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Could Women Be “Flaneuse”?

— Jean Béraud’s Portrayal of Trottin (Errands)

Abstract: Jean Béraud (1848-1935), a genre painter in France’s transitional period in the 20th cen-
tury, often painted la modiste (female milliner) striding confidently around the city. Temma Bal-
dacci argued these were a new type of women: working girls who refused to be the object of

men’s stares. This idea falls in line with the trend of discussing the concept of modernity, charac-
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terized by male walkers who spent time observing the city, from a gender argument perspective.
This paper studies the representation of la modiste by referring to other images and descriptions
of this period to reexamine the connection between modernity and the theme of sex or gender.

Béraud depicted the busy Grand Boulevards of Paris, casting light on various aspects of urban
life, for instance, poor people intruding into the world of the bourgeoisie, or women playing sports,
which was becoming a new custom. In particular, la modiste not only indicates the development
of the mass-consumption culture around that time, but also bears witness to the emergence of
women working outside the home.

Baldacci’s study, however, lacks an analysis of trottin (errand), the fact that these young women
were scurrying between factories and customers. Even though beautifully dressed, they settled
for unstable employment and would participate in labor movements as the lowermost workers or
supplement their small earnings by means of prostitution. In one of Béraud’s works, a man depic-
ted in subdued touches, gazes at such a woman walking by with her skirt tucked up.

In conclusion, Béraud’s portrayal of these women, who were not completely immune to men's
ogling, reveals the bitter reality of the Belle-époque urban life. Rather than discussing the status
of women at the dawn of mass society from an idealistic perspective, it is vital to positively analy-

ze their situation by examining various media’s descriptions of women.
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