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Impressionism 
and Beyond

In this visit to the National Gallery you will 
 learn about one of the greatest museums in the world
 see some impressionist and post-impressionist 

 paintings
 find out the techniques used and the subjects chosen
  compare and analyse some masterpieces  
of the two art movements

 practice what art historians, critics and curators actually do
  discover terms, verbs and expressions related  
to the paintings and to art in general

at the National Gallery
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A few words about the National Gallery
The paintings that you will find in this module are all on display at the National Gallery, 
an art museum in Trafalgar Square in London. 

The National Gallery houses one of the greatest collections of paintings in the world, 
dating from the mid-13th century to the 20th century. 

The history of the National Gallery started in 1824 when the House of Commons paid 
£57,000 for the picture collection of a banker, John Julius Angerstein. Because there was 
no building to house the collection, the 38 pictures, intended to be the core of the new 
national collection, were temporarily displayed in Angerstein’s house.

In 1831 Trafalgar Square was chosen as the ideal place to construct a building for the 
National Gallery. The choice was due to the fact that Trafalgar Square is at the very centre 
of London and it was felt that this location would allow all classes of society to enjoy the 
artworks. The new building was opened in 1838.

Today the gallery is still committed to allowing access to the vastest possible public. 
Free admission, an easy-to-reach location and extended opening hours greatly contrib-
ute to achieving this goal.

The National Gallery offers many educational materials and activities for children, 
students and the general public. By visiting the National Gallery’s website you can take a 
360° virtual tour of some of the gallery’s rooms.

Admission to the National Gallery – as is the 
case with most museums in London – is free all 
year long. 
• What does this imply for visitors? 
•  What do you think are the main advantages 

of this? 
•  Is it the same in your country? If not, say 

why.

Think
Spot

The National Gallery



3

Before Starting

1 Here are some key terms that you need to know when dealing with art and 
artworks.

a.  Translate them with the help of your dictionary. When you have finished 
try and add at least two other terms.

 1. painting  ............................................................................................
 2. brush  ............................................................................................
 3. drawing  ............................................................................................
 4. canvas  ............................................................................................
 5. easel  ............................................................................................
 6. art gallery  ............................................................................................
 7. exhibition  ............................................................................................
 8. still life  ............................................................................................
 9. portrait  ............................................................................................
10. landscape  ............................................................................................
11. ……….............…....  ............................................................................................
12. ……….............…....  ............................................................................................

b.  When you have finished, place the terms and expressions in the correct 
column.

Types of paintings Art tools Art places

2  Compare and contrast.  Look at 
these two paintings: Chartres 
Cathedral by Camille Corot and 
Rouen Cathedral: The Portal 
(Sunlight) by Claude Monet. 
Circle the terms and expressions 
that define Corot’s painting 
and underline those that define 
Monet’s.

detailed, realistic representation ~
indefinite shapes ~ precise, well-
balanced composition ~ emphasis 
on the effect of light ~ unique 
blending of colours ~ precise 
contours ~ detached brushstrokes

Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot, 
Chartres Cathedral, 1830. 
Oil on canvas, 64×51 cm. 
Paris, Louvre.

Claude Monet, Rouen Cathedral: 
The Portal (Sunlight), 1894. Oil on 
canvas, 99.7×65.7 cm. New York, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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3 Pair work. Look at this painting and answer the following questions.
a. What is in this picture?
b. Which pictorial elements strike the viewer at first glance?

4 Now read the text and check your answers.

Claude Monet, Bathers at La Grenouill•re

This painting depicts a popular riverside resort with an adjacent café located on the Seine 
near Bougival, west of Paris. Working alongside Renoir, Monet painted it during his stay 
there in the late summer of 1869.

This work is one of two preparatory sketches – the other sketch is in the Metropolitan 
Museum in New York – both foreshadowing a larger canvas, now lost. 

The Bathers at La Grenouill•re was most likely painted outdoors, as was typical of 
most impressionist paintings – not in a studio.

The subject – a portrayal of ordinary people enjoying themselves on a sunny day – is 
also typical of the impressionistic period.

An element that makes this painting unique is the painting technique employed by 
the artist. The whole scene is constructed with detached brushstrokes, applied rapidly 
and with seemingly random strokes. The horizontal line of the pier cuts across the middle 
of the canvas. The broad shapes of light and shadow above and below the line echo each 
other, giving a decorative unity to the painting.

Over half of the canvas is taken up by water and boats, while the people strolling and 
the bathers appear as thinly distributed shapes.

Long, unbroken strokes outline the boats, while the contrast of light and dark colours 
suggests ceaselessly moving water patterns in the foreground.

Sunlight breaks through from both the left and right but the central part of the scene 
is in shadow.

The general effect is that of a powerful rendition of an everyday scene.

Glossary

resort a place that is frequented 
for holidays or recreation 

foreshadow to act as a sign of  
a future event

outdoors in the open air
brushstroke a mark made by  
a paintbrush across a surface

pier a structure used as a landing 
dock for boats

echo to repeat a sound which 
bounces back

take up to occupy
stroll to walk in a slow, relaxed 
manner

bather a person swimming  
or spending time in the water

outline to draw the main shape or 
edge of something

ceaselessly in a constant way
foreground the part of a picture 
or photograph that is nearest to the 
observer

shadow a dark area or shape
rendition a visual representation

On Tour

Claude Monet, Bathers at  
La Grenouill•re, 1869.  
Oil on canvas, 73×92 cm.

Room 43

Painters from 1250 to 1500

Painters from 1500 to 1600

Painters from 1600 to 1700

Painters from 1700 to 1900

20
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5 Read the text again and complete the fact file.

6 Choose for each adjective the correct synonym among those given. 
1. The painting depicts a popular (well-known, alluring, exclusive) riverside resort.
2. This work is one of two preparatory (quick, rough, preliminary) sketches.
3.  The whole scene is constructed with detached (unbroken, unvaried, separate) 

brushstrokes.
4.  The broad (smooth, large, blurred) shapes of light and shadow above and 

below the line echo each other.
5.  The people strolling and the bathers appear as thinly distributed (clustered, 

unified, scattered) shapes.
6.  The general effect is that of a powerful (effective, balanced, accurate) rendition 

of an everyday scene.

7  Writing. Summarize the text for a 
display caption to be placed next to  
the Bathers at La Grenouillère. The text 
should be five or six sentences long  
and should make the viewer look at 
the painting and learn some basic 
information about it. The display 
caption can be similar to the one below 
which details another of Monet’s 
paintings, The Beach at Trouville.

This painting is one of five beach scenes 
produced by Monet in the summer of 1870. 
The two figures are probably Monet’s wife, 
Camille – on the left – and the wife of 
Eugène Boudin, whose own beach scenes 
influenced the work of Monet. 
The painting is unusual in its composition 
and in the bravura of its technique. The 
white dashes of paint indicating the dress 
of the left-hand figure are prominent. They 
contrast with the shadowed face and the 
parasol shading the flowered hat.

8  Compare and contrast.  This is The Skiff 
by Pierre-Auguste Renoir, another 
impressionist painting in room 43. In 
pairs, find two similarities and two 
differences between the Bathers at La 
Grenouillère and the Renoir mentioned 
above. Focus on the subject chosen and 
the painting technique used. 
Then compare your list with those of 
your classmates. 

Subject: ……………………………………
Setting: ……………………………………
Innovative impressionist elements: ……………………………, ……………………………, ……………………………

Claude Monet, The Beach at 
Trouville, 1870. Oil on canvas, 
38×46.5 cm.

Pierre-Auguste Renoir, 
Te Skif, 1875. 
Oil on canvas, 71×92 cm.
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Information 

POINT
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The Impressionists

In the spring of 1874 a group of young painters defied the official Salon in Paris and organ-
ized an exhibition of its own. While this was in itself a break with established customs, the 
works which these men showed seemed at first glance even more revolutionary. The reac-
tion of visitors and critics was by no means friendly; they accused the artists of painting 

differently from the accepted methods sim-
ply to gain attention or make fun of honest 
folk. It took years of bitter struggle before 
the members of the little group were able to 
convince the public of their sincerity, not to 
mention their talent.

This group included Monet, Renoir, 
Camille Pissarro (1830–1903), Alfred 
Sisley (1839–1899), Edgar Degas (1834–
1917), Paul Cézanne (1839–1906) and 
Berthe Morisot (1841–1895). They were 
not only of diverse personalities and tal-
ents, but also, to a certain extent, of dif-
fering conceptions and tendencies. All 
were born almost within the same decade, 
they all went through similar experiences 
and fought against the same opposition. 
Thrown together more or less by chance, 

they accepted their common fate and eventually adopted the designation of ‘Impression-
ists’, a word coined in derision by a satirical journalist. The subject matter of their paintings 
was as diverse as their personalities. Manet chose Old Master themes which he treated in 
a novel and stunningly direct way so that his canvases were the focus of pungent contro-
versy and scandal. Monet, Sisley, and Pissarro were the most consistently impressionist 
in their style; their subject was landscape and the changing effects of light. Degas painted 
horse races, the ballet and portraits of 
ordinary people; all of his works have 
a photographic sense of ‘accidental’ 
composition. Renoir painted idealized 
women and children and lush land-
scapes, omitting black as the colour of 
his shadows. In his palette in the 1860s, 
he used pure, bright colour to separate 
forms, outlines and shadows. 

Claude Monet (1840Ð1926)
Born in Paris on November 14, 1840 to 
a grocer, Oscar-Claude Monet moved 
at the age of five to Le Havre, a seaside 
town in northern France.

By the time he was fifteen Monet had 
become popular as a caricaturist. 
Through an exhibition of his drawings 
at a local frame shop in 1858, Monet met 
Eugène Boudin, a landscape painter 
who later became a great influence on 

Henri Fantin-Latour,  
A studio at Les 
Batignolles, 1870. Oil on 
canvas, 204×273.5 cm. 
Paris, Musée d’Orsay.

Artist’s biography

Claude Monet, 
Self-Portrait, 1917. 
Oil on canvas, 70×55 cm. 
Paris, Musée d’Orsay.
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the young artist. Boudin introduced Monet to outdoor 
painting, an activity that soon became his life’s work.

He studied art at the Académie Suisse in Paris in 
1859. There he met Camille Pisarro and Paul Cézanne. 
He served two years in the Army in Algeria. He re-
turned to Le Havre and in 1862 he moved to Paris 
where he entered the studio of Charles Gleyre – a Swiss 
painter who had been a student of the Neoclassical 
painter Ingres. There he met Sisley, Bazille and Renoir.

After the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War 
(July 19, 1870), Monet took refuge in England. In 1871 
he moved to Argenteuil where he lived until 1878.

He contributed to five of the eight Impressionist 
exhibitions, but attained little recognition.

After 1883 he permanently settled in Giverny where he soon began to live with 
Alice Hoschedé whom he married in 1892. 
Around 1890, after years of poverty and derision, he began to experience success.
He travelled extensively to England, Italy and Norway from 1899 until his death in 1926.

Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841Ð1919)
Pierre-Auguste Renoir was born in Limoges in 1841, son of a tailor and sixth of seven 

children. The family moved to Paris around 1845. Renoir demon-
strated his gift at an early age and went to work at the age of 13 in 
Paris as a decorator in a porcelain factory.

In 1862 he entered M. C. Gleyre’s studio, where he formed lasting 
friendships with Bazille, Monet and Sisley. His early work reflected a 
myriad of influences including those of Courbet, Manet, Corot, In-
gres and Delacroix. He began to earn his living by painting portraits 
in the 1870s.

Renoir travelled to Algeria and to Italy (1881–1882). Upon his re-
turn to Paris in 1883 he had a successful exhibition which helped to 
establish his career financially.

Renoir had his first attack of rheumatism in 1894, and, as the at-
tacks became more and more frequent, he spent more and more time 
in southern France, where the climate was better for his health. About 
1899 he sought refuge in the small village of Cagnes; in 1907 he settled 
there permanently, buying the estate of Les Collettes, where he spent 
the rest of his life. In 1910 he was no longer able to walk. Although his 
infirmity became more and more constraining, Renoir never ceased to 
paint; when his fingers were no longer supple, he continued by having 
his paintbrushes bound to his hand.

Artist’s biography

Renoir’s son, Jean, became a 
film director, screenwriter, actor 
and producer. His films include 
such masterpieces as Grand Illusion 
and The Rules of the Game.

He wrote a memoir in which he 
tells the life story of his father. The 

book recounts Pierre-Auguste’s ex-
traordinary career. It begins with 
his early works as a fan and porce-
lain painter. The narrative explains 
his precision and the guidelines he 
used in his work. He was humble, 
engaging and outgoing. Jean Re-

noir’s book is both a double por-
trait of father and son. In the words 
of the distinguished art historian 
John Golding, it “remains the best 
account of Renoir, and, further-
more, among the most beautiful 
and moving biographies we have”.

Interesting 
FACT

Claude Monet, Water 
lilies, 1899. Oil on canvas, 
89×93.5 cm. Paris, Musée 
d’Orsay.

Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Self-Portrait, 1914. 
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Pierre-Auguste Renoir, 
The Umbrellas

The Umbrellas shows a lively Parisian 
street. The open umbrellas suggest that it is 
raining, although the woman in the mid-
dle, visible in profile, is either opening or 
closing her umbrella. Only the woman on 
the left, carrying a large hatbox, seems un-
troubled by the rain. She is without protec-
tion from the elements, having no coat, 
hat, gloves or umbrella. 

The composition is like a snapshot, 
which cuts off the scene on both sides. This 
is a naturalistic arrangement and was pop-
ular with several of the impressionist artists 
at the time.

However, the composition of the paint-
ing is very carefully considered. The um-
brellas form a geometric pattern of angles 
and shapes in blues and grays, which create 
a linking rhythm at the top of the painting. 
The little girl’s hoop and the hatbox held 
by the woman on the left provide a balance 
of curves in the foreground.

This painting was made in two distinct 
stages of Renoir’s career, with a probable 
interval of four years.

The figures on the right hand side of the 
canvas exhibit the bright palette and soft 
brushwork we associate with Renoir’s Im-
pressionist style. Simultaneously, the couple 
on the left and the figures in the background 
are created with more distinctive outlines 
and subdued colours. This change was prob-
ably due to Renoir’s study of classical art in 
the period between when the painting was 
begun and when he finished it. The change 
in woman’s fashion also reflects the two pe-
riods in which they were painted.

On Tour

Pierre-Auguste Renoir, 
The Umbrellas, about 
1881–1886. Oil on canvas, 
180.3×114.9 cm. 
Currently on loan to 
Dublin, Dublin City 
Gallery The Hugh Lane.

Glossary

untroubled not showing problems or anxiety
snapshot a photograph
pattern a regularly repeated arrangement
linking that connects
hoop a ring of wood, metal or plastic used as a toy
provide to make available for use
exhibit to show
outline the main shape or edge of something
subdued not very bright
loan the act of giving something to a third party for a 
limited amount of time
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9 Read the text and complete the following passage using the terms and 
expressions below.

umbrellas ~ Impressionism ~ his later period ~ two ~ tall young woman ~
four ~ foreground ~ elegantly attired mother

The Umbrellas, an ambitious full-length painting probably begun in the autumn 
of 1881. By the time it was finished, in 1885, Renoir’s style had evolved from the 
luminous palette and feathery handling of 1) …………………… to the more linear and 
classical technique of 2) …………………… .
Six principal figures dominate the 3) ……………………; behind them appear innumerable 
heads and shoulders and at least twelve 4) …………………… in a seemingly endless 
vista. 
The group on the right consists of an 5) …………………… accompanied by her two 
daughters. On the left, a 6) …………………… , carries a hatbox over her left arm. In the 
background, various diminutive figures, all in hats, raise their umbrellas. 
It has long been recognized that The Umbrellas was painted in 7) …………………… 
different stages, at least 8) …………………… years apart. 

10 Now read the passage in exercise 9 and find the expressions which mean 
much the same as the following.

1. a sinistra  ...........................................................................................
2. ad ambedue i lati  ...........................................................................................
3. nella parte superiore  ...........................................................................................
4. in primo piano  ...........................................................................................
5. a destra  ...........................................................................................
6. sullo sfondo  ...........................................................................................

11  Pair work. Look at these two paintings – both on display at the National 
Gallery – and choose the one you like most. Prepare a commentary of the 
painting chosen using the expressions from the previous exercise. When 
you have finished present your commentary to your classmates.

Paul Cézanne, Bathers  
(Les Grandes Baigneuses), 
about 1894–1905. Oil on 
canvas, 127.2×196.1 cm.

Camille Pissarro, The Côte 
des Bœufs at L’Hermitage, 
1877. Oil on canvas, 
114.9×87.6 cm.

Room 45 
(Cézanne)

Room 44 
(Pissarro)
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12 Listen to this description of van Gogh’s painting and complete the 
following sentences.

1. ……………………, there is a wheatfield with some bushes. 
2. In the background, there is a tumultuous …………………… above rolling hills.
3. On the right hand side, a …………………… dominates the painting. 
4. The trees and grass in this painting are defined by a variety of ……………………
5.  The intense sunlight of southern France,……………………, and luminescent colours 
capture the movement of the wind. 

13  Pair work. Listen to the description again, imagine being a tour guide of 
the National Gallery and answer some visitors’ questions.

Visitor Where was this painting done?
Tour guide (you) 1)  ………………………………………………………………………………………
I have heard that there are other versions of this painting. Is that correct?
2)  ..........................................................................................................................
Does the cypress have a particular significance for the artist?
3)  ..........................................................................................................................
Why is this painting difficult to preserve?
4)  ..........................................................................................................................

Track 1

Vincent van Gogh, 
A Wheatfield, with 
Cypresses, 1889. Oil on 
canvas, 72.1×90.9 cm.

Room 45

A Wheatfield, with Cy-
presses is on display in 
Room 45. On the very 
same wall, four other 
paintings by van Gogh 
are on display. From right 
to left this is the order: A 
Wheatfield, with Cypress-
es, Long Grass with But-
terflies, Sunflowers, Head 
of a Peasant Woman and 
Van Gogh’s Chair.
¥  Think of the order 

chosen. Which 
elements have been 
taken into account 
when displaying these 
paintings in the gallery? 

Think
Spot
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Information 

POINT
Vincent van Gogh (1853Ð1890)

Vincent van Gogh was born on March 30, 1853 in Zundert in the southern Nether-
lands. He was the son of a pastor. In 1869, he took his first job, working in the Hague 
branch of a firm which dealt in the buying and selling of international art.

Van Gogh’s job took him to London and Paris, but he was not interested in the 
work and was dismissed in 1876. He 
briefly became a teacher in England. 
Deeply interested in Christianity, he 
became a preacher in a mining com-
munity in southern Belgium.

In 1880, at the age of 27, he de-
cided to become an artist. He moved 
around, teaching himself to draw 
and paint while being supported 
by his brother Theo. In 1886, van 
Gogh joined Theo in Paris, and met 
many artists including Degas, Tou-
louse-Lautrec, Pissarro and Gau-
guin, with whom he became friends. 
His style changed significantly under 
the influence of Impressionism. 

In 1888, van Gogh moved to 
Provence in the South of France, 
where he painted his famous series 
Sunflowers. He invited Gauguin to 
join him, but they soon began to 
quarrel and one night, van Gogh 
threatened Gauguin with a razor. 
Deeply remorseful he then cut off 
part of his own ear.

This was the first serious sign of 
the mental health problems that were 
to afflict van Gogh for the rest of his 
life. He also spent some time in psy-
chiatric hospitals. 

On July 27, 1890, again suffer-
ing from depression, van Gogh shot 
himself. He died two days later.

During his lifetime, van Gogh’s 
work was exhibited in two very 
small shows and later in two larg-
er ones. Only one of van Gogh’s 
paintings was sold while he lived. 
The great majority of the works for 

which he is remembered were pro-
duced in 29 months. His life was 
filled with frenetic activity, bouts 
of epilepsy and moments of deep 
depression which ultimately led 
to his suicide. In his grim strug-

gle Vincent had one constant ally 
and support, his younger brother 
Theo, to whom he wrote reveal-
ing and extraordinarily beautiful 
letters detailing his conflicts and 
aspirations.

Interesting 
FACT

Artist’s biography

Vincent van Gogh, Self-Portrait, 1887. Oil on 
pasteboard, 41×32 cm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum.
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Information 

POINT
Post-Impressionism
Te term ‘Post-Impressionism’ was coined by the English art critic and curator Roger 
Fry for the work of such late 19th-century painters as Paul Cézanne, Georges Seurat 
(1859-1891), Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864–
1901) and others. 
Te word ‘Post-Impressionism’ is not a very precise term, though it is certainly a very 
convenient one. In a broad sense it covers the period from about 1886, when the Im-
pressionists held their last and incomplete exhibition at which the Neo-Impressionists 
appeared for the frst time, until some twenty years later, when Cubism was born. With 
Cubism a completely new era ushered in what we may call contemporary art. 
Most of post-impressionist painters began as Impressionists; each of them abandoned 
the style, however, to form his own highly personal art.
Post-Impressionists rejected the Impressionists’ emphasis on capturing light and colour 

and wanted to express themselves beyond the obvious and superfcial appearances.
Post-impressionistic painters stressed their personal view of the visual world 

and chose a freely expressive use of colour and form to describe emotions 
and movement.

Room 44

Georges Seurat, Bathers 
at Asni•res, 1884. Oil on 
canvas, 201×300 cm.
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 Image-based-discussion.  In rooms 
44 and 45 of the National Gallery 
there are some paintings by 
some of the most famous post-
impressionist painters: Seurat, 
Gauguin, Cézanne, van Gogh. 
In groups answer the following 
questions:

1. Can you identify a common style?
2.  In which ways do they differ from 
the impressionist works? 

Paul Gauguin, Harvest:  
Le Pouldu, 1890. Oil on 
canvas, 73×92.1 cm.

Paul Cézanne, Landscape 
with Poplars, about  
1885–1887. Oil on canvas,  
71×58 cm.

Room 45

14
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Looking 
BACK
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15 Using the information you have found on this tour of the National 
Gallery, write down a short text about Impressionism in general. You 
can use your textbook for further information.  
Focus on the following elements:

• When did the Impressionist and Post-Impressionist Movements develop?
• Who were the main impressionist and post-impressionist artists?
• What characterises the impressionist technique? 
• Contemporary critics considered Impressionists’ paintings radical and the 
artists were called ‘lunatics’. Why?

• What are the differences between impressionist and post-impressionist 
paintings?

• What kind of subjects did they choose?

WorkshopART Organizing an art exhibition

16  Group Work. Imagine having to organize an art exhibition of 
impressionist paintings in a small art gallery that can house no more than 
15 paintings.  
Write down the title of your exhibition and a list of the paintings you 
would choose.  
Specify why you have chosen them and how they will be displayed (for 
example by subject). 
When you have finished prepare a short oral presentation of the 
exhibition to give to the class.
You may use the lexicon given:

• We are proud to present …
• It will last from … to ...
• The exhibition will display …
• The most remarkable aspect is ...
• You will be able to …
• Entrance is free
• You can contact us …


