
Realism, Impressionism, and Expressionism 

 

Traditional art drew its content from religion, mythology, or history. Portraits of rich and 

powerful persons, nude studies of beautiful models, heroic deeds of kings and revolutionaries, 

travelogues and landscapes—these were all among the popular subjects painted by traditional 

artists. An oppressed, ordinary, or ugly looking person was never a subject for any painting. 

 

This practice began to change in the late nineteenth century, with the emergence of an art 

movement called Realism. Traditional artists tended to idealize their subjects, often at the cost of 

compromising the truth. Realism advocated truth over beauty, standing firmly against 

idealization. Real-life depiction of lower classes without any embellishment was the essence of 

realism in art. The model in Manet’s Olympia, for example, was not idealized as Venus; instead, 

she was presented as what she was: a prostitute. Gustave Courbet (1819–1877) painted scenes 

of peasant life and labor, and that, too, was displayed on huge canvases. This implied that the 

subject itself was very important. Courbet became the first artist to create art of the people and 

for the people, and thus suggested that art could bring about social and political changes. The 

Stone Breakers (1849–1850) and the Winnowers (1855) are among Courbet’s most-famous 

paintings of labor class. 

 

Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890) painted The Potato Eaters in 1885. This was at a time when the 

artist had only recently started painting and had not yet mastered the technique that would later 

make him famous. In a letter to his brother, Theo, van Gogh described his feelings as follows: 

 

I have tried to make it clear how these people, eating their potatoes under 

the lamplight, have dug the earth with these very hands they put in the 

dish. And so it speaks of manual labor and how they have honestly earned 

their food. I have tried to give the impression of quite a different way of 

living than that of us civilized people. Therefore, I am not at all anxious 

for everyone to like or admire it right away. It would be wrong, I think, to 

give a peasant picture a conventional smoothness. 

 

Van Gogh’s sympathy for the oppressed paupers and peasants was not uncommon. But it was 

rare for a person to have feelings for inanimate objects, which have suffered their own form of 

social rejection. Van Gogh saw beauty even in garbage. Robert Hughes, author of The Shock of 

the New, uses the phrase the “saint of reclamation” for van Gogh and quotes him: 

 

This morning I visited the place where the street cleaners dump rubbish. 

My God, it was beautiful…I really believe I shall dream about it tonight, 

and later I shall have much to do with it in my work. 

 



 

Impressions Replace Imitations 

 

Water Lilies is a series of approximately 250 oil paintings by Claude Monet. Displayed at many 

museums all over the world, the series is among the most recognized and celebrated works of 

twentieth-century art. Unlike traditional paintings, it does not attempt to recreate water lilies on 

canvas; instead, it provides a fleeting impression of water lilies. The painting at MoMA in New 

York, Reflection of Clouds on the Water-Lily Pond (1920), is a huge painting measuring six and 

a half feet by forty-two feet. All these paintings belong to a particular style of art known as 

Impressionism. In all the history of art, perhaps no style of painting has so captured the public 

imagination, nor have such enduring influence, as Impressionism. 

 

Impressionist paintings give a sense of spontaneity, as opposed to painstaking craftsmanship. 

Impressionists use bright hues, strong value contrasts, with short and loose brush strokes laid 

side by side. These and other distinguishing qualities that are associated with Impressionism 

were already known in the decades that preceded it. For example, El Greco, Goya, and 

Velazquez had used arbitrary splashes of color in some of their paintings. Turner’s Rain, Speed, 

and Steam (1844) can easily be mistaken to be an Impressionist work. Impressionists’ creativity 

was to combine the known techniques in a dramatic and aggressive way. 

 

 

Impressionists as Scientists 

 

The Impressionists were not a coherent group, nor did they have a clearly stated ideal or 

objective. In the beginning, Impressionists’ connections with each other were mostly social. 

They gathered along with other artists, writers, musicians, and performers in the cafes that had 

sprung up in Paris during the 1850s and 1860s. They shared personality traits, such as a passion 

to paint, a desire to succeed, the anger against art establishment, and the urge for freedom of 

expression. They were not technologists, but they were well informed about the technological 

developments around them. They were particularly impressed by the progress in three fields: 

photography, color theories, and rail travel. All the three contributed to the rise of Impressionism 

in surprising ways. The Impressionists wanted to capture the fleeting moments of seeing—like 

what they saw when looking out from a fast-moving train.  

 

Most books on the history of art claim that the emergence of photography in the late nineteenth 

century threatened the survival of painting. Why paint a portrait or a landscape if a photograph 

can achieve more accurate results, cheaper and faster? However, the challenge posed by 

photography seems to have been overstated. On the contrary, many artists had already 

incorporated some principles of photography in their painting methods. For example, Leonardo 

da Vinci used glass to make a note of contour and color of trees. Albrecht Dürer developed a 



drawing machine. Vermeer used camera-obscure—a device that works like a box camera—to 

project desired images on paper. Once photography became commercially available, Delacroix 

joined the society of photographers and set about photographing his models himself. Thus, artists 

have used photography as a valuable aid rather than seeing it as a threat.  

 

The Impressionists made good use of color theories enunciated by Michel Eugène Chevreul in 

1830 and his report on chromatic circles, published in 1864. It was Chevreul who divided colors 

into primaries (yellow, red, and blue) and binaries, those formed by mixing two primary colors, 

viz. orange (red and yellow), green (yellow and blue), and violet (red and blue). A binary color is 

lifted up when alongside the primary color not contained in it (called complementary): orange 

with blue, green with red, and violet with yellow.  

 

There was another technological development, which the Impressionists exploited fully. The 

invention of oil paint in metal tubes allowed them to work outdoors, en plein air. For the first 

time, paintings could be completed quickly, often in a single session and on location. This 

allowed the artists to depict their visual experience instantaneously, rather than reproduce it from 

memory or sketches in a studio setting. 

 

Monet and Einstein were pioneers in two very different fields: art and physics. However, they 

had one thing in common—their interest in light. Einstein used mathematics to understand what 

happens to a clock carried by an object traveling at the speed of light. Monet used art to 

understand what happens to the color of an object under varying intensities of light. He first 

observed that studio art was created under artificial light, which did not allow a correct 

representation of nature. So he moved his art outdoor. Once, he even converted a boat into a 

studio to paint river scenes under various conditions of light. In another experiment, he produced 

a series of eleven constantly changing views of a railway station, Gare Saint Lazare (1877). 

Another series of twenty-five paintings, Haystacks (1890–91), provided an hour-by-hour record 

of the changing effects of light in different seasons and different times of the day. It was like 

producing a film of moving images, using paint and canvas instead of a color movie camera, 

which had not yet been invented. This experiment was repeated with motifs like a cathedral and 

the parliament building in London. 

 

Monet’s aforesaid experiments led him to the discovery that color is not a permanent quality of 

nature. Its shades are constantly changing under varying conditions of light. Traditionally, artists 

were taught to paint objects in colors as seen in real life. Monet reversed this notion. He advised: 

“Try to ignore what object you have before you—a tree, a house, or a field. Merely think: here is 

a little square of blue, here is an oblong of pink, here is a streak of yellow, and paint just as it 

looks to you. Thus, if in your imagination a rising sun turned the surface of the pond pink, then it 

would be painted pink.” His approach was similar to that of modern physicists like Einstein and 

Heisenberg, who pursued their findings even if these contradicted the tenets of classical physics.  
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Impressionists broke tradition in two areas. First, they broke away from painting forms that 

emphasized structure, proportion, weight, and stability. Instead of painting the subject itself, they 

painted the sensation produced by the subject on the viewers’ eyes. Second, instead of using 

standard colors, Impressionists painted objects in their transient colors. Impressionism broke 

away even from the traditional method of viewing art. Impressionist paintings have to be viewed 

from a distance. An impressionist image resides not on the canvas but on the retina of the viewer. 

 

The Impressionist Eye 

 

Impressionist painters have very perceptive eyes. They are able to register a vision instinctively. 

In his later years, Monet suffered from cataracts, and yet his eyes had exceptional sensitivity. 

“But what an eye Monet has; the most prodigious eye since the beginning of painting! I raise my 

hat to him,” said Cezanne about Monet’s ability to capture fleeting impressions of nature. “The 

Impressionist eye is the most advanced eye in human evolution,” said Jules Laforgue, a 

nineteenth century poet, while acknowledging that Impressionism had a direct influence on his 

poetry.  

 

It is not just the Impressionists, but all artists generally have a very observant eye. This fact was 

recognized even by NASA when it created the NASA Art Program four years after its own 

establishment in 1958. The program’s objective is to record the history of space exploration 

through the eyes of artists. Even though NASA relies primarily on photography, it believes that 

an artist’s eye can often capture details or suggest ideas that are beyond the capability of a 

camera. Norman Rockwell and Robert Rauschenberg are among the famous artists 

commissioned by NASA, whose collection of space art now includes 2,500 artworks by more 

than 350 artists.  

 

The Impressionists had seven exhibitions between 1874 and 1882. Over the years, they branched 

out to pursue independent paths, like siblings building upon the achievements of their parents. 

For example, Georges Pierre Seurat and Paul Signac discovered Pointillism, a technique in 

which paint is applied as dots, with colors blending in the eye. Impressionists owed their 

innovation to technology; now Pointillists paid back to technology. Present-day color printing, 

TV, and computer monitors are based on the principles underlying Pointillism.  

 

 

Expressionism Depicts Emotions 

 

It is difficult to write or talk about an emotion in any language. Van Gogh used colors and 

brushstrokes to express his emotions. In a letter to his brother, Theo, he wrote:  

 



The emotions are sometimes so strong that one works without being aware 

of working…the strokes come with a sequence and coherence, like words 

in a speech or letter. 

 

Van Gogh painted as others speak or write; his brushstrokes and his choice of colors were like 

alphabets and words of a language. “I use colors more arbitrarily, so as to express myself more 

forcibly,” he once explained. About one of his paintings titled Night Café (1888), he wrote: “I 

have tried to express with red and green the terrible passion of human nature.”  

 

Van Gogh was not interested in what he called “stereoscopic reality,” meaning photographically 

accurate images. Also, he did not project himself as a revolutionary, and he had no intention of 

creating controversies or shocking the traditionalists. Rejected in love, suffering from mental 

disorder, and lonely in life, he had given up hope of anybody paying attention to his paintings. In 

a short career of just about ten years as a painter, he produced roughly 900 paintings but sold 

only one. Van Gogh committed suicide at the age of 37. Today, he is considered among the 

greatest painters to have lived, by both art lovers and art investors alike.  

 

Starry Night (1889) by van Gogh is the most replicated painting in the world, having been used 

on an endless number of merchandise products for decades. A series known as Sunflowers is 

almost synonymous with the artist’s name after having also been widely commercialized to the 

public. Portrait of Dr. Gachet (1890) is Van Gogh’s most expensive painting, with a price record 

of $82.5 million set in 1990.  

 

Edvard Munch (1863–1944) is also famous for his depiction of strong emotions through art. 

“Illness, madness, and death were the black angels that kept watch over my cradle,” he wrote. 

The Scream (1893) is perhaps Munch’s most well-known painting, considered by critics as an 

icon of modern alienation and despair, anxiety, and helplessness. The painting depicts a figure on 

a bridge, holding his head in his hands and screaming in fear under a red sky. In his diary, 

Munch wrote:  

 

I was walking along a path with two friends—the sun was setting—suddenly the 

sky turned blood-red—I paused, feeling exhausted, and leaned on the fence—

there was blood and tongues of fire above the blue-black fjord and the city—my 

friends walked on, and I stood there trembling with anxiety—and I sensed an 

infinite scream passing through nature. 

 

The unnatural color of the sky in The Scream seems to be an expression of the artist’s inner 

turmoil. 

 

 



A Quest for Freedom from Society 

 

Paul Gauguin (1848–1903) was a contemporary of van Gogh, and the two had a relationship 

that was both very friendly and very stormy. Gauguin’s contribution to art was two-fold. First, he 

drew the attention of modern artists toward the art of the ancient people and made it respectable 

to acknowledge inspirations drawn from primitive art. He wanted to create images of an innocent 

world, untouched and uncorrupted by civilized society. Second, he introduced an element of 

philosophical enquiry in the visual appeal of Impressionist paintings. 

 

Gauguin started his career as a stockbroker in Paris. Painting was his hobby. Though he did not 

have any formal training in art, his paintings had been included in the last four of the eight 

Impressionist exhibitions. Gauguin had met the leading Impressionist painters and even started to 

buy their work. By the time Gauguin was 35, he was married with five children, had a good 

home, and maintained an enviable business reputation. His paintings also came in for a fair 

amount of praise and sold quite well. This prompted him to leave his job when the stock markets 

crashed in 1883. Unfortunately, the art market crashed at the same time and he could not sustain 

his family from the sale of his paintings. But his passion for painting surpassed his love of 

family. He left his family to fend for itself and continued to paint, supporting himself on clerical 

and even menial jobs. Eventually, at the age of 43, he left his home country, France, to escape 

what he called “the disease of civilization” and live with the “primitives” of Tahiti, then a French 

colony. His life represents a high in artistic freedom—liberation from even one’s societal 

moorings. 

 

The primitive culture of Tahiti held special fascination for Gauguin. The works that he painted 

there capture the exotic atmosphere of the island and its inhabitants. Gauguin wanted art to revert 

to its primitive innocence and folk culture. His views appealed to many younger artists, having 

once said: “Primitive art proceeds from the mind….So-called refined art proceeds from 

sensuality…”  

 

Gauguin’s most-famous painting has a title that is composed of three philosophical questions: 

Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? It is a huge painting (four and 

a half feet high and more than twelve feet long), completed in 1897 when Gauguin lived in 

Tahiti, and is currently housed at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. The painting depicts three 

major figure groups presented from right to left as visuals of the three questions posed in the 

title. While the three women on the right represent the beginning of life, the middle group 

symbolizes the daily existence of adult life. The last group on the left portrays an old woman, 

reconciled and resigned to the thought of approaching death. Gauguin explained that a strange 

white bird at her feet represents the futility of words, and the blue idol in the background 

represents “the Beyond.” Of the painting, he said, “I believe that this canvas not only surpasses 

all my preceding ones, but that I shall never do anything better—or even like it.” 



 

Gauguin’s Yellow Christ (1899) is famous for its use of unreal colors. The yellow body of Christ 

and the red trees stress the un-worldliness of the wayside crucifix and the mystic experience of 

the women near it. Breasts and Red Flowers (1899) is a graceful painting of two women offering 

flowers. The painting is currently housed in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  

 

Gauguin was one of the earliest modern artists, but his views about modern art hold true even a 

hundred years after his death. Of art’s fickle relationship with the public, Gauguin had this to 

say: 

 

The history of modern art is also the history of the progressive loss of art’s 

audience. Art has increasingly become the concern of the artists and the 

bafflement of the public. 

 

 

Beginning of a New Era in Art 

 

Artist Paul Cezanne (1839–1906) and novelist Emile Zola (1840–1902) were childhood friends. 

They fell out in 1886, when Zola published a novel titled L’œuvre, whose protagonist bore many 

resemblances to Cezanne. The fact that Zola had depicted the protagonist as a failed artist hurt 

Cezanne and ended their relationship. Interestingly, around a decade later, Cezanne emerged as 

one of the most famous artist in history of art. Picasso paid the following tribute to Cezanne: 

“My one and only master.…Cezanne was like the father of us all.” Cezanne is now often 

described as the father of modern art. 

 

The two assessments of Cezanne by Zola and Picasso are polar opposites and yet both are 

correct. They relate to different periods in Cezanne’s artistic career. Cezanne was a highly 

creative artist. Creativity is of two types: conceptual and experimental. Conceptual creativity 

comes like a flash of lighting; experimental creativity involves a painstakingly slow process, that 

of trial and error. Cezanne was an experimental, but disciplined artist, utilizing a technique in 

which he would complete a painting, analyze the failure to achieve what he wanted, and then 

start again. Conceptual discoveries are made early in one’s career; experimental breakthroughs 

come after long experience. 

 

Cezanne’s paintings were first exhibited in the Impressionist exhibitions in 1874 and 1877. 

Thereafter, he remained virtually unknown or ignored for nearly two decades. In 1895, when 

Cezanne was 57, an art dealer named Ambroise Vollard gave him a retrospective solo show in 

his newly opened gallery. Even though the response of public and critics was mixed, Vollard 

bought all the unsold paintings and used them to promote the artist. This marked the beginning 



of Cezanne’s recognition as a genius. Subsequent exhibitions of his paintings in 1904 and 1907 

at the Salon marked the genesis of modern art. 

 

Cezanne’s oeuvre consists of portraits, still-life, landscapes, and bathing nudes. He was a very 

slow-working artist, as evidenced by the story of Vollard having to sit 115 times, four hours a 

day, for his portrait, and still Cezanne did not consider it complete. Obviously, he found it 

difficult to work with live models. Still-life subjects constituted a major part of his work, but 

most of his still-lives are with fruits like apples and oranges, as they remain fresh for longer 

periods. A later famous artist, Wassily Kandinsky, commented on Cezanne’s still-life paintings 

in his seminal publication, Concerning the Spiritual in Art (1911). Kandinsky wrote: 

 

He (Cezanne) made a living thing out of a teacup. To be more precise, he 

realized the existence of a being in this cup. He raised the nature mortem 

to a height where the exteriorly ‘dead’ object becomes inwardly alive. 

 

In landscape paintings, Cezanne strived to paint nature exactly as he observed it. Each time he 

added a stroke of paint to a small area, he felt it necessary to retouch other areas in order to 

regain the required balance. Application of numerous layers of paints led to an encrusted surface 

with granular patching and rich texture. 

 

Cezanne’s Mont Sainte-Victoire (1904) series of paintings appear to be highly abstract, when 

compared with actual photographs taken from the spot where Cezanne painted. Henri Lallemand, 

author of Cezanne: Visions of a Great Painter, writes: 

 

Although the paintings appear clearly three-dimensional, the overall 

patchwork of flat color planes produces a pronounced two 

dimensionality…The advanced degree and analytical force of abstraction, 

as well as the dominance of powerful color schemes in Cezanne’s late 

works, made a lasting impact on younger painters such as Matisse, 

Braque, and Picasso. 

 

Though he did not allow himself to be labeled as an Impressionist, Cezanne did take the 

movement forward. “I want to make Impressionism something solid and lasting,” he said, “like 

the art in the museums.” He felt that the Impressionists’ preoccupation with the depiction of 

fleeting visuals had led to a neglect of the solid and enduring forms of nature, or what he called 

“the cylinder, the sphere, the cone.” 

 

What made Cezanne a great artist? Recall Masaccio’s discovery of one-point perspective. It 

gives three-dimensional effect to a two-dimensional canvas. Renaissance artists had perfected 

this technique to create an illusion of space. The canvas became like a window looking out onto 



the real world. After the 1850s, certain artists like Monet began to see the canvas not as a 

window to the world, but as its own world. They did not want to depict space in terms of 

perspective, but more as a flat surface. Instead of using chiaroscuro (light and dark shading), they 

used color to depict volume and space. Cezanne carried this further by constructing objects and 

landscapes into pictorial structures. What he did was to combine the Renaissance notion of deep 

space with the modern notion of flat surface. This combination caused his paintings to have both 

flatness and volume.  

 

The paintings created by Cezanne led Picasso and Braque to the discovery of Cubism in the early 

twentieth century. Cezanne is therefore also considered a bridge between the art of the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries.  

 

It is to be noted that Cezanne’s discovery of a new kind of space on a canvas involved strenuous 

effort. Each stroke played a crucial role in the color-composition relationship in the painting. It 

was somewhat like having every word in a 1,000-page book to be the right word. For Cezanne, 

the visual structure of his paintings was also their subject matter. 

 

The nineteenth century ended with Impressionism taking roots and efforts to infuse it with 

emotions (Van Gogh), spirituality (Gauguin), and solidity (Cezanne). The twentieth century saw 

even more revolutionary changes in art. 

 


