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Impressionism is probably the style of art that has been given the most attention in the last 
decades. Driven by the market and by the public, countless museums and exhibition spaces 
have presented the work of these modern French painters in almost all imaginable 
combinations. It seems as if everything has already been said and shown. In the field of art 
history the large-scale and often redundant marketing has become crippling rather than 
helpful. A small number of specialists keep research alive, although this often yields no 
more than details. Books and large exhibitions with a good grounding in scholarship have 
laid the foundation for ourbroad knowledge: The New Painting (San Francisco,1986) 
showed how much more art was traded under the name of “Impressionism” than we had 
thought. Robert Herbert drew our attention to the connexions between urbanisation, social 
gentrification and the new art. Pat Mainardi analysed the difference between the avant-garde 
revolutionaries and the allegedly dowdy academicians, showing that it involved more 
nuances than hitherto believed.This book pursues a different path. It writes the historyof 
Impressionism and Postimpressionism froma technological perspective. The examination of 
the painting technique may at first seem narrow, but it is at least as legitimate as the stylistic 
or any other criteria that a particular author would choose to focus upon. We would even 
venture to suggest that the focus on technique actually brings us closest to the artists. In our 
opinion, the team of authors have also succeeded in conveying their insights in a highly 
readable way, making us feel that we have been transported into the daily world of the 
Impressionist painters.The technical development of an Impressionistic painting is still far 
from common knowledge in the field of art history. The first light was shed on this question 
by research at London institutes, whose results were shared with the public in exhibitions 
and publications of the Courtauld Institute (1987), andthe National Gallery (1990). In this 
context, the National Gallery launched what was soon to become the popular and successful 
series, Art in the Making.They gained great acclaim well beyond the world of restoration 
with the exhibition subtitled “Impressionism” and the book of the same name. However,only 
a few institutes followed this up by investigating individual works or groups of works in 
their collections: in 1992, the Rotterdam Boijmansvan Beuningen Museum in the context of 
a restoration campaign; once again the London National Gallery in collaboration with the 
neighbouring Courtauld Institute (2003) followed by the Art Instituteof Chicago (2004) with 
investigations of works by Georges Seurat; the on going systematic studies of Vincent van 
Gogh’s workshop practice that for some years now have been underway at theVan Gogh 
Museum in Amsterdam. The publication of the Amsterdam results is still outstanding. 
Another milestone in this research is Anthea Callen’s book,The Art of Impressionism (2000), 
which combines well-founded knowledge with observations of the paintings themselves. Is, 
then, the topic of Impressionistic painting technique exhausted? No. Many new and exciting 
findings are published in this book. The basis of these discoveries is the collection of 
Impressionist and Postimpressionist works in the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum & Fondation 
Corboud in Cologne. It is the most extensive of its kind in Germany and far beyond.Thanks 
to the Fondation Corboud the Museum was able to investigate not only individual major 
works, but entire series of paintings by the one and the same painter. While we are not so 
presumptuous as to assert that this contribution has now adequately marked out the field, 
many of the results may also be helpful in the treatment of other collections. The 
comparative material has grown through this research and has provided conclusions that 
extend far beyond this museum. Along with this book, the details of all of the results from 
research carried out on over seventy works will be published online and made available to 
professional circles. You are cordially invited to visit the internet platform set up for the 
purpose at www.museenkoeln.de/wallraf-richartz-museum and www.palazzostrozzi.org and 
to use, discuss and expand the results published there.For ease of reading, the catalogue does 



completely without footnotes; however, the extensive and valuable specialist literature that 
has informed the text is clearly referenced for every chapter in an appendix and 
recommended for further readings. If this book and the exhibition have succeeded in a 
wakening an interest in the technology of art in general, we would be very pleased. The 
work of restorers has certainly changed in recent years. It is no longer the cleaning of 
paintings, the securing of fragile layers of paint and the filling-in of missing pieces that 
comprise the main body of this work,but rather an ever increasing attention is given to 
research into historical painting techniques and their documentation. Some would be moan 
this, but pausing a moment before the painting cannot hurt, if one considers that the lion’s 
share of the restorer’swork consists in repairing the mistakes that his or her predecessors 
have made, not least for lack of sufficient knowledge of the technology of art.The exhibition 
and the book thus hope to bring art technology and art history on to equal terms. We, the 
directors of the institutions involved, have learned a great deal from the preliminary 
discussions and from reading the manuscripts. Much of what we took for granted suddenly 
faltered. Our view of the present state of paints, frames, signatures and many other aspects 
of the development of painting has been sharpened, and not just in respect of Impressionism 
alone. It is a common place that art works are no longer the same once they have left the 
studio and that the decades and the centuries leave their mark upon them. But if one is 
presented with a concrete example, namely that the white poplar wood, which the painter 
deliberately chose as a light background, later darkened and changed the effect of the 
painted landscape, then it makes you think. In 1980 the American philosopher Nelson 
Goodman delivered himself of the opinion that the museum was an institution for the 
prevention of blindness.We hope that the sharpening of our perspective will also carry 
across to the public. We have arranged the educational aspect of the exhibitionin such a way 
that visitors may act as detectives along with us in search of historical clues. We even leave 
a few questions open, not simply as a game, but rather because we ourselves do not know 
the answers. 
Visitors and readers are invited to look and think along with us. Many eyes see more than 
just a few, after all. Guided by the same conception, the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum & 
Fondation Corboud in Cologne and the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence together have been 
guided by the idea that the public can and should be introduced to the work of the art 
historian and art technologist.We do not wish to practise any form of scientific 
mystification, but rather to allow our visitors to look over our shoulders and even join in. 
We are pleased to exhibit the works from the Cologne collection together with the loans, 
also in Florence, one of the European capitals of art. Our thanks go first to the lenders, for 
making this show possible. The basis is the collection of theWallraf-Richartz-Museum and 
the permanent loan from the Fondation Corboud. It was the mission of its founder and 
benefactor, Gérard Corboud, which made it possible for us to research a large quantity of 
Impressionist and Postimpressionist works in the first place. To this end, the curators have 
identified works and objects that are of major importance to the understanding of 
Impressionism and which supplement the Cologne collection. Also exhibited are several 
original painting tools, which are of course rarer than the paintings themselves, are brought 
together here. We extend our heartfelt thanks to all the lenders.Our staff have built up a 
large network over the past years. The list of names on our team of consultants reads like a 
“Who’s Who” in Impressionist research.The advisory board included Richard 
Brettell,Anthea Callen, Douglas Druick, John House, John Leighton, Debora Silverman, 
Susan Alyson Steinand Richard Thomson.The team of restorers at the museum has for years 
been co-operating closely and successfully with the Cologne University of Applied Science, 
and the collaborative research project was what first made this extensive survey possible. 
We would like to thank rector Joachim Metzner, the heads of the Institute of Restoration and 
Conservation Studies, Elisabeth Jägers and Hans Portsteffen, who were closely involved in 



the research, the special commitment of Doris Oltrogge as well as additional collaborators 
from the institute and the administration, in particular the many highly motivated students 
who significantly contributed to the success of this project: Gesine Betz, Margarete Busch, 
Petra Christian,Katja de Grussa-Bernard, Dagmar Drewke, MarianneEsch, Vanesa 
Fernández Rodriguez, Antoaneta Kostadinova Ferres, Dorothee Fobes, Astrid Frenkel, 
Detlev Greiser, Anne Heckenbücker, Jutta Jung,Susanne Kensche, Daniela Kocheise, Nora 
Krause,Daniela Lekoska, Andreas Limbach, Mareike Lintelmann, Simone Mager, Katrin 
Menz, Theresa Neuhoff, Martina Pfeiffer, Kathrin Pilz, Lena Reuber, Petra Schmidt-
Bentum, Satiness Schwindt,Oliver Stahlmann, Annemarie Stauffer, Mechthild Struchtrup, 
Hanna Vogel and Felicitas Weisse. Significant contributions in content, for which we are 
also extremely thankful, were made above allby Carla Cugini as the co-curator for the first 
chapter of the exhibition, Eva Mendgen as the knowledgeable expert on frames, Peter Klein 
for wood analyses and the esteemed colleagues Kathrin Kinseher and Ella Hendriks for their 
professional help; furthermore, we thank Marcus Adrian, Olivier Bertrand, René Boitelle, 
Isabelle Cahn, Jeanne-Marie David, Christine Dörr, Kathrin Elvers-Svamberk, Elizabeth 
Easton, Dominique de Font-Réaulx, Antonio González García, Erhard Jägers, Kelly Keegan, 
Larry Keith, Pascal Labreuche,Suzana Leu, Sabine Müller, Wibke Neugebauer, Joachim 
Pissarro, Clotilde Roth-Meyer, Marie-Louise Sauerberg, Anne Steinbeis, Tabitha 
Teuma,Chris Stolwijk, Hartmut Wiesner and Frank Zuccari.We also received good advice 
and energetic supportfrom Pierre Ball, Manuela Beer, Johann Bauchmüller, Henri Chipon, 
Jim Coddington, Ralf Dank, Najette Dworeck, Astrid Gielow, Ariane Kiefer, BjörnKurt, 
Ellen Lee, Michel Liabeuf, Christina Nägler, Emma Pearce, Elisabeth Richenhagen, Aurelie 
Robinet, Matthias Sandmann, Michael Scuffil, Natasha Seggerman, Dominique Sennelier, 
Claude Uzan, Sophie Wiegner-Reddington and Michael Zeilinger. We thank the staff who 
curated the exhibition’s setup: Luigi Cupellini, RovaiWeber design, Ludovica Sebregondi, 
Galli Allestimenti, Stampa in Stampa, Atlas e Livelux Light Designers, Centrica, and also 
l’immaginario and Sigma CSC, which curated the family itinerary and didactic activities. 
All of the colleagues from the institutes in Cologne and in Florence have helped in the 
realisation of the research, exhibition and publications.Those on the Rhine were Katja von 
Baum, Christoph Bögel, Jan Bolten, Dieter Bongartz, Bruno Breuer, Berni Cimera, Götz 
Czymmek, Sebastian Hämel, Karin Heidemann, Thomas Klinke, Roland Krischel, Ekkehard 
Mai, Tobias Nagel, David Owsianik, Grzegorz Polecki, Barbara Schaefer, Elisabeth 
Schmidt-Altmann, Stefan Swertz, Renate Völlmecke, Annegret Volk, UweWestfehling, with 
the much-appreciated support of Stefanie Sonntag, Karin Rottmann, Beate Schneiderand 
Romana Breuer from the museum service of the city of Cologne, Jörg Streichert from 
the“Friends”, Gesina Kronenburg, Ursula Werner and Maria Vallecillo from the Cologne 
Museum Library,as well as Michael Albers, Britta Schlier, MarinaFröhling and Sabrina 
Walz from the Rheinisches Bildarchiv (Rhineland Picture Archive). ArminLüttgen, Leif 
Lenzner, Inge Ortenstein and Michael Franke from Cologne City Council, Horst Sülzen 
from the city theater of Cologne, Ursula Breuer from the Kunstspedition Hasenkamp 
specialisthauliers as well as Winfried Fischer andMichael Troost from the city museums 
department were actively dedicated to the manifold technical, logistical and organisational 
tasks related to the exhibition.Our special thanks go to the former director, Rainer Budde of 
the Wallraf-Richartz Museum,who helped to get the research project underway. The 
management of the exhibition was in the trusted hands of Barbara Trier, whose magnificent 
contribution from the very beginning was also responsible for the successful communication 
and collaboration with our colleagues in Italy. On the Arno, many people contributed to the 
project’ssuccess, including the board of trustees and its chairman, Lorenzo Bini Smaghi, as 
well as the international advisory board of the FondazionePalazzo Strozzi. We thank a 
dynamic and motivated team, namely Luca Bartoli, Renata Franceschini, Alessandra Lotti 
Margotti, Fiorella Nicosia, Franziska Nori, Lavinia Rinaldi and Rosanna Trinci, as well as 



the facility manager and director of security, Ulderigo Frusi. Our special thanks go to 
Graziella Battaglia, Antonella Loiero and Linda Pacifici for the exhibition co-ordination in 
Florence. Finally, an exhibition with such an emphasis on art technology and conservation 
would not have been possible in Florence without the collaboration of the Opificio delle 
Pietre Dure, the state institute for restoration and research, to which we owe great 
thanks.The core of the scientific team were the three conservators from the Wallraf-
Richartz-Museum & Fondation Corboud and Cologne University of Applied Science. For 
five years Iris Schaefer, Carolinevon Saint-George and Katja Lewerentz have worked with 
untiring enthusiasm, a sense of fine judgement and, not least, their microscopes to exhume 
what was buried among the treasures and reveal what was concealed. Their work is not only 
useful, but will endure over many years and indeed set new standards.We might also 
mention here that it is one of the privileges of museum work to experience the latest in 
sights so rapidly and directly. Each time it was an inspirational climax, brightening up the 
drab daily grind, just as the paintings of the Impressionists do.Without money, however, not 
even inspiration can develop. Therefore, the final “thank you” is dedicated to the sponsors. 
Rhein Energie Stiftung Jugend/Beruf, Wissenschaft sponsored the research project over 
many years. We would therefore like to cordially thank Rhein Energie Stiftungen 
Jugend/Beruf, Wissenschaftand Kultur as well as Rhein Energie AG.We are also very 
thankful for the supporting contributions of Aeroporto di Firenze, Apt, Ataf. In Florence, the 
Palazzo Strozzi Foundation would like to thank the public and private lenders and sponsors, 
including the Region of Tuscany, the Province of Florence, the City of Florence and the 
Florentine Chamber of Commerce, who all provided strong support for the exhibition from 
the outset.We would also like to thank the Banca CR Firenze,the primary sponsor in 
Florence, as well as the Associazione Partners Palazzo Strozzi, who generously supported 
the exhibition in every phase of its development. In co-operation, the efforts of all the 
helpers come together to form a whole, like strokes and spots of paint on the canvas. The 
whole is then greater than the sum of its parts and becomes an impression, like the spectrum 
of light reflected by colours on the canvas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From the catalogue “Painting light. The hidden techniques of the Impressionists” (Palazzo 
Strozzi 11 july – 28 september 2008)– Skirà Editore, Milan 2008 


