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A mong Post-Impressionist and 

Modernist painters working at the 

turn of the 20th century, Maurice Pren-

dergast distinguished himself with 

the unprecedented intensity of light, 

color and movement that he was able 

to achieve in watercolor, his preferred 

medium and lifelong muse. 

The dynamism and luminosity of his 

paintings transformed what had become 

stale Impressionist themes into scenes of 

pleasure that were less atmospheric and 

more emotionally precise, without be-

ing prescriptive or directive. Broad, airy 

strokes and loose washes of color involved 

even the most disparate subjects of his ur-

ban compositions in a participation of light 

and energy that uniquely celebrated the 

Modernist blending of old world and new.

Full, Airy Forms
Born in Newfoundland in 1858, and raised in middle-

class Boston, Prendergast began a career in commercial 

art at the age of 14, and for the next 10 years painted 

advertisement signs for display in shop windows. But 

his dream was to become a ! ne artist, and in 1890, at the 

age of 32, he used his savings to move to Paris, where he 

spent four years studying at the Academie Julian and the 

Academie Colarossi.  

by ashley capps

Maurice Prendergast’s 
Venetian watercolors 
brought renewed interest 
to the subject and secured 
his place as an innovator.
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1874

The fi rst 
Impressionist 
exhibit is 
held in Paris

LATE 1870s

Paul Cézanne’s 
approach to 
painting, loosely 
categorized as 
Post-Impressionist, 
infl uences major 
movements in 
Modernist and 
20th-century art

1888

The Nabis, a 
young group of 
artists infl uenced 
by Paul Gauguin, 
organize around 
the idea that 
a picture is 
essentially a fl at 
surface covered 
with colors

1889

The Eiffel Tower 
is unveiled at the 
World’s Fair in 
Paris, a shocking 
metaphor for 
modernity and 
the machine age 
that will ensue

1898

The Spanish-
American 
War begins

1905

The fi rst 
exhibition of 
the Fauvist 
artists, among 
them Henri 
Matisse, is 
held in Paris

1907

Cubism

1914-1919

World War I

Marketplace Painted in 1898-99, Piazza di San Marco (watercolor and graphite on paper, 
1611⁄16x 153⁄8) explores a familiar scene in Venice, Italy, from a unique perspective.
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In Paris, Prendergast expressed an early preference 

for urban themes and ! gures, especially the fashion-

able Parisian women whose robust, blowsy dresses and 

emphatic bustles embodied his love of full, airy forms. 

Public spaces and processionals captivated Prender-

gast—and his return to Boston in 1894 coincided with 

the development there of an elaborate park system 

connecting existing public gardens to innovative new 

green spaces. 

Boston was a changing city; Prendergast confronted 

these shifts—visual, cultural and industrial—by experi-

menting with looser, quicker brushstrokes that captured 

the energy of an accelerating society, and by introduc-

ing louder colors to correspond to its pace and pitch.  

Tradition and Innovation
The paintings of Boston and New England during this period 

are a celebration of movement and fullness—the most 

pedestrian scene takes on the aspect of parade. By the time 

Prendergast reached Italy, at the behest of a patron, in 1898, 

the clash of modernism was in full force. Nowhere else was 

the opposition between artistic tradition and innovation so 

keenly expressed. 

While Prendergast had begun to explore the cultural 

frisson of Modernism in conservative Boston, the chal-

lenge to tradition had never felt so thoroughly tied to 

issues of national pride in Italy. Equally daunting was 

the fact that Venice had by then become a somewhat 

clichéd subject for the art world. Prendergast nego-

tiated these tensions by preserving the ! gures and 

festivals of Italian history, but attending to them with 

an energy and expressiveness that were distinctly 

personal and new.

In his Venetian watercolors, Prendergast explored 

traditional scenes from unusual points of view. In 

the massive " ags of Piazza di San Marco (opposite), for 

example, the emphasis in the painting subverts detail 

to sensation, revealing the artist’s unique sensibilities, 

along with the luminosity of his subject.

When Prendergast returned to Boston and exhibited 

the Italian works in New York, the positive reception 

he received established him nationally as one of the 

most progressive artists of his day. From 1900 on, he 

began to exhibit with the artists who would later be 

known as “The Eight” and played a prominent role in 

other Modernist groups and exhibitions in New York 

until his death in 1924.  

ASHLEY CAPPS is a poet and writer living in Houston, Texas.

Maurice Prendergast 
(Canadian-born American, 
1858–1924)

1858
Born in St. John’s, 
Newfoundland

1868
Moves with family 

to Boston 1873-1877
Attends free evening 
drawing classes

1891-1894
Moves to Paris to 

study at Academies 
Colarossi and Julian 1894

Returns to Boston 
and begins 
exploring Modernist 
themes at home

1898-1899
First trip to Venice, 

funded by artist 
and patron Sarah 

Choate Sears
1900
First solo exhibition 
in New York is a 
critical success and 
establishes the 
artist as a leading 
Modernist painter

1907
Returns to Paris 

and is profoundly 
affected by color 

and form in Cézanne 
and Matisse; begins 
experimenting with 

stronger palette and 
more broken forms 1908

Exhibits in New 
York with “The 
Eight,” a group 
of artists reacting 
against American 
Impressionism

1911-1912
Second trip to 

Italy; Prendergast’s 
paintings of Venice 

are more abstract, 
and portray a less 

romantic Venice

1924
Dies in New 
York City
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