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The Impressionists and Their Impression of a Splash in 19th Century Paris  

 
 In the mid-nineteenth century, a much shorter Paris than we know today was still guarded 

by city walls and the narrow streets were crowded with a renegade public, the avenues crowded 

with those of high society.  These people wanted to see art that told a familiar story when seen; 

something mythological or historical.  Around two decades later, these Parisians who had 

experienced the demolition of their beloved walls and the widening of their familiar streets were 

not quite ready for the nature of the city's artwork to change, much to the chagrin of the painters 

that we know today as the impressionists.  Exploring the cultural climate of Paris in 1874 and the 

public's immediate reaction to their paintings will divulge the truly humble beginnings of the 

impressionists.   

 France experienced three government revolutions in 1789, 1830, and 1848: for many 

years following these upheavals, Paris was held in a constant state of turmoil.  Napoleon III 

became emperor in 1852: he focused on civil rights of the French, opened a one-time exhibit 

called the Salon de Refuse for artists who didn't fit the mold, and charged Baron Haussmann 

with updating and opening up the streets of Paris.  "In 1859, France had been the dominant 

military nation.  She had recently won wars over two of her chief adversaries, Russia and 

Austria.  But she remained at risk [with] her third adversary, Prussia" (p. 69).  In the summer of 

1870, France declared war on Prussia: the military was extremely unequipped for this war, and it 

ended with a French surrender and Napoleon as prisoner of war, in exile of the country he once 

ruled.  "When news of the surrender finally reached the city, all Paris was up in arms.  Crowds 



collected at every street corner, newspapers spread open beneath every gas lamp" (p. 74).  This 

sparked the May Revolution of 1871, but eventually Paris was quieted as the government 

regained shape and control.  Due to the reparation after the war, France's economy boomed: as 

Renoir himself said, "The golden age of the middle man, the buyer and seller, the shrewd dealer, 

now began" (p. 98). 

 In fact, the transitional painter (between realism and impressionism) Manet and his Le 

Bon Bock were "almost absurdly successful" (p. 117).  Many copies of this image of an old man 

in a bar were sold throughout Paris during the early 1870's.  Manet's friend Monet was also 

prospering during this time, and to profit from this success he hoped to realize his dream of 

showing a well-received revival of Napoleon's Salon de Refuse.  Although Manet disagreed with 

this exhibit of the Societe Anonyme because it went against the government-sanctioned exhibits, 

most other members of this underground artist society agreed to participate.  Some of these 

painters were Renoir, Degas, and Pissarro.  Nadar, a photographer who had befriended the 

society, offered his studio at 35 Boulevard de Capucines for this exhibit.  Renoir led the planning 

and the exhibit ran from April 15 to May 15, 1874.  The final group of exhibiting artists included 

painters such as Manet, Monet, Renoir, Degas, Pissarro, Cezanne, and Berthe Morisot.  "The 

pictures were hung in two rows (unlike the Salon's policy of filling the walls four deep with 

pictures)" (p. 126). The Societe Anonyme had hoped that all painters presenting works at this 

exhibit would benefit from the experience.  However, their first exhibit did not please the 

Parisian public as they had hoped.   

 "The public flocked in, screamed with horror and alerted their friends, who were also 

aghast" (p. 126).  These paintings that greeted the visitors were frighteningly new, shockingly 

unclear, and not at all what they had expected; not surprisingly, they were underwhelmed.  Some 



of the first reports were neutral, and others were quite negative: "Some said the show must 

actually be another Salon de Refuses, this time covertly organized by the Salon to expose the 

refuses and justify [their rejection].  Others, that it was just the work of some practical joker, 

amusing himself by 'dipping his brushed into paint, smearing it onto yards of canvas, and signing 

it with different names" (p. 127-128).  The most famously negative review of the exhibit was 

written by satirical writer Louis Leroy, who said of Monet's Impression: Sunrise, "Impression!  

Of course.  There must be an impression somewhere in it.  What freedom... what flexibility of 

style!  Wallpaper in its early stages is much more finished than that" (p. 129).  After the harsh 

commentary of Leroy, the public became inclined to think of these artists as "touched in the 

head" (p. 133).  The newly dubbed impressionists made little money on their exhibit, and 

continued to struggle financially.   

 Desperate to succeed, four of the impressionists gathered to host an auction of their 

works.  Again they were disappointed by the overall reaction: "The crowds gathered, once again, 

to caterwaul and jeer.  There was pandemonium in the salesrooms, as each picture was raised... 

to roars of abuse, raucous mockery and shrieks of laughter" (p. 141).  Each of the impressionists 

grew to have their own special moments, but as impressionists were mostly unsuccessful: the 

first turn of the tide came after their second exhibit when a journalist reported, "The painters had 

discovered a new way of painting light, and of depicting everyday human life" (p. 153).  

Comments such as that began to shape the awe inspired by these revolutionary painters.   

 Today, we know of these Impressionists as a well-respected and revered group of artists 

that have created some of the only paintings that most of the modern world recognizes. The 

entered the scene after a long and dark time in the history of Paris to jeers and jibes - after a long 



and strenuous climb, most of these artists found recognition and acclaim during their lifetime.  It 

seems that their early careers were merely an impression of their eminent legacy. 
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