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Claude Monet. Impression: Sunrise, 1872 



Left: John Constable. Salisbury Cathedral from the Meadows, 1829-34, oil on canvas 

 

Claude Monet (1840-1926) once said he wished he had been born blind and then 

gained his sight so he could, without preconceptions, truly paint what he saw. After 

studying landscapes by Constable and Turner in London, Monet contributed 

Impression: Sunrise to the first Impressionist exhibit in 1874, which summed up the 

new movement’s theme and gave it its name forevermore. 



Left: J.M.W. Turner. Approach to Venice, c. 1843, oil on canvas 

 

Its lack of finish and crudity of color and execution were daring innovations in the 

1870s.  Monet’s remark to a friend that he felt as though he were dying when the sun 

went down echoes Turner’s dying words “the sun is God.” Both men, in their 

observations of light on water created pictures which closely prefigure abstraction.  

The canvas visible through the paint, the evidence of brushwork and the thickness of 

the medium are all features which modern abstractionists have homed in on since they 

stress the supremacy of the execution of the work over the rendering of an object as 

the artist’s principal aim. 



Claude Monet. Woman with a Parasol, 

1875, oil on canvas 

 

The extensive industrialization and 

urbanization that occurred in France 

made the world seem unstable and 

insubstantial.  As noted French poet 

Charles Baudelaire observed: 

“Modernity is the transitory, the 

fugitive, the contingent.” Accordingly, 

Impressionist works represent an 

attempt to capture a fleeting moment. 

 

Unlike the Academic artists, Monet did 

much of his painting outdoors, in the 

presence of natural landscape, rather 

than in the studio.  As a result, he and 

the Impressionists were sometimes 

called plein air, or “open air,” painters.  



Top: Katsushika Hokusai. The 

Sazai Pavilion of the Temple of 

Fiven Hundred Rakan, 1829-33, 

woodblock print 

 

Bottom: Claude Monet. Terrace at 

Sainte-Adresse, 1867 

 

In studying the natural effects of 

light and color on surfaces, Monet- 

like the Japanese artists Hokusai 

and Hiroshige- painted several 

pictures representing one locale 

under different atmospheric 

conditions.  



Impression: Sunrise is patently a seascape; but the painting says more about how one 

sees than about what one sees.  It transcribes the fleeting effects of light and the 

changing atmosphere of water and air into a tissue of small dots and streaks of color- 

the elements of pure perception.  To achieve luminosity, Monet coated the raw canvas 

with gesso, a chalklike medium.   

 

Then, working in the open air and using the new chemical paints (available in the 

form of portable metallic tubes), he applied brushstrokes of pure, occasionally 

unmixed, color.  Monet ignored the brown underglazes artists traditionally used to 

build up form.  And, arguing that there were no “lines” in nature, he refused to 

delineate forms with fixed contours; rather, he evoked form by means of color. 



Claude Monet. La Grenouillére, 1869, oil on 

canvas 

 

During the 1860s and 70s, Monet suffered 

appalling poverty, pawning his possessions 

for paint.  In 1869 a visitor reported that 

Monet was desperate: “completely starved, 

his wings clipped.”  

 

He only survived because Renoir brought 

him bread from his own table.  In 1875 he 

begged his friends for financial assistance, 

writing Zola, “We haven’t a single sou 

(pastry) in the house, not even anything to 

keep the pot boiling today.”   

 

Monet pleaded with collectors to take his 

canvases at any price and burned 200 

paintings rather than let them fall into his 

creditors’ hands.  By 1886, things were 

different.  At the Impressionists’ first New 

York exhibit, Monet was an established 

success and could afford to build a special 

studio to house his huge canvases.  



Claude Monet. Interior of the Saint-Lazare Station, c. 1877 CE, oil on canvas 



Monet knew the Saint-Lazare station well, for not only was it located near where 

he had also previously lived in Paris, but he (and 13 million other passengers 

annually, equal to forty per cent of all Parisian rail traffic) passed through it to 

take the train to Argenteuil, as well as to Le Havre. Its gabled glass and cast-iron 

structure, designed by the engineer Eugene Flachat, opened the station to sunlight 

and air, fulfilling the most advanced ambitions of contemporary architects. 



The critic and novelist Théophile Gautier hailed such unusual constructions as 

“new cathedrals of humanity,” while Courbet and Flaubert saw railways offering 

challenging opportunities to the arts. The station had drawn other painters to work 

nearby, such as Manet and Caillebotte, to whose efforts Monet may well have been 

responding. The critic Georges Riviere’s laudatory review of the eight Gare Saint-

Lazare paintings Monet showed at the third Impressionist exhibition of 1877 

described the locomotives as “monsters” and the railway workers as “pygmies”.  



Monet did make twelve paintings of the Paris Saint-Lazare station in 1877 which show 

his impressions of it under a variety of atmospheric effects. Again, however, a work 

such as Interior of Saint-Lazare Station, does not appear to be part of a systematic 

series of impressions. Only two of the set were painted from the same position, 

although eight of them were exhibited at the Impressionist exhibition of 1877, there is 

nothing in the records to indicated that they were shown as a series of changing effects, 

or as a set that detailed the way impressions of a motif altered systematically with 

time and weather.  Rather, this idea was formulated later. 



In 1895 he exhibited eighteen canvases of Rouen Cathedral.  A comparison of [the 

paintings] shows the changes in the façade according to the time of day. The myriad 

details of a Gothic cathedral dissolve into light and shadow, which are indicated by 

individual patches of color. 



Claude Monet. Railway Bridge at Argenteuil. 1873, oil on canvas 

 

For Monet and the painters who followed him closely, the means of getting from one 

place to another was as much an artistic preoccupation as the towns outside Paris 

themselves. While it is true that the rivers, some of the roads, and the railroad lines of 

France were a celebration of property held in common by all the people of the nation, it 

is difficult to know without corroboration from the painters themselves whether they 

believed their depictions of such subjects to be in any way a political statement.  



Claude Monet. Interior of the Saint-Lazare Station, c. 1877 CE, oil on canvas 

 

While living alongside the railway in Médan, Emile Zola himself became an habitué of 

the Gare Saint-Lazare and conceived the idea for a novel with a railway setting. 



John Singer Sargent. Claude Monet Painting at the Edge of a Wood, c. 1887 



Impressionism had no aesthetic theory 

nor any definable program- both 

Monet and Renoir detested theorizing- 

but it may be thought of, in broad 

terms, as the final stage of Realism. 

 

It reflects the positivist, scientific 

attitudes of the mid-century, when the 

study of optics and the physiological 

principles of visual perceptions were 

being intensively pursued by 

Hermann L. F. von Helmholtz, the 

color theorist Michel Eugene Chevreul 

and others. 

 

Positivism, as a philosophical system, 

was largely the creation of Auguste 

Comte (1798-1857), who taught that 

non-scientifically verifiable 

explanations of natural phenomena, 

including human life, are 

inadmissible- that our sense 

perceptions are the only acceptable 

basis of knowledge. 

Claude Monet. Sketch for The 

Picnic, 1865-66 



The influence of these ideas was 

already apparent in the Realists’ 

rejection of the past (and future) as a 

source of subject-matter. They 

believed that artists should deal only 

with the world around them. 

 

They should invent nothing. Their 

concern should be solely with the 

truth and actuality of contemporary 

experience. For the Impressionists 

this meant that artists should 

restrict themselves to what law 

within their range of vision at the 

place and time in which they were 

painting.  

 

They sought to give a totally 

objective transcription of the 

everyday world, to escape from the 

studio and academy into the streets 

and open air and capture their 

immediate, momentary impressions 

with the greatest possible fidelity.  

Claude Monet. Camille Monet on a 

Garden Bench, 1873, oil on canvas 



For them, the present became 

the instant consciousness in 

which one is aware of 

existence. Had not Baudelaire 

said that “modernity is the 

transitory, the fleeting, the 

contingent?” 

 

Yet a degree of artifice 

inevitably entered into their 

work, even some of the most 

apparently spontaneous of 

Monet’s “impressions” being 

dependent on devices learned 

from Japanese prints.  

 

They convey a typically middle-

class vision of happiness- 

unintentionally, of course, for 

the Impressionists claimed to 

be quite uninvolved 

emotionally with their subject 

matter. 

Claude Monet. Argenteuil, 1874, oil on 

canvas 



Gustave Caillebotte. A Rainy Day, 1877 



Left: Gustave Caillebotte. Le Pont 

de l’Europe, 1876 

 

A number of Impressionist 

paintings position the spectator in 

a particular physical and 

psychological relationship to the 

scene they depict.   

 

They present the scene through 

the eyes of a flâneur (or casual 

man of leisure) and asks the 

spectator to see it through the 

same eyes. Gustave Caillebotte 

(1849-1893) here depicts a junction 

of spacious boulevards that 

resulted from the redesigning of 

Paris begun in 1852.  



The city’s population had reached close to one and a 

half million by mid-century, and to accommodate 

this congregation of humanity, Emperor Napoleon 

III ordered Paris rebuilt.  The emperor named Baron 

Georges Haussmann, a city superintendent, to 

oversee the entire project; consequently, this process 

became known as “Haussmanization.”   

 

In addition to new water and sewer systems, street 

lighting and new residential and commercial 

buildings, a major component of the new Paris was 

the creation of wide, open boulevards.   

 

These great avenues, whose construction caused the 

demolition of thousands of ancient buildings and 

streets, transformed medieval Paris into the present 

modern city, with its superb vistas and wide 

uninterrupted arteries for the flow of vehicular and 

pedestrian traffic.   

 

Caillebotte chose to focus on these markers of the 

city’s rapid urbanization. 



Camille Pissarro, The Boulevard 

Montmartre on a Winter Morning, 1897, oil 

on canvas 

 

For his role in changing the Paris cityscape, 

Haussmann would acquire the nickname 

"the demolisher." He plowed over the 

ancient, winding streets of the city (the 

same narrow streets that had proved so 

useful to revolutionaries). In their place, he 

created broad straight boulevards that were 

impervious to the barricade—and, equally 

important, they could better accommodate 

the free movement of troops.  

 

The avenues also allowed for the easy flow 

of commerce and so were a boon for 

business. Napoleon III had dreamed of a 

new imperial city whose very streets spoke 

of the glory of the French empire. 

Haussmann delivered.  



Although Caillebotte did not dissolve his image into the broken color and brushwork 

characteristic of Impressionism, he did use an informal and asymmetrical 

composition.  The figures seem randomly placed, with the frame cropping them 

arbitrarily, suggesting the transitory nature of this scene.  Well-dressed Parisians of 

the leisure class share the viewer’s space.  



Gustave Caillebotte. Young Man at a 

Window, 1875, oil on canvas 

 

Caillebotte exhibited at five of the eight 

Impressionist exhibitions, from 1876 to 

1882, but his style set him apart from many 

of his colleagues.  Zola greatly disliked the 

works that Caillebotte exhibited at the 

second Impressionist exhibition of 1876: 

“because of their precision, the paintings 

are entirely anti-artistic, clear as glass, 

bourgeois.  The mere photography of reality 

is paltry when not enriched by the original 

stamp of artistic talent.” 

 

Caillebotte organized the show of 1877 and 

made great efforts to restore the cohesion of 

the group by persuading Claude Monet to 

exhibit in 1879.  Having inherited a large 

fortune from his parents, Caillebotte had no 

need to sell his pictures and could afford to 

provide crucial financial assistance for his 

artist friends . 



Pierre-Auguste Renoir. Moulin de la Galette, 1876, oil on canvas 



When the Impressionist painter Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841-1919) met Monet at 

the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in 1862, he was already working as  a figure painter. 

Monet encouraged him to lighten his palette and to paint outdoors, and by the mid-

1870s Renoir was combining a spontaneous handling of natural light with animated 

figural compositions.  



In this painting, Renoir depicts a convivial crowd relaxing on a Sunday afternoon at 

an old-fashioned dance hall – the Moulin de la Galette (the “Pancake Mill”), in the 

Montmartre section of Paris, which opened its outdoor courtyard during good 

weather. Renoir glamorizes the working-class clientele by placing his attractive 

bourgeois artist friends and their models among them, striking poses of relaxed 

congeniality, smiling, dancing, and chatting.  

 

He underscores the innocence of their flirtations by including children in the 

painting in the lower left, while emphasizing the ease of social relations through the 

relaxed informality of the scene. The overall mood is knit together by the dappled 

sunlight falling through the trees and Renoir’s soft brushwork weaving blues and 

purples through the crowd and around the canvas.  



Pierre-Auguste Renoir. Luncheon of the Boating Party, 1881, oil on canvas 



The painting seems as 

spontaneous as a 

snapshot.  Renoir’s 

favorite model, Angele, in 

the center of the picture, 

has been “caught” with a 

glass raised to her lips.  

Behind her, the 

proprietor’s son casually 

smokes a cigar and 

converses with Charles 

Ephrussi, who was a 

banker. 

 

At the far left, Aline 

Charigot, Renoir’s 

girlfriend, coos at her 

little dog. Renoir married 

her the year after this 

painting was completed.  

She was a devoted wife, 

and it was a very happy 

marriage.  



Standing at the far left, 

M. Fournaise (in the 

straw hat) was the 

proprietor of the popular 

restaurant. Famed for its 

food and lively 

atmosphere, it was a 

popular meeting place for 

oarsmen.  

 

At the right, the man in 

the straw hat is Gustave 

Caillebotte. The girl next 

to him is the actress Ellen 

Andre, who regularly 

posed for Renoir.  The 

journalist Maggiolo stands 

behind her.  



The trio in the top right hand corner includes Lestringuez (in the bowler hat), a 

friend of Renoir’s who was interested in hypnotism and the occult.  Paul Lhote, 

wearing pince-nez glasses, flirts with the actress Jeanne Samary.  He had a 

reputation as a ladies’ man.  

 

Baron Raoul Barbier, a former cavalry officer and a close friend of Renoir’s, sits with 

his back toward us.  He helped Renoir organize his friends to sit for the painting.  He 

is shown chatting to the proprietor’s daughter Alphonsine, who leans on the railing of 

the balcony.  



Despite the fundamental similarity of conception and the persistent combination of 

sensual brushwork and lush color, Luncheon of the Boating Party differs from earlier 

works in two fundamental respects.  First, the elements, especially the figures, are 

more solidly and conventionally defined.  The arm of the man seated in the foreground, 

for example, has a descriptive clarity and solidity not seen in Renoir’s work since the 

late 1860s.   

 

Second, the composition, too, is more conservative.  Beneath the apparent informality 

is a variation on the traditional pyramidal structure advocated by the academics.  A 

small triangle whose apex is the woman leaning on the rail is set within a larger, 

somewhat looser one that culminates in the two men in the rear.  Thus, instead of a 

moment quickly scanned in passing- an impression- Renoir creates a more stable and 

permanent scene. 



James Abbott McNeill Whistler. 

Nocturne in Black and Gold (The 

Falling Rocket), c. 1875 

 

In Paris, widespread public and 

critical condemnation made it 

difficult for the Impressionists to 

sell their work.  In London as well, 

there were esthetic quarrels.  One 

of these erupted into the celebrated 

libel trail between the American 

painter James McNeill Whistler 

(1834-1903) and the English art 

critic John Ruskin.   

 

In 1877 Ruskin published a 

scathing review of Whistler’s 

Nocturne in Black and Gold (The 

Falling Rocket), painted some two 

years earlier.  The picture was on 

view at London’s Grosvenor 

Gallery, and it threw Ruskin into a 

rage. 



Colored engraving of John Ruskin 

 

He accused Whistler of flinging “a pot of paint… in the 

public’s face.” Whistler, himself, Ruskin added, was a 

“coxcomb,” guilty of “Cockney impudence,” and willful 

imposture.  

 

Whistler sued Ruskin for libel, and the case went to trial in 

November 1878. Ruskin, who was in the throes of a psychotic 

breakdown, could not appear in court, but his views were 

presented by his attorney.   

 

According to Ruskin, Whistler’s picture was outrageously 

overpriced at 200 guineas, quickly and sloppily executed, 

technically “unfinished,” and devoid of recognizable form.  

Several of Whistler’s other paintings were introduced as 

exhibits and declared equally “unfinished.”  

 

In particular, the opposing side pointed out, Whistler did not 

like Titian, whose works were “finished.”  Ruskin also 

objected to Whistler’s musical titles (in this case “Nocturne”) 

as pandering to the contemporary fad for the 

incomprehensible. 



In court, Whistler countered Ruskin’s position by 

stating what was essentially the formalist “art 

for art’s sake” view of art, namely that art did 

not necessarily serve a utilitarian purpose.   

 

Although designated a painting of fireworks on 

the Thames, Whistler’s Nocturne was actually a 

study in light, color, and form.  The atmospheric 

effects of the cloudy night sky are contrasted 

with gold spots of light from the exploded rocket.  

 

When questioned about the identity of the black 

patch in the lower right corner, Whistler replied 

that it was a vertical, placed there for purely 

formal reasons.  In that response, he echoed 

Monet’s view that a painted “tree” is not a tree, 

but a vertical daub of paint.   

 

On the subject of money, Whistler testified that 

he had spent only a day and a half painting the 

Nocturne, but was charging for a lifetime of 

experience. 



William Merritt Chase. James Abbott 

McNeill Whistler, 1885  

 

The jury followed the judge’s 

instructions and decided in Whistler’s 

favor, but awarded him only a farthing 

in damages, When it was over, the trail 

was extensively ridiculed in the English 

and American press.  

 

The author of The Gentle Art of Making 

Enemies, Whistler was known for his 

distinctive personality and biting wit.  

He dressed as a dandy, wearing pink 

ribbons on his tight, patent leather 

shoes and carrying two umbrellas in 

defiance of the inclement London 

weather. 



Right: James Abbott McNeill Whistler. The White 

Girl (Symphony in White, No. 1), 1862  

 

Whistler was a leader in the Aesthetic 

Movement, promoting, writing, and lecturing on 

the "art for art's sake" philosophy.  

 

With his pupils, he advocated simple design, 

economy of means, the avoidance of overly-

labored technique, and the tonal harmony of the 

final result.  

 

Whistler has been the subject of many major 

museum exhibitions, studies, and publications. 

Like the Impressionists, he employed nature as 

an artistic resource.  

 

Whistler insisted that it was the artist's 

obligation to interpret what he saw, not be a 

slave to reality, and to "bring forth from chaos 

glorious harmony.  



Harmony in Blue and Gold: The Peacock Room 

demonstrates Whistler’s command of interior 

decorative mural art. He painted the paneled room in 

a rich and unified palette of brilliant blue-greens with 

over-glazing and metallic gold leaf. Painted in 1876–

77, it now is considered an example of the “Anglo-

Japanese” style. (In France, it was called 

“Japonisme.”)  

 

Unhappy with the first decorative result by another 

artist, Frederick Leyland left the room in Whistler's 

care to make minor changes, "to harmonize" a room 

where the primary purpose was to display Leyland's 

china collection. Whistler, however,  let his 

imagination run wild.  

 

Upon returning, Leyland was shocked by the 

"improvements." Artist and patron quarreled so 

violently over the room and the proper compensation 

for the work that the important relationship for 

Whistler was terminated. At one point, Whistler 

gained access to Leyland's home and painted two 

fighting peacocks meant to represent the artist and his 

patron; one holds a paint brush and the other holds a 

bag of money.  



Right: Ando Hiroshige. Fireworks over Ryoguku Bridge, from One Hundred 

Famous Views of Edo, 1856, woodblock print 



Ando Hiroshige capped his long and 

illustrious career as a designer of 

topographic prints with the ambitious One 

Hundred Views of Edo.  Issued serially 

between 1856 and 1859, just as Japan was 

opening to foreign trade, their striking 

compositional effects and colors exerted a 

powerful influence on artists both in Japan 

and abroad. 

 

Famous bridges, a traditional theme in 

Japanese art, are believed to possess 

powerful liminal, poetic, and strategic 

properties.  And riverboat entertainment on 

a muggy summer’s night was popular all 

over Asia.  The two themes converge here 

in what was a common summer sight in 

nineteenth-century Edo: lavish fireworks 

displays, which were thought to make one 

feel cool (in fact, a thriving fireworks 

industry sprang up in Edo). 



The Ryogoku Bridge spanning the Sumida 

River was one of Edo’s most famous and 

frequently depicted bridges… What 

Hiroshige endeavored to make here- a 

permanent record of a fleeting pyrotechnic 

experience- is very much in keeping with the 

Edo spirit of empiricism, the desire to 

capture on paper transitory effects that can 

be but momentarily perceived by the eye. 

 

The name for the new style of printmaking, 

the ukiyo-e style (‘pictures of the floating or 

passing world’), comes from a Buddhist term 

describing the transience or ephemeral 

quality of earthly existence.  It was originally 

applied to paintings of such subjects before 

inexpensive printing techniques were 

developed to make such images available to 

the public at large.  In its new context, ukiyo-

e also means images of the “modern” and 

“fashionable” world; experiences of passing 

things including the erotic and risqué that 

might be enjoyed as long as they lasted. 



CHALLENGING TRADITION:  
IMPRESSIONISM: 

(Monet, Caillebotte, and Renoir) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Monet’s Impression: Sunrise and the Interior of the 

Gare St. Lazare, devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-

point rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may 

address either or both works in your question.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these Impressionist paintings, devise a question to 

present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute 

response might be formally assessed. You may address either or both works in your 

question.  


