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TITLE OF ART
Project

Artist Name
Volunteer:
Date:
Grade Level:
Artist: Paul Gauguin
Print/Sculpture: Nafea faaipoipo (When Will

You Marry?)
Art Vocabulary: avant-garde

I The Artist
(Eugène Henri) Paul Gauguin was a French

postimpressionist painter whose lush color, flat
two-dimensional forms, and subject matter helped
form the basis of modern art.

Gauguin was born in Paris on June 7, 1848,
into a liberal middle-class family. After an
adventurous early life, including a four-year stay in
Peru with his family and a stint in the French merchant marine, he became a successful Parisian
stockbroker, settling into a comfortable bourgeois existence with his wife and five children. In 1874, after
meeting the artist Camille Pissarro and viewing the first impressionist exhibition, he became a collector
and amateur painter. He exhibited with the impressionists in 1876, 1880, 1881, 1882, and 1886. In 1883
he gave up his secure existence to devote himself to painting; his wife and children, without adequate
subsistence, were forced to return to her family. From 1886 to 1891 Gauguin lived mainly in rural
Brittany (except for a trip to Panama and Martinique from 1887 to 1888), where he was the center of a
small group of experimental painters known as the school of Pont-Aven. Under the influence of the
painter Émile Bernard, Gauguin turned away from impressionism and adapted a less naturalistic style,
which he called synthecism. He found his inspiration in the art of indigenous peoples, in medieval
stained glass, and in Japanese prints; he was introduced to Japanese prints by the Dutch artist Vincent
van Gogh when they spent two months together in Arles, in the south of France, in 1888. Gauguin’s new
style was characterized by the use of large flat areas of nonnaturalistic color, as in Yellow Christ (1889,
Albright-Knox Gallery, Buffalo, New York).

In 1891, ruined and in debt, Gauguin sailed for the South Seas to escape European civilization and
“everything that is artificial and conventional.” Except for one visit to France from 1893 to 1895, he
remained in the Tropics for the rest of his life, first in Tahiti and later in the Marquesas Islands. The
essential characteristics of his style changed little in the South Seas; he retained the qualities of
expressive color, denial of perspective, and thick, flat forms. Under the influence of the tropical setting
and Polynesian culture, however, Gauguin’s paintings became more powerful, while the subject matter
became more distinctive, the scale larger, and the compositions more simplified. His subjects ranged

Paul Gauguin (Self-Portrait, Miserable)
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from scenes of ordinary life, such
as Tahitian Women, or On the
Beach (1891, Musée de Orsay,
Paris), to brooding scenes of
superstitious dread, such as Spirit
of the Deadwatching (1892,
Albright-Knox Art Gallery). His
masterpiece was the monumental
allegory Where Do We Come
From? What Are We? Where Are
We Going? (1897, Museum of Fine
Arts, Boston), which he painted
shortly before his failed suicide
attempt. A modest stipend from a
Parisian art dealer sustained him
until his death at Atuana in
Marquesas on May 9, 1903.

Gauguin’s bold experiments in
coloring led directly to the 20th-
century Fauvist style in modern art.
His strong modeling influenced the
Norwegian artist Edvard Munch and
the later expressionist school.

II The Painting:  Nafea
faaipoipo

Nafea faaipoipo (When Will You
Marry?), a primarily decorative
composition based on a resonant
interplay of complementary colors, has a mood of adolescent mystery.  It has frequently been
associated with a letter from Gauguin to his wife, probably written in late April 1892, in which he
reported, “I am hard to work, now I know the soil, its odor, and the Tahitians, whom I am doing in a very
mysterious way, are no less Maoris and not [the ersatz] Orientals of the Batignolles [artists’ quarter in
Paril].  Any attempt to give a precise date in 1892 to Nafea faaipoipo, however, must take into account
the possibility that the flower worn over the ear of the foremost woman in a pua blossom, which blooms
in December.

What does the title tell you?  Nothing!  It is in Tahitian, and if the words puzzle you, you are just as
confused as the people who first saw Gauguin’s Tahitian pictures in Paris in the 1890s.  They could not
understand what the titles meant and Gauguin did not want to translate them.  He felt that mystery was
an essential part of a painting.  A work of art creates its own unique world which can only be penetrated
with patience and reverence.  It must no reveal its secrets all at once!  Let’s see if we can penetrate the

Nafea faaipoipo (When Will You Marry?)
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world of this picture.
What do you see?  How does it make you feel?
How many characters do you see in the picture?

Four.  Two large characters in the foreground, and two very
small once in the background.  Why are they so small?

What are the differences between the large
characters in the foreground?  The older woman has a
darker face.  Her eyes are watchful, difficult to decipher.
She is looking at the viewer sideways.  There is something
inscrutable in her expression.  She has a closed face.
What can she be thinking about?

The face of the younger woman is easier to read.  Her
eyes are wide open with curiosity.  Her red lips are full,
sensual, while the lips of the older woman are thinner and
less red.  The pose of the younger woman indicates her eagerness to go
out and taste all the good things of the world, experience all the emotions
that await her in the world in front of her.  She speaks with her whole body.
It seems that she is ready to spring up; or like a flower, she is just about to
open up and blossom.  Her very graceful pose suggests suppleness and
pent-up energy.

Are there similarities between the two women?  They both have
black hair, dark skin.  They are native Tahitianisn.  They wear clothes that
are different in shapes but of similar hues so that they almost blend; one
dress is almost a continuation of the other.  The red of the young woman’s
skirt is muted down into the pink of the older woman’s dress.

What kinds of clothes are they wearing?  The young woman wears
a white blouse, opened in the front and a skirt, perhaps a wrap-around
skirt.  The older woman wears a missionary dress, i.e., the kind of dress
that Catholic missionaries (nuns) had brought to the island of Tahiti.  It has a little white collar which in its
modesty contrasts with the

III Composition of Artwork

IV Artist’s Materials or Techniques
Gauguin was tall, dark-haired, dark-skinned, with heavy eyelids, a low forehead, a prominent aquiline

nose that gave him the profile of an Aztec Indian.  He said of himself that he had “the face of a savage.”
He was a strong, athletic man.  He loved to box.  He was also said to be a dangerous swordsman

and quarrelsome people kept their distance from him.  Remember this was still the time when
gentlemen who had been offended asked for reparation by means of a duel.

Gauguin wore extravagant clothes so that he was always eminently noticeable in a crowd of people.
He expressed his opinions with blustering self-confidence.  But even though he struck observers as very
sure of himself, he needed the reassurance of other people.  When he could not persuade others to his

Picasso

Degas
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way of thinking, he deliberately provoked them and offended them.
This was a means of asserting his individuality, of making certain his
originality was noticed.

He loved to pose, to play a part.  Life to him was a drama, and he
was the protagonist, i.e., the main character.  He painted many
portraits of himself and each one shows him playing a different part.

F He portrayed himself as a savage.  He was proud to come from
a Peruvian family on his mother’s side.  He liked to depict
himself as a man of strong, elemental passions. (p. 126:  Self-
Portrait, Jug in the form of a head)

F He also showed himself as a wandered, an alien misunderstood by his contemporaries but
fueled by a great inner fire (p. 172).

F He fancied himself as a savior.  He said he was like Christ.  Through his own suffering, he
would save people trapped in an artificial society. (p. 177).

What do the roles he liked to play tell us about the man?  He was not a successful artist.  Few
people believed in what he was trying to achieve and fewer people were ready to purchase his pictures.
Also, Gauguin was a restless man, never satisfied for long, endlessly yearning for a different
environment.

His restlessness is evident in the way he changed jobs:
F He began his career as a sailor in the merchant marines; then he enlisted in the French navy

and fought a war (the 1870-71 war against the Prussians).
F He became a stockbroker and sold insurance bonds.
F One of his colleagues dabbled in painting and bought modern works of art.  Under his

guidance at first, Gauguin became very much interested in painting.  Although he had no
formal training in art, he started to pain in the manner of the Impressionists.

Do you remember the names of some of these Impressionist painters?  Gauguin admired
Degas very much, and he was a friend of Picasso.  At first, Gauguin painted like an Impressionist and
also bought Impressionist paintings at a time when they were not popular yet.  He learned how to make
marble sculptures and how to prepare potteries for firing.  He attended the meetings of the most
important poets and painters of Paris, listened to their ideas and expressed his own with equal
assurance.  He had become a member of the avant-garde.  Art was a consuming passion for him, so
much so that he gave up his job as a stockbroker to become a full-time painter.

F Later, Gauguin also devoted himself to writing.  He wrote articles and books to defend his
ideas about art, morality, and religion.  He also described and romanticized his personal
adventures.

Thus, he was a sailor, a stockbroker, a painter and a writer.  He is remembered mostly as a painter.
Gauguin also showed his restless temperament by travelling to far-away lands.
F He was born in France, but when he was still a baby his family moved to Peru where his

mother had been born.  He was brought back to France a few years later, but for the rest of
his life he spoke with great pride of his Peruvian origins.  He displayed his Aztec profile
whenever he had a chance.

F As a sailor, he went around the world.
F As an artist, he left his family to travel to Martinique; stopped in Panama for two weeks, long

enough to work on the construction of the Panama Canal (1887).  He became seriously ill

Gorman:  Tazzie’s Baby
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with malaria in the tropics and returned to France penniless, exhausted, but with a few
magnificent paintings of tropical landscapes.  He returned to France but the tropical islands
kept calling him back.

Have you ever been to a tropical island?  What’s so wonderful about a tropical island?
Gauguin was thrilled with the primitive way of life of the natives and the exuberant vegetation of tropical
islands.  He dreamed of creating a “tropical studio” in Tahiti.  He envisioned an earthly paradise where
everything would be cheap.  He would make friends with warm-hearted, simple savages who knew
nothing about the hypocrisy of city-dwellers.  He saw himself building a wooden house on the edge of a
little town and opening a large studio where other painters would soon flock and acknowledge him as
their leader and master.  He would feed off the fruit of the land:  bananas, mangoes, papayas, etc. He
would never have to worry about paying rent or doing the proper things his relatives expected of him.  He
would be free to paint masterpieces filled with light and colors.  The art dealers in Paris would eagerly
await his shipments of paintings and would sell them quickly to discriminate collectors.  He would be
rich, he would be famous.  But of course, he would continue to live in a gloriously beautiful, exquisitely
but sparsely furnished wood house surrounded by an ever-increasing group of admirers.  Gauguin
expected an idyllic life filled with “ecstasy, calm, and art.”

Alas, for him, things did not work out that way.
F He arrived in Tahiti in the South Pacific in June of 1891 and he was immediately

disappointed.  The paradise of the tropical island was already tainted by the white people who
had settled there.  The French government had many pompous, self-important
representatives in Papeete.  They were trying to impose European ideas and way of life on
the native population.  As for the Tahitians themselves, Gauguin found them very beautiful but
lazy and totally unimpressed by his eagerness to build, decorate, and beautify.  They did not
care for his art and most importantly, they had no native art of their own to share.  Gauguin
had expected to find great totem poles carved with fantastic monsters and animals; potteries
representing savage faces and rituals; powerful stories of strange gods and goddesses; and
fascinating myths about the creation of the world and the desires of men.  He found none of
that on Tahiti.

He soon became very depressed and lonely.  He did not want to associate with the white colonists
from France, and he failed to relate meaningfully with the natives of the island.

He did not even like the foods of the natives and preferred to eat canned goods.  Is it good to eat
only canned beans?  Gauguin laced vitamins, and that’s one thing which contributed to the
deterioration of his health.  Furthermore, he had no money because he could find no rich collectors to
guy his paintings and life on the island was more expensive than he had expected.  At times, he could
not afford to buy canvas and paint to continue his art work.  He was unhappy and bitterly disappointed.

He went back to France once to raise money, then returned to Tahiti, moved further west to one of
the Marquesas Islands, where he eventually died in a state of dreadful poverty and solitude.

Yet, during that time, he painted some of the most beautiful, gloriously colorful paintings ever seen in
the Western world.

What kind of relationship exists between the two women?  Are they sisters?  Or friends?
Maybe mother and daughter, or teacher and student.  The older woman is pointing to the right of the
picture with her hand in a gesture which is reminiscent of the sign used for teaching in Buddhist art.
Like most teachers, she seems severe.  Her job is to restrain the younger woman, warn her, show her
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self-discipline.
Nor for a translation of the Tahitian title:  Nafea faaiapoipo means When will you marry?  Who do

you think is asking the question?  Show Gorman’s picture entitled “Tazzie’s Baby.”  Is this
painting by the same artist, Gauguin?  Why not?  The characters in this picture are American
Indians, not Tahitians.  They wear different clothing.  But most importantly, there is no violent contrast of
colors here.  On the contrary, everything is soft, subdued.  The background barely exists.  There
certainly i no landscape here.

What do the two paintings have in common, though?  The characters have the same large feet
and hands.  That gives them a more primitive quality.  Also, the outlines of the bodies are bold, with a
great emphasis on soft, simple curves.  Details are deleted.  What is stressed is the general outline of
the shapes.

The relationship between the character is also very similar.  In the Gorman picture, the baby looks at
the world with the same curious, eager, wide open look of Gauguin’s younger woman.  The mother
figure in both cases is disciplined, restrained.

Let’s go back to the landscape represented in Gauguin’s picture.  Have you ever seen a
landscape like this one?  What does it make you feel like?  Awake or asleep?  Happy or sad?  Is
it strange or usual?  Is it realistic or unrealistic?  Art critics would probably call it surrealistic.  What
kinds of colors did Gauguin use?  Have you ever seen a yellow sky before?  A purple
mountain?  What about a palm tree with yellow palms?  Do you like it?  The landscape is not
realistic at all.  It seems to come straight out of a dream.  Notice the pleasant rhythm which pervades
the whole picture.  Notice the repetitions in the broad bands or layers of colors.  The mountain is blue-
purple and the pool water strangely located in the middle of the picture repeats the same blue.  The
yellow of the sky finds an echo in the grass of the field and the surface on which the two women are
seated.  Is it sand?  There are two green masses at the foot of the mountain, clumps of threes perhaps
– one is pale green, the other is dark green – they are like the two women, on a paler, older copy of the
other.

Are the colors warm or cold?  A mixture of both; mostly warm.
What is in the foreground on the left?  A rock?  Why is it placed there?  What does it add to

the picture?  Could you remove it without altering the total effect of the painting?  Note the
same curving effects in the shape of the rock and in the shapes of the legs and hips of the younger
woman.  Gauguin repeats the same colors and shapes throughout the picture to create a harmonious
whole fraught with grace and mystery.

V Students’ Self-Expression:  Guided Activity
A. This is an exercise in COMPOSITION, i.e., assembling the different elements of a picture.

1. You will work in groups of 4, each group is going to copose 1 picture.
2. One member of the group will work primarily on the background – directly on the poster

board.  The others can give strips of colorful construction paper on the poster board to
represent different parts of the landscape, or use crayons and pastels.  He or she can
also use the drawings of trees and flowers.

3. The other 3 members of the group choose 2 characters from the tracings.  They will
color the characters with pastels or crayons.
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4. Then the 4 members of the group will create a picture on the poster board together.  The
picture needs to tell a story.  It can be a very simple story, example:  a young man on
horseback finds his brother asleep in the shade of a tree; or, four young women dance in a
circle, etc.  It is important for your group to talk and decide where the characters should be
placed:  you may want characters in the foreground, and characters in the background
doing something else.  The ones in the background will be farther away, therefore, they
should be smaller.  The ones in the foreground will be closer, therefore, they should be
larger.

5. Finally, you are ready to staple or glue the tracings in lace and add any last minute accessory
or landscape element that is necessary to finish the composition.

6. You sign the composition at the bottom.

B. We had the children draw pictures of where they would run away to if they wanted to run away.

C. Each child created their own work of art in the form of a card for their teacher’s upcoming
wedding.










