STEPHEN ONGPIN FINE ART

Paul Gauguin (Paris 1848 - Marquesas Islands 1903)

Taoa: The Head of a Young Tahitian Boy [recto]; Two Heads in Profile and a Study of a Torso
[verso]

Reed pen and brown ink, over a pencil underdrawing, on a page from a small sketchbook.
The verso in pencil.
Inscribed Taoa at the upper right.
Numbered 43 at the upper right corner and 85 at the lower right corner.
The verso numbered 3 at the upper right and 6 at the lower left.
166 x 108 mm. (6 1/2 x4 1/4 in.)

During his first Tahitian period, from June 1891 to June 1893, Paul Gauguin spent the first several
months of his stay making drawings and sketches of the people and landscapes of the island, with the
intention of using them as studies for paintings. As he wrote in a letter to the painter Paul Sérusier in
November 1891, ‘lam working hard and earnestly. | can’t tell if it's good, for 'm doing a lot and at the
same time it amounts to nothing. Not one painting as yet, but a great deal of research that can lead to
something, many notes that will be of use to me for a long time, | hope...’

This drawing is part of a small sketchbook of some 130 pages — later known as the Carnet de Tahiti —
which was used by Gauguin during this first visit to Tahiti. This page was the recto of page 43 of the
sketchbook, which was dismembered in the mid-1950’s. When he first published the sketchbook,
Bernard Dorival aptly described the present sheet as ‘a beautiful and charming portrait, that of a young
boy of whom Gauguin has, in the upper right portion of his sheet, noted the name: Taoa.’



Dorival was the first to note that both sides of this drawing can be related to Gauguin’s 1891 painting
The Meal (Le repas), sometimes called The Bananas, today in the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. One of the
first works painted by Gauguin in Tahiti, the painting is dominated by a large bunch of bananas that
takes up almost a quarter of the composition, while behind the table sit three children who ignore the
food before them, and seem somewhat apprehensive. First exhibited in public at the posthumous
retrospective of Gauguin’s work held at the Salon d’Automne in 1906, The Meal has been described by
Charles Stuckey as a ‘stunning picture, a work that is half still life and half genre and without any
apparent precedent among [Gauguin’s] own works or those by colleagues.’

The recto of the present sheet would appear to be a study for the boy depicted at the right of The Meal,
while the study of the head of a youth on the verso seems to be of the same model as the boy at the left
of the painted composition. Two further drawings of Tahitian children from the same sketchbook, also
formerly in the Lewyt collection, may also be related to the Musée d’Orsay painting. As Dorival noted of
the Carnet de Tahiti, ‘these faces he drew in our sketchbook, how they become different when they
reappear in finished paintings! Compare the three young Tahitians from pages 43R, 43V and 101R and
what they become in the painting of the Meal, and it will seem obvious. The painter captured the
uniqueness of the three figures in the sketches, but he tends, in the painting, to strip them of their
particularities and transform them, from the individuals they were, to specimens of a human race,
maybe more: as simple representatives of the human condition.’

Dorival further noted that the present sheet reveals the stylistic influence on Gauguin of Van Gogh’s
drawings in reed pen: ‘Thus, in the delightful head of Taoa, drawn with a wide and firm pen stroke which
gives the outline, suggests the form and expresses character without harming either its purity or its
musicality, are the associated small stick-like strokes used to define the boy’s hair, that not only reveal a
certain mechanical aspect to the facture, but also reveal an imitation of Van Gogh: how many drawings,
indeed, Vincent left behind, using the tip of a reed pen to tracing vibrating lines, more or less tight, more
or less parallel, a style he thought came from Japanese art!’
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fig.4; To be included in a forthcoming volume of the Gauguin catalogue raisonné, published by the
Wildenstein Institute.

Artist description:

For Paul Gauguin, near the end of his career, the practice of drawing seems to have been an intensely
personal and private act, quite apart from his relative isolation in the South Seas. In his
correspondence, he frequently referred to his drawings as ‘documents’, and kept many of the studies he
made during his first trip to Tahiti to use as a stock of motifs for his paintings. Furthermore, he appears
not to have intended his drawings to be sold or shown to others. As he wrote in 1903, shortly before his
death, ‘A critic at my house sees some paintings. Breathing heavily, he asks for my drawings. My
drawings? Never! They are my letters, my secrets.’

Gauguin was not, however, a prolific draughtsman, and excluding sketchbook pages, less than a
hundred independent drawings survive from a career that lasted less than thirty years. While a number
of drawings may have been lost or destroyed, particularly towards the end of his career when he was
living in French Polynesia, it seems that, on the whole, Gauguin's working method laid less emphasis on
preparatory drawings than was the case for many of his contemporaries.



