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master class BY JERRY N. WEISS

ONE NIGHT when I was a teenager, 
having recently moved to New York 
City to study at the Art Students 
League, I was approached at a social 
function by a young man proselytiz-
ing on behalf of an orthodox reli-
gious order. Art, I explained, was 
my sole interest. His eyebrows lifted 
and he asked “Does art satisfy your 
spiritual needs?” It did, I answered 
quickly, because I wanted to end the 
conversation, and because I really 
meant it. 

Soon I found that proselytizing 
is not limited to religion. One of my 
teachers, determined to start his own 
school, confided that he believed 
painting had been in decline since 
Vermeer. He invited me to teach for 
him, in effect, to join his cult. In 
demurring I became, more or less, 
an apostate.

In the thirty-five years since, 
that cult—now popularly catalogued 
as Classical Realism—has expanded 
to include numerous ateliers and 
many disciples. Of primary technical 
interest is the thoroughly illusionis-
tic drawing and painting of three-
dimensional form, which, to give 
due credit, was a pretty rare practice 
in 1980. Now it seems everyone is 
doing it, and an astonishing number 
of artists do it very well. This is to 
some degree an attempt to revive 
the memory of the pre-Impressionist 
French academy, which produced 
thousands of technically able and 
lamentably dull craftsmen, many 
of whom are forgotten today. It is 
an excellent program for learning 
skill sets; as an aesthetic it is, like 
so many of the systematic programs 
I’ve encountered, unyieldingly nar-
row. By the standards of the classical 
movement, Bouguereau is among 

the greatest of masters and Cézanne 
is barely competent. In truth, 
Cézanne’s relationship to classical 
sources was much more than skin 
deep. 

 Cézanne was dedicated to 
supplementing the study of the 
old masters with the observation 

of nature, an ambition that we can 
hardly improve upon. He was less 
interested in the surfaces of classical 

Boy in a Red Waistcoat
A Cézanne painting got me thinking about the many sects of figurative painting.

ABOVE: Boy in a Red Waistcoat (1888-1890; 
oil on canvas, 35¼x28½) by Paul Cézanne
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon, in honor of the 50th 
anniversary of the National Gallery of Art
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paintings than their structural 
design, and his eye for composi-
tion was redoubtable. Often quoted 
is his observation that all natural 
forms are based on a handful of geo-
metric shapes; this may have led to 
Cubism—among my least favorite 
20th-century inventions, but that’s 
another story—but it’s also an idea 
that’s implicit in a Raphael figure 
drawing. Additionally, Cézanne is 
largely responsible for introducing 
juxtaposed patches of different color 
temperatures into our studio lexicon.

These concepts are manifest 
in Boy in a Red Waistcoat. The boy’s 
stance is a classic contrapposto, an 
insouciant reminder of Donatello’s 
David, with a gestural thrust proving 
that Cézanne was a better drafts-
man than is generally acknowledged. 
There is an exciting purity to the 
application of color, the lights and 

shadows suggested by chromatic 
variation as well as value changes. 
The shadow plane of the boy’s oval 
head owes much to the introduction 
of a cool violet tone. Use of color 
temperature isn’t limited by theory: 
where warm red notes are added to 
the boy’s otherwise cool shoulder 
area (recessive colors again), they act 
as a bridge between his vest and the 
drapery behind him. Throughout 
the painting is Cézanne’s distinc-
tive brushstroke, set down with an 
energetic consistency that unifies the 
canvas. How different this is from 
the artist’s early paintings, with their 
dramatic contrasts, violent rhythms 
and unbridled impasto. The Cézanne 
of Boy in a Red Waistcoat has under-
gone intellectual refinement, trading 
the emotional excesses of his youth 
for visual radiance. The painting 
diverges from academic strictures, 

and vibrates with its own colorful 
structure, Cézanne’s gift to art.

Cézanne now looks like a 
prophet groping for some greater 
truths, and his theories inspired 
perhaps the most influential cult 
of 20th-century painting, one that 
impacted both Picasso and Matisse. 
But the idea that revelation can be 
found in supplication to art is the 
stuff of romantic novels. Neither the 
dogma of schools nor independent 
research leads an artist to transcen-
dence. I now know something I did 
not as a young man: that art alone 
may not be a means to enlighten-
ment, but it is a profound symbol of 
the spiritual journey. n
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