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Femme à la mante
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The art historian Meyer Schapiro has noted of Paul Cézanne's watercolours that ‘It is one of the charms
and also a mystery of the arts commonly grouped under the name of painting that a few pencil lines with
some added washes of color, hardly filling the surface and made as a preliminary study for what is to be
a fully-covered canvas, can possess an intrinsic completeness…We do not have to interest ourselves in

the workshop procedure of Cézanne to enjoy these offshoots of his process. Our admiration is
independent of curiosity about method and technique, so compelling is the harmony of these incidental

stages of his work, a harmony which is not to be confused with the values of an unfinished canvas.
These modest notes achieve wholeness through the same operations of choice and perfected habit that
determine the order of the most complex composition. Unlike the unfinished picture they say what they

were meant to say – if only to the painter himself – and although a watercolor could have said more, they
seem to us a perfect achievement as they are.’



While best known for his landscapes, still life subjects and bather compositions, Cézanne produced
around 160 portraits out of a total painted oeuvre of slightly less than a thousand canvases. From his
oeuvre of watercolours, however, only about twenty portraits are known, almost all of which were done
late in his career. As one scholar has pointed out of the artist’s portraits in watercolours, ‘Striking in

them is Cézanne’s reluctance to fully develop a face; all subjects are only vaguely characterized in their
physiognomic details. He was just as interested in a jacket or a shirt; in any case, the accurate

depiction of the features of a face was infinitely more suited to the qualities offered by drawing or oil
painting than by the medium of watercolor...In all of the portraits, the subjects’ character is expressed by

the reservation of their poses, by their surroundings, by their physical proportions, by their clothing…
Once [his wife] Hortense and his son Paul were no longer available as before to serve as models for his

countless drawings and paintings, the watercolorist in Aix preferred to rely on local field hands and
farmers he had come to value as neighbours…The more familiar with his models the painter was, the

less he felt compelled to characterize them.’

The sitter of the present sheet remains unidentified. As the scholar Christopher Lloyd has noted, ‘Many
of the models chosen by Cézanne in Aix-en-Provence during his final years were people who worked on
the family property at the Jas de Bouffan before its sale in 1899. They are sometimes directly observed

as portraits and at others deliberately posed for use in a narrative composition…Cézanne’s late
portraiture, therefore, is dominated by those people in Provence with whom he felt most at ease and
with whom he was in daily contact…the sitters are certainly not to be designated merely as types and

mostly they defy classification. Rather, as with Vincent van Gogh, they reflect the artist’s respect for the
dignity of his fellow human beings.’ It has also been noted that, unlike landscape studies, portrait

drawings in watercolour on this large scale are rare in Cézanne’s late oeuvre.

The present sheet was one of a group of 187 watercolours acquired, for the sum of 62,000 francs, from
Cézanne’s son in March 1907, less than six months after the artist’s death, by the art dealers Ambroise

Vollard and Gaston and Josse Bernheim-Jeune. Later that same year the Bernheim-Jeune Gallery
mounted the first large public exhibition of Cézanne’s watercolours in their Paris gallery. Femme à la

mante was included in Bernheim-Jeune’s second exhibition of Cézanne watercolours two years later, in
May 1909, and was later acquired for stock by the Berlin dealer Paul Cassirer, who, like the Bernheim-

Jeunes in France, did much to promote the collecting of Cézanne’s watercolours in Germany.

Dr. Jacques Soubies (1880-1940) was a collector of modern art who owned works by Pierre Bonnard,
Cézanne, Henri Matisse, Amedeo Modigliani, Chaim Soutine, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and other

artists.

The Belgian journalist and writer René Gaffé (1887-1968) assembled a fine and varied collection of
modern art, particularly of the Dada and Surrealist movements, as well as African and Oceanic art.
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