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Paul Gauguin’s Representation of Nostalgia

SUMIDA Shoko *

Abstract: Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) has been generally thought of as a painter who pursued
savage, primitive things. In this paper, in order to approach Gauguin from a new point of view, I
try to analyze Gauguin himself and his works focusing on his Brittany period during the 1880’s in
terms of nostalgia.

From the end of the eighteenth century, tourism became an attractive way for the bourgeoisie
in Paris to spend their holidays. Members of the bourgeoisie visited regions in France for
sightseeing and Brittany, located in the north-west part of France, became recognized as one of
the most attractive places. Gauguin visited Brittany in 1886 for the first time under these
circumstances. However, Gauguin went to Brittany again in 1888 and 1889. Moreover he stayed
there for several months and concentrated on his painting. From these reasons, it can be said that
Gauguin was interested in Brittany and the people there more than the bourgeoisie were. There
are two characteristics in his paintings of Brittany, the physical representation of local people and
the description of their prayers. Gauguin also depicted himself several times during that period
and tried to represent himself with the image of Brittany. These actions can be interpreted as
nostalgia in identifying himself and format of his character anew. Although there was a trend for
Brittany to be seen as a subject of pictures in nineteenth century France, comparing Gauguin’s
works to those of other painters, it can be concluded that Gauguin had his own original viewpoint,

based on nostalgia.

Keywords: nostalgia, Brittany, human body, prayer, self, human beings
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