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Rembrandt, Jacob wrestling with the Angel(1659) Eugéne Delacroix Jakobs Kampf mit dem Engel(1861)
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Gauguin, Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going? (1898)
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An examination of Paul Gauguin’s use of Biblical imagery

Revd. Dr. Young Hwan Ra

Without doubt, Gauguin has had a great impact on modern art. Having become a
professional artist at the late age of 35, he is regarded as one of the pioneers of
modern art. At the end of the 19thCentury,Impressionismwasthedominantforceinart.
They emphasized the objectivity of art rather than its subjectivity, believing that the
purpose of the artist was to represent nature as it appears to the eye. In contrast,
Gauguin believed that the essence of art was not to simply represent nature objectively
but rather to express one’s subjective interpretation of nature. Gauguin’s philosophy
and his resulting work inspired others to follow in his footsteps.

Gauguin’s work also stirred great debate. Some hailed him as a pioneer. Others,
such as Griselda Pollock criticized his art as being colonialist and chauvinistic. Charles
Morice pointed out the hypocrisy of the middle—class and the sexual debauchery of
the European man that was presented in Gauguin’s work.

Some critics consider Gauguin’s work as being religious paintings due to his frequent
use of religious imagery. In Gauguin’s time, the use of religious imagery in art was
very rare. Seeing this, Thomas Buser argued that Gauguin, despite the fact that he
had great moral problems in his life, was a spiritual man. Similarly, Bradley Collins
points to Gauguin’s teenage education at a Catholic school and argues that it had a
significant influence in his art. Sister Wendy Beckett views Gauguin’s Vision After the
Sermon’ as an expression of his experience of religion.

However, I do not completely agree with such interpretations of Gauguin's work.
The fact that someone uses religious imagery does not mean that his painting is a
religious painting. It is indeed also possible to use non-religious imagery in order to
convey a religious message. Therefore, it is a stretch to say that Gauguin's work is
religious merely because he uses religious imagery. There is a lack of a religious
message in his work. Rather, Gauguin uses religious imagery simply to express his

anger and despair at his unappreciated art.
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