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Impressionists and Politics is an accessible introduction to the current
debates about impressionism. How revolutionary were the impressionists?
Is the term “impressionism” itself a good word for the movement that
took the mid-nineteenth century art world by storm?

By providing an historical background and context, this book places
impressionism’s roots in wider social and economic transformations and
explains its militancy, both aesthetic and political.

Impressionists and Politics is a concise history of a major art movement,
from its youthful inception in the 1860s, through to its final years of
recognition and then crisis.
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Series editors’ preface

Historical Connections is a series of short books on important historical
topics and debates, written primarily for those studying and teaching
history. The books offer original and challenging works of synthesis that
will make new themes accessible, or old themes accessible in new ways,
build bridges between different chronological periods and different
historical debates, and encourage comparative discussion in history.

If the study of history is to remain exciting and creative, then the
tendency towards fragmentation must be resisted. The inflexibility of
older assumptions about the relationship between economic, social,
cultural and political history has been exposed by recent historical writing,
but the impression has sometimes been left that history is little more than
a chapter of accidents. This series will insist on the importance of
processes of historical change, and it will explore the connections within
history: connections between diffent layers and forms of historical experi-
ence, as well as connections that resist the fragmentary consequences of
new forms of specialism in historical research.

Historical Connections will put the search for these connections back
at the top of the agenda by exploring new ways of uniting the different
strands of historical experience, and by affirming the importance of
studying change and movement in history.

Geoffrey Crossick
Jobn Davies
Joanna Innes
Tom Scott



This page intentionally left blank



Acknowledgments

A first thanks is owed to Geoff Crossick. He asked me if I would like to
write a book for Routledge and did not blanch when I proposed an art
historical subject, not my area of expertise. Many years have passed since
that moment, and Geoff has stuck with the enterprise throughout.

I owe a debt no less profound to Anne Higonnet, Daniel Sherman,
and Paul Hayes Tucker. They made time in busy schedules to read this
manuscript in its entirety, offering guidance and commentary that was
much needed and always constructive. I am fortunate to have friends and
colleagues so giving of themselves.

I have had a chance to present or publish portions of this work in other
venues and formats. Early chapters were discussed at the Princeton
Seminar on Metropolitan Culture, hosted by Christine Stansell, who has
been a supporter and sympathetic critic of this project from the begin-
ning. I first tried out what is now Chapter 3 at a conference convened in
1994 on the centenary of Alfred Dreyfus’s conviction. Zeev Sternhell was
the organizer, and a version of these remarks was later published thanks to
the kind exertions of Vinni Datta and Willa Silverman. Mark Antliff, John
House, Patricia Leighten, Theodore Reff, and Richard Thomson were
generous with assistance that helped me to negotiate the unfamiliar
terrain of art history. Arno Mayer provided no-nonsense advice of the sort
that only a friend and mentor of long-standing can give. When doubts
accumulated or problems grew murky, my wife Deborah came to my aid
with wise counsel and clarifying criticism. No one knows better than she
what I am about.

I dedicate this book to my parents, Del Nord and Henry Nord, lovers
of art both, who have passed on their enthusiasm to me. It would not
have been written without their example.



This page intentionally left blank



Introduction

The impressionists, according to standard interpretation, worked a revolu-
tion in the artworld of mid-nineteenth-century France. In this account,
the artists are cast as embattled innovators who challenged and overthrew
the institutional and aesthetic orthodoxies of the day.! The premier venue
for the public exhibition of paintings in mid-century France was the
annual Salon, run until 1863 by the Academy of Fine Arts and thereafter
by a mix of state appointees and elected representatives, most of them in
fact Academy members. The coterie of bureaucrats and academicians who
administered the Salon favored conventional genres, historical landscapes
and classical nudes. The impressionists, so the story goes, fought to break
into this world and, in so doing, broke it open altogether. The Salon was
undermined and bypassed. A new art regime, “modern” in its contours,
took the place of the old. Painters, once hamstrung by the oligarchical
exhibition practices of the Salon, now reached out to a wider art-buying
public through an independent network of dealers and galleries. And they
appealed to that public in a new aesthetic idiom. Gone were the bitumi-
nous canvases of yesteryear, so over-refined in execution, so encumbered
by allusion to the great masters of the past. Instead, artists turned to
contemporary themes drawn from everyday life, and they painted them in
a sketchy, “impressionist” style ablaze with luminous color.

This version of the new painting’s origins, what might be called the
heroic legend of impressionism, has been subjected to heavy criticism in
recent art historical literature. Alternative stories have been proposed,
three of which will be canvased here.

The first, much favored by Francophone art historians, questions just
how revolutionary the impressionists were. In the 1860s, it is pointed out,
when the movement was still in its infancy, the painters were far from
advocating the overthrow of all existing art.> Edgar Degas revered Ingres.



