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Water Lily Pond 

1917/22 

Claude Monet 

(French; 1840-I926) 

Oil on canvas; 130.2 x 201.9 cm (5 /2z x 79'/2 in.) 

GIFT OF MRS. HARVEY KAPLAN, 1982.825 

T he Art Institute's rich collection of works by Claude 
Monet has long included examples of the paintings he 

began in 1895 after he purchased land south of his 

Giverny home, redirected the river, enlarged the pond, 
and planted his celebrated nympheas, or water lilies.' 
While several of those canvases sprang from Monet's life- 

long obsession with painting out-of-doors, Water Lily 
Pond emerged out of his competing desire to make 
mural-like pictures that would create an all-over decora- 
tive environment. This objective was given official sanc- 
tion in 1914, when the French state agreed to fund a mon- 
umental decorative cycle that was ultimately installed in 
the Orangerie of the Tuileries Gardens in 1926, four years 
after the artist's death.2 

Water Lily Pond belongs to a series of nineteen paint- 
ings created between 1917 and 1922. Although Monet 
worked on these at the same time as similar subjects on 
canvases double and quadruple the size, the smaller 
works are not as directly preparatory to the Orangerie 
cycle. In these pieces, including Water Lily Pond, the 

artist moved from depicting a single motif-water lilies 
and the reflections of surrounding trees and plants-to a 
more personal, decorative conception. In this painting, 

for example, he interrupted the fluid surface with broad 
swirls of scumbled pigments. Indeed, Monet used the 
series as a whole to experiment with ways of transform- 

ing a carefully studied fragment of nature into a larger 
artistic statement-a process that he explored to its fullest 
extent in the monumental canvases of the Orangerie 
ensemble. So important was this group to his evolving 
project that he allowed only five of the nineteen works to 
leave his studio. 

The remaining canvases, including Water Lily Pond, 

stayed in the Monet estate until the i95os, when they 
were eagerly purchased by collectors and institutions that 

perhaps saw in their large scale and gestural brushwork an 

affinity with the works of the Abstract Expressionists, 
then much in vogue. Over three decades earlier, however, 
in 1920, the great Chicago collector Martin A. Ryerson 
visited Monet at Giverny along with other Art Institute 

patrons and contemplated the purchase of thirty large 
water lily paintings. Although it is not known exactly 
which pictures were part of that selection, the museum 
was clearly interested in Monet's late decorative works, 
which are now, with the acquisition of Water Lily Pond, 

fully represented in our collection. 

GLORIA GROOM 

6o 
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Shi Wang Ding, pp. 30-31. 
i. This ding has appeared in important catalogues including Rentao Chen, Jinkui 

lungu chuji [Essays on Chinese Antiquities] (Hong Kong: Yazhou shi yin ju, 

1952), cat. 6; and Jessica Rawson, Western Zhou Ritual Bronzes from the Arthur 

M. Sackler Collections (Harvard University Press, 1990), vol. 2, p. 297, fig. 21.6. 
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Holger Bochert, ed., The Age of Van Eyck: The Mediterranean World and Early 
Netherlandish Painting, 1430-I530, exh. cat. (Thames and Hudson, 2oo2), p. 78, 

fig. 92. 
2. For this comparison and for Pedro Millin's Saint Michael in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London, see Dorothee Heim, Der Erzengel Michael von Pedro 

Milldn (Munich: privately printed, 2002), pls. 12, 18. 

3. For an illustration of this work, see Judith Berg Sobri, Behind the Altar Table: 
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Venus de Milo with Drawers, pp. 64-65. 
i. Salvador Dali, "Objets surrealists," in Le Surrdalisme au service de la revolution 

3 (Dec. 1931), p. i6. 
2. Salvador Dalf, The Secret Life of Salvador Dali, trans. Haakon M. Chevalier 

(Dial Press, 1961). 
3. Sigmund Freud, Der Wahn und die Traiume in W Jensens "Gradiva" (Vienna: 
E Deuticke, 1907). 
4. For illustrations of Atmospheric Chair (I989.56) and City of Drawers (1963.3), 
see Robert Descharnes and Gilles Niret, Salvador Dali, 1904-1989: das 
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