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An Impressionist’s Interest in Light
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· Visual Arts Standard 4: History and Culture
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· Language Arts Standard 2: Producing Texts
The Impressionists got their name by trying to capture a specific moment's "impression" of light and color in their paintings.  Painters from previous generations did not emphasize light in this way; they chose to depict light as it fell, a cloak on top of surfaces.  Light was communicated by adding white pigment to ground colors - by lightening the objects' color.  The Impressionists, on the other hand, thought of light as an object in its own right, one also made up of colors.  They focused on how light itself looked at a particular point in time.  Instead of just trying to evoke daylight, the Impressionist would work to capture the appearance of early morning, noon or mid-afternoon.  Sunlight was communicated by laying pure colors next to one another, causing the individual radiance of the colors to appear even brighter.  The desired effect was to depict the "sensation" of light more than its exact appearance.  The light in Impressionistic paintings is generally natural sunlight.  The Impressionists favored outdoor scenes or interiors pierced with windows.  

The Impressionists often did several paintings of one object to show “the transformation wrought by light on natural objects, surfaces and atmospheric spaces.” (Hartt, Frederick.  A History of Art. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1989, 844.) As a result of this, the Impressionists believed that color did not belong to the object, but "of the moment of perception of light and thus changed constantly with the times of day, the movement of the sun, and the density of the atmosphere."(Hartt, 844.) Even J. Alden Weir revisited favorite subjects, painting them at different times of the day and in different seasons.

In the Dooryard is considered one of Weir's greatest homages to his family.  However, the painting is as much about the summer light streaming through the trees, as it is about the family unit.  Painted around 1894, In the Dooryard focuses on members of Weir's family enjoying leisure time at the Weir Farm.  Indeed, it incorporates components of academic painting – a triangular composition and elements of symbolism. However, it also highlights Weir's devotion to more Impressionistic painting - most notably, Weir's deep interest in natural light.  The white linen dresses and natural rock outcroppings reflect the summer sunlight.  The colors chosen are consistent with a completely Impressionistic palette. Note how many different shades of white are present - some more blue, others more yellow.  Additionally, the blotches of light, filtered through the trees and falling directly on the ground are quite dramatic. Weir’s wife Ella, and his three daughters relax in front of the family’s Branchville home. The lamb and turkey suggest the simplicity of their environs and the innocence in their hearts; the summer clothes suggest a picnic or garden party. Could life by any lovelier? 

NINETEENTH CENTURY COLOR THEORY

Eugene Chevreul was a scientist who in 1839 published a very influential book on color called "On the Law of Simultaneous Contrast of Colors."  Chevreul's theory suggested that different colors modified the intensity of others when placed next to one another.  The most dramatic effect occurred when colors opposite one another on a color wheel (complimentary colors) were contrasted.  These complimentary colors seemed stronger.  The Impressionists believed deeply in Chevreul's theory.  Instead of using colors mixed on the palette, they applied small dabs of many colors next to one another or on top of other wet paint.  This was to avoid overmixing and so that the original intensity of the colors was maintained on the picture. In Weir’s picture, In the Dooryard, you can see evidence of this theory at work: Weir chose purple and lavender for the shadow areas next to the sunny yellow blotches of sunlight falling on the ground. Yellow and violet are complimentary colors. The introduction of these tones next to each other intensifies the otherwise subtle color choices. 

Try this exercise with your class:
Have each student pick a color.  Now hold a tone of that color next to it (the color mixed with black).  Hold a tint of that color next to it (the color mixed with white).  Now hold the color's compliment next to it.  The color should appear more intense due to the contrast.

Activity:

Set up a model or still life in the classroom. Do some sketches using the artificial light inside. Then, set up a similar subject outdoors. Avoid artificial lighting as much as possible. Do some new sketches and then work up a finished product in color. Color is very important in this exercise – it should be one of the best ways to communicate the difference between artificial and natural light. Discuss Chevreul’s color theory. Have students try to incorporate it into their work. Also, focus on shading and shadows. Oil craypas are easy to use and will give students the opportunity to build up pure color and achieve a thick layer of pigment. Once completed, discuss the differences between the outdoor and indoor pictures. 

