

Artist Vincent Van Gogh in Arles, France: February 1888 to May 1889


It was lovely that there were warm houses like this one in Arles.  The girls and staff at Madame Chose’s establishment called Vincent Fou-roux.  He and his artist friend, Paul Gauguin, had been affectionately entertained there several times before, and Vincent had even painted there.  For reasons unknown, Gauguin was called Montezuema.  It was early, and since there was no other business, the girls were delighted to see them!  They all shouted in chorus, Fou-roux! Montezuema! as the two men entered.  The girls leaped forward, clinging to them, patting their cheeks and kissing them.  The men laughed and the girls giggled.  Gauguin was the most handsome and strongest man in Arles.  As usual a crowd surrounded him.  All felt that Montezuema brought them luck and much laughter.  Vincent quietly sought out the petite brunette girl who so strikingly reminded him of another woman in his native Netherlands.  Van Gogh cherished her for she lifted his spirits.  She wanted a five-franc piece and being a poor man he did not have it.  Instead he offered to do her portrait, saying that he would paint her to resemble the beauty of a rose or a lily.  She said coyly that at least he could honor her with one of his large “lop-ears” as a Christmas present.  Vincent vigorously shook his head from side to side and the sight of his shaking head made even Madame Chose hold her sides with laughter.  Vincent, always lonely, thought that this was a wonderful place to celebrate Christmas that was only a few days away.  It was comfortable and festive, better than the home where he and Gauguin lived.  

It was Vincent's hope to share his "yellow house" with other artists.  In pursuit of his goal of forming a community of artists in southern France, Vincent wrote to his dedicated brother in Paris, suggesting that Gauguin might be the first to join him in Arles.  His younger brother Theo, a successful art dealer in Paris, actually sent money monthly to support Vincent.  In exchange Vincent shipped his art to Theo who in vain tried to market it.  With Theo's financial support, Gauguin too could benefit since he was in debt and in poor health.  On October 23rd 1888, Gauguin finally arrived and for the next two months they worked productively on their art. 


The two men returned home that night, both being in high spirits.  Vincent could not sleep so he arose and knocked on his friend’s bedroom door.  Gauguin sleeping soundly did not stir as Vincent entered.  The street lamp illuminated the artist’s strong facial features, and Vincent stood still over him, just looking, for the next half an hour.  Perhaps he was ruminating about the argument that the two had earlier that day when Vincent suggested that he could help Gauguin with his paintings by adding what Vincent felt were missing elements.  Vincent felt that he knew Gauguin’s painting style well enough to add his personal touch to features that would improve the final result.  Gauguin would do the lion’s share, after all he was the art master, but Vincent could add the complementary details.  If his friend's art lacked anything it was human sympathy, and as with every discovery of insight, Vincent felt compelled to reiterate it often.  Too often!

“Into the same picture”, Gauguin inquired.  Vincent’s head nodded affirmatively.  Gauguin stood frozen, but Vincent kept on talking and talking, failing to notice the change in his friend’s mood.  Without warning Vincent heard thunderous laughing behind him.  Gauguin was screaming with laughter.  “Two paint one picture!  Why not three or a score”, he roared.  Gauguin’s insults, jokes, and ridicule were unrelenting for he was now wound up tightly.  Vincent just stared.  Why was he laughing?  Maybe he does not understand my vision of communal life?  "Stop it"!  His laughter is ruining everything!  The air trembled with the uproar.  Vincent sat on a bench, held his hands over his head covering his ears, and focused his gaze toward the ground.  He then jumped up, begging Gauguin to listen, but despite Vincent’s efforts his friend heard nothing for he was already bent on heading to where the girls lived.  Vincent followed.

The next day, December 22nd, Vincent neither spoke, ate, nor painted.  As the two men were sitting at Café Giroux that afternoon, Vincent suddenly hurled his drinking glass at Gauguin, who after dodging it grabbed his attacker by the collar and forcefully threw him out of the Café.  Vincent shuttled home to sleep it off, and the next morning he arose with only a vague feeling of having insulted Gauguin.  He apologized profusely and although Gauguin down played the incident, he informed Vincent that he was departing.  He then sat down to write to Theo to notify him of his plans to return to Paris.  Vincent was horrified, for since Gauguin's arrival he had eaten and felt much better and his art was showing progress.  

Vincent spent half of the day at Madam Chose's house.  The brunette tried to cheer him from his melancholy, playfully pulling on his ears again.  Finally he revealed his secret telling the girls the sadness with Gauguin.  No one wanted Montezuema to leave, but they were very kind to Vincent who was in pain.  Finally, he left to entreat his friend to stay.  Gauguin let Vincent beg for a long time, then he sent a second letter to Theo, recanting as nonsense what he had said in the first.  But he refused to share his table with Vincent, and went out for his dinner alone.  Vincent felt he was not forgiven.  

It was a dark night, and as Gauguin strolled about on the Place Lamartine he heard a rush of footsteps coming towards him.  As he turned around he saw a dark figure holding in hand a shimmering object.  Is it a blade?  "Vincent!" he yelled.  The figure dropped its head, "Yes, Master!"  Then Vincent turned his tail and ran, heading back towards the yellow house.  Gauguin decided to sleep alone at an inn that night, thus he was unaware of the events that followed concerning Vincent.  Close to midnight a Christmas present was left for the little brunette as she danced.  It was from Monsieur Fou-roux, he had just brought it himself.  She daintily unwrapped it one layer after another.  The last layer was blood stained and when unfolded revealed a blood soaked piece of canvas.  Madame Chose and all the girls gathered around, curious but uneasy in what it might contain.  As soon as the little brunette saw what was there she fainted-it was a detached human ear!  The local newspaper, Le Forum Republicain, printed a dissimilar account: 

Last Sunday night at half past eleven a painter named Vincent Van Gogh, a native of Holland, appeared at the maison de tole(rance and asked for a girl named Rachel, and handed her …his ear with these words: 'Keep this object like a treasure.'  Then he disappeared.

The police after being notified by a reticent Madame Chose found Vincent the next morning on a blood stained bed at home.  When Gauguin returned to the yellow house he was surprised to find a crowd.  Some of the spectators accused him of harming his friend.  After answering several questions by the police the unruffled Gauguin was cleared from further suspicion.  He wired Theo who rushed to Arles to see his hospitalized brother, and on December 26th Theo returns with Gauguin to Paris.  Dr. Rey, the hospital doctor, now overtakes Vincent's care.  On January 7th 1889 Dr. Rey pronounced him fit to leave the hospital.  His advice was good food, rest and no nervous excitement. 

There has been much speculation about the cause of Vincent's illness, with schizophrenia being suggested in conjunction with epilepsy aggravated by alcohol consumption.  He suffered from insomnia, anxiety, delusions, hallucinations, depression and perhaps syphilis.  Vincent was at times incapacitated by his illness but painted rationally between episodes.  After another short hospitalization, he returned to Arles but the community was now hostile to his presence.  Had he returned only to do another silly thing?  Perhaps he would cut off one of their ears this time?  They felt that his paintings were at the core of his problems.  "What crazy colors!"  "He paints outdoors at night with candles on his hat!"  "His portraiture is an insult to humanity"…"Utter madness!"  The yellow house becomes well known as la maison du fou or the house of the fool.  

Vincent was somewhat innocent of the commotion he was causing among the townspeople until he saw their faces glued flat against his windows.  At first the idlers would scatter at their first glance of him, an odd specter with his bandaged head, especially if he looked or stepped towards the glass.  But in time the hecklers became bolder shouting at him when he appeared.  Once he counted fifty faces!  In spring on one warm day, Vincent addressed the crowd.  At the site of Fou-roux making a speech, the crowd became hysterical with mirth.  Antagonized, he became so wild that he almost fell out of the window.  The people kept clapping their hands as they chanted in rhythm "Fou-roux, Fou-roux!"  The next morning the mob was outdoors again, taunting him, humiliating him to an even worse extent.  He tossed pictures down at them.  Some children put the frames around their necks, mocking him.  Youngsters entered his dwelling to further persecute him.  Provoked, his screams were heard afar, traveling across the market-square.  Everyone laughed.

In Arles, 81 citizens petitioned that the madman should be removed.  The mayor did his duty and Vincent was forcibly evicted and taken to the hospital where he was put in an India-rubber cell designed for holding lunatics.  He did not leave the hospital until March 29th, 1889.

Vincent feeling ill, incapable of living anywhere alone, writes to his brother on April 21st asking that he be admitted to the asylum in St. Re(my.  His primary purpose is to recover and paint or draw in peace.  Vincent leaves Arles on May 8th, 1889 with Reverend Salles, for the tranquility of St. Paul-de-Mausole, where he is eventually given a second room to serve as a studio for his art.

Gauguin desired to paint because his skepticism bore through to the nature of mankind.  Vincent painted because he believed in mankind and Nature and his pictures were an expression of his love; at times his art was the best substitute for human intimacy and affection that he could find.
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