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IMPRESSIONISM

The art movement known as Impressionism, which arrived on the scene in France in the
mid-nineteenth century, is generally regarded as having pioneered modern art. Probably for the first
time in art history, a distinct schism arose between what was accepted by the art establishment in the
way of themes and styles and a new group of artists who chose their own subject matter and
interpreted it according to their individual predilections.

On the one hand, there was the majority of painters who conformed to the unstated dictates of the
official government exhibition, the Salon. On the other hand there emerged a series of artists who
were vilified by the established art world, the public and the critics of their day for their
revolutionary adventures and experimentation on canvas but who are now regarded as the great
imaginative artists of the French school in the 19th century.

The painter who is generally regarded as the real father of the Impressionist school is Edouard Manet,
who scandalised the public by his painting of the nude, by his use of pure flat colours almost without
shadow and by his great simplification of composition.

The first signs of the controversy appeared at the Salon of 1863, when so many works were refused
by the jury that the government permitted the disappointed painters to exhibit in the Salon des
Refusés. Here Manet shocked the public with his Déjeuner sur I'berbe, a startling portrait of a nude
woman and two clothed men seated in a glade.

Two years later his Olympia again brought protest from the public. The scandal provoked by these
two paintings confused the issue as to the merits of Impressionist painting for years to come.

The public, accustomed to thinking of art as idealised scenes of classic mythology, religious events or
stirring moments in history, was unprepared and unwilling to grant the claims of everyday existence.
From the mid-1860s such men as Claude Monet, Edgar Degas, Camille Pissarro, Jean-Frederic Bazille,
Auguste Renoir and Alfred Sisley followed Manet’s lead in depicting scenes of contemporary life and
landscapes of the world in which they lived. Their rejection of artistic idealization and of literary
anecdote was accompanied by a radical change in technique which was the logical consequence of a
new approach to perceiving stimuli from the outside world.

Their eight co-operative exhibitions, held between 1874 and 1886, usually shocked the public, but
gradually perceptive critics and collectors came to understand the importance of the movement.

By the early 1880s Monet, Degas and Renoir had a considerable following, and their works were
appreciated even outside France. For Pissarro and Sisley the struggle was more difficult, recognition
coming to the former only in the 1890s.

Since landscape painting offered the most favorable opportunities for the study of nature and the
contemporary scene, the series of works executed as variations of a single subject observed under
changing climatic and light conditions - such as Monet’s portrayals of haystacks and the facade of
Rouen cathedral - are the most typical of all Impressionist work.

Degas was less interested in the painting of inanimate nature, to which the Impressionists usually
attached such importance, but he exploited the use of chance effects on composition.

The figure paintings of Renoir and Degas, and the works Manet executed during the last ten years of
his life, are revelations of the beauty, interest and pleasures of modern life.

Just as the landscapists had avoided anecdote and moralising, so the figure painters were content to
depict whatever activities of modern men and women interested them without regard for conventional
interpretations. Renoir’s portraits, his bathers, peasants and pleasureseekers, and Degas’ café and
boudoir scenes are the realization of those aspects of contemporary life.

Impressionism has won a secure place in the history of art. Moreover, the Impressionists can be
considered as the precursors and instigators of what is known as modern art.
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