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			To Josh and Felix

			
				The essence of all beautiful art, all great art, is gratitude.

				FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE
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			INTRODUCTION

			ArtCurious, or Why Art Isn’t (Always) Boring

			I make my living surrounded by art—loads of it. As the curator of modern and contemporary art at the North Carolina Museum of Art in Raleigh, North Carolina, my days are spent roaming our galleries, researching the collection, and gleefully debating the merits and connections between works of art. While being this close to the art is enough of a reward on its own, I think one of the best parts of the job is meeting fellow art lovers: those who reminisce about childhood field trips to the museum, praise a recent reinstallation, or ask about the location of a particular painting as if it were a long-lost friend. These people—the ones who wax rhapsodic about brush strokes and craftsmanship, about symbolism and inspiration—are my people.

			However, you might be surprised to hear that I like meeting committed non-art types just as much. Regularly I am introduced to those who slept through college art history classes, snoring over a professor droning on about sfumato and contrapposto. I hear from museum patrons who admit that their visit was influenced not so much by the art, but by the museum café’s excellent burger and sweet potato fries. There are the students sheepishly revealing their presences as merely a concession to art-friendly grandparents. There are also the people who pause to stare at a work before inevitably demanding, point-blank, “What’s the big deal anyway?” Similarly, some feel uncomfortable even setting foot inside a museum, alienated perhaps by a lack of exposure to the arts and a fear that they will be unable to understand them, or a sense that the art world was never quite welcoming in the first place.

			Art just isn’t everyone’s thing. I get that.

			It may come as a shock to you that an art historian like me could, in fact, be uniquely suited to sympathize with these art doubters, but I am. I truly relate to those who proclaim, time and time again, that art just isn’t for them.

			I can relate because I used to be them.

			

			*   *   *

			Art most definitely wasn’t my thing when I was growing up. Instead, I was predisposed toward words, so when I began writing stories as a young child, I was happy with my narrative structure and character development (even if the names of said characters left something to be desired. A unicorn named Beautiful? Really, five-year-old Jen?). But the idea of illustrating my own tales made me squirm uncomfortably on my desk chair. Grasping a variety of crayons and markers, I would scrawl away in hopes of bringing my words to life in an aesthetically pleasing manner. And I was always disappointed at the mess that materialized on my page, rather than the masterpiece I hoped to see.

			Not that I fared much better within a structured artistic environment. Picture me, a middle schooler, armed with nothing but a pencil, an eraser, and a piece of paper. I’m given one directive: I, and my fellow students, have exactly five minutes to draw “a perfect circle.” No compass, no ruler—just our bare hands maneuvering the most basic drafting tools. “Don’t worry,” our art teacher assured us, “you can erase as much as you want. But you’d better get as close to a perfect circle as you can! Letter grades will be given.”

			This dreaded circle exercise began every art class during my middle school years. To this day, I have no concept of how useful this exercise is or if it is a common educational method. But I’ve never forgotten how my artwork was scrutinized for middle school course credit or how it made me feel. This must be what art is all about, I told myself. And it’s torture. I suspect some variation of these events has affected others out there too. Maybe even you.

			And that’s a real shame. Because, as I was about to discover, art can be so much more.

			

			*   *   *

			
			By the time I reached the start of my freshman year in college, I had successfully avoided art at all costs, focusing my energies on science instead. I declared my major early and proudly—geology, with a paleobiology emphasis—and planned all my courses out accordingly: chemistry, calculus, earth sciences. I was stoked. But I needed a course to fulfill that pesky little humanities requirement.

			Through an act of what felt at the time like supreme bad luck, every course I wanted to try—film studies, folklore and fairy tales, great books—was full. Frustrated, I made an appointment with a course counselor. “No problem,” she assured me. “We’ll just find you any class that is open and we’ll see what we can do.”

			With a flick of her wrist, she dropped a course catalog onto her desk—a book so thick that it made an alarming thunk when it landed—and opened the alphabetical listings to the very beginning—the letter A. After a few seconds, she glanced up confidently. “Here we go, art history! Everyone takes art history courses here. Let’s just see if you can get in.”

			Before I had time to open my mouth in protest, she had already logged into her computer and registered me. Without my blessing, I was about to delve into a semester-long course I detested. Art? Art history? It sounded excruciating, ridiculous, useless, boring.

			By midsemester of my freshman year, though, the joke was on me. Having entered the study of art under duress, I started to realize that I actually looked forward to art history class, to the backstories, the hidden symbolism, even the terminology, finding it more compelling than my chemistry lab or my geological studies. Stranger still, I experienced the oddest impulse during my downtime. While my roommates devoured Stephen King and Dean Koontz, as well as the occasional Fabio-covered romance novel, I gravitated toward reading ahead in my art history textbook and spending hours immersed in the beautiful full-color illustrations (*cough* Nerd alert! *cough*). The effect was unsettling, and it caused me to question what I had long considered to be core beliefs: I don’t like art. Art history is boring. Right? Right?

			Wrong. I actually loved learning about art.

			And here’s why. Art history, to me, is all about stories: what compels an artist to create, what a subject or theme might reveal about an art collector or patron; how an artwork was received or reviewed when it was first made. Though I learned every art term that came my way in school—tenebrism, single-point perspective, lost-wax method—and memorized artist names, time periods, and artwork dates, I quickly discovered that the whats of art history were far less enthralling to me than the hows and the whys: how can you illustrate a three-dimensional object believably in a two-dimensional form? How do artists’ personal stories affect their output, if at all? Why would a painting or a sculpture cause such a furor as to shock an entire section of society? These questions thrilled me, and the answers were as moving and engrossing as any novel or play. I simply couldn’t get enough.

			Art history opened up a new and undiscovered world of knowledge unlike anything I had ever experienced previously. It immersed me in history (duh), world religions, philosophy, great works of world literature, scientific analysis, and, yes, even a little math here and there. Through the study and love of art history, I’ve mastered the plot points of many Greco-Roman myths via ancient sculpture, as well as paintings by Titian and Rubens; absorbed the basic tenets of Buddhism; cataloged the names and identifying features of hundreds of Catholic saints through sacred architecture spanning millennia; dug into the nitty-gritty of political dissidence and revolution in the paintings of the Neoclassicists; and become more attuned to the power of advertising through its elevation to fine art through Lichtenstein and Warhol. (Not to mention that art history does wonders for appreciating Beyoncé music videos.) In short, art history has transformed me, and if you give it a chance, it just might transform you too.

			

			*   *   *

			I find it to be a comedic act of karmic retribution that today, as someone who makes a living by being fully immersed in the world of art, I’m frequently bombarded by the same art-is-boring comments that I shared when I was younger. Sure, I still meet acquaintances who go all googly-eyed when I mention my job as a museum curator, but I’ve been surprised by the sheer number of apathetic reactions I receive to art and to museums. While I never expect or need people to adore art the way I do, I always smile knowingly and say, “I know. I used to feel the same way. You just need a good story to get you into it.”

			Enter the ArtCurious podcast.

			In mid-2016, I debuted this audio show with the hope that I could share some of the tales that made art history so intriguing for me, as an art doubter. ArtCurious isn’t—and wasn’t meant to be—an introduction to art history or a replacement for an art education but as a way to share fascinating narratives of art, artists, and how our world has been affected by them in strange, unexpected ways—because the best stories are the odd ones, the funny ones, the mysterious and uncomfortable ones. I wanted to take art history away from being stuffy or rarefied and make it more easily accessible—because art history can be educational, sure, but it can also be fun. ArtCurious is a podcast all about the good stuff. And now, in 2020, ArtCurious is a book all about that good stuff too.

			I frequently note to friends that I am most excited by a great story, and that stories make all the difference in transforming a mundane object or idea into something truly special. “If you can tell me a truly rockin’ tale about a tape measure,” I tell them, “I will be enthused about tape measures forever.” It is with this same mindset that I curated the stories in this book. While there will never be a dearth of fantastic and important stories to share about art and artists, the chapters herein were selected because they are some of my favorite examples of the unexpected, slightly odd, and strangely wonderful. With any luck, this book will bring you into a world that enthuses you too; and you’ll find yourself declaring to your friends, “I just heard this random story about the Mona Lisa, and now I’ll never think about that painting in the same way!”

			The simple act of sharing art history through cool stories can be entertaining, sure, but it can also have deep and long-lasting effects. Art is one of the few things that connects us profoundly to one another and reveals our common humanity. And art is an impeccable time machine, linking us to even the earliest of creators (and anyway, cave paintings are way cooler than the elementary tools found within those caves, right?). Access and exposure to art and art history is essential to building and maintaining a well-rounded society—heck, even a well-rounded person. But even if you are already on board with the whole art thing, you still might need a little nudge to rekindle your fire. That’s where this book comes in, sharing weird and wonderful stories that remind us that the arts—and our creative drives—matter. Because art isn’t (always) boring. Sometimes it’s exactly what we need to make our lives more colorful.

		

	
		
			The Unexpected
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			CHAPTER 1

			Your Mom’s Favorite Painter Was a Badass: Claude Monet and the Subversive Impressionists

			
				Other painters paint a bridge, a house, a boat. . . . I want to paint the air in which the bridge, the house, and the boat are to be found—the beauty of the air around them, and that is nothing less than the impossible.

				CLAUDE MONET, ARTIST

				The Impressionists are only . . . makers of spots [of paint].

				EDMOND DE GONCOURT, CRITIC

			

			Growing up, even though my mother exposed me to culture in its various iterations—the symphony, ballet, theater—I remember very little emphasis on visual art, other than the framed exhibition poster featuring one of Claude Monet’s myriad water lily scenes that hung on my parents’ bedroom wall. It held interest for me only in that it was chock-full of purples and pinks (the best colors in the world to six-year-old me).

			I do recall, though, the day that my (lack of) knowledge of Claude Monet (1840‒1926) moved from a bedroom wall to the greater world. My mother had scored my family tickets to a Monet show at San Francisco’s de Young Museum, and we were all going to make a day of it—art! Lunch! Family bonding! She was thrilled.

			My dad and I, though, were not. My father, to this day, isn’t hugely interested in what he (affectionately) deems “art crap,” and I couldn’t think of anything worse to do on a sunny Saturday in the city than stare at a bunch of moldy old paintings by some moldy old dead dude.

			He and I grudgingly trudged through the museum’s packed galleries alongside my mom, who marveled at Monet’s pastel-tinged paintings of delicate willow trees, rose trellises, footbridges, and those damned water lilies. At one point toward the end of the exhibition, long after Impressionism fatigue had set in, we came across a large horizontal canvas about ten or twelve feet in length hanging alone on a wall. It was a riot of color and brushstrokes, but had no discernible scene or subject matter. What the heck is this supposed to be? I grumbled internally (obviously, I wasn’t aware of this little thing we call abstraction). My dad seemed to be thinking the same thing and quipped aloud, “This must be where he cleaned off his paintbrushes at the end of the day.”

			Together we laughed: it’s not a painting! Just the framed remnants of a total mess! We had finally experienced that sought-after family bonding—only with Monet’s paintings as the butt of the joke. And for a long time, the memory of that exhibition stayed with me, confirming my impressions of Monet: sloppy, light, pretty, and trivial. Claude Monet, the most boring painter of my childhood.

			

			*   *   *

			As I grew older, this concept of Monet-as-dull-painter didn’t leave my mind; if anything, I grew more fervent in my convictions. Part of the reasoning for this was that I began to see him everywhere: flowers festooning umbrellas, haystacks reproduced on scarves. He was museum-store gold, adorning items that would make the perfect gifts for your mom (or my mom), and it further solidified my impression that Monet was nothing but decorative, along the same lines as popular artists like the saccharine Thomas Kinkade (1958‒2012), “the Painter of Light,” whose tableaux of insipidly aglow cottages could be found in malls throughout America during the same period (sorry, Thomas Kinkade fans).

			When it came time for me to take the final course in my university’s Introduction to Art History series, which covered artmaking from the nineteenth century onward, I scanned the syllabus and spotted a week dedicated solely to the merits of Impressionism. I rolled my eyes, returning to my time-honored complaint: Oh great. This will be a waste of time.

			I have had to eat my words ever since.

			Because what I quickly learned was that the Impressionists—old Claude Monet included—were rebels, rule breakers, troublemakers all. Think that Monet, Renoir, Degas, and others were trite and uninteresting? Wrong: they were actually subversive badasses who transformed visual art forever.

			

			*   *   *

			To understand how the Impressionists changed the course of art with such moxie and radical dissidence, we need to understand what art was like before they disrupted it all. The nineteenth century proved to be a tumultuous time in visual culture, wherein every art movement butted against the previous one with disdain. The first half of the century featured the rise of Romanticism, all swoony and obsessed with portraying the extremes of human emotion and natural grandeur, and distinctly at odds with the staid and stoic Neoclassical style that came before. German painter Caspar David Friedrich (1774‒1840), one of my favorite artists, best represented the Romantic viewpoint and proudly declared, “A painter should not paint merely what he sees in front of him, but also what he sees within himself. If he sees nothing within, he should not paint what he sees before him.” Feelings—and making the viewer feel things too—became a big freaking deal. Use your good friend Google to compare the eerily quiet The Death of Marat (1793, Musée Oldmasters, Brussels) by Jacques-Louis David (1748‒1825) with the charged drama and energy of the shocking The Third of May 1808 (1814, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid) by Francisco de Goya (1746‒1828), and you’ll see what I mean: David’s Neoclassical portrait is a tone poem of virtue and mourning, but Goya’s Romantic scene is bleak, harsh, and just plain horrific. Both paintings portray murder, but Goya’s is more terrible and stirring.

			Naturally, the latter half of the nineteenth century kicked off with a rebellion against such overt emotions and turned instead toward representation of the real. And thus the aptly named Realism was born. No more of this overblown, imaginative stuff! Show the world like it is! The enfant terrible of midcentury French painting, a gruff lout named Gustave Courbet (1819‒77), was the exact opposite of Friedrich, and proclaimed, “Painting is an essentially concrete art and can only consist of the representation of real and existing things.” Take Courbet’s 1869 work, The Wave (Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lyon), one of many seascapes that the artist would complete. Courbet only painted a crashing wave if he stood in front of it and watched it break—and did so not to evoke a strong emotion in a viewer, but simply because that’s what the waves in the ocean looked like at that exact moment in time and in a specific place. No symbolism or feelings necessary.

			Complicating matters a bit were the tried-and-true methods of artistic study, exhibition, and appreciation, all spearheaded in France by the state-sponsored Académie des Beaux-Arts (Academy of Fine Arts) in Paris, previously known as the Académie de peinture et de sculpture (Academy of Painting and Sculpture). At this juncture in history, if you were an artist, you had to either train at the Academy, be represented in its annual Salon exhibition, or both. There was really no other way to get your art seen or to make a viable living as a creative type. Even though private art galleries slowly began to pop up toward the end of the century, if you weren’t part of the Academy and the Salon, you were nothing, artistically speaking. And that’s not even taking into consideration the preferred artistic style promoted by the Academy, which was deemed . . . wait for it! . . . Academic.

			Many of the professors teaching at the Academy expounded time-honored methods of Academic art production that balked against the opposing forces of both Romanticism and Realism: art, they said, should be based on the intense study of Classical Greco-Roman sculpture and inspired by the idealization of the human form. Not all crazy and emotive, but not exactly like the real world either. And artists were encouraged to think grandly in their subject matter: religion, mythology, and ancient history were deemed best, while scenes of daily life (often called genre scenes) or images of flowers or animals were seen as trite in comparison. Painting a sunset or a bouquet of roses for the sake of it wasn’t good enough—you needed to have meaning, story, and idealism behind it all.

			

			*   *   *

			This confusing and contradicting art world soup is the realm into which Claude Monet, the future Impressionist god, stepped when he arrived in Paris in 1859. Though the artist was born in the Parisian capital in 1840, he spent most of his childhood in the Normandy port town of Le Havre, about two hundred kilometers northwest of Paris. Like many artists, Monet expressed his talents early, frequently doodling in his textbooks and creating caricatures of his classmates, much to the dismay of his teachers. But chastising him did not work. As Monet noted later, “Even in my childhood, I could never be got to obey rules.” He fared similarly at home. Old Papa Monet, Adolphe, wasn’t thrilled with the arts—he was a businessman who owned his own company (the nature of which is still a bit unclear)—and he was vocal in his hopes that young Claude (also known as Oscar, or Oscar Claude) would carry on the family business. This thought brought Monet about as much joy as seeing Monet’s paintings would, for little me, 130 years later. Thankfully, though, Mama Monet, Louise, was on her son’s side. She was an admirer of the arts herself, and so she supported his artistic training until her death in 1857.

			That same year, Claude met Eugène Boudin (1824‒98), an established artist whose way of doing things was different—he painted outside! In the fresh air! With bugs and birds and stuff! This was radical and possibly even a little weird because most artists merely sketched a preparatory drawing outside, and then worked in designated studios or other art spaces to complete their works and with their myriad tools at the ready. But not Boudin. He introduced young Monet to his method of working en plein air, or making entire paintings outdoors, soup to nuts. Even more important, Boudin confirmed what Monet was beginning to realize about himself: he wanted to do this for a living. He wanted to be a great artist.

			Naturally, being a great artist in the mid-nineteenth century meant moving to Paris, which Monet finally did, two years later, with only the most grudging blessing from his father (going against his father’s wishes and hopes is yet another sign of Monet’s rebellious nature, one that would grow more frequent as his father’s distrust of art as a career grew). He applied and was accepted to study at the Académie Suisse, which had a reputation of being more advanced and far cooler than the Académie des Beaux-Arts. But after a period of stringent training, it appears that Monet became disillusioned with the traditional art school setting and preferred, instead, to learn at the feet of a more forgiving master: Swiss painter Charles Gleyre (1806‒74), whom he joined after a year spent in North Africa for national service.

			Gleyre, to most, is a footnote in art history, but the sheer number of famous men who passed through his studio is insane: Jean-Léon Gérôme, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, James Abbott McNeill Whistler, Alfred Sisley, Frédéric Bazille, and many others. Gleyre himself painted in the Academic style, but his methods of instruction were relaxed, and he fostered an environment conducive to camaraderie and experimentation.

			And what a camaraderie it became! Monet quickly grew attached to his fellow students, particularly Renoir, Sisley, and Bazille, and they gathered alongside other like-minded artists in their social circles: Camille Pissarro, Edgar Degas, Berthe Morisot. Immersed fully in modern Parisian life, they frequented cafés to discuss the latest techniques in painting, argued over the best way to depict urban development while lounging in newly built public parks, and gaped at the innovations of Édouard Manet (1832‒83) and Gustave Courbet, who dominated and shocked Salon audiences in previous years with works like Courbet’s A Burial at Ornans (1849‒50, Musée d’Orsay, Paris) and Manet’s Olympia (1863, also at the Musée d’Orsay). All these artists agreed that painting en plein air was the way to go and would often take trips beyond Paris to set up their easels, side by side, and work joyously in a quiet country lane or a breezy seaside village.

			
				The Great Renoir Protest of 2015

				On October 5, 2015, a small group of art lovers convened in front of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, railing against none other than Pierre-Auguste Renoir, the Impressionist painter most known for his pretty, blithe scenes of the Parisian bourgeoisie in the late nineteenth century. The protest seemed to come out of nowhere, inspired neither by a current exhibition nor a new discovery of something scandalous in the artist’s past. So why were they protesting?

				One reason: those lovely, insipid paintings. Renoir paintings are so pleasant and inoffensive as to be offensive, according to the protesters, led by Max Geller, founder of the Instagram account Renoir Sucks at Painting. In mock anger, Geller and his cohort held signs exclaiming “God Hates Renoir” and chanted insults (my favorite burn: “Other art is worth your while! / Renoir paints a steaming pile!”).

				And they do have a point. When compared to his compatriots, Renoir certainly isn’t as groundbreaking or experimental, nor as pointed in his social commentary or as politically engaged. But in his own small way, he was rather revolutionary: at a time when art was all about the gritty reality of modern life, Renoir was committed to beauty. For Renoir to stick to portraying lovely things was his own gentle act of rebellion. As he once famously proclaimed, “Why shouldn’t art be pretty? There are enough unpleasant things in the world.”

			
			Portraying their modern surroundings and painting them outdoors made up just the tip of the metaphorical iceberg that differentiated these artists from those who came before. Of utmost importance was the way they painted these surroundings: quickly, with pure, bright pigments often highlighted with a strong white base tone that brought a sparkly illumination to the surface. Such pigments, rapidly built up with thick and loose brushstrokes, were meant to convey the shifting and changing effects of light and atmosphere, as well as the fleeting, personal understanding of color (what looks blue to one person might read as teal to another—and that can make a big difference when you’re painting the ocean, for example). It was a fresh and new way of creating, and it most certainly did not jibe well with traditional Academic painting, which Monet and pals snubbed as too dull, not lively, and certainly outmoded. These scrappy artists were out to find ways to become, as writer Charles Baudelaire would famously say, “the painter[s] of modern life.”

			It must have been an exciting time, but not an altogether comfortable one. As had happened with Manet and Courbet and many others before them, Monet and his cohort struggled mightily at the hands of the Salon. Salon exhibitions, though juried by a range of artists and instructors, were nevertheless tied to the Academy and its preferred methodologies and subject matters. If a painting was too different and broke from too many art-historical traditions, it would not be accepted for the official exhibition. “Too weird,” you can imagine a judge muttering. “Not traditional enough,” another might say. As subjective and snooty as the Salon members could be, they were still the be-all and end-all of artistic taste, as well as being the most public demonstration of artmaking, and Monet knew all this. He had to get into the Salon to become well known and successful. There was no other way around it.

			After a few near misses, Monet was invited to exhibit at the Salon of 1865 a few of his earlier, more Academic works—two Normandy seascapes inspired mostly by his time with Boudin. The following year he, too, was given the exhibition green light with a piece titled Camille, or The Woman in the Green Dress (La Femme en robe verte, 1886, Kunsthalle Bremen, Germany), a stunning painting of a brunette—Monet’s future wife, Camille—seen from behind, bedecked in a black fur-lined jacket and a sprawling green-and-black-striped gown. It’s gorgeous and arresting, and it got the attention of the Salon and art critics alike. But it brought few sales or additional commissions, and the early hope that his previous Salon acceptances engendered was soon replaced with despondency as he was repeatedly rejected over the following years. What’s more, Monet frequently lived in dire poverty, with his paintings often seized by creditors when the artist couldn’t afford to pay his bills. His few surviving letters from this time period are enough to give a reader whiplash, as they jump back and forth between proclaiming, “I have hope for the future!” and “[the] fatal rejection [of the Salon] has virtually taken the bread out of my mouth, and despite my expertly modest prices, dealers and art lovers are turning backs on me.” In short, he felt like an utter failure.

			By 1868, the situation had grown so critical that he attempted to commit suicide, throwing himself into the Seine River with hopes of drowning. He failed—and we, in the world, are all the better for it. (He also severely underplayed his attempt, writing to Bazille, “I was so upset yesterday that I made the blunder of throwing myself in the water. Fortunately, there were no bad results.”)

			By the early 1870s, Monet and his pals were at their wit’s end, frustrated by having to play the Salon game and submitting themselves to criticism time and time again with little or no return. Naturally, Monet was broke once more (though several scholars note that this wasn’t necessarily the problem of dwindling sales, but the artist’s extravagant spending habits and his refusal to save cash), and yet he was so heartbroken by his rejections that he refused to submit to the Salon after 1870, meaning that his income prospects were meager at best. He frequently hounded friends and acquaintances to buy his work at deep discount, all while pestering Bazille and other confidants for loans with increasing melodrama and intensity. And while some of his fellow artists were faring slightly better at the Salon and at life in general, they all knew that something needed to change in the way Art, with a capital A, was approached. It was time to take matters into their own hands.

			In December 1873, they sprang into action: Monet, Pissarro, Renoir, Morisot, and Sisley (alongside Paul Cézanne, Edgar Degas, and others) founded the Société anonyme coopérative des artistes peintres, sculpteurs, et graveurs (or the Cooperative and Anonymous Society of Painters, Sculptors, and Engravers) with the hope of exhibiting their works independently, without Academy or Salon connections—in fact, members of the Société anonyme coopérative were told to shun the Salon outright, and any member who applied for exhibition there would be subsequently disbarred from the artists’ society (and probably lose a group of pals in the process). Considering how powerful the Salon was, such a requirement was a risk—true, the Salon could make or break an artist, but there wasn’t any guarantee that the Society could garner any attention or traction for these artists either. But it was a risk that the beleaguered group of friends was willing to take, and though their styles and subject matter differed in many ways, there was strength to be found in numbers. Joining one another for support in the goal of “painting modern life” was paramount, and five months later, in the spring of 1874, they opened their first exhibition, in the former studio of the photographer Nadar on le boulevard des Capucines, to the Parisian public.

			
				The Dark Side of Impressionism: The World of Edgar Degas

				Not everything comes up roses in Impressionism. One glance at Edgar Degas’s delicate, tutu-garbed dancers sends many art lovers into deep swoons, but lingering just beneath the surface of these pleasing pictures is something far darker.

				Rehearsal of the Ballet Onstage, from around 1874 (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York), presents viewers with a view of a stage packed with ballerinas, dramatically lit from below. A quartet practices at center stage, but most of the dancers are waiting their turn in the wings. The action here isn’t so much in the dancing, but in the not dancing. More of the ballerinas—whom Degas often referred to as “little rats”—are stretching, yawning, tying their shoes, and even scratching their backs rather than performing a grand jeté. They’re bored, not graceful, and the elegance with which we typically associate ballet is not evident here.

				What’s most unnerving, though, is the presence of two mysterious men seen at stage left, slouching in chairs and watching the women’s every move. They seem predatory and possessive, and indeed, there has long been a precedent for that reaction: a link, warranted or not, between sugar daddies and the young, beautiful ladies of the stage whose lives are unmoored (or ended!) when their “companions” tire of them. Such unspoken but all-too-common connotations might explain why this image was denied publication by the Illustrated London News on the grounds of “impropriety.” So much is hinted at here: sexual indecency, voyeurism, and even the sadomasochistic brutality of ballet itself. When considered alongside the reality of the creation of this work—Degas would hire these women as models for his ballet scenes, requiring them to stand or hold poses for excruciatingly long periods of time—this side of Impressionism is enough to make you sick to your stomach.

			
			To be fair, the Society had a couple of big things working in its favor. The first is that there was already a precedent for this type of rebellious, non-Salon art show—though, strangely enough, the French state was involved in its creation. In 1863, after a maddening round of Salon rejections, including the refusal of one of the most important paintings of the nineteenth century, Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, or The Luncheon on the Grass (1863, Musée d’Orsay, Paris), public furor against the Salon and its jury skyrocketed. News of the dissent over the Salon reached the inviolable halls of Emperor Napoleon III, who sought to engender support and sympathy toward himself as much as toward artists, and he made a fascinating decision: open an alternative salon exhibition, and let the public see the rejected works.

			The Salon des Refusés, or the Salon of the Refused, was a sensation: thousands of spectators crowded the Palais d’Industrie exhibition hall every day to view the works of art, even topping the attendance for the Paris Salon that year. While many critics and salongoers attended the Salon des Refusés as a kind of joke, the nineteenth-century equivalent of watching a truly terrible movie, nevertheless, something incredible happened: it opened eyes to other directions that artists could, and would, take. Art didn’t need to be strictly regimented; there were avant-garde makers who were willing to push the envelope. Though the importance of the Salon des Refusés wouldn’t be understood for many years later, it still set a tone of righteous experimentation: the Refusés themselves refusing to kowtow to tradition. Strangely enough, though, petitions to organize further versions of the Salon des Refusés were rejected, which meant that the refused were refused the chance to have another refusal show (is your head spinning yet?).

			The Salon des Refusés greatly inspired the independent art exhibition organized by the Société anonyme coopérative, and the precedent it set made the acceptance of the Society’s own exhibition that much stronger. A second favorable element was the decision to invite several well-established, like-minded artists to participate in the 1874 show in hopes of not only celebrating their works, but also as a way to add cachet to the art show. Monet invited his old mentor, Eugène Boudin, as well as another influential artist, the Dutch painter Johan Jongkind (1819‒91). Both, however, gently declined the invitation, perhaps because of the severe decree forbidding present and future Salon participation. The Salon could bring attention, governmental support, private commissions, and the like—for artists who had already been successful there, as Jongkind and Boudin had been, being associated with this group of rebels was probably a dangerous career move. Similarly, Manet opted out of participating, as being represented in the Paris Salon remained a lifelong goal of his. Pissarro, though, was successful in converting Paul Cézanne to the show, so it worked, to a degree. With that, the Society opened its first-ever exhibition in April 1874, with Cézanne opting to include his 1870 work A Modern Olympia (private collection), Renoir putting forth a new painting called The Dancer (1874, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.), and Monet, most tellingly, presenting a view of the port of his hometown, Le Havre, with a work titled Impression, Sunrise (1873, Musée Marmottan Monet, Paris). It was their first hopeful step toward changing their fortunes.

			And fortunes did indeed begin to change—but you wouldn’t have known it from the reactions and opinion pieces published in local art rags. Most critics hated these paintings. On April 29, 1874, critic Émile Cardon published an article titled “L’exposition des révoltes” in La Presse, the first penny press newspaper in France. His take on the group exhibition was that its refusal to obey the tenets of traditional artmaking was a gross and foolhardy conceit. In words dripping with condensation, he noted:

			
				This school does away with two things: line, without which it is impossible to reproduce any form, animate or inanimate, and color, which gives the form the appearance of reality. . . . The excesses of this school sicken or disgust.

			

			That same day, critic Jules Castagnary, in the competing penny press paper Le Siècle, ponied up in favor of the show with his review, “L’exposition du boulevard des Capucines,” where he praised what Cardon had condemned:

			
				I swear . . . there is talent here, even much talent. These young people have a way of understanding nature which is not in the least boring or banal. It is lively, light, alert; it is ravishing.

			

			These opposing reviews plainly encompass general opinion about the 1874 exhibition: a mixed bag of praise and censure for the unabashed break with tradition. One article, however, had the most influence, both short-term and long-term, on the future of the artists of the Society. A humor piece, written by critic Louis Leroy as a conversation between himself and Academic painter Joseph Vincent, appeared in the illustrated daily paper Le Charivari on April 25, 1874, the exhibition’s opening day. In the article, Leroy and Vincent scoff and swoon repeatedly over the Death of Fine Art, until they reach Claude Monet’s Impression, Sunrise, a canvas that most critics ignored or glossed over. The men noted the title of the painting, which led Vincent to comment sarcastically, “Impression—I was certain of it. I was just telling myself that, since I was impressed, there had to be some impression in it . . . and what freedom, what ease of workmanship! Wallpaper in its embryonic state is more finished than that seascape [italics mine].” What doubters had insinuated about these artists was made plain: their works were nothing more than sketches, unfinished, unpolished, and incomplete. They were impressions, Leroy sneered derogatorily, and he used Monet’s title against him, officially naming the show The Exposition of the Impressionists.

			The Impressionists! Even though it was meant to be an insult, it made perfect sense, as these artists strove to create paintings quickly and purely, with the intention of capturing the light and color of a moment—capturing an impression, indeed. The public loved the name, even if they weren’t totally on board with the art, but even more amazing was that the Society’s members soon adopted it with verve and enthusiasm (except for grumpy-pants Degas, who preferred the word realism to describe himself, and basically disliked most of what the other Impressionists stood for anyway). Breaking out on your own and thumbing your nose at the Establishment? That’s cool. Turning an insult into a powerful self-identifier? Now that’s badass.

			

			*   *   *

			All press is good press, so the mixed reception gained by the newly named Impressionists did much to bring them attention and visitors through each subsequent year. Between 1874 and 1886, the group would hold eight “Impressionist” exhibitions (though they were never explicitly named as such), and each one was more interesting, successful, or influential than the year prior. Though few sales were made at the exhibitions themselves, the fact that the art was seen year after year made a big impact, an effect doubled by the care and foresight of famed art dealer Paul Durand-Ruel, who fervently supported the group and shopped their works in Paris and London (and eventually in New York). By the mid-1880s, Claude Monet’s distressing financial straits were a thing of the past, and most of his cohort were independently supporting themselves as well. They did it! They were real-life, professional working artists, and they did it their way.

			But just because their professional lives began to move more smoothly didn’t mean that the artists themselves were all hunky-dory. As Impressionism’s popularity slowly increased, the once close-knit group began to splinter. Monet felt comfortable enough with his finances and his position within this new, changing art world that he distanced himself from his fellow Impressionists in order to promote his individual style and subject matter, which was moving solidly toward a series of multiple canvases portraying the same scene in varying times of day and weather. By the time of the fifth “Impressionist” exhibition of the Society, held in 1880, Monet shockingly refused to participate, opting instead to enter works . . . at the Paris Salon. He openly flaunted his decision, which expressly rejected the founding rules of his own group, and he never looked back—especially given the fact that one of his works was accepted for exhibition at the Salon! How hardcore is that, to strike it out on your own and to reappear, victoriously, in front of the critics who once dismissed you? But the decision wasn’t without its serious downsides: the other Impressionists resented him, and their friendships suffered or collapsed altogether.

			Twenty years later, Claude Monet was so lauded and well known that the Parisian newspaper Le Temps published his autobiography, Claude Monet par lui-même (which roughly translates to Claude Monet in His Own Words), an account of the artist’s artistic development completed a full twenty-six years prior to his death. In that article, Monet deftly solidified the myth of his subversive, rebellious path, recalling an argument he reportedly had with his father prior to his move to Paris:

			
				I squarely announced to my father that I intended to become a painter and was moving to Paris to learn.

				“You will not get a penny!”

				“I shall do without.”

			

			This was Monet undoubtedly dramatizing his father’s concerns for the sake of a good narrative, highlighting his poverty and Salon rejections, too, in order to make his later successes seem even more grandiose. He ends by bragging, “Today, everyone wants to know us.”

			
				The Limits of Vision: Claude Monet’s Cataracts

				In the 1995 hit film Clueless, the lead character, a chic social butterfly named Cher (Alicia Silverstone, in her breakout role), comments on a high school classmate’s appearance to her friend Tai. “Do you think she’s pretty?” Tai asks. “No, she’s a full-on Monet,” Cher scoffs. “It’s like a painting, see? From far away, it’s okay, but up close, it’s a big old mess.”

				Even as an art historian, I can think of no better way to describe some of Claude Monet’s post-1900 paintings. Consider the artist’s famed Japanese bridge, a centerpiece in his garden in Giverny, France, which provided him with artistic fodder for more than a quarter century. Early iterations of these bridge paintings feature luminous colors, delicate attention to light and shadow, and short, broken brushstrokes. But a late-era bridge painting, like The Japanese Bridge, from around 1918 (now at the Musée Marmottan Monet, Paris), is shockingly garish, a rainbow of reds, yellows, and purples interspersed with puce green and baby blue. The barest of a red arch—the bridge itself?—can be seen if you really squint, but nothing here screams “landscape,” and certainly not a specific garden feature.

				Why this shift in style? The change was most likely due to his worsening eyesight. In 1905, around the time of his sixty-fifth birthday, the artist began to complain of problems of color perception. Greens and blues became literally harder to see. To make up for this loss, he turned instead to tones that he could perceive more clearly: yellows, reds, browns, and violets. What, exactly, was the problem with Claude’s eyes? He was developing cataracts, which would increase with severity over the next two decades. The artist’s growing frustration with his eyesight led him to seek corrective surgery (yet only for his right eye, oddly enough).

				Post surgery, Monet’s right eye recovered some of its clarity and perception, and he was able to see blues and greens once more—but the left eye, which Monet refused to have treated, continued to degrade. Corrective lenses did help, to a degree, but the alteration in size, shape, and even colors that the lenses produced was “quite terrifying” to the painter. Such variations in scale might explain the increased size of his brushstrokes too—each line or daub was magnified to his own eyes. Claude’s messiness, then, is likely due to the strain and stress of his eye problems, which meant that he had to work more quickly to avoid pain and frustration. Those bigger, sloppier brushstrokes were merely a side effect.

			
			So what changed? How did Impressionism go from being so hated to so loved, and Monet become the art world superstar we worship today? Sure, the passage of time certainly helped—in that twenty-year span, Monet’s works were seen by an ever-growing audience, many of whom began to clamor for his newly trendy canvases of Japanese bridges, dusky cathedral exteriors, and (yes) water lilies floating in serene ponds. But what made these works, and others like it, stand out among the myriad pretty paintings throughout history?

			For me, the enduring legacy of Impressionism comes down to two things. First is these artists’ commitment to modernity, of finding worthy subject matter in a
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