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Conceptual principles of post-impressionism
and its role in modern art

Many art researchers including American
art historian John Rewald considered post-im-
pressionism to begin from the last impres-
sionist exhibition in 1886 known as the first
manifestation of neo-impressionists, and the
publication of Jean Moréas’s Symbolist Man-
ifesto in the French Le Figaro newspaper in
the same year (Chudov, 2018; Stoian, 2015).
This stage came to an end at the turn of the
centuries, resulting in the emergence of cub-
ism, which was the starting point for modern
art development. Speaking about the reasons
that caused the emergence of symbolism, the
leader of the symbolists, French poet Stéphane
Mallarmé (1842-1898) emphasized the lack of
stability in the society to give a start to stable
art, the blurred social borders that disturbed
the minds and entailed individualization in art
(Illouz, 2005). Much later, French researcher
Jean-Nicolas Illouz (1964-) also noticed that
the complex socio-political situation in France
in the late 19" century, the dramatic process of
republic development, made an impact on the
development of French literature (Illouz, 2005).

Post-impressionism is the stage that fol-
lowed impressionism, embracing artists work-
ing in different styles and under different con-
cepts, who had their own way in art but were
exposed to the direct impact of the impression-
ists, including the palette, technique, compo-
sition solutions etc. Unlike the impressionists
who focused on observation of nature and
depiction of a miraculous moment happening
here and now, the late 19" century’s painters
believed that the initial creative impulse was an
idea embodied in the surrounding nature, and
the main role in it had to be played by imagi-
nation, expression of their own contemplations
and worldview (Koptseva et al., 2018; Avdee-
va et al., 2019; Amosova et al., 2019; Koptseva
et al., 2017). In their creative endeavours, the
post-impressionists transformed the impres-
sionist heritage, but still held on to its revolu-
tionary ideas of art going beyond the academic
notions, expanding the borders of visual per-
ception.

The interest to the viewers’ perception
and optical effects continued developing in

the works of post-impressionists (Georges
Seurat, Paul Signac, Henri Edmond Cross,
Lucien Pissarro etc.), but found some scien-
tific grounds, such as the psychophysiological
features of colour perception, colour theory
of Michel Chevreul, Ogden Rood, Hermann
von Helmholtz and others, and optic discov-
eries (Veimarn, 1965). Working in the genres
of landscapes and still-life paintings, Paul
Cézanne attempted to reinterpret the diversity
of life forms in the framework of stereomet-
rics, the contrast confrontation of shape and
colour. Paul Gauguin turned to the symbolist
program developed in French literature of that
time, and withdrew from working on the view-
ers’ impression of the piece, giving the main
role to the conceptual content enveloped in the
mystery of the past. The specificity of poster
art takes origins from the works of Henri de
Toulouse-Lautrec, who focused on psycholog-
ic expression, dynamic moments in the lives
of his characters presented through expressive
and grotesque forms. The art of Vincent van
Gogh with its unique emotional and expressive
language of the author, presented the problem
of spirituality and moral in the contemporary
person, the state of the surrounding world and
the artist’s own emotional world outlook.
Translating the spirit of its time, the es-
tablishment of new society, reinterpretation of
values, and search for new meanings, post-im-
pressionism promoted the development of the
artistic culture of the turn of the 19%-20" centu-
ries and served as a precursor for such modern
art trends as fauvism, expressionism, cubism,
symbolism, modern painting, poster art etc.
John Rewald also draw a parallel between
post-impressionism and various art trends of
the late 20™ century, such as post avant-garde
and post-modernism. The main artists of the
late 19" century being the main trendsetters in
the art of the coming century and modern art as
a whole, are: Vincent van Gogh, Paul Gauguin,
George-Pierre Seurat, Paul Cézanne, Henri de
Toulouse-Lautrec, Henri Rousseau.

Classical and modern studies of the art
of Vincent van Gogh

The interest of researchers towards the
works of Vincent van Gogh, as well as recogni-
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tion of his art, gained momentum long after his
death. The majority of the studies were written
in the early 21% century. Despite the common
idea of the artist as an unhinged and a men-
tally ill person, modern researchers recognize
his unique, consistent, committed character.
Van Gogh amazes by his persistence in labour;
he believed that this is not personal happiness
that is the aim of one’s existence, but continu-
ous creative work and desire to leave a great
heritage. He was convinced that it is not tal-
ent, but hard labour that makes a great artist.
He continued working regardless of blows of
circumstances and disapproval of his art by
the contemporaries. Van Gogh had been insist-
ing on his point of view and his opinion of art
throughout his life. For him, painting was more
than a purpose and mission of his life, it was
life itself, the life he did not just portray, but
lived every moment of it in his own way.

Studying the life and works of the great
painter, the researchers elaborate on various
aspects the studies: the controversial moments
of biography and periods in work, the tragic
motives of his life and painting, the specific
painting techniques and symbolism, the con-
tribution in further art development, cultural
response to the works by his contemporaries
(the dialogue of cultures), the Japanese influ-
ence on the works by Van Gogh, specificity of
each painting period and analysis of different
pieces of art.

The first article about the artist titled “The
Isolated Ones: Vincent van Gogh” was written
by young writer Albert Aurier back when the
artist was alive. In the article, Aurier revealed
the dualistic nature of Van Gogh’s personality;
being a great artist committed to painting, he
was a passionate believer and a dreamer living
in his beautiful ideas, utopias, and dreams. An
adherer of symbolism, Aurier eagerly listed
this artist among symbolists and wrote: “No
doubt, like all the painters of his race, he is very
conscious of material reality, of its importance
and its beauty, but even more often, he consid-
ers this enchantress only as a sort of marvel-
lous language destined to translate the Idea”.
However, in his response to this article, Vin-
cent himself objected. He wrote that the author
of the article had glamorized his image to make

it fit his ideals and presented him as a roman-
tic lonely genius. In a letter to his brother, Van
Gogh wrote: “But the truth is so dear to me,
trying to create something true also, anyway
I think, I think I still prefer to be a shoemak-
er than to be a musician, with colours” (Van
Gogh, 2018). He did not see himself as an iso-
lated person in what he did; he thought he was
in line with many others, though did not play a
leading part in either society or art.

Interestingly, earlier studies written in the
last decades of the 20™ century are of psycho-
analytic nature and mostly belong to foreign re-
searchers. Among the most commonly studied,
and, importantly, doubtful and controversial
questions there are the issues of psychopathol-
ogies the artist suffered from and the influ-
ence they made on his painting (Rahe,1990;
Morrant, 1993; Lemke, Lemke, 1994; Blumer,
2002); xanthopsia and domination of yellow
tones (Arnold, Loftus, 1991); addictions (Lee,
1981; Berggren, 1997) and suicidal inclinations
of the painter (Mehlum, 1996; Montejo Gon-
salez, 1993); the conflict with Gauguin and its
consequences (Runyan, 1981); the anguish he
suffered, branded with the “mark of shame” by
the society (Benezech, Addad, 1997). General-
ly, this period is also distinctive with a number
of works focused on the life and painting of the
artist (Stoun, 1988; Uolleis, 1998).

For the early 21 century, it is typical to
speak of Van Gogh as a great painter who had
left a unique, priceless heritage both in art and
beyond. In the community of researchers and
artists, we find less and less one-sided judge-
ments of him as an unrecognized self-pro-
fessed, or a rejected martyr suffering from a
mental illness. There are more researchers in-
troducing the life and work of Van Gogh from
a different perspective: N.A. Dmitrieva (Dmi-
trieva, 1984), H. Perruchot (Perruchot, 1987),
E. Weissman (Weissman, 2008), M. Gordeeva
(Gordeeva, 2009), A.V. Golenkov (Golenkov,
2011), M.M. Drobysheva (Drobysheva, 2014),
N. Heinich (Heinich, 2014), N.V. Kuzova (Ku-
zova, 2015), A. Savichev (Savichev, 2016),
E. Gordeeva (Gordeeva, 2017), O.lu. Zharina
(Zharina, 2019).

A study by Ia. Beloshapkina (Beloshapki-
na, 2013) analysing the main features of Van
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Gogh’s painting and the milestones of his life is
of special interest. The author remarks that the
principal expression and atmosphere-creating
tool for Van Gogh was the colour. Van Gogh
believed that a colour could reveal the soul of
a character; every colour bore a deep symbolic
meaning for him. Moreover, the painter con-
templated over the psychological properties
of colours and made up a system of his own,
adopting the experience of the best colourists
of the past. Beloshapkina also studied the mo-
tives and drivers of Van Gogh’s creativity, and
among the most powerful ones she mentioned
commiseration and sympathy. Every piece car-
ries a piece of the painter’s soul: “...the closer
to perfection the painting was, the more emo-
tionally drained was the artist. Life was slowly
slipping away from Vincent, flowing into his
paintings”.

The personality of Van Gogh was the
object of research carried out by A.S. Filip-
pova (Filippova, 2014), who made an attempt
to draw a psychological portrait of the artist.
She pointed out that Van Gogh should not be
biased; his life was controversial and paradox-
ical. Though not naturally gifted, he became a
great painter; not a talented speaker, he wrote
astonishing letters to his brother, and today
they are acknowledged as literary heritage. It
is emphasized that Van Gogh was reaching out
to people, willing to be heard and understood,
but in the majority of cases he was rejected
and avoided. The reason was his unwilling-
ness to play the imposed social roles or to live
up to someone’s expectations, to blindly fulfil
the instructions of his customers or to follow
any trends of fashion due to the humanism
ideas he preached. Filippova also noticed that
several years after Van Gogh’s death one ven-
turous German man promoted the publishing
of pseudoscientific monographs of the life and
work of the artist, intentionally distorting the
facts. The painter was presented as a mentally
disturbed, careless sentimentalist, an outcast,
a deeply miserable person who found himself
in the circumstances he could not change.
Filippova criticized this position, proving that
Van Gogh was a pragmatic, industrious and
resolute man, thoroughly planning every step
he made.

E. Murina approached the analysis of
works by van Gogh in an extremely diligent
manner in her large theoretical work (Mu-
rina, 1978). She pointed out that it is not the
historical and artistic, but the personal aspect
that should be emphasized studying the works
of the painter: it should be the “social tragedy
of an innovator destined for misunderstanding
and death”. Later, the moral authority of this
“painter person” promoted both the popular-
ization of Van Gogh’s artistic discoveries and
the victory of new painting as a whole. More-
over, it highlighted the so-called psychological
phenomenon, the painter’s continuous medita-
tion on his own life, himself and his activity.
It shed new light over the unique personality
of the painter and the originality of paintings
by Van Gogh who, as a deeply spiritual person,
created himself and built his own life, aware of
not fitting in the surrounding world.

Modern researchers also focus on the
unique techniques of painting and graph-
ics, symbolism, and ontological status of Van
Gogh’s art. For instance, E.R. Kotliar and
F.S. Emiruseinova (Kotliar, Emiruseinova,
2017) analyse the artist’s brandmark oil paint-
ing technique, the individual stroke manner his
paintings are recognized from. Moreover, the
authors draw a parallel between the content
of the paintings and the ideas of humanism
manifested in the shapes and colour solutions.
A.A. Ievleva and S.A. Khrapugina (Ievleva,
Khrapugina, 2019) provided a detailed descrip-
tion of the painting technique, peculiarities of
the colour solutions, attempted to explain the
genre preferences of the painter and elaborated
upon his epistolary heritage.

A.Iu. Puchkova (Puchkova, 2016) pointed
out that the unique painting technique of Van
Gogh was based upon his principal avoidance
of the commonly accepted traditions, of the
conventional and proportional imaging. Guid-
ed with his feelings and emotions, Van Gogh
did not attempt to copy what he saw, but con-
tributed his soul into every image he created.
He depicted people in close communion with
nature, avoiding smooth and graceful lines.
He preferred abrupt and sharp lines, making
people in his paintings resemble rocks. How-
ever, working on elements of nature, he tried to
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breathe life into them and to make them resem-
ble human figures. This was the way he tried
to translate the truth of the real life, which he
internalized and expressed through art, without
idealizing or brightening it up, inspiring people
to do the new art he created.

N.S. Rodionov (Rodionov, 2017) studied
the specificity of Van Gogh’s painting in dif-
ferent periods of his life to monitor the chang-
es and the factors that influenced the manner
of the painter at every stage. D.N. Lugantsev
(Lugantsev, 2017) turned to the specificity of
Van Gogh’s graphics and analysed a number
of graphic works of the author to conclude that
they were just as impressive as the oil paintings.
The technique and artistic manner of the paint-
er have been also considered by E. Dichenko
(Dichenko, 2015), A. Kas’ianov (Kas’ianov,
2019).

S.A. Shul’ts (Shul’ts, 2018) took inter-
est in the ontological status of art based on
works by several painters. Speaking of Van
Gogh, he turned to the research experience
of M. Heidegger and H. Perruchot. According
to them, a thing is initially constituted by art,
not vice versa. This idea is clearly explained
by Heidegger in his comments to Van Gogh’s
Shoes: “In Van Gogh’s painting, truth hap-
pens. This does not mean that here something
at-hand-before-us would be correctly depict-
ed, but rather that in the becoming-manifest
of the being-tool of the shoe-tool, being in
its totality, world and earth in their counter-
play, attain to unconcealedness”. Therefore,
art is the meaning-manifesting domain of the
world’s historical life, and its legislator is the
artist himself. In the same context and in a
similar manner, Perruchot elaborated on the
idea of replacing people with things in works
by Van Gogh: “In his Paris paintings, people
are rare. If they are there, they are nothing but
coloured shadows. The true life is somewhere
else... Vincent paints a pair of his Borinage
shoes, spotted with mud and worn by long
walks; so precious to him, these shoes are
presented like living beings, looking from the
painting with human eyes” (Perruchot, 1987).
Later, José Ortega y Gasset referred to this
idea as dehumanization of art and called it a
feature of modern art.

E. Sannikova (Sannikova, 2019) raised an
interesting topic of art market, a meeting point
of economics and culture. She promoted the
ideas of David Throsby (Throsby, 2013) who
developed the creative economy concept and
supposed that there simultaneously existed a
physical market of the works of art and a mar-
ket of ideas. The physical market sets the eco-
nomic value of art, while the market of ideas
sets the cultural value. Sannikova applied the
artistic production model to the works by Van
Gogh to derive a new category of a “symbolic
capital” that underlaid the economic price of an
art work.

LN. Sachkov and M.A. Chistiakov (Sach-
kov, Chistiakov, 2019) discovered three criteria
to classify a process in art as a synergetic pro-
cess. The subject matter of the study is the mod-
ern tendency of forming the evolutionary-syn-
ergetic paradigms to observe the emergence of
self-organizing structures, the avalanche-like
development process and the predictability of
this process. The authors engaged themselves
in searching for such synergy in the works by
Van Gogh. They discovered and proved the
synergetic nature of both his works and the
paradigm of his acknowledgement and com-
mercial success.

T.Iu. Plastova (Plastova, 2012) dedicat-
ed one of her works to studying the works by
A.A. Plastov in the European culture context
and concluded that his world outlook and the
painting system were established under the
influence of the paintings and epistolary her-
itage of Vincent van Gogh. The author found
a number of parallels in the conceptual aspect
of the paintings and stated that Van Gogh be-
came a real inspiration for Plastov, making him
feel free, powerful and confident in what he
preached.

O.V. Stroeva (Stroeva, 2014) turned to the
question of replicating images in modern cul-
ture, the topic that is gaining momentum in
today’s technical replicability era. She spoke
about changing the perception of art as a phe-
nomenon, about the destruction of uniqueness
of cultural objects. Based on the exhibition
titled “Van Gogh. The Canvas Come Alive”
organized in Moscow, she illustrated the new
status of art in the modern society. The de-
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veloping technologies change the art’s way of
being; now, the works of art can be a copy or
a simulation, an everyday item or an entertain-
ment facility. The author said that the category
of beauty was losing its main property which
is non-usability, and was turning into a mostly
economic category.

Some studies are attractive with their
unusual angle: if the past century’s studies of
culture and art were dominated by the idea of
translation of new meanings from the Europe-
an culture into the Russian one, some scholars
today act by a reversal. For instance, the objec-
tive of study by Kharybina (Kharybina, 2019a)
is the identification of the dialogic specificity
of communication between the art cultures of
Western Europe and Russia at the turn of the
19™-20" centuries, generating new concepts.
Based on the essential and concept-building
structures of Van Gogh and Leo Tolstoy, she
discovered similar art concepts without a direct
impact of Russian culture on the work by the
European artist. The epistolary heritage of Van
Gogh was concluded to be the most relevant
source of influence. Among the common ideas,
the author listed the inclination to perfect sim-
plicity, Christian culture, image of nature as a
source of harmony. In another study, Kharybi-
na went through the dialogue of cultures, draw-
ing parallels between the works by Van Gogh
and Fyodor Dostoyevsky (Kharybina, 2019b).
There are some other examples of contempo-
rary studies of the culture parallelism involving
the personality of the great artist, written by
E.V. Rovenko (Rovenko, 2016), E.M. Kokurina
(Kokurina, 2006), T.B. Trofimova (Trofimova,
2009).

And, indeed, today there is great num-
ber of works featuring the analysis of differ-
ent works by Van Gogh: P. Harold, M.D. Blum
(Harold, Blum, 1956), J. Margolis (Margo-
lis, 2002), M.V. Balan (Balan, 2007, Balan,
2008), E.A. Dvoretskaia (Dvoretskaia, 2016),
G.L. Groom (Groom, 2016), D.A Karimov,
V.M. Serdiuchenko, P.S. Volkova (Karimov,
Serdiuchenko, Volkova, 2018), E.A. Poliako-
va, TV. Motova (Poliakova, Motova, 2019),
E.A. Elina (Elina, 2019) and many others.

Therefore, starting from the second half of
the 20" century, there is an obviously growing

interest to the life and creative heritage of Van
Gogh expressed by both Russian and foreign
researchers from various domains: art critics,
psychologists and psychotherapists, culture re-
searchers, philosophers, sociologists, medics
and even musicians. We can see the nature of
these studies change from the analysis of psy-
chic disorders of the painter to the discovery
of his unique artistic, literary and life heritage.
Van Gogh became inspiration both for succes-
sor artists and simple viewers of his works.
With his exceptional originality, will, per-
sistence, and principal rejection of everything
claimed to be correct, everything imposed and
fashionable, he managed to demonstrate that
every person is capable of leaving something
great behind, even if he has not been gifted
from the start.

Philosophic and artistic analysis
of paintings by Vincent van Gogh Bedroom
in Arles (1888)

The idea of the painting titled Bedroom in
Arles (Fig. 1) came to Vincent van Gogh in 1888,
as proven by letters addressed to his brother
Theo van Gogh and painter Paul Gauguin. The
letters also contain the first two drafts of the
future work of art. There are two more known
copies made by the painter himself in 1889. All
these drafts and paintings, quotes from letters
describing the concept of the painting and the
ways of bringing it to life should be doubtlessly
used for the analysis of this piece.

The philosophic and art analysis of the
painting appears relevant because traditional-
ly it is considered from the position of attri-
butes and the correctness of their arrangement
(Brettell, 1986), the way they illustrate the ideas
and methods of the artist’s work (Van Tilborgh,
2012; Hendriks, 2011), acting as a ground for
discussion of the illusory space created in the
art works by Van Gogh (Ward, 1976; Heelan,
1983) and the colour palette he used (Saggio,
2011). These pieces were also interesting to the
researchers as an example of a constant motive
of interior in the paintings of the artist, bearing
special emotional and psychological signifi-
cance for him; moreover, it is also considered
with respect to the biography of the author
(Groom, 2016; Scillia, 2004). However, the
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Fig. 1. Bedroom in Arles, Vincent van Gogh (1888)
Canvas, oil, 72*90 cm

purpose of this analysis is to identify the speci-
ficity of the architectural space in the works of
the artist.

In one of the letters, Van Gogh wrote:
“So I have gone over the canvas of my bed-
room. That study is certainly one of the best...”
(January 23, 1889 (Van Gogh, 2001: 610) which
is a reason to suppose that Bedroom in Arles
occupied a special place among other works of
Van Gogh.

What is in the painting regularly men-
tioned in the letters of the painter? At first, it
looks simple. The painting presents a small
room with two doors, one on the left and one
on the right, one window in the opposite wall,
a low sloping ceiling, some furniture and some
objects hanging on the walls.

The room is plain and ascetic, with min-
imum of things including a massive basic bed
with two pillows and a blanket on it, two heavy
wooden chairs, a toilet table with some toilet-
ries on it, a mirror, a towel, a hanger with some
clothes and a hat on it. Among the paintings
on the walls, there is one landscape, two por-
traits, and two pencil drafts. In the centre of the
canvas, there is nothing; some free and empty
space is left in the middle.

The colours are also simple, based on the
opposition of pure local colour spots with an
obvious domination of warm yellow, brown,
red, and olive tones in the lower part and colder
blue and green tones in the upper part of the
canvas, e.g. on the walls, doors and window
frames. The colour composition is based on the
theory of complementary colour pairs, particu-
larly red and green, blue and orange, yellow and
blue, as described in the letter from Van Gogh
to Paul Gauguin: “I did, for my decoration once
again, a no. 30 canvas of my bedroom with the
whitewood furniture that you know. Ah, well,
it amused me enormously doing this bare inte-
rior. With a simplicity a la Seurat. In flat tints,
but coarsely brushed in full impasto, the walls
pale lilac, the floor in a broken and faded red,
the chairs and the bed chrome yellow, the pil-
lows and the sheet very pale lemon green, the
blanket blood-red, the dressing-table orange,
the washbasin blue, the window green. I had
wished to express utter repose with all these
very different tones, you see, among which the
only white is the little note given by the mirror
with a black frame (to cram in the fourth pair of
complementaries as well)” (1888), (Van Gogh,
2001: 798). Importantly, these colour pairs do
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not inflict a conflict but, on the opposite, high-
light the essence of every colour, create a har-
monic unity of the entire composition.

Now we may elaborate on the description
of the objects filling the room: the bed stands
out with its size and location. The footboard
of the bed is very prominent, overlooking the
viewer, appearing inaccessible as a high barri-
er. The bed itself is wooden (as the artist wrote,
“whitewood”), massive and heavy, taking up
almost a half of the room space. It stands in
such a way that a part of it is protruding for-
ward, to the entrance door. It creates an asso-
ciation with the idea of protection, security,
a fortress, a guard. The bed keeps something
soft, light, and warm,; this is the way the linen
looks with its red colour, warm and expressive.
The pillows and the blanket embody the world
of dreams, thoughts, fantasy, and imagination.
Therefore, the essence of this item is securing
the dream world from any foreign intruders.

The two chairs are similar to the bed in
their character: both of them are also massive
and heavy, made of simple, untreated mate-
rials. Both chairs are facing the bed; they are
very similar, even the turn is the same. Just like
the bed, these objects perform the function of
protection, as the chair on the left is closing
the entrance door. They look like two guards
keeping something precious. The barrier they
make is not insurmountable, but it is stated and
it exists.

The toilet table is also simple and rudely
made, with one drawer. On its top, we see sub-
tle contours of the following things: two jugs, a
bowl, a glass, a brush and two vials (in the next
two versions, all the objects are more promi-
nent and certain). All these items identify the
space of cleanness and purification, associated
with water. Before the table, there is a towel
marking the entrance into the space of purifi-
cation.

The mirror is what the examination of the
walls begins with. We see a smooth transparent
mirror that does not reflect anything, but has
a potential of reflecting whatever appears be-
fore it. The mirror here is a clear, unadulterated
surface.

The window with a green frame and green-
ish glass is slightly open, but it opens inside the

room. The tall window makes a vertical line
that stretches outside the painting. In the let-
ter to his brother, having listed all the items
of the room, the painter writes: “And that’s all
— nothing in this bedroom, with its shutters
closed” (Van Gogh, 2001: 580). The window
is also interpreted as a barrier protecting the
room from the outer world. The painting mod-
els an isolated space. On the other hand, how-
ever, there is something that is ready to intrude;
the window wings look about to open under the
pressure of alien force.

The hanger is located right behind the
headboard; there are three jackets and a hat in
the corner. All the items have one and the same
purpose: to cover and to protect. Judging from
the colour, the hat should be a straw hat, which
is also proven by a series of self-portraits of
Van Gogh wearing such a hat. It looks burnt by
the sun, saturated with its energy.

The pictures hanging around the walls in-
dicate that this is not just a bedroom as a place
of rest, but a bedroom as a workshop, a place
where the artist’s ideas are brought to life. It
is interesting to know, which paintings found
their place in this space.

In all three versions of the painting and in
the draft attached to the letter to Gauguin, over
the head of the bed there is a landscape paint-
ing; in the first and the second versions, there
is a clear silhouette of a tree in the middle. In
all the three versions, this is a picture of natural
environment. The only exception is the draft
addressed to brother Teo, where the artist for-
mulates the idea of the future painting for the
first time; there, over the head of the bed, is a
portrait identified by researchers as Portrait of
the Artist’s Mother painted in October 1888. A
portrait of the mother in this context could be
interpreted as life-giving, creative power per-
sonified in a woman. The replacement of the
portrait with a landscape painting means that
the same powers find a more general interpre-
tation, used to highlight rather the universal
aspect than the individual aspect of the artist’s
personality.

On the right, in the lower row of the pic-
tures, there are two pencil drafts, so vague that
they are impossible to recognize. However, in
the upper row there are two portraits, and in the
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first variant of the painting, the specialists iden-
tified them. These are portraits of the people
Van Gogh was quite close friends with: the por-
trait of Eugéne Boch (The Poet) and Paul-Eu-
gene Milliet (The Lover). Eugéne Boch was
famous for supporting poor and unrecognized
artists including Van Gogh himself. Paul-Eu-
gene Milliet was known for handing him over
a batch of Ukiyo-e woodcuts and paintings se-
lected by Theo van Gogh. He also took paint-
ing classes with Van Gogh in exchange for tak-
ing some of his paintings to Paris to his brother.
Therefore, these are the portraits of the people
who were spiritually close to the painter, who
helped and supported him.

Interestingly, in the next versions of the
painting, there is a self-portrait of the author.

The analysis of the depicted items sepa-
rately and in small groups demonstrated that
the majority of them act as symbols of pro-
tection, shelter, patronage; another part of the
depicted objects is associated with the idea of
purification as a compulsory stage preceding
the entrance into this space.

The mirror and the window together are
a sign or revelation of the unrevealed (glass is
a surface capable of reflecting and transform-
ing things). The window glass in the painting

is colourful, green behind the closed shutters.
But generally, the space in the canvas may be
described as illuminated, though the window,
the only possible source of light, is closed with
shutters from outside and would not let any light
in. However, the logic of the physical world is
broken here, and the gleams of olive colour,
similar to those of the window glass, are found
almost on all pieces of furniture. A coloured
glass in a tall vertical window evoke the asso-
ciation with stained glass in a gothic church,
contributing the air of sacredness to the entire
picture, and highlighting the reminiscence to
ablution similar to that done in religious cults,
in an actual or symbolic form.

Another important part of the general
composition is the focus of the viewer’s atten-
tion on the head of the bed achieved by several
means; first of all, this is the vanishing point of
many lines, and the line of the clearly drawn
corner stretches to the bed leg edge, bringing
out the composition axis, and dividing the illu-
sive space of the painting into two parts almost
through the centre of the canvas. It can be said
that the entire space is built around this axis
(Fig. 2). The focus of attention on the head of
the bed is especially important, because this is
the thinking centre (over the head of the bed,

Fig. 2. Bedroom in Arles, Vincent van Gogh (1888)

- 846 -



Yuliya N. Avdeeva, Kseniya A. Degtyarenko... Architectural Space in the Paintings by Vincent van Gogh

touching on the composition axis, there is the
image of the hat, which also contributes to
the idea of the domination in the room space).
Therefore, the bed is not just a piece of furni-
ture; this is a symbol of a place serving as the
source of all creative ideas and dreams that are
literally brought into life in the works hung
over the bed and around the room.

As we have mentioned above, the chairs in
the picture have a lot in common. Both of them
find themselves in an interaction with the other
pictured items, as though structuring and ar-
ranging a space for conversation. However, for
the chair standing by the bed, this interaction
is more obvious, for it makes a dialogue with
the items reflecting the personality of the man
living in the room, the one who sees a special
meaning in bringing his dreams into a tangible
form.

It is different for the second chair stand-
ing by the entrance into the illusive space of
the room. The vanishing point of the perspec-
tive lines drawn through this object lies in the
narrow opening between the window wings
(Fig. 3). This reveals another important centre
of the composition. Keeping in mind that the
window indicates a sacred place, this makes a
dialogue with supernatural powers.

The illusive architectural space built by
Van Gogh is intended to model the world of
the artist, which accepts only a person with a
pure heart, capable of treating all the compo-
nents of this world with attention and care. It is
also important that the world of creation, ideas,
and fantasies of the artist, seeming to be robust
and simple, is extremely fragile. This is more
than a room, but a place of sacrament, where all
the common routine items can transform into
something different, something sacred.

Night Café, Vincent van Gogh
(September 1888)

The work of art titled The Night Café is
commonly analysed in the historical context,
as one of the works painted during Van Gogh’s
stay in Arles (Najfi, 2016), or studied from the
perspective of the colours, as this was the as-
pect frequently mentioned by the artist himself
in letters to his brother, Theodor Van Gogh
(Van Gogh, 2010).

The Night Café is often defined as a con-
tinue of The Sower: “The idea of the sower still
continues to haunt me. Exaggerated studies
like the sower, like the night café now, usually
seem to me atrociously ugly and bad, but when
I'm moved by something, as here by this lit-

Fig. 3. Bedroom in Arles, Vincent van Gogh (1888)
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Fig. 4. Night Café, Vincent van Gogh (September 1888)

tle article on Dostoevsky, then they’re the only
ones that seem to me to have a more import-
ant meaning”, he wrote in a letter to Theodor
Van Gogh (Gasheva, 2006). In this painting, he
highlights the tragic element in his perception
of the reality.

Since this article is intended to research
the interior images in the works by Van Gogh,
the next representative painting for the internal
architecture study is The Night Café.

The Night Café is a painting created by
Vincent van Gogh during his stay in Arles in
September 1888. With the perimeter of 70x89
cm, it is a chamber work. The chamber nature
of the painting implies the intimacy of a dia-
logue with it. The composition of the painting
presents the perspective space structure with
one vanishing point lying in the first lamp on
the left (Fig. 5). At the same time, some pieces
of furniture have two vanishing points, which
complies with the law of perspective. One of
such two-point perspective items is the billiard
table. One of the points lies in the exit from the
café in the wall opposite to the viewer, with the
perspective line crossing the wall and reaching
the lamp figure; the second point, in its turn,
lies in the empty space in the wall, and the
perspective line is drawn over the café owner

and the alcoholic drink bottle; then, it stretches
somewhere beyond the borders of the painting.

The billiard table is the central figure of
the composition, placed diagonally, from the
bottom right to the upper left corner. This per-
spective makes an illusion of proximity of the
billiard table and the chairs, which also have
two vanishing points each lying on the same
horizontal axis as the billiard table. The piece is
full of clear vertical lines, such as corners of the
room, door and window openings and clearly
traced floor boards, chair backs and table legs.
In their turn, the horizontal lines are highlight-
ed by the decorative division of the walls into
the yellow and red parts, the cubic structure of
the room, supported by the horizontal lines on
the ceiling, the rhythmic arrangement of lamps
and the rectangular shape of the counter. Just
like the viewer, the painter is also looking at the
room from a point opposite to the café entrance
door.

Generally, the lines are curved and not
always carefully vetted, which indicates the
emotional charge of the piece. The vague and
dynamic lines together with the shadows cre-
ate the effect of a transforming space. For ex-
ample, on the wall with the exit door and the
counter on the left side, and in the bottom left

- 848 -



Yuliya N. Avdeeva, Kseniya A. Degtyarenko... Architectural Space in the Paintings by Vincent van Gogh

corner there are more shadows than in the op-
posite right corner. This arrangement of shad-
ows creates the effect of distorted space.

The perspective structure of the painting
with such a vanishing point creates the optical
impression of presence inside the scene, which
is also ensured by the incomplete figure of the
chair facing the viewer.

The painting is oil on canvas, which is
the technique that allows using some local
and bright colours. Speaking of the colour, it
is worth quoting the words of the author him-
self: “I've tried to express the terrible human
passions with the red and the green. The room
is blood-red and dull yellow, a green billiard ta-
ble in the centre, four lemon yellow lamps with
an orange and green glow. Everywhere it’s a
battle and an antithesis of the most different
greens and reds; in the characters of the sleep-
ing ruffians, small in the empty, high room,
some purple and blue. The blood-red and the
yellow-green of the billiard table, for example,
contrast with the little bit of delicate Louis XV
green of the counter, where there’s a pink bou-
quet. The white clothes of the owner, watch-
ing over things from a corner in this furnace,
become lemon yellow, pale luminous green”,

nt van Gogh (September 1888)
(perspective model)

“It’s a colour, then, that isn’t locally true from
the realist point of view of trompe ['oeil, but
a colour suggesting some emotion, an ardent
temperament” (Van Gogh, 2010). In this case,
the contrast is based on the combination of
green, red colours and their tones; they are op-
posite, i.e. creating and active complementa-
ries’ opposition according to the colour theory
of Johannes Itten” (Itten, 2001). This principle
creates active, emotional and saturated combi-
nations. For Vincent van Gogh, such a combi-
nation is associated with aggression.

The light colour spots’ arrangement prin-
ciple is found in the repeating elements of the
ceiling lamps, creating a triad of light spots.
The entire piece is based on the contrast of
light and dark spots, which originates from
the selection of the contrast, opposite colours.
Yellows and greens, however, are close to each
other in the colour spectrum.

This way, we see a domination of a strong
diagonal line in the composition and the ab-
sence of the main horizontal and vertical axes.
All of them are equally important to each oth-
er. The space is based on the linear perspective
laws. The dynamic nature of the lines indi-
cates the emotional charge of the painter. The
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rhythmic arrangement of the light colour spots
is only typical for the upper part of the work.
There is a colour contrast, and, according to the
painter, the contrast of green and red evokes the
emotion of a destructive way of life, insanity
and passion.

Speaking about the anthropomorphic
characters of the painting, there are the figures
of the owner of the café, a man and a woman
sitting by the table, a man lying over his table
a couple of men bent over the table. Extrapo-
lating the description provided by the author
himself, this painting shows some “ruffians”,
a woman of easy virtue with her companion
and the owner of the café. The selected co-
lours present the emotions of human passions;
the people in the painting also represent the
passions, such as the lifestyle of a tramp, a
person who has nowhere to go. Then, the per-
son finds a shelter in a night café, where for a
short while he remains in the same place. The
passion of adultery is presented by the woman
and the man sitting by the table. The woman
is sitting by the man, with her profile turned
to the viewer, while the man is looking at the
viewer directly. Faced by the characters, the
viewer is invited to get involved in their sto-
ry. The man lying over the table is half-facing
the viewer, but his posture is closed, revealing
his tiredness. As for the pair of men by the
table, they are facing each other; one of them
is half-facing the viewer, and the other is sit-
ting with his back to us. The owner of the café
is maximally open, standing upright. We may
conclude that the characters are open, intend-
ing to get the viewer involved in the dimen-
sion of the painting, actively communicating
with him. Their clothes deserve a special
mentioning; they are mostly blue, which is a
cold colour.

The non-anthropomorphic figures of the
painting are also important for the analysis. It
is worth studying the central billiard table with
the billiard balls on it. The table is green and
monumental, aligned with the overall perspec-
tive structure; on the table surface, there is a
cue ball used to strike the other balls. There are
no players involved in the game at the moment,
and three balls are arranged in the way that in-
dicates the end of the game. The cue stick is

pointing away from the viewer. Combined with
the diagonal dynamics of the composition, the
game represents the move of a person about
to make a choice. In this case, one can leave
the Night Café through the virtual space of the
game offered to the viewer. In the theory of art,
the dynamic diagonal flow from the upper left
corner to the bottom right means a descend.
The diagonal is bidirected, finishing in the
bottom right corner on one side and pointing
at the exit door on the other, as though invit-
ing the viewer to walk this way. Near the bil-
liard table, there stands the owner of the café,
making an inviting gesture. The combination
of the billiard table, the owner figure and the
green bottle near the owner is a temptation for
the viewer.

The figure of the clock is hanging over
the figure of the counter, clearly showing the
time, quarter past midnight, which is the mid-
dle of the night, the turn of the day. The clock is
placed in the same space as the exit, signifying
the state of transition.

Such elements as paintings on the walls,
the vase with flowers, the counter, and utensils
bear a secondary meaning to the interpretation
of the piece and the primary meaning for the
contrast of colours.

The painting presents a tragic state of
man the viewer is invited into with a number
of artistic techniques, especially with the linear
perspective solution and the vanishing point
shifted to the left, creating the illusion that the
viewer has just entered the room. A big mon-
umental object in the foreground, which is,
in this case, the billiard table, combined with
the other characters of the painting, invite the
viewer to commit a tragic deed destructive to
the soul. The Night Caf¢ exit space is diagonal,
keeping the opportunity to leave this tragedy,
this passion, this aggressive atmosphere and
the way of life that kills both the physical and
spiritual components of man. The primary el-
ement of the painting is the colour, and, par-
ticularly, the conflict of the opposite, contrast
colours and the dynamic lines for a more vivid
expression of the emotional passion and trage-
dy of this piece.

We may conclude that The Night Café by
Vincent van Gogh lures the viewer into the
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tragic world of passions and emotions, offering
him an emotional experience and a way out of
it. It is an offer to walk the way of desperation
and find a spiritual relief from the horrible hu-
man passions.

This arrangement of the internal architec-
tural space promotes the effect of presence in
the action depicted in the piece of art.

Interior of a Restaurant in Arles,
Vincent van Gogh (August 1888)

Unlike Bedroom in Arles representing
personal space, Interior of a Restaurant in Ar-
les and The Night Café are dedicated to public
spaces. This work of art still remains under-
studied, and, therefore, needs to be considered.
It is not a well-known painting, not an object
of attention of the art critics. It is usually men-
tioned among other pieces of the interior genre.

Dated with August 1888, Interior of a
Restaurant in Arles belongs to the series of
paintings created by Van Gogh in Arles. It is
not big in size, which implies the intimacy of
interaction. The format of the painting is al-
most square (with the width slightly bigger
than the length), suggesting a static and fixed
presentation of the scene rather than a narration
of subsequent actions.

The impersonal space interior represents
the specificity of social relations, the social
structure of the society etc. What is the interior
of a restaurant in Arles like and what aspects of
the social system does it represent?

The interior of the restaurant is simple,
just like the plot of this piece of art. It is almost
ascetic with five long and narrow tables with
light surfaces arranged in diagonal rows. The
first three tables are not occupied: the chairs
are pushed in, there is hardly any tableware
except for several water and wine bottles and
a glass. At the farther tables, there are many
people absorbed in their meal, there are flow-
ers on the tables and the walls are decorated
with paintings. A woman is walking towards
the centre of the table.

The composition (Fig. 7) of the painting
relies upon the diagonal lines drawn from the
bottom right corner visualized through the
narrow and long tables of the restaurant; the
vanishing point of these lines lies beyond the
borders of the painting, visually taking the on-
looker outside. The vertical lines of the glass-
ware, vases and figures of the visitors keep the
composition static.

The diagonal lines of another direction
(Fig. 8) are formed by two groups of charac-

Fig. 6. Interior of a Restaurant in Arles, Vincent van Gogh (August 1888)
Oil, canvas; 5464 cm
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Fig. 8. Interior of a Restaurant in Arles, Vincent van Gogh (August 1888)

ters: 1) the vases standing on the remote tables,
with the vase being the vanishing point; 2) the
wine and water bottles and the walking wom-
an. These triangles of the perspective lines
guide the viewer’s look and get him optically
involved in the composition. These compo-

sition lines create a borderline position of the
viewer: though involved in the painting, at the
same time he is guided to leave its borders by
the composition lines.

The scale of colours is based on the con-
trast principle: the light-ochre and dark brown
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spots are placed side by side, maximizing the
perception of both colour tones: the blue and
reddish shades, the rare green splashes coming
up one after another, highlighting each other,
i.e. creating complementary pairs in accor-
dance with the colour theory (Itten, 2001). The
ochre and dark-brown colours are mostly hori-
zontally arranged with the blue, red, and green
creating the vertical colour highlights. Howev-
er, the background of the painting appears to be
richer in terms of colour.

The foreground is represented by a part
of an empty table with no tableware or dishes;
the viewer is offered a point of view of another
visitor of the restaurant. Farther away, we see
two unoccupied light-coloured long and nar-
row tables, with only empty bottles standing on
them; there are no vases with flowers and the
chairs are pushed in. At the second table, there
are some signs of a recent visitor: a bottle of
wine and a glass by its side.

The third one looks the least welcoming
for visitors: with only one water bottle for the
entire table, less chairs and no flowers it looks
deserted. The fourth and the fifth tables almost
merge into one. The gap between them is hard-
ly visible, and the visitors are sitting close to
each other, making the impression of a dense
crowd from one border of the painting to the
other. These two tables are decorated with vas-
es of flowers, and there are paintings on the
wall behind them.

The anthropomorphic characters are out-
lined in a very general way, with wide strokes
of local colours, united into a group of charac-
ters. The only individualized character is the
walking woman; standing out with her manner
of motion, she draws attention with the verti-
cality of her figure, the dynamics and direction
of her walk, and clearer traced clothes remind-
ing the uniform of a nurse.

The contrast light-coloured surface of the
tables stands out in the background, perceived
as a separator of the space. The first three rows
are a lifeless territory with no people or any
associated signs, like water bottles, tableware,
or flowers. If there was a visitor at the second
table, he would have been alone, and the pres-
ence of another person would not bring more
life to this part of the space. This is a zone of

alienation. At the same time, the fourth and the
fifth tables are the epicentre of the restaurant
life. The background is bustling with activity:
the visitors absorbed in their meal, the walking
woman, the flower pots, and paintings on the
wall. Importantly, the flowers found around the
restaurant are planted in pots, which is more
typical for a homely interior. Due to her resem-
blance to a nurse, the woman may act as a sym-
bol of life, salvation, and humanity.

In this piece of art, the interior is a reflec-
tion of the social and psychological conditions.
Visually united by the table they are sitting at,
the people are shown as a dense mass; the pot
plants contribute to the image of community,
unity, and life. At the same time, the first tables
draw the picture of loneliness, alienation, and
emptiness. The light-ochre tables standing out
in the overall colour scheme remind of cross-
roads, offering the viewer to choose between
joining the others and being alone.

Conclusion

The artistic studies of Vincent van Gogh
belong to the post-impressionism trend, which
declares the principal significance of the au-
thor’s personal manner and representation of
his individual world outlook. Just like other
representatives of the trend, Van Gogh relied
upon the achievements of impressionism and
foreign art traditions, such as Japanese graph-
ics, transformed by his subjective visual per-
ception. The painting technique of Van Gogh
is easy to recognize with the short dynamic
strokes; colour prevailing over shape, distort-
ing some elements of space. Together with co-
lours, lines are used to shape up the saturated
emotional charge of the paintings, expressing
the psychological state of the author. The emo-
tionally expressive language of the painter was
used to manifest a number of spiritual and mor-
al problems.

The review of the published studies showed
how thoroughly the works of Van Gogh have
been considered by representatives of different
branches of knowledge and with a number of
interdisciplinary approaches. The academic
interest to the art of this painter is intensive-
ly developing and does not seem to fade: the
researchers look upon the interdependence of
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the biography of the painter and the features of
his individual techniques, the innovation of his
painting manner, the technical aspects of paint-
ing, the symbolism and the influence Van Gogh
made on his successors etc. We may notice a
gradual increase in the number of studies in-
tended to present the complete image of the art-
ist to replace the picture of an artistically gifted
man with a hard destiny and mental illnesses.
The comprehensive studies of the painter’s life
and works attract many researchers of the early
21% century.

Since the earliest periods, interior paint-
ings have played a significant role in the art of
Van Gogh. The architectural space and interi-
or decorations were more than a formal picture
of the material world, but acted as symbols for
the psychological states and emotional dispo-
sitions. In his paintings, Vincent van Gogh
turns to both personal and public interiors.
However, due to their almost square format
and chamber size, the works depicting public
spaces are more likely to be perceived as per-
sonal, imposing a more intimate way of inter-
action. The philosophic and artistic analysis
of the selected works showed that the interiors
in the works by Van Gogh present the space of
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Cubupckuii pedepanvrulil yHUSepcumem
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AHHoOTamms. B crtarse mpezncraBieH 0030p OCHOBHBIX KOHIENTYAJIbHBIX IOJIOXKECHUH
MIOCTUMIIPECCUOHM3MA C LIEbI0 ONPENEIIECHUS XyN0KECTBEHHOIO U COLUOKYJIBTYPHOTO
KOHTeKcTa TBOopuyecTBa Ban lora M aHanu3 MccienoBaTENIbCKONM JMTEPATYpbl O €ro
TBOPUYECTBE, JAECMOHCTPUPYIOUIMH MHOrooOpasue IMOAXOM0B K H3YUYCHHUIO HaCIeIHs
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