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The Highlights
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St. Thomas, US Virgin Islands — Pissarro’s birthplace
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Self portrait, c.1852
  


THE HIGHLIGHTS
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In this section, a sample of Pissarro’s most celebrated works is provided, with concise introductions, special ‘detail’ reproductions and additional biographical images.
  


Two Women Chatting by the Sea, St. Thomas
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Camille Pissarro was born on 10 July 1830 on the island of St. Thomas, now in the US Virgin Islands, but then in the Danish West Indies. His father Frederick was of Portuguese Jewish descent and held French nationality, while his mother Rachel Manzano de Pissarro was from a French-Jewish family of St. Thomas. His father was a merchant that had ventured to the island from France to deal with the hardware store of a deceased uncle and went on to marry his widow. This had caused something of a scandal in St. Thomas’ small Jewish community, as according to Jewish law a man is forbidden from marrying his aunt. In subsequent years his four children were forced to attend the all-black primary school.

When Camille was twelve years old, his father sent him to a boarding school in France, studying at the Savary Academy in Passy, near Paris. As a young student, he developed an early appreciation of the French masters. Monsieur Savary himself gave him a strong grounding in drawing and painting and suggested he draw from nature when he returned to St. Thomas, which he did when he was seventeen. However, his father preferred him to work in his own business, making him a cargo clerk. Pissarro took every opportunity during those next five years to practise drawing during breaks and after work.

Eventually, at the age of twenty-one, Pissarro chose to take on painting as a full-time profession, having been inspired by his Danish artist friend and teacher Fritz Melbye. Seizing the opportunity to travel to Venezuela, Pissarro left behind his family and job, spending the next two years with Melbye, working as artists in Caracas and La Guaira. Sketchbook in hand, he drew the many novel sights that he discovered, including landscapes, village scenes and numerous sketches, while filling up multiple books.

In 1855, after his parents pledged to support his artistic ambitions, he returned home, before moving back to Paris, having secured work as assistant to the artist Anton Melbye, Fritz Melbye’s brother. Pissarro also studied paintings by other artists whose style inspired him: Gustave Courbet, Charles-François Daubigny, Jean-François Millet, and Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot. The latter was a French landscape and portrait painter, who would become a pivotal figure in landscape painting. Corot (1796-1875) produced a vast output, simultaneously referencing the Neo-Classical tradition and anticipating the en
plein air innovations of Impressionism. Interested in the ordinary and everyday, Corot had no time for painting grand biblical or mythological subjects; his art instead sought to capture the essence of real life and this approach to painting was very appealing to the young Pissarro, who from a young age nurtured strong socialist sympathies.

After enrolling in various classes taught by masters at schools such as École des Beaux-Arts and Académie Suisse, Pissarro eventually found their teaching methods stifling and pedantic. This prompted him to search for alternative instruction, which he requested and received from Corot. Completed in 1856, a year after his move to France, Two Women Chatting by the Sea, St. Thomas presents a view of ordinary life on his home island, where the artist had spent his youth in the Caribbean. Held today in the National Gallery of Art in Washington, it is a small canvas, measuring just 10.88 by 16.13 inches. Two women of the working class are standing on a pathway beside an almost empty beach. In the background, we can glimpse five figures on a raft by the shoreline. One of the women, wearing a white dress, faces the viewer directly, while the other wears a bright blue dress with her back to us. The woman in white holds a large covered basket on her head. The large and towering appearance of her load suggests that life and work is difficult for this woman. Her companion in blue holds a presumably empty basket over her left arm, indicating she is on her way to the nearby market. 

Immediately we are captivated by the artist’s application of paint to convey a sense of brilliant light. The study of colour and light would become a lasting interest for the painter over his long career. The scene mimics the atmospheric landscapes of Claude Lorrain, yet the subject matter is a scene of ordinary life. We are not presented with a view of Trojan or biblical heroes, but instead two humble women that have momentarily halted in the morning’s work to share a word and ease their day.
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Corot, 1850
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‘Bornova’ by Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, İzmir, 1873
  


The Banks of the Marne at Chennevières

[image: img19.jpg]
 

Pissarro and Corot both shared a love of rural scenes painted from nature. Corot was the first major artist to promote plein air painting; until then artists would sketch in their books, before returning to the studio to work up what they had seen. Corot changed this approach in French art, stressing the importance of painting what you can see immediately before you.  Pissarro was inspired by Corot to paint outdoors and together they would often discuss their work. During this period Pissarro developed a fine appreciation of the importance of expressing the beauties of nature without adulteration.  After a year in Paris, he began to leave the city to paint scenes in the countryside, capturing the daily reality of village life. He found the French countryside to be “picturesque” and worthy of being painted. He later explained the technique of painting outdoors to a student: “Work at the same time upon sky, water, branches, ground, keeping everything going on an equal basis and unceasingly rework until you have got it. Paint generously and unhesitatingly, for it is best not to lose the first impression.”

Pissarro’s family had moved back to France and it was during the early 1860’s that the artist became romantically involved with Julie Vellay, his mother’s new maid and a vineyard grower's daughter, who was eight years younger than him. Much to his mother’s ire, they became greatly attached and in 1863 Julie gave birth to their first child, Lucien. Preferring the peace of countryside life, Pissarro decided to move his young family to Varenne Saint-Hilaire, a small village about ten miles outside of Paris, on the banks of the river Marne. Pissarro and Julie were eventually married n 1871 and they would go on to have seven children.

Housed today in Edinburgh, at the National Gallery of Scotland, The Banks of the Marne at Chennevières (1865) reveals a detailed scene of the Pissarros’ new home. A product of plein air painting, the image captures subtle variances of natural light and colour, with a broad, low sky and calm, reflecting waters, recalling the rivers and canals painted by the Barbizon School painter Charles-François Daubigny. This influential artist was well-known for his calm riverscapes, dominated by large skies, providing a major source of inspiration for the following canvas.

Strong blues, greens and whites dominate the wide composition, accentuated by green sloping banks, directing our gaze. The house rented by Pissarro was on the left bank of the Marne, while we can just make out Chennevières’ church and houses at the top of the right bank. The small factory buildings and ferry boat add a contemporary impression, in an otherwise timeless view of the French countryside.

This painting reveals the influence of another figure, who would in time supplant the teaching of Corot. Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) was a leading figure of the Realism movement in nineteenth century French painting. Committed to painting only what he could see, he rejected academic convention and the Romanticism of the previous generation. His independence set an example that was important to later artists, including the Impressionists and the Cubists. From Courbet, Pissarro learnt the importance of using a palette knife to achieve different effects in the depiction of natural themes. In The Banks of the Marne at Chennevières Pissarro applies the paint with the knife to large sections of the water and sky, lending the scene a calm and peaceful impression. 
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Gustave Courbet, c. 1860
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‘Sea Coast in Normandy’ by Gustave Courbet, 1867
  


Jalais Hill, Pontoise
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While attending the free school, the Académie Suisse, Pissarro had become friends with a number of younger artists that likewise wished to paint in a more realistic style. Among them were Claude Monet, Armand Guillaumin and Paul Cézanne. Together they shared dissatisfaction with the dictates of the Salon, at the time the only means for an unknown artist to exhibit his work. As a member of this group of emerging avant-garde artists, Pissarro was comforted knowing he was not alone and that others similarly struggled with their art. Cézanne’s paintings had been mocked at the time by the others in the school, though Cézanne would never forgot the sympathy and understanding with which Pissarro encouraged him.

Pissarro agreed with the group about the importance of portraying individuals in natural settings, expressing his dislike of artifice or grandeur, despite what the Salon demanded for its exhibits year in, year out. In 1863 almost all of the group’s paintings were rejected by the Salon and French Emperor Napoleon III instead decided to place their paintings in a separate exhibit hall, at what would become known as the infamous Salon des Refusés. Nevertheless, only paintings by Pissarro and Cézanne were included, and the separate exhibit brought a hostile response from both the officials of the Salon and the public.

In subsequent Salon exhibits of 1865 and 1866, Pissarro acknowledged his influences from Melbye and Corot, whom he listed as his masters in the catalogue. But in the exhibition of 1868 he no longer credited other artists as an influence, announcing his independence as a painter. Émile Zola, the famous author and critic, wrote at this time: “Camille Pissarro is one of the three or four true painters of this day ... I have rarely encountered a technique that is so sure.” In spite of the orders of the hanging Committee for Pissarro’s paintings to be hung near the ceiling, this did not prevent Jules-Antoine Castagnary from noting that the qualities of his paintings had been observed by art lovers. Now, at the age of thirty-eight, Pissarro was winning himself a reputation as a landscapist to rival even Corot.

Produced during this formative time of the artist’s career, Jalais Hill, Pontoise (1867) provides a view of the village, northwest of Paris. Two women are midway through their ascent of the hill, leaving the village behind. The sky is a mixture of blue and atmospheric clouds, allowing the artist to experiment with the shadows cast upon the landscape. Pissarro was one of the first colour purists to appreciate how shadows were never actually just black, but instead composites of their surrounding colours. Pissarro and the Impressionists were great admirers of the Dutch artist Jan Vermeer, who been largely forgotten until his recent rediscovery in the mid nineteenth century. They appreciated how Vermeer used blues and purples in his canvases when delineating shadows, confirming his understanding of how colour is formed. In Jalais Hill, Pontoise we can see how the artist represents varying degrees of shade in the grass on the hilltop above the village. The canvas helped establish Pissarro’s reputation as an innovative painter of the rural French landscape. Zola praised the painting enthusiastically when it was shown with another rustic scene at the Salon of 1868: “This is the modern countryside. One feels that man has passed by, turning and cutting the earth. . . . And this little valley, this hill have a heroic simplicity and forthrightness. Nothing would be more banal were it not so grand. From ordinary reality the painter’s temperament has drawn a rare poem of life and strength.”
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Émile Zola, c. 1865 — the first great critic to actively support Pissarro
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Pissarro and his wife, Julie Vellay, 1877, Pontoise
  


View of Pontoise, Quai du Pothuis
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The following 1868 canvas demonstrates Pissarro’s newfound confidence in his art. The strict structure of horizontal sections allows the artist to layer different narratives in the painting. Foremost is the cloudy sky, dominating over half the composition, offering an overcast, even moody impression to the scene below. In the middle distance, a road bordering the river suggests a countryside scene, with a thick line of trees skirting the banks. In front of these a lone chimney cuts into the greenery, representing industry, as denoted by the trailing smoke from its top. Work at the factory is evidently in full swing, adding an urban element to the image. The arches of the bridge divide us from the realm of industry, as we glimpse the scene from the foreground, the social sphere of village life. 

The foreground provides an intriguing scene of daily working life. Figures from several walks of life populate the road before the bridge, making a comment on the various social degrees of Pontoise’s citizens.  Two factory workers push a wheelbarrow to the left, apparently intent on catching a moment’s respite from their daily toil. A bourgeoisie family walks stately in the centre, the lady’s fine white parasol tilted to the side, providing shade from the sun, as well as the prying eyes of the poor women to the right. Wearing a prominent local headscarf, the woman on the right, in a distinctive blue blouse, chats with her male companion in the long shadows by the tall building. Their shaded appearance confirms their marginalised existence, unlike the wealthy family walking openly in the sun’s light. The artist’s use of colour may be reminiscent of Courbet’s monochromatic canvases, but the structuring and social comment in the canvas is entirely the work of Pissarro. These hallmarks of his developing style would recur in his paintings for the rest of his career.
  


[image: img36.jpg]
  


[image: img37.png]

Detail
  


[image: img38.jpg]

Detail
  


[image: img39.jpg]

Detail
  


[image: img40.png]

Detail
  


[image: img41.jpg]

The railway bridge between Pontoise and Saint-Ouen-l’Aumone today
  


Road to Versailles at Louveciennes
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In the late 1860’s Pissarro became fascinated with Japanese prints, which influenced his desire to experiment in new compositions. He later wrote: “It is marvellous. This is what I see in the art of this astonishing people ... nothing that leaps to the eye, a calm, a grandeur, an extraordinary unity, a rather subdued radiance ...” Pissarro saw Japanese prints as a confirmation of his own naturalist standpoint. In 1893 he wrote: “Admirable, the Japanese exhibition. Hiroshige is a marvellous Impressionist. Monet, Rodin and I are all full of enthusiasm for it. I’m delighted to have done my snow and flood effects; these Japanese artists confirm me in our visual standpoint.”

By 1869 Pissarro had settled in Louveciennes, a commune located in the western suburbs of Paris, where he would often paint the road to Versailles in various seasons. Louveciennes inspired many of his paintings at this time, including scenes of village life, with rivers, woods and ordinary people at work. During this time he also remained in touch with Monet, Renoir, Cézanne and Frédéric Bazille.

Pissarro liked to paint by his own house, situated on the north side of the village on the road to Versailles, in varying seasons and climatic conditions. The following canvas, Road to Versailles at Louveciennes, presents the setting of the commune’s main road in the heart of winter. The painting is noted for its crisp white brush strokes, thickly laid on to convey the depth of the snowfall. Thick and short brush strokes capture the essence of the subject, creating an impression, rather than delving further into its details. Small dabs of colour produce a light and shimmering image of Impressionism.  Colours are juxtaposed side-by-side with as few tones mixing as possible, creating a vibrant colour temperature where the tones mix in the eye of the viewer. Greys and dark colours are produced by mixing complementary colours, while avoiding the use of black itself.

In the middle of the canvas, a working class mother, denoted once again by her headscarf, guides her three children though the thick snow. Behind her to the left, another woman, wearing a red headscarf, walks alone, perhaps forecasting the mother’s fate when her children have grown up and left her, no longer requiring her guidance. The solitary woman’s age is confirmed by her walking stick and the static poise of her figure. In the distance to the right, yet another stage of life is suggested. A tall and dark carriage, bearing a resemblance to a funeral hearse, appears to be advancing towards the elderly woman.

The painting reflects Pissarro’s affinities with Claude Monet, a frequent houseguest, who was also attracted to this site. During their residence at Louveciennes, Pissarro and Monet’s style was almost identical, causing many visitors at exhibitions to have to look at the signature of each panting in order to differentiate who had produced it. 

Road to Versailles at Louveciennes is one few surviving works of the Pissarro’s time at Louveciennes. When Paris was under siege during the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71), the Prussians chose to garrison their troops in the artist’s house, destroying most of his early paintings. It is for this reason that few of his 1860’s works survive today. Nevertheless, this catastrophe did not defeat Pissarro; no sooner had he returned from his exile to Louveciennes, he began work again, producing canvases at a steady rate.
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