Cézanne Craze

by

Eyes Right

Washington, DC   -  Cézanne is hot.  With two major exhibits of his work ongoing simultaneously on both coasts of the U.S., this 19th century French painter is probably laughing in his grave.  Throughout his life, he doubted the value of his work, and, now, in the 100th year since his death in 1906, he is all the rage in the art world.

This past weekend I visited the Cézanne in Provence exhibit now featured at the National Gallery of Art here in D.C.  The collection on display is centered around Cézanne’s creative days on his home turf in the Aix-en-Provence area of southern France.  It was here, many art critics contend, that Paul Cézanne drew inspiration for much of his work, which focused on the use of vivid colors and an impressionistic style.  

To the eyes of this art novice, the paintings are not particularly remarkable, at least compared to the brilliance of almost any Renoir.  It was argued quite forcefully in Cézanne’s time that he could not draw.  I would have to agree.  Human features, such as hands and faces, as painted by Cézanne, are at best vague outlines – almost caricatures.  His Large Bathers series, in particular, feature distorted buttocks and washed-out facial features.  

Now before I am stoned to death by Cézanne lovers and those with considerably greater art training than moi, please allow me to put forth the caveat that beauty is indeed in the eye of the beholder, and that there is no accounting for taste [feel free to insert whatever platitude seems appropriate].  However, I came away from the exhibit feeling as if I was being told that I was witnessing genius.  I personally did not see it.

There was a waiting line to see Cézanne’s works.  The crowd was, for lack of a better word, distinctly yuppie.  Several times during my one-hour walk through the exhibit I overheard a 20-something woman pretentiously explaining the wonders of each painting to a group of goo-goo eyed followers.  It was almost a religious experience, apparently.  

The standing room crowd on this Sunday afternoon was also remarkable in that I saw not one African-American in attendance.  The guards in each room of the gallery were black, but it was almost as if they were porters on a throwback sleeper car train from New York to L.A. fifty years ago ensuring the safety of the white customers.  

For five bucks, one could rent an “audio guide” providing commentary by the National Gallery’s senior curator of European paintings and some Cézanne scholars.  It was not those old-fashioned tape recorders where you have to follow a specific path in the museum and push the start and stop buttons to hear the appropriate info.  This device looked like a TV remote, and you simply push the correct number buttons corresponding to the number next to the painting to receive everything one could want to know about any given numbered painting as you hold the device next to your ear.   I chose to save the five dollars and listen to the young woman. 

If you would like to see for yourself, go to www.nga.gov and select Exhibitions.  As you cycle through the Current Exhibitions section, you can read the Overview and tons of related resources.  I doubt that Monsieur Cézanne could have imagined millions worldwide being able to view his works with a click of a mouse.

I thought you might like to know.
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