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Introduction: ‘Intimacy, the Nineteenth-century Outsider’
Claire Moran and Apolline Malevez

French Studies, Queen’s University, Belfast, UK

ABSTRACT
This introductory article gives an overview of the history and culture
of intimacy in nineteenth-century art, architecture and literature,
and discusses key theories and concepts. It explains how through
a re-imagination of the potentialities of ‘intimacy’, nineteenth-
century writers, artists and architects expressed the lived realities
and the philosophical and aesthetic concerns of a rapidly
changing society. It raises key questions surrounding the
complexities, contradictions and paradoxes of intimacy in the
nineteenth century and reveal its relevance as an analytical and
conceptual tool in order to explore the hidden spaces of French
and Belgian modernity.

KEYWORDS
Intimacy; history; etymology;
culture; gender; France;
Belgium

Article

‘Incontestablement, le XIXe siècle a été le siècle de l’intime: sinon celui de sa naissance
qui revient sans doute au siècle précédent, du moins celui de son invention et de son
sacre comme valeur à la fois existentielle et esthétique’ write Diaz and Diaz (2009) in
what is now considered as one of the defining works on intimacy in French culture.
But what do we understand by ‘intimacy’ and what can we learn from studying it in nine-
teenth-century France and Belgium?

Intimacy has a long history. While during the seventeenth and the eighteenth centu-
ries the term referred to a close relationship, ‘intimacy’ later adopted a broader meaning.
Montenont has dedicated her research to the topic of intimacy and has studied the mean-
ings of intime in French dictionnaries from 1600 to 2008, as well as the words it was most
frequently associated with in databases of French texts and novels (Montémont 2009).
She highlights intimacy’s multiplication of meanings over time as well as the expansion
of what can be considered intimate. During the nineteenth century, its definition shifted
from a scientific and philosophical meaning (the essence of a thing) to an individual and
psychological perspective (what is inside us). The word gained popularity towards the
second half of the century, even becoming an added value for marketing various literary
products. In France, this is visible in the number of books published which contain
intime in their title, ranging from biographies to volumes of letters, Salons, short
stories and poetry. Meanwhile, the journal intime became an editorial success in the

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Claire Moran c.moran@qub.ac.uk French Studies, 7 University Square, Queen’s University, BT7 1NN, UK

DIX-NEUF
2021, VOL. 25, NO. 2, 91–98
https://doi.org/10.1080/14787318.2021.1926872

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14787318.2021.1926872&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-10-22
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:c.moran@qub.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


last twenty years of the nineteenth century (Diaz and Diaz 2009). Late nineteenth-century
French and Belgian literature and art therefore saw an increased emphasis on l’intime,
from the proliferation of diaries and journals to the publication of works showing the
artist/writer at home (such as the series of photographs Nos contemporains chez eux,
by Jules Dornac (Warner 2010) and articles such as ‘Nos artistes chez eux’, ‘Femmes
artistes chez elles’ or ‘Nos Ecrivains intimes’ in the Belgian Revue Nationale) to magazine
articles and domestic advice literature, covering topics such as hygiene, education, house-
hold chores, and interior design (for example, the French magazine Art et décoration,
published from 1897; and the Belgian magazines Le Cottage (1903–1905) and Le Home
(1908–1915 and 1920–1926)). In Belgian architecture and interior decoration magazines,
as well as domestic advice literature, intime and intimité were used as blanket terms to
describe the (idealized) comfortable interior to which the worker and employee
returns, to relax after the working day. An abundant discourse on and a widespread inter-
est in what were considered intimate matters (sexuality, families, relationships, etc.) were
characteristic of the time.

While Monténont and Diaz and Diaz understand the intime to be mainly associated
with positive meanings in the nineteenth century, Philippa Lewis (2017) nuances their
interpretation by pointing towards the ideological conflicts embodied in the concept.
In her analysis of the relationships between intimacy, literature and culture in nine-
teenth-century France, she noted the tensions between the concept’s wider societal
appeal, as seen in its imaginative possibilities and its negative connotations as ‘futile’
and ‘vain’. Often associated with the home and private life, intimacy has a distinctly gen-
dered dimension. In her fascinating book on the Nabis, a group of modernist painters
who produced, among other things, artworks specifically conceived for the domestic
sphere in late nineteenth-century France, Katherine Kuenzli rehabilitates an ‘intimate
sphere’, that had been dismissed as consumerist, passive, feminized and uncritical, and
therefore underexamined by previous critics. By analysing a group of male artists’ invest-
ment in the interior, her work offers an attempt to challenge the binaries underlying the
traditional understanding of modernity: male/female, public/private, pictorial/decora-
tive, active/passive, heroism/housework (Kuenzli 2017, 11–13). Until recently, in the
critical discourse on modernity, public space has been privileged over private space.
Characteristically, the reception of modernity has focused pre dominantly on the
French context, highlighting the importance of the ephemeral and the emblematic set-
tings of modern life (train stations, theatres, streets, etc.) as well as the mythical figure
of the flâneur. Wolff writes that: ‘[i]nsofar as the experience of “the modern” occurred
mainly in the public sphere, it was primarily men’s experience’ (1990, 34), concluding
that ‘[w]hat is missing in this literature is any account of life outside the public realm,
of the experience of ‘the modern’ in its private manifestations’ (1990, 47). Her association
of modernity with a male public sphere in the literature is based on authors such as Georg
Simmel, Richard Sennett, Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire and Marshall Berman.
Christopher Reed (1996, 8) observes that Impressionism is best known for its landscapes
and city scenes despite the fact that there are numerous Impressionist paintings with
domestic topics. In their introduction to Interior Portraiture and Masculine Identity in
France, Balducci, Belnap Jensen and Warner write that the ‘French fascination with
private life counterbalanced the more thoroughly explored practices of public life that
emerged in the nineteenth century’ (Balducci, Jensen, and Warner 2010, 1). Intimacy
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offers a productive framework to rethink and blur the oppositions embedded in a tra-
ditional framing of modernity, as exemplified in the edited volume Intimate Metropolis
(Di Palma, Lathouri, and Periton 2009), which brings together intimacy and the city.

It was in the nineteenth century that more began to be ‘made of’ intimacy (Lewis 2017,
21). The culture of intimacy was a culture focused on the self, as Morris has argued (2020,
11) The emphasis on the expression of the innermost self or for intérieur is central to our
understanding of the evolution of the term, as Simonet-Tenant observes:

En notre époque contemporaine qui a fait du tout intime son mot d’ordre jusqu’à le vider de
son sens, il est difficile d’imaginer le temps où la culture de l’intime s’invente et où se prépare
une véritable révolution copernicienne: donner une existence verbale et une trace écrite à
son for intérieur. (Simonet-Tenant 2009)

According to Simonet-Tenant, writing or talking about one’s intimate self seems evident
nowadays; yet it has not always been the case. Intimacy is full of paradoxes. On the one
hand, as Morris notes, ‘[t]he intimate is often private, if not secret. But secrecy and
privacy produced intimacy as much as protected it. In sharing secrets, intimacies are
built – sharers ‘know’ each other better, and open themselves up to vulnerability’
(Morris 2020, 8). On the other hand, the intimate is only really intimate once it has
become public, a paradox that is only too relevant to twenty-first century life.

The relationship between intimacy and the spheres of public/private life is both fasci-
nating and complex. As Simonet-Tenant writes ‘[s]ans doute ne peut-on cerner l’intime
sans l’inscrire dans une triangulation intime/privé/public’ (Simonet-Tenant 2009). Inti-
macy differs from privacy in that it is meant to be shared whether with one person or with
a larger audience. In this way, what is essentially private and internal (in the sphere of the
self) becomes public and external (the sphere of others) through intimacy. Intimacy is
therefore a vehicle between these seemingly opposing but interconnected realms and
herein lies its modernity. Writing about the Nabis as ‘intimate modernists’, Kuenzli con-
cludes that ‘[i]ntimacy was far from being a personal affair in the 1890s’ (Kuenzli 2017,
1); what appeared ‘intimate’ was in fact designed to be shared publicly. A certain theatri-
cality seems bound up with the notion of intimacy, therefore, as is the importance of the
audience, and of the spectator:

Pour exister, l’intime a besoin d’un minimum de théâtralité, aussi confidentielle soit-elle. Il
faut une scène, et d’abord une scène d’écriture, pour que ce qui précisément ne devrait pas se
voir – cette intériorité superlative de l’intimus – se manifeste et se reconnaisse comme tel.
L’intime sans miroir, sans écho, n’existe pas: il n’est que silence. (Diaz and Diaz 2009)

Writing about modern painting, the French writer and art critic Edmond Duranty also
links intimacy with observation and the gaze of a spectator:

Et ce que veut le dessin, dans ses modernes ambitions, c’est justement de reconnaître si
étroitement la nature, de l’accoler si fortement qu’il soit irréprochable dans tous les rapports
des formes, qu’il sache l’inépuisable diversité des caractères. Adieu le corps humain, traité
comme un vase, au point de vue du galbe décoratif; adieu l’uniforme monotonie de la char-
pente, de l’écorché saillant sous le nu; ce qu’il nous faut, c’est la note spéciale de l’individu
moderne, dans son vêtement, au milieu de ses habitudes sociales, chez lui ou dans la rue. La
donnée devient singulièrement aiguë, c’est l’emmanchement d’un flambeau avec le crayon,
c’est l’étude des reflets moraux sur les physionomies et sur l’habit, l’observation de l’intimité
de l’homme avec son appartement, du trait spécial que lui imprime sa profession, des gestes
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qu’elle l’entraîne à faire, des coupes d’aspect sous lesquelles il se développe et s’accentue le
mieux. (Duranty 2002, 19)

His comments here on Impressionist painting give insight into the potency and attrac-
tiveness of ‘intimacy’ as a modern concept which brings together a sense of authenticity
and interiority. Interiority or le for intérieur of the Romantic era still formed the basis of
intimacy in the nineteenth century. However, the increased emphasis on sharing with
different audiences saw it acquire the meanings that we now associate with it today.
The new media, especially photographs, journals and magazines offered a path
towards more public sharing of private life, as seen in the examples of the writers and
artists who exploited their home for its artistic and marketing potential.

It was in the twentieth century with its proliferation of new forms of media that this
aspect of sharing innermost secrets with expanded audiences became common, with the
term ‘intimate’ serving as a way to ensure authenticity, as Montémont, writes:

Le mot est survalorisé dans la sphère publique, où le XXe siècle lui réserve une fortune expo-
nentielle: qualifier des écrits, un récit, voire des interviews télévisées d’intimes revient à leur
conférer une estampille singulière, la valeur ajoutée de l’authenticité, de la vérité, de l’émo-
tion, dont il semble désormais aller de soi qu’elle puisse être partagée avec des milliers
d’autres individus. (Montémont 2009)

Intimacy is therefore a paradox, laden with duality; at once purporting to offer truth and
authenticity, while at the same time, because of it being shared with an audience, means
that it is inscribed with a theatricality, which calls its very essence into question. It is this
understanding of intimacy, as oscillating between and challenging the boundaries of
private and public, self and other, that developed in late nineteenth-century France
and Belgium. It was the nineteenth century that paved the way for the concept to
acquire its multiple and complex meanings, leading to our present-day understanding
that to share intimate details of our lives with an extended audience is not to be perceived
as a contradiction. It is this paradoxical nature of intimacy that gives it its modernity and
its ongoing importance from the perspectives of history, culture and aesthetics. As
Lejeune writes:

Le privé et le public sont un vieux couple. Ils ont fait leurs études de droit ensemble. Depuis
les temps anciens, ils se partagent le monde. Ils étaient bien tranquilles… . L’intime est un
outsider venu troubler le jeu, redistribuer les cartes. Il est fils du ‘for intérieur’, frère du héros
romantique: ‘Mon âme a son secret, mon cœur a son mystère’, mais aussi père d’un nouveau
type de communication sociale. Secrets, connivences, ‘coming out’, tout lui va! (Lejeune
2009, 9)

Lejeune’s concept of intimacy as a disruptive ‘outsider’ is helpful in understanding how it
both bridges and questions the public and private divides. The concept of intimacy seen
as a crucial need and fluid realm associated with the self, discards the division between
private and public in order to focus on the interactions, reciprocities and continuities
between these spheres. Recent criticism in history and cultural studies have pointed to
the potential of intimacy as a category from a critical perspective, Morris, for example,
sees the value of intimacy in terms of challenging periodization and chronology by the
way in which it can help ‘map the different stories of social change to be found in litera-
ture on love, family, sexuality, and friendship onto one another’ (Morris 2020, 16), while
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Berlant persuasively argues for a more inclusive ‘life plot’, that highlights all of the minor
histories of individuals and societies:

Rethinking intimacy calls out not only for redescription but for transformative analyses of
the rhetorical and material conditions that enable hegemonic fantasies to thrive in the minds
and on the bodies of subjects while, at the same time, attachments are developing that might
redirect the different routes taken by history and biography. To rethink intimacy is to
appraise how we have been and how we live and how we might imagine lives that make
more sense than the ones so many are living. (Berlant 1998, 286)

For both Morris and Berlant, intimacy allows a focus on ‘practices’ or attachments’ that
have been neglected historically. It is a similar drive to give a more complete account of
nineteenth-century France and Belgium and modernity more generally that underpins
this special issue. In the following articles, intimacy is used as a category of analysis to
consider topics as varied as family, love, friendship, self, sexuality, privacy and secrecy.
These articles also question the roles played by spaces, objects (material culture) and
technologies in creating intimacy. In addition to this, the ongoing concern of the role
of intimacy in shaping modernist aesthetics, as seen in art, design, architecture and lit-
erature, underlies each article. In this special issue, intimacy is considered thus
broadly via intimate practices, attachments and techniques in nineteenth-century art, lit-
erature, design, architecture, resulting in a series of exciting discoveries which add to the
emerging work in the fields of history and cultural studies.

Challenging received discourses, particularly related to that of the separate spheres, on
the definition and history of intimacy and domesticity, is one important aim of this
special issue. In Monique Eleb’s article ‘Naissance et évolution des espaces de l’intime
en France,’ which focuses on the bourgeois home at the end of the nineteenth century,
she analyses a number of spaces, considered as ‘intimes’, focusing on changes in archi-
tectural plans in a bid to reveal the beliefs and values of an increasingly modernist
society. Via a conscious focus on the evolution of the term ‘intimacy’ in the nineteenth
century and a detailed analysis of the changing material reality of intimate spaces, she
emphasizes the extent to which the organization of the home or habitat is a window
into understanding the organization of society and the way in which individuals
behaved and felt. In particular, she focuses on how the intimate spaces of the home
express the lived reality of nineteenth-century French life, with its specific inter-relation-
ship between self and other, public and private: ‘[la] pudeur, le désir d’être seul, le plaisir
de la retraite et celui de maîtriser chez soi les degrés de sociabilité que l’on entretient avec
les autres, toutes ces notions, qui cadrent le rapport à soi-même et aux autres, ont été des
idées neuves et ont varié au cours de l’histoire de l’humanité et la distribution, c’est à dire
l’organisation des habitations en conserve les traces’ (99). Malevez’s article ‘‘Les douceurs
de l’intimité’: Men and the Making of Domesticity in Belgian Architecture Magazines
(1890-1914)’ also uses intimacy and architecture as a way to tell the lesser-known
story of men and the domestic. Drawing upon Belgian interior design and architecture
magazines (L’Émulation, Le Home and Le Cottage) she shows that homes were at the
heart of lively societal debates, in which men participated. The article contradicts both
of the myths that the public and the private realms were distinct and that men were
almost exclusively involved with the public sphere. However, she explains how these
magazines also reveal a specific perspective on domesticity which largely ignores the
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messiness of ‘mundane’ housekeeping. The labour necessary in producing and maintain-
ing the illusion of a flawless domesticity is rendered invisible. Furthermore, the value of
intimacy as an analytical tool is revealed in how it shows the process of staging domes-
ticity in the texts and interior photographs published in these magazines: ‘through brand-
ing the home as an “intimate refuge from work” for men, domestic manuals and
architecture and design magazines implicitly excluded them from participating in dom-
estic work’ (123). Malevez shows how centring men and their role in the ‘making’ of
domesticity allows for a reconsideration of the dynamics at the intersection of gender,
modernity, the private and the public sphere and of the ways in which the notions of inti-
macy and domesticity can uphold or subvert values traditionally associated with the
home.

Using intimacy as a methodological, conceptual and analytical tool to offer new
interpretations of art and literature is also one of our central aims. As in Eleb and
Malevez, gender relations also underscore Nizard’s discussion of intimacy in her
article, ‘Discours de protection de l’intimité féminine et dévoilements voyeuristes: pudi-
bonderies et impudeurs du roman du second XIXe siècle’, but here, it is from a theoreti-
cal and aesthetic perspective. Discussing a series of nineteenth-century novelists, from
Balzac to Feydeau, Nizard questions the perimenters of modesty as a facet of intimacy.
In particular, she emphasizes the seeming contradiction that inscribes the representation
of intimacy: ‘la dialectique entre d’une part l’insistance des auteurs de romans du second
XIXe siècle sur la notion d’intimité féminine, à travers le thème sans cesse convoqué de la
pudeur féminine à préserver, et d’autre part le dévoilement de cette intimité dans des
textes qui contournent leur propre injonction à la pudeur’ (112). What is particularly
interesting here is the way in which intimacy serves as a dangerous vehicle, since ‘la
pudeur’, as seen in these texts, dismantles the very ground it constructs. Nizard high-
lights the modernity of these novels by referring to their emphasis on tensions between
visibility and invisibility, vulnerability and power and cites Foucault’s Histoire de la sex-
ualité where ‘ ce qui est propre aux sociétés modernes, ce n’est pas qu’elles aient voué le
sexe à rester dans l’ombre, c’est qu’elles se soient vouées à en parler toujours, en le
faisant valoir comme le secret’ (Foucault 1976, 49) (112). The importance of intimacy
as a tool to dismantle gender conventions and highlight aesthetic tensions and contra-
dictions also emerges in Claire Moran’s article ‘Minor Intimacies and the Art of Berthe
Morisot: Impressionism, Female Friendship and Spectatorship.’ Moran reveals how
Morisot’s focus on intimate relationships between females in her painting has been
largely misinterpreted as ‘scenes from female domesticity.’ In reality, the Impressionist
painter’s depictions of her sister and friends convey a new way of representing subjec-
tivity, one that is grounded in a complicit understanding between artist and sitter.
Comparing key works by Morisot with well-known female portraits by Renoir and
Manet, Moran offers a fresh interpretation of the artist’s work, highlighting how a
focus on intimacy provides the opportunity to review minor relationships in nine-
teenth-century art, as well as offering a way in which to challenge the (male) position
of the spectator.

This special issue also aims to question the relationship between the representation of
intimacy and inner life. As in Moran, the spectator is also at heart of discussion of inti-
macy in Rosanna Tindbaek’s article ‘Fabricating Intimacy – Sleeping Women in Nine-
teenth-Century Painting’, but she also picks up on the themes of voyeurism and
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sexuality discussed in Eleb and Nizard to interrogate the links between spectatorship,
intimacy and interiority. Tindbaek explains how, in the nineteenth century, paintings
of sleeping females proliferated, yet unlike the mythological sleep scenes of previous cen-
turies, painters such as Courbet, Bonnard and Vuillard created an intimate scene, leaving
the female sleeper alone with the viewer in interiors, and wrapping her up in layers of
sheets or heavy dresses. She broadens this special issue’s perspective beyond France
and shows that several painters (from c. 1850-1910) seemingly also used the sleeping
figure to examine a visual impossibility: the representation of interiority. In addition
to the interior setting, she argues ‘these painters heighten the effect of intimacy by way
of textiles. The fabrics that envelope the sleepers bring about sensuous allusions to
both the inner bodily temperature of the sleeper and also to the lack of differentiation
so distinctive of our (essentially non) experience of sleep […]. As such, they function
as a visual artifice that blurs the outlines, between the sleeper and the space, but also
between the sleeper and the viewer’ (158).

Through a re-imagination of the potentialities of ‘intimacy’, nineteenth-century
writers, artists and architects expressed the lived realities and the philosophical and aes-
thetic concerns of a rapidly changing society. Seamlessly moving between self and other,
private and public, artist and viewer, secrets and gossip, intimacy has lots of untold
stories to tell. This special issue aims to tell some of these; the essays here challenge tra-
ditional binaries in order to allow a multi-faceted view of modernity and its spaces to
emerge, as well as deepening our understanding of the history of intimacy, understood
in its myriad forms (from housing and sexuality to subjectivity and spectatorship) and
expressed in late nineteenth-century French and Belgian art, architecture and literature.
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