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Understanding and Translating: Gauguin and Strindberg in 1895
by Allison Morehead

Failure, Understanding, and Myth
In late February 1895, Camille Pissarro (1830–1903) told his son Lucien that “the symbolists
[were] lost,” and that their “leading figure” Paul Gauguin (1848–1903), had “just had a disastrous
failure.”[1] The failure to which Pissarro referred was a sale held at the Hôtel Drouot earlier
that month, through which Gauguin had hoped to raise funds to enable him to return to the
South Pacific. To highlight Gauguin’s struggles, Pissarro also drew Lucien’s attention to a
peculiar exchange of letters between Gauguin and the Swedish writer, playwright, and self-
proclaimed “symbolist painter” August Strindberg (1849–1912), which Gauguin had published
as the preface to his catalogue.[2] Pissarro lamented the “poor opinion” that this “Norwegian
playwright” had of the Impressionists and opined: “He only understands Puvis de
Chavannes.”[3]

Indeed, in his initial encounters with the work of the Impressionists and that of Gauguin,
Strindberg seems to have understood neither.[4] The opening paragraph of his missive
ostensibly refused the preface the artist had solicited from him precisely on the basis of not
understanding. “I cannot grasp your art and I cannot like it,” Strindberg wrote, “Your art, now
exclusively Tahitian, has no purchase on me.” But in the guise of providing a written
explanation for his refusal, Strindberg came to grapple at length with Gauguin’s painting,
attempting but ultimately failing to insert it into a historical lineage stretching from
Impressionism to Naturalism to Symbolism. Toward the end of his letter, Strindberg
acknowledged that his failure to connect Gauguin’s art with that of the recent past—his
inability to provide it with a context or a history—was in fact the starting point for his
comprehension: “It seems to me,” Strindberg admitted, “that writing has warmed me up and
that I am beginning to have a certain understanding of the art of Gauguin.”[5] Gauguin’s
response to Strindberg encouraged the Swedish writer to pursue this burgeoning
understanding, likening a growing comprehension of the Tahitian paintings to the difficult
process of learning a new, very foreign language, the process of sloughing off the European
tongue of Strindberg’s Eve to embrace the “Maori” or “Turanian” language of his own, much
more exotic temptresses, such as the one depicted in the painting sometimes called Annah la
Javanaise, which in early 1895 likely hung in Gauguin’s Paris studio (fig. 1).[6]
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Fig. 1, Paul Gauguin, Aita Tamari vahine Judith te Parari (sometimes referred to as Annah la Javanaise), 1893–94.

Oil on canvas. Private collection. [larger image]

Early Gauguin biographers acknowledged the self-reflexive arc of Strindberg’s letter, arguing
that Gauguin was moved by the intensity of Strindberg’s efforts to understand his painting.[7]
But more recently scholars have characterized the letter as an outright and even hurtful
refusal, noting that it marked the end of this “sad metropolitan chapter” in Gauguin’s life, and
highlighting its “complaining” tone that Gauguin needed to “rebut” or “revenge.”[8] Creative
credit tends to go to Gauguin for requesting the letter in the first place, a “bold and unusual
choice” given Strindberg’s notoriety in Paris at the time, and for subsequently transforming a
refusal into the opening gambit of an exchange that could then be published in the guise of a
preface.[9] In the context of recent work exploring the mythical aspects of Gauguin’s self-
construction, Linda Goddard has persuasively argued for the strategic and performative
nature of Gauguin’s writings.[10] But she does not allow for a similar reading of Strindberg’s
letter, likening it to other anti-avant-garde rants against Gauguin’s work.

Gauguin was extremely adept at fashioning his own myth.[11] But Strindberg, author of
numerous autobiographical novels and self-described dissector of his own psyche, was at least
Gauguin’s equal in this regard. With this in mind, the 1895 exchange comes into clearer focus
as a mutual myth-making enterprise occurring at a particularly critical moment for both
Gauguin and Strindberg, each facing uncertainty regarding his own position within the
Parisian avant-garde. This collaborative endeavor, I argue here, performed for readers the
intimate processes of understanding, translating, and persisting in the face of failed
comprehension. As such, it bolstered the avant-garde myth of Gauguin’s work as
incomprehensible, and provided a mythical avant-garde viewer in Strindberg, who modeled
for readers a difficult, private journey to the brink of understanding.

Failing Fathers of the Avant-Garde
Strindberg and Gauguin were no doubt aware of each other by 1887, when Strindberg dined
with Gauguin’s wife in Copenhagen. Mette Gauguin may have shown him her husband’s
paintings around this time, or he may have encountered them through her brother-in-law—
the writer and critic Edvard Brandes—or Edvard’s literary theorist brother Georg, both of
whom owned works by Gauguin and were in correspondence with Strindberg in the late 1880s.
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But the first meeting between the two men likely dates to the fall of 1894, probably not long
after Gauguin returned to Paris from a summer in Brittany. Certainly they had met by
December, when Gauguin attended the première of Strindberg’s play The Father at the Théâtre
de l’Oeuvre, where a journalist from Le Figaro noted the presence of “an unknown gentleman
in an astrakhan bonnet” (figs. 2, 3).[12]

Fig. 2, Félix Vallotton, Program for Père by August Strindberg, 1894. Lithograph. [larger image]

Fig. 3, Paul Gauguin with His Palette, no date. Photograph. Musée d’Orsay, Paris, Service de Documentation.

[larger image]

Born only seven months apart, Gauguin and Strindberg were rare contemporaries in a sea of
would-be acolytes. Upon his return to Paris from Tahiti in 1893, Gauguin had surrounded
himself with young admirers, men like William Molard, Charles Morice, and Julien Leclercq,
all nearly or fully a generation younger, who were lured as much by the constructed exoticness
of Gauguin’s studio life and personality as by his artwork (fig. 4).[13] Leclercq, Gauguin’s
“shadow” or “impresario,” and Morice, his literary collaborator, both enthusiastically embraced
quasi-filial duties in promoting and publicizing Gauguin’s work.[14] Strindberg arrived in Paris
in the late summer of 1894, about a year after Gauguin’s return from Tahiti, intent on
conquering the capital not only as a playwright but also as an essayist and a painter. He was
buoyed by the young Aurélien Lugné-Poë’s interest in staging The Father after his theater’s
success with The Creditors.[15]
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Fig. 4, Gauguin’s Studio at 6 rue Vercingétorix, seated: Fritz Schnedklud (center) and the musician Larrivel

(right); back row: Paul Sérusier, Annah la Javanaise, Georges Lacombe. Photograph. Musée Gauguin, Papeari.

[larger image]

By February 1895, however, both Strindberg and Gauguin were in precarious positions. Both
46 years old, with failed or failing marriages, children they hardly saw and could not support
financially, they faced sickness, impending old age, and a good deal of uncertainty about their
positions within the avant-garde. An attack on Gauguin by sailors in Brittany in May 1894 had
left his right leg broken, and when he returned to Paris a few months later he found that
Annah, his young mistress, had ransacked his apartment, leaving behind the paintings but little
else. In early 1895, Gauguin told a friend that he had caught an “unfortunate disease,” very
likely the syphilis that plagued his final years.[16]

Despite concentrated efforts, things were hardly better for Gauguin professionally, which
Pissarro implied in his letter to his son. The Nabi artists, who had styled themselves his
prophets, had begun to establish their own reputations and were no longer intent on being
seen solely as his followers. While he was gratified by the critical attention paid to his 1893
exhibition at Durand-Ruel, from which he made a decent profit owing to his having set high
prices, he nevertheless expressed his disappointment at having sold only a quarter of the
paintings on offer.[17] Not long after, with a view to returning as soon as possible to the South
Pacific, Gauguin had largely given up on courting dealers and had thrown his efforts into his
writing, his woodcuts, and direct sales out of his elaborately decorated studio.[18] Aided by
young critics and writers such as Leclercq and Morice, Gauguin presented himself as the
ultimate outsider, the “savage” returned only temporarily from the South Pacific, possessor of
mystical secrets and erotic powers, who flaunted bourgeois convention not only in his work
but also in his louche lifestyle.[19] While this self-fashioning succeeded in attracting notoriety
and admirers, it did not immediately translate into the financial success that Gauguin
continued to use, at least in part, as a measure of his overall success. The February 1895 sale
was even less successful than the one in 1893. Gauguin sold only 9 paintings out of the 47 lots,
necessitating a delay in his departure for Tahiti.[20]

In early 1895, Strindberg was still riding a wave of publicity in Paris, but his personal, financial,
and legal problems had begun to affect his ability to write plays and novels, and he was already
suffering from the various physical and psychological symptoms that would distance him
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from the Parisian literary and artistic circles that he had so hoped to conquer.[21] He was
increasingly directing his energies to chemical experiments, the physical and psychic dangers
of which he would detail in his fictionalized autobiography Inferno. The Parisian press noted
that the psoriasis on his hands, likely caused by his experiments with sulfur, had made him
increasingly unwilling to go out in public (fig. 5).[22] He began experiencing intensifying
paranoia, more frequent delusions, and was much preoccupied with impending death. On his
way to the Hôpital Saint-Louis in January 1895 to undergo treatment on his hands, he stopped,
as he wrote in Inferno, to buy, “two shirts . . . a shroud for my last hour! The idea that my death
was imminent obsessed me.”[23]

Fig. 5, Julien Leclerq, Strindberg’s Hand, 1895. Photograph. [larger image]

The specter of personal and professional failure forms the backdrop for the first sentences of
Strindberg’s letter. Although their acquaintance was relatively recent, Strindberg opened his
letter to Gauguin in a nostalgic vein, invoking a future in which they would share memories of
present experiences that seem more imagined than real: “You absolutely want me to write the
preface to your catalogue,” he wrote, “in memory of the winter of 1894–95, when we are living
here, behind the Institut, not far from the Pantheon, and in particular close to Montparnasse
cemetery.” Strindberg told Gauguin that he wished he could write the preface in order to
provide the artist with a “souvenir” to take with him to Tahiti, and insisted that although he
had a ready excuse in the “celebrated skin affliction on my hands,” he was loathe to use it.[24]
At this time, Gauguin’s milieu centered on the studio he rented from Molard and his Swedish
sculptor wife Ida Ericson at 6, rue Vercingétorix just west of the Montparnasse cemetery, and
on Madame Charlotte’s crémerie on the rue de la Grande Chaumière, to the north-east of the
cemetery.[25] Before his hospitalization, Strindberg lived on the Rue de l’Abbé-de-l’Epée, near
the southeast corner of the Jardin du Luxembourg and afterwards near the crémerie, on the rue
de la Grande Chaumière itself. None of these addresses were particularly far from the Institut
or the Pantheon, but none were especially close. Evoking memories of a winter spent near
institutions of official consecration and death, and referring to his own skin affliction and to
Gauguin’s imminent departure, bound Strindberg and Gauguin together and positioned them
at tipping points between success and failure, between immortality and ignominious death.
Strindberg’s performed refusal to write a preface aligned his failure to understand not only
with his own failures, but also with Gauguin’s potential failure to produce successful work.
Both Gauguin and Strindberg had by then established themselves as controversial and
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eccentric avant-garde figures, as the savage and the mad Nordic genius. If Strindberg had
failed to understand Gauguin’s work, then who among his audience ever could?

Performing Intimacy
Less than ten years later, after Parisians learned of Gauguin’s death in 1903, the journal 
L’Ermitage republished the letters between Strindberg and Gauguin as a testament to the last
Parisian sojourn, revealing that Strindberg had written his letter in Swedish and that Molard,
of Norwegian origin through his mother, had translated it into French.[26] Molard wrote
regularly for L’Ermitage and likely provided the information about the translation directly to
the journal’s editors.[27] That Strindberg wrote the letter in Swedish and had it translated is
surprising, because for more than a decade he had written regularly and often in idiosyncratic
but entirely competent French. He corresponded in French with, among others, Emile Zola,
one of his literary heroes, published numerous essays in French newspapers and journals, and
wrote a number of novels in French that were corrected, not translated, by hired collaborators.
[28] In early 1895, he had just published Le Plaidoyer d’un fou in its original French version, a
scathing and misogynistic account of his first marriage that garnered enormous attention
within the Molard circle.[29] The book had been written in French rather than in Swedish in
the hopes of avoiding a scandal and an obscenity trial in his home country.[30]

Why write a letter of refusal supposedly for private consumption in Swedish and then have it
translated when French had served him perfectly well for private correspondence, published
essays, and even novels? Timing and circumstance may have played a role. On the last day of
January 31, 1895, Strindberg was released from the Hôpital Saint-Louis and that same night
purportedly attended a party at Gauguin’s studio where the artist proposed the preface.[31]
This is plausible, since Strindberg’s letter is dated the following day. But Gauguin only received
it, he told Strindberg in the letter, four days later, on February 5, the date of his own letter,
suggesting that Molard was hard at work on the translation in the interim. While Strindberg
emphasized that the state of his hands was not the reason for his refusal to grant Gauguin’s
request, it is not inconceivable that the letter was even dictated to Molard, who may have had a
hand in the content beyond translation. For whatever reason, Strindberg seemed pressed for
time and having a friendly translator at hand ready and willing to do the job, no doubt without
remuneration, may have been too good an opportunity to pass up. Perhaps he wrote or
dictated the letter in his mother tongue, intending it to read as closely as possible to some
direct experience of Gauguin’s work. Regardless, Strindberg is unlikely to have cared at all
about the language unless he suspected at least that the letter might actually appear in print.

The conceit of the private letter as published preface or dedication was by this time well-worn.
Both Strindberg and Gauguin would have been familiar with a very famous example, Zola’s
letter to Paul Cézanne that acts as the preface to the Salon of 1866. “I feel a profound joy, my
friend,” Zola wrote ostensibly to his intimate friend, but in reality to a much larger public, “in
conversing alone with you.”[32] This friendship, which had broken down after Zola published 
L’Oeuvre, had been much on Gauguin’s mind in 1894, when he had worked hard to recover
Cézanne’s painting of Zola’s house at Médan for his own collection, a work he admired
enormously and had been loathe to sell.[33] In his dedication to Cézanne, Zola went on to
recall boyhood days spent with his friend outdoors in Provence, arousing memories of late-
night, feverish conversations about art and literature. While Zola had recalled the halcyon days
of youth, however, Strindberg conjured up the recent past, remembering lives lived close to
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institutions of old, dead, and immortal men. It is no coincidence that not long before
Strindberg arrived in Paris, Zola had once again failed in his bid to join the Academy.[34]
Strindberg’s letter raised the possibility in the form of a private confession that both he and
Gauguin would themselves fail to join a modern pantheon.

Translating and Understanding
In the mid-1890s, Gauguin was greatly preoccupied with the notion that his art, and especially
his Tahitian art, was incomprehensible. In the manuscript entitled Diverses choses, he affected
frustration tinged with pride at this particular aspect of his reputation: “Despite the bother of
having to talk about myself,” he wrote, “I do it here in order to explain my Tahitian Art, since it
is reputed to be incomprehensible.”[35] To the same end, he incorporated extensive remarks
on the 1892 painting Mana’o tupap’u into the manuscript for Noa Noa, attempting to explain the
“genesis of a picture” (fig. 6).[36] In late 1893, just prior to the Durand-Ruel show, he began
writing a book on Tahiti, “which will be very useful,” he wrote to Mette, “in helping people to
understand my painting.”[37] Increasingly, he repudiated the role of professional critics and
lobbied other painters, as he was doing himself, to take matters into their own hands: “I am
pleased to see painters take care of their own business,” he wrote in 1895 to the artist and
theorist Maurice Denis: “For some time I have felt it to be necessary for young painters to
write about Art in a reasonable way.”[38]

Fig. 6, Paul Gauguin, Mana’o tupap’u, 1892. Oil on canvas. Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo. [larger image]

At the same time as he claimed to be working to explain his art, however, Gauguin actively
fostered the reputation of his art as difficult to understand in numerous ways, most obviously
in his reluctance to translate his Tahitian titles. In late 1892, Gauguin wrote to Mette from
Tahiti and included a list of translations for the titles he planned to inscribe on a number of
works destined for exhibition in Europe. But he insisted, “This translation is only for you so
that you can give it to those who will ask you for it. In the catalogue I want the titles as they are
on the paintings. This language is bizarre and provides for many meanings.”[39] Nevertheless
and against his wishes, the 1893 catalogue included Gauguin’s translations.[40] In the catalogue
for the 1895 sale, however, Gauguin got his wish; none of the Tahitian titles were translated.[41]
When Gauguin’s letter urged Strindberg to think of his Tahitian paintings as a non-European
language to be learned, he simultaneously addressed the catalogue’s readers faced with a list of
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works whose generic French titles, such as Paysage and Nu, only underscored the
incomprehensibility of the Tahitian ones.

The Tahitian titles, as Gauguin had written to Mette, constructed the paintings as both exotic
and polysemous, but they also positioned the works as difficult to understand for a French-
speaking public. Only those initiates who had embarked upon a pathway to understanding,
who had put effort into grappling with his work, or who had approached Mette presumably
with the intention to buy, would be helped to learn this new language. In exhorting his
audience to understand while at the same time setting up barriers to understanding, Gauguin
not only courted the romantic myth of the misunderstood genius, but also invoked the
Symbolist analogy of art as a visual language that required substantial efforts analogous to
learning a new tongue.[42] Within this system, writing about difficult-to-comprehend art was
akin to translating a text. Both Gauguin and Strindberg had a great deal of experience with the
practice of translation, from Tahitian to French, from French to Danish, from Swedish to
French and German, from French to Swedish and German, and so on.[43] In 1886, Gauguin
had weighed in on his wife’s translation of a Zola novel into Danish, recommending that Mette
look for “equivalents” for the French slang or even leave words in their original French rather
than provide the reader with explanations.[44]

In likening the appreciation of his art to acquiring a foreign language and to translating,
Gauguin suggested that finding “equivalents,” or “correspondences” to use the Baudelairean
term, between visual forms and words and concepts could be a long, difficult, and at times
frustrating process. One could not learn and one should not expect to learn a new language or
to translate a complex text instantaneously. His response to Strindberg’s letter underlined the
laborious nature of these processes and encouraged his interlocutor to persist in the face of
initial incomprehension. And Strindberg, for his part, invited that encouragement when he
recalled to Gauguin his previous efforts to understand Impressionist painting, describing an
inexorable attraction after an initially indifferent encounter: “I looked at this new painting with
a calm indifference,” he remembered, “but the next day I returned, not really knowing why,
and I discovered ‘something’ in these bizarre manifestations.” The recognition of his initial
failure to understand, in other words, drew Strindberg back to the works as a challenge, and
encouraged him to try to explain—to “translate”—the paintings for his Swedish readers:
“Taken with these extraordinary paintings, I sent an article to one of my country’s newspapers,
in which I tried to translate the sensations that I thought the Impressionists had wanted to
render.” This effort, Strindberg recounted with a hint of satisfaction, met with its own lack of
understanding: My article had a certain success as something incomprehensible.”[45]

The Persistence of the Avant-Garde
As he prepared to conquer the Parisian capital in 1894, persistence in the face of repeated
failure was much on Strindberg’s mind. His literary hero Zola had once again failed in his
attempt to join les immortels, a fact of which Strindberg was all too keenly aware.[46] Just before
arriving in Paris, he had commented publicly on Zola’s latest bid for the Academy in a survey
published in May 1894 in the Parisian daily L’Eclair, the same newspaper that would publish
the letters between Strindberg and Gauguin prior to the Drouot sale.[47] As one commentator
noted about Zola’s persistence, which would eventually extend to over twenty unsuccessful
bids, “Each of his candidacies had an aggressive air about it. He did not appear to solicit votes;
rather, he demanded them as his due.”[48]
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Many writers who responded to the enquête expressed a tempered admiration for Zola, but
confessed themselves perplexed and troubled by the Naturalist author’s ongoing pursuit of
official state recognition. Strindberg, however, argued that Zola’s obstinate persistence in the
face of his country’s criticism had already conferred upon him immortality: “They have
disavowed him, killed him and buried him, but still he lives,” Strindberg wrote in his response
to the survey. “He was proclaimed deceased in Paris, and he has just been resuscitated in
London . . . this man must be immortal.” At a time when Symbolism had largely eclipsed
Naturalism, Strindberg also took great pains to identify Zola not as the leader of Naturalism,
and by implication a man of the past, but as a master of Symbolism and therefore a man of the
present, even of the future: “You, symbolists, honor the master of symbolism, . . . and you,
synthetists, honor the greatest of synthetists, also superior in analysis.”[49] This eccentric plea
to Symbolists to pay homage to Zola might have sunk into oblivion had it not been
republished later that year in the Symbolist journal La Plume.[50]

Only a few days before his comments on Zola appeared in print, Strindberg had privately
referred to his own obstinate persistence and bids for artistic immortality in very similar
terms:

They attack me in Stockholm, I’m dead for a day, then up I pop in Karlstad; then they
kill me in Christiania and up I pop in Paris. . . . I fell in Rome, was whistled in Naples,
and rose like a sun in Copenhagen; was booed in Berlin . . . and popped up at once in
Moscow. . . . Last Autumn, A Madman was put on trial in Berlin . . . once again I was a 
todte [sic] Mann. Then Pow! Cherbuliez, the secretary of the French Academy, writes a
whole essay about Aug Sg in the Revue des Deux Mondes. I’ve Paris dangling on a hook
now, the next season is mine. I’m going there this autumn, when everything is ready. . . . 
Le Figaro has interviewed me about Zola’s candidacy.[51]

Strindberg identified Zola’s tireless search for official laurels not only with his own search for
recognition and understanding, but also with Gauguin’s. By conjuring up the Academy, the
Pantheon, and the cemetery in his performed refusal to Gauguin, he suggested that like Zola,
they too were both hovering between immortality and being forgotten by history. For
Strindberg and for the reader/viewer that he modeled, persistence became its own reward, for
it was precisely in initially failing to situate Gauguin within a context of French modern art
that he imagined himself as beginning to understand: “I myself made serious efforts to classify
you, to insert you as a link in a chain in order to bring myself to an understanding of the
history of your development—but in vain.”[52] Strindberg extended Gauguin’s mythical status
as outsider to Gauguin’s place in history, but made his failure to conform to a historical lineage
the ultimate virtue. For precisely in recognizing his own limitations, in acknowledging the
cultural and linguistic barriers to understanding Gauguin’s work, Strindberg’s persistence paid
off by bringing him to the threshold of “a certain understanding.”

This performance of coming to understand Gauguin’s art fed the myth of Gauguin’s work as
comprehensible only with great effort, dedication, and privileged access to the artist and his
circle. Gauguin’s response shows just how critical the linguistic analogy of translation had
become for him and to what extent Strindberg collaborated in promoting the metaphor of
Gauguin’s art as a form of primitive and ultimately more truthful language. But the
collaborative performance nourished Strindberg’s own avant-garde mythology, underlining
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his persistence to overcome his initial failure to understand, invoking his self-proclaimed role
as translator of human psychological experience into prose, and, like his hero Zola,
emphasizing his determined bids for and declared belief in his own artistic immortality. In
their brief exchange, two highly skilled myth-makers created mutually beneficial and mutually
sustaining myths, forming a strategic alliance that revealed as much about their own avant-
garde strategies as about the context of mid-1890s Paris, in which collaborative and contrary
performances, such as those soon to be inaugurated by Gauguin’s admirer and Strindberg’s
colleague at the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre, Alfred Jarry, would become a hallmark of avant-garde
self-construction.[53]
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Illustrations(PDF)

Fig. 1, Paul Gauguin, Aita Tamari vahine Judith te Parari (sometimes referred to as Annah la Javanaise),

1893–94. Oil on canvas. Private collection. [return to text]
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Fig. 2, Félix Vallotton, Program for Père by August Strindberg, 1894. Lithograph. [return to text]
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Fig. 3, Paul Gauguin with His Palette, no date. Photograph. Musée d’Orsay, Paris, Service de

Documentation. [return to text]
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Fig. 4, Gauguin’s Studio at 6 rue Vercingétorix, seated: Fritz Schnedklud (center) and the musician

Larrivel (right); back row: Paul Sérusier, Annah la Javanaise, Georges Lacombe. Photograph. Musée

Gauguin, Papeari. [return to text]
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Fig. 5, Julien Leclerq, Strindberg’s Hand, 1895. Photograph. [return to text]
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Fig. 6, Paul Gauguin, Mana’o tupap’u, 1892. Oil on canvas. Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo.

[return to text]

Morehead: Understanding and Translating: Gauguin and Strindberg in 1895
Nineteenth-Century Art Worldwide 13, no. 1 (Spring 2014)


