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His life




    On 8 May 1903, having lost a futile and fatally exhausting battle with colonial officials, threatened with a ruinous fine and an imprisonment for allegedly instigating the natives to mutiny and slandering the authorities, after a week of acute physical sufferings endured in utter isolation, an artist who had devoted himself to glorifying the pristine harmony of Oceania’s tropical nature and its people died. There is bitter irony in the name given by Gauguin to his house at Atuona – “Maison du Jouir” (House of Pleasure) – and in the words carved on its wood reliefs, Soyez amoureuses et vous serez heureuses (Be in love and you will be happy) and Soyez mystérieuses (Be mysterious). After receiving news of the death of their old enemy, the bishop and the brigadier of gendarmes – the pillars of the local colonial regime – hastened to demonstrate their fatherly concern for the salvation of the sinner’s soul by having him buried in the sanctified ground of a Catholic cemetery. Only a small group of natives accompanied the body to the grave. There were no funeral speeches, and an inscription on the tombstone was denied to the late artist.




    In his regular report to Paris, the bishop wrote: “The only noteworthy event here has been the sudden death of a contemptible individual named Gauguin, a reputed artist but an enemy of God and everything that is decent.”[1] It was only twenty years later that the artist’s name appeared on his tombstone, and even that belated honour was due to a curious circumstance: Gauguin’s grave was found by a painter belonging to the Society of American Fakirs.




    Half a century passed since Gauguin’s death before France finally honoured his memory thanks to the efforts of the marine painter Pierre Bompard who designed a monument to the artist and supervised its construction and erection. No one remembered Gauguin’s wish to lie under his own sculpture, the Oviri. However good or bad, the monument, financed by the Singer sewing-machine company, remains the only material evidence of Gauguin’s stay at Hivaoa, the island which witnessed the last years of his life, his last hopes and his last achievements. In May 1903, an inventory of the artist’s property was made and later, after the sale of his house at Atuona, all his belongings were auctioned off in Papeete, the capital of Tahiti.




    Many of his drawings, prints and woodcarvings were branded obscene or as having no artistic value and were therefore disposed of without much ado. It was only due to the presence of a few travellers and colonists who knew something about art and to the ill-concealed greediness of his recent enemies who, for all their hate, did not shrink from making money on his works, that part of Gauguin’s artistic legacy escaped destruction.




    For example, the gendarme of Atuona who had personally supervised the sale and destroyed with his own hands some of the artist’s works which supposedly offended his chaste morals, was not above purloining a few pictures and later upon his return to Europe, opened a kind of Gauguin museum. As the result of all this, not one of Gauguin’s works remains in Tahiti – the place whose very name is directly associated with the painter and his art. That was why the magnificent Musée Gauguin opened in 1965 at Papeari (where, by the way, the artist never lived) had to be stocked with photographs instead of paintings.
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      1. Vahine no te tiare, (Woman with a flower), 1891. Oil on canvas, 70 x 46 cm. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhague.
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      2. Self-Portrait “to my friend Carrière”, 1886. Oil on canvas, 40.5 x 32.5 cm. National Gallery of Art, Washington.


    




    The opening ceremony, however, was accompanied by eloquent speeches that paid homage not so much to Gauguin as to France, which had brought civilization to the island (the civilization from which Gauguin had escaped to Tahiti). The ceremony was crowned by singing and dancing performed by the natives dressed in clothes “of the Gauguin period” for the amusement of the high-ranking civilians and army officials of the Territory and numerous guests of honour. Incidentally, such pompous celebrations always annoyed Gauguin who saw them as a completely misplaced activity by those authorities whose real duty was to encourage the arts in France.




    “…Is your mission to discover artists and sustain them in their task, or is it, when the general public ignores their merit, to legalize posthumous success by fancy deals and much fuss while you shelter under a halo of high-sounding words that read like an advertising slogan?”[2]




    The news of Gauguin’s death, which reached France with a four-month delay, evoked an unprecedented interest in his life and work. The artist’s words about posthumous fame came true. He shared the fate of many artists who received recognition when they could no longer enjoy it.




    Daniel de Monfreid predicted this in a letter written to Gauguin several months before his death: “In returning you will risk damaging that process of incubation which is taking place in the public’s appreciation of you. You are now that unprecedented legendary artist, who from the furthest South Seas sends his disturbing, inimitable works, the definitive works of a great man who has as it were disappeared from the world. Your enemies – and like all who upset the mediocrity you have many enemies – are silent: they dare not attack you, do not even think of it. You are so far away. You should not return. You should not deprive them of the bone they hold in their teeth. You are already unassailable like all the great dead; you already belong to the history of art.”[3]




    True, Gauguin’s disappearance from the civilized world and the mystery which enveloped his life and death in the faraway South Seas intrigued the critics and the public alike and for a time reconciled them to works which had earlier puzzled some and shocked others. In the same year 1903, Ambroise Vollard exhibited at his Paris gallery about a hundred paintings and drawings by Gauguin. Some had been sent to him by the artist from Oceania, others had been purchased from various art dealers and collectors.




    In 1906, in Paris, a Gauguin retrospective was held at the newly opened Salon d’Automne. Two hundred and twenty-seven works (not counting those listed in the catalogue without numbers) were put on display – painting, graphic art, pottery, and woodcarving. Octave Maus, the leading Belgian art critic, wrote on this occasion: “Paul Gauguin is a great colourist, a great draughtsman, a great decorator; a versatile and self-confident painter. He appeared before the public at an exhibition which, as Charles Morice said in a preface to the catalogue, should dissipate the doubts which the very name of the artist arouses in the public.”[4]




    In 1906 and 1907, Gauguin’s works were also shown in Berlin and Vienna, and in 1908, a number of his canvases were included into a joint exhibition of French and Russian artists sponsored by the magazine Zolotoye Runo (the Golden Fleece) in Moscow. Gauguin was little known in Russia before his death. His art was familiar only to those connoisseurs; painters or collectors who had visited Paris and could view his pictures in private galleries and collections. Thus, in 1895, a chance visit was paid to Vollard’s gallery by the young Russian artist and critic Igor Grabar whose sympathies lay with novel tendencies in contemporary painting and who later became a well-known art historian.




    The Gauguins, van Goghs and Cézannes kept in the gallery were a revelation to Grabar; and he tried to pass on his enthusiasm to both his closest friends and his compatriots, the young Russians then studying under Cormon in Paris. In the early 1900s, Grabar came to France again and paid a visit to Gustave Fayet, owner of a fine collection of Gauguin’s pictures. Under Grabar’s influence another Russian artist, Alexander Benois, who did not approve of the new trends in painting and whose first reaction to Gauguin had been wholly negative, gradually changed his opinion of the French man.




    “I have finally come to appreciate Gauguin,” he wrote to Grabar from Paris, “and although I do not yet admit him to my Olympus, I take my hat off to him and love him.”[5]




    However, while acknowledging the artistic merits of Gauguin’s pictures, Benois’s views on Gauguin’s art remained close to the official viewpoint that existed in France at that time. “Gauguin is very good,” he wrote in a letter to a friend, “but it is dangerous to place him in the Louvre, for he is a cripple.”[6] Nevertheless, in 1904, the magazine Mir Iskusstva (the World of Art) headed by Alexander Benois reproduced seven of Gauguin’s paintings together with an enthusiastic review by Igor Grabar; three of these paintings came into Sergei Shchukin’s possession soon afterwards.
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      3. Self-portrait with a palette, ca. 1894. Oil on canvas, 92 x 73 cm. Private collection.


    




    The same aim, of acquainting the Russian public with contemporary French painting, was being pursued by other art magazines in Moscow and St. Petersburg: the magazine Iskusstvo (Art) in two of its 1905 issues published a translation of an article on Gauguin by the well-known German art historian Julius Meier-Graefe and reproduced several of his pictures; the magazine Vesy (Scales) published excerpts from some of Gauguin’s letters, while the Golden Fleece and Apollon carried translations of articles on Gauguin by Charles Morice’s and Maurice Denis and of extracts from Gauguin’s book Noa Noa. What really brought Gauguin’s art home to the Russian public, though, was not those articles or reproductions but his pictures themselves.




    The Russian public became acquainted with them largely through the collections of Sergei Shchukin and Ivan Morozov. Nowadays the significance of these collections for Russian culture is universally acknowledged, whereas at first the enthusiasm of both collectors for the new French painting was received by many art lovers with ill-concealed scepticism. “Yesterday’s merchants banished their old master icons to the attics, fell in love with fine arts and hung new icons by Monet, Cézanne and Gauguin in the state rooms of their mansions, renouncing all their former interests,”[7] wrote the painter Kuzma Petrov-Vodkin who, incidentally, knew and admired the artists he named.




    The rooms which housed contemporary French paintings and which were open to the art-loving public, often witnessed heated discussions, in which Sergei Shchukin ardently participated. As Petrov-Vodkin recalled, “Sergei Ivanovich himself showed his collections to visitors.




    He was all agitation and eagerness; trying to overcome his stuttering, he gave the necessary explanations.




    He said that the concept of beauty was extinct, that its days were over; that it was the type, the expressive possibilities of the depicted object that were now coming to the fore, and that with Gauguin the age of beauty had reached an end…”[8]




    According to Boris Ternovetz – a sculptor who later became Director of the Museum of Modern Western Art in Moscow and who was very familiar with both Shchukin and Morozov and their collections – as early as pre-1900, “two Gauguins hang on the walls of the darkish rooms downstairs in Shchukin’s mansion.”[9] It is hard to say now which pictures he was referring to, but there appears to be a choice of three works, the date of whose acquisition is not known: Self Portrait, the still life Fruit (both 1888) and Her Name Is Vaïraumati (1892) (Shchukin purchased all his other Gauguins after 1900). The fact that Shchukin acquired these canvases, even if the purchases were made relatively late, testifies to the unerring judgement and aesthetic qualities that enabled him to choose the most unconventional and avant-garde pieces from the host of Gauguin pictures offered by Vollard and other art dealers. Thus, although the pictorial treatment of Fruit still betrays links with Impressionism, its composition and the mask-like face of a woman (?) suggest a certain symbolism heralding the birth of the synthetic style. An even more daring acquisition was Her Name Is Vaïraumati. Gauguin himself was somewhat embarrassed by this painting, probably because it was his first excursion into Polynesian mythology, and because, having no pictorial or visual basis for it, he had to rely only on his own imagination. In a letter to Paul Sérusier describing a sketch for this painting, the artist wrote: “I don’t dare talk about what I’m doing here, my canvases terrify me. So, the public will never accept them. It’s ugly from every point of view and I will not really know what it is until all of you have seen it in Paris… What I’m doing now is quite ugly, quite mad. My God, why did you make me this way? I’m cursed.”[10] May be it was this titillating taste of novelty that had induced Shchukin to purchase the picture, but, bewildered by his own choice, he banished it to a dark room, out of sight from his visitors. Around 1903, another four canvases by Gauguin appeared in Shchukin’s collection: Maternity, Woman Carrying Flowers, Man Picking Fruit from a Tree, and Gathering Fruit. After the Salon d’Automne of 1906, Shchukin bought three other Gauguins: Be Be (The Nativity), The Idol and Tahitians in a Room; in 1908, he acquired What! Are You Jealous? and in 1910, Scene from Tahitian Life and The Queen (The King’s Wife), one of Gauguin’s masterpieces. After Gauguin’s death this last work came into the hands of Gustave Fayet, an artist and collector who, incidentally, was rather reluctant to buy it because he, in his own words, had already acquired a sufficient number of “figures nègres”. Apparently Fayet did not value this painting very highly and since the price Shchukin offered was almost thirty times more than he had paid for it, he was not really sorry to see it go to Moscow. By 1916 Shchukin possessed sixteen Gauguins, which were allotted a separate room in his private gallery.




    Ivan Morozov owed his interest in French art partly to Shchukin and partly to his elder brother Mikhail Morozov whose collection by 1900 contained two Gauguins – The Canoe (A Tahitian Family) and Landscape with Two Goats – and several pictures by other French artists. The Landscape due to a half-obliterated inscription, which has only recently been deciphered, was not attributed, and Gauguin’s picture by that name was believed lost. Ivan Morozov acquired his first three Gauguins in 1907. These were Conversation, Landscape with Peacocks, and Sweet Dreams, which was listed in the catalogue of his collection as Rural Life in Tahiti and later known as Sacred Spring. The still life The Flowers of France must have been purchased in the same year. In 1908, another five pictures were added: Cafe at Arles, The Big Tree (At the Foot of a Mountain), Pastorales Tahitiennes, Woman Holding a Fruit, and The Great Buddha. The last two Gauguins to come into Morozov’s collection were Three Tahitian Women against a Yellow Background and Still Life with Parrots.




    The works by Gauguin displayed in the two private galleries in Moscow were received by the public with anything but indifference. They were admired by some and openly resented by others. Gauguin featured prominently in the articles on contemporary French painting, which began to appear in the art magazines of Moscow and St. Petersburg from 1906 onwards. Not all the opinions expressed in those days can be accepted now, but some still retain indisputable validity. Some critics, like Shchukin himself, believed that with Gauguin nineteenth-century art came to an end.




    Thus, Petrov-Vodkin, having attended several exhibitions in Paris in 1907, wrote: “The songs, so beautifully begun by Gauguin and Cézanne, are being finished by voices that are tired and no longer powerful…”[11] “Is it true that they [Gauguin and Cézanne] start a new route in the development of painting?”




    Pavel Muratov asked. “Both of them emerged at one time from Impressionism, both eventually came to reject it and, finally, both became inaccessible in their individuality. They passed through, and the door closed behind them.”[12]




    In contrast with contemporary art critics who tended to analyse Gauguin’s art largely in terms of Symbolism and who sometimes even sought clues to the puzzling details of his compositions in the medieval symbolic repertoire, the majority of Russian critics laid emphasis on the healthy and highly promising nature of the artist’s creative pursuits.




    They saw Gauguin as a creator of a new progressive art, a painter whose symbolism reflected the true essence of things.
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      4. Noa Noa, ca. 1897. Xylograph, photograph and watercolour. Louvre Museum, Paris.
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      5. Noa Noa, sitting Tahitian, 1896-1897. Watercolour and ink, 19.5 x 17 cm. Louvre Museum, Paris.
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      6. Portrait of Jeanne Goupil, 1896. Oil on canvas, 75 x 65 cm. Ordrurpgaarsanlingen, Copenhagen.


    




    It is interesting that Maximilian Voloshin, a poet, art critic and painter; who at the beginning of the century was accused of decadent inclinations, of extreme individualism and even of occultism and mysticism, was among the first to discern in Gauguin’s art a passionate love for the visual and sensuous beauty of the world. Voloshin knew and understood Gauguin’s works better than many of the artist’s compatriots.




    From 1899 onwards, Voloshin had travelled extensively in Western Europe, and from the spring of 1901, he repeatedly spent long periods in Paris. While in Paris, he was a regular guest at the studio of Elizaveta Kruglikova, which was frequented by the young Russian artists who studied painting in France. He also visited the studios of Whistler and Steinlen and the Atelier Colarossi, and regularly sent his letters from Paris to the Scales magazine in Russia. Voloshin was close to Wladislaw Slewinsky whose artistic idiom owed much to Gauguin’s Pont-Aven programme. In 1902, Slewinsky was Voloshin’s guest at Koktebel in the Crimea, where he painted his host’s portrait and, in all likelihood, shared his memories of Gauguin. Voloshin knew Gauguin’s art from his works in the Moscow and Paris collections. He saw him as an artist who, in his travels to distant lands, imbibed neither the stupefying drugs nor the spicy beverages of the tropics, but the ancient vital juices of the earth, the fundamental aesthetic and humane conceptions that made his art what it is. “Gauguin,” he wrote exultantly, “is the conqueror of an empire. If he is not the king of modern painting, he is the king’s son. He loved all that was simple, real, concrete and human. He loved substance and its forms, and not abstract ideas. He was seeking not new forms of painting but new facets of life. And when he found them, when he came to love and understand them, the creation of a new painting was for him a matter of course…




    He is one of those people who are in love with things, and he is ready to sacrifice his immortality for the transient forms of this world.”[13] Even though, contrary to Voloshin’s idea, Gauguin was always preoccupied with the pursuit of new art, the critic was essentially right, and the proof of it can be found in Gauguin’s own writings and letters in which even the bitter complaints about his money problem, bad health and lack of understanding, cannot overshadow the recurrent motif of his love of life – if not at the present moment then in the years to come. “…I’m not one of those who speak badly of life. One suffers, but one also experiences pleasure and, however little it may have been, that is what one remembers.”[14]




    Gauguin wrote those words three months before his death, when the artist, half-blind, restricted in his movements and unable to paint, was already weighing up his life and creative career. One of the issues discussed by Russian art critics early this century was the depiction of the nude body in art in general and in Gauguin’s works in particular. This discussion might have been caused by the appearance of The King’s Wife at the Shchukin gallery in 1910, since it was in that year that the Apollon published two articles on the ‘nude’ problem – one by Sergei Makovsky and the other by Yakov Tugendhold. Both articles, written in the romantically elevated style of the day, were largely concerned with Gauguin’s place in the history of French painting. For the art critic and painter Makovsky, who in 1910 became editor-in-chief of the Apollon, Gauguin’s Tahitian nudes were something more than just manifestations of a cult of the female body. He admired Gauguin’s gift for generalization and synthesis, which enabled him to elaborate a new approach to plastic and monumental forms. As Makovsky noted, “Gauguin was the first to reject the tradition of the famous French ‘good taste’ in order to learn from Tahitian savages a magic simplicity in depicting man and nature… Gauguin’s exotic landscapes with their wonderful colourfulness and their simplified forms invariably possess a purely pictorial recherche du vrai.”[15]




    The principal contribution to the study of the new French painting in Russia, particularly of Impressionism and Post-Impressionism represented by Cézanne, van Gogh and Gauguin, was made by Yakov Tugendhold. An art historian and critic, who had been educated at Anton Azbé’s school in Munich, Tugendhold spent several years from 1905 on in Paris whence he supplied Russian art magazines with his reviews of Paris Salons and other exhibitions of French and Russian artists, as well as articles on individual painters and the major problems of contemporary art. He also initiated and compiled the first Russian edition of van Gogh’s letters, which he supplemented with an introductory essay. Thanks to Tugendhold, Gauguin’s Noa Noa was published in Russia in 1914. It was supplemented with the critic’s article on Gauguin’s life and work. Tugendhold’s admiration for Gauguin was not accidental: the painter’s creative principles and the critic’s artistic credo had much in common. Tugendhold firmly believed in the social mission of art, the fulfilment of which demanded that the artist should break the confines of individualism – an impossible task, in Tugendhold’s opinion, in the conditions of philistine bourgeois morality. It was his escape from Europe – from decrepit western civilization to collective forms of artistic consciousness, to the great simplicity of ancient Greece and Egypt – which, the critic thought, had saved Gauguin. He regarded the Frenchman not merely as a poet of primitivism, but as an artist whose work, with its monumental and epic character; had absorbed all the achievements of artistic culture. “Whatever one’s attitude to the neo-archaism in contemporary culture, one should not forget that Gauguin was one of its first prophets and victims. And if Gauguin is now little spoken of in Paris, it is not because his art is antiquated, but because he has become a classic of the trend whose imitators and vulgarizers chose to forget their origins,”[16] Tugendhold wrote on the tenth anniversary of the artist’s death in the hope of undoing the injustice, which had hung over Gauguin throughout his life. Eighty years have passed since. Gauguin’s art has gained worldwide fame, and the time when his pictures were not admitted to museums has been forgotten. Today art dealers, collectors and galleries pride themselves on every Gauguin painting in their possession.
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      7. Van Gogh Painting Sunflowers, 1888. Oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cm. Rijlksmuseum Vincent van Gogh, Amsterdam.
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      8. Snow effects (snow in rue Carcel), 1882-1883. Oil on canvas, 60 x 50 cm. Ny Carlsberg Glypothek, Copenhagen.


    




    The price of any one of his pictures far exceeds the total sum the artist received for all his paintings in his lifetime. A great amount of previously unknown data has been accumulated over the years; the artist’s letters, critical legacy and books have been published and studied; museums in many countries possess fine collections of his paintings, graphic works, woodcarvings and ceramics. Numerous articles and monographs, biographies and novels, films and TV programmes have been devoted to Gauguin’s life and work. But the argument between his passionate admirers and their no less passionate opponents is still going on. When it is the question of accepting or rejecting his artistic credo or of determining his place in art, the different, even mutually exclusive views, expressed by different generations of researchers with different aesthetic tastes are quite justified. Very often though, it is not just a question of different aesthetic views, but of a certain prejudice regarding the artist’s personality and work. This also applies to his letters and other writings, which would seem to offer a key to the many problems of Gauguin’s art, but the lasting prejudice, which is often the product of philistine morality, is only too ready to reject this key under various pretexts.




    One of these pretexts is the colloquial and sometimes unpolished style of his writings, which is attributed to the “poor vocabulary of a former sailor”. For others, the homely simplicity of Gauguin’s style is the evidence of a literary gift employed for unseemly purposes: “…An excellent writer; Gauguin had created his image with such amazing skill and craft that the historian had only to pick up the grand sentiments which he flaunted and which somewhat remind of the ulcers forged by the poor from the Court of the Miracles at night to soften the hearts of the donors by day,”[17]




    wrote the well-known French critic Jean Bouret in the article which appeared in 1960 under a title typical of the period, Pour un Gauguin enfin démystié (On a Gauguin finally demystified). Not even the most venomous critics of Gauguin’s lifetime had ever ventured such unambiguously rude and disrespectful criticism as was voiced by this art reviewer of a major Parisian newspaper.




    Such pronouncements could be ignored, if it were not for a similar spirit dominating some of the more sophisticated writings by professional art critics. A case in point is the collection of articles by the leading experts on Gauguin published in the series Génies et Réalités (Paris, 1960). The title itself seems to suggest that Gauguin is classed among the greatest figures in contemporary art. Indeed, all the authors agree that he was the creator; or at least a forerunner of the new art. But at the same time some of them question the independence of Gauguin’s conception and creative method. Thus, the article by the American critic Richard Field, whose research, incidentally, has greatly contributed to the understanding of Gauguin’s work, is somewhat sensationally entitled Gauguin: Plagiarist or Creator? Field himself does not give a direct answer to this question, letting the reader decide for himself, but his examples of Gauguin’s borrowings and imitations, direct or indirect, leave little doubt as to the view he would like his reader to come away with. Likewise Claude Roger-Marx, although crediting Gauguin with a contribution to twentieth-century art and presenting him as a precursor of Matisse, Picasso, Maillol, Modigliani and Bourdelle, in his article What Does Contemporary Painting Owe to Him? declares Gauguin to have been an imitator who was only “occasionally” visited by a genius, which raised him to the level of truly original artists. In the words of Roger-Marx, Gauguin’s art is characterized by cunning as much as by naivety, and “it is hard to say what predominated in him – the natural or the artificial.”[18]




    The obvious consequence of such disparaging writings is that the reader and then the accordingly prepared viewer perceives Gauguin almost as a prisoner at the bar who, although acquitted by the jury, still leaves some doubt as to his complete innocence. Every critic is certainly entitled to a personal opinion, but there is no reason why, if unfavourable, it should be forcibly stretched so as to include a plagiarist and an artist who lives on somebody else’s ideas among the ranks of geniuses.




    The present book does not aim to review all the literature on Gauguin. The quotations above have been included so as to draw the reader’s attention to the contradictory character of opinions of Gauguin and his art which, while often being based on a superficial approach or even on a hypocritically moralizing attitude to certain problems presented by his work, had a certain impact on scholarly literature.




    Scholarly literature on Gauguin, however, for all its objectivity, also reveals a diversity of viewpoints. Some experts see Gauguin as a destroyer of realism who denounced traditions and paved the way for “free art”, be it Fauvism, Expressionism, Surrealism or Abstractionism. Others, on the contrary, think that Gauguin continued the European artistic tradition. Some contemporaries reacted to his departure from Europe with mistrust and suspicion, for they believed that a true artist could and must work only on his native soil and not derive inspiration from an alien culture. Pissarro, Cézanne and Renoir shared this opinion, for example.




    They considered Gauguin’s borrowings from the stylistics of Polynesian culture to be a kind of plunder.




    According to many students of Gauguin, the aesthetics he evolved in Pont-Aven were nothing but a sequence of eccentric delusions and paradoxes which resulted in his disregard for traditions; and it was only his leaving Europe and the ensuing denial of the Pont-Aven delusions that brought him back to the classical norm. Yet another view maintains that the Pont-Aven aesthetics served as the basis for Gauguin’s major artistic conception, which was further developed and enriched in Tahiti. Such controversial opinions of Gauguin’s art are by no means accidental. His life and work present many contradictions, though often only outward ones.




    His life was naturally integrated with his creative activity, while the latter in its turn embodied his ideals and views on life. But this organic unity of life and work was maintained through a never-ending dramatic struggle. It was the struggle for the right to become an artist, the struggle for existence, the struggle against public opinion, against his family and friends who failed to understand him, and finally, it was his inner struggle for the preservation of his identity, his own creative and human self. Gauguin could hardly have become an artist who “reinvented painting” (Maurice Malingue) and who “initiated the art of modern times” (René Huyghe),[19] had he not possessed a clear conception, a strong will and a power to resist everything that stood in his way, including his own family and his personal happiness.




    Gauguin began his career as a grown man. Nothing in his childhood or youth betrayed any hint of his future as an artist. He was born in Paris on 7 June 1848, in the midst of the revolutionary events when barricade fighting was going on in the streets of the city. This fact was to have repercussions for Gauguin’s later life, as his father Clovis Gauguin worked as a reporter on Le National – a newspaper that played a notable part in the revolution of 1848 – and was on close terms with its editor; Armand Marrast. It is difficult to say whether Clovis Gauguin played an active role in the events, but it is a fact that following the failure of Marrast (who was a member of General Cavaignac’s government) in the election to the National Assembly, the Gauguins left France. In the autumn of 1849, the family sailed for Peru, where they could count on the support of Mine Gauguin’s distant but influential relatives. But Clovis Gauguin’s plans were doomed to failure. On 30 October 1849, he died at sea and his wife, with two children, had to continue the journey on her own. The situation in which the young woman found herself in a strange country was fraught with difficulties. She was obliged to impose herself and her children on people who were actually complete strangers and who at one time had rejected her mother’s claims to family ties with them. The bold and adventurous character of Flora Tristan, her mother; had not been to the liking of Don Pio de Tristan y Moscoso, the head of a noble Spanish family which had settled in Peru. Don Pio did not want to know about the family of his late brother whose marriage he regarded as illegitimate. Moreover Flora’s book Peregrinations of a Pariah in which she shared her impressions of a visit to Peru, had been publicly burnt in Arequipa. But all this was long before Mme Gauguin’s arrival; Flora Tristan was dead, and the gentle disposition of her daughter quite helpless in her predicament, touched old Don Pio’s heart, and he welcomed her into his family.




    Childhood in Peru was forever engraved on Paul Gauguin’s memory. To the end of his days he remembered old Don Pio, who once acted for the Viceroy of Peru, and his son-in-law Echenique, who at the time of Paul’s stay was President of Peru, and the large noisy family with its patriarchal way of life. The recollections of simple, natural relations among people with different-coloured skins, who lacked racial or social prejudice, the relations, which might have been largely idealized in the child’s memory, merged with the recollections of luxuriant tropical nature with its rich colours under the dazzling sun. It is very likely that these early impressions determined the subsequent development of Gauguin’s artistic tastes and ideals. Return to France put an end to Paul’s happy and carefree life.




    In Orleans, in the house owned by his uncle Isidore Gauguin who was under police surveillance for involvement in the revolution of 1848, everything was different: the way of life, the family atmosphere and even the language, since Paul had previously spoken Spanish and now had to learn French. At school in Orleans and later at a Lycée in Paris the dream of tropical countries and the sea never left Gauguin. At fifteen he found employment as a cabin-boy on a merchant ship and sailed to the South American coast, almost retracing the route of his first voyage overseas.




    But this romantic start was followed by an abrupt and unwelcome change: the Franco-Prussian war broke out, the merchant ship on which Gauguin served was requisitioned, and instead of the tropics he found himself in the north, near the Norwegian and Danish coasts. In April 1871, after the disbandment of the French forces, Gauguin returned to Paris with a third-class seaman’s diploma.




    Back in Paris, he had to start almost from scratch. His mother was dead, the house at St. Cloud plundered and gutted by fire. In search of work Gauguin turned to his sister’s guardian Gustave Arosa who helped him to become a stockbroker at the Bertin bank. He quickly made a success as a businessman, settled down to raise a family, bought a house and began to lead the orderly life of typical bourgeois.




    The only thing that set him apart from others of his circle was his unorthodox interest in art. It might have been stimulated by the atmosphere in Arosa’s house as the owner loved painting and photography and kept a splendid collection of pictures. A friend of Arosa’s, Nadar was a cartoonist and photographer and it was in his studio that the first exhibition of the Impressionists took place.




    Gauguin’s passion for art might have also been inherited from his relatives, as there were two artists on his mother’s side: a teacher of drawing and a lithographer. Besides, he had grown up in a house decorated with Spanish and Peruvian pottery, portraits and other paintings which were bequeathed to him by his mother but apparently perished in the fire. The earliest known landscape by Gauguin is dated 1871.




    

      [image: ]




      9. Te Tiai na Oe Ite Rata (Are you waiting for a letter ?), 1899. Oil on canvas, 73 x 94 cm. Private collection.


    




    It was done in oils and was probably a product of the painting lessons which Gauguin attended together with Arosa’s daughter Marguerite. Arosa’s example as well as his own inclination encouraged Gauguin to form a collection of pictures. Although small in size, it fairly accurately reflected his artistic taste: Manet and Monet, Pissarro and Cézanne, Renoir and Sisley – painters who had very few admirers at that time. Gauguin’s only friend at Bertin’s, Emile Schuffenecker was a qualified teacher of drawing but was obliged to go into banking to earn his living.




    A common interest in art brought them closer together: they went to the outskirts of Paris to paint on Sundays and sometimes visited the Atelier Colarossi to draw from the model. They also attended museums and exhibitions, including the first Impressionist exhibition.




    A decisive part in Gauguin’s initiation into art, and especially into Impressionist painting, was played by Pissarro, who willingly advised him on both the theory and technique of painting, and actually instructed him when they worked side by side painting the same motif.




    At Pissarro’s studio Gauguin also met Cézanne who strongly appealed to him both as a person and as an artist, and whose work greatly influenced his own.




    But Pissarro and Cézanne were not Gauguin’s only teachers. He used every opportunity to fill in the gaps in his artistic education, not only in painting, but in other kinds of art as well.




    No doubt, it was with this aim in mind that Gauguin rented a house and workshop first from the ceramist and jeweller Jean-Paul Aubé, and then from the sculptor Jules Ernest Bouillot. While working at the latter’s studio, Gauguin produced, first in plaster and then in marble, bust portraits of his wife and son. In 1876, Gauguin exhibited a landscape at the Salon and received a favourable press. From 1879 onwards, he contributed to the Impressionist shows and actively engaged in organizational work, inviting new artists to exhibit with the group. Art was gradually ousting all other interests in Gauguin’s life, and when, in 1883, he was obliged to resign his job at Bertin’s due to a financial crisis, it was not without joy – albeit not without apprehension either – that he decided to give up his banking career for good. Since that time he made no attempts to resume it, although he realized all too soon that the life of an artist determined on having his say in art was full of hardships. His resources were dwindling fast, and in January 1884 he moved with his family to Rouen, where he hoped to find clients, but he met with no success and decided to go to Copenhagen, his wife’s native city. His Danish inlaws felt duty bound to make him see reason and accept a place in a company selling horse-cloths and canvas. Gauguin’s attitude provoked open hostility, and as a result, in the summer of 1885, leaving his wife Mette Gad and four of their children behind, Gauguin returned to Paris with his six-year-old son. From now on his only purpose in life was to become an artist, and not just any artist, but an outstanding one. The earliest period in Gauguin’s artistic career which began with his Sunday lessons in professional skills, was closely linked with Impressionism. This link was inspired first by Gustave Arosa’s tastes in art and then by Pissarro’s lessons, his views and his steadfast principles. Having turned to art as a grown man, Gauguin, with his independent frame of mind, could not fail to appreciate everything that was bold and new. Thanks to his teachers, whether direct or indirect, Gauguin from the very outset was brought up in a spirit of hostility towards traditional, academy-preserved aesthetics, and he saw the work of the Impressionists as an open war against academic canons. Very soon he began to associate it with rebellion against bourgeois society as well. That was why Gauguin continued to call himself an Impressionist even after he had fully abandoned the Impressionist principles of painting. This also explains the parallel the artist drew between himself the Impressionists and Jean Valjean, the hero of Victor Hugo’s novel, Les Misérables, in his Self-Portrait. (Rijksmuseum Vincent van Gogh, Amsterdam; W. 239). For Gauguin, the “Impressionist is pure, not yet sullied by the putrid kiss of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts”.[20] This attitude prompted him to call the 1889 exhibition at the Cafe Volpini ‘Peinture du Groupe Impressionniste et Synthétiste’, thus emphasizing the challenge to conventional salon painting. However Gauguin’s links with Impressionism were not confined to this aspect alone. Impressionism that had given a fresh impulse to European art, that had discovered the changeability of nature and turued to capturing the effects of ever-changing light, demanded from the artist constant, keen attention to the living world. And the fact that Gauguin had found his way into art through Impressionism was of paramount importance for his further development, even though he later broke away from his teachers more decisively and uncompromisingly than any other of the Post-Impressionists. The main lesson he learnt from Impressionism was the rejection of the time-tested but antiquated traditions and the trust in the artist’s own visual experience; Gauguin remained faithful to this lesson all his life. That is why it always took him so long to imbibe the atmosphere of each new place – Rouen or Brittany, Copenhagen or Arles, Martinique or the Pacific Islands. His synthesis or symbolism was always based on the analytical method borrowed from Impressionism.




    At the same time, certain aspects of Impressionist aesthetics were alien to Gauguin from the start, even though he did not become aware of it until much later. He tried to see the world as the Impressionists saw it, especially Pissarro, whom he regarded as his teacher to the end of his life. He worked in the open air applied his paints in small, brightly coloured dabs, used the motifs and compositional devices of the Impressionists, discussed the issues which were important to them; he admired, understood and, in his happier days, collected their paintings.




    Gauguin achieved a complete mastery of the Impressionist technique, to which many of his canvases bear witness, and which makes it possible to single out the Impressionist period in his career. Among those canvases are the summer and the winter views of Rue Carcel where he lived; the landscapes painted near Pontoise, with their blossoming apple-trees or haystacks; the views of Rouen and Dieppe; and the portraits of his wife and children. But Gauguin assimilated Impressionism at a time when it was an already established system and when the Impressionists themselves were coming to realize the necessity of breaking out of its confines.
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