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POST-IMPRESSIONISM 

Because the term post-impressionism is misleading, 

its true meaning should first be established. In actuality 

the designation is both fallacious and ambiguous. It 

would seem to indicate a movement in painting which follow-

ed impressionism. This is not true: for it was not a move

ment, nor did it altogether follow impressionism or include 

all the painters who worked during this period. First of 

all it was not an organized movement. The post-impression

ists did not work together, nor were they particularly inter

ested or always even conscious of the other's accomplishments. 

A.lthough they could not ' help being influenced slightly by 

each others work, the influence was seldom deliberate and 

amounted to very little in the molding of their individual 

styles. Post-Impressionism did not absolutely follow impres

sionism, as Gauguin and Cezanne exhibited many painting·s 

with the impressio~ists which were actually post-impression-

istic in nature. Excluding this factor, however, it did . 

follow impressionism. The expression would seem to include 

all independent painters of this period, which it did not •. 

The most notable artists producing work at this time who were 

not included in the ranks of the post-impressionists are: 

Renoir, Degas, Monet and Pissarro. Both Renoir and Degas 

lived and worked during the time including both impressionism 

and post-impressionism. Renoir and Degas did paint with the 

impressionists for a time, but both men endeavored in the realm 

l 
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of realism throughout the era circumscribing post-impres

sionism. As for onet and Pissarro, they continued painting 

impressionistically until their deaths. These reasons, 

of course, exclude these four men from inclusion with the 

post-impressionists. 

Post-Impressionism was derived from foµr definite 

sources, three of which grew out of impressionism. The first 

thing, perhaps the most important, that was borrowed from 

the impressionists was the disregard of public opinion con

cerning their work. The breaking down of this tremendous 

psychological and sociological barrier was the very birth 

of modernism in art. The artists included in the subject 

of this thesis even adapted this attitude toward the very 

men from whom they obtained it. Secondly, they were left 

by the impressionists the concept concerning the juxtaposing 

of brilliant colors and the dramatic effect of atmosphere and 

time of day on color. The third gift of the impressionists 

was essentially to Cezanne and Seurat. This was the scientific 

approach to painting, which Seurat spent his life trying to 

perfect.l Of course these three concepts were greatly 

accentuated by the post-impressionists. The fourth factor 

contributing to the molding of the post-impressionists was 

the discovery of Japanese prints. The influence of Japanese 

prints is a thesis subject in itself, but essentially 

contributed these things: simplicity, abstraction, suggested 

perspective without reali sm, flat areas of pure color, simple 

1This influence is examined more closely later in the 
paper when the artists are discussed separately. 
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line drawings, portraying the essence of a thing · rather 

than the thing itself, a linear conception instead of 

spatial, and a strong feeling for force of line. 

Now it is possible to establish a usable definition of 

post-impressionism. This is necessary as it is not so 

concrete a term as is impressionism. But in defining 

post-impressionism, we are in fact defining the artists com

prising this ·revolutionary era of painting. The New Century 

Qictionary defines it as " •• ~the doctrines and methods of 

certain modern artists, ••• opposing the objective realism 

and scientific methods of the later impressionists and main

taining the theory that art _mus't be absolutely individual, 

spontaneous and untrammeled by reality or tradition."2 

This would, of course, rule out Seurat. The second defini

tion comes from the pocket guide Famous Paintings and 

states that post-impressionism is, u ••• the theory that a 

work of art should express an emotion through form and color · 

rather than through any attempt to paint nature."3 These 

definitions are incomplete and arbitrary as are all definitions. 

There is no positiv~ clear cut definition, but post-impres

sionism is probably as good a term as any for this segment 

of art history. 

What post-impressionism actually consists of is a group 

of artists who are related only bec~use they worked during 

the same century; had some basic like tendencies, such as an 

·2H. G. Emery and K. G. Brewater, The New Century Dictionary, 
II, 1365. ~ ~ - -

3Frances Cavanah, Famous Paintings,~ Guide!£ the Masters,9. 
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urge for personal independence in painting; and were affected 

by some oft e same influences but not through any effort to 

paint as a movement. Each of the post-impressionists develop

ed new concepts in painting and ignored at will any pre

conceived dogma concerning art. The thing that places them 

t ·ogether is their mutual concern for something new in art 

and the determination to explore, heretofore unthought of, 

aspects in painting. 

The subject of this thesis deals with the singular 

manners in which the painters of this unique epoch of paint

ing affected contemporary painting and specific painters. 

To establish the full meaning of these particular influences, 

the first requisite is an examination of the artists involved 

and their lives, in as much as they contributed factors mold

ing their approach to painting. 



POST-IMPRESSIONISTS. 

1. Toulouse-Lautrec 

Henri De-Toulouse-Lautrec, (1864-1901), ventured into 

new realms of painting and left much to posterity in the 

field of art. He revised many age old concepts regarding 

subject matter and treatment. For these reasons, the premise 

of classifying Lautrec as a post-impressionist is made in 

this paper.4 He satisfies every criterion normally ajudged 

the post-impressionists. 

Two successive accidents in Lautrec's early life great-

ly contributed to his zeal and interest in painting. These 

accidents cost him two broken thighs and resulted in stunted 

lower limbs. Because of his physical deformity his parents 

encouraged him in pai nting. His short life was crowded 

with friendships. He was at once ·precocious and independ

ent in his drawing and painting. Lautrec was influenced by 

the color discoveries of the Impressionists and by the 

simplicity and space filling qualities of Japanese prints. 

Lautrec's life was one of physical ruination. He drank too 

much, kept late hours and did not favor a proper diet. He 

spent most of his later life in bars, cafes, night clubs 

and houses of ill fame. He sometimes even stayed at "bad '1 

houses rather than hotels when traveling from town to town. 

His main interest in prostitutes was their companionship 

4Most art historians class only four painters as post~im
pressionists (excluding Lautrec). I deem this an oversight 
and an unjustified precedent. 

5 
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as friends and for use as mode~s. He felt that they were 

the only women who posed nude with complete nonchalance. 

His association with these women is important as he did 

many paintings and sketches of them. Some of his best work 

was done in this seemingly sordid atmosphere. He was always 

surrounded by friends and followers and never failed to 

have a witty observation on anything. Lautrec felt a great 

fondness for Van Gogh and once challenged another artist 

to a duel who insulted the dead painter's work. He admired 

the paintings of Monet, Degas and El Greco, but never ceased 

to be an individualist. His skill as a draftsman is clear

ly seen in Augusta (plate 1), as a portraitist and caricatur

ist in Marcelle Lender (see · plate 2) and Yvette Guilbert 

(see plate 3), and as a composer in The Moulin Rouge (see 

plate 4). 

Lautrec had a great love for the human figure and 

capturing people in a pose and situation which depicted 

them best. He painted show girls, circus performers, and 

prostitutes just as they were, with no message to confer 

except to catch the reality of things with the least amount 

of painterly procedure. He valued a worked over sketch with 

just the right amount said more highly than a polished paint

ing. He was once placed in a sanitarium for alcoholism, 

but gained his release by doing exact drawings of the circus 

life, which he had not seen for ten years. Lautrec was a 

brilliant draftsman, but his finished paintings were nearly 

always an understatement. He died in 1901 at the age of 

thirty-seven. 



2. Georges Seurat 

We proceed now from the freedom and looseness of 

Lautrec to the scientific exactness of Georges Seurat, 

(1859-1891). Seurat was affected by the developments of 

the impressionists and the discovery of Japanese prints, 

as were the other post-impressionists. He created a phase 

of painting which carried impressionism to its very extreme. 

Seurat began very early to study color theories. First he 

examined color from an aesthe.tic point of view and later 

explored the scientific discoveries concerning color pos- , 

sibilities. He developed pointillisme, or the use of small 

dabs of color, juxtaposing compliments for desired effects. 

ere it for this alone, however, Seurat would be 

classified as a neo-impressionist. What really ranked him 

as a post-impressionist was his ab_ility to compose scientifi

cally. He always maintained that his art was a matter of 

science and law. He extracted the formal order of composition 

from the neo-class'icists. He obtained his use of color from 

the impressionists. Seurat's paintings were scientifically 

composed, but were not classic in composition. His colors 

and application of paint were impressionistic, but his con

tours ·were more clearly defined than .those of the impres

sionists. He sometimes bisected a body or form with the 

edge of the picture, which Degas and several of the impres

sionists had done, but he planned it that way, methodically 

and painstakingly, not as a mere "snapshot". Seurat strove 

to break painting down into its basic elements, and to 

7 
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create scientifically from there. He always worked slowly 

and laboriously composing many small studies which became 

parts of the final picture. Yet, each canvas had complete 

unity. He endeavored to create an illusion of three dimen

sions on a two-dimensional surface through the use of con

trasts. 

Seurat's ability to compose and use color scientifi

cally is most evident in his painting The Bather (plate 5) 

and Sunday Afternoon .Q!! the Island of Grand Jatte (see 

plate 6). 

Seurat, like Lautrec, came from a family capable of 

seeing him through the "hard . times". Therefore he did not 

suffer the economic privation that most painters experience, 

who are not successful during their life. He succumbed at 

the age of thirty-two. 

Because of his early death, we can only suppose what 

further innovations Seurat's genius might have produced in 

the field of painting. 

3. Vincent Van Gogh 

We see quite a different kind of painter in Vincent 

Willem Van Gogh, who was to be the first of the truly 

emotional painters. He lived from 1853 to 1890, and died 

at the same fateful age that stilled the hand of Lautrec: 

thirty-seven. 

The life of Van Gogh was one of fanatic and tragic 

emotionalism, frequented with unfulfilled desires. He 

attempted success in four phases of life: love, religion, 

vocation and painting. In only the last was he successful 
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and he didn't live to see even this recognized for its 

worth. Like the other post-impressionists, he was an 

individualist and strove in a new realm of painting. 

His failures in love life included falling in love 

with his landlady's daughter in London, while employed 

by the Goupil firm, and again with a widowed cousin while 

at Etten visiting his parents. Both times he was rebuked. 

At Neumen an older woman fell in love with him and attempt

ed suicide when he rejected her affection. His last affair 

with women came when he took in a pregnant prostitute, 

from the street, whom he painted and lived with for almost 

two years. 

His disappointments in love even cost him his job 

with the Goupil Art firm, for whom he worked both in London 

and Paris. Each time he was rejected by a woman, he fell 

into despair and his work suffered accordingly. 

In religion, he could not ·succeed in becoming a minister 

and later was turned down as an evangelist. As a pastor, 

Vincent's father finally obtained him an assignment as an 

evangelist in Borinage, ~elgium, where he gave away all 

his clothes and what little money ~e had to the poor, 

and began living in sacks, starving himself and sleeping 

on the floor. His religious superiors always criticized 

his over amount of zeal and fanaticism. Yet, this 

tremendous emotional fervor, which was wasted on religion, 

was what made him successful as a painter. 

Vincent was almost always dependent upon his brother 

Theo for enough money to live on. Theo was the only person 
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who Vincent felt really understood him or even cared. 

His painting career is divided clearly into five phases. 

First at Nuenen where he was influenced most strongly by 

Rembrandt and the little Dutch painters. His work of this 

period was somber in tone and showed reflection of his 

study of the Dutch masters. 

The second phase of Van Gogh's painting came in Paris, 

where he discovered Delacroix and Gericault, and came into 

contact with Seurat, Pissarro, Lautrec, Degas and Gauguin. 

His canvases of the Paris interlude show these influences 

with a few experiments in impressionism and a strong study 

of Japanese art. He had previously been exposed to Ruben's 

work and to the Japanese masters, but it was in Paris where 

they were to have a profound effect on his canvases. 

After Van Gogh became weary of Paris life, Lautrec 

influenced him to retreat to the south of France in the 

sunshine and warmth. It was here in Arles that his most 

productive era of painting took place. 

In Arles where the sun shone brightly, his obsession 

for color and passion for movement met its culmination. 

He had, by this time, worked the Japanese influences into 

his own style of rendering, adapting the shadowless drawing, 

geometric composing, simplified forms and flattened per

spective to his own interpretation. This period is noted 

for its writhing quality and rich use of pure color. 

A brief note might be added that at Arles, he became 

afflicted with a madness which is thought to have been a 

combination of working too hard, schizophrenia and epilepsy. 
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While in one of his fits, he attempted to attack ·Gauguin, 

who was visiting him. In despair, he returned home and 

cut off his own ear and was committed to an asylum through 

the influence of the towns people. Gauguin fled to Paris 

and the episode was closed. 

The next chapter in Van Gogh's painting life took 

place in the Saint-Remy asylum. He worked feverishly be

tween the fits, but his work lacked some of the old fire. 

The emotional strain had begun to show its effect. The 

most characteristic quality of these paintings was the 

replacement of rhyth~ for color. He was now obsessed by 

such things as cypresses in the wind, where it had been 

the sun and yellow that drove him to paint previously. 

Between Saint-Remy and his final frantic splurge of 

painting, three blessings fell upon him, which were more 

than he could cope with emotionally. First he reGeived 

word from his brother that one of his paintings had sold 

for four hundred francs. Shortly after that he learned 

from his brother that a child was being born to Theo's wife 

and was to be named after Vincent. The second letter also 

told of an article about his work in the Mercure de France. 

After all this, he was too weak to even write and thank 

Albert Aurier, who had written the article. 

At his brother's request, Vincent used the money from 

the painting and moved to Auvers under the care of Dr. Gachet, 

(an old friend_ of Cezanne' s), so as to be nearer to Paris. 

Rhythm was still the dominant feature in his work, which 

was much the same as at Saint-Remy. He had come -to know 
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when attacks were almost upon him, and felt one a·pproaching 

one week end when Dr. Gachet was away on calls. His monthly 

payment from Theo was late, and in the despair of it all 

he attempted to shoot himself through the heart. His aim 

was poor and he died the following day, after smoking his pipe 

all night in perfect calm. 

Van Gogh's love of "the high yellow note" is evident 

in Sunflower (see plate 7) which he painted repeatedly. 

He always contended that he was a peasant painter, as is 

clearly seen in The Peasant (see plate 8) • . His Self Portrait 

{see plate 9) is reminiscent of his impressionistic inter

lude. The Harvester (see plate 10) is from a theme of 

Millet's.5 The plastic rhythm of Japanese art and a feeling 

of painting values beyond realism are sharply indicated in 

the Fishing boats at Arles (see plate 11). The Cypress 

Landscape ( see plate 12) is of his period at Saint Re·my, 

when rhythm took precedence over color. These were, without 

doubt, the first examples of a truly emotional expressionist. 

4. Paul Gauguin 

Eugene-Henri-Paul Ga~guin, (1848-1903), was also an 

emotional painter, but never to the extent of Van Gogh. 

Gauguin was affected by the color discoveries of the im

pressionists, and even painted and exhibited with them some, 

but he soon tired of their mechanical, "set way,'' of doing 

everything. For after all, the breaking down of cast 

shadows into basic colors would be of little value to a man 

5While at Saint-Remy, he painted many scenes of old 
Holland and themes borrowed from Millet. 
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who eliminated cast shadows. As he· was an individualist, 

his work was not greatly affected by any outside influence, 

but he was drawn toward the work of Cezanne and Van Gogh. 

He was affected by Japanese prints only indirectly. 

Gauguin's father was a French journalist, but he in

herited Peruvian blood through his grandmother. His early 

life is not of great importance here, other than to point 

out that it was well marked with the political fanaticism 

of his father and grandmother. 

He was born in Paris, spent four years of childhood 

in Peru, returned to France, and at seventeen joined the . 

navy for six years. It was here that he heard of the 

"Islands of Paradise" in the South Seas. After returning 

from the navy he entered the brokerage business, married, 

had five children and became quite .successful. 

After eleven years of the brokerage business, he 

sudde~ly announced that he woul4 do nothing but paint 

from now on. This . came as quite a shock to his wife, as 

she hadn't considered his increasing fondness of painting 

to be a serious threat to their sec~rity. However, at the 

end of the first year, they were destitute. 

The Gauguin family then moved to Denmark to live with 

his wife's family. Th·e Academy in Copenhagen kept him from 

having an exhibition, and he failed in a sales job. Paul 

left for Paris with his son, only to suffer the worst poverty 

during the next winter. After a year of privation, he left 

the boy in a boarding school and went to Pont-Aven for the 

following year. He then sailed for Panama and ¥.lartinique, 
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where he and another artist felt no let up in their economic 

sufferings. He returned to Paris for a short while, then 

visited his wife and children in Copenhagen. The visit was 

a failure, so he once again found retreat in Mother Gloanec's 

pension at Brittany. 

His next move was to Arles where he lived for several 

months with Van Gogh. The result of this trip is in Van Gogh's 

story. After leaving Arles, Gauguin again returned to 

Paris, and was successful in selling thirty paintings, which 

gave him enough money for his first trip to Tahiti. This 

was a fru·tful trip despite ill health, but he was forced 

to return to France because of lack of money. Shortly 

after his return, he came into an inheritance from an uncle. 

He outfitted an outlandish studio in Paris and lived with a 

Javanese girl named Annah. During this period, he enter

tained lavishly, and spent money freely. Gauguin .got into 

a fight one night, over a sai lor's remark to Annah 1 and it 

resulted in a broken ankle for Gauguin. 

During his stay in the hospital, Annah looted his 

studio and disappeared. Gauguin then visited his family 

in Copenhagen for the last time, and managed enough money 

to once more set sail for Tahiti. 

He had contracted a disease from a street walker and 

it slowly began to take its toll. Gauguin finished his 

life in poverty, abused by the authorities and ridden with 

disease. His last painting phase was one of feverish 

activity and gave up many of his best works. He died 

unattended, save a native friend who had once been a cannibal. 
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As for his painting; Gauguin began as a "Sunday Painter" 

under the guidance of Pissarro and the pleinaire painters. 

Even at the outset of his career in art, however, his ab

stract ar~angement and rhythmic repetitions overshadowed 

the divisionalism of the impressionists. 

Paul Gauguin was the very "Godfather" of "synthesism". 

A method of painting, wherein a synthesis of form and color 

takes place, which tends toward simplification and sub

ordination of detail. He began early to violate and dis

tort nature, and some of his earliest works indicate a 

beginning of coalescence of color in large areas. This trend 

led ultimately to his shadowless rendering of natural objects 

and the areas of broad color, seen in his later paintings. 

A true definition of Gauguin's work is culminated in 

three words: synthesism, cloisonnisme,6 and symbolism. His 

richly colored abaresques of native life are his attempt 

to break nature down to its basic elements and to recreate 

from there.7 In this way, he searched for the pristine 

reality of nature. 

Linear rhythms and rich color are the essence of his 

later works. He seems to have combined these things in his 

own style: The calligraphic abaresques of Egyptian mon

umentality with a linear rhythm from the early Italians, and 

a flamboyant color usage from the romanticists and impres- . 

sionists. 

6A term whi.ch denotes the heavy outlining of forms, 
perhaps from some Japanese influence. 

7In this way, Gauguin had much in common with Seurat 
and Cezanne. 
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Paul Gauguin was a man who refused to compromise with 

society and civilization, but chose rather, to search for 

the primitive source of art. Twice in his life, success 

smiled on him. Once in the brokerage business and again 

when his paintings were beginning to sell. Both times he 

chose to walk out on the pressures of society. 

I think his true attitude toward conventionalism is 

most aptly expressed in his own words to his writer friend, 

Monfreid. In this l~tter he ·speaks of the "free animal 

existence" of the island saying: 

"~en here have invented an expression: 
'no atou,' roughly equivalent to 'l don't 
give a damn,' and uttered here with complete 
naturalness and composure. You wouldn't 
believe how well I have adapted myself ,to 
that little phrase. I say it

8
often now 

and understand it perfectly." 

This was from a man who was eaten up by disease and ridden 

with every privation poverty can inflict on a human being. 

Gauguin's The Yellow Christ, (see plate 13) is a prime 

example of his two-dimensional rendering of space and use 

of symbolism. The Street In Tahiti (see plate 14) is one . 

of the few examples in G~uguin's art where laws of perspec

tive are obeyed. In this painting we see his use of flam

boyant ornamentation and knowledge of composition. In 

The House Of The Maori (see plate 15) is seen the full 

extent of the color-symbol and a hint of surrealistic tend• 

encies. A somewhat classic composition is the keynote of 

Maternity, (se_e plate 16) but the plastically modeled figures 

8Charles Estienne, Gauguin, p. 74. 
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against a background of planes of pure color are anything 

but academic. This painting is primitive in nature and 

would remind one of the pre-Renaissance "primitives". 

5. Paul Cezanne 

Paul Cezanne, (1839-1906), was probably the greatest 

influence on modern painting of any of his contemporaries. 

His personal life, however, was not nearly as complex and 

involved as were the lives of Lautrec, Van Gogh and Gauguin. 

A biographical sketch is necessarily of less consequence 

in a discussion of Cezanne. 

Cezanne's father was a successful man of Aix-en

Provence, and had come up the hard way from a common labor

er. He felt, therefore, that Paul should study hard and 

follow in his footsteps. 

Paul began a formal education, but it became deterred 

because of an increasing fondness of painting, mu$ic, and 

poetry. After convincing his family that to paint -was 

his only choice, he left for Paris. His father financed 

him throughout his painting career. 

Once in Paris, Cezan~e entered the Atelier Suisse, 

where he studied painting off and on for several years. 

His entire life was divided between Paris and the country. 

In Paris, he fell in with a group of young radicals who had 

frequent discussions at one Cafe Guerbois. Among those 

present were Monet, Manet, Pissarro and Brazille. o 

Cezanne was with the creators of impressionism. 

He hid out at L'Estaque during the war of 1870, and 

lived with Hortense Fiquet, his future wife. After the war, 
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Cezanne painted in the country until 1874, when he took 

part in the first impressionistic showing. His paintings 

were the most severly criticised and he withheld from the 

second showing. 

In 1877, Cezanne entered the third Impressionist 

Exhibition, and received an even more hostile reaction 

from the public. From this time on, he led a secluded life 

and stayed away from public opinion as much as possible. 

Because of the Salon's refusal to exhibit his work, 

the tremendous criticism of his paintings shown with the 

impressionists, and the Beaux-Arts refusal to admit him, 

he became very cynical and skeptical about critics and the 

public. He was always afraid that someone might "get their 

hooks in himn and may have frightened away some good poten

tial buyers in later years because · of this attitude. 

His true friendships were few. Numbered among them 

were Renoir, Pissarro, Zola the·writer, Vollard the collector 

and Pere Tanguy the art dealer. It is through correspond

ence to Zola and Vollard that we know of Cezanne's true 

temperament. 

He was first influenced by the paintings of Delacroix 

and Courbet and the instruction of Pissarro. Later his 

guiding light in art was Poussin, Daumier and El Greco. 

Cezanne was affected only slightly by the Japanese masters, 

mostly through the work of other artists. 

Paul Cezanne was a complete individualist, even when 

he painted with the impressionists. His arbitrary shaping 

and search for hidden form are something like the cravings 
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of Daumier and Poussin. From the very beginning he used 

more vibrating color than his impressionist friends. He 

always worked slowly, striving to order the eiementary 

structure of nature. He struggled always to obtain a 

realization beyond surface appearances with complete 

sincerity and subtlety. His mature paintings seem to be 

a combination of the formal order of Poussin and Rubens, 

with his own innovations concerning the recording of nature. 

Cezanne was the turning point, in the history of 

painting, from realistic representationalism to the study of 

form for its own sake. In his work, form and an orchestra

tion of the plastic elements of painting overshadowed 

"camera like" reality. 

He never ceased searching for the realization of his 

"little sensation" and was never really satisfied with 

a finished work. He attempted to render nature in . terms 

of its essential structure. He ·was not a mere recorder, 

and freely distorted and exaggerated forms in order to 

express an emotion or mood. 

Thus we see a moody, . . relentless, non-comformal man, 

stumbling through the labyrinths of formal organization, 

. forever searching for the basic rudi ments of orchestrating 

nature on canvas. On October 15, 1906, he was caught in 

a rainstorm and died seven days later. 

"Cezanne once told Vollard that his aim was 'to do 

Poussins before Nature'. ,;9 The Chestnut Trees at Jas - --

9Frank Jewett Mather, Jr., Modern Painting, p. 339. 
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g~ Bouffan {see plate 17) is evidence of this aim, and 

shows his intentional disregard of cast shadows. The Blue 

Yase {see plate 18) is a prime example of his arrangement 

of the plastic elements and wilful distortion of nature, 

in order to achieve something more that mere reality. His 

Self Portrait (see plate 19) shows how he modulated color, 

and this is also evident in The· Smoker (see plate 20), 

an example of his love of peasant life. 

Very few generalizations can be made about the post

impress·onists as a whole. However, they had three likenesses, 

as a group. One was that all five of them knew what the 

impressionists had done and felt this not to be the final 

answer in painting. Of course each man went from here in 

a different direction. Another generalization might be 

that all of them were experi~enters and engaged in a constant 

search for a new reality in art. This was spurred on by 

their feeling of "the right to dare everything". In fact, 

these words became a slogan with Cezanne, Van Gogh, and 

Gauguin. The third basic likeness was thei r tendency to 

divorce realism from art. 

Seurat, Lautrec and Cezanne were fortunate enough to 

never have too many monetary worries, but Gauguin and 

Van Gogh seldom experienced this luxury. Cezanne and Seurat 

were scientific in approach, while Gauguin and Van Gogh 

were emotional. Lautrec was, on the other hand, carefree 

and loose in hi s attitude toward pai nting. 

Both Lautrec and Van Gogh di ed at the age of thi rty-

seven, and Seur at at thi rty-two. Their lives ended at an 
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age earlier than most artists reach their prime. 

Other than these things, the artists concerned were 

complete individualists, each with a different goal in mind. 

I//. 



INFLUENCES ON CONTEMPORARY PAINTING 

1. Lautrec 

The direct effects of Lautrec's art on contemporary 

painting are many. His greatest gift to particular paint

ers was to Pablo Picasso, Georges Roualt and Max Weber. 

Lautrec worked over and over a painting to express 

everything with a few deft touches, lea~ing nothing but 

essentials. His work was free, but well thought out. 

His sketch-like technique and wilful exaggerations would 

appear to be completely spontaneous, but he was often 

slow and deliberate in these "sketches". Perhaps his work 

on lithographs helped to shape his mature painting style, 

for he began using broad strokes of color with masses 

replacing line work. His use of simplified line and pure 

color may have taken root here also. These were the 

essentials which must have been an inspiration to the three 

men mentioned above, as well as to all modern artists. 

Lautrec felt that only the figure counted, and left 

much to all contemporary figure painters. His prime interest 

was in individual personalities and he regarded painting 

as a victory over the indistinct; never moralizing, criticis

ing or dramatizing. 

His simplified and revealing portraits were the result 

of rendering figures and gestures rather than details. He 

was not an abstractionist, but rather exaggerated and dis

torted to best show the form he wished. What more logical 

link between realism and abstraction could there be than this? 

22 
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Lautrec's painting never became static, and he yearned 

only for a balance between poetic inspiration and factual 

truth. His promiscuous choice of subject matter set a new 

precedent for later artists. 

A few other devices, which had no tremendous effect 

on any one painter, but were left for all contemporary arti_sts 

to see were these: Use of broken pigment, sketching and 

painting at the same time, use of scientific light (no 

variations or particular source), use of brilliant back

grounds to enhance colors, use of compliments side by side, 

and letting part of the ground show through. 

The fact that these things did not individually greatly 

influence any of today's artists, does not detract from 

their importance. The application of these devices was new 

in Lautrec's lifetime and have opened many new channels of 

thought regarding the approach of painting today. 

2. Seurat 

A long discussion on the influence exercised by Seurat 

would be superfluous. It is phenomenal that so short a 

life should affect later art as much as it did. An ex

amination of his color theories would not be the key to 

his effect on contempory painting, and therefore will not 

be discussed. As mentioned before, Seurat's innovations 

as to the use of pigment were not what ranked him as a 

post-impressionist. 

Perhaps his greatest gift to the cubists and abstract

ionists was the conception that mere representation should 

be replaced by artistic experiment. This gave inspiration 
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to many modern movements in art. 

Seurat's discoveries were not so important to any 

one painter, but rather to all color theorists and contem

plative moderns since then. It is usually a foregone 

conclusion to the layman that all abstractionists and non 

objective painters merely slash at the canvas promiscuously 

with a brush. This, of course, is false. Seurat gave to 

these movements a basis for the exact opposite. He main

tained that organization and planning should be as much a 

part of distortion as .it was of classic realism. 

His idea of rendering space by way of contrasts and 

analogies destroyed the need of absolute perspective, which 

had been carried to its extreme. This new method of creat

ing a three-dimensional illusion on a two-dimensional 

surface is the very root of much contempory painting. 

J. Van Gogh 

Van Gogh left an entirely different conception of 

painting for future art. As mentioned before, Van Gogh 

was the father of emotional expressionism. His idea of the 

value of color was quite ~ifferent than any one else's. 

Van Gogh also brought religion and painting together 

in a way which had never been done before. He sought to 

liberate painting by means of color, and to idealize man, 

by striving to transcend human realities. 

His greatest effect on contemporary painting was 

through Picasso and the early twentieth century painting 

movements. Through them he brought to modern art the full 

realization of Japanese art, hollowing and flattening at 
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the same time, suggesting depth and at once reducing paint

ing to caligraphic symbols. 

Van Gogh's obsession for light and brilliant yellow 

together with his attached meanings to color had no great 

influence on today's art. Through these obsessions, he 

exemplified the idea that color in itself expresses some

thing. He ascertained that depth and three-dimension can 

be suggested by use of pure color alone, without using true 

perspective or cast shadows. He felt that exact color or 

exact drawing could not produce emotions. 

In many of Van Gogh's early works, the maze of lines 

and shapes took on more importance than the subject matter. 

From there he went to wilful distortion, which was a basis 

for the abstractionist painters of modern day. 

Through symbolism and construction in terms of color, 

Van Gogh left for contemporary art, three important things. 

First he left the ~eligious as?ect of trying to express in 

paint, man's soul. This was to be picked up by all succeed

ing expressionistic painters. To all future painters, he 

left the right to be an arbitrary colorist. And thirdly 

he left for the abstractionists the deliberate rearrange

ment of nature and complete disregard for classic perspective. 

4. Gauguin 

What Van Gogh did not leave toward the basis of ex

pressionism, Gauguin did. However, Gauguin's influence was 

more on individual painters. 

Gauguin sought, not to imitate nature, but to recreate 

it in his own image. He pursued this end through compositions 
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of abaresques and geometric forms. His was an innocent 

and natural way of seeing nature in its rudimentary eleme~ts 

of beauty. He was at once modern, revolutionary and prim

itive. 

Kandinsky carried on where Gauguin left off in his 

attempt to recreate the basic forms in nature.10 Gauguin's 

simplified forms rendered in terms of symbolic line and 

color left their mark on all the abstractionists. 

Gauguin's use of plastic form is strongly reflected in 

the work of unch and even Van Gogh. The same synthesis of 

form and color was adapted by Munch. Gauguin's use of 

plastic form and two-dimensional space is also indicated 

in the work of Bennard. 

Gauguin's sweeping abaresques and primitive sense 

of the classical were to have a profound affect on Arp 

and Chagall. Through them his influence was excerised on 

the surrealists and modern primitives. He felt that form 

takes place when a painter gives in to the uprush of the 

unconscious. To Gauguin, the soul of art was in primitive 

peoples, and the rendering of it lay between the world of 

the senses and the world of the mind. It is also fairly 

certain that Gauguin's decorative patterns had an influence 

on the modern primitives through Henri Rousseau. 

Perhaps Gauguin's greatest influence was on Matisse 

and Leger, through his two-dimensional color painting. 

His decorative abaresques, flat tones and arbitrary colors 

1
°Kandinsky is a completely non-objective painter. 
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are seen again and again in ¥1atisse. 

Gauguin was not deliberate and put colors on without 

worrying how they would look. He felt that the symbol 

was the power of form creation and that a picture was a 

flat surface covered with colors arranged in a certain 

(but not pre-thought) order. Gauguin rejected imitation 

of the visual world for expression in terms of planes, forms 

and color. His habit of binding the forms together with 

contour lines was picked up by many contemporary artists. 

5. Cezanne 

No painter has ever been more independent or individ

ualistic than Cezanne. He insisted on violating the tried

and-proved methods of painting he was expected to assimilate 

in his early training. 

Cezanne maintained that a work of art is a world 

self-contained and self-sufficient. He refused to imitate 

nature, but preferred to record .sensations of it. He 

never became intimate with art or reality by sticking to 

literal terms. He sought to do away with appearances 

and bring out hidden relationships. His work was purely 

subjective, not objectively true. Cezanne painted in 

terms of formal rhythms rather than descriptive realism. 

He observed that art need not conform to our habits of 

seeing. 

Through Cezanne's rhythmic repetition of forms and 

perspective by color alone, he exercised more influence 

on modern painting than any of the post-impressionists. 

He felt that color should define form and often began 
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a composition with geometrical forms. 

Several of Cezanne's devices which were to be the 

most copied by artists who followed him were: Beginning 

with spheres, cylinders, angles, parallel lines, verticals 

and horizontals. Another device was to step up a tone's 

intensity until it defined a form, using many small brush 

strokes which appear to be one large brush stroke at first 

glance. Still another much copied device was to define the 

horizon of a picture with parallel lines and spacial depth 

with perpendicular s. 

Cezanne's lyrical self-expression was a strong precedent 

for Matisse, Segonzac, odigliani and Van Dongen. Of course 

the movement connected with these men was also conscious 

of the work of Van Gogh and Gauguin. His formula that the 

cube, cone and cylinder are the basic forms in nature gave 

root to the cubism of Gleizes, Metzinger, Bracque and Picasso. 

Cezanne's sense of latent motion in obviously motionless 

things gave rise to futurism as practiced by Severini, 

Balla, and Russolo. His systematic elimination of the 

accidental by linking planes together has been adapted by 

many moderns, particularly the cubists. 

6. Intermediate Iv ovements 

ithout a doubt, the post-impressionists influenced 

contemporary painting more through intermediate movements 

than they did directly. They affected the fauves, the 

nabis, the French and German expressionists, the futurists, 

the surrealists, the non-objecti vi sts, the abstractionists 

and the cubists. 
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No contemporary artist can be unaffected by the 

particular devices introduced to painting by the post

impressionists. However, only those men most strongly 

affected were mentioned. 

In the final analysis, the greatest influence on 

contemporary painting by the post-impressionists was through 

fauvism (and ultimately expressionism) and cubism partic

ularly through the work of Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse. 

Lautrec's greatest influence was through Max eber 

and Georges Roualt. Gauguin's was through the nabis, 

Serusier, Denis and Roussel, as well as the fauves. 

Van Gogh's true effect was mostly on the fauves and ex

pressionists. Cezanne's greatest contribution came by way 
1
· of the cubists and expressionists. Seurat did not exercise 

too much influence on any one artist, but gave formal 

organization a place ·in contemporary painting. 

The post-impressionists not · only affect contemporary 

painting now, but they marked a -complete change in the 

history of painting, and because of their influence they 

were the "big cog" in the wheel of modern art. They 

represent the real change in today's painting as coincided 

with . the classicism of yesterday, and ultimately mark 

the difference in the evolution of modern painting. 
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Plate 3 
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Plate 4 
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Near the River Seine Georges Seurat, 1859-1891, French 

Plate 6 

Plate 5 
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Sunflowers Van Gogh, 1853-1890, Dutch 

Plate 7 
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The Peasant Van Gogh, 1853-1890, Dutch 

Plate 8 
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Plate 9 
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Plate 10 
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Cypress Landscape Van Gogh, 1853-1890, Dutch 

Plate 12 

Fishing Boats at Aries Van Gogh, 1853-1890. Dutch 

Plate 11 
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Plate 13 
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Plate 14 
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Plate 15 
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Plate 16 



C.hescnut Trees at las de Bouffan Cezanne. 1839-1906. French 

Plate 17 
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Plate 18 
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Plate ·20 
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PAINTINGS 

These paintings were executed from the view point of 

illustrating the influence of the particular devices used 

by the post-impressionists. This is shown through a group 

of paintings containing works contemporary in nature as well 

as works similar to those of the post-impressioni~ts and the 

artists immediately following them. 

Portrait of Al (16 x 20) 

This portrait clearly shows the use of broken color. 

The face is not rendered photographically, but is broken 

into areas. Still it says "face" and is much more expres

sive than a photograph or smoothly rendered painting of 

the same subject would be. The modulation effect and liter

ally untrue color create an interest which cannot be achiev

ed through sharp realism •. The painting is realistic in 

subject matter, but not in handling. The fact that true 

color is not necessary or always desirable was recognized by _ 

all the post-impressionists, but this painting seems to 

indicate more Cezanne qualities than any of the other post

impressionists. 

La Vase Vert ( 16 x 20 ) . 

The purpose of this still life is to show how Lautrec 

and Cezanne handled backgrounds by the breaking up of flat 

areas. The flat wall surface becomes something more than a 

flat wall. The way in which the shapes are worked together 

and yet broken up in themselves stimulates an interest be• 

yond mere subject matter. The choice of subject is deliber-
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ately trite so as to illustrate the value of divorcing paint

ing from reality. The elimination of cast shadows was borrow

ed from Gauguin and Cezanne. 

Mother Superior (24 x 30) 

The very essence of this painting is Japonism. In this 

work two-dimensional space is applied to illustrate how the 

post-impressionists interpreted the Japanese influence. 

Van Gogh was particularly affected by the concept of flatten

ing and still suggesting spatial depth, through the use of 

flat areas of pure color. In this painting the essence of a 

thing takes precedence over the thing itself. This is especial

ly noticeable in the face and hands. Mere suggestion is the 

keynote in this work and is accomplished through understate

ment and symbolism. Again we see an absence of cast shadows; 

a liberty often taken by the post-impressionists. 

Blue Bartender (24 x 30) 

The greatest influence on this .Painting was Lautrec. 

The freedom of line and attempt to depict the subject in an 

atmosphere which best shows his personality is pure "Lautrec

ism". The figure has been distorted deliberately so as to . 

exaggerate his appearance. Here we see the result of careful 

planning combined with looseness in rendering. 

Hommage (24 x 30) 

In this painting, the "Gauguin-like" two dimensional 

space is accented by a nude rendered much as in Matisse's 

early work. The entire theme is based on painting concepts 

borrowed from Gauguin. The ~latisse nude doesn't seem to be 

out of place~ as his early paintings were greatly influenced 
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by Gauguin. The areas of color could suggest terrain but 

are rendered from a design point of view, rather than a 

realistic. This painting is steeped in symbolism; another 

borrowing from Gauguin. The arbitrary use of color defies 

realism as much as the designed landscape. The abstracted 

nude seems to be more congruous with the pagan idol than a 

realistic figure would be. 

Alpine Landscape (24 x JO) 

Many of Cezanne's devices are evident in this painting. 

The juxtaposing of warm and cool colors side by side and the 

way in which the shapes are broken up are notably Cezanne. 

We see upon closer scrutinization that what first a·ppears to 

be large brush strokes are in reality a series of many small 

brush strokes. Another painting method borrowed from Cezanne 

is the practice of increasing a tones intensity in order to 

define form. A full use of modulation has also been used 

here in the sky as well as the rest of the painting. This 

painting is as modern as today, and yet is a direct carry back 

to the methods first employed by Paul Cezanne. 

Store Fronts (20 x 24) 

The post-impressionists exaggerated and distorted at 

will. The next logical step was to begin abstracting for sake 

of form and design. In this painting the elements of design 

and the use of line and color take precedence over subject 

matter. It is not completely abstract, for the subject is 

still recognizable. This type of painting is a link between 

post-impressionism and complete abstraction and non-objectivity. 

It is mute evidence that painting and reality are often very 
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different and thus the basis for painting as an entity in 

itself. 

~ Neighbor's House (20 x 24) 

The surface treatment of this painting was executed 

according to my own tastes, but still reflects much from the 

painting methods of the post-impressionists. The methodically 

planned composition might remind one of the carefully planned 

compositions of Georges Seurat. The overlapping shapes and 

forms give spatial depth, while the areas of color tend to 

flatten it. The three-dimensional quality is therefore a 

result of the composition and not the rendering. 

My_ Neighbor's House II. (15i x 13) 

This is an example of how one of the early fauves might 

have treated the same composition. Organization was just as 

important to many of the fauves, as it was to Cezanne or Seurat. 

Complete disregard for cast shadows, perspective or true color 

values give this painting a strong ~eliance on design quality. 

This type of painting led to later expressionism and abstract-

ion. 

!I Neighbor's House III. (24 x 30) 

This painting is an abstraction of still the same composi

tion. Again we see that organization is very important, for 

the elements of pure design and the use of color predominate 

over subject matter. 
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