Edouard Manet and George Meredith: Two Interpretations of
‘The Heroic in History’
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The American Civil War challenged the political imagination of Victorian elites. Abolition emerged as a
primary concern, yet other issues resonated as well, including political liberty, the right to self-determination
and imperial policy. In Britain, the outcome of the war was seen to be relevant to the domestic struggle over the
expansion of the voting franchise. Beyond political calculations, attitudes were shaped by deep cultural
affinities, including an association of heroism and chivalry with the Southern cause. In 1864, a naval
engagement between two American warships—USS Kearsarge and CSS Alabama—took place in the English
Channel. It was closely watched by the French and British press and elicited a range of artistic responses.
Within weeks of the battle, a painting by the French Impressionist Edouard Manet and a text by the British
poet and novelist George Meredith offered dramatically different interpretations of the event. Comparing the two
artefacts, this article explores how notions of heroism were constructed and challenged in a rapidly evolving
political culture.
A battle at sea has the power to fire up the imagination, especially if it takes place in the
public eye. On Sunday, 19 June 1864, USS Kearsarge caught up with the elusive
Confederate raider CSS Alabama. A few days earlier, the Alabama had entered the neutral
port of Cherbourg, France, to resupply and make long-needed repairs. Trapped in port, her
captain, Raphael Semmes, decided to steam out and meet the Kearsarge. The two ships
were roughly equal in terms of size, crew and guns. Outside French territorial waters but still
within sight of land, the Alabama opened fire; the Kearsarge responded. For about an hour,
the two warships steamed in a wide circle, firing at each other until the Kearsarge’s superior
gunnery gained the upper hand. The Alabama was destroyed. It was a spectacular event that
attracted great attention.1
The French impressionist painter Edouard Manet and the British novelist George Meredith
created contemporary interpretations of the event that allow us to explore the political
imagination of European elites.2 The American civil war forced European observers to
choose. Abolition was a primary concern, yet other issues were important as well: political
liberty and the right to self-determination, the preservation of national union, the
opportunities and challenges of industrial modernisation, and the cultural threat to preindustrial lifestyles and values. In Britain, these issues were seen to be relevant to the
1 The Cruise of the Alabama and the Sumter. From the Private Journals and Other Papers of Commander R. Semmes,
C.S.N. and Other Officers, vols I & II (London, 1864); Raphael Semmes, My Adventures Afloat: A Personal
Memoir of My Cruises and Services in ‘The Sumter’ and ‘Alabama’ (London, 1869); for the context, see John
Keegan, The American Civil War, A History (New York, 2009), pp. 281-3; James McPherson, Battle Cry of
Freedom: The Civil War Area (Oxford, 1988), pp. 316, 546-51, 551.
2 Edouard Manet, The Battle of USS ‘Kearsarge’ and CSS ‘Alabama’, oil on canvas, Philadelphia Museum
of Art; for Meredith’s text, see last chapter of Cruise of the Alabama, which was written by Meredith.
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domestic struggle over the expansion of the voting franchise. British audiences were also
concerned about the war’s implications for the balance of power in the Atlantic arena, the
status of Canada and British Caribbean possessions, the supply of Southern cotton for the
British textile industry, the economic restrictions imposed by Britain’s policy of neutrality,
and the application of international maritime law.
Manet’s and Meredith’s interpretations of the battle allow us to isolate one cultural aspect of
the war that tends to get neglected in modern political histories: the association of heroism
and chivalry with the Southern cause. American historians are familiar with the trope of the
‘Lost Cause’ that emerged from the commemoration process in the decades after the war.3 In
Britain and France, notions of heroism and chivalry already had deep cultural roots. As has
been demonstrated for Britain by Angus Hawkins, ‘the politics of historical memory suffused
Victorian public debate’.4 The case of Captain Semmes and the Alabama provides a closer
look at this phenomenon. Victorian audiences celebrated heroes with enthusiasm; they were
prepared to discuss the fine points of conduct yet were equally ready to suspect cynicism,
dismiss heroism as hopelessly dusty and outdated, or delight in its comical aspects.
Regardless of the specific issue at stake, evocations of heroism rarely failed to energise the
public debate.
The battle between the Kearsarge and the Alabama was a spectacle, a staged event, an early
modern tourist attraction with thousands of spectators. The British and French press covered
the engagement intensively for about two weeks, with London papers reporting on the
coverage in Paris. Manet and Meredith produced their works independently within a month.
Their viewers and readers would have been familiar with the names and backstories of the
two ships and captains. Manet himself was probably not present at the event, yet he had
access to the newspapers in Paris and possessed thorough knowledge of ships and the sea.5
Meredith’s publisher traveled to Cherbourg just before the fight. He met Semmes who
entrusted him with his logbook and correspondence. Meredith, who was working in
publishing, agreed to write an introduction and a final chapter. The resulting book—largely
a paraphrase of Semmes’ log and correspondence—became a hot journalistic property.
From 24 June on, it was widely advertised. It became available in bookstores on 16 July, was
well received and went through several editions. Meredith’s involvement was not mentioned;
we know about it from a private letter.6
I saw Edouard Manet's painting The Battle of the USS Kearsarge and CSS Alabama a few weeks
ago at the Philadelphia Museum of Art where it occupies a prominent place among the
museum's superb collection of European nineteenth century art (fig. 1). It was brought to
Philadelphia by John G. Johnson, a successful lawyer and important American collector of
impressionism and European art.

For many, see David Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge,
Massachusetts, 2001) pp. 78 ff., 258 ff.
4 Angus Hawkins, Victorian Political Culture: ‘Habits of Heart and Mind’ (Oxford, 2015), p.3.
5 Beth Archer Brombert, Edouard Manet: Rebel in a Frock Coat (Chicago, 1996), pp. 159-60.
6 Meredith’s letter to William Hardman of 12 July 1864, printed in George Meredith, The Letters of
George Meredith, Volume 1, 1844-1881, Collected and Edited by His Son (New York, 1913), pp. 152-4.
3
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Figure 1. Edouard Manet, The Battle of the USS ‘Kearsarge’ and the CSS ‘Alabama’, (1864), Oil on canvas,
137.8 cm by 128.9 cm, Philadelphia Museum of Art: John G. Johnson Collection, 1917.

Philadelphia provides an interesting context. During the civil war, the city was a primary
centre of industrial production and a source of civic strength for the Northern cause. The
Union League of Philadelphia, a political society established to support Lincoln’s policies,
displays a traditional interpretation of the Kearsarge and Alabama in its beautiful club building.7
The League’s version of the battle, acquired in 1906, was painted by Xanthus Smith, a

7

Barbara J. Mitnick, The Union League of Philadelphia: The First 150 Years (Philadelphia, 2012), p. 143.

119

former officer in the Union Navy, in a highly detailed historiographical style. The contrast to
Manet’s approach is striking. Manet’s Kearsarge and Alabama is part of a very different artistic
tradition that represents a break from traditional history painting and commemorations of
the heroic.
Behind a veil of ageing varnish, Manet’s painting draws the viewer into a scene of wind and
and flying salt spray, of waves crashing against the hull and the low thunder of guns. Bright
summer sunlight sparkles on the horizon beyond the hulking shapes of the two fighting ships;
clouds of smoke and steam obscure the blue sky. The perspective is unusual. The viewer’s
position is high above the water, at the level of a mast top. The horizon line is near the upper
edge of the canvas. X-radiography of the painting suggests that Manet reworked the
composition extensively.8
The ships are identified by their flags. In the middle distance, the Alabama occupies the
centre of the canvas. She is evidently in distress. Waves are washing over the stern; two
fountains of green seawater mark the impact of shells. The Confederate flag—white ensign
with stars and bars—has been lowered. Behind the Alabama, and partially obscured by
smoke, steam and rigging, the Kearsarge is flying the Stars and Stripes. Her guns are still
firing on the Alabama. On the far right in the distance, a smaller ship with a red ensign,
furled sails and a tall smokestack is standing by. This is the Deerhound, the yacht of a
wealthy British businessman, who is about to pick up survivors of the Alabama.
A small sailboat in the foreground completes the narrative. Entering from the left, it appears
to be rushing into the scene. Its diagonal course draws the eye and the mind towards the
centre of the action: the sinking Alabama. A white flag with a blue frame identifies the
sailboat as a pilot boat. The French flag is flying from the gaff. The helmsman in the
stovepipe hat is angling his head to the right where a drowning man is clinging to a plank. A
man in foul weather gear is standing at the gunwale, readying a boom with a rope attached
to it. Another man is standing on top of the boom next to the forward mast, controlling the
halyards. The dinghy is out of alignment with the keel of the pilot boat, which implies that
the pilot boat has initiated a turn to starboard. The main sail is close-hauled to support the
turn; its rear edge is catching sunlight. The viewer is led to anticipate a man-over-board
manoeuvre. If all goes well, the boat will shoot forward into the wind, come to rest next to
the sailor in the water, and the man at the gunwale will pull the sailor from the water.
Despite the rough brush work, contemporary viewers would have been able to recognise the
artist’s accuracy. Wind, water, movement and light are just right. Manet accomplishes three
things simultaneously with this painting. First, he emphasises the physical aspects of the
event. His seascape, a departure from traditional history painting, is a milestone of the
emerging Impressionist movement.9 Second, by emphasising the physical side, Manet makes
a broader cultural comment about the limits of heroism. The work anticipates his Execution of
Maximilian in its several versions, showing meaningless death in a distant conflict. It also
Juliet Wilson-Bareau and David C. Degener (eds.), Manet and the Sea (Philadelphia, 2003), p. 60.
Wilson-Bareau and Degener, Manet and the Sea; on history painting, see Gary Tinterow and Henri
Loyrette, Origins of Impressionism (New York, 1994), p. 29ff.
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relates to two paintings that he contributed to the regular Salon in 1864: Incident in the Bullring
with its dead toreador, and Christ with Angels with its wounded Christ. A distant echo
resonates in Olympia, whose depiction of a prostitute in the guise of Venus caused a scandal at
the Salon of 1865. In each case, Manet reveals the physical limitations of a culturally
constructed persona.10
Third, by ignoring and thus deflating the heroic, Manet comments on French domestic
politics. It is known that Manet’s politics were anti-Napoleonic. By placing the French pilot
boat at the centre of the action, he suggests that imperial posturing is futile — lost battles are
empty gestures. The artistic qualities of the painting were recognised when it was shown to a
broader public at the Salon of 1872.11
Meredith’s approach to the event is different in important aspects. Relying on the facts
provided by the press, he utilises the medium of text to develop an argument. The structure
is built on the formal elements of heroic combat: issuance of a challenge; assessment of the
odds; acceptance of the challenge; address to the troops; hand-to-hand struggle; and finally
defiance in defeat. In Meredith’s interpretation, Semmes is a tragic hero, doomed to lose the
fight yet triumphant in defeat due to the nobility of his conduct.
Setting the stage, Meredith establishes the South’s legitimacy. He refers to ‘the defence of
Southern liberty’ where ‘valour is a national inheritance’ and justifies the mission of the
Confederate commerce raiders.12 The reader is encouraged to identify rationally and
emotionally with the South.
Meredith begins the final chapter with the portentous statement ‘It was written that the
Alabama was never to behold the ports of her country.’13 Her raiding career is an epic quest.
The appearance of the Kearsarge at Cherbourg is presented as the culminating challenge
that Semmes could not refuse:
French officers agreed with Captain Semmes in thinking that there was
marked offence and defiance in the manoeuvres of the Kearsage,14 and
that he could hardly do less than go out and meet her.15
Despite the odds, the Alabama’s crew was eager to fight:
They were fortified by the assurance of mighty service done to their
country. They knew that they inflicted tremendous damage upon their
giant foe. They were, perhaps, supported by the sense that their captain’s
unrivalled audacity had done more harm to the United States than the
operations of many thousand men.

10 Brombert, pp. 153, 158; John Elderfield, Manet and the Execution of Maximilian (New York, 2006);
Tinterow and Loyrette, Origins of Impressionism, pp. 393, 402, 403, 405-406.
11 Brombert, pp. 292-5, 306-8.
12 Cruise of the Alabama, vol. I, p. 1.
13 Cruise of the Alabama, vol II, p. 276.
14 Kearsarge is misspelled ‘Kearsage’ throughout the book, reflecting French usage.
15 This and the following quotes about the fight are taken from Cruise of the Alabama, vol II, pp. 278-98.
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The fighting spirit of the Alabama was not simply the result of pride; it was animated by far
nobler sentiments:
The chivalrous give and take of battle was glorious to men who had
alternately fled and hunted for so dreary a term. They trusted for victory;
but defeat itself was to be a vindication of their whole career, and they
welcomed the chances gladly.
The odds were grave. As Semmes was to discover during the fight, the wooden flanks of the
Kearsarge were protected by anchor chains:
He knew his opponent to be heavier in ship, battery, and crew, but ”I did
not know that she was also ironclad,” he says. Personally, he desired the
battle; the instigations of an enthusiastic crew, unanimous for action, as
also of friendly officers, are to be taken into account.
On Sunday morning, the Alabama steamed out of port. The setting enhanced the
significance of the event:
All Cherbourg was on the heights above town and along the bastions and
the mole. Never did knightly tournament boast a more eager multitude of
spectators.
Just before the fighting began, Captain Semmes addressed the crew:
The name of your ship has become a household word wherever civilization
extends. Shall that name be tarnished by defeat?
He put the fight in historical context:
Remember that you are in the English Channel, the theatre of so much of
the naval glory of our race, and that the eyes of all Europe are at this
moment upon you.
Semmes’ appeal to the English ‘race’ was addressed to a broader audience, not just his crew.
He was placing himself on the stage of history and he was determined to play the part of an
English hero. With his final fight, Semmes sought to anchor the cause of the Confederacy in
the narrative tradition of English heroism. As Meredith recognises, the battle was a literary
gesture as much as it was naval strategy.
Yet despite the alleged righteousness of her cause, her captain’s leadership, and her crew’s
fighting spirit, the Alabama was doomed:
In fact, the Alabama entered the lists when she should have been lying in
dock. She fought with an exhausted frame. She had the heroism to decide
upon the conflict, without the strength to choose the form of it.
Semmes and his crew showed defiance to the very end. As they were abandoning the sinking
ship, they denied the enemy the trophies of victory:
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The captain and his officers dropped their swords into the deep; the men
drove their oars into the bottoms of the boats. One spirit—the spirit of the
unconquerable Confederation of the Southern States—animated all. Not a
man who was able to support himself in the water swam towards the
Kearsage.
At this moment, the Deerhound swept in and carried Semmes and his officers off to safety in
England, bringing the epic to its inevitable conclusion:
So sank the Alabama. It would have been glorious for her to have won, but
it was not disgraceful that the day went against her.
Glory over disgrace—the stakes are defined in chivalric terms.
After the fight, Semmes was both celebrated and criticised. A group of British naval officers
collected money to present him with a new sword that he would treasure for the rest of his
life.16 Newspaper commentators chastised him for not surrendering his sword to Captain
Winslow of the Kearsarge and for escaping after having struck the flag, rather than facing the
consequences. Meredith’s text is a response on Semmes’ behalf. Winslow was criticised for
continuing to fire after the Alabama had struck her flag, for not picking up the survivors right
away, and for letting Semmes get away. No attempt was made in Britain to celebrate
Captain Winslow as a hero. Apparently, only a renegade Southerner could qualify for heroic
consideration, which suggests a deeply fractured view of the United States.17
Victorian audiences were primed to accept naval officers as ‘professional heroes’.18 The naval
profession was defined by a tightly circumscribed interpretative framework; within this
framework, officers were free to pursue heroic action. At sea, they could achieve magnificent
things or do serious damage. For society, the conflict potential was limited as long as the hero
stuck to his trade. Accordingly, Meredith and the British press restricted their praise and
criticism of Semmes' to his conduct as naval officer. His contribution to the cause of slavery
was barely addressed.
Semmes himself was not happy with Meredith’s narrative effort. He thought it was ‘a meager
and barren record’.19 In his own memoir, he went on to explore the naval and legal aspects
of the story much more thoroughly. Yet from the vantage point of today, Meredith has
achieved his artistic goal. Captain Semmes is well regarded in naval historiography, despite
having done irrecoverable damage to American trade and prolonging the war.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
16 Raphael Semmes, My Adventures Afloat: A Personal Memoir of My Cruises and Services in ‘The Sumter’ and
‘Alabama’ (London, 1869), pp. 784-6.
17 For many, see Ephraim Douglass Adams, Great Britain and the American Civil War (New York, [n.d.],
reprint of the 1925 edition); R.J.M. Blackett, Divided Hearts: Britain and the American Civil War (Baton
Rouge, Louisiana, 2001); Duncan Andrew Campbell, English Public Opinion and the American Civil War
(Woodbridge, Suffolk, 2003).
18 C. I. Hamilton, ‘Naval Hagiography and the Victorian Hero’, The Historical Journal, 23, 2 (June
1980), 381-398.
19 Semmes, Preface to Adventures Afloat, pp. iii-iv.
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A few years later, Meredith revisited the topic of heroism in great depth in his novel
Beauchamp’s Career, the story of Nevil Beauchamp, a successful naval officer, who stands for
parliament yet fails to gain a seat because he can’t quite figure out how to translate his
chivalrous sentiments into effective politicking.20 Beauchamp is preoccupied with Thomas
Carlyle’s notions of heroism.21 Meredith mocks Beauchamp gently, as he mocks
Beauchamp's aristocratic uncle who is ‘in mind a medieaval baron’.22 Meredith
acknowledges that heroes are out of tune with the times, yet his affection for them shines
through. Guided by the ‘spirit of comedy’, a concept he developed in a contemporaneous
essay, Meredith now eases his hero into the new age.23 He no longer glorifies the hero as
Carlyle proposes, yet he does not deflate him like Manet does. Instead, he simply pays
homage to the continuing presence of the heroic in the English imagination.
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Figure 1. Edouard Manet, The Battle of the USS ‘Kearsarge’ and the CSS ‘Alabama’, 1864
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