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but was himself strongly affected by the Louvre collection of

Spanish painting. And although Manet and Degas, both born in

Paris, knew the Louvre from an early age, they never tired of

making studies of the Old Masters and always displayed great

reverence towards the classics; indeed, during their travels

abroad, their first priority was always to visit museums, not as

tourists, but as attentive students eager to encounter the

creations of great teachers. Monet, however, preferred current

exhibitions and meetings with contemporary artists to visiting

museums. A study of his letters provides convincing evidence

that contact with the Old Masters excited him far less than the

life around him and the beauties of Nature.

What did then particularly strike Monet during his first trip

to Paris in 1859? An exhaustive reply is given by his letters from

Paris to Boudin after his visit to the Salon. The young provincial

passes indifferently by the historical and religious paintings of

Boulanger, Gérôme, Baudry and Gigoux; the battle-scenes

depicting the Crimean campaign attract him not at all; even

Delacroix, represented by such works as The Ascent to Calvary, St.

Sebastian, Ovid, The Abduction of Rebecca and other similar subject

paintings, seems to him unworthy of interest. Corot on the

other hand is “nice”, Theodore Rousseau is “very good”,

Daubigny is “truly beautiful”, and Troyon is “superb”. Monet

called on Troyon, an animal and landscape painter whose advice

4. The Pavé de Chailley in the Forest of Fontainebleau, 1865. Ordrupgaarsamlingen, Charlottenlund-Copenhagen.

5. Woman in a Green Dress (Camille), 1866. Kunsthalle Bremen, Bremen, Germany.
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Boudin had earlier found valuable. Troyon made recommendations

which Monet relayed in his letters to Boudin — he should learn

to draw figures, make copies in the Louvre, and should enter a

reputable studio, for instance that of Thomas Couture.5

The Salon of 1859 included no paintings by the leading

Realist Courbet, and the jury rejected Millet’s The Woodcutter

and Death. Monet saw this latter work in 1860 and estimated it

as “fine”, at the same time viewing several canvases by

Courbet which he considered “brilliant”. In this same year he

discovered the seascapes of the Frenchified Dutchman Johan

Barthold Jongkind and declared him to be “the only good

painter of marines”.6

Monet thus immediately identified the figures who would

provide his artistic guidelines. These were the landscapists of

the Barbizon school, who had pointed French landscape

painting towards its own native countryside; Millet and Courbet,

who had turned to depicting the work and way of life of simple

people; and, finally, Boudin and Jongkind, who had brought to

landscape a freshness and immediacy lacking in works by the

older generation of Barbizon painters. Monet was to paint

alongside several of these masters — Boudin, Jongkind,

Courbet (and Whistler, too) — and by watching them at work

would receive much practical instruction.

Although Monet did not regard his immediate teacher

Charles Gleyre with great favour, whose studio he joined in

1862, his stay there was by no means wasted, for he acquired

valuable professional skills during this time. Moreover Gleyre,

although an advocate of the academic system of teaching,

nonetheless allowed his pupils a certain amount of freedom and

did not attempt to dampen any enthusiasm for landscape

painting. Most important to Monet in Gleyre’s studio, however,

were his incipient friendships with Bazille, Renoir and Sisley.

We know that he had already become acquainted with Pissarro,

and thus it can be said that from the earliest stage of his career

Fate brought Monet together with those who were to be his

colleagues and allies for many years to come.

During the early and mid-1860s these young painters were

still searching for an identity and were still rather uncertain as

to where their rejection of academic clichés and Salon painting

would lead them; but they were fully prepared to follow boldly

in the steps of those who, before their own involvement in art,

had begun the struggle for new ideals. At the outset they were

particularly attracted by, in Monet’s words, the “naïve giant”

Courbet, but by the late 1860s they were beginning to show a

preference for Manet, whose pupil, Berthe Morisot, joined

their circle. The complete antithesis of the noisy provincial

Courbet, Manet, an elegant member of Parisian society, was

one of the central figures in the French art world during these

years. He struggled consistently for the cause of an art true

to life and attracted an ever-increasing number of followers

from the ranks of young painters seeking novel means of

expression, while provoking open hostility on the part of

official critical circles and the Salon jury. The main stages of

this struggle are well-known: The Luncheon on the Grass at the

exhibition of the Salon des Refusés in 1863, Olympia in the

1865 Salon, and his one-man show at the time of the World

Fair in 1867. By the end of the 1860s Manet was the recognized

leader of the Batignolle group of artists and critics, who met in

the Café Guerbois and included Degas, Fantin-Latour,

Guillaumin, Duranty, Zola and Pissarro, as well as the friends

from Gleyre’s studio. Manet and Monet knew one another’s

work long before they were introduced, and although at first
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very guarded in his attitude to Monet’s artistic experimentation,

the Batignolle group’s leader soon became interested in him and

began to follow the development of his work very attentively.

As far as Monet was concerned, he did not so much imitate

Manet as imbibe the older artist’s spirit of questing, gaining

the impetus to release the powers latent within him. Monet’s

development was also influenced by his active contacts with

Bazille, Renoir, Sisley and Pissarro. Discussions, arguments

and, most importantly, working together served to sharpen

the individual skills of each and facilitated the development of

certain general principles.

During the 1860s Monet had not yet determined his

personal subject-matter, but he had no wish to turn to historical,

literary or exotic subjects. He made it his priority to serve the

truth and to keep pace with the times, and only experienced a

slight uncertainty in deciding whether the landscape or scenes

with figures should be the genre central to his work.

Like most artists of his generation, Monet evinced no

interest in tackling acute social problems. By the time Monet’s

generation began appearing on the artistic scene, the hopes

inspired by the 1848 revolution had been shattered. Monet and

his friends lived in the apparently unshakeable Second Empire

6. Boats in Honfleur Harbour, 1866. Private collection.

7. The Lunch, 1868. Städelsches Kunstinstitut und Städtische Gallery, Frankfurt, Germany.
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headed by Napoleon III and supported by a bourgeoisie

thirsting for wealth and luxury. Progressively minded artists

longed merely to dissociate themselves, at least spiritually and

morally, from the Empire. The opposition movement, which

included the social forces which would come to the fore in the

Paris Commune and the ensuing Third Republic, held little

interest for Monet, totally immersed as he was in questions of

art. His democratic sentiments, in contrast to those of Pissarro,

for example did not presuppose personal involvement in the

struggles of the nation. Thus Monet’s genre paintings, which

played a notable role in the first stage of his career, did not,

unlike those of Honoré Daumier or Gustave Courbet, touch

upon any vital problems in the life of society. His figure painting

was invariably confined to the representation of his intimate

circle of friends and relations. Indeed, he portrayed Camille

in a green striped dress and fur trimmed jacket — Woman in a

Green Dress (1866, Kunst-halle, Bremen; W., I, 65); Camille

again with her son Jean at their morning meal — The Luncheon

(1868, Städelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt on Main; W., I, 132);

and the artist Bazille’s sisters in the garden at Ville-d’Avray — Women

in the Garden (1866, Musée d’Orsay, Paris; W., I, 67). Two of

Monet’s canvases from the 1860s in Russian museums are

similar in character — Luncheon on the Grass (1866, Pushkin

Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow; W., I, 62) and Lady in the Garden

(1867, Hermitage, Leningrad; W., I, 68). The first shows a group

of friends having a picnic, among them Camille and the artists

Frederic Bazille and Albert Lambron. The second depicts

Monet’s cousin, Jeanne-Marguerite Lecadre, in the garden at

Sainte-Adresse. These paintings might seem to imply that the

essence of Monet’s talent lies in praise of the intimate and the

everyday, and in the ability to recognize their beauty and poetry.

But Monet conveys these feelings with even greater depth,

subtlety and variety when he turns to landscape. Acquaintance

with his figure compositions is sufficient to show that he is not

attracted by man’s inner world or the complexity of human

relations. He tends to accentuate the interaction between the

figure and the surrounding natural world: where the scene is set

in the open air, the play of patches of light on clothing, or even

the clothing itself, as in the portrait of Madame Gaudibert

(1868, Musée d’Orsay, Paris; W., I, 121), rather than on a

person’s face. Similarly, the individuality of a model’s external

appearance and his spiritual world do not inspire Monet; thus in

his Luncheon on the Grass, which is not in the Pushkin Museum of

Fine Arts, Moscow, Monet repeats the figure of Bazille four

times. It interests him as one of the elements of the overall

composition, but in itself holds little significance for him.

Clearly, by the early 1870s, Monet had fully recognized this

feature of his talent and figure compositions became less

frequent in his work as all his powers were devoted to

landscape. Nonetheless these early attempts at figure painting

would benefit Monet in the future, for people appear in most

of his landscapes — in fields, on roads, in gardens and in boats.

True, man is by that stage not the main, nor even a secondary

subject in a picture, but simply one of the indispensable elements

of the changing world, without which its harmony would be

disrupted. Monet almost seems to be reverting to the conception

of Man and Nature reflected in Poussin’s heroic landscapes;

but in the great classicist’s works Man and Nature were equally

subject to the laws of higher Reason, whereas in Monet’s they

are equally subject to natural laws.

Another feature of Monet’s landscapes in the 1860s and 1870s

is that they are often more human than his figure paintings.

This tendency can be explained not only by the fact that he was

painting facets of Nature that were close and familiar to Man,

but also by his perception of Nature through the eyes, as it

were, of the ordinary man, revealing the world of his feelings.

Each one of Monet’s landscapes is a revelation, a miracle of

painting; but surely every man, so long as he is not totally blind

to the beauty of his environment, experiences at least once in

his life that astounding sensation when in a sudden moment of

illumination, he sees the familiar world he is accustomed to

transfigured. So little is actually needed for this to occur — a ray

of sunshine, a gust of wind, a sunset haze; and Monet, as a

genuinely creative artist, experienced such sensations constantly.

The subject-matter of Monet’s early landscapes is typical of

his work as a whole. He liked to paint water, particularly the

sea-coast near Le Havre, Trouville and Honfleur, and the Seine.

He was drawn to views of Paris, the motifs of the garden and

the forest road; while his groups of massive trees with clearings

and buildings in the foreground were a tribute to the past, a

link with the Barbizon group and Courbet, in the choice of

motif at least. Indeed, in terms of his painting technique, Monet

had not yet been fully overcome the influence of Courbet and

the Barbizon painters. He still applied his paints thickly to the

canvas, clearly defining the outlines of every form, although the

forms themselves were already being given a rather flattened

treatment. Monet’s particular interest in the reproduction of light

is unmistakable, but even in this respect he did not at first go

much beyond his predecessors, particularly Boudin and Jongkind.

Although we encounter the use of small, individual patches of

8. Portrait of Madame Gaudibert, 1868. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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colour to convey the vibration of light, these tend to be

exceptions to the general pattern. And yet while in some ways

following a well-trodden path, Monet already displayed originality.

By no means all young artists find their distinctive creative

personality at an early stage. Some can spend years finding

themselves as tradition holds them in thrall, inducing a continual

sense of dissatisfaction, and Monet did not completely escape

such feelings. On one occasion he took advice from Gustave

Courbet and made certain alterations in a painting but, still not

pleased with the result, abandoned it and eventually cut the

canvas into pieces. If, however, Monet’s painting had certain

features similar to those of some of his older contemporaries,

it coincided in every respect with none of them. The sense of

the solidity of natural forms, present in his early landscapes and

9. At the Water’s Edge, in Bennecourt, 1868. The Art Institute of Chicago.
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reminiscent of Rousseau or Courbet, is nevertheless more

attenuated, mass being represented with less use of contrast.

Compared with Jongkind’s seascapes, which are not entirely free

from Romantic exaggeration, Monet’s marine views are simple

and calm. It is apparent that the young Monet was more inclined

to develop his own means of expression relying on Nature

rather than to imitate the works of other painters. For Monet,

as for every artist at the beginning of his career, the problem

of his public, “his” viewer, was very acute. From the outset

painting was his sole source of income and he had to be able to

sell his works. And no matter how creatively independent an

artist might be, no matter how bold his ideas, the only way

for him to attract attention was to exhibit at the official Salon.

The Salon des Refusés held in opposition to the official Salon

in 1863 had no successor during the Second Empire, and of

course no painter who was just starting out could possibly

arrange a personal exhibition, as Courbet had in 1855 and 1867,

and as Manet did, also in 1867. To present a one-man show at

that time required great courage and was a rarity. Moreover,

organizing one was only possible on the basis of a substantial

number of significant works and sufficient financial means.

Since Monet could boast neither in the 1860s, the official Salon

was his only option.

His first attempt to exhibit at the Salon was made in 1865

when he submitted two landscapes for the jury’s consideration,

The Mouth of the Seine at Honfleur (Norton Simon Foundation,

Los Angeles; W., I, 51) and Pointe de la Hève (Kimbell Art Museum,

Fort Worth, Texas; W., I, 39). Both paintings were accepted and

several of the critics, including the authoritative Paul Mantz,

reacted positively towards them. This situation was repeated in

1866, although it was not the landscape, The Road to Chailly in

Fontainebleau (W., I, 19), that attracted the attention of the critics

this time, but the portrait given a genre painting treatment,

Woman in a Green Dress (Camille). The defenders of Realism,

Thoré-Bürger and Castagnary, along with Zola, who had entered

the field of art criticism shortly before, unanimously acknowledged

the painting’s merit. Monet could consider himself lucky. Fortune

was clearly smiling upon him.

In the following year, however, he suffered a reverse — the

jury admitted only one of his landscapes. Such a turn of events

was familiar to many innovative young painters in the

nineteenth century. At first their paintings were accepted: no

particularly daring features were discerned in them and the jury

was demonstrating its liberalism. Then, as the painter’s creative

individuality and non-traditional, fresh view of the world

became apparent, the jury became more guarded and the

barriers went up. This was the fate of Rousseau, Courbet,

Manet and many others, but the impulsive Monet felt his

failures acutely and painfully. The fact that his misfortune was

shared by his friends as well afforded small consolation. The late

1860s and early 1870s were an extremely important phase in

Monet’s career. It is in his works from this period that the hand

of an independent, innovative master began to be felt rather

than that of a bold beginner. Alas, few people were aware of his

achievements, for all Monet’s attempts to exhibit officially, be it

at the Royal Academy in London in 1871 or at the Paris Salons

of 1872 and 1873, met with failure. Many art scholars when

commenting on Monet’s work attach great significance to his

visits in England and Holland in 1871, and his first-hand

acquaintance with the works of Constable and Turner. There is

no denying that English landscape painting, as represented by

its two finest exponents, had largely outstripped the artistic

strivings of Continental landscapists.

With a boldness not found in his contemporaries Constable

addressed himself to the direct observation of natural

phenomena and the study of light. The freedom and freshness

of his sketches, features often preserved in the finished

paintings, are astounding to this day. As for Turner, Monet

himself would later speak of the distinct influence that the

Englishman’s canvases had on him, while at the same time

invariably stressing that Turner’s Romantic hyperbole and

fantasy were deeply foreign to him.

Yet without denying the influence of the English school

of painting on Monet, its significance should certainly not be

overestimated. No less important, and perhaps indeed more

important, was the very fact that he visited London, Zaandam

and Amsterdam, for the English and Dutch countryside, the

particular character of the light there, and the damp atmosphere

typical of these maritime countries, necessarily left their

impression on the receptive young artist. Working en plein air,

he wanted to be an explorer who would be taught a new way of

seeing by Nature herself, and Nature did indeed teach him.

One needs to have been to England to realize how sensitively

and faithfully Monet conveyed the misty atmosphere of

London in his landscape The Thames and the Houses of Parliament

(1871, National Gallery, London; W., I, 166), with the towers of

Parliament and Westminster Bridge fading into the bluish-grey

haze, to appreciate the picturesque effects he derived from the

contrasting sharp outlines of the structures on the riverside and

the hazy background, dull sky and grey water.

Returning to France, Monet felt the wealth and beauty of his

own native countryside with unusual acuteness — separation
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almost always sharpens one’s perceptions and, quite naturally,

the countryside of Normandy and the Île-de-France with which

his whole life was associated became not merely an object of

study for him, but also of worship. It was with a kind of rapture

that he immersed himself in it, giving himself up totally to the

creative impulse, and the canvases he produced in this state ring

out like a hymn to the Nature of his native land. The year 1874

was an important date in the history of French art, for it was

then that the country’s rejected artists began their struggle for

recognition, for the right to mount their own exhibitions and

make contact with a public whom they would seek to draw

towards their ideals and principles, rather than being at the

mercy of its tastes and demands. This struggle was unparalleled,

for in the entire history of French art up to the appearance of

the Impressionists there had actually been no group exhibitions

outside the Salon. The Romantics in the 1820s and ‘30s, and the

Realists in the mid-century, for all their shared ideological and

aesthetic aims, had never formed new organizations to oppose

the existing art establishment. Even the Impressionists’

immediate predecessors in the sphere of landscape painting, the

Barbizon school painters, although so close to one another both

in their lives and in their work, never arranged joint exhibitions.

The Impressionists were pioneers breaking down established

traditions, and Monet, as always, was in the forefront. To be

fair, we should note that the decision to hold an independent

exhibition was not a sudden one. Both on the eve of the 1848

revolution and shortly thereafter artists were considering various

projects for exhibitions outside the Salon, and during the

Second Empire such ideas because increasingly popular. But

projects, discussions and dreams are a different matter from the

realization of them.

The First Impressionist Exhibition opened on April 15, 1874,

at 35 Boulevard des Capucines. Thirty participants contributed

160 works, Monet providing nine, Renoir seven, Pissarro and

Sisley five each, Degas ten, and Berthe Morisot nine.7 The artists

exhibited oils, pastels and watercolours — of Monet’s works,

four were pastels. In the future his contributions would increase

in number: for the second exhibition (1876) he provided

eighteen works, for the third (1877) thirty, and for the fourth

(1879) twenty-nine. He took no part in the fifth (1880) and sixth

(1881) shows, but sent thirty-five pictures to the seventh in

1882, and was absent from the eighth.

The importance of any given artist’s contribution lay, of

course, not only in the number of works exhibited. Their artistic

merits, programmatic qualities and conformity to the aesthetic

principles of the new movement were vital. In these respects

Monet was invariably among the leading figures. At the group’s

first exhibition viewers saw The Luncheon, rejected by the Salon

jury in 1868; Boulevard des Capucines (1873, W., I, 292), which

now hangs in the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow;

and the landscape painted at Le Havre in 1872, Impression. Sunrise

(Impression, soleil levant, Musée Marmottan, Paris; W., I, 263). It was

this latter painting that gave Louis Leroy, a critic from the

magazine Charivari, occasion in his satirical review to dub the

participants in the exhibition “Impressionists”. Fate decided that

a word thrown at the group in mockery should stick, and the artists

themselves, although at first taking the name “Impressionist” as an

insult, soon accepted it and grew to love it.

Monet’s Le Havre landscape corresponded precisely 

with the essentials of the movement which would be termed

“Impressionism” in the 1880s and 1890s by French critics, and

eventually by the critics and art historians of all other countries

too. With knowledge of the works by Monet and his friends

that were to appear later in the 1870s, this fact can be asserted

with certainty. Two elements are dominant in the landscape: that

of water, and that of the sky.

In fact they all merge with one another, forming an elusive

blue-grey mirage. The outlines of buildings, smoking chimneys

and boats all fade away so that only the vessels in the foreground,

represented by sweeping strokes of dark-blue paint, stand out

from the morning haze. The pink and yellow tones interact

with the dominant cold tones, colouring the sky towards the

top of the painting, and they touch lightly on the water’s surface,

announcing the rising of the sun, a red disc suspended in the

grey-blue haze. Only the reflections of the sun on the water,

suggested by bright, reddish tints, foretell its imminent victory

over the early morning twilight.

The picture Boulevard des Capucines is no less programmatic,

this time demonstrating the Impressionist interpretation of the

motif of the city. The artist is looking at the Boulevard from

an elevated viewpoint, the balcony of Nadar’s studio on the

corner of the Boulevard des Capucines and the Rue Daunou.

He even brings the figures of men on the balcony into the

composition, seeming to invite the viewer to stand alongside

them and admire the unfolding spectacle. The Boulevard

stretches into the distance towards the Opera, pedestrians

hurry along, carriages pass by, shadows move across the

walls of buildings, and rays of sunlight, breaking through the

storm-clouds, sparkle, colouring all in warm, golden tones…

Monet gives no attention whatsoever to individual buildings,

even those of note (as he did in an early cityscape showing the

church of St. Germain-l’Auxerrois in Paris): the city interests
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him as a unified, mobile organism in which every detail is linked

to another. The French capital had been depicted by many

artists, including, in the not too distant past, Georges Michel and

Theodore Rousseau, who both painted the hill of Montmartre

(although Montmartre at that time presented almost a rural scene).

Just prior to and contemporaneously with Monet, Paris was

painted by Jongkind and Stanislas Lepine. The former’s Paris

was a bustling and frequently sad city, while the latter could not

suppress a rather dry, matter-of-fact approach. But Monet, both

in the Boulevard des Capucines and in his other cityscapes, affirms

the lyrical essence of contemporary urban life and vividly

demonstrates the wholly unique light effects that the city provides.

This path, or one close to it, would be followed in their cityscapes

by Manet, Pissarro, Utrillo, Marquet and other artists of the

Impressionist and Post-Impressionist movements. Both the

Boulevard des Capucines and Impression, Sunrise revealed fundamental

changes in Monet’s manner. His style had become noticeably

livelier, his brushstrokes already quite varied and mobile, and his

colours had acquired transparency. By now he was representing

not only objects but also the atmosphere surrounding them,

10. La Grenouillère, 1869. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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and influencing both colour and the boundaries of form.

Henceforth Monet was convinced that forms could not look as

definite as they were painted by, say, Courbet, and that local

colour was totally conditional — an object’s colour is never

perceived in all its purity since it is affected both by light and the

air enveloping it. At first hesitantly, and then with increasing

freedom and confidence, Monet developed his manner of

painting to correspond with his altered artistic perception. In

this sense, in the 1870s he achieved perfect balance and harmony.

At the Second Impressionist Exhibition Monet displayed

landscapes, for the most part of Argenteuil, and the figure

composition, La Japonaise (1875, Museum of Fine Art, Boston;

W., I, 387). If La Japonaise, which depicted the artist’s wife,

Camille, in a kimono, still tended towards Monet’s “old” style,

the paint being laid on thickly in broad strokes, the landscapes

on the contrary continued the trend indicated by the views of Le

Havre in the early 1870s, the Boulevard des Capucines and other

works in similar vein. From 1872 onwards Monet lived mainly

at Argenteuil, a small town on the Seine not far from Paris.

Other artists came to visit him there, as though to underline his

outstanding role in the establishment of Impressionism. Among

them was Manet, who in 1874 painted such well-known pictures

as Argenteuil, Boating, On the Bank of the Seine, Claude Monet in his

Studio Boat and some other works. Edouard Manet consistently

singled Monet out from the other Impressionists, and in his

reminiscences Antonin Proust recalls the elder artist’s words

about his younger colleague: “In the entire school of the ‘30s

there is no one who could paint landscape like that. And his

water! He is the Raphael of water. He feels its every movement,

all its depth, all its variations at different times of the day.”8

The foremost theme in Monet’s work of the 1870s was

Argenteuil. He painted the Seine with boats and without them,

reflecting the resonant blue of the sky or leaden grey under

wintry clouds. He enjoyed painting the town as well, now

powdered with snow, now sunny and green. In fine weather he

would go for walks in the environs of Argenteuil, sometimes

with his wife and son, and these strolls gave rise to canvases filled

with the intoxicating joy of living. One of these is The Poppies

(A Promenade) (1873, Musée d’Orsay, Paris; W., I, 274). Across a

living carpet of meadow grass strewn with the red heads of

poppies wander ladies with their children; above them stretches

a broad sky with light white clouds. In Monet’s interpretation

Nature is kind and bright, hospitably drawing to her breast all

those who come to her with an open heart and soul. In his

Argenteuil period Monet shows a preference for landscapes that

convey wide expanses of space with an uncluttered foreground.

This sort of composition lends paintings a panoramic quality,

space being developed in breadth rather than in depth, with

horizontals expressed by rivers, riverbanks, lines of houses,

groups of trees, the sails of yachts turned parallel to the surface

of the canvas and so on. Monet’s prevailing tendency at this

period may be illustrated, for example, by such works as Barges on

the Seine (1874, private collection, Paris; W., I, 337), Resting Boats at

Petit-Gennevilliers (California Palace of the Legion of Honour, San

Francisco; W., I, 227), and Impression Sunrise (1872).

The dynamics of the life of Nature are captured by Monet

in the Argenteuil cycle both in minor, everyday phenomena and

in turning-points: the spring blossoming is followed by the time

of ripening, in turn followed by the fading of autumn, and then

by winter. Yet even Monet’s winter does not signify death, for

life still carries on — vehicles move along the roads, people are

up and about, a magpie sits on a snow-covered fence, and, most

important of all, the changing light and the atmosphere itself

live on in his paintings, proclaiming now a thaw, now a fresh

snowfall, now another cold spell.

The words of Camille Pissarro, written to Théodore Duret in

1873, can be applied to all the Argenteuil landscapes: “I consider

his talent very serious, very pure; he is truthful, only he feels

somehow differently; but his art is thoroughly thought through;

it is based on observation and on a completely new feeling;

it is poetry created by the harmony of true colours.”9

Monet left Argenteuil occasionally to visit Paris or to stay

with Ernest Hoschedé, one of the first collectors to become

interested in the new school. On Hoschedé’s estate of Montgeron

Monet worked on decorative panels intended for his host, and

two of these, sold by the bankrupt Hoschedé in 1878, are now

in the Hermitage in St. Petersburg. They are Corner of the Garden

at Montgeron and The Pond at Montgeron (1876-1877, W., I, 418, 420).

Monet’s characteristic taste for the decorative is given free rein in

these works, particularly in the former. In the Argenteuil cycle

Monet tended most often towards small canvases and a

horizontal format; here the format is considerably larger and

almost square. The entire foreground of the Corner of the Garden

is filled by flowering shrubs, rendered by lively strokes of red,

orange, yellow and green of various shades. It is this bright

bouquet that sets the tone for the remainder of the colour

scheme. When Monet was in Paris he could most often be found

in his favourite district on the right bank near the railway station

of Saint-Lazare. These were familiar haunts for Monet as he

used to arrive here from Le Havre and leave from here when

travelling out into the environs of Paris. What, one might

wonder, could he find of interests in the halls of the station,
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in the cheerless platforms, the criss-cross pattern of the railway

lines and the bridges suspended above them? 

And yet Monet never tired of admiring the confident little

steam-engines with their tall, protruding funnels, the fantastic

pattern of the rails and the iron girders supporting the glass

roof, and, above all, the clouds of blue-white steam and grey

smoke that poured through the expanses of the station.

He covered canvas after canvas here creating the first cycle

of his career, La Gare Saint-Lazare (1877, W., I, 438-448).

The theme of the railway was not a new one in European art.

In 1843, in one of his graphic series Monet’s compatriot

Honoré Daumier took a lighthearted look at the misadventures

of Parisians who had taken to the railway. Then in 1844 William

Turner depicted a courageous steam-engine moving steadily

forward through rain and steam; and a few years later the

German Adolph von Menzel depicted the railway line between

Berlin and Potsdam.

So what did Monet bring to this subject, already taken up

by other artists? Neither Turner’s nor Menzel’s work could be

deemed an urban landscape, the former being something of a

phantasmagorical vision, the latter a rural setting being

forcibly encroached upon by new technology. Monet’s

stations, however, are a continuation of his urban theme, his

joyous poem of the contemporary city with all the distinctive

11. The Bougival Bridge, 1870. The Currier Gallery of Art, Manchester, New Hampshire.
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signs of the time. The views of Saint-Lazare station and his

landscapes of Montgeron were Monet’s major contributions

to the Third Impressionist Exhibition, but neither the public

nor the critics took them seriously. Of one of the decorative

Montgeron canvases distinguished by its marvellously

rhythmic structure, Turkeys (W., I, 416), it was written that

Monet had simply scattered white blobs with necks attached

on a green background, that the painting lacked air and that as

a whole it created a ridiculous impression. Thus the gulf

between the artist and the public was by no means closed,

assuming that the latter gleaned its information from the

periodical press. But at the same time, the Third Impressionist

Exhibition was in a sense the culmination of the entire

movement. For example, Renoir displayed Dancing at the Moulin

de la Galette, The Swing, portraits of Jeanne Samary and Madame

Henriot, and other significant works; and Pissarro and Sisley

were represented by such highly typical paintings as Harvesting

at Montfoucault and Floods at Port-Marly respectively.

The fourth exhibition was somewhat less varied, for

Renoir, Sisley and Berthe Morisot were all absent. However,

12. At the Entry of Trouville Harbour, 1870. Szeépmuvészeti Mùseum, Budapest.

13. Camille Monet at the Window, 1873. Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond, Virginia.
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the contributions from Monet and Pissarro continued to affirm

the central role of the landscape in the Impressionist movement.

The main attacks from the critics were provoked by Monet’s

La Rue Montorgueuil, June 30, 1878 (1878, private collection, Paris;

W., I, 469) and La Rue Saint-Denis, June 30, 1878 (1878, Musée des

Beaux-Arts, Rouen; W., I. 470). The review by the influential

critic Albert Wolff of Le Figaro, while remarking on the exceptional

position of Monet among the Impressionists, and even admitting

a certain liking for some of his landscapes, comes to the categorical

conclusion that “…he has now fallen so low that he will never

be able to rise again.” Wolff continues — with Pissarro in mind

as well as Monet: “The speed of these artists’ work indicates

how little they need to be satisfied. Monet sends thirty landscapes,

all completed, one must assume, in a single day. Pissarro daubs a

dozen pictures before breakfast and exhibits forty such works.

These adroit gentlemen really do work remarkably quickly!

Two or three haphazard strokes of the brush any old how, a

signature — and a painting is finished.”10

This was written of artists who spent enormous amounts of

time and energy on the creation of landscapes, artists constantly

plagued by self-doubt.

The cityscapes shown by Monet at the fourth exhibition

reveal changes in his treatment of the urban theme and

changes in his style as a whole. The streets of Montorgueuil and

14. Beach at Argenteuil, 1867. Oil on canvas.
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St. Denis had been decorated for the World Fair. To produce

the paintings, Monet adopted a viewpoint similar to that he had

chosen for the Boulevard des Capucines, looking down from a

balcony, only now the compositions are given no indication of

the position from which the pictures were painted. The artist

immediately plunges the viewer into the expanse leading into

the depths of the streets, filled with flags fluttering in the

breeze — the cheerful interrelationships between these hosts of

flickering red, white and blue flags tend to distract one from the

motif of the street as such. In the Boulevard des Capucines it was

possible to distinguish the essential features from which the

impression of the city was built up — the buildings flooded

with sunlight, the trees of the boulevard, the carriages and

figures of pedestrians; but now the viewer has almost no chance

of spotting such details, for everything, from the roofs of the

buildings to the shop-windows at pavement level, is bedecked

with innumerable flags. Thus the commentators who ignore the

rather long titles given to these paintings at the exhibition, replacing

them with a short one, Flags, are not entirely unjustified. The

views of the Saint-Lazare station displayed new developments

in the character of Monet’s painting. It is painted with powerful

brushstrokes which at times “fragment” the object being

depicted. Similarly, in Flags the comma-like strokes have become

frenzied; energetic marks of the brush literally lash the surface
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of the canvas and the colours, especially the various shades of

red, ring out loudly and confidently. Always preoccupied with

the problems of rendering light and air, Monet had thus by the

late 1870s or early 1880s achieved a heightened expressiveness

of colour and a powerful and dynamic brushstroke.

In 1880, at the age of forty, Monet had come to the end of

his first consistently Impressionist decade. He had behind him

dozens of works that were to become classics of Impressionism,

and his creative method had been defined — including the

approach of painting landscapes in the open air shared by

other Impressionists.

There is nothing surprising about the simple fact of

his painting outdoors, for many generations of artists had

already executed drawings, watercolours and sketches in oils

directly from nature. More often than not, however, these

works constituted supplementary material used towards the

creation of the final, completed canvas. The Impressionists,

and Monet more than anyone, wanted to transform Nature

herself into a workshop and to erase the distinction between

the sketch, the result of direct observation, and the picture,

the synthesis of the whole creative process. Thus Monet’s

correspondence abounds in complaints about changes in the

weather. He is brought to despair by rain, winds and inconsistent

light, all of which hamper his work, and yet at the same time

it is Nature’s very changeability that is so attractive to him.

How can one convey by means of paint the grass swaying in

15. The Road Bridge, Argenteuil, 1874. National Gallery of Art, Washington (DC)
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the wind or the ripples on the surface of water? How can one

transfer onto canvas the fluffiness of newly-fallen snow or

the crackling fragility of melting ice as it flows downstream?

It was Monet’s firm conviction that all this can be achieved

by tireless observation and so, dressed in comfortable

clothing suitable to the weather, the artist would go out to

work every day, morning, afternoon and evening. Sometimes

he was even obliged to lash his canvas to his easel and an

umbrella to his own body in order to protect himself and his

work from the tempestuous elements. In the 1870s Monet’s

aesthetic attitudes took quite definite shape. The ordinary

world that surrounded man in his everyday life appeared 

in his canvases transformed, no longer sadly humdrum, but

invariably joyous, for Nature never inspired gloomy, burdensome

ideas in Monet.

This optimistic view of the world was matched by his

palette which, once freed of conventional sombreness, began

to glow with bright, sunny colours. The expanses re-created in

his paintings were filled with light and air, which demonstrated

his astonishing ability to perceive Nature as a combination of

many variable elements.

The texture of his paintings became particularly diverse,

created by multitudes of mobile and vibrant strokes. By this

time everything about Monet proved that a vivid and original

landscapist had appeared in French painting. What were the

tangible results of the decade that had just closed? How was

16. The Studio Boat, Argenteuil. Rijksmuseum Kröller-Müller, Otterlo.
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Monet regarded by his contemporaries — not the friends and

colleagues who were thrilled by his art, but the public, and

the press which shaped public opinion? With rare exceptions,

the critics spoke of Monet in the most disparaging terms. The

situation of his family, now consisting of two children and a

sick wife (Camille died in 1879 after a painful illness), was

catastrophic indeed, as extracts from his letters attest.

In 1875 he wrote to Manet: “Since the day before yesterday,

our position becomes worse and worse; we have not got a sou,

and cannot have credit either with the butcher or the baker.

Although I have not lost faith in the future, the present, as you

can see, is very hard.” A second letter, from 1877, is addressed

to Zola: “Can you and would you do me a great favour? If I

haven’t paid by tomorrow night, Tuesday, the sum of 600 francs,

our furniture and all I own will be sold, and we will be out on

the street… I am making a last attempt and I am turning to you

in the hope that you may possibly lend me 200 francs. This

would be an instalment which may help me obtain a delay. I

don’t dare to come myself; I would be capable of seeing you

without daring to tell you the real purpose of my visit.”11 It was

very difficult to write such letters, but Monet turned to others

besides Manet and Zola. He suffered, sought a way out, and

worried about his family, but all his troubles were forgotten

when he was alone, with his canvases and paints, one to one

with Nature; not a trace of disillusionment or sorrow remained,

and no doubt cast its shadow on the joyous essence of being.

After spending several years at Vétheuil on the Seine, Monet

settled down in 1883 at Giverny, henceforth his main place of

residence, although he did a good deal of travelling in the 1880s.

In the spring of 1883 he worked on the Normandy coast, at Le

Havre and Étretat, and in December of that year he set out with

Renoir for the Riviera. In 1884, after Bordighera and Menton,

he returned to Étretat, where he also spent several months

during the following summer. The year 1886 was memorable for

trips to Holland and Brittany; from January to April 1888 he

lived on the Mediterranean coast at Antibes, before moving on

to London and thence back to Étretat. These journeys were

undoubtedly efforts to find new sources for his work, new and

inspiring motifs. Nevertheless, in all his wanderings, Monet

remained resolutely faithful to the central principle of his art,

trying to penetrate deep into Nature, to apprehend her secrets

and convey them through vivid and direct perception. After

his arrival in Bordighera and exposure to the exotic Nature of

the South, he wrote to his second wife Alice: “My work is

progressing, but I am experiencing difficulty; these palm-trees

are a torment to me, and apart from that it is very hard to pick

a motif and get it down on the canvas — there are such thickets

all around.”12 In Brittany he was moved by the region’s singularity

and severity, writing to Durand-Ruel: “I am doing a lot of work;

this place is very beautiful, but wild, yet for all that the sea is

incomparable, surrounded by fantastic crags.”13

As a result of his daily contact with Nature Monet gained

insight into her peculiarities, and he created landscapes in which

concretely observed, unique features are combined with attempts

at generalization. One such work is the landscape The Rocks at

Belle-Île (1886, Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow), in which

he depicts the jagged, windswept crags of the Brittany coast, the

white crests of the foaming water, and, beyond, the boundless

sea, which seems almost to flow into the sky at the horizon. This

is indeed Brittany, but not only Brittany — it is the sea in general,

its endlessness, its eternal battle with dry land. The painting is

executed in varied, sensitive strokes, strictly following the form

of the object portrayed — in this case, the cliffs. Monet set

himself a rather different task in a landscape painted in that same

year of 1886, The Rocks at Étretat (Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts,

Moscow). Here too, the viewer is presented with a wide expanse

of sea, bounded to the left by the line of the shore which rises

up into blue cliffs. How different the treatment of these cliffs is,

however! The crags are removed from the foreground, and the

shoreline in front them is quit without substance; all sense of the

solidity of the rocks is lost.

The water has none of the mobility and weightiness which

are so masterfully brought out in the other paintings. The artist’s

attention is concentrated on the representing the atmosphere

and vibrations in the air which is itself filled with the play of

golden-yellow light. The brushwork is matt and pale, with the

strokes playing a dematerializing role rather than serving to

create form. Alongside the landscapes of Normandy, Brittany

and the Mediterranean the motif of Giverny appears in Monet’s

work of the 1880s, returning the artist to the landscapes of the

Île-de-France so dear to his heart.

In fact he had never really parted with them, but they had

become noticeably less frequent. In Russian museums there are

two paintings depicting haystacks at Giverny; the Hermitage

canvas is dated 1886, while that in the Pushkin Museum of Fine

Arts dates from about 1889. “I am always in the fields, am often

travelling, and always just passing through Paris,” Monet wrote

to Boudin in 1889.14 Always in the fields… In the Hermitage

painting the fields seen from a hill alternate with solid, squat

houses along the roadside and trees planted at regular intervals.

17. La Japonaise, 1875. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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Although there is a haystack positioned in the foreground,

it does not play the central role in the composition, for the

background details, which are given considerable solidity, tend

to attract the viewer’s gaze. This is not true of the landscape

in the Moscow collection. The lilac-red haycock standing in the

shade is the pivot of the composition, and the two haycocks

on its right and left still further stress its importance. The

background is pushed into the distance by a row of poplars

cutting across the brightly-lit part of the meadow which contrasts

sharply with the shaded section. Even before this picture Monet

used to introduce elements which gave regularity to his landscapes.

In The Poppies (A Promenade) (1873), for instance, the line of

dark-green trees, interrupted by a building, runs parallel to the

bottom edge of the canvas. Now, however Monet was attracted

by the expressiveness of strictly linear rhythms, and his treatment

of form became increasingly a matter of planes. Monet’s

landscapes of the 1880s reflect not only new searchings, but

also contradictory stylistic tendencies. Some of these arose from

attempt on his part to reach a certain compromise. In March

1880 he wrote to Theodore Duret that he was “grooming”

his painting in a desire to exhibit it in the Salon. He also

remarked on his decision to show his works at the international

exhibitions of the art-dealer Georges Petit. “I am doing this,”

Monet explained, “not out of any personal inclination, and I

am very sorry that the press and the public would not respond

seriously to our small exhibitions, far superior as they were to

the official marketplace. But, well, you have to do what you

have to do.”15 Still it was less the search for a compromise that

pushed Monet towards changes than an inner, as yet subconscious

sense of the crisis of Impressionism. During the 1880s this
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feeling was experienced in one way or another by all the

creators of the Impressionist method; Pissarro, for example,

became closer to Seurat and Signac, and turned sharply towards

Divisionism, while Renoir felt a new enthusiasm for Ingres and

the Renaissance masters.

Unlike them, Monet turned towards no extraneous influence,

experienced no impulse from without, but rather followed the logic

of his own artistic development, which drove him to a continual

intensification of his own experimentation. This tendency had

always been characteristic of Monet, but his perception of Nature

as a unity had remained constant, always maintaining a harmonious

equilibrium as he represented her particular characteristics.

In the 1890s and 1900s, however, Monet’s experiments with

light and colour frequently became almost an end in themselves

and, as a result, his harmonious perception of Nature began to

disappear. It is indicative that during this period he was already

working in isolation. Although this did not mean breaking off

personal contacts with the friends of his youth, creative contact

with them was lost. There were no more joint exhibitions, no

exchanges of opinion, no arguments. In the 1890s Pissarro

moved away from Divisionism, and this marked a broad return

to his old sphere of work, although his new pictures were no

mere repetition of what he had produced before. Sisley, who

had always remained rather in the shade, and who, in contrast to

the other Impressionists, had not experienced any great creative

turmoil, fell seriously ill and died in 1899. In the mid-1880s

Renoir informed his correspondents that he was once again

painting in his former soft and gentle manner and although,

as with Pissarro, this was by no means a complete regression,

Renoir’s art nonetheless regained its old verve, emotional power

18. The Saint-Lazare Station, 1877. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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and ingenuousness. It was, however, the career of Claude

Monet that demonstrated with truly classic clarity not only how

Impressionism arose and flourished, but also how, when it lost

the lyricism at its heart, it slowly died.

One of central problems tackled by Monet at the end 

of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century 

was that of serial work. The principle of work in series had

been used by artists before Monet, especially in the field of

graphic art, with cycles of several sheets devoted to a single

event, hero, town and so on. Artists were particularly prolific

with series depicting the seasons of the year, some of them

relying on the language of conventional allegory, others

depicting rural labour at different times of the year. Before

Monet, however, no one in European art had created series

devoted to a single motif such as haystacks, a row of poplars,

or the facade of a cathedral. Monet’s forerunners in this

respect were Japanese artists, in particular Katsushika

Hokusai, the creator of numerous series, including the

celebrated 36 Views of Mount Fuji. Like all painters of his

time, Monet was enthusiastic about the Japanese woodcuts

which literally enchanted French art lovers during the latter

half of the nineteenth century.

19. The Railway at the Exit of Saint-Lazare Station, 1877. Private collection, Japan.
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His enthusiasm was at first rather superficial, as evinced,

for example, in La Japonaise, which depicts Camille in a kimono

against the background of a wall decorated with Japanese fans.

This element of fancy-dress gave way to a more profound

grasp of the aesthetic of Japanese art, although here too

Monet did not merely follow the lead of other artists, and

was swayed more by inner impulse than outside influence.

Throughout Monet’s series the basic subject remains unchanged

but the lighting varies. Thus as the eye becomes accustomed to

looking at one and the same object, it gradually loses interest

in the thing itself and, like the artist, the viewer is no longer

attracted by the subject as such, but rather by the changing

light playing on its surfaces. Hence it is light that becomes the

“hero” of each painting, dictating its own laws, colouring

objects in various ways, imparting either solidity or transparency,

and altering contours by either rendering the boundaries of

forms uncertain, or making them perceptible only as sharp

silhouettes. A few paintings of haystacks at Giverny suggested

to Monet the idea of creating a whole series on this theme.

He began in 1890 and by 1891 he was already able to show

his Haystacks at Durand-Ruel’s — fifteen variations with a

glowing or darkening sky, bright green or ashen-grey meadow,

20. The Saint-Lazare Station, Outside, 1877. Niedersachsisches Landesmuseum, Hanover, Germany.
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haystacks shot with red, yellow or lilac, and the multicoloured

shadows they produced.

In critical works on Monet it is frequently suggested that

in all his series the artist strove only for objective recording of

optical impressions. Monet did indeed set himself this task, but

that did not prevent him from remaining an involved, creative

artist, conveying his own emotional state to the viewer.

Moreover, in his first series the lyrical impulse was still strongly

in evidence.

Anatoly Lunacharsky remarked: “Claude Monet made

countless pictures of a single object, for example, a haystack,

painting it in the morning, at noon, in the evening, in the

moonlight, in the rain and so on. One might expect these

exercises — which link Monet with the Japanese — to produce

something like a set of scientific colouristic statements about

the celebrated haystack, but instead they prove to be miniature

poems. The haystack is at times majestically proud, at times

sentimentally pensive, or mournful…”16

It is justifiable to ask whether in Haystacks (W., III, 1362-1364)

and his other series of the 1890s Monet was deviating from

Impressionism. The answer would seem to be that he was not.

He was simply paying attention primarily to the rendering of

light, one of the cardinal problems of Impressionism. This was

how painters and critics close to Monet understood his new

works, acknowledging the talent they revealed.

When Durand-Ruel exhibited the Rouen Cathedral series

(1892-1895, W., III, 1314-1329, 1345-1361) in 1895, the

friends of Monet’s youth accepted it, albeit not without certain

reservations. Pissarro wrote to his son: “The Cathedrals are

criticized by many, but praised by, among others, Degas, Renoir

and me. I so wanted you to see them all together, for I find in

them the magnificent unity towards which I myself so aspire.”17

Shortly before this Pissarro had informed his son that Cézanne

liked the Cathedrals.

The idea of creating the series came to Monet in 1892

while he was staying in Rouen, where, enchanted by the

cathedral, he lodged directly opposite it. From the window of

his room he could see not the whole building but only the

portal, and this determined the composition of the canvases

in the first part of the cycle. In these the artist’s field of vision

is invariably limited to the portal and the patch of sky above

it. It is a “close-up” composition with a part of the cathedral,

transformed by the skilled hands of mason and sculptor into

stone lacework, occupying the entire area of the canvas.

Previously, looking from a cliff, a hill or the window of a

room, he liked to impart a sense of space by leaving the

foreground free.

Now the subject was approached almost to point-blank

range, and yet its proximity did not help to elucidate its nature,

for light reduced it next to nothing.

The other part of the cycle was produced in 1893 during a

second visit to Rouen, when Monet took with him the canvases

he had already executed, intending to add the finishing touches

to them. He again studied the movement of light across the

portal and, when he saw the effect he wanted, finished the

work he had begun a year earlier; where the moment from the

past did not recur, he took a fresh canvas and started again

from scratch.

During this second visit Monet did not only paint the

cathedral from the viewpoint he had used in 1892; he rented

another apartment as well, one which enjoyed a slightly different

view of the building.

From here a considerable portion of Saint-Romain’s tower

was visible to the left of the entrance, and also some houses

situated close to the tower. On both his first and second visits

Monet turned to his Cathedrals with an enthusiasm which

bordered on frenzy. “I am worn out, I can’t go on,” he wrote to

his wife in 1892. “And, something that I have never experienced

before, I have spent a night filled with nightmarish dreams:

the cathedral kept falling on me, and at times it seemed blue,

at others pink, at others yellow.”18

The following words come from a letter dated 1893: “I am

painting like a madman, but no matter what you all say I am

quite played out and am now good for nothing else.”19

What is known of the creation of the Rouen Cathedral series

and other pictures of these years makes it clear that Monet

could now not only paint on the spot, but could continue work

in his workshop, then return to paintings on location, and then

again add finishing touches in the studio. Monet had worked in

the studio previously, although to all questions put to him on

this point he invariably replied that Nature was his workshop,

but with the years, work in the studio became increasingly

important for the artist.

It is unlikely that the canvases executed in Rouen in 1892

remained untouched in Giverny, and it is certain that after his

return from the second visit to Rouen he was still bringing them

to perfection.

One cannot disagree with Pissarro’s judgement that the

Cathedrals series must create its strongest impression when all

twenty canvases are collected together — alas, a spectacle

21. Camille on her Deathbed, 1879. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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22. Bunch of Sunflowers, 1880. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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23. Peaches, 1883. Private collection.
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almost unrealizable today, since the paintings are scattered

among numerous museums and private collections throughout

the world. Best endowed in this respect is the Musée d’Orsay

in Paris which holds five paintings: the cathedral in cloudy

weather, the cathedral in the morning (Harmony in White),

the cathedral in morning sunlight (Harmony in Blue), the

cathedral in full sunlight (Harmony in Blue and Gold), and the

cathedral without indication of the time it was painted, a

work known as Harmony in Brown (W., III, 1319, 1321, 1346,

1355, 1360). The gaze of the visitor to the museum passes

quickly from one picture to the next, then returns and runs

again across the uneven surface of the canvases, studying the

changes of light. The repeated motif of the portal, painted,

moreover, on vertical canvases of approximately uniform

dimensions, recedes, in proportion to the length of time spent

in contemplation, further and further into the background,

24. Bordighera, 1884. The Art Institute of Chicago.
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until the viewer is wholly enthralled by the astonishing skill of

the painter.

In the collection of the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts in

Moscow there are two paintings from the series, Rouen Cathedral

at Noon and Rouen Cathedral in the Evening. The intense blue of

the sky above, the dark-blue and violet shadows below, and

between them a scattering of golden, pink and slightly lilac

tones, alternating with light sprinklings of pale blue — these are

the colours Monet used to reproduce the façade of the

cathedral in the evening.

Darker blue and lilac tones are distinctly more evident in the

second painting, where pinks are almost extinguished and gold

is shot with orange and red.

While on the Riviera in 1888 Monet wrote to Rodin: “I am

arming myself and doing battle with the sun… Here one ought

to paint with pure gold and precious stones.”20 These words

could be related to the Rouen Cathedral series as well, for here

too, Monet was waging war with the sun, and the surfaces of

the canvases really are reminiscent of a scattering of precious

stones being played upon by rays of sunlight. By the time the

Cathedrals were being created, the nervousness of Monet’s

brushstrokes and the intensity of his colour combinations had

lessened noticeably, and he was now more concerned with shades

and nuances of colour.

O. Reuterswärd has perceptively noted that one of the most

remarkable features of the series lies in the variations of values:

“…spots of paint, both strong and weak in terms of light,

interlacing in ever-new combinations of tones, the vivid play

of colours conveying almost imperceptible light effects.”21

Critics within Monet’s circle, Mirbeau and Geffroy among

them, greeted the Rouen Cathedral series ecstatically.

The greatest impression was, however, made by the review

of Georges Clemenceau, a close acquaintance of Monet’s since

the 1860s. Briefly abandoning questions of politics, the leader

of the radicals took up his pen and published an enthusiastic

article in Justice. Upon reading the article, Monet wrote to

Clemenceau: “If one sets aside modesty and my person, then

everything is said beautifully.”22

This delight was by no means shared by all artists and

critics. The opposition’s opinion was most laconically

expressed by the ageing Gérôme, himself crowned with all the

laurels and distinctions of the official art world, when he

called the Cathedrals and all Monet’s other works of this period

“rubbish”. The following years saw no fundamental changes in

Monet’s career, though the artist continued to experiment in

spite of his age. As before, the central role in his art was played

by series which he displayed to the public periodically: in 1904

showing views of the Thames at Durand-Ruel’s; in 1909 the

cycle of Water-lilies at the same venue; and in 1912 views of

Venice at Bernheim-Jeune’s.

Two of the London landscapes are held by Russian

museums — Waterloo Bridge (1903, Hermitage, Leningrad), and

Seagulls (1904, Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow).

In both paintings Monet uses the effect of a mist hanging

over the Thames transforming the bridge and buildings into

ghostly visions. How far removed these new works are from the

views of London painted in 1871 which opened the period of

Monet’s creative maturity! 

But at the same time how clearly linked they are, for in the

later works Monet developed and took to the limit what was

already present in embryonic form in The Thames and the Houses

of Parliament.

The canvases of the London series, like Monet’s other works

of these years, might well be compared with musical variations.

The nineteenth century as a whole provides many vivid examples

of cross-currents and mutual enrichment between different art

forms and genres, and Impressionism is no exception to this

tendency. If it is acceptable to speak of “pictorial” qualities

and of a capacity to paint by means of sounds in relation to the

Nocturnes, The Sea and Moonlight by Debussy, then musical

terminology is equally applicable in characterizing Monet’s

paintings in the 1890s and 1900s. For his now increasing, now

diminishing colour modulations attune the viewer to a particularly

musical wavelength and create a sort of “melody in colour”.

Perhaps the most notable of all Monet’s later series are his

Water-lilies, if only because he laboured over it for several

decades right up until his death. Monet conceived the idea of

the series in 1890: “I have set about truly impossible things,”

he wrote to Geffroy, “water with grass that sways in the depths.

It is something to wonder at endlessly, but how difficult it is

to convey!”23

At that time the artist made several sketches on the theme

of Reflections but returned to them only at the end of the 1890s.

Work on the Water-lilies proper took place in two stages. The

first cycle includes canvases of comparatively small dimensions

executed between 1898 and 1908; the second stage coincided

with the later years of Monet’s life, from 1916 to 1926, and

includes the huge canvases presented by the artist to the French

state in 1922 which now hang in the Orangerie des Tuileries

in Paris.

Monet’s interest in the motif of water-lilies is most revealing

in terms of his mature period.
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25. Poplars, White and Yellow Effects, 1891. The Philadelphia Museum of Art, Chester Dale Collection, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.


