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Paul Cezanne (1839-1906), Joueur de cartes, Painted in 1892-1896, watercolor on laid paper, 46,7 x 30,5 cm; Lot 5 sold for 19,122,500 USD, estimate: 15,000,000 - 20,000,000 USD.
Cézanne's series of five Card Players paintings, dating from the first half of the 1890s, have long been recognized as among the most important and very finest works he ever created. They have furthermore been counted among the greatest art works in the Western canon; Gustave Coquiot, who published the first biography of Cézanne in 1919, went so far to declare them "equal to the most beautiful works of art in the world" (quoted in op. cit., exh. cat., 2010, p. 15). Nancy Ireson and Barnaby Wright, the curators of the Cézanne's Card Players exhibition organized by the The Courtauld Gallery, London, in 2010, speak securely for the modern consensus when they state:

"The group has a distinctive place within Cézanne's oeuvre. The Card Players paintings are his only significant engagement with what would conventionally be called a genre subject. His considerable investment in this theme, combined with the fact that two of the canvases are among the largest he ever painted, suggest that he considered the project to be a major artistic statement. In this regard, the Card Players are comparable to his Bathers series from this same decade... This series has often been celebrated as being at the pinnacle of his achievements... Just as importantly, the paintings have long played a role in shaping Cézanne's posthumous reputation... Less than two decades after the painter's death, the works had become iconic" (ibid., pp. 15 and 25).

Of the five paintings in the Card Players series only one remains in private hands (Rewald, no. 710). Similarly, among the eight other paintings of peasants and workmen which are directly connected to the five Card Players compositions, or depict related genre figures which Cézanne worked on concurrently during the 1890s, again only one remains in private hands (Rewald, no. 705). Seven drawings and watercolors that Cézanne executed as studies for the Card Players are known to exist--three of them are in private collections. Among these works on paper is the present Joueur de cartes, whose offering in this sale catalogue is the next noteworthy chapter in what has become a remarkable and fortuitous sequence of Cézanne Card Players events that have taken place since the opening of the Courtauld Gallery exhibition in October 2010. This impressive watercolor, a key work among the studies, has been in the collection of the same family for more than seventy years, and has not been seen in a public exhibition since 1953.

In 1902, Cézanne declared to Jules Borly, a visitor to Aix-en-Provence: "I was born here; I'll die here... Today everything is changing, but not for me. I live in my home town, and I rediscover the past in the faces of people my age. Most of all, I like the expressions of people who have grown old without drastically changing their habits, who just go along with the laws of time... See that old café owner under the spindle tree? What style he has!" (quoted in M. Doran, ed., Conversations with Cézanne, Berkeley, 2001, p. 23). Cézanne's engagement with the card players subject, and his interest in the independent genre figures that he also painted during the 1890s, demonstrate his desire to immerse himself in the world of the townspeople with whom he had grown up and still moved among, to create out of their sphere of human activity pictures which display the same aspect of immutability, permanence and continuity amid the transience of a changing world that he had found while painting landscapes from nature, and still-lifes composed of perishable things.

The other figure theme that preoccupied Cézanne during the early 1890s was that of bathers in a landscape; in those paintings, however, he described an entirely different world, one that was idyllic and idealized, a world of artifice set apart from everyday living and cares, where he entered into the fantasy of a timeless, classical Arcadia. In his chosen genre subjects, on the other hand, he depicted a masculine world, a place where he could experience humble, ordinary men caught up in their mundane thoughts and daily activities, which were not so different from his own, notwithstanding the matter of his more elevated social standing relative to theirs. In his choice to delve into these characterful types, Cézanne must have sensed the promise of acquiring deeper insights into human nature, and into himself; here was confrontation with reality that might lead to a more profound revelation of the mysterious relationship between the artist, his world and his work. Philip Conisbee and Denis Coutagne have written:

"In the 1890s Cézanne turned to the estate workers, the familiar gardeners and farm laborers, either as individuals or forming them into a group to pose for the series of Card Players... The introverted and melancholy air of these groups, and of individuals such as The Smoker (Rewald, no. 756; fig. 8), may reflect the fact that in the last decade or so of his life Cézanne became increasingly aware of the dark prospect of his own mortality. This was no doubt prompted by the poor state of his health, which had been declining since the diagnosis of his diabetes in 1890. The shadow of death provides a possible explanation for his conversion to the Catholic faith at this time... His aim was to convey the inner burden of individuals confounded by destiny... And although the models are clearly recognizable individuals, they are not identified. Operating somewhere between realism and idealism, Cézanne appears to have wanted to capture the essence of these Jas de Bouffan laborers (not the everyday details of their lives, for their work was of little interest to him); he wished to convey through pictorial means the intensity of their existence" (Cézanne in Provence, exh. cat., National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., 2006, pp. 16-17 and 89).

