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The Impressionist Cityscape  

Claude Monet is known as one of the most renowned landscape painters of Impressionism, 

yet his artistic exploration of the modern city of Paris was no less significant for the world of 

painting. In April of 1867, the artist, still little known at the time, applied for a permit to paint 

the city from the colonnade of the Louvre. Usually artists came to the museum to study and 

practice copying the Old Masters. Now, Monet was literally turning his back on this tradition, 

instead finding subject matter in his perception of the immediate world around him. 

From the balcony of the Louvre, Monet created three views of the metropolis that were based 

on entirely new principles. They differed fundamentally from traditional city views because of 

the rapid application of paint, their radiant brightness, the intensity of the colours as well as 

their new perspective. In the second half of the century, wide boulevards, straight avenues 

and sophisticated squares were constructed in Paris, all of which created new visual axes in 

the city and offered a stage on which the bourgeoisie could promenade. As one of the first, 

Monet recognised the potential these spaces held for Impressionist painting. 

In this way, he became a trailblazer among artists such as Auguste Renoir, Gustave 

Caillebotte and Camille Pissarro, and later even Maximilien Luce and Henri Matisse, who 

likewise discovered modern Paris for their art. Over the years, Monet continued to find 

inspiration in the city when he visited. Completed in 1878, his painting La Rue Montorgueil is 

marked by its steep perspective, specifically referencing Caillebotte. This work, too, counts 

among those that helped develop a new Impressionist cityscape.  

 

The Transformation of Paris 

Between 1852 and 1870, Paris, under Napoleon III, underwent a profound transformation of 

its urban plan. The radical changes in the city, directed by the prefect Georges-Eugène 

Haussmann, involved tearing down medieval structures and establishing in their place wide, 

straight streets, representative squares and extensive parks. Modern architecture and 

comprehensive infrastructural measures turned the French capital into the most progressive 

metropolis of the industrial age. 

Painters, graphic artists and photographers documented and reflected on the changes in the 

urban space. Both the vision of old Paris, now vanishing in the demolition, and the tearing 

down of the city offered attractive pictorial subjects. At times, as with Charles Meryon, a 

nostalgic note filtered in as processes of transformation were observed – the processes that 

were bringing forth the capital of modernity admired by Monet and his successors. 


