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In 1868, Claude Monet was desperate. Though he had been painting 
for a decade, he was living in poverty. He had to support his girlfriend 
and infant son on his meager earnings. His relatives refused to help 
him out, so he begged for money from his friends, telling them that 
his situation seemed hopeless.

Yet just over two decades later, with brisk sales through an art 
dealer, Monet had become wealthy and famous. People came from 
all over Europe, and even a few from the United States, to visit him. 
He lived in comfort for the rest of his life.

Monet is best known as an Impressionist painter. Impressionism 
was very different from the art that preceded it. It took years before 
people accepted it, but today exhibits that feature the works of Monet 
and other Impressionists are very popular.
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Impression: Sunrise 
Makes a Big Impression

Chapter

one
1

Claude Monet (pronounced moh-NAY) had a problem, and so did more 
than twenty other young French artists.

The time was the early 1870s. These artists were all trying to make a 
living from selling their paintings. It was a challenge for them because 
they painted in a different style from what was acceptable at the time. 
For years, their work had been largely dismissed, so hardly anyone 
would exhibit it. As a result, it was difficult for potential buyers to see 
their work. 

At that time, the main way of selling art was at something called the 
Salon. This was an annual exhibition of paintings in Paris. Hundreds of 
painters wanted to show their works. There wasn’t room for everyone, so 
a jury looked at all the paintings that had been submitted. It selected only 
some of them to be placed on display. The jury was very conservative. It 
operated under a set of artistic standards that had long been in place.

Monet and the others, including Camille Pissarro (pih-SAW-roh), 
Pierre-Auguste Renoir (ren-WAHR), and Alfred Sisley, were at the fore-
front of a different approach to painting. There was a lot of resistance to 
this new approach. 

A few of these artists had actually had a few paintings accepted at the 
Salon in the past, but it wasn’t where they wanted to keep showing their 
works. They decided to join together and put on their own exhibit. It was 
the first time that a group of artists had ever done something like that. 
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The exhibit opened in April 1874. It was in a large studio that belonged 
to a photographer named Gaspard-Félix Nadar. The artists called their 
exhibit Première Exposition de la Société Anonyme des Artistes, Peintres, 
Sculpteurs, Graveurs (First Exhibition of the Limited Society of Artists, 
Painters, Sculptors, Engravers).

The name may have sounded impressive, but the results were not. 
The opening day of the Société Anonyme exhibition attracted just 175 
people. Closing day a month later was even worse, with only 54 people 
coming through. In contrast, thousands of art patrons thronged the Salon 
every day during its exhibition. 

One reason for the low turnout might have been an especially harsh 
judgment made by an art critic named Louis Leroy. A week after the exhi-
bition opened, he wrote an article for an arts magazine. The article was 
based on an imaginary conversation with a friend named M. (for Mon-
sieur, or Mister) Vincent. Vincent had supposedly attended the Société 
Anonyme exhibition with Leroy. Vincent (who was actually speaking 
Leroy’s opinions) didn’t seem to like any of the paintings. He was espe-
cially harsh with Monet’s works. 

One of the works was called Boulevard des Capucines. To create this 
painting, Monet had gone into Nadar’s studio a few weeks before the 
exhibit opened. He painted the same bustling street scene that people 
who were at the exhibit would see if they looked out the window.

“Vincent” didn’t like Boulevard des Capucines. One of the reasons 
may have been the way in which people were portrayed. Previous artists 
often painted allusions from classical mythology to make their subjects 
seem heroic and especially grand. No detail was too small to be ignored.  

The people that Monet depicted in Boulevard des Capucines weren’t 
grand. In fact, they barely seemed to exist. Each person was depicted with 
just a few brushstrokes, and they all looked nearly the same. It was diffi-
cult to tell the people apart.  

“Vincent” asked Leroy, “ ‘Only, be so good as to tell me what those 
innumerable black tongue-lickings in the lower part of the picture 
represent?’ 

CHAPTER  1
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IMPRESSION: Sunrise Makes a Big Impression

Artgoers were not prepared for Boulevard des Capucines, which 
depicted a late-winter street scene. None of the figures were 
recognizable. Some of the few spots of color are the pink dabs in the 
lower right corner, which probably are balloons.
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“ ‘Why, those are people walking along,’ I replied. 
“ ‘Then do I look like that when I’m walking along the Boulevard des 

Capucines? Blood and thunder! So you’re making fun of me at last?’
 “ ‘I assure you, M. Vincent . . .’
“ ‘But those spots were obtained by the same method as that used to 

imitate marble: a bit here, a bit there, slap-dash, any old way. It’s unheard-
of, appalling! I’ll get a stroke from it, for sure.’ ”1

“Vincent” had similar negative comments about nearly everything else 
he saw in the studio. Nothing seemed to please him, no matter who the 
artist was.

“A catastrophe seemed to me imminent, and it was reserved for 
M. Monet to contribute the last straw,” Leroy continued. 

“ ‘Ah, there he is, there he is!’ [Vincent] cried, in front of No. 98. ‘I rec-
ognize him, papa Vincent’s favorite! What does that canvas depict? Look 
at the catalogue.’

“ ‘Impression: Sunrise.’ ”2

This painting depicts the harbor of the French seaport of Le Havre 
shortly after dawn. There is very little detail in the picture. Apart from an 
orange sun and some orange rays of sunshine, the entire painting is shown 
in shades of gray. 

“ ‘Impression—I was certain of it,’ ” says Vincent. “ ‘I was just telling 
myself that, since I was impressed, there had to be some impression in 
it . . . and what freedom, what ease of workmanship! Wallpaper in its 
embryonic state is more finished than that seascape.’ In vain I sought to 
revive his expiring reason . . . but the horrible fascinated him,”3 Leroy 
concluded.

While the painters liked to think of themselves as “Independents,” 
Leroy’s derisive term—Impressionists—stuck. Soon the painters them-
selves took up the word, as though it were a badge of honor. 

Leroy wasn’t the only one to seize on the term Impressionism. Critic 
Emile Cardon wrote, “Dirty three-quarters of a canvas with black and 
white, rub the rest with yellow, dot it with red and blue blobs at random, 

CHAPTER  1
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and you will have an impression of spring before which the initiates will 
swoon in ecstasy. 

“Smear a panel with grey, plonk some black and yellow lines across it, 
and the enlightened few, the visionaries, exclaim: Isn’t that a perfect 
impression of the bois de Meudon? 

“When the human figure is involved, it is another matter entirely: the 
aim is not to render its form, its relief, its expression—it is enough to give 
an impression with no definite line, no color, light or shadow; in the imple-
mentation of so extravagant a theory, artists fall into hopeless, grotesque 
confusion, happily without precedent in art, for it is quite simply the nega-
tion of the most elementary rules of drawing and painting. The scribblings 
of a child have a naivety, a sincerity which make one smile, but the 
excesses of this school sicken or disgust.”4

Not everyone was so harsh. Before the exhibition had opened, an art 
critic named Armand Silvestre observed of the paintings, “A blond light 
pervades them, and everything is gaiety, clarity, spring festivals, golden 
evenings or apple trees in blossom. They are windows opening on the 
joyous countryside, on rivers full of pleasure boats stretching into the dis-
tance, on a sky which shines with light mists, on the outdoor life, pan-
oramic and charming.”5 

Not long afterward, another critic expressed similar sentiments: “If 
their aims are to be described in a single word, we should need to coin 
the word Impressionists. They are Impressionists in that they do not 
reproduce a landscape but convey the impression it makes on the 
beholder.”6

In all, the Impressionists would have seven more exhibitions, with the 
final one coming in 1886. The negative criticism continued almost until the 
end. Typical was a comment after the second exhibition in 1876. “Five or 
six lunatics blinded by ambition, one of them a woman, have put their 
work on show,” said critic Albert Wolff. “These self-appointed artists call 
themselves rebels, Impressionists; they take a canvas, brush and paint, 
fling on the colors indiscriminately, and then sign the thing.”7 

IMPRESSION: Sunrise Makes a Big Impression
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CHAPTER 1

Despite all the negative comments, Impressionism would become 
one of the most popular forms of art in the world. This popularity has 
continued to the present day. Exhibits of Impressionist paintings in muse-
ums all over the world nearly always draw huge crowds.

One of the more popular artists represented at these exhibitions is 
still Claude Monet.

Monet used his girlfriend Camille Doncieux as the 
model for Woman in the Green Dress, one of his 
early successes. She was nineteen at the time.
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