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Constant Troyon
French, 1810-1865

The Approaching Storm, 1849

Eugene Delacroix
French, 1798-1863

Christopher Columbus and His Son at La Rdbida, 1838

Eugene Delacroix

Arabs Skirmishing in the Mountains, 1863

Gustave Courbet
French, 1819-1877

Beach in Normandy, c. 1872/1875

In the 1840s Troyon worked with other landscape painters
centered in the village of Barbizon in the forest of Fontaine-
bleau. This group had emerged from the so-called Genera-
tion of 1830, young painters who as the July Revolution was
deposing a conservative monarch were themselves overturn-
ing long-held traditions of French landscape painting. They
had been influenced by John Constable’s panoramic views
of the English countryside, two of which had been shown at
the Paris Salon of 1824, which encouraged them to express
nature without academic convention or idealization. Here
Troyon has depicted an ordinary, if beautiful place in a
straightforward way. Preparing for the last ferry crossing
before a storm, country people look at the looming, dark
sky. The air is filled with the approaching storm, which is
more than anything else the “subject.”

If the Barbizon painters’ unembellished themes offended
tradition, so did their manner of painting. The texture of
the paint is clearly visible, helping to convey the scene’s rus-
tic character. This free handling of paint, along with a feel-
ing for light in all its variations, was to be an inspiration
for the impressionists. But the Barbizon painters were not
interested in nature’s fleeting effects; instead they sought
out the rugged and enduring unity beneath its changing
aspects.

The hero, the individual of talent and passion who follows
a difficult, solitary path to greatness, was central to roman-
ticism. Here is Columbus at the final moment of frustration
before his ultimate triumph. Almost penniless, he and his
son have sought shelter in the monastery of La Rabida,
where, according to legendary accounts, word of the fateful
meeting with Queen Isabella would soon arrive.

Calm rectangular forms dominate: the juncture of walls
and ceiling, the parade of dark canvases down the hall, the
large map that Columbus contemplates. The figure groups
have solid geometrical form. Even the colors are quiet: the
monks’ habits, the soft light and brown shadows—only the
plume of Columbus’ hat, which points to him as protagonist,
interrupts this muted range. Neither the tone nor composi-
tion matches our image of Delacroix as the champion of
color and exuberant form. More typical of his work, for
example, are the bright color accents and dynamic zigzagging
energy of Arabs Skirmishing (see following entry). Columbus
and His Son is one of a pair—the second painting (Toledo
Museum of Art, Ohio), much richer in color and effect,
shows the explorer returning in triumph—and it seems
likely that Delacroix wanted to underscore radically opposed
circumstances by corresponding differences in feel.

In 1832 Delacroix accompanied a French diplomatic mission
to Morocco. His five months in North Africa would provide
inspiration for the rest of his life. The exoticism and the
vicarious thrill of this violent subject are typical of romantic
art. While in Morocco Delacroix had painted watercolors
and filled notebooks with sketches recording details of land-
scape and Arab dress, but he wrote later that “I did not begin
to do passable work in my trip to Africa until the moment
when I had sufficiently forgotten the small details to recall
in my pictures only the striking and poetic aspect: up to
that point I was haunted by that love of exactitude which
people are apt to mistake for truth.”

In this painting details are muted, subsumed into atmos-
phere and the energy of the attack. It has the look of a quick
improvisation, yet close study reveals how carefully painted it
is. In distant bluffs, small touches of color enliven the lumi-
nous haze. In the middle range, figures and surroundings
merge into one mélange of color, where churning brush-
strokes convey the turbulence of action. And in the fore-
ground, brilliant accents of green, blue, and red stand out
to produce a closer—and more dangerous—sense of reality.
Delacroix’s free handling of paint and juxtapositions of com-
plementary colors influenced the impressionists.

During 1869 Courbet had worked along the beaches in Nor-
mandy, painting sketches that he later used to produce a
number of finished paintings in the studio: “Did I ever earn
my bread and butter,” he wrote a friend. “I painted twenty
seascapes. . ..” Years later, while in exile in Switzerland, he
painted more beach scenes, perhaps returning to the same
sketches or recalling the landscape from memory.

Recent scholarship suggests that this painting is proba-
bly one of the later group. The light and air lack the kind
of vivid freshness of Courbet’s work done while he was still
under his immediate impression of a place. The rocky cliff
seems generalized rather than defined by its strong highlights.
Still, its bulk attracts our attention; our eyes are drawn by
the sheer tactile mass of the pigments there. In many places
Courbet painted not with a brush, but with a palette knife.
His rough technique, like the unsentimentalized peasant sub-
jects he pioneered, scandalized the art establishment—and
helped galvanize the bold style being adopted by younger
painters like Manet. Fiercely proud of his rural roots and
his country-bred vigor, Courbet retained a forthright and
physical connection to the world. He painted the concrete,
he said, and he gave what he saw actual physical dimension
on his canvas.
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