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Until you conquer the fear of being an outsider, an outsider you will remain.
C. S. Lewis
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Amid all the praise that our generation has heaped on
French Impressionist painters, it would be hard to imagine that
one and a half centuries ago, they were seen as pariahs in the
Parisian art scene.

Back in the mid-19th century, a French painter’s career
hinged on getting one’s work shown at the Salon in Paris, the
official art exhibition of the French Academy of Fine Arts. In
determining whether to accept a painting, the jury of the Salon
clung to a specific set of selection criteria based on the
aesthetics of the Academy. History paintings, for example,
were considered superior to genre and landscape paintings.
There were also rigorous requirements for the technique of
drawing. As noted by Sue Roe, an art historian, paintings had
to be “microscopically accurate, properly ‘finished’ and
formally framed”. Predictably, the Salon was a showcase of
paintings of historical, mythological or allegorical subjects
depicted in exceptionally fine detail.

In 1868, Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir and
Frédéric Bazille—who would eventually become notable
figures in Impressionism—got past the scrutiny of the jury and
had their works exhibited at the Salon. Yet, the floundering
careers of these young painters did not turn around. In each
edition of the Salon, several thousand paintings were displayed
from floor to ceiling. The best ones were placed at eye level,
easily catching the viewer’s attention. The less preferred pieces,
as in the case of Renoir’s Lise with a Parasol, were “skied”—
hung near the ceiling—making it almost impossible for the
viewer to have a closer look. So, just when it seemed that they
had broken into the inner circle of recognised artists, the trio
still found themselves to be outsiders among the elite.

The disillusioned painters realised that their artistic
pursuits were incompatible with the mainstream art world.
Instead of drawing imaginary warriors, angels and goddesses
in a studio, they were more interested in sketching landscapes,
seascapes and cityscapes on the spot. With the invention of
portable tubes of paint and folding easels, artists were able to
paint en plein air (in the open air), transcribing the elusive
moments of everyday life onto the canvas. The newly available
flat-tipped brushes also allowed them to work more effectively
and enjoy a greater flexibility in technical experimentation on
light and colour.

From April to May 1874, Monet and his fellow artists held
their first group exhibition, which showed 165 works. It was
almost unanimously panned by visitors and the press. One of
Monet’s paintings on display, Impression, Sunrise, was a
particular eyesore for Louis Leroy, an art critic of a satirical
magazine. He mocked this painting by making wordplay with
its title:

Impression — I was certain of it. I was just telling myself
that, since I was impressed, there had to be some impression in
it...and what freedom, what ease of workmanship! A preliminary
drawing for a wallpaper pattern is more finished than this
seascape.

Claude Monet, Impression, Sunrise, 1872
(Photo: Wikimedia Commons Public Domain)

By deriding Monet and his comrades, Louis Leroy
inadvertently gave their artistic movement its name. The group
embraced the term with open arms, even using “Exhibition of
the Impressionists™ as the title of their third exhibition in 1877.

From 1874 to 1886, the Impressionists put together eight
exhibitions, most of which were primarily subject to taunts
and jeers. By the standards of the conservative art establishment,
the paintings of the Impressionists appeared to be “unfinished”,
lacking form and structure. This is, however, precisely the
artistic style of Impressionism. In his advice to Lilla Cabot
Perry, an American artist, Monet simply told her to forget the
objects in front of her: “Merely think here is a little square of
blue, here an oblong of pink, here a streak of yellow, and paint
it just as it looks to you, the exact colour and shape, until it
gives your own naive impression of the scene before you.” In
the Impressionist style, objects are vaguely suggested rather
than clearly depicted, with colour and light taking precedence
over contours and lines to capture the painter’s sensory
experience of a fleeting moment.

Looking back, we can see that Impressionism is more
than a technique, or the art of light and colour, or a style. It is
the starting point of modern art, liberating all subsequent
Western painting from rigid rules of composition, subject
matter and technique while inspiring many avant-garde
movements that followed, from Post-Impressionism and Neo-
Impressionism to Symbolism, Fauvism and Cubism. It might
take time for innovative art ideas to be understood and
appreciated, but without occasionally defying norms and
breaking rules, art is nothing but a tedious discipline that
celebrates monotony and disregards diversity. Perhaps it is
worthwhile for us to ponder the words of Albert Camus: “If it
adapts itself to what the majority of our society wants, art will
be a meaningless recreation.”
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On 6 September 1992, several Alaskans found a
disturbing note taped to the door of an abandoned bus
deep in the Alaskan woods. Scribbled on a page torn
from a novel, it read:

ATTENTION POSSIBLE VISITORS.
S.0.S.

[ NEED YO[/U?. HELP. | AM INJURED, NEAR
DEATH, AND TOO WEAK TO HIKE OUT OF
HERE. | AM ALL ALONE, THIS IS NO
JOKE. IN THE NAME OF qOP, PLEASE
REMAIN TO SAVE ME. | AM OUT
COLLECTING BERRIES CLOSE BY AND
SHALL RETURN THIS BEVENING. THANK
you,

CHRIS McCANDLESS
AUGUST ?

Inside the bus was the emaciated body of Chris
McCandless himself, a 24-year-old honours graduate
who had been on a quest for solitude and self-realisation
in nature. How this brilliant and idealistic young man
with a promising future came to his demise is revealed
in Into the Wild, a compelling book by Jon Krakauer.
In a riveting narrative, Krakauer takes readers from the
tragic moment of the discovery of McCandless’s body
back through his childhood, ascetic renunciation and
icy withdrawals that marked his passage into adulthood,
and, in vivid detail, the two years of restless wandering
to his final journey to the Last Frontier.

Chris McCandless came from an affluent family in
Washington, DC. He was very intelligent, a top student,
an elite athlete and a talented musician. Yet domestic
violence and bigamy lurked behind an ostensibly
privileged upbringing. As McCandless’s resentment
towards his parents grew, so too did it towards the
superficiality of bourgeois life. Influenced by writers
such as Jack London and Henry David Thoreau,
McCandless developed a strong interest in communing
with nature. Immediately after graduating from Emory
University in 1990, he severed all ties with his family,
donated his law school fund of more than US$24,000 to
charity and took to the road. When his car was stuck in
a flash flood at Lake Mead, he stripped it of its licence
plates, burned all his cash and buried most of his
possessions. He gave himself a new identity—Alexander
Supertramp—and began his life as a tramp.

In a haphazard way McCandless roamed through
the Southwest walking, hitchhiking and jumping freight
trains. He canoed down the Colorado River all the way
to Mexico, tramped up and down the Pacific coast and
into Montana. Along the way he worked in an Italian
restaurant in Las Vegas, flipped hamburgers at a
McDonald’s, and took on dirty and tedious jobs on a
harvest crew. In hitching rides, he bonded with rowdies,
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hippies and other vagabonds, who would become his
greatest friends and confidants. Through Krakauer’s
engaging and unpretentious depiction of these people,
the book paints a candid portrait of America’s
communities of outcasts and eccentrics.

Eventually, in his pursuit of raw, transcendental
experience out in the wilderness, McCandless set off
on his “last big adventure”. After waving goodbye to a
trucker who had given him a lift and a pair of rubber
boots on 28 April 1992, he walked alone into the
treacherous Alaskan bush with a rifle and a backpack,
which contained little more than books, some cooking
utensils, a sleeping bag and ten pounds of rice. He
survived 113 days before succumbing to starvation,
aggravated by ingestion of poisonous wild potato seeds.

Krakauer’s protagonist has garnered polarising
opinions among readers. Some laud McCandless as an
inspirational figure who broke free from the establishment
and embraced the natural world in the most authentic
and adventurous way. Others regard him as a reckless
and arrogant fool who brought doom upon himself. “He’s
this Rorschach test: People read into him what they see,”
Krakauer admitted in an interview in 2016. “Some people
see an idiot, and some people see themselves. I'm the
latter, for sure.” He sees a lot of his younger self in
McCandless. Like him, Krakauer has an autocratic father
and feels the same infatuation with nature. He devotes
two chapters to his own near-fatal solo ascent of the
Devils Thumb, one of the most dangerous mountains in
Alaska. Krakauer draws on that experience, along with
stories of other ill-fated adventurers and McCandless’s
letters, journals and annotated books, to explore the
essential impulses that drove McCandless to his destiny.

In his last days, McCandless took a photo of
himself holding a farewell note that read, “I HAVE HAD
AHAPPY LIFEAND THANK THELORD. GOODBYE
AND MAY GOD BLESS ALL!” His face was horribly
gaunt, but he was smiling, looking contented with the
shining eyes of one who had lived his dream and was
at peace. Did McCandless find what he was looking
for? Were the experiences worth a life cut short? We
might never know the answers to these questions. What
is certain is that his story has captured the hearts and
minds of people around the world. McCandless may
have died young, but his legacy will live on.
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Many people are confused about the usage of you and
I and you and me. “I” is a subject pronoun, and “me” is an
object pronoun. Use you and I when you are talking about
the subject of a sentence: You and I have a meeting tomorrow.
Use you and me when you are talking about the object of a
verb or a preposition: They sent you and me a gift. This rule
applies to different combinations of pronouns: Can you take
a picture of my friends and me? In informal usage, either of
them is acceptable. It is not uncommon to hear someone say
“Nothing can come between you and I’ or “You and me need
to have a talk”. However, it is always best to use the correct
grammar in formal speech or writing. By the way, in English
it is considered more polite to mention yourself last in a
compound subject or object. So, do not say, “The party is for
me and Sandy.”

Partly and partially are often used interchangeably to
refer to “not completely” (the project had only been partially/
partly finished) or “to some extent” (he is partly/partially
responsible for the car accident). There are some differences
in the patterns of usage, though. Partly is commonly used

before clauses and phrases that serve an explanatory purpose:
The financial services sector saw the highest growth rate,
partly because of strong bonus payments. When you talk
about things that together make up a whole—usually a
physical object—use partly: The tower was built partly of
sand stone and partly of marble. Yet, when describing
physical conditions, it is more common to use partially:
Large print ballot papers are available for the partially
sighted.

Both farther and further are the comparative forms of
“far”. To talk about physical distance, use either farther or
further: The child was allocated a school further/farther
away than his parents had hoped. To talk about figurative
distance or the degree or extent of something, further is
usually preferred: I will explain it a little further. In addition,
further can be a verb meaning “to advance”: The object of
the programme is to further sustainable development in the
local area. The word further can also be used as an adjective
meaning “more” or “additional”: Further details are available
in the information pack.

To be alone is the fate of all great minds.
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