From: Paul Gauguin
To: Vincent van Gogh
Date: Pont-Aven, Monday, 1 October 1888

My dear Vincent
We’ve satisfied your desire; in a different way, it’s true, but what does
it matter, since the result is the same?
Our 2 portraits. Having no silver white, I used lead white, and it could
well happen that the colour becomes darker and heavier. And besides,
it’s not done exclusively from the point of view of colour. I feel the need
to explain what I was trying to do, not that you’re not capable of
guessing by yourself, but because I don’t believe that I’ve achieved it in
my work.
The mask of a thief, badly dressed and powerful like Jean Valjean, who
has his nobility and inner gentleness. The rutting blood floods the face,
and the tones of a fiery smithy, which surround the eyes, suggest the
red-hot lava that sets our painters’ souls ablaze. The drawing of the
eyes and the nose, like the flowers in Persian carpets, epitomizes an
abstract and symbolic art. That girlish little background, with its
childish flowers, is there to testify to our artistic virginity. And that Jean
Valjean, whom society oppresses, outlawed; with his love, his strength,
isn’t he too the image of an Impressionist today? By doing him with my
features, you have my individual image, as well as a portrait of us all,
poor victims of society, taking our revenge on it by doing good — ah! my
dear Vincent, you would have plenty to amuse you, seeing all these
painters here, pickled in their mediocrity like gherkins in vinegar.
Our pal, Bernard, is working and making plans to come to Arles too.
Laval, whom you don’t know, but who knows you through your letters
and our little bits of gossip, joins us in shaking your hand.
Yours,
Paul Gauguin

From: Vincent van Gogh
To: Theo van Gogh
Date: Arles, Thursday, 4 or Friday, 5 October 1888
My dear Theo,
Thanks very much for your letter. How happy I am for Gauguin; I won’t
search for expressions to tell you so — let’s be of bold good heart!
Now I’ve just received Gauguin’s portrait done by himself and
Bernard’s portrait by Bernard, with B.’s portrait on the wall in the
background of G.’s portrait, and vice versa.
The Gauguin is immediately remarkable, but I myself like Bernard’s
very much, it’s nothing but an idea of a painter, some cursory tones,
some blackish lines, but it’s as stylish as real, real Manet. The Gauguin
is more studied, taken further.
That’s what he says in his letter, and for me it certainly has above all
the effect of representing a prisoner. Not a hint of cheerfulness. It’s not
flesh in the very least, but we can boldly put that down to his intention
to make something melancholy; the flesh in the shadows is
lugubriously tinged with blue. And now at last I have a chance to
compare my painting with that of the pals.
My portrait that I’m sending to Gauguin in exchange stands up beside
it, I’m sure. I wrote to Gauguin in reply to his letter that if I too was
allowed to enhance my personality in a portrait, trying to show in my
portrait not only myself but an Impressionist in general, I had
conceived this portrait as being that of a bonze, a simple worshipper
of the eternal Buddha.
And when I put Gauguin’s conception and mine side by side, my
portrait is equally serious but less desperate. What Gauguin’s portrait
says to me, first and foremost, is that he mustn’t go on that way, he
must console himself, he must become the richer Gauguin of the
negresses again.

I’m very pleased to have these two portraits, which faithfully depict
for us the pals at this time — they won’t stay like that, they’ll return to
the more serene life. And I have the clear sense that the duty has been
imposed on me of doing all I can to reduce our poverty.
That counts for nothing in the profession of painting. I feel that he’s
more Millet than I am, but I’m more Diaz than he is, and like Diaz, I’ll try
to please the public so that some sous may come into the community.
I’ve spent more than them; seeing their painting, that makes absolutely
no odds to me, they’ve worked in too much poverty to make it catch on.
Because wait — I have better things than what I’ve sent you, and more
saleable, and I feel that I can continue to make more. I have confidence
in that, at last. I know that it’ll do certain people good to find poetic
subjects — THE STARRY SKY — THE VINE-BRANCHES — THE FURROWS —
the poet’s garden.
Well then, I believe your duty as well as mine is to wish for
comparative wealth, precisely because we’ll have some very great
artists to feed. But at present you’re as happy, or at least happy in the
same way as Sensier, if you have Gauguin, and I sincerely hope that
he’ll go for it. It’s not urgent, but in any case I believe that he’ll like the
house as his studio well enough to agree to be its head. Let’s wait half
a year and see what comes of it.
Bernard has sent me another collection of ten or so drawings, with a
gallant piece of verse — the whole thing’s entitled ‘AT THE BROTHEL’.
You’ll see these things soon, but I’ll send you the portraits after
looking at them for some time.
I hope you’ll send me your letter soon; I’m very hard up because of the
stretching frames and frames that I’ve ordered.
What you say about Fréret pleases me. But I dare believe that I’ll do
things that will please him more, and you, too.

Yesterday I painted a sunset.
Gauguin looks ill and tormented in his portrait!! Look, that won’t last,
and it will be very curious to compare this portrait to the one of himself
that he’ll do in half a year.
One day you’ll also see the portrait of me that I’m sending to Gauguin,
because he’ll keep it, I hope.
It’s all ashy against pale Veronese (no yellow). The clothing is that
brown jacket trimmed with blue, but in which I’ve exaggerated the
brown into purple, and the width of the blue trim.
The head is modelled in light-coloured thick impasto against a lightcoloured background with almost no shadows. But I’ve slightly slanted
the eyes in the Japanese manner. Write to me soon, and the best of
luck. How happy old Gauguin will be!
Good handshake, and thank Fréret for coming, which pleased me
greatly.
More soon.
Ever yours,
Vincent.

From: Vincent van Gogh
To: Theo van Gogh
Date: Arles, Tuesday, 16 October 1888
My dear Theo —
At last I’m sending you a little croquis to give you at least an idea of
the direction the work is taking. Because today I’ve gone back to it.
My eyes are still tired, but anyway I had a new idea in mind, and
here’s the croquis of it. No. 30 canvas once again.
This time it’s simply my bedroom, but the colour has to do the job here,
and through its being simplified by giving a grander style to things, to
be suggestive here of rest or of sleep in general. In short, looking at the
painting should rest the mind, or rather, the imagination.
The walls are of a pale violet. The floor — is of red tiles.
The bedstead and the chairs are fresh butter yellow.
The sheet and the pillows very bright lemon green.
The blanket scarlet red.
The window green.
The dressing table orange, the basin blue.
The doors lilac.
And that’s all — nothing in this bedroom, with its shutters closed.
The solidity of the furniture should also now express unshakeable
repose.
Portraits on the wall, and a mirror and a hand-towel and some
clothes.
The frame — as there’s no white in the painting — will be white.
This to take my revenge for the enforced rest that I was obliged to
take.
I’ll work on it again all day tomorrow, but you can see how simple the
idea is. The shadows and cast shadows are removed; it’s coloured in
flat, plain tints like Japanese prints.
It will contrast, for example, with the Tarascon diligence and the
night café.

I won’t write to you at length, because I’m going to start very early
tomorrow with the fresh morning light, to finish my canvas.
How are your pains? Don’t forget to give me news about them.
I hope you’ll write in the next few days.
One day I’ll do you some croquis of the other rooms as well.
I shake your hand firmly.
Ever yours,
Vincent

