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CHRONOLOGY






	1840


	Claude Oscar Monet born in Paris.







	1845


	Monet moves with his parents and family to Le Havre.







	1856


	Monet is introduced to outdoor painting by Boudin.







	1861-2


	Military service; visits Algiers.







	1862


	Enters the studio of Charles Gleyre, where he meets Bazille, Renoir and Sisley.







	1865


	Two paintings accepted at the Salon.







	1867


	Monet’s first son, Jean, is born.







	1869


	Lives at Bougival; works with Renoir and Bazille.







	1870


	Marries his mistress Camille Doncieux.







	1871


	Paints in Holland; moves to Argenteuil, which remains his home for seven years.







	1874


	First exhibition of Société Anonyme des peintures, etc.; Monet’s Impression, Sunrise, leads to the name Impressionism.







	1876


	Paints Decorations for businessman Hoschedé.







	1878


	Birth of Monet’s second son, Michel; moves to Paris from Argenteuil, and then on to Vétheuil with the Hoschedé family.







	1879


	Camille Doncieux Monet dies.







	1881


	Moves to Poissy with Alice Hoschedé and her children.







	1883


	Paints at Etretat; moves from Poissy to Giverny.







	1888


	Refuses the Legion of Honour.







	1889


	Major retrospective exhibition of his work in the gallery of Georges Petit; paints at Antibes.







	1890


	Buys home at Giverny.







	1892


	Marries Alice Hoschedé; paints Rouen Cathedral.







	1895


	Paints in Norway.







	1899


	First series of paintings of his water garden at Giverny.







	1900-1


	Paints in London.







	1908


	Paints in Venice.







	1911


	Death of Alice Hoschedé Monet.







	1912


	Eyesight failing; cataracts determined to be the cause.







	1914


	Builds a new studio in his garden at Giverny; begins Water Lily Decorations.







	1922


	Water Lily Decorations donated to France; installed at the Orangerie in Paris.







	1926


	Dies at Giverny.
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The Garden Path at Giverny, 1902 (Private Collection). The garden path leads up to the house, lined with nasturtiums and bound by trellises. The expanse of colour and light was ever- changing, daily and seasonally, when different plants were encouraged to flower.




CHAPTER 1


First Impressions


‘I want to paint the air in which the bridge, the house and the boat are to be found – the beauty of the air around them, and that is nothing less than the impossible.’


Monet
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La Grenouillère, 1869 (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). Monet’s portrayal of the popular French bathing place is pre-Impressionist but embodies everything the movement would become. Light is eloquently reproduced under Monet’s enthusiastic brushstrokes – a moment captured in a painting.





 


 


The most powerful exponent of the French Impressionists, Claude Oscar Monet, was born in 1840, the son of an affluent Parisian grocer. He was born by the Seine, the river which flows through the heart of Paris and into eastern France. For the rest of his life he would make his home by its banks, travelling a great deal, but always returning to its shimmering familiarity. Water was an obsession for Monet; from his earliest days he would paint it, struggle to capture its light, reflections and colour. The waters of the Seine ran through his soul as surely as they would weave their way through his work.


Monet’s family was not artistic, but Monet’s skills were recognized, and to a certain extent encouraged. He was educated at La Meilleraye, a good school in Le Havre, where his family had moved when he was a child, and, slightly bored and perhaps creatively stifled, Monet became notorious for the irreverent caricatures he made of his classmates, his teachers, and then his neighbours. As he grew older his talent was celebrated locally and an exhibition of his caricatures eventually appeared, sponsored by a Le Havre picture dealer.


When Monet was eighteen he met Eugène Boudin, and this was reputedly the determining factor in his decision to become a painter. Boudin was a local landscape painter, but he had already achieved some recognition among his peers; in particular, Constant Troyon, Thomas Couture and Jean François Millet, each of whom painted in a different style but all of whom had obtained considerable contemporary success.


Boudin himself painted out of doors, documenting with splendid precision and originality the movement of water, air, clouds, trees; in fact, everything that a moment in nature presented. Boudin was extraordinarily influential in Monet’s life, and he has been accorded the honour of being the Impressionists’ first real inspiration. Boudin admired the work of Monet, and he recognized his gift for colour. Monet wrote later:




One day Boudin said to me, ‘… appreciate the sea, the light, the blue sky.’ I took his advice and together we went on long outings during which I painted constantly from nature. This was how I came to understand nature and learned to love it passionately.





Monet continued his relationship with Boudin for some time, sharing revelations and disappointments in his early career and seeking advice from the older painter on a regular basis. It was Boudin who offered him the necessary introductions in Paris, one of whom was Constant Troyon, who perceived the charm with which the young artist was able to portray a scene, but who also recognized the compositional flaws and the need for some serious study. Troyon was one of the Barbizon school of painters who worked on the edge of the Forest of Fontainebleau, led by Theodore Rousseau; Monet himself would one day work there and it is likely that the Barbizon painters set the stage for the Impressionist movement, which would follow several years later.
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Still-life with Bottles, 1859 (Private Collection). In the early days of his aborted academic education, Monetpainted anything which would earnhim enough to live on. His compositionwas never good, but his flair for colourand light was exemplary even in theseimmature works.


Monet wrote to Boudin in 1859, quoting Troyon as saying, ‘... learn to draw: that’s where most of you are falling down today ... draw with all your might; you can never learn too much. However, don’t neglect painting, go to the country from time to time and make studies and above all develop them ...’


On the strength of Troyon’s criticism, Monet’s father reluctantly agreed to finance a two-month period of learning in Paris. Monet’s mother had died in 1857 and with her most of the familial encouragement he had ever received. His father firmly believed that Monet belonged in the family business and was reluctant to finance a venture that he considered somewhat foppish, but he allowed Monet to go to Paris, thinking perhaps that the idea would soon lose its appeal. Once there Monet would be free to visit the Louvre, study from the masters, and, most importantly, apply to attend the famous Ecole des Beaux-Arts.


Academic training was rigidly defined in nineteenth-century France; a painter must not only excel among his peers at the Ecole, where it was expected that any serious artist would study, but he must also spend time at an academy of one of the recognized and accepted academic tutors.


Claude Monet was absolutely determined to be a painter. He was serious, but he was also single-minded and it is unlikely that he took any notice of what was considered acceptable and necessary for technical and traditional definitions of success. He wasn’t interested in training, he wanted to learn first hand; most importantly, he just wanted to paint. He associated himself with painters on the fringe of the establishment; he refused to attend the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Monet’s father was a patient man, but his son was a free spirit, and a more academic approach was clearly necessary to procure a career in art. The financial expenditure necessary to allow Monet to philander in Paris was more than his father was willing to provide, and Monet’s allowance was cut off.


In order to re-establish some financial support, Monet enrolled in the Académie Suisse, a small private art school where he met Camille Pissarro. Monet’s father failed to be impressed, and despite his good intentions, Monet simply wasn’t inspired by the strictures of training. He left shortly after, but remained friends with Pissarro, an important precursor to the Impressionist movement.


It is a tribute to his tenacity that Monet eventually became a financial success. His self-proclaimed integrity prevented him from studying something with which he did not agree, and his wanderlust and spontaneity ensured that he did not spend any extended period of time in one place. Certainly a skilled and imaginative painter, he lacked academic training and he felt little need to acquire it. He liked to paint with his colleagues, to work out of doors. He disliked from the very beginning the confines of the studio and the rigid approach accepted by his contemporaries. But nature provided little in the way of regular sustenance and lodgings, not to mention paint and canvas, and Monet was forced to paint anything that would attract some financial support. For many years he painted still-lifes, portraits and studies, but his heart remained in the outdoors, and he publicly denounced much of the art that he was forced to undertake.
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