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Understanding Visual Culture (UVC)
What attracts me? First I found the painting
rather dull and boring. However after some
more time spending with it and in the context
of my research on modernism, I find the at
first glance not quite balanced composition
striking. The is nothing in the center of the
painting but bridge construction. However, the
off centered people are balancing the picture.
I find it fascinating to see the various 'gazes'
of the depicted people. The faces of no-one
are really visible though. I am wondering what
the dog is playing for a role as it is the only
figure in the foreground. Further I like to
serenity of the scene, looks like a Sunday
afternoon - relaxing.

Painting: The painting shows a bridge in urban Paris
with a few pedestrians looking and walking along the
streets. A dog is strolling, does he belong to
someone? The people do have different clothes. The
couple in modern trendy(?) fashion. The woman
holds an sun-umbrella. People are wearing heads.
There is another group of people eg man leaning on
the bridge with different kind of clothes, working
clothes? The painting shows a bright sunny day and
shadows falling from the bridge onto the road. The
bridge is taken half of the painting surface. On can
see some clouds, fog appearing from underneath in
the middleground. The background building are
rather large, some horse carriages are visible.

Caillebotte depicted his
Although the painting
modern life and the world
shows already an
around him alongside his
The large metal construction of the
expansive view on modern
self-consciousness and
bridge is obscuring the view, only
Paris one would see the
concern with modernity
through small open spaces one can
extension of the public
(rapid modernization of
see through. The transversal
space in Quartier de
Paris, estrangement,
perspective of this painting (flat
l'Europe as one can see on class consciousness)
strong patterns of bridge with
the engraving by Bernhard
exaggerated linear perspective)
conveys a stronger sense of
estrangement and unsettling
Narrative?
sensations than C. variant of the
Extending Subject matter
bridge scene, although the latter
seems to be more abstract.
Compared to his earlier oil sketch C.
exaggerate the advancing step of the Differences when
man and by that placed him in front
changed
of the woman. Alongside the addition
Evaluation
of the dog strolling in opposite
direction the painting becomes a
Meaning?
dynamic that one could see as
depection of the dynamic
modernization at his time.
Classification

There is a clear underlying narrative as a story from modern life in Paris.
Reflecting the modern flàneur as described by C. Baudelaire, the gaze, the
modernization of Paris, the public space as place to stroll and to see and
perhaps to be seen. I am just wondering about the missing 'crowd' asBaudelaire
described and as can be seen in many other Impressionistic paintingse.g Manet
'Music in the Tuileries Garden', 1862

For the main aspect of the painting is a rather subtle encounter and criticism of
modern life in Caillebotte's Paris during the time of the Third Republic. A time of
rapid modernization and consumerism by an evolving middle class.
Caillebotte's position as a born and wealthy bouregois allowed him certain
freedom but perhaps put him also under some class restrictions. As an artist he
found himself in solidarity with the working class and through his paintings he
communicated his personal and emotional link.
According to M. Fried (1999) Caillebotte was an 'intensely absorptive painter'.
The notion of absorption can be see two-folded: first as the absorption of the
beholder of the painting (contemplative) and secondly as the absorption of
depicted figures in their activities (see also 'House Painters', 1877.
This notion of absorption - or one could interpret is also as absent minded keeps the figures with themselves. The viewer of the painting does not have
access to them, quite similar as Manet's depiction of figures on the balcony with
their 'deadpan' faces.
Caillebotte found a different articulation for that kind of alienation between viewer
resp observer and the looked at scenery. The viewer even has not access to the
view of those figures, obscured by the brutal bridge.
In this sense I can see Caillebotte's painting as very modernistic: moving away
from the illusiontic paintngs from the past toward a self-conscious articulation
with an overwhelming composition, subtle sight lines, and obscuring of views and
gazes.

Associations: First the painting reminded me
of a jigsaw puzzle. My mother-in-law loves
jigsaw puzzles, the more pieces the better
(5000). In my childhood we played with
jigsaw puzzles in our family quite often. Less
pieces though. I would think that the bottom
left corned would be mot challening area for
it rather monochrome painting. After more
time spend with the painting memories of
myself strolling through cities e.g my
birthplace Eindhoven (NL) or nowadays
Zurich (CH) came to my mind. Sunday
leisure time, strolling relaxing and enjoying
boredom.

My feelings: There was an
unsettling feeling first. Followed by
curiosity and a rather relaxed
enjoyment. Through the barriers
e.g. the large bridge my view is
obscured what makes me feel
anxious and eager to move, walk
on.

The painting is depicting a
modern urban landscape.
Showing the influence of
modernization and modernity
on the life in Paris and its
impact on the people.

Painted in earthy
colors and
contrasting warm and
cool hues - rather
muted, natural colors

Bridge with strong linear shapes
contrasting the natural shapes of
the figures. The bridge conveys a
flat surface against the expansive
space to the left.

Possible influences on Caillabotte style and painting
approach:

The strong pattern of
the bridge are
contrasting with the
surrounding space.
Quite an even texture
of painting but hard to
tell just from digital
images

Bright and clear
tones. The
darkest area is
along the bridge.

Description

Type, realistic,
abstract

Tones

Colours

Patterns

Shapes

Composition

Textures

Analysis

Process and
technique
Display,support
Type

Artist gestures

Painting in on canvas, large format 125
x181 cm, quite popular size and similar
to E Manet's 'The Balcony', 1968. As
explained by R.H. Lightstone
Caillebotte worked on this paintinig by
using reference materials (found
images, own sketches, oil studies, and
photographs)

Lines

Strong
transversal and
oblique lines
vanishing sharply
toward a
vanishing point
obscured by the
main male figure.

The painting was shown
in the second
Impressionist exhibition
in 1876. Later paintings
of street scenes of Paris
where shown in 1877

The painting shows relation to
realism painting of e.g. Courbet
as well as sketchy 'deadpan'
elements from Manet

Preparatory works showing
Caillebotte's approach to the
painting (Lighthouse, 1994):
- Japanese prints for composition
(Hiroshige, 1858)
- Photograph (1876) for figurative
gesture
- Pencil sketch of gesture (1876)
- Compostional sketches with
adjustment to enforce perspective
distortion (1876)
- OIl study showing no dog and
man and woman at same pace
(1876)

Preparatory works (in: Lightstone, 1994,
pp.760-762)

Gustave Caillebotte 'Pont de l'Europe', 1876, Oil on canvas (125x 181 cm)

- Gustave Courbet (1819 - 1877) for his sense of
realism, working class consciousness and absorption
of depicted people in their activities
- Utagawa Hiroshige (1797 - 1858) and Japanese
woodblock prints for its compositonals effect with
effective cropping
- Edouard Manet (1832 - 1882) for his 'modern'
depiction of figures and at times rather obscured faces
in a sketchy painterly style

I

Caillebotte (1848 - 1894) was born into a
wealthy and social prominent family in
Paris. His main active and advanced period
was between 1875 and 1882. He lived
during the Third Republic in the urban
neighbourhood close to the pont de
l'Europe. He was the youngest in the group
of Impressionists (Monet, Renoir, Pissaro,
Manet etc.)

Influences
Purpose?
Artist life

Interpretation

Happening?
Historical context

The second half of the 19th century was characterized
with a transformation and modernization of Paris.
Driven in he Second Empire (1851 - 1870) by Napoleon
III and commissioned by G.-E. Hausmann (1819 - 1891)
the city went through a rigorous modernization program
with ambitions projects, expansive parks and
commercial buildings. The 'Pont de l'Europe', situated in
Quartier de l'Europe, was considered as a main space
and the place of the Gare Lazare (opened in 1837). The
gare took over space rapidly in the following decades.
After the collapse of the French empire in the Third
Republic a new middle-class evolved in Paris alongside
a development of consumerism and creation of
department stores. The Impressionists avoided mostly
the depiction of the 'modern Hausmann' areas,
concerend that they could contribute to a 'glorification of
France'. Caillebotte took explicitly those scenes to
convey through showing modernization a sense of
modernity and the alienation or the people in a city of
the 'spectacle'. By that Caillabotte's urban view can be
considered as an exception. (Lightstone, 1994, p.760).

Comparision and
contextualization

This painting is unsettling when one looks deeper at the it.
The main male figure looks obviously towards the other man
leaning on the bridge. But does he really look, gaze at him or
looking in the same direction? One could think of both ways.
Than the man is in front of the woman. Who is she? And who
is he? According to secondary sources it is a self-portrait of
Caillebotte together with a female friend, Mme. Anne Marie
Hagen (a person he painted as a model in 1884 'La Femme à
a Rose') And the dog - belongs to whom? One can tell that
the clouds in the distance are the vapor from a train
underneath.
The man leaning on the bridge has blue-grey working clothes:
a worker, a 'petit bourgeois'. Similar as the man walking in the
center toward the back.

Although rather illusionistic depiction, the scene painted is not
realistic. C. manipulated the perspective and gestures of figures.
With this partly obscuring artistic tools the painting could be
misgiven as a pure realistic painting. I think C. added personal
and quite modernistic elements in his self conscious approach
and as an avant-garde artist e.g. the compression of space, the
obscured faces, the absorption in leisure activities, the
exaggeration of traditional tools and use them for his purpose.

Caillebotte's intention was surely to convey the sensation and
thoughts of his personal encounter with modernized Paris.
Through a juxtaposition of people from different classes and the
obscuring modern construction of the bridge alongside an
exaggerated advancing step of the main male figure and the
strolling of a dog in opposite direction, this painting opens for
reflection and further interpretations. Either from a Marxist
(bourgeois lookin at working class) or feministic perspective (man
in front of woman).
The direction of the gaze of the man can be interpreted variously.
I think that through this ambiguity Caillebotte wanted to show his
solidarity as a bourgeois with the working class as being an artist.
On the other hand to show the 'Baudelairian' gaze of the flàneur
in the context of an estrangement in a modern urban life.

=> showing the alienation, absorption and his class consciousness:
- 'The Pont de l'Europe (Variant), 1876-77. Oil on canvas (105.3 X
129.9 cm). Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth, Texas. => here the
perspective is flattened through the mirror like surface pattern of the
bridge alongside the relationship between bourgeoisie and working
class
- 'House-Painters', 1877. Oil on canvas (87 X 116 cm). Private
collection. => similar compositional exaggeration of linear
perspective with focus on absorption in work activity and class
consciousness in a realistic painting approach like Courbet

Two depicted buildings in the painting (Gare St. Lazare
and Garnier Opera) are two monuments with symbolic
meaning of modern spectacle (Ramos, 2006, p.37)
Nowadays, the Gare Saint-Lazare is located in the 8th
arrondissement, a very dense business and shopping
area.

Georges Perrichon 'New Paris. The Place
de l'Europe, over the Western Region
Railway'. Wood engraving drawn by
Bernhard from 'L'Univers Illustré', 9
Octover 1868
(in: Ramos, 2006, p.35)

Other paintings by Gustave Caillebotte:
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