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Wild Poppies (1873) by Claude Monet. 
Oil on canvas. 50 × 65 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France

Let’s imagine we are face-to-face with a painting in an art gallery. All we have is the image in front of us. There is no guide standing with us, nor any information on the wall plaque, besides the names and dates of the piece. What can we do to make sense of it, to let the work speak to us?

Take this painting, known as Wild Poppies, by the Impressionist Claude Monet (1840-1926). Since it was made, it has become one of his best-loved images, depicting a leisurely, sunlit afternoon in a poppy-strewn meadow. What is there to interpret with such an image? And how do we arrive at a reading that offers meaningful insight?

The process of connecting with an artwork involves imagination and empathy, and a degree of analysis too. When you glance at a painting or a sculpture, you are given access to another world. In this “other world”, the story is often different to your own; the people have a different perspective, they come from other places and various periods of history. One of the joys of looking at art is to cross this threshold, to identify with some aspect of the subject matter so you are taken beyond your present conditions. Gaining insight into the artist’s intentions can deepen this experience, as can an understanding of the artistic traditions, historical context, and art market currents that helped shape the work’s creation.

The purpose of this book is to help you get closer to a wide range of artworks by taking this approach. Each chapter includes a description of the object, along with relevant details of the artist’s life and times, providing the historical and social setting that acted as a backdrop to the work’s formation.

So let’s look at Monet’s painting to see how this works.

In the foreground, we see a woman and a child wandering through a meadow of wild red poppies and long grasses. The implication is that they have just descended the bank. One senses they are on a journey, a day out walking, probably from the large red-roofed house in the background. This is the first fleck of artistry in the painting: the hint of narrative that breathes a spark of life into the scene.

What about the house? Look closely and you’ll notice it is placed almost centrally within the whole composition, but crucially not quite. Monet has carefully calibrated its placement so it sits just to the right of the midpoint. Below it is a patch of lighter sunlit shrubs, telling us where the slope of the hill begins. Everything is subtly leading from left to right. If you were to cover the house with your thumb, you’d see that the scene loses much of its flowing vitality and animation. Its presence is quietly pivotal.

Taking in the wider composition, the structure of Wild Poppies is achingly simple. It is dominated by the reclining bank, stippled with informal paint spots that capture the vibrant peppering of red poppies that guide our eye, leading to a crescendo of disproportionately large flowers in the foreground. In contrast, the right-hand section is strikingly plainer — a deliberate quietness that heightens the visual emphasis of the sloping bank. These opposing halves are drawn together by a gentle diagonal that cuts across the canvas, woven with the presence of human activity. It’s this thread of life that stitches the composition into a unified whole.

The woman with the parasol and the child next to her are thought to be Monet’s wife, Camille, and their son Jean. They walk together, carefree. Yet notice how she also steps momentarily ahead of the child, who for now is preoccupied with his bunch of picked flowers.

[image: Image]

This woman is, I think, the true heart of the painting. The way she steps ahead matters because it creates a subtle disjuncture. Along with the gesture of the parasol dropping down below her shoulder and her left hand reaching forward to touch the grasses, it permits the woman her independence, seeming to speak of release or freedom. She has traversed the field, with the house and its tree-lined perimeter receding into the distance. Her private cast of mind is hinted at here, instigating our own curiosity about what might be passing through her thoughts.

Moreover, her featureless face keeps her in the distance, thereby leaving space for the viewer’s imagination to fill in the mental bearing of her character. This subtle detachment opens the scene to a deeper sensory engagement: we might almost feel the breeze that sways the wild poppies toward us, just as the ribbon of her hat is caught, trailing to the right. The moment feels familiar. Moreover, the parasol’s colour not only draws attention to the woman herself but also serves as a visual counterpoint, introducing a tonal contrast that echoes across the canvas.

Now notice how Monet has placed a second woman and child at the top of the bank. They are perhaps meant to be the same people as the near-ground figures — albeit wearing different clothes — as if two photographs have been taken some five minutes apart and overlaid on top of one another. Our eyes naturally cascade down to link the figures, moving with the momentum of the slope, following the rhythm of the poppies and the suggestion of travel.

[image: Image]

The apparent effortlessness of the constructed image demonstrates Monet’s complete control over the blending of visual and emotional elements. Nothing feels forced or artificial. Many painters have tried to repeat that same effortless feel in their own landscape paintings — yet very few are able to pull it off. Even Monet himself, who made numerous poppy paintings around this time, never quite got it as right as he did with this work.

Monet would have been 32 years old when he painted this image in the summer of 1873. He painted it in a meadow near the town of Argenteuil on the River Seine, on the northwest fringes of Paris, where he had moved with his family two years earlier. Many of his paintings from these years were of the river itself; Monet even acquired a boat to paint views of the river directly from the surface of the water.

By all accounts, it was a good year for Monet and it was certainly an important one in his development as an artist. Having recently returned from England, where the influence of Constable and Turner had a decisive effect on his impressionistic style, he befriended his first and primary art dealer Paul Durand-Ruel, and settled in Argenteuil where he lived for the next eight years. 

Argenteuil was both rural and undergoing modernisation: its hillsides and orchards gave way to industrial development and railway lines connecting it to the capital. Yet it was precisely this mix, of tranquil countryside with easy entry to the city, that made it ideal for Monet’s work. This period of relative stability in his life proved to be one of the most productive and influential of his career; one of the reasons was that he could roam the countryside, criss-crossing the river in search of views to set up his easel to paint, whilst also retaining access to Paris. It was in these conditions — with some degree of confidence and security about his future as a painter — that he painted Wild Poppies.

These days, it is all too easy to look at this famous work and see a quaint chocolate-box image. We may deride it as pure romanticism, designed to flatter our dreams of rural living in the French countryside. But this would be to overlook the significant impact of the Impressionist technique on the first audiences who saw these paintings. Wild Poppies was shown to the public at the first Impressionist exhibition that took place from April to May 1874, in a gallery on Rue du Capucines in Paris, held in the photographer Nadar’s old studio with its large floor-to-ceiling windows.

The challenge that Monet’s works presented to contemporary viewers was one of how to make interpretive sense of the scene: to understand the total proximity he sought to achieve with his paintings, letting go of symbolic meaning to show a landscape with direct perceptive awareness at its heart.

Monet’s innovation lay not only in what he painted but in how he asked his audience to see. By abandoning traditional narrative content and embracing shifting light effects and weather, he transformed landscape painting into an act of perception itself. Rather than depicting nature as a backdrop for human meaning, Monet allowed it to exist on its own terms — immediate, sensory and unresolved. His work invites viewers to pause, to walk a fine line between decoding and simply feeling.

In a sense, this same challenge is true of all works of art. We have to strike a balance between factual evaluation — interpreting the symbols and historical information — and letting the work engage us directly and intuitively.

To begin appreciating this balance in practice, we’ll turn to our first masterpiece, The Starry Night by the Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh, where our exploration of art and its interpretation can begin…
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The Starry Night (June 1889) by Vincent van Gogh. 
Oil on canvas. 73 × 92 cm. Museum of Modern Art, New York, U.S.

A nocturnal masterpiece like no other




Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) painted this image of a night sky in the summer of 1889. Since then, The Starry Night has become one of his most recognisable and celebrated paintings. But why did he paint the sky in this way?

We tend to experience the night sky as countless pinpricks of light set against an impossibly dark and silent black. Yet Van Gogh painted something quite different: a spiralling light-filled figment, replete with texture, waves and ripples of kaleidoscopic lapis blue. Using at least two-thirds of the canvas to create his skyline, this swirling firmament teems with fluidity, sitting above a sleepy town that, even in its stillness, echoes the same nighttime colours.

As an artist, he was not striving for reality but for a vision that comes closer to hallucination. The painting reflects his experiments with gestural brushwork and draws much of its power from the vivid, unnatural colouration and deliberate distortion. Through such intensely expressive works, Van Gogh reshaped the course of modern art.

He put into action what he had learnt from the Impressionists, adopting their broken strokes of paint applied in quick, energetic dashes across the canvas. In doing so, he distanced himself from traditional methods. The Old Masters had worked with slow, deliberate care, building up their paintings through multiple thin layers of oil, or glazes, to achieve deep, luminous colours and subtle, delicate effects.

The idea of painting the night sky had been simmering in Van Gogh’s mind since at least the summer of 1888, when he wrote excitedly to his friend and fellow painter Emile Bernard: “But when will I do the starry sky, then, the painting that’s always on my mind? Alas, alas … the most beautiful paintings are those one dreams of while smoking a pipe in one’s bed, but which one doesn’t make.” By September of 1888, he had put down his pipe and produced his first “starry sky” as a view over the river Rhône, a beautiful representation painted from the banks of the town of Arles.

His next attempt, which resulted in The Starry Night of June 1889, is a far more expressionistic painting compared to the earlier work. “These are exaggerations from the point of view of the arrangement, their lines are contorted like those of the ancient woodcuts,” he described to his brother Theo in September 1889, emphasising the stark, graphic power he was striving for.

This was not an easy time in Van Gogh’s life. In the spring of 1889, he had admitted himself into an asylum following a mental breakdown during the previous winter. The asylum of Saint-Paul-de-Mausole was a former monastery in Saint-Rémy, located about 20 miles from Arles where he stayed until May 1890.
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