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Arles: 1888-1889


    “An artists’ house”




    On February 19th, 1888 van Gogh left Paris for Arles. Two days later he wrote to Theo:




    “It seems to me almost impossible to work in Paris unless one has some place of retreat where one can recuperate and get one’s tranquillity and poise back.”[1]




    The region of Arles reminded him not only of the Dutch landscape, but also of the Japan shown in the woodcuts. He rented a room in the Carrel Inn and set to work immediately. In the morning, he went out into the fields and gardens, where he stayed until late afternoon. He spent his evenings in the Café de la Gare, where he wrote letters and read newspapers or novels like Pierre Loti’s Madame Chrysanthème. It was there that he befriended the Zouave second lieutenant Paul-Eugène Milliet, the postman Joseph Roulin, and the couple Ginoux, who owned the café. In a letter to Theo, he explained “I would rather fool myself than feel alone.”[2] Van Gogh held his new friends in high esteem – later, in the time of crisis, they would become his most faithful and empathic companions – but he missed being near people with whom he could discuss art and painting.




    In May of the same year, he rented two rooms in an empty house on Place Lamartine. Since the rooms were unfurnished, he slept in the Café de la Gare, having abandoned the Carrel Inn after a quarrel with the landlords. The task of decorating the house – which he called both the Yellow House and The Artists’ House – delighted him to no end. In his mind, it was to form the nucleus of an artists’ colony, a studio of the South. As he said to Theo:




    “You know that I have always thought it idiotic the way painters live alone. You always lose by being isolated.”[3]




    Dependent on his family for financial support, van Gogh began to reflect on the position of the artist in society:




    “It is hard, terribly hard, to keep on working when one does not sell, and when one literally has to pay for one’s colour out of what would not be too much for eating, drinking and lodgings, however strictly calculated... All the same they are building state museums, and the like, for hundreds of thousands of guilders, but meanwhile the artists very often starve.”[4]




    For van Gogh, museums were cemeteries. He was similarly contemptuous of the art trade:




    “Given ten years as necessary to learn the profession and somebody who has struggled through six years and paid for them and then has to stop, just think how miserable that is, and how many there are like that! And those high prices one hears about, paid for work of painters who are dead and who were never paid so much while they were alive, it is a kind of tulip trade, under which the living painters suffer rather than gain any benefit. And it will also disappear like the tulip trade.”[5]




    Van Gogh’s alternative to this unhappy state of affairs was a community of artists: the painters should work together, support each other and give their works to one faithful dealer – Theo – who would pay a monthly sum to the artists, regardless of whether the works sold or not. Van Gogh tried to persuade Gauguin to join the studio of the South. For over half a year, from March to October 1888, he courted his admired colleague with letters. He asked Theo to increase his monthly allowance to 250 francs, so that Gauguin could live with him in Arles. In return, Theo would receive one painting from Gauguin. Gauguin, who was living in Brittany, stalled in his replies: sometimes he claimed to be too ill to travel, and on other occasions to be short of funds. The months of waiting for Gauguin were the most productive time in van Gogh’s life. He wanted to show his friend as many new pictures as possible. At the same time, he wanted to decorate the Yellow House:




    “I wanted to arrange the house from the start not for myself only, but so as to be able to put someone else up too... For a visitor there will be the prettier room upstairs, which I shall try to make as much as possible like the boudoir of a really artistic woman. Then there will be my own bedroom, which I want to be extremely simple, but with large, solid furniture, the bed, chairs and table all in white deal. Downstairs will be the studio, and another room, a studio too, but at the same time a kitchen... The room you will have then, or Gauguin if he comes, will have white walls with a decoration of great yellow sunflowers... I want to make it a real artist’s house – not precious, on the contrary nothing precious, but everything from the chair to the pictures having character... I cannot tell you how much pleasure it gives me to find a big, serious job like this.”[6]




    In the middle of August, he started the cycle of the sunflowers for the guest room:




    “I am hard at it, painting with the same enthusiasm of a Marseillais eating bouillabaisse, which won’t surprise you when you know that what I’m at is the painting of some big sunflowers. I have three canvases going – 1st, three huge flowers in a green vase, with a light background...; 2nd, three flowers, one gone to seed, having lost its petals, and one a bud against a royal-blue background...; 3rd, twelve flowers and buds in a yellow vase... The last one is therefore light on light, and I hope it will be the best... If I carry out this idea there will be a dozen panels. So the whole thing will be a symphony in blue and yellow.”[7]




    Of the projected Twelve Sunflower pictures, he completed only two, because the ‘models’ disappeared too quickly. He therefore turned to a new subject: the garden of the poet. Three variations on this theme, together with the two sunflower paintings became the decoration for the guest room, which was waiting for Gauguin’s arrival. The nest had been built, but it remained empty. Van Gogh tried to remain optimistic:




    “If I am alone – I can’t help it, but honestly I have less need of company than of furiously hard work,... It’s the only time I feel I am alive, when I am drudging away at my work. If I had company, I should feel it less of a necessity; or rather, I’d work at more complicated things. But alone, I only count on the exaltation that comes to me in certain moments, and then I let myself run to extravagances.”[8]




    At the same time, he resolved to control his exaltation:




    “Don’t think that I would maintain a feverish condition artificially, but understand that I am in the midst of a complicated calculation which results in a quick succession of canvases quickly executed but calculated long beforehand. So now, when anyone says that such and such is done too quickly, you can reply that they have looked at it too quickly. Apart from that I am now busy going over all my canvases a bit before sending them to you.”[9]




    On October 23rd, Paul Gauguin finally arrived in Arles. “He is very interesting as a man,” Vincent writes to Theo, “and I have every confidence that we shall do loads of things with him. He will probably produce a great deal here, and I hope perhaps I shall too.”[10] The first thing Gauguin produced was order. Fifteen years later, he wrote in his memoirs of the time in Arles: “First of all, I was shocked to find disorder everywhere and in every respect. His box of colours barely sufficed to contain all those squeezed tubes, which were never closed up, and despite all this disorder, all this mess, everything glowed on the canvas – and in his words as well.”[11] In the middle of November, Gauguin reported to his dealer and financial backer Theo:




    “The good Vincent and le grièche Gauguin continue to make a happy couple and eat at home the little meals they prepare themselves.”[12]




    Before, Vincent had eaten in restaurants, quickly exhausting the sums Theo sent him, which was between 150 and 250 francs each month. By way of comparison, the postman Roulin, who was married and had three children, earned only 135 francs. Plainly, van Gogh’s chronic lack of money was a result of his somewhat impromptu way of living. He took rooms in hotels and inns while traveling around – and didn’t like it at all. He was not extravagant: he always looked for the cheapest accommodation, and forbade himself to eat large meals.




    But his acts of self-denial often bordered on the ritualistic: even when invited as a guest, he would refuse meals out of a belief that, like a monk, he should eat no more than was necessary for him to live. Even during his studies in Amsterdam, he had exhibited a tendency towards self-abnegation. He confessed to his teacher Mendes da Costa that he was beating himself with a stick as punishment for not having worked enough. A stomach disorder and dental problems were the consequence of his unbalanced diet, which consisted mostly of bread and cheese. It is doubtful, however, that these health problems were the exclusive result of poor nutrition; they might also have been symptoms of syphilis, a disease from which also Theo suffered. His course of treatment – balanced nutrition, repose, abstinence from sex – was often discussed between the brothers, and Vincent came to believe that the same way of living would cure his ills as well. Another factor that contributed to van Gogh’s financial difficulties is that he would spend large sums on colours and canvases or prints as soon as the money arrived. Here too, Gauguin was able to counterbalance the impulsiveness of his host: instead of ordering prepared canvases from Paris he sought out cheap burlap in Arles, and fashioned frames by hand. Van Gogh was impressed by his friend’s technical and practical skills. But he refused when Gauguin tried “to disentangle from that disordered brain a logical reasoning behind his critical options.”[13] Paul Gauguin saw himself in the position of sage, and relegated van Gogh to the role of his student:




    “Vincent, at the moment when I arrived in Arles, was fully immersed in the Neo-Impressionist school, and he was floundering considerably, which caused him to suffer... With all these yellows on violets, all this work in complementary colours – disordered work on his part – he only arrived at subdued, incomplete, and monotonous harmonies; the sound of the clarion was missing. I undertook the task of enlightening him, which was easy for me, for I found a rich and fertile soil. Like all natures that are original and marked with the stamp of personality, Vincent had no fear of his neighbour and was not stubborn. From that day on, my van Gogh made astonishing progress.”[14]




    

      [image: ]




      1. Sunflowers, Arles, August 1888. Oil on canvas, 92.1 x 73 cm. The National Gallery, London.
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      2. The Orchard in Bloom, Arles, March-April 1888. Oil on canvas, 72.4 x 53.3 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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      3. Orchard in Blossom (Plum Trees), Arles, April 1888. Oil on canvas, 54 x 65.2 cm. National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh.
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      4. Orchard in Bloom, Arles, April 1888. Oil on canvas, 72.5 x 92 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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      5. Garden of a Bath-House, Arles, August 1888. Reed pen in brown ink, pencil on wove paper, 61 x 49 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.


    




    Regarding the pictures van Gogh painted before and after Gauguin undertook him, however, there is little evidence of this progress. In March, 1888 van Gogh painted the The Bridge at Langlois, in July The Mousmé and the Portrait of Joseph Roulin, in August the Sunflowers, in September The Poet’s Garden, The Starry Night, The Yellow House, the Self Portrait for my Friend Paul Gauguin, The Café by Night and in October Vincent’s Room at Arles. The very paintings that Gauguin dismissed as ‘subdued, incomplete and monotonous’ are today regarded as his greatest masterpieces. With Gauguin at his side, van Gogh painted less and without the force he had discovered earlier that year. Discussions with his more confident colleague might have shaken his nerve. But as the year drew to a close, poor weather conditions had also made it impossible to work outside. Unlike Gauguin, van Gogh needed reality as a model. He was not able to separate his artistic process from his subjects. He strove for a synthesis of reflection and the immediate feeling he had about the things and people he painted. In his letters, he explains the meaning of certain motifs: The sunflower, which he called ‘his flower’, signifies gratitude. The Sowing Man, a subject he had borrowed from Millet, stands for the longing for the infinite. Van Gogh’s aim was “to express the love of two lovers by a wedding of two complementary colours, their mingling and their opposition, the mysterious vibrations of kindred tones. To express the thought of a brow by the radiance of a light tone against a somber background. To express hope by some star, the eagerness of a soul by a sunset radiance. Certainly there is no delusive realism in that, but isn’t it something that actually exists?”[15]




    The love and hope he had introduced into his canvases while waiting for Gauguin were ultimately frustrated. Gauguin didn’t share his views on art. That was painful enough, but van Gogh was even more hurt by the way his friend disparaged him. He had already had a similar experience with Anton van Rappard, whom he had met in Brussels. Both artists exchanged letters during the years 1881 and 1885. When Rappard criticised his Potato Eaters, van Gogh was not wounded by the remarks themselves – he admitted that Rappard was right in some details – but by their tone: “Now you are speaking to me and behaving to me exactly as a certain abominably arrogant Rappard studying at a certain academy did at one time.”[16]




    In December, 1888, Gauguin wrote to Emile Bernard: “I’m in Arles, completely out of my element because I find everything, the landscape and the people, so petty and shabby. In general, Vincent and I rarely agree on anything, especially on painting. He admires Daumier, Daubigny, Ziem, and the great Rousseau, none of whom I can stand. And, on the other hand, he detests Ingres, Raphaël, Degas, all of whom I admire... He loves my paintings, but when I’m doing them, he always finds that I’ve done this or that wrong. He is a romantic and I am more inclined to a primitive state. Regarding colour, he sees the possibilities of impasto as in Monticelli, whereas I hate the mess of execution, etc…”[17] At about the same time, Gauguin announced to Theo that he wanted to return to Paris:




    “Vincent and I absolutely cannot live side-by-side any longer without friction because of the incompatibility of our temperaments and because he and I both need tranquillity for our work.”[18]




    Nobody knows, finally, what happened in the last days before Christmas. In his biography of van Gogh, Matthias Arnold points out that many letters of this period are missing. He doubts that these documents – which might contain information about van Gogh’s first crisis and, later, about his suicide – could have been lost while all the other letters were collected by Theo with such care.




    Whatever the circumstances of their disappearance, the bulk of the available information about the events of December 23rd, 1888 comes from a less than objective witness, Paul Gauguin. “During the latter part of my stay, Vincent became excessively brusque and noisy, then silent. Several nights I surprised Vincent who, having risen, was standing over my bed. To what can I attribute my awakening just at that moment?




    “Invariably it sufficed for me to say to him very gravely: ‘What’s the matter, Vincent?’ for him to go back to bed without a word and to fall into a deep sleep. I came upon the idea of doing his portrait while he painted the still life that he so loved – some sunflowers. And, the portrait finished, he said to me: “That’s me all right, but me gone mad.” The same evening we went to the café: he took a light absinthe. Suddenly he threw the glass and its contents at my head. I avoided the blow and, taking him bodily in my arms, left the café and crossed the Place Victor-Hugo; some minutes later, Vincent found himself in bed, where he fell asleep in a few seconds, not to awaken again until morning.




    “When he awoke, he said to me very calmly: “My dear Gauguin, I have a very vague memory of having “offended you last evening.” – I answered: “I gladly forgive you with all my heart, but yesterday’s scene could happen again, and if I were struck I might lose control of myself and strangle you. So permit me to write to your brother and announce my return.” My God, what a day! When evening had arrived and I had quickly eaten my dinner, I felt the need to go out alone and take in the air, scented with flowering laurels. I had already almost crossed the Place Victor Hugo, when I heard behind me a familiar short footstep, rapid and irregular.




    “I turned just at the moment when Vincent rushed towards me, an open razor in his hand. My look at that moment must have been powerful indeed, for he stopped, and lowering his head, took off running in the direction of the house. Was I lax in that moment, and oughtn’t I to have disarmed him and sought to calm him down? Often I have questioned my conscience, but I do not reproach myself at all. Let him who will cast the stone at me. Only a short stretch and I was in a good hotel in Arles, where, after asking the time, I took a room and went to bed.




    “Very agitated, I could not fall asleep until about three in the morning, and I awoke rather late, about seven-thirty. Upon arriving at the square, I saw a large crowd assembled. Near our house, there were some gendarmes and a little gentleman in a bowler hat, who was the police commissioner. Here is what had happened. Van Gogh returned to the house and, immediately, cut off his ear close to the head. He must have taken some time in stopping the hemorrhage, for the next day there were many wet towels scattered about on the floor tiles of two rooms downstairs.




    “When he was in good enough condition to go out, his head covered up by a Basque beret pulled all the way down, he went straight to a house where, for want of a fellow-countrywoman, one can find a chance acquaintance, and gave the ‘sentry’ his ear, carefully washed and enclosed in an envelope. “Here,” he said, “a remembrance of me.”




    “Then he fled and returned home, where he went to bed and slept. He took the trouble, however, to close the shutters and to set a lighted lamp on a table near the window. Ten minutes later, the whole street given over to the filles de joie was in commotion and chattering about the event. I had not the slightest inkling of all this when I appeared on the threshold of our house and the gentleman with the bowler hat said to me point-blank, in a more than severe tone: “What have you done, sir, to your comrade?” – “I don’t know.” – “Oh, yes, …you know very well, …he is dead.” I would not wish anyone such a moment, and it took me a few long minutes to be able to think clearly and to repress the beating of my heart.




    “Anger, indignation, and grief as well, and the shame of all those gazes that were tearing my entire being to pieces suffocated me, and I stuttered when I said, “Alright, sir, let us go upstairs, and we can explain ourselves up there.” In the bed, Vincent lay completely enveloped in the sheets, curled up like a gun hammer; he appeared lifeless.




    “Gently, very gently, I touched the body, whose warmth surely announced life. For me, it was as if I had regained all my powers of thought and energy. Almost in a whisper, I said to the commissioner of police: ‘Be so kind, sir, as to awaken this man with great care and, if he asks for me, tell him that I have left for Paris. The sight of me could be fatal to him.’”[19]




    Compared with the reports of other witnesses, such as that of the policeman Alphonse Robert, Gauguin’s story is incorrect on some minor points. Van Gogh did not cut off his whole ear, but only a piece above the lobe. He gave this ‘present’ to the prostitute Rachel, and not to the ‘sentry.’ Gauguin’s account offers little insight into the motives behind his host’s act of self-mutilation. Perhaps van Gogh feared that his friend would make good his threat to leave him. Gauguin’s departure would have been doubly traumatising, for it also meant the end of the artists’ house. Another reason for his distress might have been Theo’s engagement with Johanna Bonger. Arnold tells us that van Gogh was informed of his brother’s plans to marry on December 23rd.




    This change would surely have had an impact on his life. Perhaps Theo, faced with the expense of setting up his new household, would no longer be able to offer the support – financial or intellectual – on which his brother had come to depend. Gauguin informed Theo about Vincent’s crisis, and the younger van Gogh arrived in Arles on December 25th, but stayed for only a very short time. In all likelihood, he returned to Paris the same day, accompanied by Gauguin.
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      6. Almond Tree in Bloom, Arles, April 1888. Oil on canvas, 48.5 x 36 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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      7. Pink Peach Trees (Reminiscence of Mauve), Arles, March 1888. Oil on canvas, 73 x 59.5 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo.
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      8. Small Pear Tree in Blossom, Arles, March 1888. Oil on canvas, 73 x 46 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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      9. Blossoming Almond Branch in a Glass, Arles, early March 1888. Oil on canvas, 24 x 19 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.


    




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh




    Arles, c. 14 March 1888




    My dear Theo,




    I thank you very much for your letter, which I had not dared to expect so soon, as far as the 50-fr. note which you added was concerned.




    I see that you have not yet had an answer from Tersteeg. I don’t think that we need press him with a new letter. However, if you have any official business to transact with B.V. & Co. in The Hague, you might mention in a P. S. that you are rather surprised that he has in no way acknowledged the receipt of the letter in question.




    As for my work, I brought back a size 15 canvas today. It is a drawbridge over which passes a little cart, standing out against a blue sky - the river blue as well, the banks orange coloured with grass and a group of women washing linen in smocks and multicoloured caps.




    And another landscape with a little rustic bridge and washerwomen also. Finally an avenue of plane trees close to the station. Altogether 12 studies since I’ve been here.




    The weather here is changeable, often windy with turbulent skies, but the almond trees are beginning to flower everywhere. I am very happy that the paintings are going to the Independents. You are right to go to see Signac at his house. I was very glad to read in today’s letter that he made a more favourable impression on you than the first time. In any case I am glad to know that after today you will not be alone in the apartment.




    Remember me kindly to Koning. Are you well? I am better myself, except that eating is a real ordeal, since I have a touch of fever and no appetite, but it’s only a question of time and patience.




    I have company in the evening, for the young Danish painter who is here is a decent soul: his work is dry, correct and timid, but I do not object to that when the painter is young and intelligent. He originally began studying medicine: he knows Zola, de Goncourt, Guy de Maupassant, and he has enough money to do himself well. And with all this, a very genuine desire to do very different work than what he is producing now.




    I think he would be wise to delay his return home for a year, or to come back here after a short visit to his friends.




    But, my dear brother, you know that I feel as though I am in Japan - I say no more than that, and I still haven’t seen anything in its usual splendour yet.




    That’s why (even though I’m vexed that just now expenses are heavy and the paintings worthless), that’s why I don’t despair of the future success of this idea of a long sojourn in the Midi.




    Here I am seeing new things, I am learning, and if I take it easy, my body doesn’t refuse to function.




    For many reasons I should like to establish some sort of little retreat, where the poor cab horses of Paris - that is yourself and several of our friends, the poor impressionists - could go out to pasture when they get too exhausted.




    I was present at the Inquiry into a crime committed at the door of a brothel here; two Italians killed two Zouaves. I took advantage of the opportunity to go into one of the brothels in a little street called des ricolettes. That is the extent of my amorous adventures among the Arlésiennes.




    The mob all but (the Southerner, like Tartarin, being more energetic in good intentions than in action) - the mob, I repeat, all but lynched the murderers locked up in the town hall, but in retaliation all the Italians - men and women, the Savoyard monkeys included - have been forced to leave town.




    I should not have told you about this, except that it means I’ve seen the streets of this town full of excited crowds. And it was indeed a fine sight.




    I made my last three studies with the perspective frame which you know I use. I attach some importance to the use of the frame because it seems not unlikely to me that in the near future many artists will make use of it, just as the old German and Italian painters certainly did, and, as I am inclined to think, the Flemish too.




    The modern use of it may differ from the ancient practice, but in the same way isn’t it true that in the process of painting in oils one gets very different effects today from those of the men who invented the process, Jan and Hubert van Eyck? And the moral of this is that it’s my constant hope that I am not working for myself alone. I believe in the absolute necessity of a new art of colour, of design, and - of the artistic life. And if we work in that faith, it seems to me that there is a chance that we do not hope in vain.




    You must know that I am actually ready to send some studies off to you, only it is impossible to roll them up yet. A hearty handshake. On Sunday I shall write to Bernard and de Lautrec, because I solemnly promised to, and shall send you those letters as well. I am deeply sorry for Gauguin’s plight, especially because his health is shaken: he no longer has the kind of temperament that profits from hardships - on the contrary, this will only exhaust him from here on, and that will spoil him for his work. Goodbye for the present.




    Ever yours, Vincent
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      10. Oleanders, Arles, August 1888. Oil on canvas, 60 x 73 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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      11. Garden in Bloom with Path, Arles, July 1888. Oil on canvas, 72 x 91 cm. Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, The Hague.


    




    

      [image: ]




      12. Memory of the Garden at Etten (Ladies of Arles), Arles, November 1888. Oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cm. The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg.
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      13. Entrance to the Park at Arles, Arles, September 1888. Oil on canvas, 72.5 x 91 cm. The Philips Collection, Washington, D.C.
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      14. The Artist on the Road to Tarascon, Arles, July 1888. Oil on canvas, 48 x 44 cm. Destroyed in the Second World War.


    




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Emile Bernard




    Arles, c. 18 June 1888




    My dear Bernard,




    Forgive me for writing in haste, I’m afraid my letter will be illegible, but I did want to reply at once.




    Do you realise that we have been very stupid, Gauguin, you and I, in not going to the same place? But when Gauguin left, I still wasn’t sure if I could get away, and when you left, that awful money business, and the bad reports I sent you about the cost of living here, stopped you from coming.




    It wouldn’t have been such a stupid thing to do if we had all gone to Arles together, for with three of us here, we could have done our own housekeeping. And now that I have found my bearings a bit more, I am beginning to discover the advantages. For my part, I’m getting on better here than I did in the north. I even work right in the middle of the day, in the full sun, with no shade at all, out in the wheat fields, and lo and behold, I am as happy as a cicada. My God, if only I had known this country at 25 instead of coming here at 35! At that time I was fascinated by grey, or rather lack of colour. I kept dreaming of Millet, and then I also had such acquaintances among the Dutch painters as Mauve, Israëls, etc…




    [Here Vincent drew a sketch of The Sower.]




    Here is a sketch of a sower: a large piece of land with clods of ploughed earth, for the most part a definite purple. A field of ripe wheat, in yellow ochre with a little carmine. The sky chrome yellow, almost as bright as the sun itself, which is chrome yellow 1 with a little white, while the rest of the sky is chrome yellow 1 and 2 mixed. Thus very yellow.




    The Sower’s smock is blue and his trousers white.




    Size 25 canvas, square.




    There are many touches of yellow in the soil, neutral tones produced by mixing purple with the yellow, but I couldn’t care less what the colours are in reality. I’d sooner do those naïve pictures out of old almanacs, old farmers’ almanacs where hail, snow, rain or fine weather are depicted in a wholly primitive manner, like the one Anquetin used so successfully in his Moisson. To he honest with you, I have absolutely no objection to the countryside, since I grew up in it - I am still enchanted by snatches of the past, have a hankering after the eternal, of which the sower and the sheaf of corn are the symbols. But when shall I ever get round to doing the starry sky, that picture which is always in my mind?




    Alas, alas, it is just as the excellent fellow Cyprien says in J.K. Huysman’s En Ménage: the most beautiful paintings are those which you dream about when you lie in bed smoking a pipe, but which you never paint.




    Yet you have to make a start, no matter how incompetent you feel in the face of inexpressible perfection, of the overwhelming beauty of nature.




    How I should like to see the study you have done of the brothel!




    I am always reproaching myself for not having done any figures here yet.




    [Sketch of Summer Evening drawn here.]




    Herewith another landscape. Setting sun? Rising moon?




    A summer evening, anyway.




    Town purple, celestial body yellow, sky green-blue. The wheat has all the hues of old gold, copper, green-gold or red-gold, yellow-gold, yellow-bronze, red-green. Size 30 canvas, square.




    I painted it at the height of the mistral. My easel was fixed in the ground with iron pegs, a method I recommend to you. You push the legs of the easel deep into the ground, then drive iron pegs fifty centimetres long into the ground beside them (See above sketch). You tie the whole lot together with rope. This way you can work in the wind.




    This is what I wanted to say about black and white. Take The Sower. The picture is divided in two; one half is yellow, the upper part, the lower part is purple. Well, the white trousers help rest the eye and distract it just as the excessive contrast of yellow and purple starts to jar. There you are, that’s what I wanted to say.




    I know a second lieutenant in the Zouaves here; his name is Milliet. I give him drawing lessons - with my perspective frame - and he is beginning to do some drawings and, honestly, I’ve seen far worse. He is keen to learn, has been in Tonkin, etc… He is leaving for Africa in October. If you were to join the Zouaves, he would take you along and guarantee you a fairly large measure of freedom to paint, at least if you were willing to help him with his artistic plans. Might this be of any use to you? If so, let me know as soon as possible.




    One reason for working is that the canvases are worth money. Since you doubt that, you may call this reason fairly prosaic. But it is true. One reason for not working is that canvases and paint simply swallow up our money while they are waiting to be sold.




    Drawings, on the other hand, don’t cost a lot.




    Gauguin too is bored at Pont-Aven, complains just like you of his isolation. If only you could go and see him! But I haven’t any idea whether he means to stay, and I’m inclined to think he’s planning to go to Paris. He told me he thought you would come to Pont-Aven. My God, if only all three of us were here! You will say that it’s too out of the way. All right, but think of the winter, for here you can work all year round. The reason why I love this country is that I have less to fear from the cold, which, because it stops my blood circulating properly, makes it impossible for me to think or even do anything at all.




    You will see that for yourself when you are a soldier. Then your melancholy will be gone, which could easily be the result of your having too little or the wrong blood, which I don’t really think is the case.




    It’s the fault of that damned foul wine in Paris and those foul greasy steaks.




    My God, I had reached the point where my blood was no longer circulating at all, literally no longer at all. But after four weeks it has started to circulate again.




    However, my dear friend, at the same time I have had, just like you, a fit of melancholy, from which I would have suffered as much as you, had I not welcomed it with great pleasure as a sign that I was recovering - which is indeed what happened.




    So, don’t go back to Paris but stay in the countryside, for you will need your strength to come through the trial of serving in Africa. Well then, the more blood you produce beforehand, good blood, the better it will be, for over there in the heat you may not be able to do it quite so easily.




    Painting and fucking a lot don’t go together, it softens the brain. Which is a bloody nuisance.




    The symbol of St. Luke, the patron saint of painters, is, as you know, an ox. So you just be patient as an ox if you want to work in the artistic field. Still, bulls are lucky not to have to work at that foul business of painting.




    But what I wanted to say is this. After the period of melancholy is over you will be stronger than before, you will recover your health, and you will find the scenery round you so beautiful that you will want to do nothing but paint.




    I think that your poetry will change in the same way as your painting. After a few eccentric things, you have succeeded in doing some with Egyptian calm and a great simplicity.




    “Que l’heure est donc brève




    Qu’on passe en aimant,




    C’est moins qu’un instant,




    Un peu plus qu’un rêve.




    Le temps nous enlève




    Notre enchantement.”




    [How short, then, the hour




    One spends in loving,




    It is less than an instant,




    Little more than a dream.




    Time strips us of




    Our enchantment.]




    That’s not by Baudelaire, I don’t know who wrote it. They’re the words of a song found in Daudet’s Nabab - that’s where I took it from - but doesn’t it express the idea just like a shrug of the shoulders from a real lady?




    The other day I read Loti’s Madame Chrysanthème, it includes interesting details about Japan.




    My brother is holding a Claude Monet exhibition at the moment which I should very much like to see. Guy de Maupassant among others came to have a look, and said that he’ll be coming often to the Boulevard Montmartre in the future.




    I must go and paint, so I’ll stop; I’ll probably write again soon. A thousand apologies for my not putting enough stamps on that letter, even though I stuck them on at the post office, nor is this the first time that it has happened here that, being in doubt and enquiring at the counter, I have been given the wrong information about the postage. You have no idea of the indifference, the unconcern of the people here. Anyway, you’ll soon be seeing all that with your own eyes, in Africa. Thanks for your letter, I hope to write again soon, at a moment when I’m in less of a rush.
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