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The former, namely publications, are things which I would certainly not 
undertake without consulting you, and for the present, I do not think of it; 
and besides, as you know, I only busy myself with the drawings and the artistic 
side of the work, that's all. These experiments I make are certainly part of this, 
however, and it is quite natural that I work on them. 

Sorne time ago Rappard, for instance, made similar experiments with etchings, 
which also had to be printed; but the printing an artist does is not publishing­
it has nothing to do with business, being quite a private affair. This seems to 
me as clear as daylight, but, as I told you, last night (as I had not received a 
letter from you) I was worrying about it, lest you take it for quite a different 
kind of action. 

Well, I hope it will soon become apparent that I had no need to worry. I 
hope, on the contrary, that you succeeded in getting information about the 
same matter, namely that you can tell me something about the processes. 

On what was left of the printing paper, I made another trial last week with 
the little figure "Sorrow." Just now when I said that I was afraid you would 
suspect from my last letter something that was not my intention, I was remember­
ing that I said something like : "This is what I should like: to ha ve sorne of 
these sheets printed at our own expense, which would give us more prestige 
with the editors of the magazines." 

Now, my idea is by no means that either you or 1 should handle the business 
part if we undertook the printing at our own expense. I did not and should not 
think of that for a moment. I just think that when one applies for a job, it is well 
to have sorne work to show. It saves words and is more practica!. 

I don't think it improbable that sorne time I shall make things which will 
come into the public's hands, but it leaves me rather cold, and I don't consider 
it a pleasure at all. 

Two reasons would force me to it. In the first place, if I became employed by a 
magazine, then of course I should have to do what is required. In the second 
place-something which may come later, but which I have certainly thought 
about already-if sooner dr later I should have something which forms a whole 
and has a purpose and expresses something, I would certainly publish it; but 
never without consulting you or letting you know, and only if I could not find 
anyone else to do it for me. 

Such a thing would probably cost me money rather than bring money in ; it 
would be for art's sake, not primarily for profit. If ever I did it, I should let you 
know everything, and in no respect, neither as to the work nor as to the publica­
tion, would it be dishonest-otherwise, of course, I would never do it. 

So, if there were anything that you might consider as my undertaking a step 
toward publication (I don't suppose there is, but in my nervousness, as I could 
find no other reason, I thought of that sentence in my letter), rest assured that 
this means nothing more than experiments which anyone who etches or litho­
graphs, or reproduces his drawings in sorne way or another, must make in arder 
to learn the process and the effect of black and white. If sorne sheet or other 
succeeds and the maker prints a certain number of copies, it would be-at least 
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fo~ rr.ie, and for r:iost artists who do such a thing-something of an absolutely 
artlstlc nature, without any relation to commercial publication. If I didn't know 
from experience that misunderstandings may arise about matters such as showing 
drawings (and showing printed copies is similar), and it is often considered 
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ing them-inevitably, he is a mesmeric 
storyteller-with descriptions of their 
i:iew home awaiting them in the jungles 
of Madagascar. "Don't tremble!" he 
roars, as the train begins fo move. "The 
children . .. are under the Elder's protec­
tion. You share his immunity!" Then he 
jumps off. 

There is resistance to Trumpelman, 
but it · fails to stop him. There is a 
strike, organized by a handfui 9f 
devoted socialists, as the· ghetto-w.orkers 
try to halt the awful spiral of rising 
Nazi production quotas · and progr~ss.ive 
cuts in their microscopic wages. There is 
a cell of armed ·ghetto fighters; at once 
neroic and absurd, who fail to. assas­
sinate Trumpelman and are finally left 

to their fate at German hands l:iy the ad­
vancing Russians. There is even a ma­
cabre Shakespeare produc.tion', in the 
prese'nce of . the Eldei¡ and his wife, 
through which the actors strive to show 
the audience that it is the Trumpelmans 
who are Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. 
But the evening ends with the irruption 
of the SS and ghetto police, and the 
round-up of the audience for the next 
t_ráhsport. Whatever happens, Trumpel­
man never loses his authority. · And it is 
an authority that even his Jewish ene­
mies, standing before him, gun in hand, 
find they cannot ~eny . 

T he portrait ~f Trumpelman h'as great 
power. . He is indeed a "King of the ~ 

The Words of _Van-Gogh 
The Complete Letters 
of Vincent van Gogh 
New York Graphic Society, 

. vol. 1: '624 pp., vol. 2: 632 pp., 
vol. 3: 632 pp., $60_.00 (the set) 

Letters of Vincent van Gogh, 1886-1890: 
A Facsimile Edition 
with an introduction' 
by V. W. van{iogh, 
Scolar Press (London), in association 
with Moulenhoff International BV 
(Am_sterdam), two v_olumes, 1, 100 pp., 
.f180 (the set) 

John Russell 

Flaubert is not Flaubert unt-il we have 
read his letters to Louise Col et. Y et 
Flaubert died in 1880, whereas the ful! 
text of _those letters did not appear until 
1926. There will always be such cases . 
By comparison, the editing and publish­
ing of the complete letters of Vincent 
van Gogh gave no trouble at ali. Nearly 
ali of them (sorne 650 out of 750) h·ad 
been written to Vincent's brother Theo 
and were fovingly preserved. As a young 
bride, ¡tnd la ter éj.S a young widow, Ma­
dame_ Theo did ali that could -be asked 
of her in the way' of archiving, and until 
his death a few months a,go her son 
V. W. van Gogh (born l 890) proved 
himself an exemplary guardian of the 
flame. In 1953 the centenary of · the 
birth of Vincent van Gogh was marked 
by the publication of ali the letters then 
known to ha ve survived, together . with 
reproductions of ali the drawings with 
which the correspondence.was truffled. 

It was a family affair, 'that publica­
tion. Madame Theo (Johanna . van · 
Gogh-Bonger) had sorted the letters, put 
them in order, and written the -long 
biographical foreword that is still a 
prime source for the (acts of van 
Gogh's life. Roughly two-thirds' of the 
English translation had been done by 
her before her death in 1925, and the 
rest was done. by a Dutchman; C. de 
Dood, in whom she had confidence. 
(Ceriain concessions to' American usage 
were made for the New York Graphic 
Society's edition). V. W. van Gogh had 
a clear run in preparing the centenary 
edition, in that ali previous editions of 
the letters were out of print, and he in­
cluded ali the surviving letters from 
Theo van Gogh to Vincent and a whole 
batch of reminiscences of Vincent that 
had appeared-mostly in Dutch-in out­
of-the-way periodicals. 

To a reader who has no Dutch there 
would ·seem to be an instinctive plain 
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rightness about the renderings of the 
45.0 and more letters which were written 
in Vincent van Gogh's first language. 
Mrs. van Gogh-Bonger's brief preface 
raises sorne doubts 1 about her command 
of English" in that the archaic · form 
'lere" is used twice. within the space of 
eight lines for "until." . When she writes, 
moreover, that "many dates failed" we 
know what she means-that many of 
thé letters were undated-but the Ger-

manism sits very awkwardly in English. 
But a1) we read through the letters 
themselves we come to oelieve in her im­
plicitly. The .final effect is, indeed, not 
so much that of a professional transla­
tion as of a family conference on w~ich · 
we are privileged to intrude. 

Collected letters are almost as dif­
ficult to keep in print as they are to 
ass~mb1e-the correspondence of · Eu­
gene Delacroix, for instance, is one of 
the great unread books of the world­
and when the English-language edition 

Jews. ~' But· the novel around him, vivid 
and engrossing as it is, remains a feat-of 
pastiche. Epstein has draw·n from the 
Jewish fiction of Eastern Europe, Yid­
_dish or vernacula~. tJ'1e qualities of com­
·bined farce and horror, of stifling .. 

.· claustrophobia, and exaggerated them 
so that to turn Jor a moment to a page 
of Isaac Bashevis Singer or of Bruno 
Schulz is a relief, ·a contrast· in its lucidÍ­
ty and even its calm. The introversion 
o( the dying gqetto is heightened. 
Although these events a:re taking place 

·in the midst of a -Jarge Polish industrial 
city, the Poles· feature only in the .occa­
sional apelike shadow of a passing anti­
Semitic · peasant. The · Polish resistance 
does not appear ·at ali. And the Soviet 

of van Gogh's letters went out of print 
it turned out that it would be very expen­
sive indeed to bring it out agaii:i. V. W . 
Van- Gogh was not his uncle's namesake 
for nothing, and he wanted the letters to 
be available to as many people as possible 
ata reasonable price. It was decided to re­
pr_int every word of the .text while substi­
tuting black and white for' color in the. 
plates; and for more than a million 
words-not one of which should be 
skipped-the new set is something of a 
bargain at today's prices. 

The letters of Vincent van Gogh dif­
fer from most collections of their kind 
in that for almost their entire length 
they form a seamless discotirse between 
one human being añd another. Such in­
deed was the symbiotic relationship be­
tween Vincent and Theq that th.:se are 
not so mu~h letters in the ordinary sense 
as a diary that happened to get mailed. 
Vincent committed his wh,ole self to 

_ them, without reservation. They were at 
once the locus of his deepest feelings 
and the source of a stábility . that he 

failure to relieve the ·warsaw Rising is 
transformed and transferred into a 
deliberate Russian plan to let the Jewish 
partisans of Lodz be wiped otH before 
the Red Army arrives in the city. 

Epstein is in no way trying to make 
light of what took place; there is no 
question about his grLef and passion-or 
of his talent. Satire was probably the 
only possible medium for his task. But 
finally one's conviction in the work 
stays ·suspended. Íes, but was it really 
that way? And Trumpelman/Rumkow­
ski ... is ir possible, after ali, that he 
was not a tragic figure but, like those 
whose orders he obeyed in the Final 
Solution, a demon whose moral features 
were banal? GJ 

fourid nowhere else in his life. So far 
from being an agreeable garnish to an 
existence that was · already being lived to 
the ful!, they were)ife itself for Vincent. 

Letters also survive from Vincent to 
one or two fellow-pai.nters, and in the ' 
last three years of his life (1887-1890) he 
often wrote to his yoimgest s1ster. But 
there are no letters whatever of the kind 
that give variety and a change of pace 
to · other. collected letters. There are no 
!ove l.etters,. for example, no instances of 
relaxed social exchange, n0 comfortabte 
journeys for pleas.ure, no casual in­
quiries made or replied to, no prac­
ticatities disp,osed of in an amusing' or 
revealing way, none of the marginalia 
of "a full life." In so far as Vincellt 
functionecl at ali in' a soci~l setting he 
did so as an outcast among outcasts-. 
Only when he put pe'n to paper did ·he 
make sorne headway in the struggle 
agaii:ist estrangement that gives his Col­
lected Letters their universal signifi­
cance. 

For it was not a fantasy of his that 
society conspired to block the power of 
communication that was within him and 
grew stronger every year. He got no­
where as an ;irt dealer, though it was a 
profession in which more than one 
member ·of his family had excelled . Nor · 
did he succée9 as a schoolmaster, as an 
evangelist, .or as a rather elderly 
theologieal student. ("Is this dative or 
ablative, van Gogh?" ·his teacher asked. 
"1 really don't ca re, sir," was the 
answer.) He got nowh,ere as a suitor of 
eligible young ladie.s and · nowhere, com­
mercially, asan artist. lf he had clothes, 
he gave them away. If he made friends, 
he soon lost them . And yet, as he wrote 
to Theo in August 1879, when he was 
twenty-six, "Like everyone else, 1 feel 
tne need of family and friendship, affec­
tion and friendly intercourse. I am not 
made of stone or irof!, like a hydrant or 
a lamp-post." It was in letters, and in 
Ietters only, that that need could be 
assuaged. 

Contrary to legend, Vincent van Gogh 
did not ·come from nowhere and was 
not at ali a prs:destined outcast. Though 
himself tbe son and grandson of Protes­
tant pastors who lived simply and care­
fully, he had two uncles who became 
generals in the Dutch army and a third 
who attained the highest rank in the 
Dutch army. His art-d~ling uncles 
made money and took it far granted 
that there were fine flowers and rare 
fruit on the table, that wine carne by the 
case, and that ~hen the Dutch winter 
got too bleak they could take the train 
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to Nice or Mentone, 
lt is also clear from Vincent's _letters 

that as a young man ·he enj.oyed society 
in a modest way, was careful of his 
dress, liked boating and sightseeing, and 
had exceptional gifts as a maker of im­
ages. At th{lt tir.ne and ,in that setting, 
words did ali the work. But what 
words! Vincent could set a scene as 
deftly as any of t'1e gr.eat nineteenth­
century novelists. · Wnen he was an 
aspirant schoolm.aster in Ramsgate, 
Ertgland, he wrote to Theo: 

bid I tell you ab9ut the . storm 
watched recently? The sea . was 
yellowish, especially near the shóre; 
on the horizon a strip of light, -and 

· . · abqve it immense dark gray clouds 
from which the rain poured down 
in slanting streaks. l'he wind blew 
the dust from. the Íittle white path 
on the rocks into the sea and bent 
the blooming hawthorne bushes and 
wallflowers that grow on the. rocks. 
To the right were fields of young 
green corn, and in . the distance the 
town lookeci like t!le fowns ·that 
Albrecht Dürer used to etch . A 
town with its turrets, milis, slate 
roofs, and houses built in · Gothic_ 

was living as a free:lance e~arlg~li~t 1in 
the coal-mining district of the Borinage, 
he would go many miles on fo9t to see 
a countryside that interested him: 
around Courrieres, for instance, which 
he. knew from the paintings of Jules 
Breton, he took a mole's-eye view of 
"the brown earth or almost coffee-col­
ored clay, with whitish spots here and 

, there where_ the mar! appears." It was 
on the way back from this journey (in 
September 1880). that he made a crucial 
decision: ·henceforth he would be "neither 

. 1 
teacher nor preacher ("the only two 
possible professions," he had said in 
1876) but a full-time artist. Thereafter 
he drew continually;' fifteen months 
later he produced his first paintings; and 
for the rest of his life he saw himself as 
one thing and one only-a man who 
made art. · 

. T h~t he would ever make good art 
seemed · unlikely to others. Even his 
brother Theo, who lived by selling art, 
could not persuade .his clients .that Vin­
cent's work was of any inter_est. Theo 
was not, of cour'se, a demon salesman. 
When he showed -a painting to a poten­
tial btiyer his bearing-so one observer 
r.emembere,d-was that of "a beggar 

/ 
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style, and 'below, _the harbor be­
tween . two jetties which profect far 
into the sea. 

A year later, he was. in Amsterdam. 
· ''Twilight is falling,'' he wrote to Theo, 

and the view of the yard from my 
window is simply wonderful, , with . 
that little avenue of y oplars-their 
slender . foims and thin branches 
stand ou·t so: delicate against the 
gray evening sky; and then the old 
arsenal 'building in rhe water-quiet 
as the "waters of the old p~ol" in 
the l;Jook of Isaiah-down by the 
waterside the walls of that arsenal 

. are quite green' and weather-beaten. 
Farther down · is the little garden 
and the fence around i( with the 
rosebushes, and everywhere in the 
yard the black figures of the- work­
men, anc;I also the little dog. Just 
now Uncle Jan with his long black 
hair is probably making his rounds. 
In the distance the masts of the 
ships in the dock can be seen, in 
front the Atjeh, quite black, and 
the gray and red monitors-and 
just now here and there the lamps 
are being · lit. At this moment the 
bell is ringing and the whole stream 
of .workmen is pouring towards the 
gate; at the same time the lamp­
lighter is coming to light the lamp 
in the yard behind the house. 

What Vincent saw, he seized. Even in 
the darkest days of his youth, when he 

( 
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humbly · proffering:- his bowl." What 
Vincent sent from Holland between 
1880 and 1886 was disingra9ating in 
the highest degree. It looked exactly 
what it was: the end result of a long 
hard slog throúgh subject m·atter that 
Parisian connoisseurs considered to qe 
both tedious and re~ulsive. 

Viricent was starting late in life and 
also in . his beliefs. In the heyday of 
French impressionism, for instance, he 
thought that "one of the highest and 
noblest expressions uf art" was répre­
sented by. such living British artists as 
Millais and Herkomer 'and Frank Holl. 
Living in The Hague in the early 1880s, 
he wrote that "up to Millet and Jules 
Breto'n there was always progress . But 
to surpass· those two-don't even talk 
about it." In 1885, when h.e was living 
in the little village of Nuenen where his 
father was the Protestant pastor, he 
wrote, "There_'is a sch~ol--:I believe-of 
Impressionists, but. I know very little 
ab<;mt it." lt would be difficult to con-

' Vincent Van Gogh: Drawings (Over­
look, $12.95) includes 100 illustra­
tions in black and white, four in color, 
and sorne examples of comparati~e ma­
terial. The text is by Evert van Uitert, a 
Dutch scholar who specíalizes in van 
Gogh. The reproductive process tends to 
make ali the drawings look both coarse 
and dark, but the selection is intelligent 
and unhackneyed, and we are given a 
glimpse of the English black-and-white 
illustrators · who meant much to van 
Gogh . r 
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test the proposition that until he arrived 
in Paris in 1886 at the age of thirty­
three 'vincent van Gogh knew ·nothing 
of the advánced art of the period (and 
that for one reason or an9ther Theo van 
Gogh had not chosen to enlighten_ him). 

However, Vincent's was ·not a hurry­
ing nature. In no way did he share the 
current belief in the importance of being 
at the center of things. The impression­
ists might have outláwed · qlack, fór in­

' stance, sorne years earlier, but Viacent 
went on thinking that Frans Hals's com­
mand of twenty-seven different kinds of 
bl'ack was one of the most wonderful 
things that had ever happened in pa\nt­
ing. ·"Is it true for me?" was his only ­
criteriori; and if it wasn't, he went on as 
before. 

Anyone else might have gone under­
ground in these matters . Painting full­
time takes ali a man's energies. What ·is 
talked about rarely gets done. Cézanne 
in his great years never wrote a letfor if . 
he could ~void · it. Pissarro w_rote to his 
son Lucien . because . Lucien was in 
England and Pissarro didn't want him 
to · get out of touch. Degas's letters are 
tantalizing fFagments from the hand. of 
one of the best and most mischievous of 
recorded talkers. We !ove the ·1etters of 
these men; but irnless we know their · 
paintings weÍI there is a great deal that 
is puzzling. And the letters in question, 
though everywhere fascinating, are · 
discoatinuous . 2 

But in the case of van Gogh the nar­
rative is as seamless· after 1880 as it was 
before. Ónly during his sojourn in, Paris 
between 1886 and C888 is there a hiatus; 

. much as we should like to lenow more 
about the only period in which ·Vincent 
was in regular contact with his peers, he 
was living with Theo at that time. Not 
only did he at last see the garnut of re-
cent French painting at first hand, but 

.,...---==~=~-,,-'Ji was· in toucl1Wi111C:am1tle 1ssarr"""o-, - 1
-­
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Henri de "(oulouse-Lautrec, Armánd 
Guillaumin, Paul Gauguin, Paul Signac 
and Emile Bernard, contacts which must~ 
·have called for a prodigious effort of 
assimilation. · With so much to talk 
about and so many ,gifted people to talk 
to, van Gogh in Paris did not need to 
write letters. At aH other times the cor-

. respondence was as rich as ever in self­
sufficing statements which can. be lifted 
out of the context of art and prove 
ideally applicable to óur general con­
cerns. Every reader will make his own 
choice· among them-as Edmund Wilson 
· said, "No two people , read the same 
book"-but here are sorne examples, 
taken at random: 

Admire as much as you can; mo§t 
people do not adr.nire enough . 

A man may have a great fire in his 
soul, and yet hav.e no eme ever 
come to warm himself at. it. The 
passers-by see only a wisp of smoke 
come. through the chimney as they 
go on their way. 

2Degas 's Letters is available in an 
English translation from Hennessey and 
Ingalls, lnc., Los Angeles, for $7.95, 
and a revised and enlarged edition of 
The Letters of Camille Pissarro to his 
Son Lucien is published in English 
translation by Paul P. Appel, Mamaro­
neck, New York , at $22.50. There is a 
new and enlarged edition of the cor­
respondence of Cézanne in th\'!· original 
French. Like its predecessor (first pub­
lished in 1937) this has been edited by 
John Rewald . It is published by Grasset 
in Paris, costs sixty-five francs, and in­
cludes 233 letters, as against 207 in the 
earlier edition. It is also notably richer 
in its annotations. 
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How rich art is! A man who can 
remember what he has seen need 
never be with2ut f ood for thought 
or feel himself truly lonely. 

There áre no more unbelieving, 
hard-hearted and worldly people­
with som~ exceptions-than clergy­
men and, especially, clergymen's 
wives. 

The "men of the day" are the men 
of .one day. But the mari who has 
so much faith and !ove -for what he 
is doing that ne. actuaHy takes 
pleasure in, what other people find 
dull-that man will ripen, slowly 
but surely. 

only because they want to annoy 
the others. 

I am ~ always greatly drawn to 
English draftsmen and English 
authors because of their Monday­
morning-like soberness, and their 
studied simplicity and solemnity and 
keen analysis. There is in them sorne-

. thing solid and strong that can help 
us in the days when we feel weak. 

In the end )!le shall. have had 
enough of cynicism and skepticism 
and humbug, and wánt life to be 
more like music. 

senses. It is as if we could not 
distinguish between objective and 
subjective. Fortunately for us, we 
never give up that particular 
stupidity, that particular hope. 

Faced with passages such as these, we 
remember what · van Gogh wrote to 
Emile Bernard, the young painter who 
had made friends with van Gogh and 
Gauguin and was later to make friends 
with Cézanne: 

· So many people, especially among 
our painter-colleagues, imagine that 
words are nothing. But the contrary 
is true: to say something well is as 
interesting ·(and as difficult) as to 
paint it. 

Painters are like a family-a fatal 
combination of people with con­
flicting interests, each one of them 

1 
opposed to the rest. If two or more 
of t~em are of the same mind, it's 

We cannot but be aware of 
nothingness, emptiness, and the be­
trayal of what is desirable, beauti­
ful and good. Yet in spite of that 
. we allow ourselves to be eternally 
deluded by the charm that things 
outside ourselves exert on our six 

As may by now bi,: clear, Vincent van 
Gogh rarely said an ambiguous thing. 
Luci\iity was his aim, and if it took him 
to, the very frontier of platitude he 
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· didn't care. He was not writing with 
big-city people in mind-Parisians in 
particular struck him as "faithless and 
changeable as the sea" and as "un­
natural, foul, and sad"-but in lan­
guage that would be accessible to the 
peasants of the Brabant for whom his 
~ather had given ali that he had to give. 

lntermingled . with maxims of univer­
sal application there are of course 
passages beyond number in these letters 

. that relate to arL Many of them now 
seem both timeless in their validity and 
remarkably prescient in· their general 
outlook.. Before how many great paint­
ings of our own century could we not 
recail that van Gogh said: ''The pa\nter 
of the future will be a colorist such as 
there has never been before"·? And 
when van Gogh _ wrote in 1885 t.hat 
·"Color "expresses something by itself;' 
(and was not, that 'is to say' . a mere 
badge of · identity) he said . something 
that was fundamental to Matisse, . to 
Munch, to Kandinsky, and to ·many of 
their successors (not least irr the United 
States). 

It was van Gogh, likewise, who unrid­
dled what for the layman has always 

· been one 'of the more bothersome - as­
pects of moqern art: ~isto~tion. When a 
fellow-artist complained tliat the figures 
'in his Potato Eaters were distorted, van 
Gogh said, 

Tell him that 1 · should be in 
· despair if my figures were "cor­
.rect," in academic; terms. 1 don 't 
want them to be "_correct." ReaJ 
artists paint things not as they are, 
in a dry ana\ytical way, but as they 
feel · them. 1 adore Michelangelo's 
figures, though the legs are too 
long and the hips and backsides too 
larg~. What 1 'most wan~ to dó is to. . 
make of these incorrectnesses, devi­
ations, remodelings, or a_djustments 
of reality something that may be 
"untrue" · but is at the · same time 

· more true than literal truth. 

Here a great part of twentieth-century 
art is foreshadowed in something Vin­
cent van Gogh sáid before he knew any­
-thing at ali ab0ut the progres.sive art 
. even.of his own day. 

Van Gogh also argued for a new 
openn'ess and candor i,n the movement 
of the brush. As against the .crafty and 
rhetorical methods of tt¡e past, he stood 
for "brushwork that would cut out stip­
pling and the rest and offer simply the 
varied stroke." With the help of re-

. marks such as tht'!se it would be easy to 
presen~ Vincent van Gogh as a proto­
modernist: a man who knew exaétly in 
which directions art should go and was 
able to put them into words. 

. But that is not .how· v_an :Gogh .saw 
hiinself. lt w~s not in his nature to race 
toward the future. 'fhe Proveni;:al cy­

. press seemed to him "as beautifl!l, in 
· line and pfoportion, as an Egyptian 

obelisk.'! Even whe~ he carne to kriow 
the ' founding fathers of modern art at 
first hand he insisred that "a man rñust 
be blind not to think that Meissónier is. an 
artist-and a first-rate 01ie." When peo­
ple vaunted the scenery o{ Provence as 
unique and without parallel he broke it 
do~n. color by color, and said, 

You will see thaf iL constitutes 
something like the color-combina­
tions in those pretty Scottish tartans 
-green, blue, red, yellow, black­
wh1ch, alas, one hardly sees .any­
more nowadays. 

• When people carried on about the paint­
ing of the future, he said, 

Well, 1 must say what 1 so often 
told Gauguin-that others have 
done it airead y_. 1 f pr one cannot 
forget ali · those beautiful paintings 
of the Barbizon school. It .seems 
hardly possible that anyone will do 
better, and in any case it's un­
necessary. · 

Üne- consequence of the close and 
· loving family .connection that -was main­

tai!led throughout the lifetime of V. W. 
van Gogh may be that we are as far as 
ever ·we were from having, as distinct 
from an authentic te~t. a critica! _edition 

· of Vincent's .letters that would bring out 
connections between his letters and his 
painting. lt is as i.f posterity in general 
were engaged in a conspir¡¡cy of expia­
tion which made it unthinkable to say 
that van bogh ever painted a bad pic­
ture or said a siHy thing. 

Before he died however, Vincent's 
nephew · saw through the press a two­
volume. set of facsímiles of nearly ali the 
letters that v.an Gogh wrote between. his 
arrival in París in March 1886 a'nd his 
death in July' 1890. As far as possible, 
the letters are r.eproducéd actual size, 
~nd certa_in datings have been revised in_ 
the light of Dr. J. Hulsker.'s researches. 

What might seem to sóme severe 
natures no more than a ve¡:x expensive 

· souvenir album of material that is · 
already available in full is in . fac~ a ven­
ture· óf genuine historical importance,. 
Quite apart from the poignancy of see- 1 

· ing (for instánce) the e·xact look of the 
note in which 'Vincent announced his ar­
riv.al in París (" 1 shall be in the Louvre 
from noon onwards. Please let me know 
at what' tim~ you could joiri me in tpe 
square gallery"), the facsímiles offer-in­
valuable evidence both of the state of 
mind in which Vincent wrote each letter 
anci; to the point wbich he wish.ed to 
emphasize in ways that cannot be mim­
icked in print. 

Above ali; they make us intimately 
aware of the prodigious effort of self-

. observátion with which van Gogh strove 
to keep his illness und·er control. Karl · 
Jaspers a~d-:-Meyer . Schapiro3 have writ­
ten on that point; for confirmation of it 
we have only to turn to the letters in 
·facsímile. For much of ,¡his life van 

· Gogh wrote in a regular, open, and self­
evidently generous h~nd that was the 
very antithesis of what we think of as an 
"inspired" or "visiona.ry'~ scripl. "Wi~h­

a rare lucidity," Meyer Se ha piro wrote in 
1946, "he watched his behavior to fore.see 
the attacks [of madness] and to take 
precautions against them, until in the end 
his despair destroyed him." In the fac­
siiniles of his letters we se·e that watchful­
ness made visible, over and over again. 

Only in the facsimiles, in fact, d? we 
see exactly hów van Gogh gav.e an or­

·dered majesty even to a straightforward 
listing ·of colors and could lay out page 
after page, quite unselfconsciously, with 
every word given room to breathe and 
every individual letter within each word 
set down as a loved object. For him, the 
written word ._ was an object like any 
other object, a "real thing" (as he used 
to say). "Í love things that are real, 
things that are possible," he once wrote. 
Objects were for van Gogh, as Meyer 
Schapiro put it, "a symbol and guaran­
tee of sanity." And among those objects 
a letter ranked high: just how high is 
clear from every page of The Complete 
Letters of Vincer¡t van Gogh. O 

·'Meyer Schapiro's "On a Painting of Van 
Gogh" is included in his Modern Art: 
19th and 20th Centuries, a collection of 
essays published by George Braziller and 
pricéd at $20.00. 
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say very fine, two negro women talking,_ it is o~e of those he ~d ~t Martini9ue. 
McK.night told me he had seen at Marseilles a ~icture by ~ont1celli, flowerp1ec~. 

V ery soon I intend sending over sorne studies to Pans and then you can, 1f 
you like, choose one for our exchange. . . 

I must hurry off this letter for I feel sorne more abstract10ns comrng on and 
if I did not quickly fill up my paper I would again set to drawing and you would 
not have your letter. 

I heard Rodin has a beautiful head at the salon. 
I have been to the seaside for a week and very likely am going thither again 

'soon. Flat shore sands-fine figures there like Cimabue-straight stylish. 
Am working ata Sower: the great field all violet the sky & sun very yellow, 

it is a hard subject to treat. 
Please remember me very kindly to Mrs. Russell-and in thought I heartily 

shake hands. 
Yours very truly, Vincent 

594 

501b 
[Letter from Russell to Vincent van Gogh; see letter 5 14.] 

Belle-Ile-en-Mer 
Morbihan. 
My dear Vincent, July 2znd [r888] 
Excuse not answering your letter of sorne weeks or two ago. I've been much 
worried by the changing to this island, packing up and other things. 

It is most good of you to give Monsieur Goguin [sic] a leg up. Not knowing 
the man I can't say if he deserves it. I hope it for your sake. 

I would like to help you. But how? There is but one legitimate way i.e. By 
purchasing one of his works. The very last day in París I tried to fetch Boussod, 
Veladon & Cie in to see the picture you speak of "niggers etc." but failed through 
want of time. For others I saw, that big one of yours unfortunately swamps in 
my opinion. So I am in a fix. 

Y oung Bernard invites me from Ste Briain [note, the name is hard to read­
might be Briain or Brieuc]. 

Complains much of the weather interfering with his work. 
Before I left París I lunched with M. Rodin (who has finished a fine head of 

my wife) and M. Claude Monet, saw ten of M. Monets pictures done at Antibes. 
Very fine in colour and light of a certain richness of envelop. But like nearly ali 
the so called impressionist work the form is not enough studied. The big mass of 
form I mean. The trees too much wood in branches for the size of the trunk and 
so against fundamental law of nature. A lack of construction everywhere. -He is 
undoubtedly a remarkable colorist, and foil of courage in attacking difficult prob­
lems. We should ali do the same. 'T is the only way to get strong. Luckily here 
in Belle-Ile I am forced to try all things, figures, landscape, sea, cattle etc., etc. 
otherwise would 
[The end of the letter is missing.] 

502 
My dear Theo, 
Many thanks for your letter, and the 5 o-fr. note enclosed. I did not know that 
the article on Claude Monet was by the same person as the one on Bismarck. 
It does one good toread things like that, more than most of the stuff the decadents 
write, with their passion for saying the most obvious things in the most wildly 
contorted phrases. 

I am very dissatisfied with what I have been doing lately, because it is very 
ugly. But ali the same, figure is interesting me more than landscape. 

Anyway, I shall send you a drawing of the Zouave today. In the end making 
studies of figures so as to experiment and to learn will be the shortest way for 
me to do something worth while. · 

Bernard has got to the point. Today he sent me a rough sketch of a brothel, 
which I am sending you enclosed to hang beside his clowns, which you already 
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In r93 8 there appeared an English translation of Vincent's letters to Bernard, 
translated and edited by Douglas Lord. He revised the sequence, and in an 
appendix gave a list of the omissions and alterations perpetrated in the original 
text of r 9 II for the purpose of "purifying" it somewhat. 

Here (i.e. in the Dutch edition) the letters are reprinted completely and in their 
original form (at least as far as the material is at my disposal, as I am not in 
possession of the originals). 

Letter B r9a is added, which letter I received from Mrs. Mahé-Williams at 
Aix, a cousin of Albert Aurier. The sequence coincides with the English edition, 
so that the numbering is the same. H owever the Roman figures are replaced by 
ordinary ones, preceded by the letter B. The numbers of the French edition of 
r9 1 r are added (in italics) between brackets in order to facilitate comparison. For 
the sake of orientation every letter is provided with a footnote referring the 
reader to a letter of Vincent's to Theo. 

V. W. VAN GOGH 

B 1 [1] 
[Paris Summer 1887] 

My dear comrade Bernard1, 54 Rue Lepic 
I feel impelled to apologize to you for having left you so abruptly the other day. 
So Ido so herewith without delay. I recommend to you to read Tolstoi's Russian 
L egends, and I shall also let you have the article on Eug. Delacroix I spoke of. 

Ali the same I myself went to see Guillaumin, but in the evening, and I thought 
that perhaps you did not know his address, which is r 3 Quai d' Anjou. I believe 
that Guillaumin as a human being has sounder ideas than the others, and if all 
were like him they would produce more good things, and would have less time 
and inclination to fight each other so furiously. · 

I persist in believing, not because I have given you a piece of my mind, but 
because it will become your own conviction too-I persist in believing that 
you will discover that in the studios one not only does not learn much about 
painting, but not even much good about the art of living; and that one finds 
oneself forced to learn how to live in the same way one must learn to paint, 
without having recourse to the old tricks and eye-deceiving devices of intriguers. 

I do not think your self-portrait will be either your last or your best, although 
on the whole it is terribly you. 

Listen now, what I tried to explain to you the other day amounts roughly to 
this. In order to avoid generalizations, allow me to take an example borrowed 
from reality. If you have quarreled with a painter, and consequently say, "If 
Signac exhibits in the place where I exhibit, I shall withdraw my pictures," and 
if you slander him, then it seems to me that you are not acting as well as you 
might. For it is better to look at things for a long time before judging so cate-

1 Vincent wrote, " Mon cher copain B ernard." " Copain" means either schoo!mate or comrade, and 
he would never have called Bernard his "schoolmate." Vincent looked upon sorne of the 
painters as his " comrades-in-arms" in the great struggle for the recognition of what Vincent 
called "l'art véridique" (veracious art), and Bernard was one of them. 
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