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Au Promenoir by the Spanish artist Joan Cardona i Lladós distils the essence of Parisian nightlife during the Belle
Époque into a single image. We find ourselves in the promenoir of a Parisian variety theatre, the covered walkway

where the audience strolls, watches and is watched between acts. At the centre stands an elegant young woman about
to ascend a staircase. Her body leans forward, her face half-turned towards the viewer, her skirt fanning out into a light
mass of pink and cream. On closer inspection, that skirt, which fills a large part of the work, is barely drawn: only a few

thin pink, white and green lines on the paper. The elegantly shod lower leg, by contrast, is carefully finished and forms a
statement in itself.

The large dark hat with its green band also provides a forceful counterweight to the delicate dress and finely drawn
lace bodice. Cardona has caught the woman in motion: on her way to her box, to the stalls, or walking along the

promenade where the social game unfolds. She is not a performer on the stage, yet she appears here as the leading
player.



In the background, other visitors move about: ladies in large hats, a gentleman in a top hat, faces in profile, bodies
sketched with a few lines in a mildly caricatural manner. With only a handful of figures, Cardona evokes the

atmosphere of a busy evening out: noise, movement, light, perfume, music. Everything around her is suggestion; she
herself is the focal point. This is a characteristically illustrative approach: the draughtsman communicates at a glance

where the eye should travel and what story is unfolding.

This illustrative quality in Cardona is no accident. He was not only a painter but, above all, an artist of the line, closely
connected to the world of the illustrated magazine, the poster, and the print. Early in his career he worked in Spain for

various periodicals. Later, in Paris, he moved within the vibrant world of the Belle Époque, where painters,
draughtsmen, caricaturists and poster artists gave new visual form to modern city life. His ability to combine chic,

bearing and femininity became so recognisable that a certain type of fashionable woman came to be called “a
Cardona”.

Yet the present work is more than fashion illustration. The clothing is almost a setting in itself: the transparent wrap,
the long transparent glove, the hat with a green band, the light dress with fleeting white highlights. But it is the woman

who commands the composition. Her oblique posture, red mouthlend, and heavily made-up eyes give her an air of
enigma. She is aware of the gazes around her yet remains elusive: part of the spectacle and at the same time its

director. She is a typical woman of the Belle Époque: elegant, urban, modern and faintly theatrical.

It was Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec who had elevated Parisian poster art to new heights. He, too, found his subjects in
the world of entertainment: the Moulin Rouge, the café-concerts, the dancers and singers, and, from artists such as La
Goulue and Jane Avril, he made modern celebrities. His compositions were monumental and radical, with large colour

planes and bold silhouettes, for the sheet had to work from a distance in the street. That Cardona is indebted to his
predecessor is immediately apparent. Yet the difference is equally telling. Cardona’s work is more refined, softer and

more decorative. Where Lautrec reduces the figure to a forceful sign, Cardona stays closer to the charm of fashion
illustration: his lines are fluid but less aggressive, his colours lighter, his atmosphere more elegant. In Cardona, you

hear the rustle of silk and the murmur of conversation in the foyer.

In Au Promenoir, the woman is no star on the stage, but a fashionable figure from the Belle Époque. Cardona presents
the era’s entertainment culture as a dreamlike vision: light, refined, full of movement, with a touch of satire.
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