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Camille Pissarro, Railroad Bridge, Pontoise, c. 1873, Private collection

fig.2 A= 2P RXY O 1880 T 7' A I —ili vz R
Paul Cézanne, Le Chadteau de Médan, c. 1880, Glasgow City Art Gallery
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The town of Pontoise, located on the right bank of the Oise River, is
known as one of the places where Camille Pissarro painted. Cézanne
also frequented the town several times in the decade after 1872, and
there he would paint en plein air. John Rewald has dated The Bridge
and Dam at Pontoise to 1881.) That year saw Cézanne rent a house at
31 Quai du Pothuis in Pontoise at the beginning of May. And in a letter
to Emile Zola written on May 20 that same year, he wrote that he saw
Pissarro fairly often and, “I have started several studies in dull weather
and in sunshine.”? Cézanne finally quit participating in the Impressionist
exhibitions in 1877, and from the end of the 1870s he became all the
more strongly aware of a desire to express nature based on his own
sensibilities. The Bridge and Dam at Pontoise, painted at an important
turning point in Cézanne’s career, reveals his full assimilation of the
Impressionist methods and his move in a direction towards his own
painting style. The painting is also important for what it says about the
richly full and intimate interactions with Pissarro, nine years older than
Cézanne.

Cézanne would set off from his house in Pontoise, heading south along
the road bordering the Oise River, and there found a spot from which to
paint this image looking back up the river at the town of Pontoise and
surrounding plateau. The horizontal band cutting across the river is the
dam that uses the old shallows to span from the right bank of the Oise
River to the central island of Saint-Martin. This dam was replaced with
a modern dam at the beginning of the 20th century. Further upstream
he shows the railway bridge completed in 1863, layered with the stone
that supported the Pont de I’Oise on semi-circular arches. This bridge
was newly constructed in 1843 after the removal of a medieval span.
The 1843 construct was destroyed in World War 11, and the bridge seen
today is a later reconstruction.’ Based on earlier research, it can be
surmised that Cézanne set up his easel on the banks opposite 1’Isle Saint-
Martin, but the riverside road that curves sharply in the lower left of the
composition is thought to have been exaggerated beyond its actual curve.

Following his first visit to Pontoise in 1872, Cézanne would often
paint en plein air with Pissarro, and thus fully studied the Impressionist
methods of expressing the various aspects of nature through rich colors.
Pissarro’s teachings supported the development of Cézanne’s landscape
expression, and for that reason Cézanne highly respected him throughout
his life. While he was in Pontoise in 1881, it seems that Cézanne and
Pissarro did not set up their easels side-by-side outdoors. Instead,
Cézanne visited the various places where Pissarro had painted works
from the latter half of the 1860s through the first half of the 1870s. The
Bridge and Dam at Pontoise shares motifs with Pissarro’s ca. 1873 work
Railroad Bridge, Pontoise (fig. 1). However, naturally the two works
separated by about eight years show various clear differences, such as the
handling of the sky through types of brushstrokes.

In Pissarro’s painting the gentle sky and its reflection on the river
surface occupy the majority of the composition, while the level expanse
of riverside scenery shown resonates with a simply unadorned lyricism.
Conversely, Cézanne uses the low-lying foliage as a repoussoir effect
in the foreground, moving to the large stands of trees to right and left,
the horizontal lines of the dam and bridge forming a stable composition
in the middle ground, and leading to the distant view with its plateau
providing a splendid sense of presence. Through this structure he turned
his focus to the expression of spatial depth through linking of near, mid
and far planes. This handling recalls the comment from Cézanne’s later
years, “Nature for us men is more depth than surface.”® Further, while
somehow the diagrammatic spatial composition gives the landscape a

sense of stability and balance, the large curve of the small path on the left



side of the composition brings a sense of dynamism to the scene.

In addition to this difference in compositional feel, the Pissarro and
the Cézanne works clearly differ in terms of brushwork. From around
1877 through the first half of the 1880s Cézanne used a regularly aligned
diagonal stroke to cover the majority of his composition. Theodore Reff
named this the “constructive stroke.” It gives a unified rhythm to the
composition overall and a sense of construct, and is one of the major
technical characteristics that appears in Cézanne’s development of his
own unique style that surpassed that of the Impressionists. In a 1962
article, Reff mentions this work as one of the landscapes created with the
constructive stroke.”) Indeed, the regular strokes of various greens in light
and dark shades that continue from the foreground undergrowth to the
stand of trees seen on the left of the composition are one example of this
constructive stroke.

However, the most uniform use of the constructive stroke over almost
the entire composition in Cézanne’s works can be seen in paintings
such as Le Chateau de Médan (fig. 2), which is part of a group of works
created earlier than the NMWA painting, in 1879-1880. As indicated
by Rewald, Cézanne sought the maximum effect from the constructive
stroke in that group of works, and as his attention shifted to other issues
from 1881 onwards he used a much looser and less rigidly oriented
brushstroke.® The NMWA work shows a limited use of a regular, strictly
diagonal stroke, and it is noteworthy that he used instead different strokes
depending on what he was depicting. For example, the bridges and
distant buildings are painted in careful brush strokes of relatively heavy
pigments, with each of their forms clearly defined. The undergrowth on
the right and stand of trees, or the sky on the other hand, were drawn
in quick, large strokes of thinly applied pigment that allows glimpses
of the white ground layer and underdrawing lines. Further, areas of the
white ground layer appear between the brush strokes throughout the
composition. This is quite different brushwork than that seen on Le
Chadteau de Médan with its thorough use of the constructive stroke. Even
if the constructive stroke is effective at unifying a picture plane, Cézanne
was aware that it also gave a somewhat stifling feel to a composition,
robbing it of a sense of atmosphere and space. The freer, more diverse
brushwork, as seen in The Bridge and Dam at Pontoise, in a landscape
composed in ordered fashion that could be called classical, effectively
breathed a liberated and fresh sense of life into the scene. The latter half
of Cézanne’s life was a ceaseless reconsideration of his own methods
as he turned to the landscape before his eyes, and was dedicated to
providing a synthetic expression of the unswerving compositions and
boundless richness of nature. This work is one of the splendid results of
the period when he first set out on his own path, facing that magnificent
goal.

This work was sold under the then title Le Pont in the auction held
in June 1894 of the collection of the deceased art dealer, Julien Tanguy.
Six paintings by Cézanne from the Tanguy collection were sold at that
auction, and of those, the dealer Ambroise Vollard purchased four.
According to Rewald’s survey, the following June 1895 Vollard traded
this work to a man named Bourdin for a seascape by Manet.” Vollard
held a large Cézanne exhibition that November December of 1895, but
this work had already left his collection by then. Later this work passed
through the hands of the Bernheim-Jeune gallery before arriving in
New York in 1935, and was displayed over the next few years at several
exhibitions throughout America. Then, after being unseen for more than
60 years, it reappeared in the Cézanne and Pissarro exhibition held in
New York, Los Angeles and Paris in 2005-2006, and passed into the
hands of a European collector at an auction at Christie’s, New York, in
2008.

11

The painting is in extremely good condition overall. Probably work
done more than half a century ago, the canvas has been relined with
glue. Some retouching visible on the painting surface is primarily in the
sky area. Approximately 8 cm from the upper edge of the picture plane
an approximately 25 cm long horizontal rubbed line can be seen. This
rubbed area probably occurred while the paint was still wet, and was then
retouched at a later time. Further, there are several small areas of flaking
in the area 10—15 cm from the top and 20-25 cm from the left edge, and
here too retouching can be seen. Otherwise there is an extremely small
amount of retouching in the lower left foliage (10 cm from the bottom
edge, 18 cm from the left edge), and there is some retouching along the
top edge of the canvas (particularly the upper left corner and upper right

corner). (Hiroya Murakami)
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Postscript:

The late Mina Oya, Curator, conducted a survey of this work and its related
documents when the work was purchased by NMWA, and prepared a report
for the Acquisitions Committee. The author referred to Oya’s report in the
preparation of this text.



	No47_Part8
	No47_Part9
	No47_Part10
	No47_Part11

