism cannot account for itself, as 
if it cannot account for the fact that we know perfectly well we are looking at an illusion. But these 
kinds of critiques do not appreciate that painters like Manet are far beyond that way of thinking. 
The illusion of the picture comes to be because there is a place from which things look that way, 
and that place, although it is not visible, is a material part of the way the picture looks. So it exists 
as an unseen but present part of the picture. We know it is there (and we might even know 
something about it) because of the way we experience the picture, because we see the way things 
look when witnessed from that vantage point. Therefore, if someone in the picture should be 
looking at or toward that vantage point, they are not looking out of the picture. They are looking at 
the unseen part of the picture.
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