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There is no one who 
understands the art 
of painting as Manet 

does, nor anyone who 
can paint as well as he. 

- Edgar Degas on Edouard Manet
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OVERVIEW

Beloved for his invaluable role in the 
development of the Impressionist 
movement, Edouard Manet's artworks are 
foundational to the canon of art history. 

The revolutionary artist's rare religious works, while 
lesser-known, are some of the most intimate paintings 
he ever produced, offering insight into the artist’s 
fascination with the idea of humanity’s beautiful and 
transcendent relationship with suffering. Begun in 
1856, Christ as a Gardener is one of his earliest 
renderings of Christ and offers a view into 
nascent motifs that would later define 
Manet’s monumental legacy. In the 
painting, Christ’s profile is turned 
toward the viewer, though his 
face is turned to the bottom 
left of the frame and his 
downturned eyes avert the 
viewer's gaze. His brown 
robes contrast the warm 
light of his halo and the 
dramatic sky behind him. 

As with all of Manet’s 
work, this image is rich 
with symbolism. A partial 
self-portrait, as seen in 
the similar facial hair 
and iconic appearance of 
a paintbrush-like garden 
tool, the painting renders 
the biblical scene of Mary 
Magdalene mistaking the risen 
Christ for a gardener with personal 
intimacy. As the biblical tale relays, 
when Mary Magdalene recognizes 
Christ, she reaches out to him; he replies, 
“Touch me not.” The highly charged relationship 
between the Christ figure and the viewer, standing in 
as Mary Magdalene, is further emphasized by Christ’s 
hand that appears to reach out for contact. Through 
this extension of touch, Christ’s presence is tangible, 
reminiscent of Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam in 
the Sistine Chapel. This intimate initiation of human 
connection directly contrasts Christ’s biblical words, 
“Touch me not.”

Scholars have attributed this rejection, both in 
gaze and through words, to Manet’s conviction that 
Christ, as a human, embodied a spirit of renunciation 
and rejection of his earthly existence. Christ’s distant 
expression suggests a willingness to be elsewhere — 
an expression that Manet will later use in his most 
distinguished works of art. 

Manet would go on to expand his view of Christ as 
a timeless embodiment of absolute commitment 

and suffering with his monumental 
Salon paintings The Dead Christ 

with Angels (1864) and Jesus 
Mocked by Soldiers (1865). Both 

paintings were admired by 
few and scorned by many, 

thus halting Manet’s 
professional exploration 
of religious subjects. 
Though he included 
religious-like symbolism 
in his later masterpieces 
The Execution of 
Maximilian (1868) and 
his masterpiece A Bar at 

Folies-Bergère (1882), the 
face of Christ never again 

appeared in his oeuvre.
A leader among his 

contemporaries in the Parisian 
avant-garde, Manet was 

undoubtedly the most important 
figure in the Impressionist movement. 

Considered the elder of the group, he 
was already a famous artist when Claude Monet, 

Pierre-Auguste Renoir and Edgar Degas began 
their artistic careers. He earned his first honorable 
mention at the Paris Salon as early as 1861 and made 
waves with his scandalous Déjeuner sur l’Herbe, 
now in the Musée d’Orsay, in 1867. The first artist to 
paint everyday scenes of people and modern life, his 
paintings helped transition the art world from Realism 
to Impressionism in the late 19th century. ●
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Französische Kunst des XIX. Jahrhunderts, Galerie Heinemann, Munich, April 1913, no. 121 (ill.)

P. Jamot et G. Wildenstein, Edouard Manet, Introduction par Paul Jamot, Paris 1932, p. 2, no. 6 (ill.)

A. Tabarant, Manet et ses Oeuvres, Paris 1947, p.24, no. 16 “Christ à la pioche” (ill.)

D. Rouart et S. Orienti, Tout l'Oeuvre Peint d'Edouard Manet, Flammarion 1970, p. 88, no. 12 (ill.)

Rouart-Wildenstein, Edouard Manet Catalogue Raisonné, Bibliotheque des Arts, 1975, vol.I, p. 38, no. 
14 (ill.)

Nancy Locke, Manet and the Family Romance, Princeton University Press, 2001, p. 136 (ill.)

MANET-SEHEN, Der Blick Der Moderne, Hamburger Kunsthalle exhibition catalog (Imhof Verlag 
2016), Kat. 11, p. 116 (ill. with an error of dimension)
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LETTER OF AUTHENTICITY 
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EXHIBITED

MANET-SEHEN, Der Blick Der Moderne, Hamburger Kunsthalle, 2016, Kat. 11 p.116, installation shot



31
msrau.com

AUCTION COMPARABLES



32
msrau.com

AUCTION COMPARABLES



33
msrau.com

Edouard Manet | Monk in Prayer
1865

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 575/8 x 451/4 inches | 146.4 x 115 cm

Museum of Fine Arts
Boston, MA, United States

MUSEUM COMPARABLES
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Edouard Manet | Jesus Mocked by the Soldiers
1865

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 747/8 × 583/8 inches | 190.8 x 148.3 cm

Art Institute of Chicago
Chicago, IL, United States
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Edouard Manet | The Dead Christ with Angels
1864

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 705/8 x 59 inches | 179.4 x 149.9 cm

Metropolitan Museum of Art 
New York, United States

MUSEUM COMPARABLES
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