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American Impressionism was not simply shaped by the American tradition of landscape painting. Indeed, the American Impressionists were also indebted to the Academic traditionalism of Europe. Many of these painters, including J. Alden Weir, received their formal training as artists in the academies of Paris and Rome. The long hours of studio time in Europe had a lasting effect on the art they produced once back in the United States.

Directly after the Civil War, American painters, who had always been aware of and indebted to European art, flocked to France to receive formal training. For much of the century, Americans had found the lure of Paris irresistible.  Collectors coveted French paintings as the finest available. American journalists touted French aesthetics as far more chic than traditional English taste. And American students of art sought out the French master to learn technique and form for their own paintings. The Ecole des Beaux-Arts, the extremely prestigious government-sponsored arts academy in Paris, established the standard by which the majority of art schools across Europe and America were measured. The Ecole was a magnet for the best and brightest young artists. Admission and training was quite strenuous and sought to produce professional artists. 

Annual admission to the Ecole was limited to seventy. Aspiring artists competed for a place in the class by participation in the rigorous concours des places, a semi-annual entrance examination. The exam began with written tests on anatomy, perspective, world history and ornamental design. The student’s scores on these components then determined his vantage point in the studio for the execution of a drawing from life or plaster cast in two six-hour sittings. The best applicants were admitted based on the results. 

Once matriculated, the course of study was outlined with great detail. The basic curriculum for painters and sculptors consisted of a daily two hour long session spent drawing the human figure from antique casts and from live nude models with the Ecole’s drawing master. Lecture classes were required in Anatomy and Perspective. Biweekly lectures on special topics including Aesthetics and Art History were also required. The school maintained an extensive collection of anatomical specimens and drawings and further independent study was encouraged. Additionally, each student also served an apprenticeship in the atelier of a master painter. It was here that the young artists received practical instruction about color and application. Students were expected to work 7:00 am to noon, six days a week from October 15 to July 31 in the ateliers with the primary emphasis again on the human figure and life models. Lectures, study and classwork were squeezed into the rest of the day. Additionally, students participated in regular competitions and exhibitions; failure to do so resulted in being dropped from the school. This was the schedule J. Alden Weir followed from 1873 to 1877.

Additionally, these young men (women were not admitted to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts) were surrounded by the traditional academic paintings that hung in museums and salons throughout Paris. These paintings, often focusing on historical themes and events, depicted figures posed like statues on a parallel to the picture plane. Lighting was often dramatic, casting exact shadows over the realistic details. The pictures were also formally composed, anchoring the subject matter with geometry. Often the figures and background formed broad triangles, stable shapes that grounded the subject matter spatially. Of course, the human figure was always represented with depth and volume. Artists like Weir observed these pictures and sought to emulate their order and strength. 

There was a practicality to academic training and exact study of the figure for these artists – most believed that it would be portrait commissions that would earn their living once back in America. Landscape painting was not thought of as a sure-fire way to pay the bills immediately after the Civil War.

Years later, after Weir’s reture to the United States and his transition to Impressionism, evidence of his academic training still marked his work. Idle Hours, considered one of Weir’s most important figural paintings, was painted during the transitional period of Weir’s career. Weir’s first wife, Anna and his eldest daughter, Caro are represented with great detail and depth. They appear to occupy true space, not compressed or distorted space. They are gently modeled with subtle shading, not flattened into areas of consistent color. They are also identifiable as Weir’s family members – they physically look like Anna and Caro, not like idealized types or simplified figures. All of these aspects of the picture are signs of Weir’s academic training. 

Consider a few of the tasks from the concours des places:

Anatomy:
Represent the skeleton of the right leg, looking directly at the outer side, from the lower part of the femur to the sole of the foot.

Perspective:

Put into perspective on construction scale a rectangular fountain surrounded by a wall.

Ancient History:

Create a summary map of Egypt with an indication of the principal monuments of antiquity.

World History:

What are the dynasties that have followed one another in France from the fall of the Roman Empire to the fourteenth century? Indicate for each dynasty the most celebrated king or kings.
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