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Assignment 20 - Analysis 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Paul Cézanne’s “The Bathers” 

Born: January 19, 1839, Aix-en-Provence, France 

Died: October 22, 1906, Aix-en-Provence, France 

Medium: Gouache, Oil, Watercolor 

Influenced: Vincent van Gogh, Pablo Picasso, Paul 

Gauguin… 

Influenced by: Édouard Manet, Camille Pissarro, 

Gustave Courbet, Eugène Delacroix, Nicolas 

Poussin, Charles-François Daubigny… 
 
 
 
 
 

Side note! Anything in Italic is 

a link to the source and 

information. 
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Cezanne is an interesting if not eccentric artist in his own way. He was originally to 

aim for law studies as his father, however when studying he was simultaneously 

enrolled at the École des Beaux-Arts, where he remained until 1861. After some back 

and forth between his father and Paris. He attempted to work in his fathers business 

but that failed, his last visit to Paris lead him to meet Claude Monet and Camille 

Pissarro. Became acquainted with the revolutionary  work of Gustave Courbet and 

Édouard Manet, admired the fiery romanticism of Eugène Delacroix's paintings. But 

Cézanne left soon after a year and a half, returning to Aix, where he worked in 

relative isolation. He worked alone and patently over the years of his life. His early 

works being said to “explode beyond its limits and surface.” however later in his life, the 

uncertainty and recklessness settled into the impact paintings appreciated today. In 

the 1880s he began to see less and less of his friends. It was said “personal events 

affected him deeply”, as he married Hortense Fiquet, a model with whom he'd been 

living for 17 years, and his father dying that same year. As well as his closest friend 

throughout his life Zola, publishing the novel “L'Oeuvre". The story is of a painter 

believed to be a mix of Cézanne and Manet, who is presented as an artistic failure. 

This hurt Cézanne deeply and they never spoke again. In the 1890s. he began to lessen 

his isolation because of friends urging him towards an art dealer Ambroise Vollard 

that began showing his paintings. Public interest grew and he was given an entire 

room at the Salon d'Automne in 1904. Just two years later however he fell ill from 

painting outdoors in the fall when a storm hit. He died in Aix on October 22, 1906. At 

the Salon d'Automne of 1907, Cézanne's artistic achievements were honoured with a 

large exhibition. 
 
 

What is most interesting about Cézanne’s, and what makes him eccentric is that he 

did not fit into an art movement like most. He was on the edge of impressionism, 

post-impressionism and pre-cubism. He is said to be a “precursor for the Modernist, 

Cubist and Fauvist movements”. However he did not like to belong to any movement 

and “preferred to believe he was free of ties to any particular group”. 
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When first looking upon the painting there is a sense of rawness yet serenity. The 

artwork is made up of a series of triangles. One large triangle being made by the 

enveloping trees, drawing attention to the 

two walking figures. Then the other two in 

the formation of the figures folding into 

and collapsing to each other. When looking 

closer, the viewer notices that none of the 

figures have faces or details but is held by 

their geometry, colour and the viewers own 

minds filling  them in. As well as the two 

figures in the background, the swimmer in 

the water, and the two figures on either side 

of the painting blending into the trees. The more one spends time deciphering all 

these elements the more chaotic the painting can seem, even when depicting a calm 

scene. There is a vivid  dance of elements in the painting to bring the viewer into a 

moment of attention. 

This piece of work was actually Cézanne’s last piece of work and the largest of the 

series, at 6 feet 10 7/8 inches × 8 feet 2 3/4 inches (210.5 × 250.8 

cm), in fact it was the last painting of his life. The time of 

this painting as said saw many movements from Cézanne, 

he balanced all that influences him in the painting yet still 

shocking the viewer. The painting is similar to those 

before, for example The Triumph of Neptune (on the left). 

One difference in this however is that Cézanne did not use 

models. Is was described that he painted “too slowly to work 

from real life models”. So it could be theorized that he took his 

models from his imagination and pictures or other works 

he has seen before. Contributing to the fact that there was 

“twenty practice compositions of the different bathers and their varying poses”. The mood of the 

painting is mystical, raw and unlike the paintings of scenes similar before there is a 

eery calmness compared to sensual serenity. The use of light is just as complex, with 

the bathers illuminated from the right. The bather who is crouched down has light 

hitting the elbow of her left arm and thigh. The nude on the left hand side of the 

painting, is entirely lightened by a white light. Both the bather's torso and her leg are 

luminescent, being said that it is “almost as though  Cézanne has left his painting unfinished”. 

The dance of warm and cool colours dancing as well. Using light and dark blues, 
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gold, and bright white colours. The trunks of the trees coloured with golden honey 

and oak brown tones and mixes of chestnut browns for the bathers skin and hair. The 

brush strokes large and prominent, not trying to hide the stroke. 
 
 

Diving even deeper into the meaning of the painting there are a total of 14 bathing 

figures by the river in the foreground (excluding the swimmer). However 6 of them 

are turned away and two are dissolving into the colours of the canvases corners. 

Another note is that there are spots on the figures that are bare, this in not white paint 

but rather upon inspection just raw canvas. To understand the reasons for his choices 

in colour, composition, lighting, and other elements of the painting it is important to 

understand what influenced Cézanne. He did not want to belong to a movement and 

rather choose to balance the many that influenced him. Like his time in Paris at the 

Louvre museum. Admiring the great Renaissance paintings like, “Botticelli, Titian and 

Rubens”. As well as his mentor in the early years, Camille Pissarro. That “he was 

influenced by his mentor's widened colour palette”. This can be clearly seen in the paintings 

choices of colours. He took it even further that a brilliant  colour palette by to just what 

the eye sees. The common theme of impressionist paintings, capturing the 

impressions. But rather he intended to show form and depth uniquely. It seemed as 

though he aimed for more than the perception of the eye, the impression, or even the 

renaissance’s sense of depth. In the painting the middle ground is brought forward by 

projecting yellows (on the right). And the women in the corners of the foreground 

receding into the trees (on the bottom and left). 



 

 

 
 

The question to ask is, what is the artist trying to say? What is the message Cézanne 

wants to project to the viewer? As with the vivid  colours and sense of perception, he 

could be trying to convey the concept of rawness. He plays on how we “see” things. 

Ones mind to and extent fillers what is seen, what is felt. This may be because of how 

disturbing a raw experience can be. However with his painting he shows the raw 

perspective, the raw experience. The unsettling canvas peeking through, the 

unfinished faces… He freezes this experience in his own way for the viewer. This is 

done in an captivating way. What has not yet been talked about is the man (and dog?) 

in the middle-ground across the river. Between the classical renaissance picture of 

bathers and the impressionist background of the church and sunny, yet looming sky. 

Stands a man that some believe that it could be Cézanne himself. If looking from his 

perspective towards the bathers. It could be Cézanne looking at the renaissance 

painting like he did in the Louvre. A sensual, elegant yet almost chaotic scene 

sheltered by triangle geometry. One of the paintings can be used beautifully  as an 

example, Titian’s Diana and Actaeon (on the right). As though “Cézanne is thinking back 

to that Titian, to architectural forms, to the pyramid of the 

renaissance” (quote at 1:37). However from our 

view we find something different, something 

more raw. Balanced between the renaissance he 

admired, his mentors and his own sense of style. 

We see the when looking from the perspective of 

the bathers, an almost disturbance, the 

perspective he gave us, what is his “real”, what 

is his own raw experience. 
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