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'The principal works by these innovators should be on display at the Palais du Luxembourg. But instead, its walls are decorated with banalities. M. Durand-Ruel has done what the State, disdainful of this new art, was unable to do. For the delight of his eyes and the charm of what lies within, with the steadfast passion of an enlightened collector, he has assembled the canvasses most representative of the talent of these painters. He has created the most wonderful museum of contemporary painting in France'. These words were written by Gustave Geffroy, quoted by Georges Lecomte in 1892 in the introduction to his book L’Art impressionniste d’après la collection privée de M. Durand-Ruel.
 Yet, Paul Durand-Ruel would say the following of his collection: 'Do not congratulate me for having assembled this Impressionist collection [...]: it is to the collectors that we should be grateful. Which pictures do they reject at first, regardless of the painter? Those in which there is an abundance of the alleged defects that later come to be known as characteristic qualities. Whenever I kept a picture of this kind on display for too long, I would lose patience and take it home. This is the reason why there are so many highly original works here'.
 
Paul Durand-Ruel's collection is a fantastic tribute to the artists he discovered, supported, defended and exhibited, despite opposition from all sides for more than twenty years, before their talent was recognised by the public and art institutions. A great innovator, both in his artistic tastes and strategy as a dealer, Durand-Ruel revolutionised the history of art. A champion of the artists of the 1830 and Barbizon schools in particular, Durand-Ruel defended them for more than ten years before their art was accepted. Thereafter, he discovered and promoted the Impressionists with the same fervour. He would say of these artists: 'They cannot be found in the classrooms of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts or in academic circles, but among those who search only for inspiration from within, in the contemplation of the ever-changing wonders of nature, and in the detailed study of masterpieces by the great masters of every period'
.
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Origins of the dynasty
Paul Durand-Ruel's character and convictions were handed down from his family. His maternal grandfather, François Hyacinthe Ruel (born in 1760), was a royal notary in Belgentier (Var), near Toulon, when the French Revolution broke out in 1789; the young public official was forced to emigrate to Italy with his family, where he made a living by giving French lessons. After returning to France a little too early, he was imprisoned under Robespierre but saved from the guillotine by the Thermidorian Reaction. He then settled in Paris, where he became secretary to Maréchal Soult and later secretary at the Ecole de Droit. Stories of these events left Paul Durand-Ruel with a hatred of the French Revolution and a profound attachment to the monarchy.
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In order to provide for their daughter, Marie Ferdinande, in 1825 François Hyacinthe Ruel and his wife had the opportunity to purchase the stock of a large stationery shop located at 174, Rue Saint-Jacques from friends, the Guillot associates; the shop was managed by a particularly competent employee, Jean Marie Fortuné Durand. The young couple liked each other and got married, joining their surnames to form the trading name 'Durand-Ruel'.
 Jean Durand came from a family of winemakers from Solers (Seine-et-Marne) that had also been displaced by the events of 1789.
Viscerally monarchist, Paul Durand-Ruel missed no opportunity to rail against 'the dishonourable revolution of 1789' 

 or to deplore universal suffrage: 'In a democracy, everything goes awry and the blind claim to be steering the boat. The result is clear to see'.
 But his patriotism forced him to overcome these differences of opinion; he maintained a friendly relationship with Clemenceau, despite their opposing political views. He wrote to him most notably when 'Le Tigre' was appointed prime minister in the dark days of 1917: 'Dear Sir, I am requested by many artists and lovers of art, all of whom are excellent Catholics and patriots as we all should be, to express to our ardent good wishes for the success of your sublime mission to restore the inner peace that will facilitate, with God's protection, the final victory over our enemies. Your old friend, Paul Durand-Ruel
'.
 After the death of the art dealer, Clemenceau wrote: 'Durand-Ruel spared Monet much grief by freeing him to remain himself, despite the harassment of mediocrities. We owe him a debt of gratitude'
.
 
A Catholic and a patriot, Paul Durand-Ruel was an antidreyfusard (alongside Degas, Renoir and Rodin, but in opposition to Monet and Pissarro). However this position did not prevent him, right in the midst of the 'affaire', from inviting Pissarro, who was Jewish, to the wedding of his eldest son, Joseph,
 or from instigating joint deals with the Bernheim-Jeunes.
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