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CHRONOLOGY






	1841


	Pierre-Auguste Renoir born in Limoges, central France.







	1844


	The Renoir family moves to Paris.







	1854


	Begins work as an apprentice decorative painter on porcelain.







	1861


	Begins to study in the studio of Charles Gleyre, where he meets Monet, Bazille and Sisley.







	1862


	Enters the Ecole des Beaux Arts.







	1864


	Exhibits first paintings at the Paris Salon.







	1867


	Moves into a flat at 20 rue Visconti with Bazille, and, soon after, Monet.







	1880


	Renoir begins to spend time with his companion, Aline Charigot, a seamstress who poses for him.







	1881


	Durand-Ruel, a wealthy art dealer, begins to buy Renoir’s paintings with some regularity, reducing the financial pressures that had previously plagued the artist.







	1881


	Visits Italy and suffers a creative crisis.







	1882


	Works with Cézanne in the South of France, the first of many such excursions.







	1882


	Rents an apartment in Algeria, where he has travelled for health reasons.







	1884–7


	Renoir’s Dry Period, periode aigre, in which he seeks to reintroduce form and line into his work.







	1885


	Pierre Renoir is born to Renoir and Aline Charigot.







	1886


	Durand-Ruel organizes Renoir’s first New York exhibition at his galleries there.







	1890


	Marries Aline Charigot.







	1890s


	The early years are marked by trips to Spain; later, he pays visits to Beyreuth, Dresden and eventually Holland.







	1893


	Meets Jeanne Baudot and she becomes his pupil.







	1894


	Jean Renoir is born.







	1899


	Renoir is increasingly affected by crippling arthritis and begins to spend long winters on the Mediterranean coast.







	1901


	Claude Renoir is born.







	1903


	Various forgeries and fakes of Renoir’s work are discovered.







	1904


	Renoir’s first retrospective at Salon d’Automne confirms his reputation as one of France’s foremost painters.







	1905


	Exhibits at Salon d’Automne, where he is honorary president.







	1907


	Purchases Les Collettes at Cagnes, in the South of France; Aline and Renoir build a large home here.







	1914


	Pierre and Jean are wounded in the First World War; Aline Renoir is deeply affected and becomes ill.







	1915


	Aline Renoir dies.







	1919


	Renoir is made a Commandeur de la Légion d’Honneur.







	1919


	Renoir dies at his home in Cagnes.
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Mlle Legrand, 1875 (Philadelphia Museum of Art). Renoir’s portraits of children are exquisitely rendered; he applied Impressionist techniques to landscapes and portraits alike.





CHAPTER 1


Conviction


‘What goes on inside my head doesn’t interest me. I want to touch ... or at least to see!’


Renoir
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The Path Among the Grass, c. 1875 (Musée d’Orsay, Paris). Painted while the Impressionists were suffering a barrage of critical hostility, this lovely work betrays no ill-feelings or frustration that must have been experienced by Renoir. Instead, it is a celebration of light and atmosphere in nature, illustrating everything that made the Impressionist technique so popular in years to come.


 


 


The youngest of the Impressionists, Pierre-Auguste Renoir was born on 25 February 1841, in the French town of Limoges. His family moved to Paris when Renoir was only four, and he always considered himself a Parisian, despite the fact that his roots lay further west. He was sixth in a line of seven children, and born to a tailor, Leonard Renoir, who struggled in a climate of ever-changing technological advances to keep his young family in food and lodgings. Two of Renoir’s siblings had died in infancy, and the others grew up in a slum. In Paris, their home was a small apartment, curiously situated between the Louvre and the famous Tuileries gardens, which allowed the young Renoir access both to the great paintings which would later inspire him, and the splendid gardens of King Louis-Philippe, which kindled in him the great love of gardens that was shared by many of his Impressionist colleagues.


Early in life, Renoir exhibited a talent for music, which was encouraged by Charles Gounod (then undiscovered), and he was offered a place in the choir of the church of Saint-Eustache. Renoir’s parents, however, recognized his superior gift for art and he was apprenticed instead to a porcelain painter, M. Levery of Levy frères et Compagnie. Porcelain painting required a keen eye and a delicate brushstroke, both of which were fostered in Renoir and would later become emblematic of his style. Renoir was only thirteen when he began his apprenticeship, and he remained there for four years, until the costs of handpainting porcelain became uneconomical and the industry ground to a halt.


The age of mechanization had changed forever many of the traditional trades and crafts, and Renoir was deeply and unshakeably affected by its influence. His first career in porcelain painting was brought to an untimely end, and his father’s position as a bespoke tailor was continually threatened by the advance of industrial techniques. For the remainder of his life, Renoir rebelled against technology and it is likely that this first experience initiated his overwhelming interest in and love for things basic, simple and beautiful. He felt that technology had robbed society of its artisan conventions and that machine-produced goods were lacking in integrity; from that time he sought to restore the balance through his art. He wrote, ‘The segments of an orange, the leaves of a tree, the petals of a flower, are never exactly identical. It would seem that every type of beauty derives its charm from its diversity.’ Beauty, thought Renoir, could not be mass-produced. He sought to establish a new refinement in art; one which defended imperfection.


Renoir’s early training did, however, create in him a dexterity and sureness of touch that was unparalleled among the Impressionists. Much later, when he suffered from crippling arthritis, Renoir was able to continue painting because of the very fluency of his technique.
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Mile Romaine Lescaux, 1864 (Cleveland Museum of Art). Romaine Lescaux was nine when this painting was completed in 1864, the daughter of a terracotta manufacturer. It is likely that this commission came about through Renoir’s porcelain work. The over-riding influence on this painting is Velázquez, but it is Renoir’s own splendid talent for capturing the personality of his sitters that shines through here.


Renoir’s apprenticeship left him some idle time, and he studied drawing under the sculptor Callouette. When the porcelain workshop closed, he began work with his brother, who engraved medals, where he painted coats of arms. From there he had a short career painting blinds, awnings and murals for cafés. Renoir was twenty and he’d managed to put aside some money. He longed for a career in art, but his working-class background forbade the kind of life required by a serious artist. It’s fair to say that most artists in the nineteenth century were members of the middle class, relying upon external funds with which to support themselves and their art. Very few artists were able to make a decent living, or indeed live at all on what they earned from their work. Success at the Salon, the exclusive and prestigious art exhibition held annually in Paris, might guarantee some interest in an artist’s work, and the possibility of some commissions, but a regular living was unlikely, and an artist’s popularity could plummet overnight, if he or she were to fall out of favour with the Jury of the Salon.


Despite the daunting prospect of a penniless existence, Renoir left his regular jobs and in 1862 he was accepted at the Ecole des Beaux Arts, where he came sixty-eighth out of eighty candidates given places.


It was necessary, while studying at the Ecole, to find a suitable academic, whose techniques could be passed to the impressionable students to complement the teachings of the Ecole. Like everything else, however, this cost money, of which Renoir had little. He stumbled upon a less expensive and slightly less daunting master in the form of Charles Gleyre, a Swiss painter whose reputation also attracted three other artists who would have an incalculable impact on Renoir’s life.
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