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Impressionist Painting Techniques and the Birth of Modernity

This paper examines both the traditions and innovations in painting materials and
techniques that underpinned the emergence of Impressionism in France in the 1870s
and 1880s. It will analyse these artists’ choice and use of painting supports, grounds,
colours and methods of painting that are novel to the modern period when mass
production of artists’ materials began. Artists of especial interest discussed here
include Manet, Monet, Renoir, Cézanne and Pissarro. Among their precursors we
shall mention Boudin, Courbet and the Barbizon landscape painters.

While material innovation is clearly central to artistic change at this period, this
paper will also demonstrate the importance to the Impressionists of continuity in
material practices and how this, in combination with their informed understanding of
new materials, enabled them to ensure the solidity and permanence of their work.

The paper will position the development of Impressionism in the context of
contemporary social and cultural change in France — the rise of urban modernity
during the Second Empire in the new Haussmannised Paris: the ‘City of Light’. We
shall note in particular the ways in which the rise of plein air oil painting was critical
to the emergence of the Impressionist style. Yet this outdoor painting practice has a
far longer history in France than is often acknowledged: an apparent contradiction
that this paper will explore.
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