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Term generally applied to a movement in art in France in the late 19th century. The movement
gave rise to such ancillaries as American Impressionism. The primary use of the term
Impressionist is for a group of French painters who worked between around 1860 and 1900,
especially to describe their works of the later 1860s to mid-1880s. These artists include
Frédéric Bazille, Paul Cézanne, Edgar Degas, Edouard Manet, Claude Monet, Berthe Morisot
(see fig.), Camille Pissarro, Auguste Renoir and Alfred Sisley, as well as Mary Cassatt, Gustave
Caillebotte (who was also an important early collector), Eva Gonzalès, Armand Guillaumin and
Stanislas Lépine. The movement was anti-academic in its formal aspects and involved the
establishment of venues other than the o!cial Salon for showing and selling paintings.
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Berthe Morisot: Young Woman Powdering Her Face, oil on canvas, 560×460 mm, 1877 (Paris, Musée d’Orsay); photo credit:
Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY

The term was first used to characterize the group in response to the first exhibition of
independent artists in 1874. Louis Leroy and other hostile critics seized on the title of a painting
by Monet, Impression, Sunrise (1873; Paris, Mus. Marmottan), as exemplifying the radically
unfinished character of the works. The word ‘impression’ to describe the immediate e"ect of a
perception was in use at the time by writers on both psychology and art. Jules-Antoine
Castagnary’s review (1874) demonstrates that it was not always used in a negative way: ‘They
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are Impressionists in the sense that they render not the landscape but the sensation produced by
the landscape.’ The name stuck, despite its lack of precision, and came to be used by the artists
themselves.

Claude Monet: Impression, Sunrise, oil on canvas, 480×630 mm, 1873 (Paris, Musée Marmottan); Photo credit: Erich
Lessing/Art Resource, NY

Typical Impressionist paintings are landscapes or scenes of modern life, especially of bourgeois
recreation. These non-narrative paintings demonstrate an attention to momentary e"ects of
light, atmosphere or movement. The paintings are often small in scale and executed in a palette
of pure, intense colours, with juxtaposed brushstrokes making up a field without conventional
perspectival space or hierarchies of forms. Despite stylistic di"erences, the artists shared a
concern for finding a technical means to express individual sensation.

The term is sometimes used to describe freely executed e"ects in works of other periods in
which the artist has presented an impression of the visual appearance of a subject rather than a
precise notation. It is also used by analogy in music and literature to describe works that evoke
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impressions in a subjective way.

1.  Sources and emergence of the style.

Impressionism grew out of traditions of landscape painting and Realism in France. The
immediate predecessors of the Impressionists were Gustave Courbet and the Barbizon painters.
The young artists accepted Courbet’s notion that the artist’s own time and experience were the
appropriate subject-matter for art. Courbet’s undramatic renderings of scenes from ordinary
life were an important example, as was his emphatic handling of paint and opposition to
convention. Manet’s provocative subject-matter and broad brushstrokes with mere hints of
modelling in such paintings as Déjeuner sur l’herbe (1863; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay) owe much to
Courbet. Directly, and through Manet’s example, other artists were inspired by Courbet in the
1860s.

The Barbizon artists provided the Impressionists with a model of observed, specific, non-
historical landscape with attention to times of day and seasons, often painted out of doors.
Many of the Impressionists had direct contact with members of the older generation, whom
they sometimes encountered in the 1860s painting in the forest of Fontainebleau. Théodore
Rousseau’s and Camille Corot’s subjects of forest scenes, lanes, villages and fields, Eugène
Boudin’s and Johan Barthold Jongkind’s seascapes and Charles-François Daubigny’s river
scenes provided the initial inspiration for such paintings as Bazille’s Forest of Fontainebleau
(1865; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay), Sisley’s Village Street at Marlotte (1866; Bu"alo, NY, Albright–Knox
A.G.) and Monet’s views of the Normandy coast such as Terrace at Sainte-Adresse (1867; New
York, Met.). However, the selfconsciously modern Impressionists did not choose to show the
traces of historic France that sometimes appear in Barbizon works, and they avoided sublime
natural e"ects such as sunsets and storms.

2.  Chronology.

The artists who would later be called the Impressionists began to emerge in the 1860s, when
most of them were in their twenties. Despite later denials of its importance, most of the
Impressionists had formal art training. Manet and Degas were students at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts, Paris, under Thomas Couture and Louis Lamothe (1822–69) respectively. Renoir also
entered the Ecole des Beaux-Arts; he met Bazille, Monet and Sisley in the atelier of the
academic artist Charles Gleyre and studied there until its closure in 1864. Some of the artists,
including Cézanne, Guillaumin, Monet and Pissarro, also worked in 1860–61 at the Académie
Suisse, Paris, where there was a model but no instruction. Despite the academic system’s
emphasis on the figure, the young artists discovered a common enthusiasm for landscape.
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Bazille, Monet, Sisley and Renoir went to Chailly-en-Bière to paint in the forest of
Fontainebleau in 1864 and during the rest of the 1860s concentrated on painting plein-air
landscapes and figures in landscape. Monet, dissatisfied with his attempt to work from
sketches, submitted Women in the Garden (Paris, Mus. d’Orsay), a large canvas executed on the
spot, to the Salon of 1867, where it was rejected. Renoir achieved some success with paintings
of his mistress in outdoor settings such as Lise with a Parasol (1867; Essen, Mus. Flkwang).
Bazille, who shared studios with Monet and Renoir, also did groups of figures out of doors.
Moving away from their Barbizon antecedents, the artists also painted city views and
landscapes that show the life of suburbs and seaside resorts. Rather than drawing on past art
for their sources of inspiration, they looked to contemporary popular illustration and
photographs but above all emphasized direct contact with nature.

Their palettes lightened, and they eliminated earth tones as they moved away from their
Barbizon-inspired works of the early 1860s. Monet, Pissarro, Renoir and Sisley worked around
Louveciennes in 1868 and 1869. Renoir and Monet painted together at the popular riverside
resort called La Grenouillère in 1869 (respectively, Stockholm, Nmus.; London, N.G.; see fig.).
In these canvases they began to use smaller, more fragmented brushstrokes and more intense
colour in an attempt to suggest the visual appearance of light on rippled water, foliage and
figures, without focusing on any detail of the scene.

Manet and Degas, whose families were members of the upper bourgeoisie, moved in di"erent
circles from those of Pissarro and the younger generation of Impressionists. Morisot, who met
Manet in 1868, was also part of this social group and married Eugène Manet, the artist’s
brother, in 1874. The figure paintings she exhibited in the late 1860s and early 1870s, such as
Mother and Sister of the Artist (1869–70; Washington, DC, N.G.A.), show Manet’s influence.

During the 1860s both Manet and Degas produced some history paintings, but in a non-
academic style; for the most part, however, these artists devoted themselves to subjects they
could readily observe. Degas concentrated on portraits of family and friends; because he did not
work on commission, he was free to transform this standard genre through his interest in the
characteristic gesture, the unexpected angle and the hidden light source. Like most of the
artists, he became aware of the compositional possibilities suggested by Japanese prints with
their daring cropping, non-Western perspective, simple outlines, lack of modelling and flat
areas of colour (see Japonisme). Musicians of the Orchestra (1868–9; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay)
integrates the portraits into a scene of modern urban life that includes a ballet on stage. Manet
also painted contemporary entertainments such as Spanish dancers and people at the races;
however, his most notorious works were those such as Déjeuner sur l’herbe and Olympia (1863;
Paris, Mus. d’Orsay), which flouted conventions of spatial construction and finish and, through
their presentation of nudes in situations suggesting prostitution, pointed to ambiguities in
Second Empire morality. In contrast to the emphasis on painting out of doors by the other
Impressionists, these two urban artists worked extensively in the studio.
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The Café Guerbois in Montmartre, Paris, provided a place for the artists to meet and to discuss
their work. Manet, who was the centre of the group there, began to frequent the café around
1866. He was joined by such critics as Louis-Edmond Duranty, Théodore Duret, Armand
Silvestre and Emile Zola, who wrote sympathetically about the new art; Bazille, Degas and
Renoir went there regularly and, less frequently, Cézanne, Sisley, Monet and Pissarro, who
were living outside Paris. Lively discussions on art provided a forum for the artists to clarify
their ideas. They also met some collectors there, including Dr Paul Gachet. The Café de la
Nouvelle-Athènes replaced the Café Guerbois in the mid-1870s as the preferred gathering
place.

During the 1860s most of the artists received some recognition at the Salon, where about half
their submissions were admitted, and sold some works. However, many of them were
struggling during this decade. The Franco-Prussian War (1870–71) was a major disruption and
a turning-point, after which the artists (with the exception of Bazille, who was killed in 1870)
settled into more stable circumstances. The Impressionists’ subjects of the 1870s gave no hint
of the destruction of the war. In celebrating the French countryside and the new face of Paris,
they, like other citizens, seemed to be interested in putting the national humiliation behind
them.

A number of the artists settled in places that provided them with consistent motifs, mostly
within 50 km of Paris. Pissarro returned to Pontoise, where he had already painted in the late
1860s, and where he remained for the rest of his life. He was joined there in 1872 by Cézanne,
who abandoned the dark, turbulent form and content of much of his early work in favour of
directly observed landscapes, such as House of the Hanged Man (1873; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay;),
painted with a varied touch according to Pissarro’s teachings on colour. In his subsequent
paintings done in the south of France, such as his views of L’Estaque from the later 1870s and
early 1880s (e.g. Paris, Mus. d’Orsay; Chicago, IL, A. Inst.), Cézanne continued to work from
nature but chose motifs that did not change quickly and began to use a constructive
brushstroke. Between 1872 and 1877 Monet lived in Argenteuil, where Renoir, Sisley, Manet and
Caillebotte also painted. About 20 minutes from Paris by train, the town was a centre for
pleasure-boating on the Seine; more than any other place, it has become identified with
Impressionism (e.g. Sisley’s Bridge at Argenteuil, 1872; Memphis, TN, Brooks Mus. A.).
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Berthe Morisot: Pink Dress, oil on canvas, 21 1/2 x 26 1/2 in. (54.6 x 67.3 cm), ca. 1870 (New York, Metropolitan Museum of
Art, The Walter H. and Leonore Annenberg Collection, Bequest of Walter H. Annenberg, 2002, Accession ID: 2003.20.8);
photo © The Metropolitan Museum of Art http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/110002465

The paintings of the Impressionists, above all, show scenes of bourgeois recreation: people
boating (Manet’s Boating, 1874; New York, Met.; see fig.), strolling along rivers, across bridges
(Caillebotte’s Pont de l’Europe, 1876; Geneva, Petit Pal.; for illustration see Caillebotte, Gustave),
through fields (Monet’s The Poppies, 1873; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay) or on the new boulevards of
Paris (Caillebotte’s Paris Street: Rainy Weather, 1877; Chicago, IL, A. Inst.); attending the opera
(Cassatt’s Lydia in a Loge, 1879; Philadelphia, PA, Mus. A.), the café concert (Degas’s At the Café
Concert ‘Les Ambassadeurs’, 1876–7; Lyon, Mus. B.-A.), the race-track and other forms of urban
entertainment. They also depicted domestic interiors (Morisot’s The Cradle, 1872; Paris, Mus.
d’Orsay and The Pink Dress, 1870; New York, Met.); the public park and the private middle-
class garden (Renoir’s Monet Working in his Garden at Argenteuil, 1873; Hartford, CT, Wadsworth
Atheneum); and the rivers, roads and railway lines that made France accessible to travellers
(Monet’s Arrival of the Normandy Train at Gare St-Lazare, 1877; Chicago, IL, A. Inst.). Pissarro
showed agricultural activities (e.g. Harvest at Montfoucault, 1876; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay), as did
Sisley, though to a lesser extent. These subjects, which they shared with more fashionable
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genre painters and popular illustrators, seemed neutral at the time, although Pissarro’s
cabbage patches were criticized as vulgar; it was the ways in which they were framed and
executed that seemed provocative.

The style of these artists in the 1870s is considered ‘classic Impressionism’. They became
sophisticated in the manipulation of high-valued colours, in juxtaposed touches and flecks or
soft, blended brushstrokes to convey the appearance of reflected light on water, as in Monet’s
many views of the Seine at Argenteuil (e.g. Bridge at Argenteuil, 1874; Washington, DC, N.G.A.;
see also colour pl. VII), grass stroked by the wind (Renoir’s High Wind, c. 1872; Cambridge,
Fitzwilliam), complementary coloured shadows on frosty ground (Pissarro’s Hoar Frost, 1873;
Paris, Mus. d’Orsay), variations in atmosphere and the e"ect on the human form of reflections
and incidental light (Renoir’s Ball at the Moulin de la Galette, 1876; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay;). The
lack of concern for academic rules of composition that specified a hierarchy of forms and a
clear placement of elements in space, as well as the sketchy quality of the works, suggested
rapidity of execution and a direct response to an observed e"ect. Their technique signified
spontaneity and originality, and, to some extent, this manner of execution became in itself a
convention of the Impressionists, many of whom in fact worked deliberately.

Manet and Degas remained in Paris, continuing to lead the lives of sophisticated men about
town. Degas concentrated increasingly on dancers at the Opéra, in rehearsal and performance,
seen in a wide variety of postures from many angles and under di"erent lighting. Like Manet,
through his contact with the other artists he became more interested in painting outdoor
scenes such as Carriage at the Races (c. 1872; Boston, MA, Mus. F.A.). His increasing use of
pastels allowed him to work more freely with both line and colour. Manet also painted more
outdoor scenes, such as At Père Lathuille (1879; Tournai, Mus. B.-A.), which still show a keen
eye for the nuances of social phenomena. Like Degas, he also painted scenes in cafés and places
of entertainment, culminating just before his death in Bar at the Folies-Bergère (1882; U.
London, Courtauld Inst. Gals;).

3.  Impressionist exhibitions, dealers and patrons.

The Impressionists had some important early patrons: Victor Chocquet, Caillebotte, Ernest
Hoschedé, Jean-Baptiste Faure and Dr Gachet and in the later 1870s Eugène Murer (1845–1906)
and Paul Gauguin. Some of the early critics, such as Duret, also bought paintings. A few dealers,
such as Père Martin and later, and most significantly, Paul Durand-Ruel, sold some of their
works. The artists’ reputation and hopes for more widespread acceptance and sales, however,
depended on their becoming known to the larger public through exhibitions.
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At the first exhibition of the Salon des Refusés, established in 1863 by Napoleon III in response
to the complaints about the number of rejections from the Salon, works by some of the artists
later called Impressionists attracted attention. Although reviews of such works as Manet’s
Déjeuner sur l’herbe were mixed, some critics and members of the public realized that new
directions were developing outside the academic mainstream.

The artists’ first recognition as a group stemmed from their decision to exhibit outside the
Salon. As early as 1867, when Courbet and Manet both held private exhibitions separate from
the Exposition Universelle, they had considered showing together, and they continued to
investigate various means of showing and selling art, for instance at auction. In 1874 thirty
artists showed in an exhibition of the Société Anonyme des Artistes Peintres, Sculpteurs,
Graveurs, etc., which took place in the former studio of the photographer Nadar in Paris. These
artists banded together to show their work without the sanction of the government and without
a jury. The group included Cézanne, Degas, Monet, Morisot, Pissarro, Renoir and Sisley. While
it also included Boudin, Guillaumin, Lépine and other artists whose styles had a!nities with
those of the Impressionists, the exhibition did not promote any stylistic unity and contained
works by a number of artists who simply wished to exhibit as independents. Manet, determined
to succeed by showing in the o!cial Salon, never participated in the group exhibitions.
Nevertheless, critics identified him as the father of the group, the more so when he sent plein-
air paintings of Argenteuil and other works in a high-key palette to the Salon.

The exhibition attracted the attention of the press, both favourably and unfavourably, and gave
the group a name. The term ‘Impressionist’, which some critics used derisively, was being used
in a neutral way in 1876, and in 1877 the artists themselves used it for their exhibition. For later
exhibitions, the artists adopted the term ‘Indépendants’, although the group exhibitions of
1874, 1876, 1877, 1879, 1880, 1881, 1882 and 1886 are commonly referred to as the eight
Impressionist exhibitions.

The character of the these exhibitions varied. Disagreements about the nature of the group and
the best strategy for presenting and selling work, as well as personal circumstances, led
di"erent artists to withdraw at di"erent times. Pissarro was the only one of the core group who
showed in all eight exhibitions. Degas’s invitations to more conservative Realist artists such as
Jean-François Ra"aëlli angered his colleagues. At times Cézanne, Monet, Renoir and Sisley
chose to send works to the Salon or to the Galerie Georges Petit, thereby forfeiting the right to
show with the group. In the early 1880s some of these artists felt it was more advantageous to
have solo shows at La Vie Moderne or at Durand-Ruel’s gallery. New artists joined in:
Caillebotte in 1876; Cassatt in 1879, introduced by Degas; Gauguin and Ra"aëlli in 1880; and in
1886 Odilon Redon, as well as Georges Seurat and Paul Signac, brought in by Pissarro, who had
joined them in their Neo-Impressionist research. In the last exhibition, of 1886, only Degas,
Guillaumin, Morisot and Pissarro remained of the original core group.
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Dealers increasingly held individual or group exhibitions of artists whose works they
represented. Paul Durand-Ruel, whom Monet and Pissarro had met in London in 1870, was the
most important dealer for the Impressionists. He was their best single source of income, at
times providing stipends in exchange for their works. Other dealers, such as Georges Petit and
the Paris branch of Goupil, where Theo van Gogh worked, also exhibited works of many of the
Impressionists during the 1880s. Ambroise Vollard gave Cézanne, whose work had hardly been
seen since the group exhibition of 1877, his first solo exhibition in 1895.

4.  The ‘crisis’ of Impressionism and later Impressionism.

Around 1880 the artists, who were now entering middle age, went through a period of change,
which has been referred to as the ‘crisis’ of Impressionism. It marked the end of the artists’
close collaboration and the beginning of a time of individual re-evaluation. The artists had
established their subjects and had achieved many of the formal goals implicit in their work of
the 1860s and 1870s; they had evolved a complex set of techniques, allowing them to suggest
the momentary quality of their perceptions. However, their expectations for the group in terms
of support and success had not been fulfilled. They questioned whether the very form of their
art might be the reason for the failure of their aspirations. Many of the artists felt dissatisfied
with their spontaneous brushwork and casual compositions. Without approaching
conventional standards of smooth finish and detailed rendering, the artists chose their motifs
more carefully, worked longer on their paintings and considered di"erent ways of arriving at a
degree of finish that seemed aimed at making serious works.

Despite Renoir’s success with portraits such as Mme Charpentier and her Children (1878; New
York, Met.), he felt that he had to go back to the beginning again. Inspired by earlier art,
especially Raphael’s frescoes, he embarked on a study of drawing that led to many paintings in
the 1880s of the nude, culminating in his Bathers of 1883–7 (Philadelphia, PA, Mus. A.). These
were not distinctively modern, unlike Degas’s contemporary women bathing in interiors. Later
in his life, Renoir reintegrated these figure studies with a more Impressionist handling.

Degas continued to paint urban subjects, though in a more detached way. His dancers were less
frequently shown in the context of performance, and, as in his studies of women bathing, he
moved closer to his subjects and reduced their context to essentials. His work with monotypes
and other prints, as well as with sculpture, revealed an interest in technical and formal
experimentation.

Morisot, Cassatt and Pissarro painted figures extensively in the early 1880s; in contrast to the
subjects derived from a bourgeois woman’s world, Pissarro concentrated on peasants. Such
close-up scenes of peasant women as Young Peasant Woman Drinking her Co!ee (1881; Chicago,
IL, A. Inst.) show both a clarity of composition and an attempt to discipline what he considered
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the ‘romantic’ brushwork of Impressionism. The hatched brushstroke deriving from his work
with Cézanne was later replaced by the more impersonal dot; seeking a scientific basis for his
art in the mid-1880s, Pissarro turned away from the intuitive Impressionist approach to the
colour theories and Pointillist technique of Seurat and the Neo-Impressionists. He always
supported young artists, whom he encouraged to exhibit with the Impressionist group, and
because of his radical politics he was sympathetic to the anarchist causes that some of them
espoused.

Monet settled at Giverny in 1883, but he frequently left the familiar sites of the Ile de France
and returned to the seacoast, no longer painting the populated resorts but choosing remote
places seen from a viewpoint that gave them the strong, flattened shapes he admired in
Japanese prints and a more evocative content. His many views of Etretat and Belle Ile in the
mid-1880s show his interest in working in extended groups.

Cézanne, who spent most of his time in the south of France, became increasingly sensitive to
the interlocking of shapes and the constructive function of brushstroke and colour in his many
views of Mont Sainte-Victoire and paintings of bathers, culminating in his large Bathers (1900–
06; Philadelphia, PA, Mus. A.). Although his formal inventions provided a point of departure for
20th-century artists, his goal of finding a means to realize his sensations remained an
Impressionist one.

Sisley’s style changed the least of any of the artists. Living in Moret, he continued to paint the
same kinds of scene as in the 1870s, although with a shift in palette that was in line with a
general change away from primary colours towards pinks, oranges, yellow-greens and other
new colours in the 1880s. In the work of a number of the artists, these changes emphasized the
subjective and expressive side that had always been a part of Impressionism and that was being
explored in a di"erent way in the works of the emerging Symbolist movement.

In the 1890s the Impressionists achieved recognition and, in a number of cases, financial
success. Impressionism did not end or stand still while younger artists emerged, as the term
Post-Impressionism might imply. During their later years many of the Impressionists achieved
notable innovations. Critics at the time noticed a trend towards a synthesis of form and
expression and towards more decorative e"ects. Monet exhibited series—large groups of
paintings of the same motif—that are in some ways the culmination of the idea of recording
subtle shifts in perception (e.g. the series devoted to Rouen Cathedral, including Rouen
Cathedral : Harmony in Blue, 1894; Paris, Mus. d’Orsay), but that are also a way of creating a
more monumental form of Impressionism, especially in his Waterlilies (e.g. Paris, Mus.
Orangerie), painted between 1897 and his death in 1926.

5.  The influence of Impressionism.
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Because Impressionism combined new approaches to formal issues while remaining a
naturalist art, it a"ected a variety of movements in the later 19th century. Although their works
were controversial, the Impressionists were acknowledged as a force in the art of their time,
and they contributed to an opening up of the art world. The term ‘Impressionist’ was used
widely and imprecisely as a generic word for vanguard artists or to describe some artists who
exhibited in the Salon. A lightened palette, looser brushwork and contemporary subject-matter
became features of academic Realism. Impressionist colour, compositional innovations and
subject-matter provided points of departure for experimental naturalist and Symbolist
movements in the late 19th century and the early 20th in other European countries and North
America as well as France. Impressionist techniques and approaches were disseminated
through direct contact among artists, exhibitions and the adaptations of style and subject by
more conservative painters.

Although they seldom took pupils, the original Impressionists influenced those artists with
whom they painted as well as younger colleagues to whom they gave advice (and in Pissarro’s
case his sons, including Lucien). Degas influenced more conservative Realist artists, such as
Ra"aëlli and Jean-Louis Forain (e.g. The Fisherman, 1884; Southampton, C.A.G.; for illustration
see Forain, Jean-Louis), as well as Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. Monet, who had painted with
John Singer Sargent in the 1880s, o"ered advice in the 1890s to some of the young American
artists who had formed a kind of colony at Giverny. Some of them, such as Theodore Robinson,
became important American Impressionists. Pissarro advised Gauguin in the early 1880s and
encouraged Vincent van Gogh later in the decade, while collaborating with the Neo-
Impressionists. Renoir’s later style appealed to such artists as Pierre Bonnard, Maurice Denis,
Aristide Maillol and Picasso, who were reapproaching the nude or were interested in a new,
classic expression.

Gauguin’s initial adoption of Impressionist technique, colour and subject-matter and later
incorporation of aspects of these into a personal style was characteristic of artists of the next
generation who were inspired by Impressionist innovations in colour, composition or facture,
while departing from the goal of recording sensations of nature. His paintings of the early
1880s were inspired by Pissarro’s work; however, by the end of the decade, Gauguin had
renounced a vision that ‘neglected the mysterious centres of thought’. Seurat, Signac and their
fellow Neo-Impressionists transformed the instinctive Impressionist division of colours and
composition through their ‘scientific’ theories of colour and expression, while retaining the
subject-matter of landscapes and urban entertainment.

For artists who felt that the Académie des Beaux-Arts and the Salon were no longer the sole
arbiters of taste, the Impressionist paintings they saw exhibited provided a di"erent course
from academic teaching. Inspired by the Impressionist exhibitions, the Groupe des Artistes
Indépendants, which had its first non-juried exhibition in 1884, provided a venue other than
the Salon for younger artists. Many artists of the next generation went through an early

https://www-oxfordartonline-com.ezproxy.drew.edu/groveart/documentId/oao-9781884446054-e-7000028923
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Impressionist phase, and features of the style formed the basis for their further explorations.
Arriving in Paris in 1886, van Gogh changed from his dark, early palette to one of pure, intense
colours, adapting Impressionist subjects and brushwork to his expressive purposes. Toulouse-
Lautrec, Bonnard and Edouard Vuillard all went through Impressionist periods. Their work in
the 1890s, though flattened, stylized in form and no longer naturalistic in colour, still drew on
the imagery of modern life and urban entertainment and extended the Japanese-inspired
compositional innovations of the older painters. Henri Matisse’s early work was in an
Impressionist vein, and he retained an interest in brilliant and contrasting colours.

A third means for the di"usion of Impressionism—and the most important for the pan-
European movement—was the absorption of aspects of Impressionist plein-air subject-matter,
colour and handling into mainstream academic painting. Discussions of ‘Impressionism in the
Salon’ began as early as 1877, referring to modern subjects shown in outdoor light with
relatively loosely rendered backgrounds. Jules Bastien-Lepage was an important influence on
artists interested in achieving ‘Impressionist’ light and colour in figure paintings with an
appropriate degree of finish. Such works as his Joan of Arc (1880; New York, Met.) influenced
artists in England, North America and Scandinavia, as well as in France. As a cultural centre for
Europe, Paris attracted young artists who then carried Impressionist ideas back to their own
countries. Some, such as the Norwegian Frits Thaulow, exhibited in France and were
recognized as Impressionists.

American Impressionism was the most unified movement and the one closest in spirit to that
of France. In the 1890s and early decades of the 20th century such American artists as Theodore
Robinson, Julian Alden Weir, Childe Hassam and John H. Twachtman presented subjects in
bright sunlight and used flecked brushwork and intense colour, but frequently retained a more
conservative approach to composition and the representation of figures than their French
counterparts.

British artists were influenced by the tonal paintings of James McNeill Whistler and the
modified academic Impressionism of such artists as Bastien-Lepage. Colour division derived
from the Impressionists replaced Barbizon influence. Walter Sickert and Philip Wilson Steer
were among those who admired Pissarro, Monet and Degas and evolved a treatment of
landscape and figure subjects that drew on aspects of their work.

Later artists found Impressionism liberating in its insistence on the artist’s sensibility rather
than on academic rules as the determining factor in creating a picture. It provided an example
for artists who wished to use colour and brushwork, expressively and who wished to find new
ways of composing. Its limitation for later artists seemed to be its reliance on nature for
inspiration. Gauguin had predicted that the Impressionists would be the ‘o!cials’ of
tomorrow, and because of its naturalism, its immediacy and its spontaneous and easily
imitated brushwork, academic Impressionism became an accepted conservative style in the
20th century. Impressionism has steadily increased in popularity with the public and with
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buyers. Exhibitions of Impressionists’ works draw huge crowds, and paintings sold at auction
have continued to break records. Impressionism has often appealed to wealthy buyers who do
not identify themselves as part of the Western European tradition: Americans around the turn
of the century and, more recently, the Japanese.

6.  Criticism and historiography.

Writing on individual Impressionists began in the 1860s when their paintings were noticed at
the Salon or the Salon des Refusés. Zola was an early defender of Manet and, partly through his
boyhood friendship with Cézanne, an early supporter of the other Impressionists. Later,
however, his enthusiasm diminished because he felt that the artists had not lived up to their
promise.

Early reviews of the Impressionist exhibitions were not overwhelmingly negative, although the
negative ones have been frequently quoted. Negative reviewers commented on formal aspects
such as the use of crude or violently palpitating colour (especially blues and violets), the
exaggerated brushstroke and lack of finish in works that seemed little more than sketches, the
negation of elementary rules of drawing and painting and the lack of accuracy. Some reviewers
were uneasy about the notion that everything was equally worth painting, but there was little
discussion of subjects. Positive critics, such as Duranty in La Nouvelle Peinture (1876),
commented on the new manner of drawing and use of colour, unusual points of view and the
way the artists addressed the psychology of the modern world. Others, such as Castagnary and
Silvestre, emphasized the individual sensibility and sensation of the artists. They also
remarked on the vividness and naturalism of e"ect, the direct, unfettered representation of
reality and the study of colours in the subject rather than the subject itself, but did not discuss
the techniques used to gain these e"ects.

Duret’s pamphlet Les Peintres impressionnistes (1878) concentrated on the colourists and
landscape painters, excluding Degas and Manet. The di"erence he pointed to between the
artists who emphasized drawing and urban subjects and those who painted primarily in the
country with a freer touch was acknowledged by the artists themselves and was a source of
division in their exhibitions. Degas was praised for his draughtsmanship by such critics as Zola
and Joris-Karl Huysmans, who had reservations about the other artists’ lack of finish.

Some writers in the 1880s and 1890s put greater emphasis on the subjective aspects of
Impressionism. Jules Laforgue commented on the Impressionist eye and its connection with
consciousness. Camille Mauclair and Georges Lecomte compared the artists’ e"ects to poetry
and music and pointed to the decorative aspects of their later work.



9/15/21, 2:19 PMImpressionism | Grove Art

Page 15 of 21https://www-oxfordartonline-com.ezproxy.drew.edu/groveart/view/1…54.001.0001/oao-9781884446054-e-7000040015?rskey=vMWFIu&result=1

Many of the early critics and biographers, such as Zola, Duret, Gustave Ge"roy and Camille
Mauclair, were literary friends of the artists and did not deal with specific aspects of their work.
Julius Meier-Graefe, in the early 20th century, began to apply a more analytical approach. Later
writers dealt with documentation; Lionello Venturi published documents and produced
catalogues raisonnés of Cézanne and Pissarro. Rewald’s fundamental history, based on a
systematic study of the available information, remains the point of departure for subsequent
scholarship. Rewald’s approach is empirical and assumes that the artists’ subjects were
essentially neutral and that their technique was necessitated by the goal of faithful recording.
Later writers have stressed the conventionality of the artists’ work and the long studio sessions
that sometimes underlay their apparently spontaneous e"ects. Exhibitions in the late 20th
century have attempted to set Impressionism in its social and artistic context, a trend also
reflected by such writers as T. J. Clark (1984), whose work discusses iconography with subjects
interpreted in terms of class ideology.
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<http://art.thewalters.org/detail/16473/at-the-caf233/>

Manet, Edouard: Le Djeuner sur l'herbe, 1863, Muse d'Orsay (Paris) <http://www.musee-

orsay.fr/en/collections/index-of-works/resultat-collection.html?

no_cache=1&S=0&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5Bzoom%5D=0&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BxmlId%5D=000904&tx_

damzoom_pi1%5Bback%5D=en%2Fcollections%2Findex-of-works%2Fresultat-

collection.html%3Fno_cache%3D1%26S%3D0%26zsz%3D9>

Manet, Edouard: Olympia, 1863, Muse d'Orsay (Paris) <http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/index-of-

works/resultat-collection.html?

no_cache=1&S=0&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5Bzoom%5D=0&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BxmlId%5D=000712&tx_

damzoom_pi1%5Bback%5D=en%2Fcollections%2Findex-of-works%2Fresultat-
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http://www.nga.gov/collection/gallery/gg85/gg85-46371.0.html
http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/index-of-works/resultat-collection.html?no_cache=1&S=0&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5Bzoom%5D=0&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BxmlId%5D=000904&tx_damzoom_pi1%5Bback%5D=en/collections/index-of-works/resultat-collection.html?no_cache=1&S=0&zsz=9
http://www.nga.gov/cgi-bin/pinfo?Object=46301+0+none
http://www.nga.gov/cgi-bin/pinfo?Object=1152+0+none
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Manet, Edouard: Boating, 1874, Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York)

<http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/110001392>

Morisot, Berthe: The Mother and Sister of the Artist, 1869-79, National Gallery of Art (Washington, DC)

<http://www.nga.gov/collection/gallery/gg89/gg89-46378.0.html>

Manet, Edouard: Bar at the Folies-Bergre, 1882, Courtauld Institute of Art (London)

<http://www.artandarchitecture.org.uk/images/gallery/dfa40992.html>

Renoir, Auguste: Madame Georges Charpentier and her Children, 1878, Metropolitan Museum of Art (New

York) <http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/110003528>
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