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Famous in his time, Firmin-Girard 
remained unrecognized for a few 
decades until his painting reappeared 
in auctions or at exhibitions in museums 
of works acquired during his lifetime or 
more recently. This has, fortunately, 
made it possible to see, recently, some 
of his major works such as Le Quai 
aux fleurs of 1876 which was very 
successful during his presentation at 
the Salon, but also other aspects of 
his painting regularly present on the 
art market as his country scenes or 
seaside, characteristic of the years 
when having left the Official Salon, 
he joined the National Society of Fine 
Arts. Very popular, during his life, in 
France but also in England and in the 
United States among savvy collectors, 
with its genre scenes or views of a 
Paris where the bourgeoisie dressed 
in fashionable clothes mingle with 
activities of markets, halls or places, 
he was greeted by the public in the 
salons, praised but also criticized by 
the press.

Having devoted his entire life to 
painting and active almost until the 
last day, he left more than six hundred 
works identified and known for the 
most part today. Some of them belong 
to museums in France but also all over 
the world, others are regularly sold in 
New York, Paris, London or elsewhere, 
while others are owned and prized by 
collectors. This renewed interest, if 
it shows a craze found for those who 
have been called “the little masters“ 
should not obscure the rediscovery of 
a painter whose many facets have 
contributed to his success.

After the publication of a book by one 
of his grandchildren Paul Girard, who 
engaged in a first inventory, it seemed 
useful to accompany the return of 
Firmin-Girard on the artistic scene 

of painters of the second half of 
the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth century 
with a reference book. It is the 
culmination of research conducted 
by his great-grandson Patrick 
Faucheur, with the collaboration of art 
historians from the “École du Louvre“, 
but also especially Victoire Baron. It 
aims to contribute to research and 
studies conducted by students and 
professionals in the history of art and 
in the art market but also to document 
collectors and amateurs and provide 
information and answers to questions 
on Firmin-Girard and his work.

The book in a first part traces the 
life of the painter in the context of 
his time, his studies, his ambitions 
and artistic choices, his entourage, 
his circle and his relationships, his 
work through the various currents 
that crossed, the academic painting, 
impressionism, realism, naturalism. 
He goes through the themes he has 
treated, from historical painting to the 
representation of life and crafts in the 
regions he loved, Paris, the shores of 
the Manche, the Haute-Loire.
A second part is in the form of a 
catalogue raisonné, in which each of 
the works known to date is the subject 
of an illustrated sheet and detailing 
its characteristics (date, support, 
signature, conservation, bibliography, 
exhibition, sale).

A FIRST REFERENCE BOOK

Firmin-Girard painting Allée aux roses, circa 1880

Planned release in September 2018
1 000 copies
About 300 pages, more than 400 illustrations

Authors of texts: Patrick Faucheur great grandson of the painter and expert  
for his painting, Victoire Baron researcher in history of art, Michaël Vottero,  
doctor in history of art and teacher in the “École du Louvre“
Summary of articles in English

firmingirard.com – contact@firmingirard.com



FROM HISTORY PAINTING  
TO NATURALISM

Originally from the banks of the Ain ri-
ver and settled still child in Paris with 
his parents, Firmin-Girard joined in 
1854, at the age of 16, the Gleyre studio 
and the National School of Fine Arts. In 
this mid-nineteenth century, crossed 
by various artistic trends, he chose the 
path of historical painting and tried the 
Prix de Rome in 1861. His first attempt 
was crowned by the Second Grand Prix 
with La mort de Priam. He continued 
four times. 

He was only 21 when he exhibited his 
first painting at the Salon, Saint Sébas-
tien, that the jury selects easily for his 
academic treatment and with which he 
hopes to attract the attention of public 
authorities. With his companions at the 
École des Beaux-Arts and the Gleyre 
studio, whose future Impressionists, he 
discovered open-air painting in Barbi-
zon and Marlotte in an Impressionist 
style and palette.

It was finally in the field of “genre 
painting” that he began to win at the 
Salon and won his first medal in 1863 
with Après le Bal, a painting bought by 
Princess Mathilde. Firmin-Girard then 
turns resolutely towards the Salon and 
the art market and multiplies the works 
to success. 

Criticism speaks of this “successful pro-
ducer, whose canvases make noise and 
get covered with gold“. He became, in 
particular, the painter of flowers and 
young women dressed in the latest 
fashion, often staging his young child-
ren and his wife. His paintings, which 
respond to the taste of the public, are 
sold during the Salon to collectors who 
are often foreigners.

He opens an exotic parenthesis with 
several Japanese scenes including La 
Toilette japonaise presented at the Sa-

lon of 1873. The success continues with 
his performances in historical costume. 
To this period, date his famous Le Quai 
aux fleurs of 1875, command of a rich 
American industrialist who died while 
his execution is not completed. Exhi-
bited at the Salon of 1876 where it is the 
object of a huge success from the pu-
blic, it is sold the following year in New 
York through the Knoedler gallery which 
distributes the works of French painters 
to American collectors. He becomes 
one of the most popular French artists 
in the United States.

The sale of his paintings allows him to 
build a villa with a studio at the top of 
the cliffs of Normandy overlooking the 
sea, in a village inhabited until then 
by some fishermen. The discovery of 
the landscapes of the seaside and the 
activities that are practiced there, his 
proximity with the landscape painters 
and his friendship with Armand Char-
nay one of theirs, led him to change the 
subjects of his paintings to get closer to 
the naturalists and to treat more of the 
country scenes in which the bourgeoi-
sie of the city give way to the peasants, 
the shepherds and their animals, but 
also to the workers of the small emer-
ging industries. 

From this period follows an evolution 
that is accompanied by a new rela-
tionship with the painters Puvis de 
Chavannes and Meissonier with whom 
he now shares a certain dissent from 
the principles that dominated the ar-
tistic life of the nineteenth century, 
which leads him to abandon the Salon 
des artistes français to incorporate as 
a member of the National Society of 
Fine Arts and its salon from 1890 and 
in which Firmin-Girard is present from 
the first year.La Toilette japonaise, 1873

Oil on canvas, 54 x 65,40 cm
Museo de Arte de Ponce, Porto-Rico (Fundación Luis A. Ferré)



During this last period, Firmin-Girard 
borrowed his subjects more and more 
from the regions in which he stayed 
and of which he was familiar, Ault- 
Onival and its surroundings, Charlieu 
and its countryside, the Bresse of his 
childhood. It reflects, in its own way, 
the landscapes of these regions, their 
inhabitants and the activities they 
practice. His palette is less colorful and 
more nuanced, even in the fall tones 

he continues to love. His attention to 
detail and rendering of reality remains 
but with less clear touches that are  
sometimes closer to those of the  
Impressionists.
In the image of his time, which has mul-
tiplied the references to past centuries 
in architecture or interior decorations, 
Firmin-Girard has been interested in 
turn in Antiquity, the Middle Ages, the 
Renaissance, the eighteenth century in 

Les Fiancés, 1874  
Oil on canvas, 66 x 81,30 cm

Private collection

La Verrerie d’Incheville, circa 1890
Oil on canvas, 73 x 59 cm

Private collection

Japan, adapting his art to fashions. He 
embodied with a particular fertility the 
diversity of painting of his time. While 
the Convalescents of 1861 are closer to 
certain aspects of Realism, the Mariage 
in-extremis of 1868 is part of the genre 
scenes of the Second Empire embodied 
by the paintings of Stevens or Toul-
mouche. The taste for the troubadour 
and the Rococo period is reflected in 
Les Fiancés of 1874 and many scenes 

in costumes. Firmin-Girard gradual-
ly turned to Naturalism in the Forge 
de Jean Perrat or Verrerie d’Incheville. 
His Parisian scenes of the years 1870-
1880, his taste for the architecture of 
the avenues and the costumes of his 
contemporaries, make it also a rival of 
Béraud. This is undoubtedly what made 
him say that he was an artist of rare 
eclecticism and prodigious fecundity.


