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The Courtauld Cézannes 
 
 
 
The Courtauld Gallery holds the finest group of works by Paul Cézanne (1839-1906) 
in Britain.  As the culmination of The Courtauld Institute of Art’s 75

th
 anniversary 

celebrations, the Gallery is showing the entire collection together for the first time.  
The importance of the collection lies not only in its exceptionally high quality but also 
in its wide range, with seminal paintings, drawings and watercolours from the major 
periods of the artist’s long career.  The Courtauld also holds an important group of 
nine hand-written letters in which Cézanne reflects upon the fundamental principles of 
his art.  The Courtauld Cézannes, on view from 26 June to 5 October 2008, is the 
first opportunity to enjoy this extraordinary collection in its entirety. 
 
The collection includes such masterpieces as the iconic Montagne Sainte-Victoire, 
c.1887, and Card Players, c.1892-5, which show Cézanne working at the height of his 
powers (figs. 1 and 2).  Through such works the exhibition charts the development of 
the artist’s revolutionary approach that would later see him acclaimed as the father of 
modern art.  Having been rejected by the official Paris Salon in 1870, Cézanne 
exhibited at the first Impressionist group exhibition in 1874.  However, his work was 
radically different from that of his contemporaries and found little favour with critics 
and collectors.   
 
Following his lack of success in Paris, Cézanne withdrew into relative obscurity at his 
family home near Aix-en-Provence.  Here he formed a deep bond with the landscape 
and the local people, such as père Alexandre, a gardener on his estate who is 
depicted in both Man with a Pipe (fig. 3) and Card Players.  The landscape around Aix 
exerted a powerful influence with the great Montagne Sainte-Victoire taking on an 
iconic status for the artist.  The Courtauld painting is one of the finest examples of 
Cézanne’s treatment of this subject.  When the artist showed this work at a local 
society of amateur painters in 1895 it was greeted with incomprehension by all but the 
young poet Joachim Gasquet.  Cézanne signed the painting and presented it to him in 
gratitude. Two years after Cézanne’s death in 1906, Gasquet sold it for the 
astonishing sum of 12,000 francs.  By then Cézanne had been rediscovered by the 
young avant-garde, including Emile Bernard with whom the letters now at The 
Courtauld Gallery were exchanged.  In one of these Cézanne famously advised his 
protégé to “treat nature in terms of the cylinder, the sphere and the cone”.  This 
celebrated statement would become a theoretical underpinning for the move towards 
abstraction in the twentieth century.  In a further letter sent shortly before his death he 
wrote poignantly, “I have sworn to die while painting, rather than sinking into the 
degrading senility that threatens old men”. 
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The majority of The Courtauld Gallery’s collection was put together by the industrialist Samuel 
Courtauld (1876-1947) and formed part of his founding gift that established the Courtauld 
Institute of Art in 1932 as the first centre in Britain dedicated to the study of art history.  
Courtauld assembled his collection of Cézannes between 1923 and 1929 at a time when the 
artist was regarded with hostility and suspicion by the British art establishment.  It was only in 
1925, at Samuel Courtauld’s insistence and with his financial support, that the national 
collections were able to acquire their first painting by the artist.  
 
Courtauld’s conversion to the art of Cézanne came in 1922 when he visited an exhibition at 
the Burlington Fine Arts Club in London entitled The French School of the Last Hundred 
Years.  He wrote later of his epiphany, “At that moment I felt the magic, and I have felt it in 
Cézanne’s work ever since”.  The following year he bought, for his private collection, one of 
the most important and complex of Cézanne’s late still lifes, Still life with Plaster Cupid, 
c.1894 (fig. 4).  Its radical distortion of perspective challenged the conventions of Western 
painting and prefigured the advent of cubism.  A similarly experimental approach is evident in 
Lac d’Annecy (fig. 5).  Cézanne painted this work while on holiday in the Haute-Savoie in 
1896, writing dismissively of the conventional beauty of the landscape as “a little like we’ve 
been taught to see it in the albums of young lady travellers”.  He rejected such conventions, 
seeking not to replicate the superficial appearance of the landscape but to express what he 
described as a “harmony parallel with nature” through a new language of painting.  
 
Courtauld bought works which he responded to personally and intuitively, rather than 
according to art-historical principles.  In addition to major canvases, a number of outstanding 
watercolours were also purchased.  Apples, Bottle and Chairback (fig. 6) is a supreme 
example of Cézanne’s mastery of the watercolour medium and is remarkable particularly for 
its scale and complex luminous washes of brilliant colour.  
 
In 1978 The Courtauld Gallery’s collection was further enriched with a group of works by 
Cézanne assembled by the celebrated Old Master collector Count Antoine Seilern (1901-78).  
The bequest included The Turning Road, one of Cézanne’s largest landscapes (fig. 7).  This 
late work is characterised by an almost abstract treatment of the landscape in patches of 
muted colours.  Seilern’s collection also included some fine watercolours and drawings, such 
as the carefully observed and ambitiously composed portrait of Hortense Fiquet sewing (fig. 
8).  Cézanne would marry Hortense in 1886.  The couple already had a son but the artist had 
kept the relationship secret from his disapproving father.  This drawing was later used as an 
illustration on the title page of the first monograph on Cézanne, published by the pioneering 
dealer Ambroise Vollard in 1914.  
 
As well as celebrating The Courtauld Gallery’s exceptional collection of works by Cézanne, 
this exhibition and its catalogue present the findings of a major new technical research project 
on the artist’s Courtauld oils and watercolours conducted in the Courtauld Institute of Art 
Department of Conservation.  Using the very latest imaging technologies, this research has 
provided fresh insights into the artist’s working methods and techniques, in particular his 
experimental use of colour and line.  The fully illustrated catalogue includes essays and 
individual entries as well as facsimiles of all the letters with new translations.  
 

______________________________________ 
 
For further information and images please contact: 
 
Sue Bond Public Relations 
Hollow Lane Farmhouse, Thurston, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk IP31 3RQ, UK 
Tel. +44 (0)1359 271085, Fax. +44 (0)1359 271934  
E-mail. info@suebond.co.uk,   www.suebond.co.uk 
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FACT SHEET 
  
Exhibition title: The Courtauld Cézannes 
 
Dates: 26 June to 5 October 2008 
 
Sponsors: Apax Partners 
 Klein Solicitors 
 Mr and Mrs Gilbert Lloyd, Nassau, Bahamas  
 The Doris Pacey Charitable Foundation 
 Toray Industries, Inc. 
 
Location: The Courtauld Gallery, Somerset House, Strand, London WC2R 0RN 
 Tel. +44 (0)20 7848 2526, fax. +44 (0)20 7848 2589, www.courtauld.ac.uk  
 
Opening hours: Daily 10 am to 6 pm, last admission 5.30 pm   
 
Admission: Included in admission to permanent collection: 

Adult: £5.00, concessions: £4.00; free admission: Mondays 10 am to 2 pm 
Free at all times for under 18s, full-time UK students and unwaged 
 

Catalogue:  A fully illustrated catalogue accompanies the exhibition and includes 
essays by John House, Walter H. Annenberg Professor, Courtauld 
Institute of Art, Elizabeth Reissner, freelance conservator and Caroline 
Villers Research Fellow, Courtauld Institute of Art 2006-7, and Barnaby 
Wright, Schroder Foundation Curator of Paintings, The Courtauld 
Gallery, with entries by John House, Stephanie Buck, Curator of 
Drawings, and Joanna Selborne, Curator of Prints, both of The 
Courtauld Gallery.  Published by Paul Holberton in association with The 
Courtauld Institute of Art, 128 pages, paperback, 260 x 216 mm,  ISBN 
978 1 903470 85 5, price £20. 

 
Related Displays: French Prints from Manet to Picasso 

Complementing the exhibition, a display of some 15 rarely seen French 
prints from the Courtauld’s collection dating from the second half of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is on show in Room 12.  The 
selection includes works by Manet, Gauguin, Toulouse-Lautrec, Matisse 
and Picasso.  

 
Showing concurrently with the Courtauld exhibition and display, an 
exhibition of some 45 Impressionist and Post-Impressionist prints also 
from the Courtauld’s collection, curated by Sarah Hyde, is on view at 
artsdepot, 5 Nether Street, Tally Ho Corner, North Finchley, London 
W12 0GA, from 27 June to 16 August 2008. Tel. +44 (0)20 8369 5454, 
www.artsdepot.co.uk 
 

On-line movies: The following movies are now available on the Courtauld website: 
 THE COURTAULD CEZANNES An introduction to the exhibition with 

curator Dr Barnaby Wright. 
 IN FOCUS ON PAINTINGS Looking in detail at Cézanne's Montagne 

Sainte-Victoire with John House, Walter H. Annenberg Professor. 
 IN FOCUS ON TECHNICAL RESEARCH A close look at Cézanne's 

techniques with Elisabeth Reissner, Recent Caroline Villers Research 
Fellow at the Courtauld Institute of Art. 

 IN FOCUS ON WATERCOLOURS Dr Stephanie Buck, Curator of 
Drawings, gives a rare insight into Cézanne's choice of motifs and 
techniques in watercolours and prints. 

 IN FOCUS ON PAINTINGS John House, Walter H. Annenberg 
Professor, discusses still life and looks in detail at Cézanne's Still Life 
with a Plaster Cupid - “...a meditation about the nature of painting itself." 


