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INTRODUCTION: A MASTERPIECE
OF FRIENDSHIP AND TURMOIL

In the pantheon of art history, few
relationships are as compelling and
tragic as that between Vincent van Gogh
and Paul Gauguin. Their brief, intense
collaboration in the Yellow House in Arles
during the autumn of 1888 produced
some of the most iconic works of Post-
Impressionism. Among these is a
singular and deeply personal work: the
Self Portrait Dedicated To Paul
Gauguin. Painted by Van Gogh as a
gesture of respect, camaraderie, and
perhaps a hint of rivalry, this portrait is
far more than a simple likeness. It is a
visual letter, a manifesto of artistic
ideals, and a window into Van Gogh’s
psyche at a pivotal moment. Today, this
painting continues to captivate viewers,
not only for its technical brilliance but for
the story it tells about two giants of
modern art.

This article delves into the history,
analysis, and enduring significance of
the Van Gogh self-portrait created for
Gauguin. We will explore the context of
their friendship, the symbolic choices
Van Gogh made, and how this artwork
fits into his broader oeuvre. By the end,
you will understand why this particular
portrait remains a cornerstone of Post-
Impressionist study.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: VAN
GOGH AND GAUGUIN’S
COMPLICATED BOND

To fully appreciate the self portrait
dedicated to Paul Gauguin, one must
first understand the dynamic between
the two artists. In late 1887, Van Gogh
moved to Arles in southern France,
dreaming of establishing an artists’
colony. He envisioned Gauguin as its
leader. After months of persuasion,
Gauguin agreed to join him in Arles in
October 1888. Their partnership was
intense from the start: they painted
together, debated color theory, and
pushed each other to new creative
heights.

However, their personalities clashed.
Gauguin was more disciplined and
critical, while Van Gogh was passionate
and volatile. The Gauguin friendship
was strained by financial pressures,
artistic disagreements, and Van Gogh'’s
deteriorating mental health. Yet, before
the cracks became chasms, they
engaged in a remarkable artistic
exchange: each painted a portrait of the
other, as well as a self-portrait dedicated
to the other. Van Gogh’s contribution
was this very work.

The Exchange of
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In September 1888, Van Gogh wrote to
his brother Theo about a plan: he and
Gauguin would exchange self-portraits
as tokens of mutual respect. Van Gogh
completed his Self-Portrait (Dedicated to
Paul Gauguin) first. Gauguin later
reciprocated with his own portrait of Van
Gogh painting sunflowers. This exchange
was not merely a friendly gesture; it was
a visual dialogue. Van Gogh used his
self-portrait to convey his artistic identity
and his admiration for Gauguin, while
subtly asserting his own vision. The Van
Gogh Gauguin exchange remains one
of the most poignant examples of artistic
correspondence in history.

ANALYSIS OF THE SELF
PORTRAIT DEDICATED TO PAUL
GAUGUIN

The painting, currently housed in the
Fogg Museum at Harvard University,
measures 62 x 52 cm. It was executed
in oil on canvas during a period of
feverish creativity. Let us break down its
key elements.

Composition and
Symbolism

Van Gogh portrays himself in a three-
quarter view, staring directly at the
viewer with an intense, almost
confrontational gaze. He wears a blue
coat over a white shirt, and his red hair
and beard are rendered in characteristic
bold strokes. The background is a
vibrant, swirling pattern of blue and
green, reminiscent of a Japanese print.
This was a deliberate choice: Van Gogh
often used Japanese aesthetics to

symbolize modernity and escape from
Western conventions.

But the most striking symbolic element
is the Japanese print of a geisha or
courtesan that appears faintly in the
upper right corner. Van Gogh frequently
referenced Japanese art in his letters
and paintings, and here it serves as a
bridge between his style and Gauguin’s
interest in exoticism. By including this
motif, Van Gogh was saying, “We share
this influence.” Additionally, the use of a
mirror for self-portraiture (as was
standard) meant that Van Gogh painted
his own image, but he manipulated the
features to appear more calm and
centered than he often felt in reality.
This Self Portrait Dedicated To Paul
Gauguin symbolism is layered, hinting
at a desire for stability and a shared
artistic language.

Color Palette and
Technique

Van Gogh employed a muted but
energetic palette. The dominant tones
are deep blues, greens, and earthy
browns, with small accents of red and
yellow in his hair and skin. This is a
departure from the brighter, more sun-
drenched palette he used in landscapes
like The Yellow House. The restrained
color scheme suggests a more
introspective mood. His technique is
unmistakably Van Gogh: thick impasto
strokes, visible brushwork, and a sense
of movement even in a static portrait.
The Post-Impressionist portrait
techniques on display here—using color
and texture to convey emotion rather
than literal representation—were
revolutionary.

Compared to Gauguin’s self-portrait for
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Van Gogh (titled Self-Portrait Dedicated
to Vincent van Gogh), which features a
more symbolic, flattened style with a
green face and halo, Van Gogh's is
recognizably rooted in observation. Yet
both works push beyond mere likeness
to express the artists’ inner worlds.

THE ARTISTIC AND PERSONAL
SIGNIFICANCE

Why does this painting matter beyond its
surface beauty? The answer lies in its
dual role as both personal artifact and
artistic statement.

A Study in
Friendship and
Rivalry

Van Gogh painted this portrait before
Gauguin’s arrival in Arles, at a time
when his hopes for the “Studio of the
South” were still high. The work can be
read as a qift, a peace offering, and a
declaration of worth. Gauguin later
recalled that Van Gogh often looked at
this painting with a mix of pride and
anxiety. The Van Gogh Gauguin
rivalry was never far beneath the
surface; each artist wanted to prove his
superiority. Van Gogh's self-portrait, with
its direct gaze and confident brushwork,
asserts his individuality while also
reaching out in friendship.

Biographers note that Van Gogh’s
mental state deteriorated shortly after
this period, culminating in the infamous
ear-cutting incident in December 1888.
This self-portrait, therefore, captures a
fleeting moment of relative
equilibrium—a calm before the storm. It
is a snapshot of Van Gogh at a

crossroads, full of hope and uncertainty.

Influence on
Later Art

The Self Portrait Dedicated To Paul
Gauguin has inspired countless artists.
Its raw emotion and expressive use of
color influenced Expressionism in the
early 20th century. Artists like Edvard
Munch and Egon Schiele built on Van
Gogh’s approach to self-representation.
Furthermore, the painting’s inclusion of
non-Western artistic elements presaged
the broader embrace of global influences
in modern art.

WHERE IS THE PAINTING NOW?

Today, the painting is part of the
collection of the Harvard Art Museums,
specifically the Fogg Museum in
Cambridge, Massachusetts. It was
bequeathed to the museum by art
collector and philanthropist Grenville L.
Winthrop in 1943. Over the years, it has
been exhibited internationally, drawing
crowds who want to see the tangible
evidence of a legendary artistic
friendship. For art lovers, viewing this
Van Gogh self-portrait Gauguin gift
in person is a profound experience—it is
like stepping into the Yellow House and
witnessing history.

The painting’s provenance is well-
documented. After Van Gogh's death, it
passed to his brother Theo, then to
Theo’s widow Jo van Gogh-Bonger. She
sold it to a Parisian dealer, and it
eventually entered Winthrop’s collection.
Its survival is a testament to its
importance.

CONCLUSION: A LASTING LEGACY

In just over 100 words that now must be



a conclusion: The Self Portrait
Dedicated To Paul Gauguin is far
more than a painter’s self-study. It is a
document of a friendship that shaped
modern art, a showcase of Post-
Impressionist innovation, and a deeply
human expression of hope, ambition,
and vulnerability. Van Gogh’s
brushstrokes seem to vibrate with
emotion, inviting us to look beyond the
canvas into the heart of a troubled
genius. For students, collectors, and

casual viewers alike, this painting
continues to offer new insights every
time it is studied. It remains a luminous
beacon in the vast constellation of Van
Gogh's work.

Whether you are drawn to its artistic
merit or its biographical drama, the Self
Portrait Dedicated To Paul Gauguin
stands as a masterpiece—a timeless
conversation between two artists who
changed the way we see the world.
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