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Pierre-Auguste Renoir once wrote to a friend, “Although we don’t eat 
every day, I’m still quite cheerful.” Like many painters, Renoir was always 
happy with a paintbrush in his hand. He was a productive Impressionist 
artist, creating more than 7,000 paintings, drawings, and sculptures 
during his lifetime. 

Renoir is best known for portraits of engaging children, lovely women, 
and sensual nudes. After years of struggle to earn enough money to eat 
and pay the rent, Renoir began making a comfortable living painting 
portraits of wealthy patrons. His fame grew, and his paintings sold to 
rich collectors. 

Despite his growing fame, Renoir remained a shy, humble family 
man. He adored his wife Aline and his children. He maintained close 
friendships with other artists—Monet, Sisley, and Bazille. He had no 
interest in fame, just in painting beautiful pictures. “Why shouldn’t art be 
pretty?” he asked. “There are enough unpleasant things in the world.”

781584 155669

9

90000

ISBN 9781584155669

Renoir cover.indd   1 3/29/07   3:58:05 PM



Table of ContentsCopyright © 2008 by Mitchell Lane Publishers. All rights reserved. No part of this book may 
be reproduced without written permission from the publisher. Printed and bound in the United 
States of America. 

Printing  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9
 
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Somervill, Barbara A.

Pierre Auguste Renoir / by Barbara Somervill.
p. cm. — (Art profiles for kids)

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-58415-566-9 (library bound)
1.  Renoir, Auguste, 1841–1919—Juvenile literature. 2. Painters—France—Biography—Juvenile 

literature. I. Renoir, Auguste, 1841–1919. II. Title.
ND553.R45S66 2007
759.4—dc22

2007000661

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Barbara Somervill is a working writer and a lifelong learner. 
Her writing has taken her through several careers: journalism, teaching, drama, corporate 
communications, educational textbook writing, and nonfiction children’s writing. Ms. Somervill 
has had more than 75 books published. This is her first book for Mitchell Lane Publishers.  
Ms. Somervill is an avid bridge player and loves theater and reading. She lives in South Carolina 
with her husband and is a mother and grandmother.

ABOUT THE COVER: The images on the cover are paintings by the various artists in this 
series.

PHOTO CREDITS: p. 6—Christie’s Images/Superstock; p. 34—Hulton Archive/Getty Images; 
all other images are the works of Pierre-Auguste Renoir.
 
PUBLISHER’S NOTE: The facts on which this story is based have been thoroughly researched. 
Documentation of such research appears on page 46. While every possible effort has been 
made to ensure accuracy, the publisher will not assume liability for damages caused by 
inaccuracies in the data, and makes no warranty on the accuracy of the information contained 
herein.

PLB

Renoir book.indd   4 3/29/07   3:52:34 PM



Chapter One 
A Painter’s Legacy .............................................................................. 7 
For Your Information: Impressionism ................................................11 
 
Chapter Two 
Learning His Craft ............................................................................ 13 
For Your Information: Claude Monet ................................................. 17 
 
Chapter Three 
Impressionism Begins ...................................................................... 19 
For Your Information: Napoléon III ................................................... 25 
 
Chapter Four 
Moving On Alone ............................................................................. 27 
For Your Information: The Louvre ..................................................... 33 
 
Chapter Five 
Renoir’s Last Years ........................................................................... 35 
For Your Information: World War I .................................................... 41 
 
Chronology...................................................................................... 42
Selected Works ................................................................................ 43
Timeline in History ........................................................................... 44
Chapter Notes ................................................................................. 45
Further Reading ............................................................................... 46

For Young Adults ........................................................................ 46 
Works Consulted ........................................................................ 46 
On the Internet........................................................................... 46

Glossary ...........................................................................................47
Index ............................................................................................... 48

Table of Contents

Art Profiles for Kids

Renoir book.indd   5 3/29/07   3:52:37 PM



7

A Painter’s Legacy

Chapter

one
1

Anxious bidders gathered at Sotheby’s auction house. The items for sale that 
spring day in 1998 were art works by Impressionists and modern artists, 
including Claude Monet (MOH-nay), Gustave Caillebotte (kye-BAHT), Marc 
Chagall (shuh-GAHL), and, of course, Pierre-Auguste Renoir (pee-AIR oh-
GOOST rehn-WAHR). No Impressionist auction would have been com-
plete without a few offerings from the brilliant Renoir. 

A hush flowed through the audience. Bidders waited for Lot Six. The 
auctioneer cleared his throat. 

Lot Six was an oil painting, Baigneuses, or The Bathers, by Renoir. As 
most Impressionist fans know, women bathing in the open air was a com-
mon Renoir theme. 

This particular canvas measures eighteen and one-eighth inches by 
fifteen inches. It is a charming painting of two girls in sunbonnets watching 
several other young women swim. Few Renoirs of this size show the same 
attention to detail or clear colors as Baigneuses. 

The bidding began. Numbered paddles shot up—bidding was brisk. 
Finally, a bid came in at nearly $3.5 million, followed by silence. The auction-
eer asked, “Any advance on $3,412,500? If not, I’m selling.” With a single rap 
of his gavel, the Renoir became the property of a proud new owner. For 
nearly $3.5 million, the purchaser bought a painting that is about the size of a 
closed laptop computer.

The price for this work was not unusual. Small Renoir oil paintings 
regularly sell for sums upward of $1 million. Even numbered prints signed by 
the artists can bring more than $10,000, even though there may be dozens 
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CHAPTER 1

of each lithograph still in existence. A museum-size, museum-quality piece, 
such as The Swing or The Luncheon of the Boating Party, rarely comes up at 
auction. A Renoir of that quality is far too valuable for a museum to part 
with.

If Pierre-Auguste Renoir were alive today, he would laugh at the idea that 
his art brought such a remarkable sum. Although he earned a good living 
from his painting, he never received anywhere near the equivalent of $10,000 
per piece, let alone $3.4 million.

He might joke about the time that he painted a woman’s portrait in 
exchange for a pair of shoes. She wanted a portrait; he really needed the 
shoes. He might have remarked that he began his artistic career painting 
flowers on dishes or pretty pictures on ladies’ fans. He was paid by the piece, 
a few cents for a bouquet and a few more for a portrait. Renoir earned a 
decent living doing commercial art, but he gave up the steady, sure income 
for the risky business of fine art. 

Renoir would have definitely pointed out that at one early Impressionist 
exhibition in 1874, he earned a total of 18 francs. That pitiable sum did not 
even keep him in paint and canvas. And with some embarrassment, he would 
admit that during those rough years, he begged his friends for rent money. 
“M. Duret [doo-REY],” Renoir wrote, “I have a payment to make this morn-
ing. Can you let me have something or tell me when and what amount so 
that I could make an exact promise? . . . I should be very grateful to you for 
not forgetting me this month because I am in a bottomless pit.”1 Being broke 
was a constant condition for Renoir and his Impressionist friends in the 
1870s.

Even more surprising to Renoir than the price earned by his art would 
have been the auctioneer describing him as a brilliant artist. It was a term he 
never used for himself. He preferred to call himself a “workman painter.” 
Renoir’s massive art output speaks more to production line than an artist’s 
studio. During his lifetime, he produced more than 5,000 paintings and a 
similar number of sketches, charcoals, pastels, and watercolors. With more 
than 10,000 works to his credit, Renoir created roughly 170 pieces of art 
yearly over nearly 58 years.
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A PAINTER’S LEGACY

Renoir truly sweated at his craft, developing his skills throughout his life. 
He was friends with many popular artists of his day and learned from them. 
For example, Virgilio Diaz de La Peña (veer-HEE-lee-oh DEE-az-de-lah-
PAYN-yah) taught Renoir to avoid black paint and dull colors. Courbet (cor-
BAY) encouraged Renoir to stay close to real life in his topics. Corot 
(caw-ROH) promoted the idea of including nature in art. 

In addition to learning through friends, Renoir also said that an artist 
learns through studying the great masters. “It’s in the museums that one 
learns to paint,” Renoir said. “. . . it is in the museums that [an artist] acquires 
the taste for painting that nature alone can never give. It isn’t a pretty view 
that makes one want to be a painter, it’s a picture.”2

Renoir’s paintings are generally cheerful, uplifting, and positive. There are 
no depressing, gory, or revolting Renoirs. Renoir didn’t believe in it. He said, 
“To my mind, a picture should be something agreeable, cheerful and—yes!—
nice to look at. There are too many nasty things in the world as it is, without 
our adding to them. I know that few people are prepared to admit that a 
painting can really be first-class and cheerful at the same time.”3 French art 
critic Octave Mirbeau (ahk-TAHV meer-BOW) once said that Renoir “lived 
and painted. He pursued his craft. . . . As such, his entire life and his work are 
lessons in happiness.”4

In his youth, Renoir struggled to make ends meet and often went into 
debt to pay his rent or buy art supplies. By the time he married, however, he 
earned a decent income and supported his family comfortably. He was a 
devoted husband to Aline (ah-LEEN) and father to his three sons, and he 
thoroughly enjoyed family life. Renoir was humble about his work and never 
showed the kind of bloated, overbearing ego that often comes with 
success.

Because of Renoir’s fame, lesser artists copied his work and sold forgeries 
as originals. Renoir hated seeing people cheated, particularly over his art. As 
an old man, he told about a retired army officer who thought he had bought 
a Renoir. The officer told Renoir that he purchased one of the artist’s pic-
tures. The officer used all his savings and took out loans against his home 
and pension to make the purchase. Renoir looked at the work and knew 
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immediately that it was a forgery. He said 
nothing but told the man to leave the pic-
ture with him so that he could touch it up a 
bit. Renoir repainted the picture, signed it, 
and returned it to the man. That officer 
never knew that the picture he bought was 
a forgery, only that he was the proud owner 
of a Renoir. That simple act of kindness was 
typical of Renoir’s attitude toward life: open-
minded, modest, and generous.

On August 16, 1900, Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir received word that he had been 
named chevalier of the Legion of Honor. 
This highest of French honors is similar to 
an English knighthood or the American 
Medal of Honor. Typical of Renoir, he was 
somewhat embarrassed by the fuss. He did 
not even go to the ceremony, sending an 
agent to pick up his award.

The Legion of Honor award bothered 
Renoir. He worried what his longtime friend 
Claude Monet would think. Monet opposed 
all honors and poked fun at those who 
received them. Upon hearing of the honor, 
Renoir immediately sent a letter of apology 
to Monet: “I let them decorate [honor] me. 
Be assured that I am not letting you know 
to tell you whether I am wrong or right, but 

so that this little piece of ribbon does not become an obstacle to our old 
friendship.”5 This was Renoir at his best. He received an honor that would 
make most men brag, yet his first concern was that he should not lose a 
friend because of it. A national honor was, after all, little more to Renoir than 
a “little piece of ribbon.”

Originally established by 
Napoléon Bonaparte, the 
French Legion of Honor is an 
important award in France. 
Not a person to be impressed 
by awards, Renoir was almost 
embarrassed to receive the 
Legion of Honor medal.
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