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A.
Early Life and Education (Posters 1 and 2)

Georges-Paul Seurat was born on December 2, 1859, to a well-to-do Parisian family.  He began drawing as a boy and first studied art with the sculptor, Justin Lequien.  He progressed quickly and in 1878, Seurat entered the esteemed Ecole des Beaux-Art in Paris.  He developed his skills by studying the traditional curriculum of drawing the live model and making hundreds of drawings in the style of the masters such as Ingres, Raphael and Michelangelo.  Eighteen months after entering l’Ecole, he left to complete one year of military service.

He never returned to l’Ecole, nor did he continue to conform to its traditional style and accepted subjects.  Instead, by the end of 1888, at 21 years of age, he was pursuing drawing on his own terms, using conte crayons and heavy rag paper to gain a luminous effect in his work.  This technique heavily influenced his later paintings.

B.
Influential Scientific Advancements in 19th Century Optics and Color Theory

As with Alfred Stieglitz, whose artistic innovations were enabled by 19th century scientific and technological developments pertaining to photography, Seurat was heavily influenced by physicists and chemists working in France, Germany and the United States at the time who studied the science of color, optics and perception and published treaties expounding their discoveries and theories. 

In particular, Michel Eugene Chevreul, a chemist and restorer of old tapestries, understood the effects that adjacent and surrounding hues had upon one another. His chromatic diagram (color wheel) developed in 1855, empirically described the relationships of primary, intermediary and complementary hues. Chevreul advised artists that they should not just paint the color of the object being depicted, but rather they should include complementary colors and make appropriate color adjustments to achieve color harmony and vibrancy. 

Within this intellectual context, Seurat was inspired by these scientific theories and their relationship to the creation of art. He believed that the knowledge of optical laws and color perception could be used to create a new language of art, augmented by his own set of experiences and experiments. He set out to develop and express this language using lines, color intensity and predetermined color schemes. His method of optical painting, which he called Chromoluminarism, (“chroma” = Greek for “color” ; “lumen” = Latin for “light”), now known as Pointillism, was achieved by using small, even dots of pure color which reacted together optically when seen from a distance. With this innovative approach, Seurat founded an artistic style which came to be described as “Post-Impressionism” by critics and historians. 

C.
Lines and Color in his Paintings (Posters 3, 4 and 5)

From 1881 to 1884, Seurat produced approximately 28 canvases and 78 small panels, mainly depicting landscapes, bathers and peasants working in the fields.  In these early works, he broke up color areas with large strokes of adjacent hues (e.g. for sunny grass, broad touches of pale yellow, orange-yellow, yellow-green and green). Also shown are signs of encroaching industrialization as indicated by smokestacks and the atmospheric impact they produced.

His innovative beliefs led to art that was premeditated and painstakingly created, in contrast to the  spontaneity of Impressionism (1870’s-80’s).  He worked on small studies in the open air so he could faithfully record the effects of light on the landscape but his large compositions were produced entirely in the studio according to his own strict laws of painting.

D.
Pointillism (Poster 6 and 7)

“A Sunday on the Island of Grande Jatte” (1884-85) is one of the most beloved and frequently reproduced paintings in the world. Often considered the most famous painting of the decade, it marked the beginning of the Neo-Impressionist movement. 

The large canvas (6 ft 10 in high by 10 ft 1 in wide) depicts Parisians engaged in various activities at a favorite retreat on an island in the River Seine. The island offered a tranquil and relatively rustic retreat from Parisian urban life for people from all classes; Seurat depicted a social cross section of citizens in this painting.

Much careful study and planning went into every element of the composition over a two year period. Of the numerous preparatory studies, 27 drawings, 27 wood panel studies and 3 canvasses survive. 

Seurat’s scientific, logical approach and his development of Pointillism are exemplified in this painting.  He used thirteen colors (red, red-orange, orange, orange-yellow, yellow, greenish-yellow, yellowish-green green, blue-green, cyan-blue, blue, blue-violet and violet) and a mixture of these hues with white on this large canvas.  He eliminated the use of black and earth tones completely and instead used deeper hues of his 13-color palette to create shadows.

Seurat achieved the contrast of light and shadow by using pairs of complementary colors.  In the grass, for example, green and orange are used in the light areas, while purple and cyan-blue, their complements are used to create the shadow effect.  This effect is also exemplified by the rendering of the pet monkey which is spotted with yellow and speckled with the complementary colors of purple and ultra-marine.  This technique is remarkably effective in conveying a sense of pulsating sunlight and luminous shadow when one steps back from the canvas.

Seurat also painted a border of dots around the canvas in order to frame the image.

E.
Landscapes (Poster 8)
By the 1800’s, European landscape art (in which natural settings are depicted) had evolved over thousands of years. In earlier periods, landscapes were primarily idealized and used as backgrounds to portray mythological/religious subjects based on Ancient Greek and Roman sources or the Hebrew and Christian Bibles as well as actual historical events.

In the early 1820’s, depictions of naturalistic landscape scenes began to emerge as an important type of painting on its own. Influenced especially by English and Dutch painters, French artists also turned to nature as a primary subject and pushed towards ever increasing naturalistic renderings of landscape scenes with an emphasis on foliage, land formations and water elements as influenced by the effects of weather and light. Most often, these artists would create sketches outdoors and then refer to them while painting a larger final canvas in their studios.

The artists of the Barbizon School (1840-1870) such as Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot, Jean-François Millet and Charles-François Daubigny were very influential as they moved away from formalized depictions of nature and included “common people” (as opposed to religious figures or royalty) in their paintings. These paintings, exhibited and sold to the public, were primarily painted in the artists’ studios. 

During the 1870’s and 1880’s, Impressionists such as Claude Monet, Camille Pissarro and Berthe Morisot furthered the impulse towards naturalism by painting their final canvases outdoors (“en plein-air”) in order to capture the momentary and transient effects of sunlight and atmospheric conditions. 

Seurat too was drawn to landscape as an important subject. However, since his primary objective was to control and manipulate color according to scientific methods and the the emotional properties and symbolic meaning of lines and color, he moved away from the naturalism and “plein air” effects sought by his Impressionist predecessors in favor of more premeditated, constructed compositions completed in the studio, as seen in the examples here. 

F.
Entertainment Paintings:  Lines and Shapes (Posters 9 and 10)

Like the artists Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and Edgar Degas, Seurat was fascinated by the colorful and theatrical life of fin de siècle Paris and produced a number of exciting, provocative images depicting modern Parisian life at that time. 

“La Parade de Cirque” (1887-88) is long under-appreciated and considered Seurat’s most mysterious painting given the calm and somber mood it conveys.  The luminosity of the painting surpasses other paintings due to the character of the subject:  a nocturnal scene illuminated by gas lights.  The gas lights are shades of yellow and yellow-orange surrounded by complementary shades of blue-violet forming a “halo” of light.  A typical large dark-blue dot on one spectator’s hat is over-painted with many small orange dots.  No matter how far from the painting one stands, the dots do not actually merge.  Even the complementary colors do not neutralize each other but instead give the painting an extra sense of vibrancy, luster and light.

Seurat again painted a border on the extreme edges of the composition.  The choice of color intentionally varies with the colors that appear in the various sections of the canvas.  He sometimes even painted dots on the wooden frame creating a double border.

“Le Cirque” (1898-91) was the last of Seurat’s large-scale works and was left unfinished at the time of his death in 1891.  Seurat became interested in the idea that color, value and line can be used to control the emotional content of a work of art.
In this painting, Seurat used a simpler palette, mainly red, orange, yellow-orange and yellow to convey a sense of happiness.  Blue is used in the clothing of the male figures to create depth. A happy, gay feeling is expressed with the use of repetitive curved lines; v-shapes and horizontal lines reinforce this intent.  For example, three of the four main performers are placed in positions requiring extreme expenditures of energy:  1) the clown’s arms are lifted upward in the foreground; 2) the equestrienne’s arm is raised; and 3) the tumbler flings his legs upward in an upside-down position, defying gravity.  Only the ringmaster’s limbs (at the far right) are placed in a downward position serving as an element of contrast. 

In addition to the main activity of the circus itself, Seurat commented on the class hierarchy of French society through the tiered seating of the audience in the background, 

G.
Seurat’s Accomplishments
Seurat died suddenly and prematurely in Paris in March of 1891 at the age of 31 after a severe case of flu or pneumonia, possibly complicated by meningitis. During 12 years of his most concentrated artistic output, he had completed 6 notebooks, 487 drawings, 163 wood panels and 42 canvasses.

He contributed significantly to the idea that the manipulation of pure color (using carefully orchestrated color combinations and controlled color adjacencies) is as fundamentally important to painting as is the chosen subject matter.  

Seurat’s work and articulated theories pointed prophetically to the future and had major implications for 20th century art especially as expressed in the works of Kandinsky, Mondrian, Braque, Gris and especially Matisse, for whom Seurat was profoundly influential.
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