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     Here I sit, alone, again. Here I sit alone again in yet another inadequate studio. Barely a shed to shelter me from the outdoors. Barely a window for me to observe my studies. How can I paint with no window and no models? My brushes are bare, my canvasses few, my oils are dry. How can I create salable work in such poor conditions? Wealthy Uncle Cent refused me any further help. Father expects that I find work, that I might support myself. Only Brother Theo understands that I must spend all hours of my day, and all hours of my night, sketching and painting. Theo sends me 150 francs each month. Still, my work suffers in these inadequate conditions. Theo ought to have sent me 200 francs a month! I could move to a grand studio with many windows. I could buy the finest paints, the best oils and new brushes; leaving the old behind. I shall paint a fine, salable print! Theo WILL send me 200 francs a month for certain; as this is our endeavor together.

 

    Brother Theo has been the only family I have known. Mother told us family must stay together and support each other as this is our duty. I tried to be part of the family. I went for family walks outdoors and sketched images of nature with my brothers and sisters; at Mother’s instruction of course. Mother insisted her children read and draw. I read voraciously. I drew sketches of my home land each time I ventured outdoors. Still, my parents complained that they could not manage me. One day, when I was a boy of 11, I was left on the doorstep of Parsily’s Boarding School. I, alone, was cast out of the family. How I protested! But I was not allowed home, except for Christmas. I never did feel welcome again.

 

     I had to find a way to please Mother and Father and become welcome at home again. I decided to pursue religious studies so that I might be like Father, a Parson, and teach others the word of God. It was decided, “I will become a Parson!” But, the studies were arduous. I studied day and night, often going without rest. Still, I did not make a passing grade. Yet another failure! Coming to aid of my parents, wealthy Uncle Cent offered me a clerk position at his prestigious Groupil Art Gallery in Paris. Here I viewed works of many artists. I studied them. Sometimes I sketched copies of my favorite prints. I sketched them, over and over again, until I got them just right. Then … I sketched them some more. I continued my reading, but now I read about art.

 

     I met many customers and aspiring artists at the Groupil Art Gallery. So many encounters I had, though most ended in disagreements. I missed my family. I was lonely. I asked the hand of a good woman. She refused me; with disdain. I could not bear to be alone any longer. If I could not be with a good woman, then I would be with a bad one. Paris offers such wondrous brothels! So many willing women, all who were so kind to me.

 

 

     Somehow Uncle Cent and Father heard of my time spent at such places which they deemed irreputable. At this same time, Uncle Cent determined my demeanor at the Groupil unpleasant. I was sent away again; this time to a Groupil warehouse in London, where I had little contact with customers. Oh, the works I did see! I studied them. I made sketches of my favorites, and I sketched them again and again, until they were just right. And then … I sketched them some more.

 

     I was later sent away from Groupil, again. This time I was no longer welcome at any of their locations. Brother Theo, though, became a successful dealer at Paris Groupil. My only work was with my oils and watercolors with hopes of producing many salable prints. I sent my work to Theo, that he might display them at the Paris Groupil. All have been returned. Theo scolded me on the use of such dark colors, demanding lighter colors were required in order to have salable work. He scolded me for the stress I placed on Mother and Father; for the stress on him supporting me. Theo’s health began to fail.

 

     Theo arranged many encounters for me to work with other artists; Impressionists. I met various aspiring artists and we painted together as they taught me about colors. They introduced me to the new art called Pointillism. I began sketching less and using my oils more. I experienced with colors that I had not before. I wanted to continue my learning with my fellow artists, but, they were of difficult natures, so no one stayed long. I wrote them, suggesting we paint and study together again. They would not even respond to my letters.

 

     Theo was pleased with the new work I had sent him, yet none would sell. Theo had become weaker and sending me 150 francs a month strained him further. I worked day and night, and night and day, yet I could not produce a salable painting. I was a burden and disgrace to my family. I was killing my brother.

 

     The ear? Well, that was but a minor injury. The doctors felt that the injury to myself was due to an episode of ‘extreme nervousness’. I was better right away. I convinced Theo and the doctors that there was no need to commit me to an asylum. Soon, praise of my work was announced publically by a new and upcoming Art Critic named Albert Aurier.  My work was being displayed, viewed, and acknowledged! If only the prints would have been purchased as to earn back what I had cost Theo over all the years. I suffered dire sadness with the acknowledgement of what I had cost Theo, both in francs and the toll on his health.

 

     It became clear to me that I was odd. I could not help it. I no longer felt myself. I requested I be placed in an asylum immediately. I chose an asylum in Saint Remy where I created a studio in a spare room. There were no demands upon me and I was free to paint at my leisure. And I painted. I painted over 150 pieces during my time there. One entitled, Starry Night, earned great praise from Theo. Finally, a painting of mine sold; though, for very little.

 

     I felt welcome at the Saint Remy Asylum and I painted often. I was with others, others who were mad, like me. Many were mad in different ways. One such man was a dear friend of mine. They called him ‘dumb’ because he did not speak; only grunted. He was a great listener and we got along quite fine. Others there, threw fits of rage, as I did. Some would scream all day and all night. There, though, was not mad like the outside world. There, when one screams or thrashes out, people did not run away. There, people ran to you – to help you.

 

     I did leave that asylum, though I spent the rest of my life in and out of asylums. My continued fits of rage were considered to be recurrent latent epilepsy, attacking my brain and yielding unwelcome and unwarranted outbursts. Still having my repeated fits, under persuasion, I was allowed to leave the asylum. I made my home and studio in a hotel room where I could go out into nature and paint. I was tormented and teased by local children. Snakes appeared in my paint box, salt in my coffee, girls teased me while the boys watched on and laughed. They say one of the boys always carried a gun.

 

     Here I sit, alone, again, in this ever inadequate studio. But in this moment, Brother Theo arrives. I am no longer alone. We talk for hours - as I have always wanted. He praises my work’s use of colorful oils and sweeping strokes. We remember our youth.  Today, though, I am wounded. The doctors say there is a bullet in my abdomen, and they can not remove it. As I lay in his arms, I assure Theo, this is the way I want to die. And then I do.

 

 

                                                             … end…
 

