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A Brief Impression of Impressionism
By Judy Chinitz

Around 1860 or so, a group of PARISIAN artists made a group decision:
they were going to paint what they saw, thought, and felt. They had no
interest in painting history, or MYTHOLOGY, or religious subjects, or
important people. They did not care about realism, or PERFECTION in
visual appearance. Instead, they decided to focus on their “impression” of
how — in @ moment of time - a landscape, a thing or a person appeared to
them. This led them to using looser brush strokes and lighter colors than
their artistic PREDECESSORS. Abandoned were 3-DIMENSIONAL
perspectives and clarity of form. To their CONTEMPORARIES, their
paintings appeared unfinished or even AMATEURISH. To us, though, the
paintings of the impressionist masters appear positively ethereal if not
sublime. Impressionism was not only a movement among painters; the
artistic philosophy also made its way into music of the day. Today we are
going to take an introductory look at some famous impressionists and their
immortal masterpieces.

[SPELL] PERFECTION

[SPELL] MYTHOLOGY

[SPELL] DIMENSIONAL

[PK] In what country did the impressionist movement start? FRANCE
[SO] What are the characteristics of impressionism? HOW SOMETHING
APPEARS IN A MOMENT OF TIME, DO NOT CARE ABOUT REALISM,
DO NOT CARE ABOUT PERFECTION IN VISUAL APPEARANCE

[SO] Before impressionism, what were the subjects of many paintings?
HISTORY, MYTHOLOGY, RELIGIOUS SUBJECTS, IMPORTANT PEOPLE
[SO] How did impressionist art appear to traditional artists? UNFINISHED,
AMATEURISH

[N] Around what year did impressionism start? 1860
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Impressionism in art meant being a painter of the real. They did not attempt
to depict IDEALIZED forms or perfect SYMMETRY. After all, reality is far
from perfect. The impressionists tried to capture what it was that their eyes
saw, like the OPTICAL effects of light, the fleeting nature of a moment in
time, changes in weather, and so forth. Renowned master
PIERRE-AUGUSTE RENOIR said, “What seems most SIGNIFICANT
about our movement is that we have freed painting from the importance of
the subject. | am at liberty to paint flowers and call them flowers, without
their needing to tell a story.” And his COMPATRIOT, Edouard Manet, said
simply, “I paint what | see and not what others like to see.”

[SPELL] IDEALIZED

[SPELL] OPTICAL

[SPELL] COMPATRIOT

[K] Impressionists attempted to paint a fleeting moment in . TIME
[SO] Impressionist painters did not attempt to depict what? IDEALIZED
FORMS, SYMMETRY, PERFECT SYMMETRY

[SO] What painter said that the importance of the impressionist movement
is that it freed painting from the importance of subject? PIERRE AUGUSTE
RENOIR, RENOIR

[SO] Who painted only what he saw, not what others wished to see?
EDOUARD MANET, MANET

Let’s use the series of paintings of HAYSTACKS by one of the most famous
of all impressionist artists, CLAUDE MONET, to EXEMPLIFY the
impressionist movement. There are more than 25 of these paintings in the
series, each different, but at the same, each sharing some common
QUALITIES. Sometimes there is one stack, sometimes more; sometimes
they are painted in the morning sunlight of a summer’s day— sometimes in
the evening of midwinter. In painting the haystacks, Monet was attempting
to accomplish several things: first and foremost, seeing the world in a new
and beautiful way — even the MUNDANE. Monet and his impressionist
BRETHREN believed that beauty can be found in anything. Secondly, he
was showing that even the COMMONPLACE objects to be found in a
working-class life could be a fitting subject for art. His mastery of light, of
capturing these passing moments of beauty, is regarded as second to none
today. One Monet painting can easily sell for $50-100 million.
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[SPELL] QUALITIES

[SPELL] COMMONPLACE

[SPELL] EXEMPLIFY

[K] What artist are we talking about in this paragraph? CLAUDE MONET
[K] He created a series of 25 paintings of what? HAYSTACKS

[SO] What word in this paragraph means dull and ordinary? MUNDANE,
COMMONPLACE

[K] What did impressionists believe could be found in anything, even
ordinary objects and scenes? BEAUTY

[K] What is Monet considered to be a master of? LIGHT

[O] Imagine that you are an impressionist artist. What ordinary objects or
scenes would you be able to find enough beauty in to paint?

[VAKT] Look at this series of haystack paintings below.
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Other famous impressionist painters include the AFOREMENTIONED
Renoir and Manet, as well as EDGAR DEGAS, CAMILLE PISSARRO, and
PAUL CEZANNE. Let’s take a brief look at some of their most famous
works. Renoir, along with Monet, was a founder of impressionism, and was
famed for his paintings of beautiful women. He himself put it best: “To my
mind, a picture should be something pleasant, cheerful, and pretty, yes
pretty! There are too many UNPLEASANT things in life as it is without
creating still more of them.” Here are a couple of his most CELEBRATED
examples:

[SPELL] UNPLEASANT

[SPELL] CELEBRATED

[SPELL] AFOREMENTIONED

[K] What painter are we talking about now? RENOIR

[K] What was he famous for painting? BEAUTIFUL WOMEN

[SO] What other artists are mentioned in this paragraph? EDGAR DEGAS,
CAMILLE PISSARRO, PAUL CEZANNE

[VAKT]

Two Sisters on a Terrace
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Edgar Degas was another founder of the impressionist movement,
although he PREFERRED to be called a REALIST. He especially
IDENTIFIED with dance, and is most famous for his paintings of ballerinas
and other dancers. Dancers were, to him, his living MUSES, or, as he
himself said, “Muses work all day long and then at night get together and
dance...” He had an incredible talent for depicting movement, and his
portraits are also considered to be among the greatest in the annals of art.
So ENAMOURED was he with dance and dancers that he ended up
painting APPROXIMATELY 1500 works on the subject. Here are two
quintessential Degas paintings:

[SPELL] PREFERRED

[SPELL] IDENTIFIED

[SPELL] ENAMOURED

[K] What did Degas prefer to be called, as opposed to an impressionist?
REALIST

[K] What did he have a particular talent for painting? MOVEMENT
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[SO] He is most famous for his paintings of . DANCERS, DANCE,
BALLERINAS

[N] Approximately how many pictures of dancers did he paint? 1500

[O] Define the word muse. Who is yours?!

[VAKT]

Three Dancers in an Exercise Hall
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Two Dancers on a Stage

Let’s look at another impressionist master, CAMILLE PISSARRO, who is
often referred to as the “father of impressionism.” He painted rural and
URBAN French life, especially LANDSCAPES, showing particular
EMPATHY with, and AFFINITY for, PEASANTS and LABORERS. Another
entirely new concept introduced by the impressionists: painting entirely
outdoors while looking at the actual scene. In the past, paintings would
finish a painting in their studios by looking at sketches. As Pissarro put it:
“Work at the same time on sky, water, branches, ground, keeping
everything going on an equal basis... Don't be afraid of putting on colour...
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Paint generously and unhesitatingly, for it is best not to lose the first
impression.” While he was a father figure in many ways to some of the truly
great masters like Paul Gauguin, Paul Cezanne, Edgar Degas, current art
experts often find his incredible influence on art and artists is still
underestimated. He was a primary developer of impressionistic techniques.
Here are a couple of examples of his work:

[SPELL] URBAN

[SPELL] EMPATHY

[SPELL] LANDSCAPES

[K] What is Pissarro known as? FATHER OF IMPRESSIONISM

[K] He preferred to paint urban and French life. RURAL

[K] Where did he encourage other painters to ply their craft? OUTDOORS
[SO] With whom did he empathize the most? PEASANTS, LABORERS
[SO] What did he believe should be painted with equal emphasis? SKY,
WATER, BRANCHES, GROUND

[VAKT]

i

courtesy mille-pissarro.org

Boulevard Montmartre: Spring
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courtesy of www.camille-pissarro.org

L’Hermitage at Pontoise

Like many such movements throughout history, impressionism wasn’t
EXCLUSIVE to the world of fine art. The concept also INFILTRATED into
the world of music. Some of the most beautiful pieces ever composed by
titans of the classical music world evolved from ADHERENCE to the
impressionist ideals: MAURICE RAVEL, CLAUDE DEBUSSY [deb-u-see],
ERIK SATIE, OTTORINO RESPIGHI [res-peeg —ee], GABRIEL FAURE
[faw-ray]... to name just a few of the best known. Impressionism in music is
harder to define than in art but it's perhaps best described as dreamy and
often ETHEREAL. Again, there is an attempt to capture a moment, a
feeling. These composers paid attention to how music felt in the body...
and the feelings it evoked. Other characteristics include IRREGULAR
phrases; avoiding traditional HARMONIES and rhythms; a lack of formal
structure. The Encyclopedia Britannica describes impressionist music as a
“‘wash of sound.” Listen to a few minutes of some of the most famous
impressionist pieces ever written:
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[SPELL] EXCLUSIVE
[SPELL] INFILTRATED
[SPELL] IRREGULAR
[K] The Encyclopedia Britannica describes impressionist music as a

. WASH OF SOUND
[K] A characteristic of this music includes irregular . PHRASES
[SO] What is impressionist music best described as? DREAMY,
ETHEREAL
[SO] Another characteristic is avoiding traditional . HARMONIES,
RHYTHMS
[SO] Name an impressionist composer. MAURICE RAVEL, CLAUDE
DEBUSSY, ERIK SATIE, OTTORINO RESPIGHI, GABRIEL FAURE
[VAKT] Clair de Lune [moonlight] — by Claude Debussy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CvFH_6DNRCY
[VAKT] La Valse — by Maurice Ravel (listen to the beginning and then start
at minute 11)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fg2i2NB-i30
[VAKT] Pines of Rome — by Ottorino Respighi
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mdve48nptNkd
[VAKT] Nuages — by Debussy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lkmwzG7cB_U
[O] After listening to the music, pick one of the songs, and describe the
feelings it evokes in you.

Like many novel concepts, impressionism was first MOCKED. Now these
artistic masters are regarded as among the greatest to ever live, and their
works have achieved IMMORTALITY. As the philosopher ARTHUR
SCHOPENHAUER stated, “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is
RIDICULED. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being
self-evident.” Let’s conclude this lesson with a quote by Gauguin, which
captures the soul of impressionism: “| arrange lines and colors so as to
obtain symphonies, harmonies that do not represent a thing that is real, in
the VULGAR sense of the word, and do not directly express any idea, but
are supposed to make you think the way music is supposed to make you
think, unaided by ideas or images, simply through the MYSTERIOUS
affinities that exist between our brains and such arrangements of colors
and lines.”
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CvFH_6DNRCY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fg2i2NB-i3o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mdve48nptNkd
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkmwzG7cB_U
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[SPELL] MOCKED

[SPELL] IMMORTALITY

[SPELL] VULGAR

[K] Which philosopher is quoted in the above paragraph? ARTHUR
SCHOPENHAUER

[K] He stated that new ideas are first . RIDICULED
[K] They are then . VIOLENTLY OPPOSED
[K] Finally, they are accepted as . SELF-EVIDENT

[O] CREATIVE WRITING: Impressionism, as you've learned, is an artistic
attempt to capture a moment in time or to evoke a feeling. Write a short
paragraph or poem, trying to use words in an impressionist style.
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