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1     Do you think a first impression is important? One group of artists did. The Impressionists tried to capture this idea of how things looked at a glance in their paintings. They surprised everyone, especially the art critics, and added a new feeling of excitement to the artistic world.
 
2     You might think that it was not a big deal for an art critic to not like a particular style. But art critics were important to French artists in the late 1800s. The annual art show in Paris, called the Salon, gave many artists a chance to show off their paintings. Each year, a jury decided on which paintings would be displayed. The future Impressionists decided to paint in a new way. The jury did not like their work. So, the Impressionists had their own art show in 1874. This caused a big uproar!
 
3     A strange thing happened after this art show that gave the Impressionists their name. An art critic named Louis Leroy saw Claude Monet's painting called Impression: Sunrise at the exhibit. The sun looked like a brilliant ball of orange fire in the grey sky. Mr. Leroy thought that this fuzzy, fiery sun was terrible. He thought the smoky sky and black boat silhouettes were awful. He thought Monet was a sloppy artist. He said that even wallpaper looked better. He called this unfinished style "impressionism." The term stuck. So, Impressionism was named by a cranky critic. Monet's famous painting is now in the Musee Marmottan in Paris.
 
4     Impressionism became a big deal in Paris. It had a big impact on modern art, too. The Impressionists painted more wildly than traditional artists. They liked to paint outdoors, and they used bold colours. Their paintings also looked a little blurry, as though they were not quite finished. They liked to paint scenes from modern life and nature. Each Impressionist also had a special style, too.
 
5     One thing many of them liked to do was to paint in the open air. Armed with paintbrushes and overcoats, they left their stuffy studios. They wanted to paint nature...in nature. One newfangled invention inspired them. They now had paint in tubes! Up until then, paints had been stored in little pouches made from pigs' bladders. The artist had to pierce the skin with a tack, squeeze the paint out, and reseal the pouch with the tack. The paint got hard easily. Metal tubes meant that the artists could go on oil-painting trips. This made the Impressionists very happy.
 
6     Impressionists especially liked to show how light changed the scenery. Some of them, like Claude Monet, liked to show how sunlight sparkled across water. They painted rivers, oceans, and harbours. One artist even built himself a "studio boat" so he could live, work, and paint on the water. The Impressionists sometimes wrote the time of day in the corner of their paintings. Later, they painted the same scene again at a different time of day to show how the light had changed.
 
7     Claude Monet was the son of a rich businessman, but he became an important Impressionist who loved to study light. He lived in Paris for many years, but then he moved to a small village called Giverny in 1883. There, he found a little pond with an arched bridge. The pond was filled with water lilies. Monet painted these flowers at different times of day. The flowers look a little fuzzy, as though you were just glancing at them. He eventually did fourteen paintings of these floating flowers.
 
8     The Impressionists also liked to paint scenes of cafes and restaurants because Paris was becoming a modern city under Napoleon's rule. His workers knocked down many old buildings. They made the dark, narrow streets wider. They built new sidewalks along the streets. Then, many people could take walks in the bustling city. The Impressionists found many interesting scenes to paint.
 
9     The Impressionists liked to paint people doing normal things. They showed people in their Sunday-best clothes eating, drinking, and reading newspapers. Some artists painted colourful dance scenes. Edgar Degas especially liked to paint ballet dancers with their fluffy tutus. He was called the "painter of dancers."
 
10     Their use of colour made the Impressionists different, too. They used bold, unmixed colours. They painted quickly so they could capture the effects of light in nature. They also didn't use "earth colours" like dull red, yellows, and browns. Sometimes, they put their colours on the canvas in feathery strokes rather than the bland texture of earlier artists. Artists also understood how colours worked together when they are placed next to each other in a painting. Some colours next to others make the whole painting look brighter.
 
11     Auguste Renoir understood colour better than anyone else. He once worked as a porcelain painter. He learned how to use pure colours when he painted ceramics. He loved bright colours. In one painting called Two Sisters the older sister wears a bright red hat. Renoir said, "I want my red to sound like a bell." So he used a fire-engine red for the hat. Then, he put tiny, brilliant green feathers on it. The green feathers made the red hat seem even brighter. He also put little splotches of red in other parts of the painting, like in a ball of yarn, or in a thin line of red ribbon on one girl's waist. This painting is now in the Art Institute of Chicago.
 
12     Many artists became Impressionists, such as Manet, Cezanne, and Pissaro. Some women also tried this style. Mary Cassatt, Berthe Morisot, and Marie Bracquemond weren't allowed to paint outside like the men. They painted many beautiful scenes of home life. These great women artists did not receive any special recognition. In fact, Berthe Morisot's death certificate said that she had no profession!
 
13     The Impressionists made a bold statement by their use of light and colour. They influenced many later painters. They wanted their viewers to see things in a new way, whether through flowers, cafes, or dancers. Even though they had many things in common, each Impressionist painter had his or her own style. In fact, they thought it was exciting to keep on discovering new ways to paint. Edgar Degas explained that, "I'm glad I haven't found my style yet. I'd be bored to death." The Impressionist painters certainly added excitement to the world of art.

 



