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Amateur art buff finds £35 million head of Courbet
masterpiece
By Henry Samuel, Paris
07 Feb 2013

An amateur art buff has discovered what is claimed to be the previously unknown
"head" of Gustave Courbet's most notorious work, The Origin of the World and has
been told it is worth an estimated £35 million.
The unnamed art lover stumbled on the missing
part of the 19th century erotic masterpiece in
2010 nestling among pieces of furniture and brica-brac, and even reportedly persuaded the
antiques dealer to knock 200 euros off the
original sale price of 1,600 euros.
After two years of painstaking detective work and
a battery of spectrographic and chemical tests, it
has been authenticated by Jacques Fernier, the
only expert allowed to officially recognise Courbet
works.
Mr Fernier, who works at the Gustave Courbet institute, this week wrote that the work, painted in 1866,
was “recognised as by Courbet”, although a third party had restored parts of it. He intends to add it to
the next edition of his catalogue raisonné – the official exhaustive list of the artist’s works.
Paris Match, the weekly French magazine yesterday published the first images of the work, depicting a
nude brunette’s head gazing skyward with a look of rapture.
The owner’s wish is reunite the head with the body for the first time after almost 150 years spent apart.
The Origin of the World depicts a close-up of the female anatomy and now hangs in the Musée
d’Orsay. Part of Courbet’s private collection, it was considered far too risqué to exhibit at the time and
could have seen the artist sent to prison on charges of “affronting public and religious morals”.
Its power to shock endures, as in 2011 Facebook blocked a Danish artist’s page for publishing an
image of the nude oil painting.
The explicit work was part of a much larger tableax depicting a full female body based on Irish model
Joanna Hiffernan, also Courbet’s lover. It is thought Courbet severed the head from the body to avoid
any scandal for his model.
Courbet sold the most daring part of the tableau to Khalil Bey, a Turkish-Egyptian diplomat and avid
collector of erotic art, who would show it to guests from behind a green curtain.
After being pillaged during the Second World War, the work was bought by the celebrated
psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan and finally ended up in the Musée d’Orsay in 1995.
Thanks to the latest scientific techniques, experts at the art research centre CARAA were able to align
the two paintings via grooves made by the original wooden frame and lines in the canvas itself, whose
grain matched. The length of the brushstrokes and the size of the brush hairs also tallied perfectly. A
sketch of the full work was also found on a caricaturist magazine cover of the time.
Tantalisingly, other sections of the painting may still be at large, including one in which the model’s
hand holds a fluttering parakeet, a symbol of eroticism.
Despite Mr Fernand’s official stamp of approval, some Courbet experts were sceptical about the find.
“I’m not convinced,” said Frédérique Thomas-Martin, chief curator and head of the Courbet museum in
Ornans, eastern France, the artist’s birthplace.
www.authenticationinart.com

AUTHENTICATION IN ART
Art News Service

The work was “very far from other portraits of this woman (Joanna Hiffernan), even if I haven’t seen it”,
she told Libération newspaper.
There was no official confirmation of veracity from the national museum body, Les Musées de France,
she added.
Mr Fernand dismissed such reservations. “She has the right to think what she likes,” he told The Daily
Telegraph yesterday.
“As for the Musées de France, I don’t give a damn what they think. I am the official Courbet specialist
and I have said it is by him. These Civil servants haven’t even seen the work.”
He said he was not sure the discovery was positive from an artistic point of view, however.
“(The Origin of the World) loses that kind of marvellous mystery and symbolism from the moment you
stick a head on it – that’s why Courbet took it off,” he said.
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