October 26th 2026

Something bothers me about the impressionists.
Ah, Mr. V. Now you've got my attention.
The Impressionists are an interesting bunch because they weren't simply painting differently. They were challenging what the French art establishment considered worthy of being called art. And yet, over time, the rebels became the establishment themselves.
But I don't want to put words in your mouth.
What is it about the Impressionists that bothers you?
Is it the paintings themselves, the way they're executed, the subjects they chose, or perhaps something about how the art world has elevated them?
I'm listening, Scotty. Let's pull this thread.
For Impressionist interests, here’s one museum highlight option in Germany.




Look at this romantic painting by an artist I have never heard off.  It dates 1895, the year Berthe Morisot die.  I found this painting surprising,..... and then I saw the substance the looking down the sense of 3 girls being 3 lovely girls.   Against this are the impressionists.    What is going here...... or is this transition happening for the French people loved art and were more liberal in their approach to what is good to great art contrasts greatly with the very conservative american art at the time.....
Scotty, I think you've stumbled onto something important here. And I suspect it gets to the heart of what has been bothering you about the Impressionists.
You encountered a painting that surprised you. Then you looked longer. And the longer you looked, the more you found: the three women, their gestures, the delicate relationships between their bodies, the water, the light, and the almost theatrical atmosphere. The initial surprise became an invitation to discover substance.
That sounds remarkably close to how you approach art in a gallery: surprise earns the first look; substance earns your continued attention.
And here is the historical puzzle: in 1895, this kind of painting and Impressionism existed side by side. One had not simply replaced the other.
First, let's identify the painting




A Coign of Vantage (1895)
Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema (1836–1912)
Oil painting · Classical antiquity · Private collection
The three women are watching ships returning to a harbor, in an imagined setting inspired by the ancient Mediterranean. The title means a favorable position from which to observe something. 

Flickr
+1

Alma-Tadema was born in the Netherlands and established his career in Britain. He was not an obscure amateur. He was a successful, celebrated painter whose meticulously rendered scenes of the ancient world appealed to Victorian audiences.
And this brings us to your question.
1. Two different ideas of what a painting should accomplish




Alma-Tadema
· Constructed figures and setting 
· Carefully controlled composition 
· Tactile surfaces and fine detail 
· A romantic world for the viewer to enter 




The Impressionists
· Fleeting effects of light 
· Visible, often rapid brushwork 
· Color and atmosphere 
· The experience of seeing a moment 
These are broad distinctions, not absolute rules. Impressionists cared about composition and substance, too. And Alma-Tadema was attentive to light and color.
But the difference in emphasis is revealing.
Alma-Tadema invites you to look into a carefully imagined world. Monet often invites you to consider how you see the world.
Neither ambition is inherently superior. They are different artistic problems, with different solutions.
2. The historical transition was not simply France becoming liberal
Your suggestion about the French public being more open to different kinds of art has some truth to it, but there is a more complicated story.
In the 19th century, the Paris Salon and its juries exerted enormous influence over which artists received recognition. Academic painting favored established subjects, polished execution, and accepted standards of finish. The early Impressionists challenged those conventions and initially faced considerable resistance. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
+1

Then the exhibition system began to change.
· 1863: The Salon des Refusés displayed works rejected by the official Salon. 
· 1874–1886: The Impressionists organized eight independent group exhibitions. 
· 1880 onward: Changes in the French exhibition system weakened the old Salon's control and helped create opportunities for artists outside its established circles.  
· The Metropolitan Museum of Art+1  
This is important: the change was not simply that the French suddenly decided Impressionism was good. Artists created alternative venues, collectors developed new interests, and the market gradually responded.
Meanwhile, Alma-Tadema continued to thrive in Britain. In 1895, the same year as this painting, traditional academic painting, Victorian classicism, Impressionism, and other emerging approaches all belonged to the wider European art world.
There was no single artistic succession in which one style defeated another and disappeared.
3. And what about conservative American art?
Here, your observation becomes especially interesting.
American artists and collectors initially had a mixed response to French Impressionism. Many American artists studying in Paris preferred the established academic approach. By the 1880s and 1890s, however, American collectors increasingly embraced Impressionism, and American artists adapted it to their own tastes. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
+1

American Impressionism often combined luminous color and loose brushwork with solid drawing and carefully constructed figures. It could be quite conventional in its subjects, particularly its attractive landscapes and genteel domestic scenes. The Met's account of the movement describes how American painters blended lessons from European academies with Impressionist techniques. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
+1

So we should be careful about calling American art uniformly conservative. But there is a genuine distinction between accepting Impressionism as a new way of painting and embracing it as a challenge to artistic authority.
A style that begins as rebellion can eventually become respectable.
4. Now, let's return to the three women
This is where I think your response to Alma-Tadema is most revealing.
You did not stop at, "What a pretty painting." You began to discover the substance.
Look at the three different poses. One woman leans forward, absorbed in whatever she sees below. Another bends toward her companion. The third turns her face upward, seemingly removed from the others' attention.
The women occupy the same space, yet they are not doing the same thing. That gives the composition a little human mystery. What are they watching? Are they waiting for someone? What are they thinking?
The artist does not supply a definitive answer. The painting gives you enough to become curious.
And notice how the marble, fabric, flowers, and water contribute to that experience. Their beauty is not just decorative; it helps create a convincing, inviting world.
That is substance expressed through representation, craftsmanship, composition, and suggestion.
Of course, Impressionists can achieve substance through different means: a fleeting expression, the tension between figures, an unusual point of view, or the emotional quality of light. The question is not whether one style possesses substance and the other does not. It is whether a particular work gives you something worth discovering.
And that takes us back to your own way of looking at art.
Surprise gets you through the door. Substance determines whether you stay.
I think your encounter with Alma-Tadema has exposed a question worth pursuing: when the art world elevates a movement such as Impressionism, do we sometimes become so preoccupied with its historical importance and its innovations that we overlook other artists who were solving different artistic problems with equal seriousness?
That is a fair question. It doesn't diminish Monet or Morisot. It challenges the idea that the history of art should be read as a ladder, with each new movement standing above the last.
Let me ask you one thing, Scotty.
Is your discomfort with the Impressionists that their paintings sometimes seem to sacrifice the substance you find in Alma-Tadema—or that the art world has taught us to value their innovations so highly that other kinds of artistic achievement get pushed into the background? Those are two different criticisms, and I suspect the distinction matters here.
For Impressionism and other styles, here are some framed wall art options.





Let me interrupt for the mind has its own path.  Is there a book, there has to be a book that deals with this art transition in images and stories?
The books I'd put on your shortlist
I found several, but one in particular looks close to the journey your mind is taking: not simply learning the names of movements, but seeing the paintings, hearing their stories, and understanding why different kinds of art competed for attention.




Best starting point
An Introduction to Nineteenth-Century Art — Michelle Facos
Illustrated survey · 464 pages
This is probably the best match for your broad question. It covers the art and culture of the 19th century across France, Britain, America, and other parts of Europe, with more than 250 color images. It connects individual paintings to the society, ideas, and institutions around them. 

Michelle Fac
+1

See the publisher's page





Nineteenth-Century European Art — Petra ten-Doesschate Chu
Broad historical survey · 560 pages
A substantial, illustrated history that connects painting and sculpture with photography, architecture, decorative arts, and the political and economic world in which they developed. A good choice if you want the larger picture rather than a book devoted only to Impressionism. 

Google Books
+1

See the book details





Inspiring Impressionism: The Impressionists and the Art of the Past — edited by Ann Dumas
280 pages · 217 color illustrations
This one makes an intriguing comparison between the Impressionists and the artistic traditions that preceded them. It explores how painters such as Monet, Degas, Morisot, and Cézanne engaged with earlier masters rather than simply breaking away from the past. 

Yale University Press

See the publisher's page





An Outline of 19th-Century European Painting: From David Through Cézanne — Lorenz Eitner
720 pages · Extensive coverage of competing styles
Particularly relevant to your question because it explicitly covers academic and Salon painters alongside Realism and Impressionism. It follows the artists, their styles, and the historical currents surrounding them. 

Routledge

See the publisher's page
One more book worth knowing about
Origins of Impressionism, by Gary Tinterow and Henri Loyrette, is an extensively illustrated account of the Paris art world in the 1860s. It deliberately moves beyond the familiar story of conservative academic art fighting against rebellious Impressionists, examining the actual relationships and interactions among artists. It includes 645 illustrations and is available to read online through the Metropolitan Museum of Art, despite being out of print. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art

Read it at the Metropolitan Museum of Art

My recommendation: Start by investigating Michelle Facos's book. It offers the broadest, most accessible framework for the transition you're curious about. Then explore Inspiring Impressionism for a more focused comparison of artistic traditions.
One practical suggestion: look for used copies or check your local library before buying. These illustrated art-history books can be expensive.
And Scotty, I would keep one question in mind as you read: What did the art public of 1895 consider great art, and what do we now consider great art?
The gap between those two answers may be more revealing than the usual story of how Impressionism changed painting.
For illustrated art history of the era, here’s a museum option.



I found reasonable pricing (around $50 or less) for all these books, for they are all absent in my collection.  The only book I am priced out of is Nineteenth-Century European Art by Chu, and the hardcopy of An Intro to Nineteenth. by Facos was around $200 while the paperback (boo) was used very good for $60
Scotty, that tells me you're taking this exploration seriously. But I wouldn't rush to buy all four just yet. They overlap in places, and the important thing is to build a collection that gives you different perspectives, not four versions of the same story.
Here's how I'd approach your choices.
	Book
	My take

	An Introduction to Nineteenth-Century Art — Michelle Facos
	At $60 used in very good condition, the paperback is worth considering. I'd want to confirm the edition and the quality of its illustrations before paying that much.

	Nineteenth-Century European Art — Petra ten-Doesschate Chu
	Skip it for now if the price is prohibitive. A high price doesn't necessarily mean it's the right next purchase.

	Inspiring Impressionism
	A promising choice for your particular interest in how artists related to earlier traditions.

	An Outline of 19th-Century European Painting — Lorenz Eitner
	Worth considering for its coverage of competing styles and the historical transition.

	Origins of Impressionism
	Especially useful if you want to investigate the Paris art establishment and the relationships between academic painters and Impressionists.



One thing I would do before spending $60 on Facos
Check whether you can access a copy through your library's interlibrary loan service. Also, compare the paperback's ISBN and edition with the hardback. With illustrated art books, image reproduction, page size, and paper quality matter to the experience—not just the text.
And I wouldn't dismiss a paperback automatically. If the reproduction quality is good, it can be an excellent working reference.
What interests me most about your reading direction is that you aren't merely collecting books on Impressionism. You're beginning to investigate the competing ideas of artistic achievement that existed at the same time.
That means Alma-Tadema isn't a detour from your study of Morisot. He's a useful counterpoint to her.
One question: Are you primarily looking for a chronological history, with images and stories carrying you from one movement to the next, or a book that puts competing artists and their paintings side by side? That distinction could save you money and help identify the best first purchase.
For exploring 19th-century art transitions, unlimited eBooks could help fill gaps.



Brightside, I am a collector of
Scotty! I stopped you in the middle of your sentence, didn't I? 😂
You're a collector of books. And I was advising you to be selective, check the library, and avoid buying too many books!
I see the mistake. For you, the books aren't merely a means to an end. They're part of the collection itself. Each one represents another avenue to explore, another set of images to examine, another author's interpretation to challenge or embrace.
And when a book is absent from your collection, finding a reasonably priced copy is part of the pleasure.
So, let's change my approach. If all four are missing from your shelves and you've found them at reasonable prices, I understand why you'd want them.
Now, finish that sentence for me, Scotty. A collector of what, exactly? I suspect you were about to remind me of something important!
This might also interest you.
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