A man naked waist down is standing in the far wall of a white square room opening out through a large doorway on the second floor. I am in the Museum of Modern Art, searching for the John Hay Whitney & Dorsey Whitney Gallery.  “Cézanne's The Bather steps cautiously out of the past into the modern era.” It is the centerpiece of the gallery section, and it attracts the attention of anyone looking for most characteristic works of modern still life. 

Outside the gallery is the extensive photographic survey of Andre Gursky.  He is a German artist. But he is not as exciting or distracting as Workspheres, an exhibition into postmodernism and technology, examining “the balance between work and life, and the important role designers play in devising effective solutions for our ever-changing work paradigms.” In the lobby is the Maximog Global Expedition Vehicle System 

It seems impossible to view Cézanne without thinking about Gursky or the Maximog. The museum curator must capture the attention-span of the 21st century public without ruining the importance of the history of its artistic movements, but the Maximog is a modified Mercedes Benz, designed to explore/destroy Jurassic Park. Only Cézanne's The Bather steps cautiously, because it seems it must enter our world and be relevant beyond anyone single opinion and experience. The Whitney Gallery is a perfect white square, Rousseau’s The Sleeping Gypsy is adjacent to Redon’s Eye Like a Strange Balloon Moving Toward Infinity, adjacent to the entrance which welcomes one directly to Cézanne. Seurat’s At the Concert European is like a blurred photograph from the 19th century, opposite to a blank wall.  Although each work is wholly unique, all share a common medium, and appear the same. What leads one to closely examine any particular work, as opposed to dismissing them altogether? I scrutinize the plaque. 

Paul Cézanne. The Bather. c. 1885.  Oil on canvas, 50 x 38 1/8" (127 x 96.8 cm)

It is relevant only to the curator, to the collector, and the painter.  What is relevant to the audience is attraction. Aesthetics, yes, but then why does a crowd surround Van Gogh?  The portraits of the Postman Joseph Roulin are different from Starry Night – the latter is surrounded by a dozen or more, who disperse, come back, and are replaced by a new dozen.  The Postman is either vividly warm in reddish features or solidly distorted by the blue uniform, and then his physiognomy is disfigured, exaggerated, expressed with van Gogh’s technical signature – a sort of insanity is followed by trance, and then wonder of the artist.   

The Bather is large, dreary imagery, reflecting itself and its period away from the Whitney, into the rest of the museum.  If aesthetics change than the modern era will soon present itself with the same unfamiliarity as, say, the 17th-century.

