
The Art of Happy
with Pierre-Auguste Renoir

TheStudio

July 2019

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with

L E T ’ S  M E E T  T H E  A R T I S T

14

Full name: Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Born: February 25, 1841

Died: December 3, 1919

Don’t be fooled by his serious expression. Renoir was actually a cheerful and 
fun-loving guy! His mother was a seamstress, and his father was a tailor. As a child 
in France, Renoir loved to draw but they seldom had paper or art supplies. 
Industrious Auguste would ‘borrow’ his father’s tailor’s chalk and use it to draw all 
over the floor of their small home.

When he was four years old, Renoir’s family moved from Limoges to Paris. Their 
new home was right across the street from a royal palace! Sometimes when he 
played outside with his friends, they would get a little too loud. A woman from the 
palace would ask them to quiet down, and then Queen Marie Amélie would give 
them candy! Another great thing about living in Paris was that Renoir was able to 
explore his love of art. He visited the Louvre and studied the masters. He was a 
very talented singer, but his shyness kept him from pursuing it as an occupation.

Instead, at age 13 he decided to return to his hometown of Limoges (which is 
famous for its porcelain art) to study painting. He painted porcelain cups, plates, 
vases, and more! When he was 20, Renoir had the opportunity to study painting 
with Charles Gleyre. He was a formal and traditional artist, and he was irritated by 
Renoir’s happy-go-lucky attitude. He was confused by his constantly cheerful 
demeanor, and one day in class he snapped at Renoir, saying he was only trying 
to amuse himself (implying that he wasn’t a serious artist).

But Renoir was serious about painting. In his art classes he met some other 
amazing painters – Claude Monet, Alfred Sisley, and Frédéric Bazille. They 

Auguste Renoir

Frédéric Bazille, Portrait of Renoir, 1867

loved to inspire each other creatively. They would often go out into the forest to paint together, and they met at cafes to dive deep in intellectual 
discussion about art for hours on end. Together with these artists, Renoir helped to create a whole new art movement called Impressionism!

Renoir’s charming and pleasant personality was one of the main reasons he continually had work even when other painter’s didn’t. People felt 
comfortable around him, and families (many from high society) were always interested in having Renoir paint their portrait.

When he was 38, Renoir met the woman who would become his wife... but they wouldn’t be married until 11 years later! They had three sons, 
and Renoir was lovingly specific about how the children should be brought up. He wanted their home to have cheerfully painted walls, flowers, 
fruit, and other simple toys. He was cautious, too! Renoir rounded off the edges of all their furniture so the children would be safe.

As he got older, Renoir had trouble with rheumatism. It made it difficult for him to hold a paintbrush. When he was 57, he moved to the south of 
France hoping that the warmer climate would help. Renoir continued to paint every day for the rest of his life- making over 6000 paintings in all! 
At the age of 78 he said: “I think I am beginning to understand something about painting.”
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The Salon (and its influence on Impressionism)
The Salon was the most 
important art event in the world 
for a very long time. It began in 
1667, and for over 200 years it 
was the place to be if you were 
an artist. It was a formal art 
exhibition with art covering the 
walls from floor to ceiling. A jury 
of art critics would review 
paintings and sculptors that 
were submitted by artists, and 
they would decide if they met 
the criteria for being accepted 
into the show.

Having your art shown at The Salon was a big deal for artists. If you’re art was seen, you could sell your work 
more easily, and get new commissions from high profile art patrons. Renoir's work was first accepted in 
1864 and for several years following, more of his paintings were shown. The judges at The Salon only liked 
art that looked a certain way – mostly art that was very traditional. They weren't very fond of Impressionism. 
When Renoir and his friends started to create their new style of painting, they had a hard time having their art 
accepted. So what did they do? 

They started their own exhibition that was just for Impressionists! The first Impressionist exhibition was in 
1874. Here, there were no judges. Artists put their work forward for everyone to see and ignored the rules 
and status of the Salon. They were more interested in exploring something new than fitting in to the old way 
of doing things. Renoir participated in four Impressionist exhibitions, but his style eventually changed again, 
and he moved away from Impressionism. In 1903, Renoir helped to organize the Salon d'Automne – another 
modern alternative to the official Salon exhibition.

The Salon in 1890
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The Impressionists 

Renoir’s work was described by art critics as unfinished and sloppy. One person even called it “madness.” 
Why were people so shaken up by a new style of painting? There were many reasons, but mostly it was just 
so different from what everyone was used to seeing. 

Since antiquity, artists worked long and hard to master their craft in such a way that when a viewer looked at 
their painting or sculpture, it looked as realistic as possible. The main subjects of art were mythological and 
religious scenes or people with high social status – like politicians and royalty. A ‘good artist’ used paint in 
such a way that the viewer couldn’t see the brushstrokes– everything was blended and softened.

Now, the Impressionists were painting regular people doing everyday things. Instead of hiding their brush-
strokes, they made a point of leaving them right there on the canvas for everyone to see. Instead of making 
their art look realistic, the Impressionists focused on capturing a fleeting moment in time – portraying the 
essence of a scene, or even just a feeling.

Change is hard for people, and it took a while for the general public and the art world to see the beauty in 
this style of painting. But the important thing to look at here is how the Impressionists took their ideas and 
their art philosophies and they pursued them... even when they were criticized and rejected from the Salon. 
All of these painters could have painted to please the Salon, but they believed in their new style so much 
that they were willing to face negative reviews in order to continue exploring and see where their passion 
would take them. It may not look radical to us today, but back then, these artists shocked the world!

Today, these might just look like lovely scenes with 
happy people. But back when Impressionism first 
began, the artists who painted this way were seen 
as rebellious rule breakers who had no respect for 
the proper way of making art. Many people were 
very upset to see paintings like this!

The Impressionist movement began in 
1872, and it lasted for about 20 years. 
The founding members were: Monet, Sisley, 
Bazille, and of course, Renoir! Other prominent 
contributors to the movement include Mary 
Cassatt, Camille Pisarro, Berthe Morisot, Paul 
Cézanne, and Edgar Degas (who rejected the 
term and denied that he was an Impressionist).
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Painting En Plein Air
Before Impressionism, artists would make sketches outside, but they would usually return to their art 
studio to paint. Now, with the fantastic invention of paint in a tube, artists could take their supplies right 
along with them and create their entire painting outdoors from start to finish.

They called this: painting ‘en plein air.’ 

It’s a fancy phrase that just means: painting outside. Knowing what you know about the Impressionists, 
why do you think they wanted to paint outside? List a few of your ideas here, or have a chat about them.

Painting outside helped Impressionists to capture a moment. Their art had an immediate quality because it 
was painted quickly. Rather than painting an idealized landscape and using perfectly mixed paint colors, 
Impressionists preferred to paint from everyday life, using loose brushstrokes and mixing their colors 
directly on the canvas. This is why Impressionist art looks like a snapshot... a picture of a regular day that 
you might walk right into. They were able to observe colors and light more easily outside, and quickly 
record what they saw on their canvas. Impressionist paintings that were painted en plein air had a fresh 
and breezy look to them that couldn’t really be achieved by painting from sketches in a studio! 

These are just some of the reasons Impressionists loved to paint en plein air!

Renoir, Monet painting in his garden, 1873
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Moving beyond Impressionism
When Renoir was 40, he traveled to Italy and was captivated by the Renaissance art he saw there. 
You can see a shift in his style and how his art became more classically influenced. Compare these two 
paintings and find some of the differences!

18921878

At the Milliner’s Young Girls at the Piano

click to
zoom in

https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/young-girls-at-the-piano/ZAGwT97hbG0-sg
https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/at-the-milliner-s/oQFHoQDdzxVWzw?hl=en
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Color Theory
Renoir used very few colors in his art, but 
he used them all so skillfully, you’d never 
know most of his paintings consist of 7 (or 
fewer) colors of paint (not including white).

Renoir’s color palette includes:

Cobalt Blue

Viridian

Dutch Yellow

Cadmium Yellow Light

Naples Orange

Cadmium Vermilion Red Light

Carmine Lake

Flake White

Do you notice a common paint 
color that is completely missing 
from Renoir’s palette? 

What about black? 

Most Impressionists didn’t use 
black at all in their art. Renoir 
jokingly said: “One morning one of 
us had run out of black; and that 
was the birth of Impressionism.”

Colorful Shadows
The Impressionists had so many 
revolutionary ideas about color in 
painting, and one of their most 
groundbreaking realizations was 
that shadows aren’t black! If you 
look really closely at a shadow, 
you’ll see that it’s actually a 
combination of colors that are 
reflected from the object itself!
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Light + Shadow
Impressionists loved to capture light in their paintings. 
Let’s take a closer look at this piece... find some of the places where Renoir shows us how the light is 
coming through the leaves of the trees – dappling the people with tiny golden spotlights. Find where the 
light shines on the figures here, highlighting their facial features or a strand of hair. Where do you see 
shadows? What color are they? How would this scene look different if the light was flat and the shadows 
were black? How does the lighting effect Renoir uses here add to the art?

click to
zoom in

https://artsandculture.google.com/asset/dance-at-le-moulin-de-la-galette/rQEx7CtGiKE3yg?hl=en
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Gesture
This scene looks more like a photographic snapshot than a 
painting, and one of the main reasons is Renoir’s masterful use 
of gesture. In art people can sometimes look static and stiff, 
giving the art a formal feeling. This casual (yet festive) afternoon 
is the opposite! It’s full of motion and subtle activity that breathes 
life into the art. Gesture at it’s best! Let’s take a closer look at 
some specific examples.

Look at how this woman rests her chin in her 
hand and the way her other arm is naturally 
relaxed – draped over the edge of the railing.

Here we see the playful interaction of this woman 
as she holds up her dog. It looks like she’s 
showering her puppy with affectionate baby-talk... 
we can tell by looking closely at the gestures in her 
face and the way she’s leaning in toward the dog.

Look at the way this man sits backward on his 
chair. Rather than sitting up straight, Renoir makes 
sure to paint him leaning back and holding on to 
the chair. 

There’s a gestural 
interaction between 

these two. Doesn’t 
it look like they’re 

talking and she’s 
about to look up 

and make eye 
contact with him? 

Small gestural 
details like the 
way this man’s 
head is tilted 
add so much 
to the art!

Renoir paid very close attention to 
details like the way an arm looks 
when you lean back on it. You can 
even see the tension in this man’s 
hand as he puts his weight on it.

If you think exploring gesture is fun, look at the other paintings we’re studying this month, and chat about what you see there! 
You may even like to try it yourself! Do a few quick and loose gestural drawings of people you see doing everyday things.  
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Technique Renoir’s technique changed a lot over time. For now, we’ll look 
at the techniques he used during his Impressionist period.

He created a sketch or 
under-drawing first.

He blended colors directly on 
his canvas. (If you try this tech-
nique, make sure to keep your brush 
clean so your colors will stay fresh.)

He used short loose brush-
strokes (usually with a thick 
application of paint) to add a 
sense of movement.

He used broken color to give 
his art a sense of dynamic 
lighting.

He painted quickly to capture 
the essence of the moment.

Instead of attention to detail, 
Renoir focused on capturing 
an overall feeling.

He used a palette knife to 
scrape away paint and create 
texture.
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Let’s use Luncheon of the Boating 
Party as our inspiration this week. 

This is an especially interesting 
painting because in this scene 
Renoir combines landscape, still 
life, and portraiture in a single 
piece of art!

How could you do the same thing? What 
kind of scene will you paint that shows a 
little bit of everything?

Will you incorporate what we learned 
about gesture into your art? If so, how?

Some things to consider as 
you make your art...

Consider this:

If we’re going to paint like true Impressionists, 
we can’t use black! Challenge yourself this 
week to stay away from black. Consider using 
dark colors for your shadows!

What do you notice abut the colors Renoir 
chose here? There’s a lot of dark blue and 
orange/yellow. Those are complimentary 
colors, so being next to each other makes 
them both pop with impact! What about the 
value? Where does Renoir use light, medium, 
and dark tones in the composition? Does the 
composition feel balanced? Portrait

Still life

Landscape

Fun Fact:
The woman
seen here is

Renoir’s wife!


