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MONET 
             AND     THE 
IMPRESSIONIST 
        CITYSC APE

In April 1867, Claude Monet, little known at 
the time and aspiring to success, requested 
special permission to paint city views from 
the colonnade of the Louvre (fig. 4).1 While 
most artists visited the venerable museum 
to study and practice copying the Old Mas-
ters on display there, Monet stood on the 
balcony of the museum’s east façade and 
gazed out over the new Paris. 

NOUVEAU PARIS  
AS SUJET D’ART 
The city of Paris had undergone substan-
tial changes, especially during the previ-
ous decade under Napoleon III, in which 
renovation measures were carried out by 

the city’s prefect Georges-Eugène Hauss-
mann. During this time, Paris was given 
its characteristic configuration as we know 
it today, that of a modern metropolis with 
wide boulevards and straight avenues, 
reprepresentative squares, and expansive 
parks. Monet was one of the first to seize 
on Paris – now boasting never-before-seen 
visual axes and open vistas – as a new sub-
ject, mastering its depiction with the in-
novative artistic means of Impressionism. 
Over the course of the following month, he 
painted three cityscapes from the balcony 
of the Louvre, gazing out toward the church 
Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois, the riverside 
street Quai du Louvre, and the Jardin de 
l’Infante (figs. 1–3). This three-part series of 
novel city views gives expression to Monet’s 
admiration for the nascent capital of mo-
dernity. These works demonstrate that the 
Impressionists were not among those who 
looked wistfully upon the dark and labyrin-
thine Paris of the past, but instead thought 
in terms of the future and the present. These 
artists realised that the modern infrastruc-
ture with its technical requirements also 
afforded a visual capaciousness and sophis-
tication that produced the perfect stage for 

RALPH GLEIS

AN  
INTRODUCTION

This step marked the beginning of a radical 
turn towards contemporaneity and a depar-
ture from tradition.

Today, in 2024, as the world celebrates 
the 150th anniversary of the first Impres-
sionist exhibition, many shows are dedi-
cated to this most influential modern art 
movement. In this context, further inquir-
ies into the precursors and the beginnings 
of Impressionism are being carried out.3 
The year 1867 – when Monet turned his at-
tention to the new Paris – marks a turning 
point in art history, a point at which we per-
ceive an old kind of academic painting com-
ing to an end and Impressionist painting 
coming into existence.4 Monet’s series of 
works stands at the centre of this transition.

MONET’S  
MODERNITY
For today’s viewers, the three-part series 
does not immediately read as modern. 
Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois is an unusual 
picture – both for Monet and the painting 
practice of the period. With its early summer 
scene in bright sunlight, it hardly seems to 

the aspiring bourgeoisie, thus making the 
city a valuable subject for their art. Present 
instead of past was the motto under which 
the new Paris and the everyday life of ordi-
nary citizens were now also deemed worthy 
of representation.

WITH HIS BACK  
TO HISTORY
Monet’s choice of a raised viewpoint al-
ready constituted a remarkable innovation, 
but his deliberately selected painting posi-
tion was an utter beacon of modernity be-
cause, standing on the balcony of the mu-
seum, the painter literally turned his back 
on history: He did not take orientation from 
the high art of the Old Masters as taught at 
the academy, and he was not engaging in 
history painting – the highest genre of this 
academic art – but instead chose a subject 
that appeared as profane as it did haphaz-
ard.2 Monet left all the norms and rules of 
the academy behind and stepped outside 
the museum to paint not (art) history, but 
the present, and this en plein air, as he had 
learnt from Eugène Boudin in Le Havre. 

Fig. 1–3
Claude Monet,
Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois, 
Le Jardin de l’Infante,  
and Quai du Louvre,
all 1867, see cats. 13–15
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presumably considered unfinished and re-
jected because of the unconventional style 
of depiction and the loose brushwork.6 He 
then sold one of the works to the paint mer-
chant Latouche in Rue Lafayette, who ex-
hibited the picture in his window display, at-
tracting the attention of the public, the artist 
community, and critics.7 Monet’s gaze from 
the balcony testifies to his engagement with 
the modernised city and was momentous 
in establishing the Impressionist cityscape. 
His elevated viewpoint led to a new perspec-
tive which was subsequently emulated and 
intensified in many works.

This exhibition traces these develop-
ments using a number of eloquent exam-
ples – works by such artists as Auguste 
Renoir, Johan Barthold Jongkind, Gustave 
Caillebotte, Camille Pissarro, Maximilien 
Luce, and Henri Matisse – as testimony to 
the artists’ individual perceptive experi-
ence of the French capital.8 Uniting Mon-
et’s three views of the city, which are rarely 
shown together, the Alte Nationalgalerie in-
vites visitors to discover the depth of the art-
ist’s early work and the significance it had 
for the art practice that would follow.

IMPRESSIONISTS IN  
THE NATIONALGALERIE
The Berlin painting Saint-Germain-l’Auxer-
rois is one of the principal works of the Im-
pressionism collection at the Alte National
galerie. The existence of this collection is 
owed to the far-sighted acquisition activities 
of Hugo von Tschudi, who in his position as 
museum director from 1896 to 1908 helped 
achieve the museification of the still young 
artistic movement with the spectacular pur-
chase of Édouard Manet’s Dans la serre (In 
the Conservatory, fig. 6).9

Following this first acquisition, along 
with that of La Conversation chez la modiste 
(The Conversation at the Milliner’s) by Degas 
and Vétheuil sur Seine (View of Vétheuil) by 
Monet in 1896 (fig. 5), came further acquisi-
tions of central works of Impressionism 
by Manet, Monet, Renoir, Pissarro, and 
Cézanne. Finally, in 1906, Tschudi was able 
to secure Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois for the 

represent the modern city of Paris. However, 
Monet creates a tension between the main 
subject of the former royal parish church, 
with its late-gothic façade, and the modern 
urban space. In the 1850s, the square in 
front of the church was still crowded with 
other structures, which can be seen in the 
historical photograph by Charles Marville 
(cat. 9). Now, Monet was looking down on 
the Place du Louvre as completed in 1855, 
with its numerous carriages and flâneurs in 
the shade of the blossoming chestnut trees, 
which he executed in quick brushstrokes. 
To the right of the church, the modern 
blocks of rental flats that make up the char-
acteristic cityscape of Paris today act as a 
counterimage to the medieval architectural 
monument. Monet foregoes depicting the 
campanile, built in the late 1850s, which 
would have been visible at the left edge of 
the painting (cf. Achille Léon Quinet, Place 
du Louvre: église Saint-Germain-l’Auxerrois, 
after 1859, cat. 12), thus heightening the con-
trast between the past and modernity.

Monet depicts the cityscape as seen from 
the south corner of the balcony looking to-
ward the Panthéon in two further works, 
Quai du Louvre and Jardin de l’Infante, focus-
ing on aspects of Parisian street life. In Quai 
du Louvre, likely created first in the series 
and characterised by the crisp green of the 
trees, Monet shows the viewer a wide swath 
of the city in a landscape format. On the 
riverside street and on the Pont Neuf (cf. 
Camille Pissarro, Le Pont Neuf, 1902, cat. 22) 
in the background there is the coursing traf-
fic of coaches, horse-drawn omnibuses, and 
fashionably dressed passers-by. New urban 
furnishings can be seen along the street, 
including lanterns, a sales kiosk, and walls 
for posters. In the background, the French 
tricolour waves alongside these innovations 
which decorated the streets of Paris at the 
time of the 1867 World’s Fair.5 His Jardin 
de l’Infante, executed in a vertical format, 
which was unusual for a landscape painting 
and inspired by japanese woodcuts, exhib-
its these tokens of the bustling modern me-
tropolis as well, and here they are accentu-
ated by the emptiness of the gardens in the 
foreground. In 1869, Monet sent his three 
views to the annual Salon, where they were 

Fig. 4
Letter by Claude Monet to 
Émilien de Nieuwerkerke, 
Paris, 27 April 1867, Archives 
Nationales de France, Paris
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Nationalgalerie with the support of patrons 
with ample financial resources, the bankers 
Karl Hagen and Karl Steinbart. Because the 
director of the Nationalgalerie had special 
appreciation for landscape painting, giv-
ing it preference in his acquisitions, the 
presence of this work in the Berlin collec-
tion is as extraordinary as its existence in 
Monet’s oeuvre. The artist lived principally 
in rural are as, where he devoted himself to 
landscape painting more than anything. 
The paintings he created in his garden in 
Giverny with its water lily pond, for in-
stance, would later achieve great fame. In 
the vast oeuvre of the master, who only lived 
in Paris from time to time, city views remain 
a rare occurrence and are less associated 
with his creative practice. Nevertheless, 
they exerted a great influence and inspired 
many of his artist friends.

FROM CITY VIEW  
TO URBAN LANDSCAPE
It is hardly possible to imagine how the 
spontaneous paint application developed in 
Impressionist landscape painting could be 

view into the urban canyon that Gustave 
Caillebotte had developed when expand-
ing on his earlier work. Caillebotte can be 
considered the Impressionist whose paint-
ings of Paris are most based on preparatory 
drawings and constructed architectural 
depictions. Of course, he also stood out be-
cause his perspectives were the most radical 
of all.11 These innovations were not inconse-
quential for Monet. A decade after his first 
series of city views, Monet’s vision of Paris 
seamlessly connected with the principles 
of Impressionism. In his depiction, he now 
completely dissolves the façades into a sea 
of waving flags, adding dynamism to the 
rigid architecture through lively movement, 
an alluring atmosphere of light, and strong 
colour accents. With its decoration of flags, 
the street iridesces in blue, white, and red, 
giving it an appealing visual quality similar 
to that of a field of flowers in the wind. Here, 
the city view becomes an urban landscape.
These works no longer aim to serve a docu-
mentary purpose or to be as true to detail as 
a traditional veduta; rather, they are about 
atmosphere – an arresting rendering of air 
and light which conveys the spirit of Paris 
with stirring spontaneity.

Fig. 6
Édouard Manet, Dans la 
serre (In the Conservatory), 
1878 –79, 115 x 150 cm, 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Nationalgalerie

Fig. 5
Claude Monet, Vétheuil  
sur Seine, 1880,  
oil on canvas, 60 x 100 cm,  
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Nationalgalerie

practiced with strictly geometric depictions 
of architecture. Naturally, the recognisa-
ble architectures of the Haussmann build-
ings and the Gothic church in Saint-Ger-
main-l’Auxerrois were not painted with a 
few dauntless brushstrokes, unlike the trees 
and people in the piece. Here it seems likely 
that Monet did both preparatory work and 
refined the completed image. It is possible 
that he, like his colleagues, used photo-
graphs as a reference, even if his brushwork 
suggests that he captured the image with a 
certain quickness. It is not surprising that 
Caillebotte in particular worked with many 
preparatory drawings in his city views, 
which are perhaps his most outstanding 
works. Monet in his later approaches to the 
subject of the city – first of all in his series 
on the Saint-Lazare train station – man-
aged to break with the architecture’s fixed, 
grid-like pattern by creating a changeable 
visual aspect shaped by steam and different 
moods of light. In 1878, he then painted 
a view of Rue Montorgueil, adorned with 
French flags flown at a government street 
festival as part of the World’s Fair celebra-
tions,10 and took his approach a step fur-
ther. He showed the spectacularly steep 

FACETS OF THE IMPRESSIONIST 
CITYSCAPE 
This catalogue gives an overview of the vari-
ous aspects of this thematically focused ex-
hibition. In their essays, the authors accen-
tuate different facets of the Impressionist 
cityscape. Frouke van Dijke places Monet’s 
Parisian cityscapes in a cultural-historical 
context, discussing the far-reaching events 
of the year 1867, for example the World’s 
Fair and the legendary Salon des Refusés, 
and their significance for the history of 
modernism. She arrives at the conclusion 
that the breakthrough of Impressionism, 
though impeded, must be dated to as early 
as 1867. While van Dijke explains how the 
socially revolutionary circumstances led the 
way to a revolution in art, Josephine Hein 
describes compellingly how the city view 
grew to become a central theme of Impres-
sionist painting. In her essay, she looks at 
the Haussmannisation of Paris and the ef-
fects the modern city had on Impression-
ist depictions, placing the Berlin painting 
by Monet at the centre. Here, the photo-
graphs by Édouard Denis Baldus (cats. 10, 11) 
and Charles Marville (cats. 4, 6, 9), shown in 
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the exhibition, as well as the historical 1867 
map of the Paris construction (cat. 1), illus-
trate the profound transformation of the ur-
ban plan that took place between 1852 and 
1870. The effects of the renovation of Paris 
take a central position in Monet’s depictions 
of various aspects of city life between 1867 
and 1878. Ana Nasyrova gives an overview 
of Monet’s artistic investigation of Paris as 
a way of exploring the artist’s perception 
of the city and his attitude toward the con-
sequences of its modernisation. The final 
contribution in the catalogue, by Hubertus 
Kohle, about the rediscovery of the city by 
the Impressionists after Monet, outlines the 
characteristics of Impressionist painting, 
which were most certainly influenced by the 
renewed urban space. His essay discusses 
the central works of the exhibition, relates 
them to the modern city space and thus 
emphasises for today’s public the ongoing 
relevance of the art of the Impressionists by 
showing how they steered towards moder-
nity. In the Impressionists, Kohle discerns a 
celebration not of historicising themes, but 
of a turning toward the world. 

Fig. 7
Gustave Caillebotte, Rue  
de Paris, temps de pluie  
(Paris Street; Rainy Day),  
 1877, oil on canvas,  
212.2 × 276.2 cm, The Art 
Institute of Chicago

 1–Daniel Wildenstein, Claude 
Monet. Biographie et catalogue 
raisonné, Paris 1974, vol. 1, 
p. 448.
2–Felix Krämer, Claude Monet, 
Munich 2017, pp. 29–31.
3–Paris 1863 · 1874: 
Revolution in der Kunst. Vom 
Salon zum Impressionismus, 
edited by Barbara Schäfer  
(exh. cat. Wallraf-Richartz-
Museum & Fondation Corboud, 
Cologne), Cologne 2024.
4–See also the essay by  
Frouke van Dijke in this cata
logue, pp. 22–32, here p. 28.
5–Monet: The Early Years, 
edited by George T. M. 
Shackelford (exh. cat. The 
Kimbell Art Museum, Fort 
Worth/Fine Arts Museums of 
San Francisco), New Haven  
and London 2016, p. 123.
6–Angelika Wesenberg, 
‘Claude Monet’, Ralph Gleis  
et al. (ed.), Alte National- 
galerie. Kunst im langen 
19. Jahrhundert, Leipzig 2023,  
pp. 306 f.

7–It is not entirely clear which 
of the three views was shown 
in Latouche’s window. Monet 
himself, in his interview with 
Marc Elder, speaks of Jardin 
de l’Infante, while Wildenstein 
claims that Le Jardin was  
sold by Monet to Charles 
Wilfried de Bériot in 1873 and 
that Latouche’s painting was  
Le Quai du Louvre. Cf. Marc 
Elder, À Giverny, chez Claude 
Monet, Paris 1924, p. 55; Gary 
Tinterow, ‘Le Jardin de l’Infante’, 
Origins of Impressionism, 
edited by Gary Tinterow and 
Henri Loyrette (exh. cat. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York), New York 1994,  
p. 431; Wildenstein 1974  
(see note 1), p. 445.
8–The selection of works  
for comparison was also 
affected by limited availability 
due to the important 150th 
anniversary of the founding of 
Impressionism in 2024. It  
would have been desirable 
to show several works from 
Russian or American collections 
in addition. Particularly painful  
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Morisot’s 1872 Vue de Paris 
hauteurs du Trocadéro (View 
of Paris from the Trocadero, 
Santa Barbara Museum of Art, 
California). 
9–Cf. Ralph Gleis, ‘Wege des 
Impressionismus ins Museum. 
Caillebottes Vermächtnis 
und Tschudis Erwerbungen’, 
Gustave Caillebotte. Maler und 
Mäzen des Impressionismus, 
edited by the same (exh. cat. 
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 10–Manet too was inspired  
by this national holiday, 
celebrated as Fête de la 
Paix on 30 June 1878, and 
created what is likely his 
most impressionistic painting. 
Édouard Manet, La Rue 
Mosnier aux drapeaux (The  
Rue Mosnier with Flags),  
 1878, The J. Paul Getty 
Museum. Cf. John Rewald,  
Die Geschichte des  
Impressio nismus, 6th edition, 
Cologne 1995, p. 264 and 
regarding the political aspects 
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this catalogue, pp. 50–56. 
 11–Karin Sagner, Gustave 
Caillebotte: Neue Perspektiven 
des Impressionismus,  
Munich 2009.
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