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ÉDOUARD VUILLARD 

1868 Cuiseaux (Saône-et-Loire) - La Baule 1940 
 
Study for « Le Café » 
 
Charcoal, pastel and gouache on paper; executed c.1897-9. 
With the artist’s studio stamp lower right. 
140 x 110 mm 
 
PROVENANCE: Private collection, France 
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This is the only known study for the painting Le Café (fig. 1) in the collection of the Cleveland 
Museum of Art. Vuillard has not abandoned any of his Nabi concepts; quite the contrary. The 
different plans recede like coulisses in a stage set. This manner of organizing space, confusing at first 
glance and complex and profound once visual traps have been dispelled, is characteristic of the artist.  
 
Vuillard’s art is concentrated in this pastel; not only by creating a complete scene in a small sketch 
that omits no detail, but also by rendering the banal interior of a cafe with powerful intimacy. Before 
he executed the painting, Vuillard had already thought through all the details and his sketch shows 
no hesitation and no remorse. This is not a first sketch for Le Café, it is the only sketch and in it 
everything is already present. Particularly striking are the yellow and orange dots that flicker 
hypnotically and respond to the midnight blue of the woman in the foreground. 
 
Cafés were a source of inspiration for the nocturnalist Vuillard. The scenes of nightlife ‒ and there is 
no doubt that the present sheet depicts one ‒ are an opportunity for Vuillard to show the 
melancholy of defeated moments, rather like Degas who installs his absinthe drinker alone at a 
tavern table. 

Mathias Chivot (Archives Vuillard) 
 

 
Fig. 1: Le Café, c. 1897-99. 
Oil on board, 28.8 x 27.5 cm. 
The Cleveland Museum of Art; bequest of  
Leonard C. Hanna, Jr. [Inv.-no.: 1958.57] 
 


