Toulouse-Lautrec and Bohemian Paris
by Martin Heard

Henri Marie Raymond de Toulouse-Lautrec was born in Albi on 24th November 1864, son
of Count Alphonse de Toulouse-Lautrec and Adele Tapi¢ de Celeyran, who were first cousins.
At the age of twelve and then thirteen he broke both of his legs, possibly caused by the rare
condition of Pycnodysostosis which weakened his legs, or by genetic weakness. As a result of
this his legs grew very stunted although his torso was unaffected and he was only just 5ft tall.
He liked to associate with people much taller than him in order to get noticed.

After the death of his younger brother his parents separated and he went to live with his
aristocratic and pushy mother in Paris. For a while he painted portraits including ones of his
parents, but his ambitious mother used her influence and gained him a place at the studio of
Bonnet in Montmartre. He was drawn to the Montmartre area known for its Bohemian lifestyle
and did not stray far from there for 20 years.

Bonnet moved on and Toulouse-Lautrec moved to the studio of Fernand Cormon in 1882
where he studied for five years alongside other artists such as Emile Bernard and Vincent Van
Gogh. Cormon encouraged his students to go out and paint en plein air and during this time
Toulouse-Lautrec met Suzanne Valadon who became his regular model and muse. It is
believed that they were lovers. In addition to his growing alcoholism, he visited prostitutes
and was fascinated by their life-style and so painted many of them.

The Moulin Rouge cabaret club opened in1889 and Lautrec was commissioned to paint
publicity posters to be seen throughout Paris which was good publicity for him. Other artists
disapproved of this but it was a way for him to make a living. At the Chat Noir Club Henri
Riviere produced a shadow play which fascinated Lautrec and influenced some of his works.
This was a way of cheap entertainment for working and middle classes with plenty of alcohol,
dancing on the tables, and music. A musician, Aristide Braun, sold song sheets at these shows
and these were illustrated by Lautrec. It is rumoured that he never got payment for these!

The Moulin Rouge was a seedy place with Can Can dancers. Montmartre was the working-
class area of Paris where women would dress up to attract male customers. Lautrec painted a
dancer called La Goulue — The Glutton. She was eventually sacked and asked Lautrec to paint
posters advertising her “circus”. She died in poverty in the 1930s. There was a demonstration
by students under the banner ‘La Grande Epidémie de Pornographie’ against the banning of
Pornography by the authorities. There were Maisons Closées, Houses of Tolerance, which
were premises licenced for prostitution. The owners of these premises preferred to remain
anonymous!

Toulouse-Lautrec descended into alcoholism, drinking a mixture of absinthe and cognac.
He walked with a hollow walking cane filled with alcohol so he always had some handy. In
1899 alcoholism began to take its toll and his mother sent him to a sanatorium for three months,
but on release he returned to his studio in Montmartre and resumed drinking. On September
9th 1901 aged 36 he died at his mother’s estate in Bordeaux.
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