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His Life




    It is generally acknowledged today that the twenty-five paintings by Paul Cézanne in the possession of the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow and the Hermitage in St. Petersburg constitute an extremely important part of the artist’s legacy. They are not only of a high standard but are superb examples of the main periods in his artistic career. Besides such recognized masterpieces as The Banks of the Marne, Great Pine near Aix, and Mont Sainte-Victoire, there are also some unique works, unparalleled in Cézanne’s œuvre, such as Girl at the Piano (Overture to “Tannhäuser”) and Pierrot and Harlequin (Mardi Gras).




    All the paintings were acquired at the beginning of the twentieth century by two outstanding Russian collectors, Ivan Morozov and Sergei Shchukin, men of impeccable taste with a true eye for great art, which accounts for the exceptional quality of their collections. In buying Cézanne’s canvases, they were also encouraged by the keen interest which the Russian artistic public evinced in the master from Provence. As early as 1904, the year of Cézanne’s first personal exhibition at the Salon d’Automne in Paris, the St. Petersburg magazine Mir Iskusstva (World of Art) published reviews by Igor Grabar and Stepan Yaremich of Cézanne’s exhibitions in Berlin and Paris. These were followed by a number of articles in the art magazines Iskusstvo (Art), 1905, Vesy (Scales), 1906, Zolotoye Runo (The Golden Fleece), 1908, and Apollon (Apollo), 1910 and 1912. It was during this period that most of Cézanne’s canvases now in Russia were acquired. In 1907, after Cézanne’s posthumous exhibition at the Salon d’Automne, Ivan Morozov purchased two of his paintings, Plain by Mont Sainte-Victoire and Still Life with Curtain.




    In a text of this size, it would be impossible to encompass Cézanne’s entire œuvre, and, more importantly, hardly be necessary as it has been done in the fundamental works of Gerstle Mack, Lionello Venturi, John Rewald, Jack Lindsay, among others. But even in the most comprehensive of these treatises, the researcher was not able to treat the master’s enormous output, comprising over 800 pictures, about 500 drawings, and 350 watercolors. Each researcher therefore made his own selection from this treasure and evaluated each piece chosen according to its merits. The author of this text analyses Cézanne’s artistic development based on the works collected by Morozov and Shchukin. This is particularly interesting in view of the fact that Russian artists and critics also contributed to the collecting of Cézanne’s works in their country and that several generations of Russian painters have drawn inspiration from the Cézannes in Morozov’s and Shchukin’s collections. Although a limited range of works cannot give a complete picture of Cézanne’s artistic evolution, the author still hopes that this analysis will shed new light on it.




    This work which brooked no predilections, no favouring, no selective discriminations, whose least element had been weighed in the balance of an infinitely restive conscience, and which so incorruptibly reduced what is to its color content that it commenced a new existence in a dimension beyond color, unencumbered by earlier memories. It is this unrestrained objectivity, which rejected all meddling with another person’s oneness, which makes people find Cézanne’s portraits offensive and risible…




    Rainer Maria Rilke (Letters about Cézanne)
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      Portrait of the Artist, c. 1873–1876. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.
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      Madame Cézanne in a Red Chair (Madame Cézanne in a Striped Skirt), c. 1877. Oil on canvas. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.


    




    Thus the great German poet Rainer Maria Rilke described the profound impression Cézanne’s work had on him at the Salon d’Automne of 1907. And indeed, at the turn of the century Cézanne began to be taken more and more seriously by the avant-garde: Matisse, Picasso, Braque, Vlaminck, Derain and others, and among them young Russian painters whose new art owed much to the master from Provence. However, many of Cézanne’s contemporaries, including such well-known authors as Arsene Alexandre and Camille Mauclair, did not realize his true greatness. When Paul Cézanne died in October 1906 in Aix-en-Provence, Parisian newspapers reacted by publishing a handful of rather equivocal obituaries. “Imperfect talent,” “crude painting,” “an artist that never was,” “incapable of anything but sketches,” owing to “a congenital sight defect” — such were the epithets showered on the great artist during his lifetime and repeated at his graveside.




    This was not merely due to a lack of understanding on the part of individual artists and critics but above all to an objective factor: the complexity of his art, his specific artistic system which he developed throughout his career and was not embodied in toto in a single one of his works. Cézanne was perhaps the most complex artist of the nineteenth century. “One cannot help feeling something akin to awe in the face of Cézanne’s greatness,” wrote Lionello Venturi. “You seem to be entering an unfamiliar world — rich and austere with peaks so high that they seem inaccessible.”[1] It is not, in fact, easy to attain those heights. One does not reach them by the old, well-trodden paths of literary subjects and familiar associations with everyday life.




    Today, Cézanne’s art unfolds before us with the consistency of a logical development, the first stages already containing the seeds of the final fruit, but to those who could see only separate fragments of the whole, naturally much of Cézanne’s œuvre must have seemed strange and incomprehensible. This was the only way in which his contemporaries were able to see it, as fragmentary parts in private collections and at occasional exhibitions; only a few sensed the greatness of his work. Most people, however, were struck by the odd diversity of styles and the differing stages of completion of his paintings. In some paintings, one saw a fury of emotion, which bursts through in vigorous, tumultuous forms and in brutally powerful volumes apparently sculpted in colored clay; in others, there was rational, carefully conceived composition and an incredible variety of color modulations. Some works resembled rough sketches in which a few transparent brushstrokes produced a sense of depth, while in others powerfully modeled figures entered into complex, interdependent spatial relationships, which Russian artist Alexei Nürenberg has aptly called “the tying together of space.”[2] Even one of Cézanne’s devoted admirers, Émile Bernard, ascribed the unfinished character of these works to the painter’s awkwardness, oddities, and naivety, which at times verged on crudity, and proposed that they be distinguished from “those that are really beautiful.”[3] Cézanne himself, with his constant laments about the impossibility of conveying his own sensations, prompted critics to speak of the fragmentary character of his work. He saw each of his paintings as nothing but an incomplete part of the whole. He always felt that just one more effort was required, just a little more exertion of willpower, and the goal would be reached. But it sometimes happened that the entirety of the world seen by the artist in each bit of nature eluded his brush. Often, after dozens of interminable sessions, Cézanne would abandon the picture he had started, hoping to return to it later. In each succeeding work, he would try to overcome the imperfection of the previous one, to make it more finished than before. “I am long on hair and beard but short on talent.”[4]




    Of a rejected painting he had submitted for the 1878 Salon, he wrote: “I can quite see that they could not accept it because of my starting point, which is too far removed from the aim to be attained, that is to say, the reproduction of nature.”[5] The final aim would at times hover vaguely before him in the misty future, while at others it would be lost in the immensity of the specific tasks he set himself. “I am working obstinately, for I am beginning to see the promised land. Will I be like the great Hebrew leader or will I be able to enter?… I have made some progress. Why so late and with such difficulty?”[6] “My age and my health will never allow me to realize the dream that all my life I have longed to achieve.”[7] Exactly a month before his death, Cézanne wrote to Émile Bernard: “Shall I attain the aim so ardently desired and so long pursued? I want to, but as long as the goal is not reached, I shall feel a vague malaise until I reach the haven, that is, until I achieve a greater perfection than before and thus prove the rightness of my theories.”[8]
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      Portrait of Ivan Morozov.
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      The Madeleine or Sorrow, c. 1868–1869. Oil on canvas, 165 x 125.5 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris.


    




    Such thoughts, shot through with bitterness, are a tragic theme recurring in Cézanne’s correspondence and conversations with his friends. They are the tragedy of his whole life — a tragedy of constant doubting, dissatisfaction, and lack of confidence in his own ability. But here, too, was the mainspring of his art, which developed as a tree grows or as a rock forms — by the slow accumulation of more and more layers on a given foundation. Throughout history there have been many artists who were dissatisfied with their work. At the end of the fifteenth century, Botticelli burnt his own works, considering them iniquitous. Michelangelo smashed with a hammer those of his sculptures which seemed to deviate from his artistic goal. Many of Cézanne’s talented contemporaries, knocked off balance by the onslaughts of the critics, left the narrow path of innovation for the well-trodden road of tradition. Cézanne’s doubts were of a fundamentally different order. For him it had to be all or nothing. He saw each of his pictures as nothing but a stage, a springboard from which he hoped to attain new heights. “He was always convinced that all that he had done was only a beginning,”[9] Émile Bernard recalled.




    Often Cézanne would take a knife and scrape off all he had managed to paint during a day of hard work, or throw it out of the window in a fit of exasperation. He was also prone, when moving from one studio to another, to forget to take with him dozens of paintings he considered unfinished. He hoped eventually to render his entire vision of the world in one great, complete work of art as did the geniuses of classical painting and having “redone Nature according to Poussin,” to emulate Poussin.[10] But to a person living at the end of the nineteenth century, the surrounding reality seemed far more complex and unstable than that of someone living in Poussin’s time. Its dynamic character could not be compressed within static forms of a painting: Its diverse facets and aspects could not be reduced to a universal principle capable of being expressed in a single plastic formula but had to be rendered by other means. Cézanne devoted many years to the search for such means, hoping eventually to bring them all together. His ultimate aim was to paint a masterpiece, and he did create many works that we now consider to be masterpieces. But apart from that, he evolved a new creative method and a new artistic system, which he adhered to consistently throughout his life. In creating this system, he contributed to the birth of twentieth-century art.




    It would be useless to look for the essence and meaning of Cézanne’s new artistic system in his own pronouncements. Few of his generation showed so little regard for all manner of philosophical speculation about art. Paul Gauguin, for instance, provided the theoretical basis for the new principles he followed in his work, and in Van Gogh’s correspondence we find philosophical, social, aesthetic, and even theological essays on painting. Seurat attempted to apply the laws of physics, mathematics, and optics to painting. Cézanne had no use for thoughts on art expressed by any other means except “with brush in hand.” “Indeed, one can say more and perhaps better things about painting when facing the motif than when discussing purely speculative theories in which more often than not one loses one’s bearings.”[11] He spoke only of nature, of the motif, and of how best to get it onto canvas. His pronouncements bear the stamp not so much of theoretical postulates as of practical advice to fellow artists, reflecting his preoccupation with one creative task or another. Therefore the attempts to formulate a comprehensive concept of Cézanne’s artistic idiom on their basis have confounded many an art historian, and efforts made by certain of Cézanne’s followers to put some of his “theories” into practice produced results that more often than not evoked the painter’s fury.




    Cézanne’s œuvre is to this day a complex problem which has not yet been completely resolved by art historians. With the passage of time, however, his place in the mainstream of Western artistic culture and the character of his tremendous influence on twentieth-century art have been assessed in a new light. It is not, therefore, to the artist’s theoretical statements but to his works that we must look for an explanation of how his creative method gradually came into its own, how the links were forged of the whole chain which today we justly call “Cézanne’s artistic system.”
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      Portrait of Émile Zola, 1861–1862.
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      Stock’s caricature of Paul Cézanne with two of his canvases rejected by the jury of the Salon in 1870.
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      Photograph of Camille Pissaro and Paul Cézanne, 1872–1876.


    




    In April 1861, the 22-year-old Paul Cézanne, son of a wealthy banker in Aix-en-Provence, arrived in Paris. His aim, his passion, his most fervent wish was to devote himself, body and soul, to art. Behind him was a solid classical education received from the college of Aix, rather modest successes (according to his teachers) at the local school of drawing, but, above all, years of rapturous absorption in the unrestrained romanticism of Victor Hugo, Alfred de Musset, and Charles Baudelaire and of youthful dreaming together with Émile Zola of the lofty calling of the artist and of their future collaboration in the field of art.




    However, Cézanne’s ideas on the subject were then, like those of Zola, rather hazy. The first thing that struck him in Paris was an exhibition held at the official Salon. On June 4, 1861, he expressed his opinion of it in verse in a letter to his friend Joseph Huot:




    J’ai vu d’Yvon la bataille éclatante ;




    Pils dont le chic crayon d’une scène émouvante




    Trace le souvenir dans son tableau vivant,




    Et les portraits de ceux qui nous mènent en laisse ;




    Grands, petits. moyens, courts, beaux ou de pire espèce.




    Ici, c’est un ruisseau ; là, le soleil brûlant,




    Le lever de Phébus, le coucher de la lune ;




    Un jour étincelant, une profonde brune,




    Le climat de Russie ou le del africain ;




    Ici, d’un Turc brutal la figure abrutie,




    Là, par contre, je vois un sourire enfantin:




    Sur des coussins de pourpre une fille jolie




    Étale de ses seins l’éclat et la fraîcheur.




    De frais petits amours voltigent dans l’espace ;




    Coquette au frais minois se mire dans la glace.




    Gérôme avec Hamon, Glaise avec Cabanel,




    Müller, Courbet, Gudin, se disputent l’honneur




    De la victoire…




    And turning to prose, Cézanne mentioned several “magnificent Meissoniers” and referred to the exhibition as “a grand show.”[12] In these verses, not devoid of humor, Cézanne draws a fairly accurate picture of Salon art in the 1860s, an art against which protest was already growing among the younger generation of artists who in the early 1870s formed a société anonyme and were later called the Impressionists. But during his first year in Paris, Cézanne evidently still held a certain respect for the acknowledged masters and was willing to join them. During this short period he was at a crossroads; not being fully aware of his talent, he was trying in vain to find himself and finally returned to Aix, acceding to his father’s wish to continue the family business. In the bank, he sat despondently contemplating columns of figures, while spending all his spare time roaming the picturesque countryside around Aix. One day he wrote on a page in a ledger:




    Mon père le banquier ne voit pas sans frémir,




    Au fond de son comptoir naître un peintre à venir…




    Ultimately, Cézanne the banker was obliged to abandon his hopes of making his son a worthy successor to himself in business; granting him a very modest allowance of 250 francs a month, he let Paul go to Paris to devote himself to his consuming passion. There, Cézanne took up art in earnest. Anxious to obtain a fundamental artistic training, he was preparing to enter the École des Beaux-Arts and worked hard at the Académie Suisse desiring to improve his technique. He failed the entrance examination for the École des Beaux-Arts but at the same time found new friends, above all Camille Pissarro, who was to exert a substantial influence on his artistic development.




    That was how Cézanne started out as an artist. He emerged in the art world of Paris in the early sixties, a period that saw a breakthrough in the history of French art. By the time of Cézanne’s studies at the Académie Suisse, the group of young artists who brought about that breakthrough had already been formed. They were Claude Monet, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Alfred Sisley, and Frédéric Bazille. None was yet aware of his own potential, yet all were united by their common opposition to the conventions of the official school and a desire to rely unreservedly on the visual perception of reality. To some extent, this was the result of new discoveries associated with the invention of the “mechanical eye” — photography — which was then enjoying immense success. It was then that the difference between the image recorded by the immobile camera lens and the perception of the living human eye was revealed in all its clarity. However, photography opened the way for understanding the unlimited potentials of representing space in which the logical or emotional center lost its absolute truth for the artist.




    Truth to tell, these young painters still had only a vague idea of how to make a new start. For the time being, they only saw one possibility of advancing — to go outdoors and begin work anew, from nature. Thus there emerged a new trend in French art — Impressionism — that was to travel a long road of accumulating discoveries and techniques obtained by the keen observation of light and air effects in nature. This brought about a new approach to the picture; the portrayal was governed not so much by an idea worked out over a prolonged period as by direct visual perception. One cannot say that the Impressionists utterly rejected the idea of showing an object; however, space in their paintings was no longer subordinate to the depiction of objects but to the unstable movement of warm and cold tones of color that created the impression of a life surface where depth and flat planes were constantly changing places. Consequently, the Renaissance system of constructing a painting, one that had endured for four centuries, was severely shaken. For the sake of this new art, the Impressionists, of course had, to face some difficult ordeals, and Cézanne took a most enthusiastic part in their struggles. Like other artists involved in the movement, he thirsted for a change in the traditional system of painting but persistently sought his own way out of the critical condition in which art found itself. During the first decade of his artistic career, that way diverged markedly from the road chosen by other avant-garde painters.




    During that first decade, generally counted from 1859 to 1870, Cézanne’s work was marked by a wealth of themes and experiments. Among the few surviving works of his youth are genre scenes, compositions on religious and mythological subjects, and decorative allegorical panels, with which he adorned the walls of the Jas de Bouffan, his parents’ estate. Sometimes these are copies of prints or of pictures from his mother’s and sister’s fashion magazines. At first glance, it may seem that Cézanne applied himself at random to an extremely wide range of themes and images in his essays at painting. To judge from the early extant paintings, however, Cézanne displayed a leaning towards definite subjects from the very outset.
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      Portrait of Madame Cézanne, 1883–1885. Oil on canvas, 62 x 51 cm. Private Collection, Philadelphia.


    




    The fact that he chose to copy B. Roget’s print Eat, Little One, Eat, which was in turn a reproduction of Prud’hon’s painting Children with Rabbit, shows that Cézanne was attracted to this print by recollections of his childhood and of walks on the outskirts of Aix, where people bred rabbits. He was fascinated with the theme of The Judgment of Paris (c. 1860) and was to repeat it later; it was also to be linked with his Temptation of St. Anthony (1873–1877) and his paintings of bathing women. These early works already bear the stamp of the artist’s individuality. They reveal his love for powerful, massive forms and simplified light-and-shade relations, which points to his familiarity with primitive, or non-professional art. Perhaps Cézanne was also influenced by the decorative baroque sculpture to be seen in such profusion in Aix. In fact, these early pictures already manifest his idiosyncratic approach and total indifference to academic taste.




    During his second spell in Paris and in the following years, Cézanne’s tastes and inclinations were clearly defined. He was in no hurry to follow the Impressionists out of the museum halls and the studio’s atmosphere of concentration in order to paint in the open air. He was immersed in an imaginary fantasy world, consumed by the desire to express an irresistible flood of human passion. Then, as before, he was attracted, above all, by the art of strong emotions. For an artist with Cézanne’s keen sense of the dramatic complexity of the world, a simple representation of the visible was insufficient. He would constantly modify and deform figures, emphasizing in them what he thought to be most important and creating compositions with unstable equilibrium. He felt an affinity with the art of Delacroix, Daumier, and Courbet. In his hostility to academic and Salon art, he took up the struggle, these painters had started (which was already losing momentum in the 1860s) and gave it a new urgency. Cézanne’s creative work began on a romantic note, which intensified and reached a peak by the end of the sixties.




    There are scarcely any examples of Cézanne’s early work in the Moscow and St. Petersburg collections. The reason for this is that Ivan Morozov, who was especially fond of Cézanne’s paintings, was indifferent to the Provencal master’s extremes of romanticism, while the critics and artists of the day thought most highly of his mature and later periods. Two Women and Child in an Interior (Scène d’intérieur) (Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts), the earliest of Cézanne’s pictures in Russian museums, was executed in the 1860s. It should be pointed out that romantic features are expressed here, but in a very restrained way.




    Although the source of this painting has not yet been discovered, it seems likely that it was one or several illustrations in a fashion magazine. At any rate, in such publications one finds pictures similar in type and composition. Here we can justly speak of Cézanne’s rich imagination: having a second-rate illustration as a point of departure, he produced a profoundly individual image.




    Cézanne achieves an effect of depth by the use of a few, skillfully arranged objects: a curtain, a small table, and an armchair. The figures of two women and a girl are grouped around a goldfish bowl. Their poses are thematically undefined, their movements slow, they are absorbed in themselves as if spellbound by the measured movements of the three goldfish in the water. The same dull, dark tone is used for the background, the deep shadows on the objects, and the water in the goldfish bowl (the water is not pictorially designated at all — through the transparent glass of the bowl one simply sees a fragment of the dark background), thus creating a sense of one environment that encloses human beings, fish and objects alike. Cézanne employs the same thick, dark contour to designate the boundaries of forms within the color planes, so that both people and objects are firmly linked to the background and become one with the gloomy medium from which they emerge like transparent bodies and into which they are about to dissolve as medieval stained-glass panels dissolve and vanish in the gloom of a Gothic cathedral. A hypnotizing atmosphere of inner concentration pervades the scene, mutes the sonority of the colors, and slows down the characters’ movements, transforming what is in essence an ordinary genre scene into a kind of fantastic dream.
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      The Four Seasons, 1859–1860. Musée du Petit Palais, Paris.


    




    People and objects are almost completely devoid of the dynamic interrelationship of a genre painting: the movement of the goldfish in their bowl has been halted, as have the movements of the people. These people do not live in real, everyday surroundings but in a certain conventional medium, that of the artist’s own spiritual and emotional mood superimposed on his characters. In his treatment of objects, Cézanne does not so much aim to convey their material qualities as to bring out the logic of the construction of their forms, simplifying and, at times, distorting them. Thus the neckline of the dress of the woman on the left encircles her bosom like a hoop, descends like a cone to her waist, and from there spreads out in a torrent of luxuriant folds and flounces. Contrasts of red, green, orange, and gray merge into a resounding and effective color chord. But for Cézanne, color is also an important factor in creating the emotional and psychological mood of the picture. In this subordination of the image to the artist’s inner state lies Cézanne’s special brand of romanticism, his highly individual artistic temperament. “Our generation is shot through with the spirit of romanticism,”[13] says one of Zola’s characters in his novel L’Œuvre. Toward the end of the 1860s, romantic tendencies strengthened in the artist’s work. The inner tension, still bound by static forms in Two Women and Child in an Interior, is released with tremendous explosive force in other paintings, accompanied by a buildup of color contrasts. Traditional subjects like Pastoral, Déjeuner sur l’herbe, Fishing, and others are set in unreal, fantastic surroundings reminiscent of strange, dreamlike visions.




    The painting Murder (1867–1870, Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool) seems to be seen through the eyes of a man stunned by the sight of the murderer’s hand raised over his victim. Forms here are generalized in the extreme and are subordinated to a whirlwind of movement: the man’s clothes rise in a corkscrew fashion following the thrust of the hand clutching the knife; on the right there emerges a sinister female figure from the depth, a kind of chimera, the whole weight of her boulder-like body falling upon the victim; the sharply designated diagonal of the landscape plane recedes into the depths of the painting, and a swirling storm-cloud hangs low over the scene. Cézanne put a lot of effort into this composition, as is evidenced by the large number of preparatory drawings. Yet it still looks as if it were painted in a fit of frenzy — the artist applied thick dabs of paint with a palette knife and modeled form with pools of color, striving to truthfully express his own powerful sensations.




    Cézanne was not the only artist to choose such subjects. The manifestation of savage, brutal instincts was described by Zola in his novels at about the same time when this picture was painted. As John Rewald has pointed out in his History of Impressionism, Cézanne presented Zola with one such scene of violence.[14] The theme of The Temptation of St. Anthony, to which Cézanne turned again and again during those years, was also handled by Gustave Flaubert. Nonetheless, these works of Cézanne’s do not evoke any literary associations, nor do they bear the character of a narrative or story, which hallmarked the most dramatic canvases of the romantics in the 1830s. They impress the onlooker by their expressive images, their generalized and laconic treatment of action, and their intense passion of feeling, producing the effect of a sudden, fleeting vision. They were born in the heated imagination of a painter living in provincial bourgeois surroundings, where everything was in opposition to his strivings and hostile to the urgings of his rather prolonged youth. (In the period described, Cézanne was approaching thirty. He took up with Hortense Fiquet, a girl out of his class, but for many years, until 1886, when he turned forty, was obliged to conceal the liaison and the birth of his son from his father and to live and keep his family on an irregular pittance. What is more, from time to time the despotic banker threatened to withdraw his allowance altogether.) Cézanne’s Orgy (1864–1868, private collection, Paris), Pastoral (c. 1870, ex-collection of J. Pellerin, Paris), Déjeuner sur l’herbe (1869–1870, private collection, Paris), and many other works painted in the late sixties and early seventies are permeated with an atmosphere of unreality. The titles of these pictures are so out of keeping with the traditional idea of the genre that the painter must have chosen them with tongue in cheek. Their overall dark coloring is enlivened by bright splashes of boulder-like figures and of objects resembling deformed human bodies. And all of them seem to be blobs of flesh that have materialized from the substance, devoid of air and real light, which fills the spaces in between.
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