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A QUICK LOOK

Taken from Discovering Great Artists, by MaryAnn F. Kohl and Kim Solga (1996)
Paul Cezanne, one of the greatest Post Impressionist painters of all, was a shy man who knew many people but had few friends.  Yet, Cezanne worked with many great artists such as the painter, Pissaro, and the writer, Emile Zola.  He usually painted “still lifes” – pictures of objects that do not move, like vase, fabrics, plates, and fruits – arranged for display in his studio.

The Post Impressionists and Cezanne came into being at the end of the Impressionist time and are seen as building a bridge from the style of Monet or van Gogh into what we see today as Modern Art.  Cezanne developed the style of using geometric shapes as the basis for his paintings because he believed that everything in the world was made up of either a sphere, a cone, a cylinder, or a cube.  He formed his designs with strong outlined brush strokes in dark colors like chiseling shapes into the paint with a carving motion of the paintbrush, a technique that would develop into the well recognized style called Cubism.   Like many of the great masters, it was not until after Cezanne’s death at age 67 that he received the recognition he deserved as “the father of modern painting”.

INTRODUCTION

Paul Cezanne was a unique artist.  He belongs to that period of art and literature which we associate with Flaubert, Baudelaire, Zola, Manet, and Pissarro, that sought to find a new way to express natural truth and beauty by passing beyond romanticism.  There is nothing abstract, no art for art’s sake in the character and work of Cezanne, nothing but an innate and indomitable will to create art.

Today, we can still understand why Cezanne’s art was so puzzling to the public who first saw it.  His art is difficult for the beginner.  He was a revolutionary as far as his technique is concerned, and his definition of order may not be apparent at first glance.  Nor will it become apparent if the picture is regarded as an effort to imitate the appearance of nature.  Cezanne seems to have felt that he was discarding literal accuracy in order to express truths about nature; not to revolutionize art.

Although there is no “School of Cezanne”, he must be thought of with Giotto, the Van Eycks, Michelangelo, and Rembrandt as an initiator of a major shift of direction in the history of painting.  Ever since Giotto’s discoveries in realistic representation, painters stayed within the bounds of visual credibility, no matter how much they modified the appearance of things.  But Cezanne abandoned all pretense of reproducing the look of nature.  He also sought to utilize color, rather than light and shade to clarify visual relations.  These breaks with tradition led directly to the more complete abstractions of contemporary painting.  Although his work grew more and more abstract as he developed his theories, he always held to the conviction that a direct connection between the artist and nature is the vitalizing element in painting, which is the great difference between Cezanne and the contemporary abstractionists who stem from him.

BIOGRAPHY

Cezanne was born in Aix-en-Provence on January 19, 1839.  He died at Aix on October 22, 1906.  The young Paul was a good student.  He spent his leisure time writing verses and shared his poetic dreams of becoming a great artist with his close friend and schoolmate, Emile Zola.*  They supported each other in Paris after completing their secondary education.  When separated, they kept in touch by writing long letters which provide us with much insight into both men’s sensitivities.

*Zola was to become a famous novelist by describing aspects of late 19th century France and exposing its social evils in a cycle of works that include Germiminal, L’Assommoir and Nana.

Cezanne’s father Louis Auguste had bought a small savings bank and hoped his son would become a lawyer, or at least a businessman, to help him run the bank.   Cezanne enrolled in law school at Aix University but soon gave up his study of law to adopt the career of an artist. His father allowed him to enter art school in Paris.  He often visited the Louvre where he especially revered the Venetians with their abundant use of color.  He had an innate feeling for color, but he lacked the instinct for form.  At art school his teacher had said of him that he had the proper ‘temperament for a colorist but unfortunately he has no ability for compositions”.  He needed to set up a new style of his own to fit the idiosyncrasies of his genius.  He worked with little confidence and after five months in Paris returned to Aix where he enrolled in a drawing academy.
It took a long time for the public to come around to Cezanne’s work.  At the age of twenty seven, Cezanne had sent his first painting to the Salon at Paris for its annual exhibition and did not even receive a reply.  Wild and violent fantasies of love and death, of orgies and murders, characterize his early works which are regarded as significant only because they give insight into his inner turmoil.  He was a rebel who longed to be accepted.

The War of 1870 between France and Germany struck Paris such that Zola wrote Cezanne:  “a new Paris is about to be born.  It is our turn now!”  Cezanne joked about his friend’s naïve optimism, yet Zola was right, at least as far as he himself was concerned.  He was to become a rich and famous writer, idolized by the smart set of his “new Paris”.  Cezanne, however, was destined to live a life of retirement and to endure many years of abuse from the critics.

The “new Paris” found Cezanne in his early thirties, married with a little son.  He had begun to develop his own style of painting with a new sort of peace about it.  It is upon this work, and the subsequent painting of the next thirty years, that his fame largely rests.  He became interested in the work of Monet and, especially Pisarro,then considered enfants terrible.  It was Pissaro who convinced him to enter the first Impressionist show in 1874.  Cezanne undoubtedly resented more acutely than his fellow painters the public ridicule that the Impressionist exhibitions had aroused.  He had begun to experience a growing feeling of divergence from their aims, and he retired to an isolated effort that led to his revolutionary achievement.  He was apprehensive that others might ridicule his work or steal his ideas.  In the 1880’s, he withdrew from the Paris scene and spent more time in his native Provence.
His acute alienation was increased by the breakup of his long friendship with Zola.  Zola’s portrayal of Cezanne in a novel, The Masterpiece (L’Oevre, 1886) ultimately caused the break.  The fictional painter is shown as a failure—a genius who has missed his way.

Every day, in any kind of weather, he set out with his pack over his shoulder eager to capture the sensations aroused by the environment.  His landscapes became geometric.  Cezanne painted Mont Saint-Victoire, a nearby mountain that rises abruptly out of the surrounding plain, some six times.  In this series we can follow that line of his development over the last decades of his life marking a progressive elimination of detail and culminating in a near abstract vision, where the paint is applied in rough, rectangular patterns.  
Cezanne’s paintings did begin to sell towards the end of his life to those on the lookout for something novel and sensational.  He remained painfully dissatisfied with his work.  The robust little peasant with the broad-brimmed hat, the heavy black beard, the solid step, isolated himself more and more and resented the Salon that still refused to recognize his work.  Cezanne continued to work regularly out of doors.  In October of 1906, he was caught in a downpour for several hours, fell ill and died.  

The period of public exposure and critical acclaim came after Cezanne’s death.  Before the outbreak of World War I in 1914, his paintings had begun to be accepted by the Louvre.

STYLE OF CEZANNE’S ART

What was this revolutionary style of art?

Cezanne was not a revolutionary by temperament—he always wanted to be accepted by the public—and it is not easy to explain why his work should nevertheless have become to significant for the future development of art.  The explanation depends on the proper understanding of Cezanne’s aim, which was to create something as monumental and enduring as the art of the great masters of the past.  Not that one should imitate the great masters.  Cezanne felt that they had achieved their monumentality by sacrificing the ‘reality’, or distinctive quality, of the visual image.  His ambition was to achieve the same effect of monumentality while retaining the natural order.  Although Cezanne respected the attempts of his predecessors to come to terms with nature, he abandoned all pretense of reproducing the look of nature.  He said that he wanted to recreate nature instead by abstracting from it, regardless of the consequent deformations of visual reality.

According to Cezanne, the primary quality in a painting is structural form.  The eye cannot really see space; all it can see is structural form.  “Everything in Nature” he said, “is an isolated cylinder or an isolated cube.” He felt that the fundamental order that gives meaning to life could best be expressed by arranging geometric forms in an organized space.  For several hundred years, European painters had relied on perspective, the three-dimensional illusion, to place objects on the canvas surface.  Cezanne did not use this technique to describe his point of view.  He said that in an orange, an apple, a bowl, a head, there is a culminating point that is always, in spite of the tremendous effect of light and shade and colorful sensations, the closest to our eye, thus the focus.  He introduced his focus and tried to relate the rest of the canvas to this point.  This is what Cezanne himself called an ‘abstraction’, an incomplete representation of vision into which objects fall into an order.

Structural form, maintains Cezanne, depends not upon linear design but upon a solidity of color.  The shapes of objects are obtained by a balancing of the adjacent areas of color.  For him, design forms merely a line of demarcation between two patches of color.  He adjusted one area of color to its neighboring areas of color to present an overall pictoral unity.  The result came to be a breaking up of the flat surface of a color-area into a mosaic of separate color-planes.  An isolated detail from almost any painting done after 1880 will show the mosaic surface-structure.  Each plane was completely integrated to unify the picture.

Small wonder that the critics didn’t know what to make of Cezanne when they first saw his pictures.  Cezanne revolutionized the entire intellectual conception of art, which had regarded distance and perspective as the primary values in the composition of painting.  There is no feeling of distance, no proper foreshortening of objects, no tension of planes, none of those conventional tricks which give an illustration its essential ‘reality’.  Cezanne placed artistic effect above literal realism.  He manipulated his forms to express his own interpretations of the scenes around him.  Thus, he gave expression to the modern conviction that a work of art is not essentially a copy of reality, but is itself an independent entity, a “created” object with its own logic.  There is no considerable artist of the twentieth century who has not been influenced by some aspect of Cezanne’s work.

THE REPRODUCTIONS
The Brook  (1898-1900, Oil on canvas, 17” x 23”, Cleveland Museum of Art)
Cezanne’s subject is a landscape which happens to be an actual place near Aix.  One might expect all the associative romantic accessories of a familiar and well-loved spot.  Instead of a polished reproduction of a glade with mossy rocs and sunlit patches, Cezanne created an abstraction to present what he felt is the true order of nature.  Landscape is usually reassuring to the observer, especially those of the nineteenth century, when romantic glorification of nature was most popular.  Nature’s romantic mystery did not interest Cezanne; he was interested only in revealing its underlying clarity and logic.

The structure is fundamentally classical, so typical of Cezanne.  The composition is well balanced in organization of planes, forms and colors.  The use of this organization is a major achievement of Cezanne and the techniques are revolutionary.

The shapes of the brook and undergrowth are obtained by a balancing of the adjacent areas of color.  The colors are applied in a series of small parallel strokes of the brush across the canvas.  The brushstrokes are such that they form a close, emphatic pattern that plays an important part  in the visual experience.  The result is a mosaic of separate color-planes and the effect is dense, even crowded, but rich in color.  When viewed as a whole, the marking assume an order.  The images—the stand of trees, the stream, the bushes—become solid.

A wonderful chromatic array covers the canvas in which the principally-used colors are set in different levels.  In the foreground there is the dusky brown-violet.  In the middle distance, yellow-green predominates, and in the background, blue.  The color blue plays a special role in the definition of space.  Cezanne wrote that “Blue gives other colors their vibration, so one must bring a certain amount of blue into a painting.”  He started to paint by applying different blues along the path where he envisaged the shadows as falling, which formed the framework of the composition.  Having applied the blues he went on to modulate them by contrasts where necessary or led them into the color of the thing itself.

Questions to ask:
1. Is this painting realistic or abstract? Have you ever walked through the woods beside a stream?  Did it look like this?  Do you think Cezanne was trying to imitate nature? (No.  It’s hard to step into this scene, because Cezanne wanted to present other things beside a photo or reproduction of the scene.  His prime concern is structure, composition.  He wanted to be objective and therefore feeling or emotion is purposely absent.)
2. What do you notice about the picture surface?  (small, parallel brushstrokes, a characteristic of Cezanne, especially after 1880).
3. What time of day is it?  (hard to tell—there’s a neutral, timeless lighting to the paintings of Cezanne, that will become more apparent as you see more of his work.  The National Gallery has a good selection.)

4. Is this painting peaceful, or frenzied?  (the basic horizontal lines make it peaceful even though there is a crowding of busy brushstrokes.) 
5. What colors does Cezanne use in this painting?  (many—all the hues of the spectrum are present.

6. Is this painting balanced?  (yes, the planes, forms and colors are all in perfect balance)

Fruit (1898-1900, Oil on canvas, 20” x 24”, Phillips Collection)
Cezanne was a renovator of the still-life, which had been largely neglected by 19th-century artists.  He painted many rich and colorful examples, which rank as some of his supreme achievements.  For Cezanne, still life had a special attraction in that the model itself could be arranged and rearranged according to the artist’s will—an arranged reality that could be further manipulated in the process of painting.  Though even some of his admirers accused Cezanne of lacking imagination, he showed a superb inventiveness when—using more of less the same objects—he assembled several series of still lifes in which each of these objects plays a completely different role.  Without repeating the arrangements, he managed, quite to the contrary, to achieve every time a new balance and a new harmony of colors by shifting the familiar objects and regrouping them in an astonishing variety of compositions. 
Questions to ask:
1. Where are your eyes pulled when you look at this painting?  (To the pomegranate, in the center.  Cezanne did a series of paintings with the ginger jar and fruit to contrast the round shapes with straight lines and angles.  In this painting, the center is the big red pomegranate with pears arranged on either side.  The orientation of lines is clearly related:  the diagonal plate, vertical ginger jar (with its own decorating lines), the horizontal books, and the cloths are horizontally, vertically and diagonally oriented to compel the viewer to concentrate upon the subject.)

2. How do your eyes move around the painting?  (From the focus, i.e., the pomegranate, to the ginger jar, up to the books, across the drape and down to the table and fruit.)

3. Does Cezanne use outlines? (yes)

4. What colors do you see?  (All hues of the color circle are employed, yet a distinct pair of complementaries stands out—orange and blue.  Red and green complementaries are also used.)
5. How do the colors help to balance the painting?  (The oranges of the left and lower side accord with the patch of blue and the blue tones of the drape across the top.  This results in a warm-cold contrast.)

6. Does the table edge to the right of the cloth line up with the table edge to the left of the cloth the way you would expect?  (No, but this is not a mistake.  This discontinuity adds to the balance of the painting, even though it seems a little strange.)
7. In still-life, what do you think the artist’s prime concerns are?  (Composition, balance, and, in this example, relating round form with straight lines)

Still Life (Oil on canvas, 19” x 24”, Private collection)

This is another example of Cezanne’s mastery of the still life.  Again, we see the use of complementary colors (orange, blue; red, green; yellow, violet).  Have the students compare this with Fruit, and ask similar questions.
PROJECT SUGGESTIONS

1. Bring some fruit to class and have the students arrange and sketch a still life.  You could bring teapot, ginger jar, basket, vase, books, cloths, etc. to allow the students plenty of options for their compositions.  Several students could work together to select and arrange the items, with suggestions from the rest of the class.  Or, you could have one group arrange the items which everyone would sketch quickly, then have another group make an arrangement, sketch it, etc.  After several arrangements and sketches, students could choose one composition and draw it in more detail from the sketch, and color it in with markers, crayons, craypas, or colored pencils.

2. Create a landscape working with parallel shapes.  Start as Cezanne did, with blue, making a framework for the composition, then modulate the blues by contrasting them with other colors

ADDENDUM
Excerpts from Cezanne Art Activity Pack, by Mila Boutan
Biography:
Paul Cezanne was born in the south of France in 1839.  His father was a very rich banker and so Cezanne never had to work at a regular job to support himself.  When his father died, Cezanne inherited a substantial fortune, but despite his wealth, Cezanne liked simple things and lived modestly.  

In 1861, Cezanne moved to Paris to study painting.  Everything seemed to be changing at the time.   Industry was developing and cities were modernizing.  Poets and writers demanded new freedom in their expression.  In Paris, Cezanne met a group of young artists know as the Impresssionists.

Cezanne divided his time between Provence and the capital city, Paris.  He painted all the time, but he didn’t exhibit his works often, and critics made fun of him because his paintings were too revolutionary.  Only his friends believed in his talent.  He rarely signed his paintings because he felt they were not completely finished, and that he could still improve each one.  He was shy, independent and solitary.

In 1880 his best friend, author Emile Zola, published a novel about a failed artist.  Cezanne saw himself in the character described in the book.  He became quite depressed.  It wasn’t until 1895 that he finally agreed to exhibit in Paris again.  Just as before, neither the public nor the critics understood his genius, but the young painters and his old Impressionist friends continued to respect and admire him.   He died in 1906 at the age of sixty-six.  His is now considered one of the world’s greatest artists.

     _________________________________________________________________________

Style:

A still life is a painting of fruit, flowers, food or objects that are non-lining.  Cezanne painted nearly 200 still lifes.  

Perspective is a technique that makes us believe that an image on a flat surface – like a canvas or a sheet of paper – has depth.  By using perspective, an artist can make you feel as if you could almost enter into the painting.  Perspective also creates a sense of volume.  It is what makes you believe that the objects in the paintings are actually three-dimensional.  Look at the fruit on the table in Cezanne’s paintings.  It feels almost as if you could pick up a piece and take a bite.  Take a look at the examples of Cezanne’s still lifes.  When you look carefully at the objects in the paintings, you can see that some of them are drawn from a side view, some from a top view.  This combining of perspectives gives viewers the feeling that they are seeing the objects from many sides.

Cezanne liked to paint simple things from everyday life.  He used what he had at hand.  He often painted the same subjects over and over.  By simply moving the sugar bowl a bit, lifting up the tablecloth, putting the fruit in a basket rather than a bowl, Cezanne would create an entirely different painting.

Cezanne wanted us to see the world in a simpler way.  He felt that everything could be simplified to familiar geometric shapes.  He concentrated only on an object’s basic shape and its color.

Cezanne felt that painting a portrait was no different than painting a still life.  He often painted apples merely because they didn’t move and he could observe them for as long as he liked.  Cezanne painted more than twenty self-portraits.  In part, this might have been because other than his apples, there was no one else who was willing to sit for as many hours as Cezanne required!
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