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In 1983, the writer Eva Figes made an imaginary journey in time to narrate the common-day activity of 

a summer day at Claude Monet’s house in Giverny. From dawn to sunset, the story begins and ends at 

the famous water lily pond Monet obsessively painted during the last years of his life. The small novel, 

entitled Light, is a delicate and intimate portrait of the artist’s large family. Nothing of what goes on is 

exceptional. Figes narrates the development of a day like any other, yet beneath the calm surface lie 

the passions and troubles of the different characters, who are portrayed in isolated snapshots. 

 

The paused rhythm of the novel requires attentive reading. Only in the central part of the book does 

the action become livelier, due to the conversation that takes place at the table during the visit of the 

writer Octave Mirbeau, a friend of the family. Figes captures the development of the meal, from the 

tempting first dishes to the drowsiness of the liquors and coffee, with equal fidelity to the solitary 

games of little Lily. Her naïve amazement at the flight of a red balloon or the wonders the garden has 

to offer contrasts with the concerns of rest of the characters. Beneath the cordiality of the meal, each 

one of them is absorbed in his or her own frustrations and hopes. Throughout the day, it seems the 

only people that pay attention to the idyllic garden are Claude and Lily, grandfather and 

granddaughter, both of them ignorant of the preoccupations of the rest of the family. 

 

The love Monet feels for his garden cannot be fully understood if we ignore the anxiousness it 

provoked in him. Since the days when he commanded the impressionist movement in the 1860s, his 

great aim had been to capture time in his canvases by reflecting the changes in light. This immense 

task, that is, to fix the fleeting nature of time on a two-dimensional space, drove him to Giverny, where 

he created a garden, of which the famous pond was the masterpiece. There, sat in a small boat, Monet 

dedicated his time to obsessively study all that floated and was reflected on its surface. In various 

passages of the novel, Monet refers to it as a kind of trap. ‘Before, I acted as an ecstatic madman; 

stalking the seasons, the sun and the wind, the sky and the tides [...]; trying to capture something that 

had already disappeared, had been transformed, that had dissolved. But with time I have learnt to be 

astute, patient. To place a tempting bate and wait calmly in my hideout. Until at last, meekly, quietly, 

landscape appears over the horizon and falls into my mirror.’* This is what Figes imagines Monet 

thinking to himself, in a demonstration that great masters compensate physical decline with wisdom. 

But he does not lie to himself. Foreseeing the fight he will undertake with time in the years to come, 

he concludes: ‘It will finish with me long before I am able to finish with it.’* This is nothing new to any 
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good artist: one seeks perfection in the same measure they know it cannot be achieved. In the case of 

Monet, in his impossible goal of capturing the nature of light on the surface of his pond, he arrived at 

one of the peaks in the history of painting. 

 

Monet, his wife, children, stepchildren and grandchildren form a cast of characters, but the real 

protagonist of this novel, persistent throughout the chapters, is light itself. Through eloquent 

metaphors and similes, Figes produces a meticulous, almost scientific, description of its 

transformations during the course of the day. Each description reveals a similar attitude to that of 

Monet, a true act of observation. In her account of the most diverse effects and games of light, the 

characters seem almost frozen. Lily’s attempts to produce the perfect soap bubble, for example, leave 

the reader with the impression of an action that could extend itself indefinitely in a kind of lethargy. 

The same occurs when Monet is painting, or with his wife and stepdaughters, whose most relevant 

actions take place in their minds. Here, the true catalysts of action are not the members of the family, 

but light; it is its changes throughout the day that makes the story unfold. Like in Monet’s paintings, 

beneath the apparent stillness of the scenes one can sense the vibration of time. 

 

Away from its over-exposure, Impressionism finds a serene refuge in Eva Figes’ novel. As John Berger 

very rightly observes, in this book we understand ‘the particular poignancy which lay at the heart of 

the impressionist movement.’ We are sometimes too accustomed to thinking that an image grants us 

absolute knowledge, that to possess a reproduction is to possess the thing itself. The poignancy to 

which Berger refers is impossible to appreciate on the postcards, calendars and coffee mugs on which 

that painting has been printed, banal to our restless eyes. But one comparison suffices: modern-day 

Giverny is probably not much different to the one of the 1910s, and yet, could Monet still find in it the 

same obsessive concentration, amongst the lively chatter of the tourists, of the sounds produced by 

our cameras? 
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*These are translations I have made based on the Spanish version of the book. 
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