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Introduction

I just read the book by Kropotkin. One must admit that if it is 
utopian, in every way it is a beautiful dream. As we often have 
had examples of beautiful dreams become realities, nothing  
prevents us from believing that it will be possible one day,  
unless man fails and returns to complete barbarism.1

As the oldest of the artists who later became known as Impressionists, Camille Pissarro 
(1830–1903) inspired many colleagues in Paris who had embraced plein-air painting. 
Born and raised on the island of Saint Thomas in the Caribbean, then a Danish  

colony, and under the influence of the Romantic painting of Scandinavia, Pissarro already 
made plein-air studies in Venezuela. He brought to his Parisian circle a worldview that was 
free of academic rules. Together with his artist friends in France, Pissarro organized eight 
Impressionist exhibitions. He painted with Claude Monet in the region around Paris,  
introduced Paul Cézanne to the group, and advocated for the work of Mary Cassatt. He was 
open to the concerns of the Neo-Impressionists and, unlike Monet and Pierre-Auguste 
Renoir, even showed with these younger artists.

In recent years, exhibitions of the artist’s work have focused on the personality behind 
this important oeuvre. Richard R. Brettell’s Pissarro’s People, presented in Williamstown and San 
Francisco in 2011–12, was far more than a portrait exhibition. For the first time, it examined 
Pissarro’s network, his intellectual milieu, and his reception of writings on social philosophy 
and political ethics. It also investigated Pissarro’s network of friends and family in the con-
text of his Jewish origins; as his correspondence shows, relatives who lived abroad were also 
important to him. In 2017 the Musée Marmottan Monet in Paris gave him a retrospective;  
the same year, the museum Ordrupgaard, Copenhagen, explored Pissarro’s collaboration 
with Danish painter Fritz Melbye on Saint Thomas and exposed connections between early 
nineteenth-century Danish painting and French Impressionism. In 2021 the Kunstmuseum 
Basel devoted an exhibition to Pissarro’s cooperation with artists such as Cassatt, Cézanne, 
Edgar Degas, Paul Gauguin, and Monet, complemented at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford 
by drawings and letters by Pissarro and his sons, who were also artists, from the Pissarro 
family archives.

The retrospective in Potsdam and Denver builds on these milestones of Pissarro 
research. The title The Honest Eye: Camille Pissarro’s Impressionism points to Pissarro’s under-
standing of perception as a vital impulse of his artistic practice. On May 13, 1891, Pissarro 
wrote to his son Lucien, “The Impressionists are right, [Impressionism] is a healthy art based 
on sensations, and it is honest.”2 Trusting his “sensations” while seeking “honesty” in the 
presence of nature drove Pissarro, who not only became a central figure in the development 
of Impressionism but was unwavering in his artistic independence to constantly reinvent 
himself.
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Everyday motifs from the industrial suburbs and provincial France bear witness to  
the painter’s sensitivity to the upheavals of the modern age. Pissarro worked on a new image 
of the landscape. In every painting, he strove for compositional balance and harmony; he 
searched for equilibrium and wove forms and colors together in an effort to unify the picture 
plane. His works pay homage to the present moment in all of its unassuming qualities. 
Whether fieldworkers or domestic servants, Pissarro’s figures are monuments to human 
activity. Timothy  J.  Clark has characterized the sense of time conveyed by these images as  
a “unique, unnoticeable, difficult, unrepeatable persistence.”3 For Pissarro, being an artist  
was a way to develop without constraints, and with a pedagogical ethos, he encouraged his 
children to embrace the artistic calling as well. As a reader of the social-utopian writings of 
Pyotr Kropotkin as well as the political and economic literature of his time, Pissarro devel-
oped a reserved humanism that was never boastful. With an honest eye, he inscribed this 
idealism into his art.

The exhibition is organized cooperatively by the Museum Barberini and the Denver 
Art Museum. Clarisse Fava-Piz, Associate Curator of European and American Art Before 1900 
at the Denver Art Museum; Nerina Santorius, Curator and Head of Impressionism at the 
Museum Barberini; and Claire Durand-Ruel Snollaerts, coeditor of the Pissarro catalogue 
raisonné, curated the exhibition. We are grateful to them for opening up new perspectives  
on Pissarro’s artistic activity. Together with Angelica Daneo, Chief of Curatorial Affairs,  
Collections, and Exhibitions/Curator of European Art Before 1900 in Denver, and Daniel 
Zamani, a longtime curator at the Museum Barberini and now Artistic Director at the 
Museum Frieder Burda in Baden-Baden, they succeeded in gaining the confidence of major 
museums, who generously entrusted their valuable works to us. We would also like to thank 
the many private collectors whose holdings were indispensable for our project, in particular 
the collections of Isabelle and Scott Black, Mark Kaufman, Tobia and Morton Mower, Juan 
Antonio Pérez Simón, Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, and Pissarro & Associates Fine Art, as well 
as those who wish to remain anonymous.

The essays in this catalog were developed in the context of a symposium that took 
place in Potsdam on May 22, 2024. We are grateful to the authors and museum teams in  
Denver and Potsdam, especially Curatorial Assistants Valentina Plotnikova and Emily  
Willkom, for their contributions and careful editing. We would also like to thank Olga 
Osadtschy, independent curator, who supervised the catalog.

The Pissarro exhibition is the second cooperative project between the Denver Art 
Museum and the Museum Barberini. In 2019–20 the two institutions organized the highly 
acclaimed Monet: The Truth of Nature in Denver and Monet: Places in Potsdam. Just as the  
wealth of works by Monet in both collections formed the basis for the earlier collaboration, 
so now the exhibition builds on our Pissarro holdings. There are seven paintings by the artist 
in the Hasso Plattner Collection, and we are grateful to the museum founder as well as the 
Hasso Plattner Foundation for permitting them to travel to Denver.

Introduction
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Seven works by Pissarro from the Denver Art Museum’s collection will be on view in 
Potsdam, including two paintings bequeathed to the museum with the Impressionist  
collection of Frederic C. Hamilton in 2014, a gift that will continue to have an impact well 
into the future. In Denver, the exhibition is presented by Barbara Bridges, Bridget and  
John Grier, and the Kristin and Charles Lohmiller Exhibitions Fund, and is supported by the 
Tom Taplin Jr. and Ted Taplin Endowment, Adolph Coors Exhibition Endowment Fund,  
Birnbaum Social Discourse Project, Lori and Grady Durham, Kathie and Keith Finger,  
Sally Cooper Murray, Ellen and Morris Susman, Lisë Gander and Andy Main, Mary Pat and 
Richard McCormick, Kent Thiry and Denise O’Leary, Christie’s, the donors to the Annual 
Fund Leadership Campaign, and the residents who support the Scientific and Cultural  
Facilities District (SCFD). This exhibition is supported by an indemnity from the Federal 
Council on the Arts and the Humanities.

Ortrud Westheider      
Director
Museum Barberini, Potsdam  

Introduction

Christoph Heinrich
Frederick and Jan Mayer Director
Denver Art Museum



10 

Acknowledgments

Bringing together well over a hundred works, including some iconic paintings from 
both sides of the Atlantic, our exhibition traces five decades of Pissarro’s career,  
honoring the evolution of the artist’s practice from his early years in the Caribbean 

and South America to his time in France as a central figure of the Impressionist movement.  
Due to his Jewish and Danish Caribbean roots, his pictorial interests that eschewed his peers’ 
choice of upper-class subject matter to depict scenes of the mundane and his anarchist 
sympathies, Pissarro brought an important external perspective to the Impressionist group. 
Arranged thematically, the exhibition explores subjects that occupied a central role in the 
artist’s oeuvre, including landscapes, portraits of his family, the domestic life in Éragny- 
sur-Epte, the artist’s studio practice, scenes of the rural world and the local markets, Neo- 
Impressionist experiments, as well as urban motifs, such as the harbors of Normandy and the 
bustling streets of Paris.

We are deeply grateful to all our lenders, and we kindly acknowledge the following 
individuals and their colleagues: Emilie Gordenker and Lisa Smit-Vermeer, Van Gogh 
Museum, Amsterdam; Asma Naeem, Katy Rothkopf, and Lara Yeager-Crasselt, The Balti-
more Museum of Art; László Baán, Szépművészeti Múzeum / Museum of Fine Arts, Buda-
pest; James Rondeau and Gloria Groom, The Art Institute of Chicago; William M. Griswold 
and Heather Lemonedes Brown, The Cleveland Museum of Art; Marcus Dekiert and Barbara 
Schaefer, Wallraf-Richartz Museum & Fondation Corboud, Cologne; Gertrud Oelsner and 
Dorthe Vangsgaard Nielsen, Ordrupgaard, Copenhagen; Caroline Campbell and Janet 
McLean, National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin; Belinda Tate and Robin Cooper, Indianapolis 
Museum of Art at Newfields; Julián Zugazagoitia and Aimee Marcereau DeGalan, The  
Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, Missouri; Frédéric Bußmann and Leonie Beiers-
dorf, Staatliche Kunsthalle Karlsruhe; Géraldine Lefebvre, Musée d’art moderne André  
Malraux, Le Havre; Ernst Vegelin van Claerbergen and Karen Serres, The Courtauld, London; 
Gabriele Finaldi and Christopher Riopelle, The National Gallery, London; Maria Balshaw, 
Tate, London; Timothy Potts, Davide Gasparotto, and Scott Allan, The J. Paul Getty Museum, 
Los Angeles; Sylvie Ramond and Stéphane Paccoud, Musée des Beaux-Arts de Lyon; Johan 
Holten and Inge Herold, Kunsthalle Mannheim; Stephanie Wiles and Laurence Kanter, Yale 
University Art Gallery, New Haven; Max Hollein, Susan Alyson Stein, and Alison Hokanson, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Jack Becker and Taylor J. Acosta, Joslyn Art 
Museum, Omaha, Nebraska; Jean-François Bélisle and Anabelle Kienle Ponka, National  
Gallery of Canada, Ottawa; Alexander Sturgis and Colin Harrison, The Ashmolean Museum, 
University of Oxford; Sylvain Amic, Paul Perrin, Isolde Pludermacher, and Anne Robbins, 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris; Érik Desmazières and Aurélie Gavoille, Musée Marmottan Monet, 
Paris; Walter W. Timoshuk and Emily M. Talbot, Norton Simon Art Foundation, Pasadena, 
California; Sasha Suda, Jennifer Thompson, and Laurel Garber, Philadelphia Museum of Art; 
Eric Crosby and Marie-Stéphanie Delamaire, Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh; Alicja 



11

Knast, National Gallery Prague; Georges Magnier, Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Reims; 
Alex Nyerges, Michael R. Taylor, and Sylvain Cordier, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Rich-
mond; Min Jung Kim and Simon Kelly, Saint Louis Art Museum; Thomas P. Campbell and 
Emily Beeny, Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco; Christiane Lange, Staatsgalerie Stuttgart;  
Adam M. Levine, Robert Schindler, and Lori Mott, Toledo Museum of Art; Stephan Jost  
and Caroline Shields, Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto; Kath Davies, Amgueddfa Cymru—
Museum Wales; Kaywin Feldman, Mary Morton, and Kimberly A. Jones, National Gallery of 
Art, Washington, DC; Olivier Meslay, Esther Bell, and Anne Leonard, Clark Art Institute,  
Williamstown, Massachusetts; Konrad Bitterli, Kunst Museum Winterthur. Our gratitude  
is also due to the private lenders of this exhibition.

We would also like to thank those who helped carry out this project: Marcela Caruso, 
Julien Domercq, Archives Durand-Ruel, Alma Egger, Amelia Harris, Ileen Kohn, Olga 
Osadtschy, Joachim Pissarro, Lionel and Sandrine Pissarro, Stern Pissarro Gallery, Vincent 
Pruchnicki, Graciela Téllez Trevilla, and especially Daniel Zamani, Artistic Director at the 
Museum Frieder Burda in Baden-Baden, who has co-conceptualized the exhibition. We also 
extend our thanks to the research staff at the Documentation Center of the Musée d’Orsay  
in Paris, The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, and the National Gallery of Art in 
Washington, DC.

At the Museum Barberini, we are deeply grateful to the entire team behind this 
ambitious project. Special thanks are due to Ortrud Westheider, Director; Janine Meyer, 
Managing Director; Michael Philipp, Chief Curator; Linda Hacka, Provenance Research 
Associate; Valentina Plotnikova, Curatorial Assistant; Anne Barz, Annelies Legein, and Anna 
Seidel, Registrars; Achim Klapp, Marte Kräher, Valerie Maul, and Carolin Stranz, Communi-
cations and Marketing; Dorothee Entrup, Isabel Acosta, and Andrea Schmidt, Education and 
Inspiration; Stefan Scholze, Digitization and Information Security; and Leonie Schmidt, 
Student Assistant.

At the Denver Art Museum, we were fortunate to receive unstinting support from our 
Frederick and Jan Mayer Director, Christoph Heinrich, and our Chief of Curatorial Affairs, 
Collections, and Exhibitions, Angelica Daneo. A project of this scale would have never come 
to fruition without the contribution of our stellar team: Emily Willkom, Senior Curatorial 
Assistant; Lauren Thompson, Senior Interpretative Specialist; Renée Albiston, Associate 
Provenance Researcher; Sarah Cucinella-McDaniel, Director of Registration, Collections, 
and Exhibitions; Caitlin R. Rumery, Associate Registrar; Eric Berkemeyer, Project Manager; 
Valerie Hellstein, Managing Editor of Publications; Christina Jackson, Manager of Photo-
graphic Services; Renée B. Miller, Manager of Rights and Reproductions; Pam Skiles, 
Senior Paintings Conservator; Felicia Martinez, Assistant Project Manager; Jeff Keene, 
Senior Preparator for Exhibitions; Ruby Dorchester, Assistant Preparator for Exhibitions; 
Erwin Erkfitz, Associate Preparator for Registration; David Griesheimer, Associate Director 
of Exhibition Production; Haley Hartmann, Manager of Exhibition Lighting; and interns 
Chloe Ponzio and Valentine Karrer. Credit for the stunning exhibition design goes to  
Stephen Saitas and to Evan Cotgageorge for exhibition graphic design.

Acknowledgments

Claire Durand-Ruel Snollaerts 
Guest curator  
Pissarro expert

Clarisse Fava-Piz 
Associate Curator of 
European and American 
Art Before 1900 
Denver Art Museum

Nerina Santorius 
Curator and  
Head of Impressionism 
Museum Barberini,  
Potsdam



 “Absolutely Free”
Camille Pissarro’s  
Dedication as an Artist



13

Claire Durand-Ruel Snollaerts

It’s almost impossible to keep a young man from going where his 
passions lead him. [. . .] When I think that, as a young man, left  
to my own devices like anyone else, I found myself in a foreign 
land, free, absolutely free, and lucky enough to never encounter 
misfortune, I wonder what advice I could possibly give. [. . .] The 
author of this letter had a powerful distraction: art!!!1

Passion, freedom, art: Camille Pissarro articulated these three key terms at the age of 
sixty-eight in a letter to his son Lucien. Yet nothing in Pissarro’s background—neither 
his place of birth nor his family origins—predisposed him to become a painter. The 

following essay explores Pissarro’s dedication to developing free opportunities for creating 
art outside the Salon and academies, tracing his role in the group of Impressionists and his 
advocacy for the artists of the next generation.

“Where He Learned to Draw Without a Master”: Early Years on Saint Thomas and in Venezuela

Camille Pissarro was born on July 10, 1830, in Charlotte Amalie—a port town on the island 
of Saint Thomas in the Danish Antilles, now the US Virgin Islands—to a French merchant 
family of Jewish faith. Later in life, he rarely spoke about his youth or his artistic beginnings 
on Saint Thomas. The young Pissarro grew up in a diverse, cosmopolitan environment, 
interacting with Europeans—the community of French, Danish, Spanish, and English 
merchants who, like his father, conducted business on the island—as well as with the 
enslaved people from various colonized African countries who lived there.2 As a child, he 
attended a Moravian elementary school that provided instruction to children from all 
these communities.3 In 1842, at the age of twelve, he was sent to boarding school near Paris.4 
Its director is said to have advised him, “When you return to your country, be sure to draw 
the coconut trees!”5 It is not documented whether Pissarro was already interested in draw-
ing at this time or if he visited the museums of Paris during his boarding school period, 
which ended when he returned to Charlotte Amalie in 1847. When he went back to France 
in 1855, at the age of twenty-five, Pissarro was already an accomplished artist, with a sub-
stantial portfolio of works on paper and paintings.6 Paul Cézanne later remarked, “He had 
the good luck of being born in the Antilles, where he learned to draw without a master.”7 
Though not entirely accurate—Pissarro did have some instruction—Cézanne’s observa-
tion reflects how Pissarro started his early training far from the rigid methods of the French 
academic workshops.

“Absolutely Free”: Camille Pissarro’s Dedication as an Artist

1
Landscape at Montmorency, ca. 1859,  
Musée d’Orsay, Paris
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When he returned to Charlotte Amalie in 1847, Pissarro reluctantly joined the family 
business, a haberdashery and hardware firm. At every opportunity, he would slip away with 
his sketchbook to capture the lively scenes at the harbor. With a sure hand, he also made 
portraits and drew women returning from market with their wares balanced on their heads, 
animals, landscapes dotted with coconut palms, and huts nestled at the foot of lush hills.

One day, while overseeing the arrival of merchandise, Pissarro met Danish painter 
Fritz Melbye (1826–1869), an encounter that would profoundly alter the course of his life. 
Melbye, a marine painter, traveled the world producing work for European collectors. 
Together, they left Saint Thomas—Pissarro departing without his family’s permission—for 
Venezuela, where they lived as bohemian artist-adventurers from 1852 to 1854. Melbye 
became the first of many artistic companions in Pissarro’s life. Years later, Pissarro recalled 
this bold leap into the unknown:

In ’52, working as a well-paid clerk on Saint Thomas, I couldn’t 
stand it any longer—without further reflection, I left everything 
behind and fled to Caracas to break the tie that bound me to 
bourgeois life. I suffered terribly, of course, but I lived.8

The two painters traveled across Venezuela, discovering new cultures and ways of life. Most 
importantly, they created numerous works inspired by the surrounding natural world.  
Two paintings—A Plaza in Caracas (cat.  6), from Venezuela, and Two Women Chatting by the  
Sea, Saint Thomas (cat. 8), painted on Saint Thomas but later redated to 1856—demonstrate  
the artistic mastery that Pissarro had developed under the guidance of his Danish mentor. 
His cosmopolitan childhood in the Antilles and his time in Venezuela, enriching and  
sometimes painful, profoundly shaped Pissarro’s adult character. From these experiences,  
he developed a strong work ethic, determination, a love of art, a deep yearning for freedom 
and independence, generosity, a spirit of sharing, and a remarkable open-mindedness. 

In 1855 his father accepted his vocation as a painter and allowed him to continue his 
training in France. Yet when he arrived in Paris, the young Pissarro was already an experi-
enced artist. His time in Venezuela had exposed him to a wide range of subjects and motifs. 
He had also experimented with drawing, watercolor, and oil painting. His preferred themes 
on Saint Thomas and in Venezuela anticipated those of the Impressionist movement: he 
depicted daily life and local customs without artifice. His subjects were market scenes,  
animals, tree-lined roads, the seashore, and people working, conversing, or resting. This 
interest in using brush and pencil to express the reality of a simple, authentic life would 
remain central to his work. Later, in Louveciennes, Pontoise, and Éragny-sur-Epte—towns 
near Paris, but still largely untouched by industrialization—Pissarro captured, with delicacy 
and sensitivity, the peaceful countryside through the changing seasons, peopled by dignified 
peasant figures. Yet while his choice of subjects remained largely consistent, Pissarro’s artis-
tic style evolved significantly over the decades, influenced by his close ties to other artists.

“Not the Least Delectation for the Eye”: The Critics at the Paris Salon

At the time of Pissarro’s return to France, the only way to gain recognition from dealers 
and collectors was to have works accepted at the official Salon de Peinture et de Sculpture, 
or Salon de Paris. Four years after his arrival in the French capital, in 1859, Pissarro tried  
his luck and was thrilled when his work was accepted—a small painting titled Landscape at 

“Absolutely Free”: Camille Pissarro’s Dedication as an Artist
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Montmorency, depicting a woman with a donkey by a farmyard (fig. 1). In the catalog, he was 
listed as a “student of Anton Melbye,” the brother of Fritz Melbye.9 The Salon accepted his 
work six more times, through 1870, when he sent his last submission. The Banks of the Marne  
in Winter (cat. 13), an austere, melancholy painting exhibited at the Salon in 1866, attracted the 
attention of two critics and can be considered one of the first works to establish his reputation.

The reviewer of L’Univers illustré astutely noted Pissarro’s gift for deeming even the 
most banal or ugly motifs worthy of painting:

Surely there is nothing more vulgar 
than this view and nevertheless  
I challenge you to pass by without 
noticing it. It becomes original by 
the abrupt energy of execution, 
which underlines these uglinesses, 
instead of seeking to conceal them. 
One sees that M.  Pissarro is not 
banal through an inability to be 
picturesque.10

The second review came from Émile Zola, writing in L’Événement 
after discovering the artist’s work:

M. Pissarro is an unknown and 
probably no one will talk about 

him. I consider it my duty to give him a vigorous handshake 
before leaving. Thank you, Monsieur, your winter landscape 
refreshed me for a good half hour, during my trip through the 
great desert of the Salon. I know that you were admitted only 
with great difficulty and I congratulate you on that. Besides 
which, you ought to know that you please nobody and that 
your painting is thought to be too bare, too black. So why the 
devil do you have the arrant awkwardness to paint solidly and 
study nature so honestly! Look, you choose wintertime, you 
have there a little bit of a road, then a hillside in the back-
ground, and open fields to the horizon. Not the least delecta-
tion for the eye. A grave and austere kind of painting, an 
extreme care for truth and rightness, an iron will.11

In The Banks of the Marne in Winter, Pissarro had painted a landscape devoid of any signifi-
cant event—a scene that, as both critics observed, was not even beautiful. Throughout  
his career, Pissarro made a point of rendering reality as he saw it, without embellishment 
or picturesque details. The “pretty,” he often warned his son, was a greater danger than  
the “ugly.” His commitment to this philosophy sometimes put him at odds with his dealers 
and collectors.12

2
Jalais Hill, Pontoise, 1867,  
The Metropolitan Museum of Art,  
New York



16 

“Modern Countryside”: First Steps Toward Impressionism

The year 1866 also marked Pissarro’s move to Pontoise, a town some twenty miles north-
west of Paris. He and his family lived there for two years, before returning to make it their 
home once again from 1872 to 1882.13 The paintings Pontoise (cat. 15) and Jalais Hill, Pontoise 
(fig. 2) belong to the group of works from his first stay. Using quite large formats, Pissarro 
set about depicting the panoramas of L’Hermitage, an area on the outskirts of town. The 
first shows vegetable gardens set against a hillside of terraced housing. The second work 
depicts a view of a bend in a road from which two elegantly dressed women emerge, illumi-
nated by the light. They pass an embankment that blocks the view of the path they have 
taken and casts a shadow over the foreground. When the painting was shown at the Salon 
of 1868, Zola once again praised Pissarro:

This is the modern countryside. [. . .] And this little valley, 
this hill, have a heroic simplicity and forthrightness. 
Nothing would be more banal if it were not so grand. 
From ordinary reality the painter’s temperament has 
drawn a rare poem of life and strength.14

Zola’s emphasis on simplicity and forthrightness perfectly de - 
scribed the artist’s character as well. 

From 1869 to 1872, the Pissarro family moved closer to 
Paris, renting a house in the town of Louveciennes at the foot of  
the Marly aqueduct. Pissarro often painted outdoors alongside 
Claude Monet, Alfred Sisley, and Pierre-Auguste Renoir, who 
had also settled in the area. During this period, Pissarro’s work 
underwent its first stylistic changes: his palette became brighter, 
his brushstrokes lighter, and above all, he used smaller formats 
that were easier to transport. A topographical study of the sites  
Pissarro depicted in Louveciennes reveals his distinctive working method: he rarely ventured 
far from his home on the Route de Versailles, creating twenty-two works from this road 
alone, most of them just yards from his doorstep. The outdoors served as his studio, and  
his immediate surroundings provided him with an abundance of subjects. From this fixed 
location, Pissarro demonstrated remarkable versatility, often revisiting the same motifs from 
slightly different angles and in varying weather conditions to achieve a sense of constant 
renewal. In Route de Versailles, Rain Effect (cat. 21) his house appears on the left, with the black-
smith’s house opposite. Route de Versailles, Louveciennes, Winter Sun and Snow (fig. 3) presents the 
reverse view, with his house hidden behind him and the posthouse visible across the street. 
The twenty-two paintings of the Route de Versailles do not constitute a formal series due to 
their varying viewpoints. Standing in front of his house, Pissarro turned in different directions 
and depicted buildings from close up or from a distance. However, the exhaustive exploration 
of a single location anticipates both Monet’s later serial works and Pissarro’s own series of 
urban panoramas, created from the 1890s onward. The Thaw or The House of Monsieur Musy, 
Louveciennes (cat. 22) depicts a nearby house that appears in six distinct paintings, each with 
such different perspectives and framing that the subject is not immediately recognizable as 
the same building.15 This ability to generate multiple motifs from a single subject was char-
acteristic for Pissarro’s approach.  In Éragny-sur-Epte he would take up this approach again.

3
Route de Versailles, Louveciennes,  
Winter Sun and Snow, ca. 1870,  
Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza, 
Madrid
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The Conversation, Louveciennes (fig.  4), dated 1870, is notable for its exceptional size:  
39 1/2 by 31 7/8 inches. In this highly structured composition, Pissarro shows a conversation 
between his wife, Julie, seen from behind with their daughter Jeanne-Rachel (“Minette”) 
at her side, and a neighbor. The fence marking the boundary of the family home guides  
the viewer’s gaze toward these three figures; the eye pauses on the neighbor’s face before 
being drawn further toward the Route de Versailles, bathed in brilliant light. The tree’s 
foliage, rendered in small brushstrokes, separates the shaded private space on the left  
from the sunlit public space on the right. Despite its large format, the canvas was certainly 
painted en plein air. Pissarro and his friends adopted a technique of small brushstrokes and 
hatchings that allowed them to more accurately capture the texture of foliage and flowers, 
as well as the shimmering interplay of light and shade on objects. Though relatively sub-
dued in color, this painting represents a significant step in Pissarro’s progression toward 
Impressionism.

“Our Exhibition Is Going Well”: Pissarro’s Role in the Impressionist Group

After spending a year in London starting in late 1870 to escape the Prussian 
troops who had occupied their house in Louveciennes, Pissarro and his 
family returned to Pontoise in 1872 and remained there for ten years.  
This second period in Pontoise marked a significant chapter in the painter’s 
artistic development and his growing influence within the Impressionist 
movement. In particular, it coincided with the first of seven independent 
Impressionist exhibitions. Pissarro was the only artist to exhibit in all eight 
(the final one in 1886, when he was living in Éragny-sur-Epte). While Renoir 
and Monet, discouraged by the poor reception of their work, occasionally 
preferred to try their luck at the official Salon, and others such as Gustave 
Caillebotte, Mary Cassatt, Cézanne, Edgar Degas, and Sisley eventually 
abstained entirely, Pissarro never wavered in his decision to participate in 
these independent exhibitions, despite facing humiliation with each one. 
The rigid, academic style of the Salon was too stark a contrast to the artist’s 
commitment to independence and freedom.

In 1874 Pissarro, along with Monet, Renoir, and Degas, actively par-
ticipated in the group’s founding and in the selection of artists for its first 
independent exhibition. At this inaugural showing, he exhibited five 
landscapes of Pontoise, including Hoarfrost (cat. 33), which startled many 
viewers with its enigmatic grid-like arrangement of shadows. Louis Leroy, 

one of the harshest opponents of this new style of painting, recounted a dialogue in front 
of the picture:

“Those furrows? That frost? But they are palette-scrapings 
placed uniformly on a dirty canvas. It has neither head nor tail, 
top nor bottom, front nor back.”—“Perhaps . . . but the impres-
sion is there.”—“Well, it’s a funny impression!”16
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Despite the disparaging remarks, Pissarro remained confident. He reported to his friend 
Théodore Duret, “Our exhibition is going well, it’s a success. The critics are tearing us apart 
and accusing us of not studying—I’m going back to my studies, it’s better than reading  
the reviews; there’s nothing to be learned from them.”17 Criticism continued to be fierce 
throughout the eight exhibitions, often focusing on the use of colors deemed too garish and 
the seemingly unfinished quality of the works.

Among the thirty exhibitors in 1874 was Paul Cézanne, who gained admission thanks  
to Pissarro. During the decade from 1872 to 1882, Cézanne often stayed 
in the Pontoise region to paint alongside his mentor. “He was like a 
father to me,” he later said. “You could always ask him questions; he 
was something like the good God.”18 From their artistic dialogue 
emerged works of strong similarity.19 View of the Maison des Mathurins, 
Pontoise (fig. 5) by Pissarro and Road at Pontoise (fig. 6) by Cézanne were 
painted side by side in 1875. Their shared use of the palette knife, lim-
ited color range, and reduction of composition to essential elements 
reflect the intensity of their artistic exchange. Pissarro later recalled of 
this period, “Cézanne was under my influence in Pontoise and I was 
under his. Of course—we were always together!”20

Pissarro was a mentor not only to Cézanne but also to Paul 
Gauguin, who, until 1885, drew heavily on his example: “He was one 
of my masters, and I would never deny it.”21 Gauguin, eighteen years 
Pissarro’s junior, visited Pontoise frequently between 1879 and 1883 
to paint in his mentor’s style, copying his subjects and absorbing 
lessons about broken brushwork. Patient, attentive, and nonauthor-
itarian, Pissarro was a dedicated teacher throughout his life, guiding 
and encouraging both his artist friends and his five sons in their 
artistic growth.

“I Accept the Fight”: The Neo-Impressionist Adventure

While Pissarro had fought to have Cézanne admitted in 1874, in 
1886, the year of the final exhibition of the Impressionist group, he 
insisted on including Georges Seurat and Paul Signac, two unknown 
young artists who were the pioneers of the Divisionist technique, 
also known as Neo-Impressionism. This new approach to painting, 
rooted in modern scientific principles, was rejected by the rest of the 
group. The organization of this final exhibition was thus more chaotic than ever; never 
before had such diverse styles been displayed in one show. Caillebotte, Monet, Renoir, and 
Sisley desisted. Pissarro’s success in imposing painters whose technique was so far removed 
from Impressionism highlights his dedication to innovation:

I explained [. . .] that Seurat was bringing something new that, 
despite their talent, these gentlemen could not appreciate, and 
that I personally am convinced of the progress in this art which 
will, at some point, produce extraordinary results. Besides, I 
couldn’t care less about the opinion of any artists whatsoever, 
and I don’t accept the casual judgments of the romantics [i.e., 
the Impressionists], who have a vested interested in fighting 
new trends. I accept the fight, that’s all.22

5
View of the Maison des Mathurins, Pontoise, 
1875, private collection

6
Paul Cézanne, Road at Pontoise, 1875,  
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In a separate room, Pissarro proudly exhibited his Divisionist works—including 
View from My Window in Cloudy Weather (cat. 78) and Apple Picking (fig. 7)—alongside Seurat’s 
A Sunday on La Grande Jatte (fig. 8).23 While criticism persisted, many welcomed this new way  
of painting. Jean Ajalbert was dazzled upon entering the room blazing with Pissarros,  
Signacs, and Seurats: 

These artists are seeking something new only in their tech-
nique. They arrive at intense coloration through observations 
that are as accurate as they are simple. They color shadows with 
the complementary color of light areas; they avoid muddy mix-
tures by painting with small touches, dots, or by juxtaposing 
colors: the mixing happens in the eye, not on the palette. They 
paint by softening, by endlessly modifying an object’s local 
color by the reflections from stronger neighboring colors.24

Of Pissarro, Ajalbert perceptively wrote, “He is an old-time wrestler, a master always making 
progress, and courageously shaping himself according to new theories.”25

The Divisionist adventure brought Pissarro closer to Neo-Impressionists such as 
Henri-Edmond Cross, Albert Dubois-Pillet, Léo Gausson, Maximilien Luce, and Belgian 
painter Théo Van Rysselberghe. Alongside them, he produced a series of works using tiny 
dots that achieved exceptional luminosity. However, after four years of intense dedication 
to the technique, he abandoned it, finding the long and painstaking process stifling.  
He lamented “the impossibility of following my fleeting sensations, and thus of giving  
life and movement; the impossibility of capturing the many varied efforts of nature, the 
impossibility or difficulty of giving character to my drawing, of avoiding repetition [.  .  .].  
I had to give it up, it was more than time!”26 He noted that creating a painting using the 

dotted technique took him twice as long as his previous methods. The 
slow, almost mechanical gesture felt ill-suited to the spontaneity of his 
sensations. A tally of his output between 1885 (the year before he began 
Divisionism) and 1890 (the year he abandoned it) shows the decline  
in his production during his Divisionist period. In 1885 he completed 
thirty-five paintings; in 1886, twenty-two; in 1887, sixteen; in 1888, eight; 
in 1889, twelve; and in 1890 he returned to twenty-eight.

This interlude, which sparked disagreements with his Impression-
ist friends and led to the cessation of purchases by his dealer Paul Durand-
Ruel, further underscores Pissarro’s independence and his openness to 
exploring new techniques, even at an advanced age.

7
Apple Picking, 1886,  
Ohara Museum of Art, Kurashiki


