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TERBRUGGHEN, Hendrick
Deventer 588 Utrecht 1629
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WE vz 1371.5%172cem

P« 1980-1

THE LIBERATION OF ST. PETER Second half of the 1620's
Oil on canvas 137.5x 172 cm

PROVENANCE : Private coll., Montrouge, since 1946; Heim, Paris.

ExHiBITION: Caravaggio en de Nederlanden, Centraal Museum, Utrecht / Koninklijk
Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerpen, 1952, cat. p. 55, no. 90, repr.
BisLIOGRAPHY : H. Gerson, “Die Ausstellung Caravaggio und die Niederlande™, Kunst-
chronik, Nov. 1952, p. 288; B. Nicolson, “The Rijksmuseum ‘Incredulity” and Ter-
brugghen’s chronology™, Burlington Magazine, vol. XCVIII, no. 637, 1956, p. 109, foot-
note 39: B. Nicolson, Hendrick Terbrugghen, London, 1958, pp. 78f., cat. A48; B.
Nicolson. The international Caravaggesque movement, Oxford, 1979, p. 99, pl. 132,
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BOUTS, Dieric
Haarlem c. 1410/20 Leuven 1475
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P - 1980-3

CHRIST CROWNED WITH THORNS Second half of the fifteenth century

Qil on panel 44 % 30.5 cm Inscription of posterity on the back and on the lower
side of frame

PROVENANCE: Cabot, Barcelona; W. Simonsen, Sad Paolo; K. Gratwohl, Ziirich-Erlen-
bach; Sotheby Parke Barnet, London

ExHiBITION: Dieric Bouts, Palais des Beaux-Arts, Bruxelles / Museum Prinsenhof, Delft,
1957/58, cat. no. 22, repr.
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BIBLIOGRAPHY : W. Schione, Dieric Bouts und seine Schule, Berlin/Leipzig, 1938, p. 129:
E. Michel, L Ecole Flamande du XVe siécle, Bruxelles, 1944, p. 94; F. Baudoin, Dieric
Bouts (catalogue of exhibiton), Bruxelles/Delft, 1957/58, p. 66-67; M. Davies, Les
Primitifs Flamands (Corpus de la peinture des anciens Pays-Bas méridionaux au XVe
siecle), “*The National Gallery, London™', Antwerpen, 1953, p. 34; C. Eisler, Les Primitifs
Flamands (Corpus de la peinture des anciens Pays-Bas méridionaux au XVe siecle),
“New England Museums™, Bruxelles, 1961, p. 59.
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FRAGONARD, Jean-Honoré
Grasse 1732 Paris 1806
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D - 1980-1
YOUNG BEAR LEADER c. 1760
Pen and brown wash with faint pencil indications 30.3x39.7 cm

PrROVENANCE: Hippolyte Walferdin (Auc. 12-16 Apr. 1880, lot no. 204); Louis Roederer,
Reims; Private coll., Paris; Wildenstein, Tokyo.

EXHIBITION: Fragonard, The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo / The Municipal
Museum of Kyoto, 1980, cat. no. 114, repr.

BiBLIOGRAPHY : Baron R. Portalis, Honoré Fragonard, sa vie et son @uvre, Paris, 1889,
pp. 201, 298; A. Ananoff, L'@Euvre dessiné de Jean-Honoré Fragonard, tome 1V, Paris,
1970, pp. 80-81, no. 2115.
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ADAM AND EVE 1504

Engraving on paper with the watermark of the head of bull (Meder 62) 24.8 x 19 cm
Inscr. and dat.: ALBERT DVRER NORICVS FACIEBAT 1504; monogram: AD
(Bartsch 1; Meder 1/Ila; Hollstein 1/1V)

PROVENANCE: Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin (disposed as a doublette, 10.12.1892); H.S.
Theobald, London; H.G. Gutekunst (Auc. Stuttgart, 12-14 May 1910, no. 198); C.G.
Boerner Kunstantiquariat, Diisseldorf.
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SCHONGAUER, Martin
Colmar c. 1453 Breisach 1491

¥R MEESE 1471-734E1]

I —T4 7 25.8x 17 cm Fthisize 2 7 5 4

G - 1980-2

THE NATIVITY c. 1471-73

Engraving on paper with the watermark of the head of bull (Briquet 15068) 25.8x

17 cm Monogram: M + S
(Bartsch 4; Lehrs 5)

PROVENANCE: R.M. Light & Co., Santa Barbara, California.
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A ROAD THROUGH AN OAK WOOD after 1650
il on canvas 102.5x 127 cm Signed: Ruisdael

PROVENANCE: Sir Thomas Baring, London, 1848; Charles Sedelmeyer, Wien, 1872; A.
Scharf, Wien, 1876; Baron de Beurnonville, Paris, 1898 (Catalogue of 300 paintings,
1898. no. 180): Fiirst von Liechtenstein, Wien (Galeriekatalog, 1925, p. 180); Private
coll., Germany; Galerie Nathan, Ziirich.

ExuiBiTioN: British Gallery, London, 1830; Wiener Weltausstellung, 1873, no. 29;
Zuriick zur Natur, Kunsthalle Bremen, 1977/78, cat. no. 177, repr.

BIBLIOGRAPHY : J. Smith, A Catalogue raisonné of the works of the most eminent Dutch,
Flemish and French painters, supplement, London, 1842, p. 701, no. 62; J. Hofstede de
Groot, A Catalogue raisonné of the works of the most eminent Dutch painters of the sev-
enteenth century, vol. 1V, London, 1912, p. 195, no. 627; J. Rosenberg, Jacob van
Ruisdael, Berlin, 1928, p. 96, no. 388.

Transferred from the Agency of Cultural Affairs, 1980.
P - 1980-2
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“La Berceuse™
An Interpretation of Vincent van Gogh’s Portraits

Haruo ARIKAWA

Much has been said about “La Berceuse™ already. Books or discourses on
Vincent van Gogh's life and works have always made some mentions and observa-
tions about this famous and important painting. “*La Berceuse™ is surely a key-
work in our comprehension of the fundamental characters of the portraits by van
Gogh and even in our understanding the ultimate aim of his act of painting. But,
unfortunately. earlier observations were always fragmentary and. despite the
significance of this painting. there has never been an adequate monograph written
on this subject to grasp it in its totality and to clarify its essential meaning. In
view of this situation the author intends here to make a total and detailed study on
this work. tracing the process of its formation, analyzing its formal and iconogra-
phical features, making its literary sources clear and, finally, speculating about its
significance for van Gogh’s life and “oeuvre’.

[. Dating and identification of five versions

During the winter from December 1888 to March 1889 Vincent van Gogh
portrayed Augustine Roulin, the wife of a postal clerk in Arles, as much as five
times in the same composition and colours with some slight variations. Those five
works—possessed now in five different collections—are commonly called *“La
Berceuse™ after the inscription by the artist himself.'

The first of those five versions had been started in December 1888, before van
Gogh’s discord with Gauguin culminated in mental trouble which hospitalized
him (23-24 December). Van Gogh said afterwards that “*La Berceuse™ is “juste
celle que je travaillais lorsque ma maladie et venue m’interrompre” (Letter 574/Ap-

* Quotations from van Gogh's letters are. unless especially annotated. based on the Dutch
edition of the collected letters (Lerrers/ D). Each of the cited passages is marked with the letter-
number and the indication of part (Roman numerals) and page in that edition. In some cases
the date and address are indicated as well. Concerning the dating of some undated letters
the author accepts the estimation by Jan Hulsker (Hulsker 1973).

* The titles of some reference books are abbridged. Their exact titles can be found in
“Abbreviations™ on p. 69.

I Concerning the details of the inscription as well as other data about this work, see
“Appendix A", p.61.
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pendix C-4).* Having left the hospital on 8 January, he resumed work and com-
pleted the first version of “La Berceuse™ bztween 23 and 28 January (cf. Letter
571a, 573 and 574/Appendix C-1, 2 and 4). By 28 January he had also completed
the second version, which had been probably begun just after 23 January (cf.
Letter 574/Appendix C-4). Many scholars identify the version now in the Rijks-
museum Kroller-Miiller, Otterlo (F 504, Appendix A-1, Fig. 1) with the first
version and that in the Annenberg collection (F 505, Appendix A-2, Fig. 2) with
the second, but the converse may be possible as well.* In any case, it is certain that
these two carefully executed works show the first two fundamental types of “La
Berceuse™, and that the other three works—in Chicago, in Boston and in Amster-
dam-—are modifications of these two prototypes, incorporating the features of
both.!

As regards the third and fourth versions we can count one in Chicago (F 506,
Appendix A-3, Fig. 3) and one in Boston (F 508, Appendix A-4, Fig. 4) which
have a strong resemblance to each other, but it is not completely clear which is the
earlier version.” The third version was begun on 30 January (cf. Letter 375/Appen-
dix C-6) and completed before 3 February (cf. Letter 576/Appendix C-7). When he
finished the third version, van Gogh had the idea of giving one of the three versions
of “La Berceuse™ to the sitter, Augustine Roulin. *‘Je lui ai laissé choisir entre les
trois .. .., seulement en conditionnant que de celle qu'elle prendrait j'en ferais
encore une répétition pour moi, laquelle actuellement j'ai en train.” (Letter
576/Appendix C-7) It is not mentioned in the letter which of the first three ver-
sions Augustine selected. However, from the passage to the effect that the

¢ See also Letter 573 and 573a (Appendix C-2 and 3). All the passages in van Gogh's
letters in that he referred to **La Berceuse™ will be found in **Appendix C™, pp. 63ff.

% The identification of the first version as F 504 rests on the basis of the observation
that the background pattern in F 504 is more natural and less schematic in comparison with
that in the other versions (Qrrerlo 1966, p.89: Hulsker 1978, p.386). In opposition to that
identification W. Weisbach claimed the priority of F 505 because it differs from the other
four versions in the way of laying the hands of the depicted ~the right hand over the left
hand only in F 505 (Weishach 1951, p.133). Regarding the schematization of the flower-
patterned background in van Gogh's pictures, we cannot easily conclude that the natural
pattern was always painted prior to the abstract ones. For example, “Portrait of Dr. Félix
Rey” (F 500) which shows the foliage pattern more schematically than all of “La Berceuse™
was certainly completed before 17 January. prior to the first versions of “La Berceuse™.
To give another instance, among three later versions of “*Portrait of Joseph Roulin™ (F 435,
436 and 439) the one which shows the most realistic representation of Joseph's beard has the
most schematic flower-pattern background (F 435), while another one showing the most
schematic beard includes the most natural background (F 439). Similarly in the case of “La
Berceuse”', the model’s hands in F 505 are depicted. in contrast with its schematic background,
more naturally than those in F 504,

! Concerning the differences between five versions see “Appendix B”, p. 62,

5 All the oeuvre catalogues of van Gogh. including De la Faille 1928, 1970 and Hulsker
1978, give the prior catalogue-number to the version in Chicago, without any supporting
argument.
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fourth version was to be painted as the repetition of the version chosen by Augus-
tine, and from the fact that the third and fourth versions (F 506 and F 508, or
reverse) are, as we have already seen, most closely related to each other, we can
gather that Augustine selected the third version as hers at that point of time.
However, she changed her mind and, as we know through the documents about
the provenances. she finally took the version now in the Annenberg collection
(F 505). On 22 February van Gogh wrote: “elle a eu bon oeil et a pris la meilleure.™
(Letter 578/Appendix C-10) By him remained two completed canvases and one on
easel to be completed at the end of February or at the beginning of March—
namely, F 504, 506 and 508.

The last, the fifth version of “La Berceuse™ finds a short mention in the letter
of 29 March: “Et voila que pour la Sme fois je reprends ma figure de la Berceuse.™
(Letter 582/Appendix C-11) We can easily identify the fifth version with one in
Amsterdam which contains some unfinished parts and no inscription (F 507,
Appendix A-5, Fig. 5).

Thus, in a short period from December to March van Gogh painted “La
Berceuse™ again and again and reported its execution many times in his letters.
Furthermore, even after its completion, he often mentioned this work, remember-
ing its splendid model (Letter 595/Appendix C-13) or expressing his hope of
painting her once again (Letter 632/Appendix C-18). All these facts indicate that
van Gogh was strongly attached to *La Berceuse™ and estimated it very highly.
It is also shown in the passages of his letters in which he proposed to exchange
“La Berceuse™ for Gauguin's or Bernard’s best work (Letter 576, 578, 592, 614,
626/Appendix C-9, 10, 12, 15, 17).°

To commence our study of this very valued work of van Gogh, we should,
however, turn our eyes from his letters to the picture itself.

II. “La Berceuse”—Augustine Roulin

In the picture we see a woman of middle age sitting in an armchair. She wears a
simple, green blouse and a pale-green skirt. Around her neck we also see a pale
undergarment. Her reddish-brown hair is tightly piled on her head and her face,
painted in chrome-yellow, looks sunburned. Her stiff, tough hands. resting
modestly on her knees, holding the cord of a cradle’. together with her stout body
show her industriousness. Here is represented a stout. vital and. at the same time,
modest woman of common and simple life. Her features also indicate her sturdi-

5 Gauguin indeed was given a version of “La Berceuse” —the version now in Chicago.

Although we can find no cradle in the picture. the cord in her hands is doubtlessly

that of a cradle expected to be set at her feet, below the lower edge of the picture. Van Gogh
himself called it “wiegetouw™ (Letter 571a/Appendix C-1).
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ness, strength and modesty. Slightly strained lips, straight nose and sharply drawn
eyebrows reveal her strong character. In contrast to those, her eyes are calmly cast
down. But it seems that her eyes are not addressed toward the cradle at her feet.
At this moment she rests her hands from cradling and seems to be thinking of
domething far away. So she is sitting in a great, brown armchair, which stands on
the red floor, in front of the wall covered with the flower-patterned wallpaper. It
seems as if the woman is sitting in the middle of a flower garden.

The model, Augustine Roulin, is the wife of a postal clerk in Arles, Joseph
Roulin. He was one of the first sitters of van Gogh in Arles and since the first
sitting in late July 1888 they, who lived on the same street, became close friends.
Van Gogh portrayed Joseph many times and drank with him quite often, while
Joseph gave Vincent much advice about living in Arles and even often invited him,
who otherwise took only poor, cold meals, to his house for soup of a meal. Such
friendship must have meant a great deal to van Gogh, especially after the affair in
December 1888, when. more than before, people in Arles looked on him suspicious-
ly.* Joseph and Augustine were of the few people that understood van Gogh. if
not his art, but his personality. Van Gogh felt at ease in their house. His longing
for homely warmth may have been, in part, fulfilled by them, whom he regarded as
an ideal couple and ideal parents.

The family Roulin included three children, two sons named Armand and
Camille and a daughter named Marcelle. The last was born at the beginning of
August, just after van Gogh had become acquainted with the Roulins. He felt
special affection for this new-born baby and portrayed her, probably in December,
as much as five times: three times the baby alone and twice the baby held by her
mother. Besides, in connection with our subject, Marcelle has a certain signifi-
cance in “La Berceuse”. In spite of her absence in the pecture itself, her presence
before the painter is distinctly indicated by the cradle cord in Augustine’s hands.
What we see in **La Berceuse™ is Augustine cradling Marcelle.

Such a deep attachment for Augustine and Marcelle might, in itself, explain
why van Gogh estimated **La Berceuse™ so highly. Certainly, “La Berceuse™ is
closely related to the friendship between van Gogh and the Roulin family, which
is also evidenced by the fact that van Gogh presented it to them. But, when we pay
attention to its abstract title “*La Berceuse™—in English, “cradlesong’ or *“‘cra-
dling woman™*—which the artist himself inscribed in the picture, we realize that

% Concerning the friendship between van Gogh and the Roulins see: J.-N. Priou, “Van
Gogh et la Famille Roulin”, in Revie des P.T.T. de France, 11/3, 1955, pp.26-32. See also
M. Braumann, “Bei Freunden van Goghs in Arles”, in Kunst und Kinsiler, XXVI, 1928,
pp. 451-454, and B. Stokvis, “Vincent van Gogh in Arles”, in Kunst und Kinstler, XXVII,
1929, pp. 470-474, where the general views on him of van Gogh's neighbours or acquaintances
in Arles are reported.

% The French word “berceuse”™ primarily means “femme qui berce les enfants™ (ie..
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this painting must not be regarded simply as a realistic portrait, merely as the
portrait of an individual person named Augustine Roulin. Also in his letters van
Gogh designated this painting as **La Berceuse”, instead of calling it more realisti-
cally ““Portrait of Augustine Roulin™ as one would ordinarily imagine. This fact
indicates that the painting not only depicts an individual person, Augustine
Roulin, but also represents something more abstract and general, or, some abstract
and general conception.” Thus, we may inevitably ask the question, what kind of
abstract conception can be suggested by the title “*La Berceuse. It may be,
however, not so difficult for us to answer this question. When we look in the pic-
ture and look at the figure of a mother cradling her baby, we can easily get the
idea of “gentle motherhood™ or ““maternité” as such conception. May we, then,
suppose this portrait to be a visualization of the general conception of “mother-
hood™ or, in other words, a figuration of the abstract idea of “*maternité”? To
ascertain the validity of this supposition, we had better observe other portraits by
van Gogh.

I[II. The meaning of van Gogh’s portraits from his Arles period

Most of the portraits by van Gogh, especially those from his Arles period, are
considered to be idealized portraits which represent certain types of human being.
They are not merely the portraits of some individual persons. They are also the
illustrations of some typical characters or natures. Van Gogh was not so interested
in sitters themselves, in their individuality, rather he saw some special types,
characters or patterns of living in them. In many cases the sitters themselves are,
for van Gogh, not the subjects of his pictures, but the mere motives which should
be converted and idealized to the typical figures.

The most remarkable example of the idealized portrait is ““Portrait of Eugéne
Boch™ (F 462, painted in Arles in September 1888, Fig. 6), in which van Gogh
intended to represent a typical figure of “le poéte”. A month before he actually
set his hands to this portrait. van Gogh expressed his desire to paint the idealized
portrait of a poet-artist from sittings given by Eugéne Boch, a Belgian painter who
stayed then in Fontvieille near Arles. In a letter to Theo he wrote about his vision:

cradling woman, nurse). But it means derivatively “chanson pour endormir les enfants™
too (i.e.. cradlesong, lullaby). The title “La Berceuse” adopted by van Gogh bears both
meanings at the same time, as he, explaining its meaning to A.H. Koning, translated it into
the Dutch words “ons wiegelied of de wiegster™ (Letter 571a/Appendix C-1).

10 Inscribing the title is, of itself, rarely found in van Gogh's paintings. Only eight of
van Gogh's paintings are inscribed with their titles: “Tanguy™ (F 263), “Le café de nuit”
(F 463), “Pont de I’Anglois™ (F 571), “Le jardin de Daubigny” (F 777) and four versions of
*La Berceuse”. The first four titles directly indicate the concrete objects of the picture, while
*La Berceuse™ indicate the subject indirectly and abstractly.
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*“Jz voudrai faire le portrait d'un ami artiste, qui réve de grands réves, qui travaille
comme le rossignol chante, parce que c'est ainsi sa nature. Cet homme sera blond.
Je voudrai mettre dans le tableau mon appréciation, mon amour que j'ai pour lui.
Je le peindrai donc tel quel, aussi fidélement que je pourrai, pour commencer.
Mais le tablzau n’est pas fini ainsi. Pour le finir je vais maintenant étre coloriste
arbitraire. Jexagére le blond de la chevelure, j'arrive aux tons orangés, aux
chromes, au citron pale. Derricre la téte, au lieu de peindre le mur banal du mes-
quin appartement, je peins I'infini, je fais un fond simple du bleu le plus riche, le
plus intense, que je puisse confectionner, et par cette simple combinaison la téte
blonde éclairée sur ce fond bleu riche, obtient un effet mystérieux comme I'étoile
dans I'azur profond.” (Letter 520, 11 August, 111, p. 276) This vision was, after a
month, realized almost exactly as we see in the picture. Van Gogh expressed here
his image of the poet-artist with the yellow gleam of the head and clothes in front of
the starry, deep. blue sky. His purpose is not to portray the real figure of an artist,
but to convey the essential character of the artist by way of colours, to convey
“un effet mystérieux comme I'étoile dans I'azur profond™”. Here we notice the
symbolism by means of colours, in particular by complementary colours—in this
case, dark blue and bright yellow. Van Gogh aimed to visualize “la pensée d'un
front™ through “le rayonnement d'un ton clair sur un fond sombre™ (Letter 531,
III, p. 295)."

The case of *““Portrait of Eugéne Boch™ is not an exceptional one. Almost all the
portraits by van Gogh in the Arles period show, if not always so distinctly as this
case, something beyond the individuals depicted, even in the sense that not only
we see there the essential human types beyond individuality, but also the artist
represented them with the clear intention.

“Portrait of a Zouave™ (F 423, Fig. 7, and 424), the first important portrait
painted in Arles, is another example of such typical figures. When van Gogh
portrayed this “‘gargon a cou de taureau, a I'oeil de tigre™, he wrote about his
intention as follows: “‘je voudrais toujours travailler & des portraits vulgaires et
méme criards comme cela.” (Letter 501, III, p. 239) Van Gogh has probably
observed a typical character of vulgarity and rudeness in this Zouave.

In contrast to this, van Gogh represented a gentle and modest female figure in
the form of the portrait of a young girl about a month later (F 431, Fig. 8). The
portrait was called “La Mousmé” by the artist himself, because it reflects the
image of Japanese girls (mousmé) in the novel “Madame Chrysanthé¢me™ by
Pierre Loti (cf. Letter 514, III. p. 266). Van Gogh threw the image of Japanese
girls on the sitter of this portrait, a Provancal girl with “yeux bruns, cheveux et
sourcils noirs, chairs gris-jaune™ (Letter B12, IV. p. 217). While **Portrait of

1 About van Gogh's colour symbolism, see: K. Badt, Die Farbenlehre Van Goghs, Koln.
1961 (new edition, 1981).
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Eugeéne Boch™ conveys the thoughtfulness and mysteriousness of the poet by
mzans of the contrast of colours, and while the vulgarity and rudeness of the
Zouave are fully expressed by means of the collision of colours, the colours in the
portrait of “La Mousmé" reflect her calmer and more harmonious nature.”

In *“Portrait of Patience Escalier, Old Peasant in the Provence” (F 443 and
444, painted in August 1888, Fig. 9) we find the figure of a typical peasant, which
reminds us of the peasants depicted in van Gogh’s Dutch period. He wrote to
Bernard: “Ah! j'ai tout de méme une nouvelle figure qui est absolument une
continuation de certaines études de tétes faites en Hollande.™ (Letter BIS, IV, p.
223) In other letters van Gogh explained the meaning of this portrait and made his
intention and colour symbolism clear. Referring to the first version of this portrait
(F 443), he told that he painted it in the same manner as “Portrait of Eugéne
Boch™—"Toutefois sans vouloir dans ce cas évoquer I'éclat mystérieux d’une
pile étoile dans I'infini. Mais en supposant I'homme terrible que javais 4 faire en
pleine fournaisz de la moisson, en plein midi. De la des orangés fulgurants comme
du fer rougi, de la des tons de vieil or lumineux dans les ténébres.” (Letter 520,
I11, p. 276) In the second version of the portrait (F 444) van Gogh represented the
old peasant in the shine of “un couchant rouge™ (Letter 529, III, p. 291), in order
to express the ““ardeur d’un étre” by *“un rayonnement de soleil couchant™ (Letter
531, HI, p. 295). The aged peasant who has been working hard and patiently
under the terrible sun-shine of summer: this is what van Gogh has represented
here.” That is, however, not all he intended. On this portrait he has also super-
imposed the image of the peasants described in the works of Emile Zola. He
wrote in June 1888, two months before the execution of this portrait: “The actual

12

In her hand the girl holds a spray of oleander (laurier-rose)—the typical Mediterranean
blossom-—which, in this case, may symbolize feminine love. Van Gogh told ia the Letter
587: “Le laurier-rose—ah—cela parle amour et c'est beau comme le Lesbos de Puvis de
Chavannes. ou il y avait les femmes au bord de la mer.” (III, p.409) The mentioned work
of Puvis de Chavannes is probably identified with “Jeunes filles au bord de la mer™ exhibited
in Paris in 1879, 1883 and 1887 (Exhibition Puvis de Chavannes, Paris, 1977, cat.no. 134).
The relatively calm and harmonious tone of *La Mousmeé™ may be understood in connection
with that work of Puvis de Chavannes.

Y In the letter in which he mentioned this portrait for the first time van Gogh wrote:
“*Sous peu tu vas faire connaissance avec le sieur Patience Escalier...” (Letter 520, to Theo,
I, p.275) It was very rare for van Gogh to reveal the name of his model, and the full name
at that. As the sitters in Arles whose names Vincent revealed to his brother, we can count,
beside Patience Escalier, only three: Roulin, Milliet and Ginoux. who are not only his sitters,
but also his close friends. But, even in those cases he called them only by their family name,
not by their full name. The case of Patience Escalier is, thus, a single exception, and it
suggests that the name of this peasant itsell meant a great deal to van Gogh. Parience may
have been, for van Gogh. not only the name of this person, but also the indication of his
nature, moreover, of the nature of peasants in general, which was the very subject of van
Gogh's peasant portraits. Through the figure of an aged peasant named Parience van Gogh
may have intended to visualize the general nature of peasants -parience. Patience Escalier
was, in this meaning, the ideal sitter for van Gogh.



inhabitants of this country often remind me of the figures we see in Zola's work.”
(Letter 50la, to John Russel, IlI, p. 241) And then, directly referring to this
portrait, he wrote: “nous avons lu la Terre et Geminal, et si nous peignons un
paysan, nous aimerions montrer que cette lecture a un peu fini par faire corps avec
nous.” (Letter 520, 111, p. 276)

Other portraits from the Arles period can be interpreted in a similar manner.
“L'Arlésienne: Portrait of Madame Ginoux™ (F 488 and 489) is a typical figura-
tion of van Gogh’s favorite theme, “‘reading™ or “‘contemplating”, and the “*Self
Portrait™ painted in September 1888 (F 476) reflects, as the artist himself explained,
the image of ‘“‘un bonze simple adorateur du Buddha éternel™ (Letter 553a. to
Gauguin, 111, p. 344).

IV. *‘La Berceuse''—the motherhood

The potraits of each member of the Roulin family, which hold an important
position in van Gogh's Arlesien portraits', can be similarly characterized and
interpreted. It is obvious that van Gogh saw in Joseph Roulin—the fitst member
of the Roulins who became acquainted with him and sat for him—the superim-
posed image of a passionate republican, a philosopher in the town, as was Socrates,
and an ideal father: “De man is een fameus republikein en socialist, redeneert
heel goed en weet veel dingen. Zijn vrouw is vandaag bevallen en hij is dus erg het
heertje en blinkt van satisfactie.” (Letter W35, IV, p. 155): “Type socratique, pas
moins socratique pour étre un peu alcoolique, et conséquemment haut en couleur.
Sa femme venait d’accoucher, le bonhomme luisait de satisfaction. Il est terrible
républicain.” (Letter Bl4, IV, p. 222)"

After having painted two portraits of Joseph in August (F 432 and 433), van
Gogh reported to his brother at the beginning of December that he had complet-
ed the portraits of all the members of the family (Letter 560, 111, p. 355). The
portraits painted at that time are those of the mother Augustine (F 503, Fig. 10),
of the eldest son Armand (F 492 and 493), of the second son Camille (F 537 and
538). of the baby Marcelle (F 440, 441, Fig. 12, and 441a), of Augustine with
Marcelle (F 490 and 491, Fig. 13) and of Joseph (F 434, Fig. 14). They were
probably designed to compose a cycle of generations from the innocent baby to
the elderly wise man. When van Gogh said, **C’est plus fort que moi cette série de
bipédes, a partir du bébé jusqu'a Socrate’ (Letter B15, about 18 August, 1V,
p. 223), he must have imagined Marcelle, who was just born, as **bébé™ and Joseph
as ““Socrate™. Beginning from the baby Marcelle, through Camille, Armand and

" Twenty-one of some forty-four Arlesien portraits show the members of the Roulin family,
15 See also Letter 516, 111, p. 269.
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Augustine to Joseph, van Gogh tried to compose, as it were, a series of the steps of
human life."

It is noteworthy to point out that the baby Marcelle was portrayed most frequent-
ly among the family till December 1888: as we have already seen in Chapter II,
three times as the single portrait (F 440, 441, Fig. 12, and 441a) and twice with
her mother (F 490 and 491. Fig. 13). As early as August van Gogh had thought of
portraying her. Already on the day of her birth he has expressed the hope of paint-
ing her (cf. Letter W5, IV, p. 156), and similar expressions were repeated over
again in his letters (for example, Letter 518, 111, p. 271: Letter W6, 1V, p. 138),
which shows his particular affection for babies.

His affection for babies had manifested itself most strongly in the affair with
Sien in the Hague, and he had then made many drawings depicting her baby.
especially the baby held in her arms."” But they were not the exceptional products
for van Gogh. He depicted the mother holding the baby gently in her arms often
from the early Etten period to the last Auvers period.” Mother and baby was
really a obsessive image throughout van Gogh's life. And. in this context. the
portraits of Marcelle with Augustine from the Arles period may be also inter-
preted as examples of this obsessive figure—mother and baby.

To return, here. to the heroine of our arguments, Augustine Roulin, van Gogh
portrayed her three times before “*La Berceuse™. Two of them are the above-men-
tioned portraits with her baby (F 490 and 491) and another one is the single
portrait (F 503, Fig. 10). The latter must have been painted at the end of November
or at the beginning of December, when Gauguin too portrayed her, probably
settling his easel beside that of van Gogh. By Gauguin’s brushes the *“Portrait of
Madame Roulin™ now in the City Art Museum of Saint Louis (Fig. 11) was pro-
duced then."

Comparing these two portraits by van Gogh and by Gauguin, we understand
more clearly what van Gogh sought in the person of Augustine—a stout woman.
An ordinary woman in Gauguin's portrait acquired more stoutness and strength
in van Gogh's work and pushes herself more vividly on to the viewers. Here
van Gogh emphasized her character and educed more vitality. The vitality is also
expressed in the background. While the background of Gauguin’s painting is

16 In 1888. when van Gogh met the Roulins, Joseph was 47 vears old, Augustine 37,
Armand 17 and Camille 10. Marcelle was born at the beginning of August 1888.

17 F 1061-1065 and 1068. Beside them the representations of baby held by the other
persons: F 981 and 1066; of baby in cradle: F 1024 and JH 155, 338; of baby alone: F 872,
911 and 912.

15 S 16723 (after J. Dalou), F 1070, F 644 (after V. Demont-Breton) and F 1617. To
add them. F 369 “Woman with Cradle”, F 647 which shows a mother beside her baby in
cradle (after Millet) and F 668 “*The First Steps™ (after Millet).

1 In Gauguin's work Augustine wears the same clothes and sits in the same armcahir
as in van Gogh's work. Van Gogh took his position on her left and Gauguin on her right.
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composed of the calm pale-blue wall and his own landscape-painting (**The Blue
Trees™)”, in the background of van Gogh’s painting we find the vivid yellow wall
and a window through which we see some pots with vigorously sprouting bulbs.*

The image of a stout woman of common life represented in this portrait and the
image of a gentle mother which we see in the portraits of Augustine holding
Marcelle in her arms were then mixed together into “*La Berceuse™ and trans-
formed to a higher image of motherhood. In **La Berceuse' van Gogh merged the
characteristics showing her stoutness—solid build and strong features—with
some elements indicating her gentleness and modesty—gentle manner of sitting in
an armchair, hands modestly laid on knees and eyes calmly cast down. As in other
portraits in the Arles period, colours also strengthen the expression of this image.
The contrast between the humble and solid green of the colthes and keen and
strong vermilion of the floor implies the duality of the image.” In addition to
those simple green and red, bright chrome-yellow which indicates primarily the
sunburned face of the sitter conveys the warmth and brilliancy of this woman as
well. And dreaming white and pink of flowers in the background suggest her
tenderness.” ““La Berceuse™” is not merely the simple portrait of Augustine Roulin,

2 Pointed out first by M. Roskill. See: J. Rewald, Post-Impressionism, from Van Gogh to
Gauguin, New York, 1962 (2nd ed.), p. 260 and p. 270, note 32a: Roskill 1970, p. 154.

2 Among van Gogh's oeuvre we have only two other examples depicting the sprouting
bulbs—**Basket of Crocuses”™ (F 334) and **Basket of Bulbs™ (F 336), still lifes in Paris period —
and we cannot exactly define what van Gogh meant by them. Anyway, the fact that the
position and size of the pots of bulbs in this portrait is somewhat curious and abnormal—
they are seen in too high a position and are too large -suggests that the scene outside the
window is not a real, but an imaginative one. The sprouting bulbs in this portrait may
symbolize the character and vitality of the sitter. Roskill regarded them as “‘suggestion of
the latent life of plants during the winter season (Roskill 1970, p. 154). Incidentally, the colour
of the wall. being yellow. is surely the imaginative. As we know through van Gogh's description,
the real colour of the inside wall of van Gogh's room was white (cf. Letter 480, 111, p.203).

“  From the above-mentioned portraits of Augustine Roulin by Gauguin and van Gogh
painted in November or December it is certain that Augustine actually used to wear green
clothes. Similarly, red is the real colour of the floor of Vincent's room, as he reported in the
Letter 480 (III, p.203: “le parquet est en briques rouges™). But the colour of the floor is
stronger and keener in “La Berceuse™ as that in “Zouave™ (F 424) or in “Vincent's Chair”
(F 498).

# In the flower-pattern background many scholars observe the influence from Gauguin's
“Self-Portrait: Les Misérables” (Wildenstein 239) dedicated to van Gogh in October 1888
(Weisbach 1951, p. 134; Catalogue of exhibition, Vincent van Gogh, Haus der Kunst, Miinchen,
1956, no. 134; Orrerlo 1966, p. 88). Welsh-Ovcharov points out, just as the author of this article
suspected, the influence from Bernard’s “Portrait of the Artist’s Grandmother™ (Rijksmuseum
Vincent van Gogh, Amsterdam) which van Gogh received in October 1888 (Welsh-Ovcharov
1981, p. 149, fig. p. 285). This work of Bernard may have influenced not only the background,
but also the type of figure of “La Berceuse”. However, we should not restrict the influence
on the background of “La Berceuse” to those from Gauguin and Bernard. The flower-pattern
background is, as A. Meyerson wrote, “sufficiently frequent in the portraits of that period
to make it possible that van Gogh's source of inspiration as regards this detail should be
sought for elsewhere™, for example, Manet. Cézanne. Renoir, Degas and so on (A. Meyerson,
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but the figuration of the ideal of motherhood, the image of an ideal woman in
whom strength and tenderness are united, although Augustine Roulin, actually
being a good wife and ideal mother, was indispensable as its model. We could say
that van Gogh has seized and abstracted the nature of Augustine and, by means of
the emphasis and deformation of colours and forms, heightened her to the typical
and idealized image of woman-mother.”

But the characterization of this work does not remain in this pattern. Besides
the characters of the portrait of Augustine Roulin and the image of the ideal
woman-mother, **La Berczuse™ has a more particular and concrete character. on
one hand, and a more general and transcendetal character, on the other hand.

V. The first conception

In the letter of 28 Jaunary 1889 van Gogh told about his first conception of
La Berceuse™: “Je viens de dire 4 Gauguin au sujet de cette toile. que lui et moi
ayant causé des pécheurs d’Islande et de leur isolement mélancolique, exposés a
tous les dangers, seuls sur la triste mer, je viens d'en dire 4 Gauguin qu’en suite de
ces conversations intimes il m'était venu I'idée de peindre un tel tableau, que des
marins. a la fois enfants et martyrs. le voyant dans la cabine d’un bateau de
pécheurs d’Islande. éprouveraient un sentiment de bercement leur rappelant leur
propre chant de nourrice.” (Letter 574/ Appendix C-4) And then in the letter of 29
March he referred to the conception of *“La Berceuse™ again: “*Mais enfin je
cherche a faire une image tel qu'un matelot, qui ne saurait pas peindre, en imagi-
nerait lorsqu’en pleine mer il songe 4 une femme d'a terre.” (Letter 582/Appendix
C-11) So far as those passages say. this painting was intended to represent the
image of the mother who consoles the fishermen living a hard and lonely life on
the desolate North Sea and. at the same time, the image of the wife whom they

“Van Gogh and the School of Pont-Aven™, in Konsthistorisk Tidskrift, 1946, 3/4, pp. 56f.).
In any way. the flower-pattern background in “La Berceuse” itself must have been freely
composed by van Gogh. The inside walls of van Gogh's “vellow house™ in Arles were
painted in white (cf. Letter 480, III, p. 203). Regarding the suggestive use of the flower-pattern
background we are reminded. above all, of Manet's “Portrait of Méry Laurent: L' Automne™
painted in 1882 (Rouart/Wildenstein 393),

# Simplification and emphasis of colours that we see in this painting may suggest, to
some degree. the influence from Gauguin’s and Bernard’s “cloisonisme™”. But van Gogh's
coloration is more simple and expressive than that of Gauguin or Bernard, so that we imagine
rather the stronger and direct influence from primitive popular images. Albert Aurier called
“La Berceuse™” “gigantesque et géniale image d'Epinal” (A. Aurier, “Un isolé: Vincent van
Gogh", in Le Mercure de France, 1890: reprinted in Van Gogh: reconté par lui-méme et par
ses amis, vol. 2, Paris, 1947, p. 68), and van Gogh himself told about “La Berceuse”, *...cela
ressemble si I'on veut a une chromolithographie de bazar™ (Letter 574/Appendix C-4). In
another letter he wrote: “Mais je me suis un peu fontu de la vérité de la couleur. Faire des
images naives de vieil almanach plutét.” (Letter B7, 1V, p. 205)
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always think of. She is the berceuse (cradling woman) who reminds them of the
gentle herceuse (cradlesong).

Augustine Roulin, a good wife and a gentle mother, was the fitting model for
such a representation. Furthermore, she became even the ideal model when van
Gogh, after having left the hospital in January 1889, resumed painting this por-
trait, because she was then obliged to live separately from her husband just the
same as wives of fishermen. Her husband was transferred to the postal office in
Marseille and. for economic reasons, the Roulin family came to live separately,
Joseph in Marseille and Augustine with children in Arles. Leaving his wife and
children, Joseph departed Arles on 21 (or 22) January. From 17 to 23 January van
Gogh repeatedly reported to his brother about this matter and Joseph’s manner
before his departure (Letter 571, 572 and 573). The fact that van Gogh told about
“La Berceuse”’, which he had already begun to paint in December, for the first
time in his letters in this very period—in the letter to A.H. Koning written about
9-23 January (Letter 571a) and in those to Theo of 23 and 28 Jaunary (Letter
573 and 574)—indicates that this portrait became more important for Vincent in
connection with the affair of Joseph's departure. The conception of *“La Berceuse™,
the image of the ideal mother and wife, gets clearer in van Gogh's mind at this
point of time when Augustine becomes a woman who lives separately from her
husband and waits for him and for the day she will be able to live with him together
again. In the picture she rests her hands from cradling, thinks of her husband far
away and turns her eyes toward her own mind to imagine him, just as the wives of
fishermen think of their husbands on the North Sea.”

VI. Legendary, literary and realistic sources

From the consideration in the previous chapter we may conclude that “La
Berceuse” is not only the general figuration of motherhood, but also the represen-
tation of an ideal woman who consoles the lonely fishermen on the sea. The
conception of such representation was derived, as we have already mentioned,
from the conversation with Gauguin. To quote again: **Je viens de dire @ Gauguin

% As the author has already said, van Gogh regarded Joseph and Augustine as an ideal
couple (cf. above all, Letter 573. I11. p. 380). If one supposes the version F 505 to be the first
version to which van Gogh had already set in December, the change of the position of the
sitter’s hands in the second version (in this case, F 504) which was begun after 23 January
that is to say. just after the departure of Joseph -may be explained as a modification in
order to stress the sitter's situation by showing her ring finger indicating her role as a wife.
Regarding another representation of the woman waiting her husband, we can point to
van Gogh's copy of “L’homme est en mer” by Virginie Demont-Breton. which shows a
fisherman's wife holding her child in her arms and thinking of her husband (F 644, Saint-
Rémy, October 1889).
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au sujet de cette toile, que lui et moi ayant causé des pécheurs d’Islande et de leur
isolement mélancolique, exposés a tous les dangers, seuls sur la triste mer, je viens
d’en dire & Gauguin qu'en suite de ces conversations intimes il m’était venu I'idée
de peindre un tel tableau . . . * About the further interpretation of these passages,
regarding the contents of that “‘conversations intimes™ with Gauguin and regard-
ing the direct source of *“La Berceuse™ in particular, there are differences of opin-
ion among scholars. At this point we may distinguish three different interpreta-
tions.

The first and earliest interpretation was made by Emile Bernard and followed by
Noldenfalk, Weisbach and others. They understood that the direct source of
“La Berceuse™ was the figure in the Breton legend named *‘la berceuse™, about
which Gauguin may have told van Gogh during their above-mentioned conver-
sation.” Secondly, Rewald, Leymarie and some other scholars maintain that van
Gogh and Gauguin talked about Pierre Loti’s novel **Pécheur d’Islande™ and that
the novel inspired van Gogh to paint “*La Berceuse™.” Thirdly, such scholars as
Schapiro or Roskill understand most simply that van Gogh got the idea of *“La
Berceuse™ from Gauguin’s tales about his experiences among the Icelandic fisher-
men in Bretagne.”

The first interpretation—it is the earliest. but sometimes regarded as ques-
tionable—is based on the passages of another letter from van Gogh to Bernard.
In his article on van Gogh published in 1891 Bernard wrote, **D’ailleurs chacune
des ceuvres a sa légende, telle celle de la Berceuse,” and quoted the fragment of an
letter of van Gogh: *La nuit, en mer, les pécheurs voient sur I'avant de leur barque
une femme surnaturelle dont I'aspect ne les effraye point, car elle est la berceuse,
celle qui tirait les cordes de la corbeille ot momes ils geignaient: et c'est elle qui
revient chanter au roulins du grand ber de planches les cantiques de I'enfance, les
cantiques qui reposent et qui consolent de la dure vie.” (Appendix C—Supplement
1) Here we find a clear explanation of the legendary source of van Gogh’s “La
Berceuse™. The authenticity of those passages is, however, not completely free
from doubt, because we cannot find this extract in any of the editions of van
Gogh’s collected letters, but only in Bernard's article.” Moreover, so far as the

26

C. Nordenfalk, “Van Gogh and Literature™, in Journal of Warburg and Courtauld
Institutes, X. 1947, p. 144; Weishach 1951, p.132: Catalogue of exhibition. Vincent Van Gogh,
Haus der Kunst. Minchen, 1956. no. 134: Catalogue of exhibition, Vincent Van Gogh—Leben
und Schaffen, Villa Higel, Essen. 1957, no. 308.

L Rewald, Posi-Impressionism, from Van Gogh to Gauguin, New York, 1962 (2nd ed.),
p-315: J. Leymarie, Van Gogh, Paris, 1951, p. 116: Paintings in the Art Institute of Chicago:
A Catalogue of the Picture Collection, Chicago, 1961, p. 198: Otterlo 1966. p. 88.

“ M. Schapiro, Van Gogh, London, 1950, p. 94: Roskill 1970, p. 155.

“' Welsh-Ovecharov concluded. in her comment to Bernard's article, that these passages
might be an arbitrary interpretation by Bernard based on the Letter B21, 574 and 592 (B.
Welsh-Ovcharov, Van Gogh in Perspective, Englewood Cliffs, 1974, pp. 39, 40 notes, 11, 12).
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author of this study is aware, we cannot find such a legend in any of the books on
Breton l2gend or folklore. But we have another I:tter of van Gogh which supports
the content of the above-mzntionsd passages. It is the letter to Gauguin written
about 23 January 1889.% In that letter van Gogh told about his thoughts and
dreams during the disease: *Dans ma fiévre cérébrale ou folie, je ne sais trop
comment dire ou comment nommer ¢a, ma pensée a navigué sur bien des mers.
J'ai révé jusqu'an vaisseau fantdme hollandais et jusqu'a I'Horla et il parait que
j*ai alors chanté. moi qui ne sais pas chanter en d’autres occasions, justement un vieux
chant de nourrice, en songeant a ce que chantait la berceuse qui bergait les marins . . .
(it seems that I sang then . ..an old song of the nurse, dreaming that which la
berceuse, who cradles the mariners, would sing)” (Appendix C-3) When we
consider what the last passage means, it is certain that van Gogh knew something
about the legendary figure “la berceuse™ who cradles seamen and sings them
lullabies. Moreover, from his way of writing—the content of the passage is never
understandable without any previous knowledge about that legend—it can be
casily imagined that van Gogh had oncz talked with Gauguin about this “ber-
ceuse” before he wrote this latter. When we collate these two mentions, one in
the extract of the letter to Bernard and one in the letter to Gauguin, we can surely
suppose the existence of the legend of “‘la berceuse™ as noe of the subjects of the
conversation between van Gogh and Gauguin, and as one of the direct sources of
van Gogh's “La Berceuse”, even if the further details of this legend itself remain
to be studied.”

#  This letter to Paul Gauguin is not included in the Dutch, French nor English edition
of the collected letters and it was in circulation only in the German translation, which was
published first, without any comments on its original source, in Vincent van Gogh, Briefe
an Emile Bernard und Paul Gauguin, edited by H. Grabar, Basel, 1921, p. 105, as Letter IV
(also in Vincent van Gogh, Briefe an Emile Bernard, Paul Gauguin, Paul Signac und Andere.
by the same editor, Basel, 1938, pp.104-106. as Letter 1V: 1941, p.110f. as Letter V).
Then it was taken over in Vincent van Gogh. Briefe iiber Kunst, edited by F. Bayl, Kdln,
1963, p. 117f., and in the German edition of the collected letters edited by F. Erpel, 1965-68
(Letter|/G). vol. 5. pp.308f., as Letter 573a. While Bayl and Erpel simply followed the
translation by Grabar and could not ascertain its original source (cf. Bayl. p.116; Erpel,
vol. 5, p.376), the author of this essay is able to point out its original French form in Paul
Gauguin by J. de Rotonchamp, Paris, 1906, pp.57-59. From Rotonchamp’s comment on
this letter L original de cette lettre avait été conservé par Gauguin™ (p. 59) -we can assume
that Rotonchamp, who was acquainted with Gauguin, had copied the letter directly from
its original retained by Gauguin. Therefore the authenticity of the letter, the original of
which must have disappeared in the meantime. allows no doubt. On the basis of a passage
in this letter, *Roalin (sic.) a eu son changement pour Marseille et vient de partir™ (p. 58),
we can date this letter as of about 23 January 1889,

i About this legend it is noteworthy that it had never been specified as Breton legend
in the above-mentioned passages by van Gogh, though most scholars defined it as Breton.
It is also possible that the legend of “la berceuse” derived from Provence, as Quesne-van
Gogh indicated (E. H. du Quesne-van Gogh, Persinliche Erinnerungen an Vincent van Gogh,
Munich 1913, 3rd ed., p.67). According to Bernard's report. van Gogh “peignit donc la
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The second interpretation which indicates the influence of Loti’s *“Pécheur
d’Islande™ on **La Berceuse™ is also reasonable when we take account other exam-
ples which show the direct relationship between van Gogh's works and literature.
We can speak of, as such examples, ““Patience Escalier” related to**La Terre™ and
“Germinal™ of Emile Zola, and “*La Mousmé™ inspired by “Madame Chrysan-
théme™ of Loti.

Pierre Loti was one of the favorite writers of van Gogh and his name can be
found many times in van Gogh's letters. When we mark especially “Pécheur
d’Islande™ published in 1886, its name has appeared first in the letter of 28 October
1888: *““Je savais bien que Gauguin avait voyagé mais j’ignorais qu'il était vrai
marin, il a passé par toutes les difficultés, il a été vrai gabier dans la hune et vrai
matelot. Cela me donne pour lui un terrible respect et dans sa personne encore
une plus absolue confiance. Il a. s’il faut le comparer a quelque chose, des rapports
avec ces pécheurs d’'Islande de Loti.”™ It is significant for our study that the novel
was mentioned in close connection with Gauguin. This fact may lead us to assume
that the conversation with Gauguin reported in the Letter 574—the conversation
about the lonely life of fishermen—took place most likely on the same day in
October. and that the “*pécheurs d’Islande”, which was the main subject of that
conversation and became the source of the conception of **La Berceuse™, not only
means the Icelandic fishermen in general, but also directly indicates the novel
“Pécheur d’Islande™ of Loti.” When we once take this point of view and study
the novel ¢f Loti, the affinity between van Gogh’s characterization of the lonely
life of Icelandic fishermen and its description by Loti is so obvious that we become
convinced that van Gogh must have got the most of his knowledge about Icelandic
fishermen from the novel of Loti. So **La Berceuse™ was closely related with Loti
as well as with Gauguin from its very conception.

As for the third interpretation, it is easy to imagine that van Gogh, talking
with Gauguin about the legendary “berceuse™, about Gauguin’s experiences as
sailor and about the novel of Loti, learned from Gauguin, at the same time, the
information about the real life of the Icelandic fishermen in Bretagne.” That infor-

Berceuse avec I'intention de 'offrir soit a Marseille, soit a Saintes-Maries (both in Provence),
dans une auberge ot viennent boire les matelots™ (Appendix C-Supplement 1).

% Letter 558b. not in Lerters/ D, but in Leters/F, 11, p.264. It can be supposed that
Vincent had already read the novel in July 1887 when Theo, who lived together with him,
introduced it to Mrs. van Stockum-Haanebeck (cf. Letter Tla. IV, p. 256).

' We must point out the difference in spelling between “pécheurs d’Islande™ (plural)
mentioned in the Letter 574 and the correct title of the novel “Pécheur d’Islande™ (singular).
However, Vincent and Theo spelled the title of the novel as “pécheurs d’Islande™ also in
other letters (cf. Letter 558b and Tla).

“ Welsh-Ovcharov erroneously criticized Roskill's opinion on the “pécheurs d'Islande™
(Welsh-Ovcharov 1981, p.149. note 3). “Pécheurs d’Islande™ are not the fisherman who live
in Iceland, as Welsh-Ovcharov believes, but the fishermen of Bretagne who are believed to
be the descendants of Icelanders and who work in the North Sea near Iceland, as corrcetly
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mation from Gauguin must have played a certain role in vivifying van Gogh's
image of fishermen'’s life and leading him to the conception of “La Berceuse™.

Through the foregoing study we come to the conclusion that each of three
interpretations about the sources of “La Berceuse is reasonable. In fact three
sources—the legend of *‘la berceuse”, the novel *Pécheur d'Islande™ of Loti and
tales of Gauguin about his experiences among the fishermen—must have fused as
one in van Gogh's mind and gradually transformed and converged to the image
of *La Berceuse”. The deep impression of **Pécheur d’Islande” of Loti and the
sympathy for the characters in the novel—Breton fishermen who work on the
dangerous North Sea far from their mothers. wives or lovers—were strengthened
by Gauguin’s tales about the real life of seamen and has led van Gogh to paint a
figure of the woman of similar character to the legendary “*berceuse’” who cradles
fishermen and consoles them with lullabies.

VII. Religious character

Next to the above-mentioned letters of 28 January (Letter 574) and of 29
March (Letter 582) the important reference to **La Berceuse' appears in his letter
of 25 May, in which van Gogh proposed a special way to display **La Berceuse™.
“I1 faut encore savoir que si tu les mets dans ce sens-ci. soit la Berceuse au millieu
et les deux toiles des tournesols a droite et a gauche, cela forme comme un tripti-
que. Et alors les tons jaunes et orangés de la téte reprennent plus d'éclat par les
voisinages des volets jaunes.” (Letter 592/Appendix C-12) By the idea of making a
triptych with “*La Berceuse™ in the center and two pieces of ““The Sunflowers™
(Fig. 15) respectively on both sides—the idea is also illustrated in the letter (Fig.
16)—the picture is endowed with a pseudo-religious character.

The idea of displaying **La Berceuse™” among some pieces of **“The Sunflowers™,
though not as a triptych, had been already expressed in the letter of 28 January,
when van Gogh had completed the first two versions of **La Berceuse”. “Je
m’imagine ces toiles juste entre celles des tournesols, qui ainsi forment des lam-
padaires ou candelabres a coté de méme grandeur, et le tout ainsi se compose de
7 ou de 9 toiles.” (Letter 574/Appendix C-4)" It is worth notice that van Gogh

understood by Roskill. Having stayed in Bretagne in 1888, just before he visited Arles. Gauguin
indeed could tell van Gogh details about the life of those **pécheurs d’lIslande™.

It is hardly defined how seven or nine canvases should be combined. In the same
letter van Gogh wrote, “Tu as vu comme moi défiler dans la petite vitrine d'une maison
d’encadrement de la rue Lafitte une partie de la collection Faure n’est-ce pas?. ... Mon grand
désir serait que toi tu eusses plus tot ou plus tard une série de toiles de moi, lesquelles
pourraient elles aussi défiler juste dans la méme vitrine” (Letter 574, I11, p. 382). and then
in a related passage in the letter of 3 February, he said, “"Sans cela (la Berceuse) je ne pourrais
pas compléter cette série de laquelle je te parlais, qui doit pouvoir passer dans la méme
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compared sunflowers to “lampadaires™ or “‘candelabres”. Surrounded by sun-
flowers, ““La Berceuse™ appears as the image of a saint surrounded by candles.
The religious character of **La Berceuse™ suggested as early as that point of time
becomes more obvious when it composes the form of a triptych, the typical and
traditional form of religious paintings.” In the center of a triptych ““La Berceuse”
may be regarded not as an ordinary portrait, nor merely as a typical figuration of
motherhood. but as an image of the Holy Mother, Madonna surrounded by
“candelabres™.”

This interpretation of **La Berceuse™ will be supported by another passage in
van Gogh’s letter, in which he told that he designed “La Berceuse™ as ‘“‘une
décoration comme serait par exemple pour le fond d’un cabine dans un navire”
(Letter 592/Appendix C-12). In another passage, which we have already men-
tioned. van Gogh specified the place to hang the painting more definitely as
being “la cabine d’un bateau de pécheurs d’Islande™ (Letter 574/Appendix C-4).

To answer the question, what should be found in *‘le fond d'un cabine” of
ships generally. or, more strictly. of the “*bateau de pécheurs d'Islande”, the author
will quote some passages from “Pécheur d'Islande™ by Pierre Loti, because this
novel was probably the most important source of van Gogh’s knowledge of fisher-
men’s life and fishing boats. and, moreover, because it was one of the direct sources
of the conception of “La Berceuse™ itself. In his descriptions of the cabin of a
fishing boat on the North Sea Pierre Loti wrote: **Contre un panneau du fond, une
sainte vierge en faience était fixée sur une planchette, 4 une place d’honneur. Elle
¢tait un peu ancienne, la patronne de ces marins, et peinte avec un art encore
naif. Mais les personnages en faience se conservent beaucoup plus longtemps que
les vrais hommes: aussi sa robe rouge et bleue faisait encore I'effet d’une petite
chose trés fraiche au milieu de tous les gris sombres de cette pauvre maison de
bois. Elle avait dii écouter plus d’une ardente priére, & des heures d’angoisses; on
avait cloué a ses pieds deux bouquets de fleurs artificielles et un chapelet.” *“La

petite vitrine, que nous avons tant regrardée” (Letter 576, I1I, p.387). If we pay attention
to those passages. we may conclude that van Gogh's idea of displaying seven or nine canvases
of “La Berceuse™ and “The Sunflowers” was intended for that “petite vitrine”. Is it possible
to display seven or nine canvases in a row in such a “petite vitrine”? Then, should we
imagine, in the case of nine canvases, the display of one piece of “La Berceuse™ surrounded
on every side and corner by eight pieces of **The Sunflowers™ ?

5 CF. K. Lankheit, Das Triprychon als Pathosformel. Heidelberg, 1959, pp. 64f,

T Welsh-Ovcharov has written that “van Gogh saw this Berceuse as a modern madonna™
(Welsh-Ovcharov 19581, p.149). Incidentally, van Gogh actually tried this special way of
displaying “La Berceuse” when he showed to Joseph Roulin “les deux exemplaires de la
Berceuse entre ces quatre bouquets-la (sunflowers)”™ (Letter 575/Appendix C-5). In this case
he showed those works probably as two sets of triptych each containing one piece of “La
Berceuse™ and two pieces of “The Sunflowers™. Those four canvases of “The Sunflowers™
must have been F 454, 455, 456 and 458. The largest of them (F 458) is 95x73cm in size,
and the smallest (F 456) 91 <71 cm: They have nearly the same dimentions as “La Berceuse™.

% P. Loti, Pécheur d’Islande, 1886, in the Livre de Poche edition, p. 8.
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Berceuse™ of van Gogh is indeed a substitution for this “*sainte vierge en faience™
situated at the end of the cabin, and, without any doubt, bears the same character
as the latter.

After the study in this chapter we can now conclude that *La Berceuse™ was
intended, by the artist himself, as a sort of Madonna. But this conclusion may be
followed by other questions. Why did van Gogh represent the Madonna as such a
common figure which is completely based on the portrait of a real woman? Why
did he represent her as such a vulgar figure without any direct allusions or attribu-
tions to the holy existence ? Why did van Gogh take such a complicated process to
represent the Madonna, instead of painting her simply in the traditional figure?
And then, what kind of thought was behind such an untraditional, secular Madon-
na? By answering these questions, we should be able to approach not only the
essential meaning of **La Berceuse™, but also of van Bogh's portraits in general,
perhaps even the essence of his creativity.

VIII. Significance of portraits for van Gogh

Van Gogh acknowledged portraits as his chief field of creation and painted
many pieces as early as his Dutch period. He wrote, “Terwijl het figuur wel
omslachtiger is. en een meer gecompliceerde zaak, doch het is solidener geloof ik,
op den langen duur™ (Letter 174, 13 February 1882, I, p. 313), or **Veel werken
met model is wat ik moet doen, en het eenige wat secuur vooruithelpen kan™
(Letter 442, 28 December 1885, 111, p. 120). In the following Paris period his
thoughts on portraits did not change, although their production decreased
because of the lack of models. “Maar dat wat ik hoop te bereiken is een goed
portret te schilderen.” (Letter WI, Paris, 1887, 1V, p. 144); “I have lacked money
for paying models else I had entirely given myself to figure painting.” (Letter 459a,
Paris, 1886, II1. p. 163) In Arles van Gogh could get some ideal models. Still, his
desire to paint portraits surpassed his ability to recruit and pay models. He
always complained: **La difficulté pour les modéles existe. seulement la patience et
surtout d’avoir continuellement quelques sous, naturellement y peut quelque
chose. Mais cette difficulté est réelle.” (Letter 530, 111, p. 292) If he would be able
to recruit sufficient models, he said, he should become *“‘un tout autre peintre”,
and should show that “waar ik eigentlijk voor portret geschikter ben’ (Letter W4,
LV, p. 152).

So he preferred painting portraits to depicting landscapes or still lifes. because
“faire des études de figures pour chercher et pour apprendre, ce serait encore
aprés tout pour moi le plus court chemin de faire quelque chose qui vaille™ (Letter
502, 111, p. 243). “Il n’y a pas de meilleur et plus court chemin pour améliorer le
travail que de faire la figure. Aussi je me sens toujours de la confiance en faisant des
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portraits, sachant que ce travail-1a est bien plus sérieux—c’est peut-étre pas le mot,
mais est plutot celui qui me permet de cultiver ce que j'ai de mieux et de plus
sérieux.” (Letter 517, III, p. 271) Van Gogh even encouraged Bernard to paint
portraits: “Je Uengage fortement d’étudier le portrait, faites-en le plus possible et
ne lachez pas. 1l nous fandra dans la suite prendre le public par le portrait: 'avenir,
selon moi, est la-dedans.™ (Letter B19, 1V, p. 228)

For van Gogh, who said. **Je veux faire de la figure, de la figure et encore de la
figure™ (Letter BIS. IV, p. 223), figure painting was the most important field of
painting. Even in his landscapes or still lifes his real subjects are not the things he
depicted there, but the human being behind them and suggested by them. He once
wrote to Theo from the Hague: “Theo ik ben gedecideerd geen landschapschilder.,
als ik landschappen maken zal er zal aitijd iets figuurachtigs in zijn.” (Letter 182, I,
p. 328) The beautiful public garden with a poetic atmosphere in Arles (depicted in
F 468 etc.), for example, was not a ordinary garden for van Gogh, but the garden
which reminded him of some historical figures: the garden which “*font réver aux
paysages ou I'on se représente volontiers Botticelli, Giotto, Pétrarque, le Dente et
Boccace™ (Letter 553a, 111, p. 345). *“The Night Café” (F 463) was painted to indi-
cate a certain way of human living, to show that “le café est un endroit ot I'on
peut se ruiner, devenir fou, commettre des crimes™ (Letter 534, III. p. 300).
And “The Vincent's Bedroom™ (F 482) should be *“*suggestive ici du repos ou du
sommeil en général™ (Letter 554, 111, p.345).

Besides those landscapes and room-scenes many of the still lifes by van Gogh
can be similarly interpreted as implying something of human living or human
being. Van Gogh read the human meaning in almost all the things around him.
For example, he always saw flowers in connection with his living or with someone’s
being. A spray of oleander in the hand of “La Mousmé"™ symbolizes feminine
love.” In the bouquet of sunflowers together in a vase he saw the figures of
friendly artists who share an artistic faith,” and, in another case, he felt the
gratitude to the higher existence in the appearance of sunflowers turning to the
sun.” Inanimate objects too bear human meanings. An empty chair, for instance,
indicates the absence of someone (**Gauguin's Armchair™. F 499). Or, to show a
more dramatic example. a pair of old shoes reveals the toil of human life: worn
shoes are not only shoes, but the symbol of worn life.*

Representation of the human being and human living was always of paramount

¥ Cf. Note 12.

W Van Gogh, who dreamt of an artistic colony in Arles, especially intended the canvases
of “The Sunflowers™ as the decoration of the guest room for his artist friends.

i1 Van Gogh once wrote to Albert Aurier that the colours of “The Sunflowers™ express
“une idéee symbolisant la gratitude™ (Letter 626a, 111, p. 500).

i A Pair of Shoes™ (F 255, 331, 333 etc.). About the meaning of his still lifes see
especially Graerz 1968.
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significance in van Gogh's creation. It is not merely the representation of the
external aspects of human being or human living, but rather that of its inner
substance. When van Gogh depicts something, whether it is a human being or
still life or landscape, its appearance is of only secondary importance for him.
The higher substance behind it, indicating the essential aspects of human life,
signifies more. In this connection we may remember van Gogh’s sermon held in
1876 in Isleworth, which he concluded with the following words: **And when
each of us goes back to the daily things and daily duties, let us not forget that
things are not what they seem, that God by the things of daily life teacheth us
higher things.”* Behind the daily things and activities van Gogh sought to see
something higher or substantial.

Regarding van Gogh's portraits, he saw behind Eugéne Boch, as mentioned
in Chapter III, a substantial existence of the poet, and behind Patience Escalier
he recognized a true life of the peasant. The models of van Gogh’s portraits are
the typical figures to represent something higher beyond individuality. Moreover,
they often became eternal human types bearing a transcendental glow, as was the
case of “The Poet™ or “*La Berceuse’. Van Gogh remarked: “*Je voudrais peindre
des hommes ou des femmes avec ce je ne sais quoi d'éternel. dont autrefois le nimbe
était le symbole, et que nous cherchons par le rayonnement méme, par la vibration
de nos colorations.” (Letter 531, 111, p. 294)

By depicting the figures “avec ce je ne sais quoi d’éternel”, van Gogh, however,
would not deviate from reality. He hesitated to use the unreal signs which appar-
ently indicate transcendental existence—for example, **nimbe’. Rather he wants
to suggest transcendental things only by “*la vibration de nos colorations™. Besides,
he would not and could not represent any typical nor transcendental figure
without using models in real life. He thinks much of the reality and only through
the reality can he reach the transcendentality. Only through the figures of real men
or women does he attain the images of transcendental existence. He cannot work
without models. **Je me trouve toujours frustré dans mes meilleures capacités par
le manque de modéles.” (Letter 543, 111, p. 323) **Si seulement je pouvais arriver a
dessiner de téte des figures j'aurais toujours de quoi faire’ (Letter 542, 111 p. 317),
nevertheless, “je ne peux pas travailler sans modeéle.” (Letter B19, IV, p. 229)

In his mind van Gogh has some images of typical human figures, of eternal
and transcendental beings. But he does not know how to represent them without
using models. It isn’t that he wanted to portray his models as photographs. He
never portrayed them exactly as he saw them before him. Rather he wanted to
realize his inner images on his canvases, by adding some arbitrary changes of
colour and some deformations of form to the real figures of his models (cf. Letter
520, III, p. 276). For van Gogh, thus, his models mean only the starting points of

43 Quoted from Lerters/E, vol. 1, p. 91.
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the process of realizing his inner images. But, even as such, he cannot spare them.
Moreover, he is even of the opinion that the representation of the human being,
whether it is secular or religious, common or typical. is attainable only through the
study of real models. Van Gogh cannot and will not paint any figure without a
model. He expressed such thoughts most clearly in a letter to Bernard. He wrote:
“Et je ne peux pas travailler sans modéle. Je ne dis pas que je ne tourne carrément
le dos & la nature pour transformer une étude en tableau, en arrangeant la couleur.
en agrandissant, en simplifiant: mais j'ai tant peur de m’écarter du possible et du
juste en tant que quant a la forme. Plus tard, aprés encore dix ans d’études, je ne
dis pas: mais vrai de vrai, j"ai tant de curiosité du possible et du réellement existant,
que jai peu le désir et le courage de chercher I'idéal en tant que pouvant résulter
de mes études abstraites. D’autres peuvent avoir pour les études abstraites plus de
lucidité que moi, et certes tu pourrais étre du nombre ainsi que Gauguin . . . et
peut-€tre moi-méme, quand je serai vieux. Mais en attendant je mange toujours de
la nature. J'exagére, je change parfois au motif: mais enfin je n'invente pas le tout
du tableau, je le trouve au contraire tout fait, mais & déméler dans la nature.”
(Letter B19. IV, p. 229f.)

Such an attitude of van Gogh to the reality and to ““la nature™ is sharply opposed
to that of Gauguin, who told, ** . . . ne peignez pas trop d'aprés nature. L'art est
une abstraction tirez-la de la nature en révant et pensez plus a la création qui
résultera. .. On the other hand, van Gogh's attitude has an affinity with
that of the Dutch painters of the seventeenth century, above all, that of Rem-
brandt whom van Gogh especially respected. About Rembrandt. who had repre-
sented many religious scenes under the guise of genre scenes, many religious
figures under the appearance of common and daily people. including himself, van
Gogh wrote: **Ainsi Rembrandt a peint des anges. Il fait un portrait de soi-méme,
vieux, édenté, ridé, coiffé d’un bonnet de coton, tableau d’aprés nature, dans un
miroir. Il réve, réve et sa brosse recommence son propre portrait, mais de téte, et
I'expression en devient plus navrée et plus navrante. Il réve, réve encore, et pour-
quoi ou comment... Rembrandt derriére ce vieillard qui a une ressemblance
avec lui-méme peint un ange surnaturel au sourire a la Vinci. Je te montre un pein-
tre qui réve et qui peint d'imagination, et je commengais par prétendre que le
caractere des hollandais est qu’ils n’inventent rien. qu'ils n'ont pas d’imagination

" Quoted from the letter of Gauguin to E. Schuffnecker dated 14 August 1888, in
Lettres de Gauguin d sa femme et d ses amis, edited by M. Malingue, Paris. 1946, p. 134,
Letter LXVIIL. Additionally, under the strong influence of Gauguin, especially during his stay
in Arles, van Gogh too tried “abstraction™, that is to say, tried to paint some figures without
using any living model. It resulted in two compositions. “*Memory of the Garden at Etten”
(F 496) and “The Novel Reader™ (F 497), both completed in December 1888 (cf. Letter 560,
11, p.355; 561, I, p.358; 562, III, p.359; W9, 1V, p.162f.). However, those abstract
experiments, which did not suit van Gogh's nature, had endured only for a short period
before they were bitterly criticized by himself.
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ni de fantaisie. Suis-je illogique ? Non. Rembrandt n’a rien inventé et cet ange et
ce christ étrange, c’est qu'il les connaissant, les sentait 1a.” (Letter BI12, IV, p. 217)

As another example of painters who based their paintings on reality, van Gogh
referred also to Delacroix. Van Gogh wrote about the religious paintings and
history paintings of this admired painter: “Et puis sais-tu pourquoi les tableaux
d’Eug. Delacroix—Iles tableaux religieux et d’histoire, la Barque du Christ—la
Pieta, les Croisés, ont cette allure? Parce que Eug. Delacroix lorsqu'il fait un
Ghetsémané a été voir auparavant sur place ce que c’était qu'un verger d’oliviers, et
ainsi pour la mer fouettée par un dur mistral, et parce qu'il s’est dii dire: ces gens
desquels nous parle I'histoire: doges de Venise, croisés, apotres, saintes femmes,
étaient du méme type et vivaient d'une fagon analogue a ceux de leurs descendants
actuels.” (Letter 605, III, p. 458) Directly following these passages, van Gogh
told about his own painting “‘La Berceuse™ in connection with those works of
Delacroix: ““Aussi dois-je te le dire—et tu le vois dans la Berceuse quelque manqué
que soit cet essai et faible—eussé-je eu les forces pour continuer, j'aurais fait des
portraits de saints et de saintes femmes d’aprés nature et qui auraient paru d'un
autre siécle, et ce seraient des bourgeois d'a présent et pourtant auraient eu des
rapports avec de chrétiens fort primitifs.” (ibid.) So **La Berceuse™ was regarded,
by the artist himself, as a typical example of the portraits “‘de saintes femmes
d’aprés nature”, of the representation of the transcendental existence based on
the figure of a real person.

IX. “The Garden of Olives™

In the above-mentioned letter, by the way. van Gogh referred to Delacroix’s
“Christ in the Garden of Olives (Gethsemane)” (Fig. 17) and praised Delacroix
for having gone to see a real orchard of olives before he painted ““Gethsemane™.
This remark is typical of van Gogh and tells us about the particular attitude of van
Gogh to religious themes, so that we will digress awhile from our observation of
“La Berceuse’ into that of “The Garden of Olives™.

“Christ in the Garden of Olives™ is one of the religious themes that attracted
van Gogh most strongly. The agony of Christ may have evoked the compassion of
van Gogh, who himself suffered, was misunderstood and experienced grievous
solitude. He often wrote about Delacroix’s “Christ in the Garden of Olives™ and
also spoke of the painting by Corot on the same theme.” Furthermore. van Gogh
himself attempted to paint this religious scene. It was an exceptional religious
picture that he, who otherwise painted religious scenes after the works of other

5 He wrote: “ik ben blij dat hij (Corot) dat geschilderd heeft.” (Letter 27. Paris, 31
May 1875, 1, p. 28)
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painters®, tried to paint ““en pleine imagination”. that is to say, neither agter real
models, nor following precedents by other artists.

He wrote to Theo in July 1888 from Arles: ““Jen ai gratté une grande d'étude
peinte, un jardin des oliviers, avec une figure de Christ bleue et orangé, un ange
jaune. Un terrain rouge, collines vertes et bleues. Oliviers aux troncs violets et
carminés a feuillage vert. gris et bleu. Ciel citron. Je I'ai grattée parce que je me
dis qu’il ne faut pas faire des figures de cette portée sans modéle.” (Letter 505,
I1I. p. 248) And then in September: “Jai pour la deuxiéme fois gratté une étude
d’un Christ avec I'ange dans le jardin des oliviers. Parce qu’ici je vois oliviers vrais,
mais je ne peux ou plutot je ne veux pas non plus le peindre sans modéles, mais
j'ai cela en téte avec de la couleur, la nuit étoilée, la figure du Christ bleue, les
bleus les plus puissants, et 'ange jaune citron rompu.” (Letter 540, III, p. 314)
This experiment ended in October without success, without any end result, when
van Gogh wrote to Bernard as follows: **Une toile importante—un Christ avec
["ange au Getsemani—une autre représentant le poéte avec un ciel étoilé, malgré la
couleur, qui était juste, je les ai, sans miséricorde, détruites, parce que la forme
n’en était étudiée préalablement sur le modele, nécessaire dans ces cas-1a.” (Letter
B19, IV, p. 229) Although he has a clear image of the scene in his mind, he cannot
and will not give it definite form without real models. He could study, as Delacroix
had done so. the real trees of olive, but not Christ and angels.

His opinion about this problem, and generally about the problem of painting
religious scenes. is more clearly expressed in his observations of Gauguin’s and
Bernard’s pictures on the same theme. In his letter to Theo written on 17 Novem-
ber 1889 van Gogh criticized Gauguin’s painting “Christ in the Garden of Olives™
(now in the Norton Gallery of Art, West Palm Beach, Florida, Fig. 18), of which
Gauguin had sent him a sketch (Fig. 20)." Vincent wrote: ““Si je continue, certes
je suis d’accord avec toi que peut-étre il vaut mieux attaquer les choses avec sim-
plicité, que de chercher les abstractions. Et je ne suis pas admirateur du Christ au
jardin des oliviers de Gauguin par exemple, dont il m’envoit croquis. Puis celui de
Bernard, il m'en promet une photographie, je ne sais mais je crains que ses com-
positions bibliques me feront désirer autre chose. Ces jours-ci j'ai vu les femmes
cueillir et ramasser les olives, pas moyen pour moi d’avoir modé¢le, je n’en ai rien
fait. Cependant faudrait pas dans ce moment me demander de trouver bien la
composition de I'ami Gauguin, puis I'ami Bernard n'a probablement jamais vu
un olivier. Or il évite donc de se faire la moindre idée du possible et de la réalité
des choses, et ce n'est pas la le moyen de synthétiser—non de leurs interprétations
bibliques jamais je ne m'en suis mélé. J'ai dit que Rembrandt, que Delacroix,

% “The Raising of Lazarus™ (F 677) and “An Angel” (F 624) after Rembrandt and
“Pieta” (F 630) and “The Good Samaritan”™ (F 633) after Delacroix.

17 A sketch in Gauguin's letter to van Gogh (Euvres écrites de Gauguin et Van Gogh,
catalogue of exhibition, Institut Neerlandais, Paris, 1975, no. G29).
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avaient fait cela admirablement, que jaimais cela méme mieux que les primitifs,
mais puis halte 1a! Je ne veux pas recommencer sur ce chapitre. Si je reste ici, je
ne chercherais pas a peindre un Christ au jardin des oliviers, mais enfin le grap-
pillage des olives tel que I'on le voit encore et alors quand méme donnant la pro-
portion juste de la figure humaine la-dedans, ¢a y ferait peut-étre songer. Avant
d’en avoir fait des études plus sérieuses que jusqu'a présent, je n'ai pas le droit de
m’en méler.” (Letter 614, 111, p. 475)

Shortly after Gauguin, Bernard as well sent to van Gogh the photograph of
his ““Chirst in the Garden of Olives™ (Fig. 19), which also made van Gogh irate.
Van Gogh criticized the painting severely in a letter to Bernard. He wrote, after
praising Bernard’s former landscapes and figures: “Et lorsque je compare cela 4 ce
cauchemar d’un Christ au Jardin des Oliviers, ma foi je m’en sens triste, et te re-
demande par la présente, a hauts cris et t'engueulant ferme de toute la force de
mes poumons—de vouloir bien un peu redevenir toi.” (Letter B2I, about 17
November, 1V, p. 234) Van Gogh told, then, about his own paintings: “The
Garden of Saint Paul’s Hospital™ (F 660), which calls forth **la sensation d’an-
goisse”, and **Landscape with Rising Sun™ (F 737), in which he sought to express
“calme, une grande paix”. It was in order to remind Bernard that “pour donner
une impression d’angoisse, on peut chercher a le faire sans viser droit au jardin de
Gethsemane historique™, and that “pour donner un motif consolant et doux il
n'est pas nécessaire de représenter les personnages du sermon sur la montagne™
(in the same letter, IV, p. 236). Insum, van Gogh believed that it is impossible to
represent the scene of “The Garden of Olives™ through the imagination only,
without studying real olive trees, and that they—van Gogh, Gauguin and Ber-
nard—should respect the reality more than everything else. If one will express the
agony of mankind. he needs not represent. with great effort and with imagination,
“Christ in the Garden of Olives™. Better he can express the agony through reality,
through real landscapes or real figures.

Van Gogh's last comment on this theme can be found in his last letter to Gau-
guin written about 17 June 1890, shortly before his suicide: **Avez-vous aussi vu
les oliviers? Maintenant jai un portrait du Dr. Gachet a expression navrée de
notre temps. Si vous voulez, quelque chose comme vous disiez de votre Christ au
jardin des olviers, pas destiné a étre comprise, mais enfin 1a jusque la je vous suis
et mon frére saisit bien cette nuance.” (Letter 643, 111, p. 528) This is the last and
ultimate answer of van Gogh to Gauguin, and also to us, concerning not only his
religious paintings, but also his portraits. Van Gogh resolved the religious theme
*Christ in the Garden of Olives™ ultimately into the portrait of a real, living per-
son, Dr. Gachet. For him the **Portrait of Dr. Gachet™ (F 753, Fig. 21, and 754)
was a modern expression of the agony of mankind, a modern equivalent of
“*Christ in the Garden of Olives™.



X. “‘La Berceuse”—the Madonna

Through and beyond daily things and people van Gogh always sought the
eternal and even the religious existences. Considering this attitude of van Gogh
which is rooted in his creative expression, we will be more firmly convinced of the
religious character of **La Berceuse”. And when we regard “'La Berceuse™ as the
modern Madonna, many details in the picture will be explained more clearly in
connection with the traditional representations of the Virgin.

When we pay attention, first of all, to the cradle, we may remember many
traditional representations of the ““Holy Family” including the mother Mary
beside the cradle in which the child Jesus sleeps.” Above all, *“The Holy Family™
of Rembrandt now in Amsterdam (Fig. 23) seems to have exerted a direct influence
upon “La Berceuse”. In **The Holy Family™ of Rembrandt we see an old woman
holding the cord of a cradle in her hands—though it is not Mary. but Anna—
almost in the same pose as Augustine in “*La Berceuse™. The supposition of this
influence will be supported by the fact that van Gogh possessed a print after this
famous painting of Rembrandt and admired it greatly."

5 To show some famous examples among numerous representations of “The Holy Family™
or “The Virgin with the Child” which include the cradle in the picture: Raphael (Louvre.
Paris, no. 1498 and 1499: Prado, Madrid, no. 301 and 303): Direr (woodcut, Bartsch 90);
Altdorfer (engraving, Bartsch 14): Rubens (Pitti, Florence): Rembrandt (Bredius 544, Alte
Pinakothek, Munich: Bredius 563, Louvre, Paris: Bredius 570, Hermitage, Leningrad: Bredius
573, Gemildegalerie, Cassel).

% *The Holy Family™ of Rembrandt now in Amsterdam (Bredius 568; Rijksmuseum
Amsterdam, cat.no. A1449, purchased in 1965) was possessed by Boughton Knight in Downton
Castle in those days, and so it must have been impossible for van Gogh to obtain access
to it. When it was shown at the great old-masters exhibition at the Royal Academy, London
in 1882, van Gogh staved in the Hague. But many prints after the painting were in wide
circulation, expecially in England and in France. Van Gogh told, in his letter to Theo of 6
July 1875 from Paris, about some prints hanging on the wall of his room, and among them
we find a print after “Lecture de la bible” of Rembrandt: “eene groote oud-Hollandsche
kamer (‘s avonds) een kaars op tafel, waar een jonge moeder bij de wieg van haar kindje
den bijbel zit te lezen: eene oude vrouw zit te luisteren, 't is iets dat denken doet: ‘voorwaar
ik zeg U, waar 2 of 3 tezamen zijn in mijn naam. daar ben ik in 't midden van hen’: 't is
eene oude kopergravure...” (Letter 30, I, p. 30) Judging from the description of the picture,
this “Lecture de la bible” can be doubtlessly identified with “The Holy Family” now in
Amsterdam. Van Gogh referred to this print again in his letter of 6 July 1882: “Ik heb dan
ook de groote ets naar Rembrandt er boven gehangen, die twee vrouwen bij de wieg, waarvan
een bij een kaars uit den Bijbel leest, terwijl de groote slagschaduwen het heele vertrek in
diep clair-obscur brengen.” (Letter 213, 1, p.402; also mentioned in the Letter 218, I, p. 420,
21 July 1882: “vrouwen die in den Bijbel lezen van Rembrandt™) It is noteworthy that this
picture of Rembrandt is a typical example of the representation of the religious scene under
the guise of a secular scene, and that van Gogh did not use the words “Mary”. “Anne”
or “the Holy Family™ at all in his description of this picture. It was common in the nineteenth
century to take this picture as the representation of a secular scene, as John Smith, for example.
called it A Woman Reading by Candlelight™ (J. Smith, 4 Catalogue Raisonné of the Works
of the Most Eminent Dutch, Flemish and French Painters, part VII, London, 1836, p.63),
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Also the flowers in the background are closely related to the traditional repre-
sentations of the Virgin. The green wallpaper decorated with “rose dahlia’sen™
(Letter 571a) or “fleurs roses™ (Letter 574) makes us vividly remember the rose
hedge before which rests the Virgin in the pictures of such old masters as Stephan
Lochner, Martin Schongauer (Fig. 22) or the Master of the Paradise Garden, as
well as the flower-patterned curtain behind the Madonna in the works of Lochner,
Memling and others. Van Gogh must have been deeply affected by those prece-
dents in his representation of the flower background in **La Berceuse™.

Besides, the expression and countenance of the model in “La Berceuse™ also
shows the connection between the traditional representations of the Madonna
and “La Berceuse™. Her modest countenance with downcast eyes is just the same
as we find in the representations of the so-called **Virgin of Humility™.

XI1. Vaisseau and berceau

In the preceding four chapters (Chapter VII-X) we have concentrated our
investigations on the religious character of **La Berceuse™ and from those inves-
tigations we could draw the conclusion that **La Berceuse™ was intended to be the
modern Madonna. Nevertheless we must not neglect the other characters of “La
Berceuse™ which we studied in Chapters II-VI: that is to say, “La Berceuse™ as
the portrait of Augustine Roulin (Chapter II), as the figuration of tender mother-
hood (Chapter 1V), as the figure of the ideal wife of fishermen at sea (Chapter V)
and as the representation of the legendary “berceuse™ (Chapter VI). After having
examined each aspect separately one after another we will integrate them in the
remaining two chapters.

It is better we begin our consideration by examining the relationship between

and as Louis Gonse viewed it not as a religious scene (L. Gonse, “Exposition de Maitres
Anciens, 4 la Royal Academy de Londres”, in Gezette des Beaux-Arts, vol. 25, 1882, p.289),
For all that, it is certain, judging from the above-quoted passages of his letters, that van
Gogh sensed the deep religiousness of the picture. Anyhow few art-historian such as G. F.
Waagen had already called it “The Birth of Christ”™ in 1854 (G. F. Waagen, Treasures of
Art in Great Brirain, London, 1854, vol. 2, p.501). and Emile Michel called it “La Sainte
Famille” in 1893 (E. Michel, Rembrandt, sa vie, son wuvre er son temps, Paris, 1893, p. 555).
To point out another important matter concerning the relationship between this picture and
“La Berceuse™ of van Gogh, it is very interesting that the picture was also called *Le Berceau™
or “The Cradle™ (cf. Gonse. op. cit.. p.289: E. Michel, op. cir., p.299; P. J. J. van Thiel,
“Rembrandts Heilige Familie bij avond”, in Bulletin van Het Rijksmuseum, vol. 13, 1965,
p. 158). Regarding the general influence of Rembrandt on van Gogh, other works of van
Gogh point to this, besides the famous copy of “The Raising of Lazarus™ (F 677). For example:
“Portrait of Patience Escalier” (F 444) may, as J. Leymarie has suggested (J. Leymarie, Qui
était van Gogh, Genéve, 1968. p. 138). reflects “*Portrait of the Artist's Mother” of Rembrandt
(Bredius 71): *The Novel Reader” (F 497) may be based on a etching of Rembrandt (Bartsch
345). and also on the figure of the Virgin reading a Bible in **The Holy Family™ in Amsterdam.
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“La Berceuse” and ships, because every aspect of ““La Berceuse” has a close
association with sea, seamen or ships. When we think, to begin with, of “La
Berceuse” as the Madonna, it is very important to point out that the Virgin
Mary—**Stella Maris”—is generally regarded as the patron saint of seamen and
ships. The Breton fishermen, for example, would sing *'la cantique de la Vierge”
when leaving port and, at a critical moment on the sea, they would ardently pray
to the Virgin, whose figure they placed in the cabin, to beg her protection.”
Having learned such information about fishermen from Loti’s novel and, to some
extent, from Gauguin too, van Gogh must have intended **La Berceuse-Madonna™
for the cabin of a ship.

But the relationship of **La Berceuse™ to ships is far closer and more particular
beyond the general connection between the Virgin and ships. For **La Berceuse™
is not only the Madonna, but also the idealized figure of the seaman’s wife—"une
image tel qu'un matelot . . . en imaginerait lorsqu’un pleine mer il songe a une
femme d’a terre”. When we recall this aspect of “La Berceuse™, the modest look
of the woman with downcast eyes in the picture may be interpreted to be, as well
as the expression of the humility of the Virgin, the expression of the contemplation
of the seaman’s wife who thinks of her husband on the sea. If the picture were
actually hung in the cabin of a ship, the flowers behind the figure would make the
seamen imagine not only the rose hedge behind the Virgin or the flowers ded-
icated to the Virgin, but also the tender atmosphere in their home and the flower
gardens which their wives take care of.”

The cradle which alludes to the child Jesus seems similarly allied to ships. It
is because cradles and ships show a strong affinity in their form and in their
movement. We can easily associate ships with cradles, as many poets have been
singing of such an affinity. For example, in the poem titled **Les Berceaux™ of the
French poet Sully Prudhomme (1839-1907) we find the association between cradles
and ships: “Le long du quai les grands vaisseaux,/Que la houle incline en silence,/
Ne prennent pas garde aux berceaux/Que la main des femmes balance.//Mais
viendra le jour des adieux,/Car il faut que les femmes pleurent,/Et que les hommes
curieux/Tentent les horizons qui leurrent.//Et ce jour-la les grands vaisseaux./
Fuyant le port qui diminue,/Sentent leur masse retenue/Par I'ame des lointains
berceaux”. We may quote also some lines of Jean de la Ville de Mirmont or
Charles Baudelaire: “*Je me suis embarqué sur un vaisseau qui danse/Et roule
bord sur bord et tangue et se balance./Mes pieds ont oublié la terre et ses che-
mins:/Les vagues souples m’ont appris d’autres cadences/Plus belles que le rythme
las des chants humains.//A vivre parmi vous. hélas! avais-je une Ame ?/Mes fréres,
j'ai souffert sur tous vos continents./Je ne veux que la mer, je ne veux que le vent/

i Cf. P. Loti, Pécheur d'Islande, in the Livre de Poche edition, p. 227 and p. 8.
51 Cf. G. Schmidt, Kleine Geschichte der modernen Malerei, Basel, 1975 (1st ed. 1955), p. 37.
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Pour me bercer, comme un enfant, au creux des lames// . . . " (Jean de la Ville de
Mirmont): ** . .. //La mer, la vaste mer, console nos labeurs!/Quel démon a doté
la mer, rauque chanteuse/Qu’accompagne |'immense orgue des vents grondeurs,/
Dz cette fonction sublime de berceuse?/La mer, la vaste merl console nos la-
beurs!// ... " (Charles Baudelaire) In those lines French poets of the nineteenth
century associated the ship with the cradle, the rhythm of the movement of ships
with that of songs, and the people on board with children in a cradle. Incidentally,
the words ‘““ship™ and ‘“‘cradle” in French—*vaisseau™ and ‘‘berceau’—show the
rhythmical association as well.

When we consider such a close relationship between cradles and ships, we can
easily comprehend why van Gogh entitles this work—the work for ships—"*La
Berceuse”, “‘cradlesong’ or “‘cradling woman™, and how much significance the
cradle for “La Berceuse™” had. And the relationship between cradles and ships
explains also why van Gogh, in spite of the significance of the cradle, did not
depict the cradle itself in the picture. That is to say, van Gogh omitted the cradle
and only depicted its cord, just because he regarded the ship itself, in which this
picture should be hung, as a great wooden cradle. The cord is not cut at the lower
edge of the picture, but, when the picture is hung in the cabin of a ship, it is joined
directly to the ship. Through the hanging of the picture the ship becomes the
cradle which is rocked by the mother-Madonna, and the fishermen on board
become the children who are cradled, consoled and protected by her. We may
then realize that the mother-Madonna of such characters is almost the same being
as the legendary “berceuse™—La nuit, en mer, les pécheurs voient sur I'avant
de leur barque une femme surnaturelle dont I'aspect ne les effraye point, car
elle est la berceuse, celle qui tirait les cordes de la corbeille ou moémes ils
geignaient: et c’est elle qui revient chanter au roulis du grand ber de planches les
cantiques de I’enfance, les cantiques qui reposent et qui consolent de la dure vie.”

XII. *La Berceuse™ in van Gogh'’s life

The close relationship of ““La Berceuse” with the cradle and the ship may,
furthermore, be fully explained by van Gogh’s personal life and his fundamental
desires.

In the sermon of Isleworth in 1876 van Gogh compared the troubles in human
life to a storm at sea, and the human beings to children, consoled and protected
by God: “You who have experienced the great storms of life, you over whom all
the waves and all the billows of the Lord have gone—have you not heard, when
your heart failed for fear. the beloved well-known voice with something in its tone
that reminded you of the voice that charmed your childhood—the voice of Him
whose name is Saviour and Prince of Peace, saying as it were to you personally,
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mind to you personally: It is I, be not afraid’.”"* We can easily recognize the voice
of the Saviour—His voice which reminds us of the voice that charmed our child-
hood—as of the same character as the lullaby which the mother or the legendary
“berceuse” sings for relieving children or seamen of their anxiety. “It is I, be not
afraid” seems equally to be the words from a mother to her children or from “la
berceuse™ to seamen.

Van Gogh held himself comparable with seamen or children. He was always
pleased to be regarded as a seaman.” He always felt a longing for seamen and his
respect for Gauguin was increased when he heard that Gauguin really had been to
sea.” Van Gogh once said that seamen are at the same time ‘“‘enfants et martyrs™
(Letter 574/Appendix C-4). Although he had never actually been to sea, he felt
himself to be a similar being as those seamen-children-martyrs. Van Gogh, as an
artist, isolated and ignored in this troublesome world, thought himself as a sort of
martyr who grieves for being misunderstood, isolated and in suffering, and who,
despite all this, carries his faith through.” Besides. during his first mental attack,
he dreamt of “*vaisseau fantome hollandais™ (Letter 573a/Appendix C-3). He may
have imagined himself as the flying Dutchman, who he really was. Although born
and bred in the Netherlands, van Gogh, as an adult, wandered from place to
place—England. Belgium and France—in constant search of the ideal place where
he could settle down. or of the true love and the homely atmosphere which would
console him.

For van Gogh the cradle was a symbol of a homely atmosphere, of family life
and of the place where he was always welcome. Van Gogh was deeply attached to
the cradle and always felt happy beside it. He wtote: ** . . . en daarnaast een klein
ijzer wiegje met groen wiegekleed. Dat laatste meubel kan ik niet zonder emotie
aanzien, want het is een sterke en machtige emotie die een mensch aangrijpt, als
men naast de vrouw die men liefheeft gezeten heeft, met een kindje bij zich in
‘t wiegje.” (Letter 213, I, p. 402): “*Zie een wieg is niets als iets naders.” (ibid., p.
403) Van Gogh’s attachment to the cradle may have been closely connected with
his desire to have his own family and to be a father.

Nevertheless, van Gogh had few opportunities to stay beside the cradle, be-
cause he was destined to have no family, nor baby of his own.” His longing for

% Quoted from Letters/E, vol. 1, p. 89.

o Cf. Graetz 1968, p. 166.

# Cf. Letter 558b, not in Lerters/ D, but in Lerters/F. 111, p. 264.

% Many of other avant-garde artists in those davs, including Gauguin and Bernard,
felt similarly and that feeling led them to the theme of “Christ in the Garden of Olives".

i The author does not agree with the declaration recently made by K. Wilkie that he
would have found a son of Vincent born between him and Sien (K. Wilkie, The van Gogh
Assignment. New York/London, 1978). When van Gogh wrote. “Et si frustré dans cette
puissance physiquement, on cherche a créer des pensées au lieu d'enfants, on est par la bien
dans I'humanité pourtant™ (Letter 531, III, p. 294), he told doubtlessly about himself.

59



the homely atmosphere could be fulfilled only by the short cohabitation with Sien
in the Hague and by the visits to the Roulin family in Arles. Short and transient
as they were, those opportunities were very valuable for van Gogh. Above all,
his experiences among the Roulins must have been the happiest ones. As the
author has remarked before, van Gogh viewed Joseph and Augustine as an ideal
couple and as ideal parents, and Marcelle as a fully loved baby. Van Gogh—
quarrelled with his father and feeling unloved and alienated by his own parents™—
would have even wished to consider himself a member of the Roulin family, a
child of Joseph and Augustine. Van Gogh's enthusiasm for painting Marcelle may
be explained not only by his desire to have babies, but also by his yearning to
become a baby who is cradled, consoled and protected by a motherly figure. Van
Gogh, the artist, is at the same time the child who needs protection and love. And
as such he was deeply attached to the representation of *‘La Berceuse ' —the Mother.

While painting “La Berceuse”, van Gogh probably felt a close affinity with the
woman in the picture through the cord in her hands. The woman is Augustine
Roulin, but, at the same time, she is the eternal personification of motherhood, the
Virgin Mary and the legendary “berceuse”. At her feet Marcelle rests in the
invisible cradle. But in the cradle we can imagine also the child Jesus who is
watched by Mary, or the seamen who are cradled and consoled by the lullaby of
“la berceuse™, or the artist himself who, as a kind of child, martyr or seaman,
thirsts for gentle consolation and sure protection. Finally, we may also perceive
ourselves in the cradle. In front of “La Berceuse™ we ourselves hear the lullaby
and the gentle voice saying It is I, be not aftaid™.

57 With regard to van Gogh’s yearning for motherly love and his unfortunate relationship
with his parents, as well as its significance for his life and works. see the psychoanalytical
studies by Graetz and Lubin: Graerz 1968; A. J. Lubin, Stranger on the Earth, a Psychological
Biography of Vincent van Gogh, New York/Chicago/San Francisco, 1972.
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APPENDIX A: Five versions of ““La Berceuse™

1. (the first or the second version)
F 504/JH 1655
92x73cm  Inscribed: Vincent/La Berceuse
Collection: Rijksmuseum Kréller-Miiller, Otterlo

2. (the first or the second version)
F 505/JH 1669
93x74cm  Inscribed: Vincent/Arles 89/La Berceusz
Collection: Walter Annenberg, Rancho Mirage (California)
Note: presented by the artist to Joseph Roulin

3. (the third or fourth version)
F 506/JH 1670
93x73cm  Inscribed: Vincent/Arles 89/La Berceuse
Collection: The Art Institute of Chicago
Note: presented by the artist to Paul Gaugin

4. (the third or fourth version)
F 508/JH 1671
92x72cm  Inscribed: La Berceuse
Collection: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

5. (the fifth version)
F 507/JH 1672
91x71.5cm  Not inscribed
Collection: Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam
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APPENDIX B: Differences between five versions of **La Berceuse™

In many details there are slight differences between five versions. Here we lits
only some significant differences.

1. Flower-pattern of the wallpaper in the background
a. relatively realistic / b. relatively abstract

2. Position of hands
a. left hand laid on right hand / b. right hand laid on left hand

3. Cord of cradle
a. dropped straight down / b. dropped slightly sidewards

4. Inscription
Vincent-La Berceuse / b. Vincent-Arles 89-La Berceuse / ¢. La Berceuse

I 2 3 -
F 504 a a a a
F 505 b b b b
F 506 b a b b
F 508 b a a c

F 507 b a a



APPENDIX C: Mentions of **La Berceuse™ in Vincent van Gogh’s letters

Vincent van Gogh referred to “La Berceuse™ eighteen times in his fifteen letters
from January 1889 to May 1890, including one which is not contained in the
standard Dutch edition of the collected letters. All those passages are extracted
and arranged here in chronological order.

1.

(]

L]

Letter 571a, to A.H. Koning, Arles, between 9 and 23 January 1889

(111, pp.376-377)

Ik heb op 't oogenblik op touw of liever op 't ezel een vrouweportret.

Dat heb ik genoemd ..la berceuse™ of zooals we in 't Hollandsch (met Van
Ede. ge weet wel, die dat bewuste boek schreef, dat ik u liet lezen) of in 't
Hollandsch van v. Eden zou noemen eenvoudig ,,ons wiegelied of de wieg-
ster”. "t Is een vrouw in groen gekleed (buste olijfgroen en de rok bleek vero-
neesgroen).

Het haar is geheel oranje en in vlechten. De gelaatskleur tot chromaatgeel
opgevoerd met natuurlijk eenige gebroken toonen om te modeleeren.
De handen die "t wiegetouw houden dito dito.

Het fond is beneden vermiljoen (voorstellende eenvoudig een plavieren vioer
of steenen vloer). De muur is bedekt met een behangselpapier, natuurlijk
berckend door mij in verband met de rest der kleuren. Dit behangselpapier is
blauwgroen met rose dahlia’sen met oranje gestippeld en met ultramarijn.
Ik meen in dezen vrij evenwijdig geloopen te hebben met v. Eden en zijn
schrijfwijs gevolgelijk niet als onevenwijdig beschouwd met mijn schilder-
wijs in zake kleur.

Heb ik met kleur reeds een wiegeliedje gezongen laat ik aan de critici over
vooral aan die voornoemd.

Letter 573, to Theo, Arles, 23 January 1889

(I11, pp. 379-380)

J'ai en train le portrait de la femme Roulin, ol je travaillais avant d'étre ma-
lade. J'avais arrangé la-dedans les rouges depuis le rose jusqu'a I'orangé,
lequel montait dans les jaunes jusqu’au citron avec des verts clairs et sombres.
Si je pouvais terminer cela. cela me ferait bien plaisir, mais je crains qu’elle
ne voudra plus poser son mari absent.

Letter 573a (not contained in Letters/D.E.F), to Gauguin, Arles, about 23

January 1889
(quoted from: Jean de Rotonchamp, Paul Gauguin, Paris, 1906, p.59: con-
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6.

64

cerning the authenticity of this letter, see Note 30)

Dans ma fiévre cérébrale ou folie, je ne sais trop comment dire ou comment
nommer ¢a, ma pensée a navigué sur bien des mers. J'ai révé jusqu'an vais-
seau fantome hollandais et jusqu'a I'Horla et il parait que j'ai alors chanté,
moi qui ne sais pas chanter en d’autres occasions, justement un vieux chant de
nourrice, en songeant a ce que chantait la berceuse qui bergait les marins et que
j'avais cherchée dans son arrangement de couleurs avant de tomber malade.

Letter 574, to Theo, Arles, 28 January 1889

(II, pp. 381-382)

Je crois t’avoir déja dit qu’en outre j'ai une toile de Berceuse, juste celle que
je travaillais lorsque ma maladie est venue m’interrompre. De celle-la je
posséde également aujourd’hui 2 épreuves.

Je viens de dire a Gauguin au sujet de cette toile, que lui et moi ayant causé
des pécheurs d'Islande et de leur isolement mélancolique, exposés a tous les
dangers, seuls sur la triste mer, je viens d'en dire a Gauguin qu’en suite de ces
conversations intimes il m’était venu I'idée de peindre un tel tableau, que des
marins, a la fois enfants et martyrs, le voyant dans la cabine d'un bateau de
pécheurs d’Islande, éprouveraient un sentiment de bercement leur rappelant
leur propre chant de nourrice.

Maintenant cela ressemble si 'on veut a une chromolithographie de bazar. Une
femme vétue de vert & cheveux orangés se détache contre un fond vert a fleurs
roses. Maintenant ces disparates aigues de rose cru, orangé cru, vert cru sont
attendris par des bémols des rouges et verts.

Je m'imagine ces toiles juste entre celles des tournesols, qui ainsi forment des
lampadaires ou candelabres a coté de méme grandeur, et le tout ainsi se com-
pose de 7 ou de 9 toiles.

(J'aimerais faire une répétition encore pour la Hollande si je peux ravoir le
modéle.)

Letter 575, to Theo, Arles, 30 January 1889

(I11. p.385)

Lorsque Roulin est venu j'avais juste fini la répétition de mes tournesols, et
je lui ai montré les deux exemplaires de la Berceuse entre ces quatre bouquets-
la.

Ibid.

(111, p.385)

J'ai mis aujourd’hui une 3™ Berceuse en train. Je sais bien que ce n’est ni
dessiné ni peint aussi correctement que du Bouguereau, ce que je regrette pres-
que, ayant le désir d’étre correct sérieusement. Mais cela n’étant donc fatale-



ment ni du Cabanel, ni du Bouguereau j'espére pourtant que cela soit Fran-
¢ais.

Letter 576, to Theo. Arles, 3 February 1889

(111, p.386)

J'ai fait la Berceuse trois fois, or Mme. Roulin étant le modéle et moi n’étant
que le peintre, je lui ai laissé choisir entre les trois, elle et son mari. seulement
en conditionnant que de celle qu'elle prendrait j'en ferais encore une répéti-
tion pour moi. laquelle actuellement jai en train.

Ibid.

(111, p.386)

Peut-étre dans la Berceuse il y a un essai de petite musique de couleur d’ici,
c’est mal peint et les chromos du bazar sont infiniment mieux peints tech-
niquement, mais quand méme.

Ibid.

(111, p.387)

Ainsi je voudrais seulement qu’en cas que Gauguin, qui a un complet béguin
pour mes tournesols, me prenne ces deux tableaux, qu’il te donne i ta fiancée
ou a toi deux tableaux de lui pas médiocres mais mieux que médiocres. Et s'il
prend une édition de la Berceuse a plus forte raison il doit de son cdté aussi
donner du bon.

Sans cela je ne pourrais pas compléter cette série de laquelle je te parlais, qui
doit pouvoir passer dans la méme petite vitrine, que nous avons tant regardée.

. Letter 578, to Theo, Arles, 22 February 1889

(111, p.390)

Lorsque Mme. Roulin est partie elle aussi pour aller vivre avec sa mére 4 la
campagne provisoirement, alors elle a emporté la Berceuse. J'en avais 'es-
quisse et deux répétitions. elle a eu bon oeil et a pris la meilleure, seulement
je la refais dans ce moment et je ne veux pas que celle-1a soit inférieure.

En réponse a lettre de Mourier, qui me fait plaisir, ceci, si Gauguin en veut
d’échanger avec toi un exemplaire de la Berceuse, il pourra I'envoyer en Dane-
mark a sa femme. et volontiers de cette fagon je verrais une toile de moi la-bas.
Mais comme je te I'ai déja dit, peut-étre cette toile est-elle incompréhensible.

. Letter 582, to Theo. Arles, 29 March 1889

(I1L, pp. 397-398)
Et voila que pour la Sme fois je reprends ma figure de la Berceuse. Et lorsque
tu verras cela, tu me donneras raison que ce n'est qu'une chromolithographie
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de Bazar et encore cela n’a méme pas le mérite d'étre photographiquement
correct dans les proportions ou dans quoi que ce soit. Mais enfin je cherche a
faire une image tel qu'un matelot, qui ne saurait pas peindre. en imaginerait
lorsqu’en pleine mer il songe 4 une femme d’a terre.

. Letter 592, to Theo, Saint-Rémy, 22 May 1889

(111, p.421-422)

Ce que tu dis de la Berceuse me fait plaisir: c'est trés juste que les gens du
peuple, qui se payent des chromos et écoutent avec sentimentalité les orgues
de barbarie, sont vaguement dans le vrai et peut-étre plus sincéres que de cer-
tains boulevardiers qui vont au Salon.

Gauguin, s'il veut I'accepter, tu lui donneras un exemplaire de la Berceuse qui
n'était pas monté sur chissis, et & Bernard aussi, comme témoignage d’amitié.
Mais si Gauguin veut des tournesols ce n’est qu’absolument comme de juste
qu’il te donne en échange quelque chose tu aimes autant.

Gauguin lui-méme a surtout aimé les tournesols plus tard lorsqu’il les avait
vus longtemps.

[l faut encore savoir que si tu les mets dans ce sens-ci, soit la Berceuse au mi-
lieu et les deux toiles des tournesols a droite et & gauche, cela forme comme un
triptique.

Et alors les tons jaunes et orangés de la téte reprennent plus d’éclat par les
voisinages des volets jaunes.

Et alors tu comprendras ce que je t'en écrivais, que mon idée avait été de faire
une décoration comme serait par exemple pour le fond d’un cabine dans un
navire. Alors le format s'élargissant, la facture sommaire prend sa raison
d’étre. Le cadre du milieu est alors le rouge. Et les deux tournesols qui vont
avec, sont ceux entourés de baguettes.

Letter 595, to Theo, Saint-Rémy, 17 or 18 June 1889

(11, p.431)

Et que, ainsi que tu dis, il s’en est trouvé un autre qui avait trouvé quelque
chose dans la figure de femme jaune et noir. Cela ne m'étonne pas, quoique
je crois que le mérite en est au modéle et non pas & ma peinture.

Je désespére de jamais trouver des modeles, ah si j’en avais de temps en temps
de comme cela ou comme la femme qui a posé pour la Berceuse, je ferais bien
autre chose.

. Letter 605, to Theo, Saint-Rémy, 7 September 1889

(111, p.458)
Et puis sais-tu pourquoi les tableaux d’Eug. Delacroix—Ies tableaux religieux
et d’histoire, la Barque du Christ—la Pieta. les Croisés, ont cette allure ? Parce



que Eug. Delacroix lorsqu'il fait un Ghersémané a été voir auparavant sur
place ce que c'était qu'un verger d’olviers, et ainsi pour la mer fouettée par un
dur mistral, et parce qu’il s’est di dire: ces gens desquels nous parle I'histoire:
doges de Venise, croisés, apOtres, saintes femmes, étaient du méme type et
vivaient d’'une fagon analogue a ceux de leurs descendants actuels.

Aussi dois-je te le dire—et tu le vois dans la Berceuse quelque manqué que soit
cet essai et faible—eussé-je eu les forces pour continuer, j'aurais fait des por-
traits de saints et de saintes femmes d’aprés nature et qui auraient paru d'un
autre siécle, et ce seraient des bourgeois d’a présent et pourtant auraient eu
des rapports avec des chrétiens fort primitifs.

Les émotions que cela cause sont cependant trop fortes, j'y resterais, mais
plus tard, plus tard je ne dis pas que je ne reviendrai pas a la charge.

. Letter 614, to Theo. Saint-Rémy. 17 November 1889

(111, p.476)

Bernard me parle d’un échange, tu es bien libre de traiter cela avec lui, s'il
le désirait et t'en parlerait. Je voudrais bien qu'en dehors du portrait de sa
grand-meére tu eusses une bonne chose de lui. Parait qu'il a envie de la Ber-
ceuse.

. Letter B21, to Bernard, Saint-Rémy, 17 November 1889

(1V, p.234)

Lorsque Gauguin était & Arles. comme tu le sais, une ou deux fois, je me suis
laissé aller a une abstraction, dans la Berceuse, une Liseuse de romans, noire
dans une bibliothéque jaune: et alors I'abstraction ma paraissait une voie
charmante. Mais c’est terrain enchanté ¢a, mon bon! et vite on se trouve
devant un mur.

. Letter 626, to Theo, Saint-Rémy, 10 or 11 February 1890

(111, p.499)

Dites lui surtout bien des choses de ma part et s’il veut, il prendra les répéti-
tions des tournesols et la répétition de la Berceuse en échange de quelque chose
de lui, qui te ferait plaisir.

. Letter 632, to Theo, Saint-Rémy, 3 May 1890

(II, p.511)

J'aurais encore & ma disposition le modéle qui a posé la Berceuse, et ['autre
dont tu viens de recevoir le portrait d’aprés le dessin de Gauguin, que certes
J'essayerais a4 exécuter en grand, cette toile, les personalités étant ce que

j'aurais révé comme caractéres.
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Fragment of a letter of van Gogh with the comments by Bernard

(quoted in: Emile Bernard, “Vincent van Gogh™ in Hommes d'aujourd’hui,
vol.8, n0.390, 1891 ; extracted from: Emile Bernard, Lettres de Vincent van
Gogh a Emile Bernard, Paris, 1911, p.67)

Drailleurs chacune des ceuvres a sa légende, telle celle de la Berceuse: **La nuit,
en mer, les pécheurs voient sur I'avant de leur barque une femme surnaturelle
dont I'aspect ne les effraye point, car elle est la berceuse, celle qui tirait les
cordes de la corbeille ol momes ils geignaient; et c’est elle qui revient chanter
au roulis du grand ber de planches les cantiques de |'enfance, les cantiques qui
reposent et qui consolent de la dure vie.

(Mais que je ne divulgue point ce que la publication de ces lettres aura de neuf
et de captivant).

Il peignit donc la Berceuse avec I'intention de I'offrir soit a Marseille, soit a
Saintes-Maries, dans une auberge ol viennent boire les matelots. Deux grands
soleils lui devaient faire pendants, parce qu'il voyait en leur jaune intense la
clarté supréme de I'amour.

Letter T9, from Theo to Vincent, Paris, 21 May 1889

(IV, pp.266-267)

Il y a quelques jours j’ai regu ton envoi qui est trés important, il y a des choses
superbes. Le tout est arrivé en bon ordre et sans avaries. Le berceau, le portrait
de Roulin, le petit semeur avec I'arbre, le bébé, la nuit étoilée, les tournesols
et la chaise avec la pipe et le tabac sont ceux que je préfére jusqu'a présent.
Les deux premiers surtout sont bien curieux. Certes ce n’est pas la beau qu'on
enseigne, mais il y a quelque chose de si frappant et de si prés de la vérité.
Qui est-ce qui nous dit que nous avons plutot raison que les gens simples qui
achétent des images de couleurs voyantes. Ou plutot est ce que le charme
qu'ils voient la-dedans n’est pas aussi bien une sensation évoquée que quand
les prétentieux regardent les tableaux des musées. Maintenant il y a dans tes
toiles une vigueur que I'on, ne trouve certes pas dans les chromos; par le temps
cela deviendra trés beau comme pite et certainement un jour elles seront ap-
préciées.



ABBREVIATIONS

Letters| D: Verzamelde Brieven van Vincent van Gogh, 4 parts in 2 vols., edited by
J. van Gogh-Bonger and V.W. van Gogh, Amsterdam/Antwerp, new edition
1974 (Ist edition in 4 vols., 1952-1954)

Letters/E: The Complete Letters of Vincent van Gogh, in 3 vols., translated by C.
de Dood, Greenwich, 1958

Letters/F: Correspondance compléte de Vincent van Gogh, in 3 vols., translated by
M. Beerblock and L. Roelandt, edited by G. Charensol, Paris, 1960

Letters/G: Vincent van Gogh—Sdmitliche Briefe, in 6 vols., translated by E. Schu-
mann, edited by F. Erpel. Ziirich/Berlin, 19651968

De la Faille 1928: ).-B. de la Faille, L’wuvre de Vincent van Gogh—Catalogue rai-
sonné. in 4 vols., Paris/Bruxelles, 1928 (abbreviated to “F” for the indication of
catalogue-numbers)

De la Faille 1970 J.-B. de la Faille, The Works of Vincent van Gogh—His Paintings
and Drawings, Amsterdam, 1970

Graetz 1968: H.R. Graetz, The Symbolic Language of Vincent van Gogh, London,
1968

Hulsker 1973: ). Hulsker, Van Gogh door Van Gogh— De brieven als commentaar op
zijn werk, Amsterdam. 1973

Hulsker 1978: ). Hulsker, Van Gogh en zijn weg—Al zijn tekeningen en schilderijen
in hun samenhang en ontwikkeling, Amsterdam, 1978 (English translation, The

Complete Van Gogh, New York, 1980) (abbreviated to “*JH" for the indication of
catalogue-numbers)

Otterlo 1966: A Detailed Catalogue with Full Documentation of 272 Works by
Vincent van Gogh, Rijksmuseum Kroller-Miiller, 1966

Roskill 1970: M. Roskill, Van Gogh, Gauguin and the Impressionist Circle, Lon-
don, 1970

Weisbach 1951: W. Weisbach, Vincent van Gogh—Kunst und Schicksal, 2 vols..
Basel, 1951

Welsh-Ovcharov 1980: B. Welsh-Ovcharov, Vincent van Gogh and the Birth of
Cloisonism (catalogue of exhibition), Tront/Amsterdam, 1981

69



1. La Berceuse (F 504)
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3. LA Bercn:us.n: (F 506)

4. La Berceuse (F 508) 35 l.a Berceuse (F 507)
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6. Eugéne Boch (F 462) 7. A Zouave (F 423)

i

9. Patience Escalier (F 443)




12.  Marcelle Roulin
(F 441)

13, Augustine with
Marcelle (F 491)

I1.  Augustine Roullin (by Gauguin)

14. Joseph Roulin (F 434)
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16. Illustration in Letter 592

17.

19, Christ in Gethsemane (by Bernard) 20. Christ in Gethsemane (by Gauguin
in his letter to van Gogh)
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21. Dr. Gachet (F 753)

22. Madonna in Rose Hedge
(by Martin Schongauer)

23. The Holy Family (by Rembrandt, detail)
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Report on the Activities in Fiscal 1980
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The Ancient Greek Art of the Aegean Islands from the N.P. Goulandris Collection

26 August—19 October 1980
Exhibited works: sculptures, stone vessels and tools, ceramics and accessories from the N.P.
Goulandris Collection in Athen (210 works in total)
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Velazquez v la Pintura Espanola de su Tiempo

29 October—21 December 1980
Exhibited works: 34 paintings from Museo del Prado, Madrid and several French collections
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Capolavori del Rinascimento Italiano

1 November—21 December 1980

Exhibited works: 25 paintings, 2 drawings, 9 sculptures and 6 works of applied arts from
Italian museums and churches (42 works in total)
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Sechs Jahrhunderte Européischer Druckgraphik : Meisterwerke aus dem Besitz der
Albertina in Wien

7 February—22 March 1981
Exhibited works: 134 prints from the Graphische Sammlung Albertina, Wien
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