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The Beginner's Guide to Impressionism

Monet, Claude-Oscar 
 Monet is probably the most famous of the group, particularly for his paintings of his garden at Giverny with its pond full of water-lilies and Japanese-style bridge. 

Monet was fascinated by the changing effects of light on landscapes, and particularly on water. He often painted the same scene several times, seeing how it changed at different seasons and hours of the day.

His late water-lily paintings are almost abstract masses of colour. Their silence is extraordinary considering that he painted them during the First World War, and could frequently hear the sound of gunfire from his garden.

In 1900 he exhibited a series of ten canvases of the pond, showing a single subject in differing light conditions. 

The Water-Lily Pond (Oil on canvas 88.3 x 93.1 cm.) The simple design of this painting with the close-up view of the bridge was repeated in several other canvases. The fresh greens of the flora evoke an early summer's day.

Water-Lilies (Oil on canvas 200.7 x 426.7 cm.) Almost abstract in effect, it shows a close-up of the surface of the pond with groups of lilies highlighted against the shadows of trees in a rich colour harmony of green, blue and pink.
Bathers at La Grenouillère (Oil on canvas 73 x 92 cm.) This painting depicts a popular boating and bathing establishment with a nearby floating café, on the Seine to the west of Paris. He uses broad areas of colour to indicate the boats in the shadows, while dots in the lighted water in the background represent a party of bathers in the river.

Renoir, Pierre-Auguste

In the early days of the Impressionist movement, Renoir was at its centre, experimenting with colour and the techniques of painting quickly. 

A return to studying the paintings of the Renaissance masters, however, provoked a break away from the movement. Renoir returned to a more classical, linear style.

The Skiff. (Oil on canvas 71 x 92 cm.) In this example, the orange shade of the skiff against the blue of the river exploits the use of complementary colours. Since blue and orange are opposites on the colour scale, they become more intense when they are used together.

At the Theatre. (Oil on canvas 65 x 49.5 cm.) This picture focuses on the young girl who leans forward in her seat to gain a better view of the performance. Modern city entertainments such as cabaret, the theatre and the circus were popular themes among the Impressionist painters. 

Georges Seurat
'Bathers at Asnières' (Oil on canvas 201 x 300 cm.) was the first large-scale painting by the 24-year old French artist Georges Seurat. It shows a group of factory workers relaxing by the River Seine at Asnières, a popular resort outside Paris. In the background, the factories on the outskirts of the city are a reminder that this free time is brief, and that the men will soon be back at work.He was also in the process of inventing a new painting technique, based on modern scientific experiments with colour. Though his method was in the early stages of development when he painted 'The Bathers', it can still be seen in the painting.
Van Gogh

The Sunflowers (Oil on canvas 92.1 x 73 cm.)
The 'Sunflowers' is one of the most popular paintings in the National Gallery, and the most often reproduced on cards, posters, mugs, tea-towels and stationery. It was also the picture that Van Gogh was most proud of.  

Sunflowers had a special significance for Van Gogh and he made 11 paintings of them.

Yellow, for him, was an emblem of happiness, and in Dutch literature, the sunflower was a symbol of devotion and loyalty. In their various stages of decay, these flowers also remind us of the cycle of life and death.
Edgar Degas 
Edgar Degas came from a wealthy, respectable background. His private income meant that he did not have to depend on paintings sales for money and he was free to commit himself to the Impressionist cause.

Beach Scene. ( Oil (essence) on paper, three pieces, mounted on canvas 47.5 x 82.9 cm.)

Degas shows a beach with a woman who is probably a nursemaid combing the hair of a young girl. The girl rests her head on a white towel. She has just changed out of her swimming costume and it lies on the right of the painting, together with a green sun umbrella. In the background, a group of figures wrapped in towels are on the extreme left. Next to them, a woman out walking her dog meets a man in a brown suit, while on the right we can see figures swimming in the sea.

This picture has been dated to about 1876-77 but it may have been painted as early as the late 1860s. It was exhibited at the third Impressionist exhibition in 1877. It is almost certain that the central group of a young girl and maid was posed in the studio. In treatment the painting is distinct from the 'open-air' beach scenes of the artist's contemporaries.

Ballet Dancers  (Oil on canvas 72.5 x 73 cm.)

Degas was born in Paris and died there. He was fascinated by ballet, and many of his most famous pictures are of this subject - the dancers, the rehearsals, the performances. He was one of the founder members of the Impressionist group, although he differed from painters like Monet and Renoir in preferring not to paint landscapes, and in making frequent references to the art of the past. 

Camille Pissarro

Camille Pissarro is described as the father of French Impressionist painting. In the 1860s he worked closely with the group of younger painters that included Monet and Renoir, and for whom he was an artistic influence, a teacher, and father-figure.

In a letter, Pissarro summarised the Impressionists' method of approaching nature - 'Do not keep to the rules and principles but paint what you observe and feel'. His technique, however, was rather different from that of other members of the group. Instead of the quickly and freely applied marks of Monet and Degas, his images were carefully and slowly built up as he worked and reworked the surface.

 Fox Hill, Upper Norwood. (Oil on canvas 35.3 x 45.7 cm.) Towards the end of 1870 Pissarro and his family lived in England. He stayed in Upper Norwood, London until June 1871, and painted several views of Norwood. Many of the houses in this street have been rebuilt but the general character of this view and the distinctive turn still corresponds with Pissarro's painting.

The Boulevard Montmartre at Night. ( Oil on canvas  53.3 x 64.8 cm.) Towards the end of his life Pissarro increasingly turned to the representation of town scenes in Paris, Rouen, Dieppe, Le Havre and London, mainly painted from the windows of hotels and apartments.

This painting is the only night scene from this series, and is a masterful interpretation of the play of lights on dark and wet streets. Pissarro neither signed nor exhibited it during his lifetime.

Paul Cézanne
Paul Cézanne was one of the artists who exhibited at the first of the Impressionist exhibitions, but then broke away from the movement. Unlike the Impressionists, he was not content with merely finding ways of capturing the appearance of a moment in time. (He once said of Monet that he was 'only an eye, but my God, what an eye!') 

He spent much of his career working in isolation in the South of France, struggling to find a new method of painting based on the modulation of colour, rather than the modelling of forms. He was uncompromising in his work, and continued developing his technique despite his lack of commercial success.

 Bathers. (Oil on canvas 127.2 x 196.1 cm.) His central theme was the harmony of the figures with the landscape expressed through solid forms, strict architectonic structure, and the earth tones of the bodies.

 When exhibited in 1907, this painting became an inspiration for the Cubist movement; both Picasso and Matisse took a strong interest in it. 

Self Portrait. (Oil on canvas 33.6 x 26 cm.) Cézanne painted his own portrait on a number of occasions throughout his career. From his appearance here, this portrait is datable to about the time of Renoir's pastel portrait of him, dated 1880 (private). The wallpaper with its diamond pattern appears in a number of Cézanne's still lives. 

