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Paul Cézanne is considered the father of modern art, but his road 
to artistic immortality was paved with professional obstacles 
and self-doubt. Born to a wealthy family, Cézanne turned his 
back on his father’s banking business and moved to Paris to 
pursue a career as an artist. The rigid style of traditional painting 
did not interest him. He believed all the rules prevented artists 
from fully expressing themselves. Rather than conform, he fell 
in with a group of maverick artists known as the Impressionists. 
What set Cézanne apart was his use of color and light. He also 
took his canvases outside to paint in natural light. 
 Cézanne worked in anonymity for most of his life, 
struggling with critical rejection, destroyed friendships, and 
isolation. It wasn’t until after his death that he earned the recog-
nition that had eluded him in life. 
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Betrayal

Chapter

one
1

If you walk through any comprehensive art museum, hall after hall will be 
devoted to the Impressionists. Their names are now a who’s who of art—
Monet, Manet, Pissarro, Renoir, Cézanne. Many of their works are 
considered masterpieces; palettes that influenced generations of artists 
that followed, from Vincent van Gogh to Pablo Picasso.

But in the mid-1880s, the Impressionists were considered a bad artistic 
joke. From the moment they had dared to challenge traditional styles, 
French art critics had ridiculed their efforts, and the top Parisian galleries 
refused to show their canvases. Because they were determined to 
continue exploring new ways of using colors, some of these original 
Impressionists were forced to truly live as starving artists for many years. 
Claude Monet was frequently supported financially by friends and spent 
several years scraping by while living in a small country village with his 
mistress and their child while perfecting his style. Paul Cézanne lived off a 
skimpy allowance from his tightfisted father, and the only paintings he 
sold were to a local grocer who accepted them as payment for food. 

The last thing any of these artists needed was more bad press.
In 1886, famed novelist and former art critic Émile Zola announced the 

next book in his Rougon-Macquart series of novels, which depicted life in 
contemporary France under the rule of Emperor Napoléon III. It would be 
set in the world of the Impressionists. After the announcement, most of 
the painters were worried—except for Paul Cézanne. Zola had been his 
friend since childhood and had been an early advocate of the Impressionist 
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CHAPTER 1

movement. And Zola had used his friends for writing 
ideas before—a fictionalized character based on 
Cézanne, named Claude Lantier, had already made a 
brief appearance in one of Zola’s previous books, 
The Belly of Paris. 

Even before the story was published as a 
newspaper serial, Cézanne knew that Zola planned 
to make Lantier the protagonist of his new novel, 
which was named L’Oeuvre (The Work). Part of 
him might have even been a bit flattered. But 
Cézanne was in for a shattering surprise when Zola 
sent him a finished copy of the book in April 1886. 
The depiction of Claude Lantier in L’Oeuvre was a 

brutal, unflattering portrait of a sullen artist wracked by torturous self-
doubt—a man painfully unsure of himself around women and pathologically 
insecure about his talent. Lantier’s best friend is a writer named Pierre 
Sandoz who has achieved great success, and it is through his eyes that 
Lantier’s downfall is seen.

From the start, Zola admitted the book be roman à clef in nature, telling 
an agent, “It’s my whole youth, I’ve put myself and all my friends in it.”1 

The early portion of the novel recounts the characters’ childhood 
friendship and early years as struggling aspiring artists in Paris. Not only 
did Zola use his own real-life experiences, he also incorporated many 
intimate details from Cézanne’s life, including his having an affair that led 
to the birth of his first child. Then he added harsh fictional elements, such 
as Lantier’s boorish and cruel treatment of his mistress as she grows older 
and no longer resembles the youth in his paintings.

Lantier is also depicted as a distant father. When the character’s 
emotionally neglected twelve-year-old son dies, at first Claude grieves, 
but then slowly begins to see the lifeless body through an artist’s eyes.

He tried to resist it at first, but the attraction grew stronger and 
stronger to the point of obsession, until at last he gave way, fetched 

Manet’s painting of 
Emile Zola, detail
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Betrayal

out a small canvas and set to work on a study of the dead child. 
For the first few moments his vision was fogged by tears. . . . Work 
soon dried his eyes and steadied his hand, and the dead body of 
his son became simply a model, a strange, absorbing subject for 
the artist. . . . The waxlike texture of the skin, the eyes like holes 
wide open on the void, everything about it excited him . . . he 
stood back to see the effect; he was pleased, and a vague smile 
appeared on his lips as he worked. 

When Christine looked up she found him completely absorbed 
and, as she burst into tears again, all she could find to say was: 

“Oh, you can paint him now. He’ll keep still enough this 
time!”2

The final third of the book describes the painter’s descent into a kind 
of madness. His perceived inability to create the masterwork that will be 
his legacy drives him to despair. He ends up hanging himself in front of his 
uncompleted picture, and the writer burns the painting that symbolizes 
Lantier’s failure.

The controversial novel generated intense buzz throughout Paris’ 
artistic communities. Monet and most of the other Impressionists were 
appalled. They feared that the book would give critics of their movement 
additional ammunition to belittle their work. “In essence,” Auguste Renoir 
said angrily, “he has used his talent to profit from the destruction of other 
people’s reputations.”3

Cézanne’s response was more complicated. Some associates reported 
that the painter enjoyed the chapters that recounted the characters’ 
childhoods and youthful adventures.4 

In Pour Moi, Cézanne, a “fictional autobiography” based on Cézanne’s 
letters, author Earl Mayan describes the artist’s sense of betrayal. Having 
already been warned of L’Oeuvre’s content by fellow painter Renoir, 
Cézanne opens Zola’s novel with a premonition of dread. “I instinctively 
believed that the moment I had feared for many years was at hand and 
the final wedge was about to be driven between us: that this particular 
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package contained the confirmation of my old friend’s break with his past 
associations; and I was thinking of this in a personal sense.”5

His fears were confirmed. “Ignorance ran through L’Oeuvre, a 
repetitious and sometimes malicious distortion of fact. . . . To Zola, it was 
clear to me . . . controversy was more important than the truth.”6

Although the public may not have initially known on whom Claude 
Lantier’s character was based, Cézanne lamented, “my friends in the 
radical group, and my enemies at the Académie would quickly recognize 
the story as a reflection of my life. . . .

“It hurt terribly that Zola saw me only as a misfit, as an eccentric, a 
buffoon, a man totally alienated from a society that respected practical 
accomplishment over everything else. The fabrication he had created of 
our lives became even worse as he camouflaged it in the name of aesthetic 
idealism; I wept openly when I read the passages which damned the 
radical movement: he had, by humiliating us publicly, demeaned the 
lifetime of struggle we had put into our art.”7

Yet Cézanne never directly confronted Zola. In her article for The 
New Yorker, Rachel Cohen said, “Immediately after receiving his copy of 
L’Oeuvre, Cézanne wrote Zola a polite note in which he thanked ‘the 
author of the Rougon-Macquart for this good testimony of remembering’ 
and asked ‘permission to allow me to shake his hand, in memory of years 
gone by.’ Then there was an incontestable absence. After this note, Zola 
and Cézanne neither wrote nor spoke to each other again.”8

In truth, L’Oeuvre cut too close to the bone. Cézanne was beset by 
sometimes crippling self-doubt, and the Impressionist movement did 
appear to be floundering after the death of its inspirational leader Édouard 
Manet in 1883. But while a fascinating insight into the minds and creative 
passions of the Impressionists, in the end, Zola’s book was not prophetic. 
Cézanne may not have ever been completely satisfied with his work, but 
he proved to be a man ahead of his time. In the years following his death, 
Paul Cézanne would become known as the father of modern art, finally 
earning the recognition that had eluded him in life. But the road to 
immortality would be full of obstacles and detours.
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