Paul Cézanne
Portrait of Gustave Geffroy

Gustave Geffroy, a writer, was one of the first critics
to recognize Cézanne's great skill as a painter; he
wrote abouthim at length in 1895.
This portrait, so intricate and detailed in places, was
done over a period of three months in Geffroy's
library. Cézanne despaired of finishing it, although it
seems complete enough, a triumph of composition.
It is not a revealing study of the face, but an image
of the man of books, the writer among his things.
Cezanne’s painting technique here, as in many of his
other works, is loose and free, not focussing directly
on the smaller details, but more on the whole
picture.
The man is fixed symmetrically,with arms spread
and bent - an immovable pyramid, in contrast to the
flowing tilt of the books in the background.
The open books lying on the table and the closed
books standing on the table, all leading to Geffroy's
head, belong to a common structure of balanced
directions. One group, however - at the rear

books on the shelf, leaning left and right, in contrast
to the man.

bookshelf, appears to be naturally positioned, whilst
the open books on the table would seem to be

Unusually, Cezanne chose to use mainly dark colours
for Geffroy and the foreground. The brighter

positioned as a perspective tool - all adding to the
‘pyramid’, and pointing to Geffroy’s head.

colours are used towards the rear, or background of
this painting. If you look to the left of Geffroy, you
will see that the artist has balanced the red of
Geffroy’s chair with another primary colour: blue.

Cezanne’s portrait of Geffroy has been arranged to
. Most important, and
take advantage of
already mentioned, is the
which
‘pyramid’ or
is clear when looking at
the placement of the
books, and the arms and
head of Geffroy.
Most of the
within this composition
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created by the tilt of the

This adds to the overall composition too, by creating
a kind of support on either side of his model’s head,
leading your eyes directly to his face. Perhaps this
method of attracting our attention is intentional,
because the detail on Geffroy’s face is not very
intricate, as you might expect in a traditional portrait
painting.
Main points to remember when talking about Cezanne’s ‘Portrait
of Gustave Geffroy’:
Strong use of composition (‘diagonal/pyramid’), leading us to
look directly at the man’s face; warmer colours used to the rear
of the painting; loose brush strokes.

