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VISUAL ARTS/ART HISTORY

· Visual Arts Standard 3: Content
· Visual Arts Standard 4: History and Culture
· Visual Arts Standard 6: Connections
The American Impressionists chose to paint common everyday scenes of American life.  Unlike artists of previous generations who created scenes in their studios, the Impressionists found real subjects are painted directly from what they observed.  Their scale was smaller and often closer to home. People viewing the pictures were able to relate to the subjects personally.

Impressionists considered painting out-of-doors (en plein-air) to be central to their pictures.  Painting what they experienced directly from nature, the Impressionists focused on subjects that were accessible and often close to home.  They used portable equipment and paints which allowed them to get right into the landscape or interior setting.  The American painter William Merritt Chase described en plein-air as the "only way rightly to interpret nature."  He said, "You must be right out under the sky.  You must try to match your colors as nearly as you can to those you see before you, and you must study the effects of light and shade on nature's own hues and tints.” Hiesinger, Ulrich W. Impressionism in America. (Munich: Prestel, 1991) 97. The American landscape was logically, the subject of choice.

Another important goal of the American Impressionist painter was to capture the spirit of a particular place in the painting.  Moods and sensations were depicted as they existed at a particular moment.  Contemporary scenes were important because the artist wanted to experience the subject directly and depict what he saw.  The great American Impressionist painter, Childe Hassam loved pictures of New York City's streets.  For Hassam, people going about their everyday business were intensely fascinating.  Women with parasols walking through the park and horse-drawn buggies traveling between destinations illustrated the transient quality so many of these artists were interested in.  Hassam wrote, "The scientific draughtsman who works long and patiently may learn to draw correctly from a model... but it takes an artist to catch the spirit, like I might say poetry, of figures in motion." Hiesinger, 102.4

For a painter like J. Alden Weir, painting immediate contemporary scenes meant depicting his own everyday home-life.  Weir's impressionistic work centered

around his Branchville farm. He created hundreds of paintings of the farm fields

and his family enjoying the place.  The landscapes are quite specific in feel; the

viewer understands immediately that the work is site specific and not imaginary.  The figures and animals that inhabit these scenes are also real; they are naturally posed, doing familiar things.  This is certainly the case with Weir's Ploughing for Buckwheat. In this painting, Weir shows a farmer with a pair of red oxen in a scrubby meadow. A child sits in the foreground counting potatoes that have been pulled up from the ground.  Weir would have seen workers like these on his farm daily.  This is not a formal posed scenario, but an impression of a common occurrence at his home.

In October 1892, Childe Hassam, the great American Impressionist and dear friend of J. Alden Weir, was interviewed for Art Amateur Magazine by A.E. Ives.  When asked why he painted what he did he replied:

Good art is, first of all, true. If you look down the street and saw at one glance a moving throng of people, say fifty or one hundred feet away, it would not be true that you would see the details of their features or dress.  Any one who paints a scene of that sort, and gives you such details, is not painting from the impression he gets on the spot, but from pre-conceived ideas he has formed from sketching studio models and figures near at hand.  Such a man is an analyst, not an artist.  Art, to me, is the interpretation of the impression which nature makes upon the eye and brain.  The word "impression" as applied to art has been abused, and in the general acceptance of the them has become perverted.  It really means the only truth because it means going straight to nature for inspiration, and not allowing tradition to dictate to your brush, or to put brown, green or some other colored spectacles between you an nature as it really exists.  The true impression is realism.

Student Activitiy: 

As a class, choose an everyday scene - perhaps the school yard or even students passing in the hall. Have each student create an "impression" of that same scene. Share the pictures as a class and discuss the similarities and differences of the images.

Create a bulletin board of the art created.
Storing Paint

Before the 1840's, artists carried paint in small pouches made from pig's bladders.  The pouches were relatively fragile and needed to be supported by a wooden box.  With a tack, the painter would pierce the bladder and squeeze out the needed paint, however, once exposed to the air, the paint dried quickly, and the pouches were messy and constantly required plugging.  In March of 1841, an American painter named John G. Rand secured a patent for a collapsible metal tube for storing oil paint.  The tube was originally made out of tin or a metal that would not react with the pigments inside. This allowed for much longer-term storage and greater convenience. Extended outdoor painting trips became viable possibilities.  Artists could actually start and complete a painting en plein-air.  Metal tubes are still in use today for a variety of paints.

