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The social history of art, an offshoot of Marxist cultural criticism, has defined many, but not all,
of the types of questions asked and answered about Impressionism. Since its inception in the 1970s,
the social history of art has argued that Impressionist works of art did not passively reflect class
and politics but rather actively produced them. Too often, however, this approach has been errantly
reduced to the leaden study of context, often with the accusation that the formal elements of the
works of art under study receive limited or, oppositely, exaggerated attention. In a review of Robert
Herbert’s Impressionism: Art, Leisure, and Parisian Society, Joel Isaacson thus cast context as the
social history of art’s cri de guerre:
Robert Herbert’s ambition in this admirable book is to present a formal history of
Impressionist painting in the only way in which he believes it can be meaningfully
carried out, by reinserting paintings into the social world in which they were
conceived and produced…[Herbert] states his view that a great deal of art-historical
writing is short on history.1
Herbert, and before him T.J. Clark, launched the social history of art as an approach to studying
the art of the realists and Manet and the Impressionists.2 Building on the idea that social structures
shape and even dictate the form art takes, Clark’s 1973 Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and
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the Second French Republic 1848-1851 resolutely summarized the questions, rhetoric, and issues
dismissed by practitioners of the social history of art:
I am not interested in the notion of works of art ‘reflecting’ ideologies, social
relations, or history. Equally, I do not want to talk about history as ‘background’ to
the work of art—as something which is essentially absent from the work of art in
its production, but which occasionally puts in an appearance…I also want to reject
the idea that the artist’s point of reference as a social being is, a priori, the artistic
community…Lastly, I do not want the social history of art to depend on intuitive
analogies between form and ideological content.3
Published simultaneously with its companion, The Absolute Bourgeois: Art and Politics in France,
1848-1851, Clark’s Image of the People deployed the social history of art to explicate “links
between artistic form, the available systems of visual representation, the current theories of art,
other ideologies, social classes, and more general historical structures and processes.”4 To him,
those links were indubitably political: simply put, “politics and art could not escape each other.”5
Clark developed this line of inquiry further in a continuation to his work on realism, The Painting
of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and his Contemporaries. In it, Clark contended that
Courbet, Manet, and, to a more modest extent, the Impressionists produced art that produced
political discourse.6 Catalyzing Clark’s research into the realists and the Impressionists was an
interest in the public’s presence, albeit phantastical, as a participant in that discourse.7 In Clarkian
terms, mid- and late-nineteenth-century art and criticism (the conditions of the production,
exhibition, and reception of art) were to be read as a relational dialogue enacted “between artist
and critic, between critic and critic, between critic and public,” in which the public came to be
paradoxically present through lacunae, contradictions, inconsistencies, hushed silences, and
awkward repetitions in critical texts and images.8 This search for the nineteenth-century public led
Herbert, Clark, and those who followed them to research a wide array of texts, from art criticism
to guidebooks and travelogues, as well as other written ephemera.
As Hollis Clayson remarked in a review of Paul Tucker’s Monet at Argenteuil,
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[I]nterest in the social history of art has grown rapidly in recent years. A belief in
the indispensability of a social reading of Impressionism is now so well entrenched
in mainstream art history that no serious student of the material dares any longer to
question the existence of its iconography.9
Already, by the time that Clayson wrote in 1984, the social history of art had come to be the
dominant scholarly approach to Impressionism. Yet not all appreciated this new paradigm—at
least not initially or at least not as written by Herbert or Clark. In their respective reviews of The
Painting of Modern Life, John House and Beatrice Farwell (like a number of others) could only
grudgingly thank Clark for his contribution to the study of Impressionism.10 To Farwell, his book
testified to a “paradigm shift” as those in art, art history, and art criticism experienced “a new
phase of both artistic production and critical discourse, with a predicted initial period of confusion
that is almost certainly not yet over.”11 Other commentators were less gracious but insisted that
the Clarkian social history of art, in its emphasis on reading content from critical silences and
ellipses, privileged the clearly political Manet over the prettified Impressionists.12
Concurrent with this criticism, the method underwent internal reform and experienced external
rebuke, often due to the perception that practitioners of social art history themselves remained too
silent on issues related to sex/gender and race/ethnicity and, thus, reified the male- and whitedominated canon.13 In broad strokes, feminist art histories demanded the study of sex and gender
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in their intersection with class and politics.14 In equally broad strokes, postcolonial and decolonial
art histories insisted on the study of race and ethnicity as constructed, represented, and mediated
by texts, works of art, and institutions.15 Each new approach worked to attend to those un(der)represented in social, political, and ideological structures and silenced in elite systems of
knowledge (of which the history of art and its canon counted as one).
If the social history of art initially provoked “confusion” and “violent response[s]”16 and operated
as a more “militant” iteration of Marxist art history, 17 in the decades since Herbert and Clark
developed this approach, it has undeniably shaped the discourse around Impressionism. The many
publications and exhibitions on Impressionism in the 1980s and 1990s, often written and curated
by students of Herbert or Clark, testify to the lasting importance of the social history of art.18
Though studies with an express interest in the “social philosophy and political ethics” of
Impressionism continue to be published,19 by the turn of the millennium, its continued import had
been called into question. A panel at the 2000 College Art Association panel queried “Whatever
discuss women’s critical roles in the Paris Commune and, in these books and elsewhere, the representation women
and people of color by the Impressionists, Post-Impressionists, and other nineteenth-century artists.
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happened to the social history of art?” John House, who had earlier expressed ambivalence about
the social history of art as applied to Impressionism, argued that the late-twentieth century had
witnessed the proliferation, diversification, and competition between approaches—formalism,
feminism, structuralism and poststructuralism, and, of course, social history—to the point that the
domination of any one approachin the discourse had ended. Where John Rewald’s The History of
Impressionism had once been the history of Impressionism, and where Clayson had earlier
articulated the absolute “indispensability of a social reading of Impressionism,” House cautiously
surmised that no one approach dictated the way in which Impressionism could be studied.20 Rather,
the complexity of that art demanded it be seen and studied through multiple approaches and
methods.
While once radical in its interrogation of the relations between art, class, and politics, the social
history of art thus has transformed the discourse to become one of the standard, and indeed
expected, ways through which Impressionism has been and continues to be seen, studied, and
understood. In order to determine whether this exhaustive approach has been exhausted or whether
it may continue to lead to deeper, broader understandings of the subfield, we have asked nine art
historians and curators working in the United States, Great Britain, and France to reflect on the
importance of the social history of art as it has shaped the discourse around Impressionism, with
particular attention to the intertwined futures of this methodology and this subfield. Each essayist
has been asked to respond to the below questions:
1) How has the social history of art shaped the discourse on Impressionism?
2) Is the social history of art finished? If not, how might the types of questions raised by the social
history of art--around race/ethnicity, gender/sexuality, and especially class--be reworked in the
future? What new perspectives, approaches, and insights might those reworked questions produce
in relation to the study of Impressionism?
3) What is the future of the social history of art?
While all duly attest to social history’s role in shaping the discourse around Impressionism and
most express reluctance to entirely abandon it as an approach, this questionnaire has also shown
that the social history of art must reconceptualize the social in different terms. Some respondents
interrogate how the social history of art has tended to substitute the political for the truly social
and indeed relational. Thus, Morna O’Neill has volunteered that the social history of art must
tackle the global market for Impressionism and so attend to the circulation of artists, artworks, and
audiences far beyond the boundaries of Europe and the United States. Frances Fowle has likewise
underscored the importance of exploring the international art market in tandem with those artists
who were once part of the French Impressionist circle but who have been since sidelined in art
histories. Extending that argument, Emily Burns has underscored the need to comparatively
analyze Impressionisms worldwide with an attention to elasticity of “impressionism” as a concept.
In turn, Samuel Raybone has demanded that the social history of art not privilege the painted objet
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but that it better attend to that objet in relation to more playful activities and social pastimes. In
posing this questionnaire as part of H-France Salon, it has been our intention to produce a social
space that will facilitate further and future discourse. It is thus our hope that other students and
scholars will respond to these essayists, post their own responses, and engage in this dialogue.
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