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Gauguin The
Vision After The

Sermon

The Vision
That
Changed
Art:
Understandi
ng Gauguin
The Vision
After The
Sermon

In  the  anna ls  o f
modern  art ,  few
p a i n t i n g s  h a v e
sparked  as  much
t h e o l o g i c a l ,

a e s t h e t i c ,  a n d
cultural  debate  as
P a u l  G a u g u i n ' s
masterpiece  from
1888. Gauguin The
Vision  After  The
Sermon stands as a
radical  departure
from  Impressionist
conventions  and  a
bold  step  toward
S y m b o l i s m  a n d
Primitivism.  This
extraordinary  work,
also known as Jacob
Wrestling  with  the
Angel,  captures  a
moment of collective
religious  ecstasy  in



rural Brittany. It is a
painting  that  asks
profound  questions
a b o u t  f a i t h ,
perception,  and  the
role of the artist as a
visionary. More than
a  century  after  its
creation,  this  work
c o n t i n u e s  t o
f a s c i n a t e  a r t
historians,  spiritual
seekers,  and  casual
v i e w e r s  a l i k e ,
o f fer ing  a  v i v id
w i n d o w  i n t o  a
pivotal  moment  in
Western  art  history.

The
Historical
Context:
Gauguin in
Pont-Aven

To  fully  appreciate
Gauguin  The  Vision
After  The  Sermon,

o n e  m u s t  f i r s t
unders tand  the
circumstances of  its
creat ion.  By  the
summer  of  1888,
Paul  Gauguin  had
g r o w n  d e e p l y
disillusioned  with
the  artificiality  of
urban  life  in  Paris
a n d  w i t h  t h e
l i m i t a t i o n s  o f
Impressionism.  He
sought a purer, more
elemental  form  of
express ion  that
could  convey  the
inner  l i fe  o f  the
human  spirit,  not
merely  the  surface
appearance  of  the
world. This quest led
him  to  the  smal l
village  of  Pont-Aven
in Brittany, a remote
r e g i o n  i n
northwestern France
known for its rugged
coastline,  ancient
Celtic traditions, and
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devout  Cathol ic
population.

I n  P o n t - A v e n ,
Gauguin found what
he was looking for: a
communi ty  s t i l l
deeply connected to
t h e  r h y t h m s  o f
n a t u r e  a n d  t h e
certainties  of  faith.
The Breton peasants
lived  lives  governed
by  the  seasons,  the
soil, and the church.
Their  simplicity  and
piety struck Gauguin
as  authentic  and
p r o f o u n d .  H e
b e l i e v e d  t h a t
modern  civilization
h a d  c o r r u p t e d
humanity's  innate
spiritual  instincts,
and  that  ar t i s ts
needed to look to so-
cal led  primit ive
c u l t u r e s  t o
red i scover  l o s t
truths.  This  belief
would  become  the

cornerstone  of  his
later work in Tahiti,
but it began to take
shape in Brittany.

The Breton
Women and
Their Faith

Gauguin  became
fascinated  by  the
religious practices of
the  Breton  women.
Every  Sunday,  they
would  gather  for
Mass,  dressed  in
their  distinctive
black  dresses  and
white  coiffes,  or
headdresses.  After
the  sermon,  they
would  emerge  from
the  church,  st i l l
caught  up  in  the
emotional  intensity
o f  t h e  s e r v i c e .
Gauguin  observed
s o m e t h i n g
remarkable in  these
m o m e n t s :  t h e



women  seemed  to
carry  the  visions  of
the  sermon  with
t h e m  i n t o  t h e
mundane  world .
Their  faith  was  not
merely  intellectual
or ritualistic;  it  was
a  living,  breathing
reality  that  colored
every aspect of their
ex i s tence .  Th i s
observation  became
t h e  s e e d  o f
i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r
Gauguin  The  Vision
After The Sermon.

Visual
Analysis of
the Painting

At  f i r s t  g l ance ,
Gauguin  The  Vision
After The Sermon is
a  s t a r t l i n g
composition.  The
painting  depicts  a
group  o f  Breton

women in traditional
dress, gathered in a
field  after  church.
They  are  shown  in
p r o f i l e  o r  f r o m
behind,  their  faces
largely  hidden.  In
the  upper  r igh t
corner of the canvas,
a  dramatic  struggle
u n f o l d s :  J a c o b
wrestling  with  an
angel,  as  described
i n  t h e  B o o k  o f
Genesis. The biblical
scene is rendered in
a  stark,  simplified
s t y l e ,  w i t h  t h e
figures  locked  in
combat  on  a  blood-
red  background.
Between the women
in  the  foreground
and the vision in the
background,  a  thick
tree trunk diagonally
bisects  the  canvas,
creat ing  a  c lear
separation  between
the  earthly  and  the
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spiritual realms.

The
Revolutionary
Use of Color

One  o f  the  mos t
striking  features  of
Gauguin  The  Vision
After The Sermon is
its  radical  use  of
c o l o r .  G a u g u i n
a b a n d o n s
naturalistic  color
almost  entirely.  The
field is not green but
a  v i v i d ,  a l m o s t
shocking  vermilion
red.  This  is  not  the
color  of  any earthly
landscape;  it  is  the
color  of  emotion,  of
spiritual intensity, of
inner  vision.  The
white  coiffes  of  the
Breton women stand
out in sharp contrast
aga ins t  t he  red
ground,  giving  the
c o m p o s i t i o n  a

powerful  graphic
quality.  The  angel's
wings  are  a  pale
yellow-gold,  and
Jacob's  tunic  is  a
deep  blue-green.
Every color choice is
symbolic rather than
descriptive.

This  approach  to
color  was  a  direct
c h a l l e n g e  t o
I m p r e s s i o n i s t
orthodoxy. While the
I m p r e s s i o n i s t s
sought  to  capture
the  fleeting  effects
of  natural  light  on
the  visible  world,
Gauguin  sought  to
c a p t u r e  t h e
permanent truths of
the  inner  world.  As
he  famously  said,
" A r t  i s  a n
abstraction; derive it
from  nature  while
dreaming before it."
The  red  f i e ld  i n
Gauguin  The  Vision



After The Sermon is
a perfect example of
this  philosophy  in
practice. It is not the
color  of  any  actual
field,  but  it  is  the
c o l o r  o f  t h e
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
spiritual  intensity of
the moment.

Composition
and Perspective

The  composition  of
t h e  p a i n t i n g  i s
e q u a l l y
u n c o n v e n t i o n a l .
Gauguin deliberately
flattens  the  picture
plane,  minimizing
the illusion of three-
dimensional  depth.
The  figures  in  the
foreground are large
and imposing,  while
the  vision  scene  in
the  background  is
placed  on  a  tilted,
upward-sweeping

plane  that  defies
t r a d i t i o n a l
perspective.  The
diagonal  tree  trunk
creates  a  powerful
formal  d iv is ion,
s e p a r a t i n g  t h e
material  world  on
the  left  from  the
visionary  world  on
t h e  r i g h t .  T h i s
compositional choice
r e i n f o r c e s  t h e
thematic  opposition
between the physical
and the spiritual, the
r e a l  a n d  t h e
imagined.

M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
w o m e n  a r e  n o t
looking at the vision
directly; they appear
to be looking inward,
or  perhaps  beyond
the  canvas.  Their
c losed  eyes  and
prayerful  postures
suggest  that  the
vision is taking place
inside  their  minds
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and hearts. Gauguin
invites the viewer to
experience the scene
from the perspective
of faith: the vision is
real  because  the
women believe  it  is
real. In this way, the
painting  becomes  a
meditation  on  the
subjective  nature  of
r e a l i t y  a n d  t h e
power  of  belief  to
shape perception.

Symbolism
and
Thematic
Depth

Gauguin  The  Vision
After The Sermon is
rich  with  symbolic
mean ing ,  and  i t
rewards  careful
v i e w i n g  a n d
t h o u g h t f u l
interpretation. At its

core, the painting is
a b o u t  t h e
relationship between
the ordinary and the
sacred,  the  visible
and  the  invisible.
The  Breton  women
a r e  n o t
extraordinary in any
outward sense; they
are  simple  peasants
going  about  their
daily  lives.  Yet  they
carry within them a
c a p a c i t y  f o r
transcendence  that
Gauguin presents as
both  beautiful  and
profound.

The Wrestling
Match as
Metaphor

The  choice  of  the
biblical  subject  is
significant. The story
of  Jacob  wrestling
with  the  angel  is  a
story  of  struggle,



transformation,  and
blessing. In the Book
of  Genesis,  Jacob
wres t l e s  w i th  a
mysterious  figure
through  the  night
and refuses to let go
until  he  receives  a
b l e s s i n g .  H e
emerges  from  the
struggle with a new
name,  Israel,  which
means  "one  who
struggles with God."
For  Gauguin,  this
s t o r y  m a y  h a v e
s e r v e d  a s  a
metaphor  for  the
artist's own struggle
w i t h  t r a d i t i o n ,
convention,  and  the
limitations  of  his
medium.  Just  as
Jacob  wrestled  with
the  angel,  Gauguin
wrestled  with  the
l e g a c y  o f
Impressionism,  the
expectations  of  the
art  market,  and the

demands of his own
vision.

Faith and
Femininity

The  painting  also
e n g a g e s  w i t h
questions  of  gender
a n d  r e l i g i o u s
experience.  In  the
19th century, women
were  often  seen  as
m o r e  n a t u r a l l y
religious  than  men,
more attuned to the
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
intuitive  dimensions
of  faith.  Gauguin's
decision  to  depict
w o m e n  a s  t h e
primary  carriers  of
the  vision  reflects
t h i s  c u l t u r a l
a s s u m p t i o n .
However,  he  does
not  present  their
faith  as  passive  or
naive. The women in
the painting are not
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simply receiving the
v is ion ;  they  are
actively participating
in  it.  Their  closed
eyes  and  bowed
heads  suggest  a
s tate  o f  in tense
concentration  and
inner  engagement.
They are co-creators
of  the  vision,  not
merely its audience.

The Tree as a
Symbolic
Barrier

The  diagonal  tree
that cuts across the
composit ion  has
been  interpreted  in
various  ways.  Some
s e e  i t  a s  a
representation of the
t r e e  o f  l i f e ,
c o n n e c t i n g  t h e
ear th l y  and  the
divine. Others see it
as  a  barr ier  or  a
boundary,  marking

the  limit  of  human
perception.  It  may
also  be  seen  as  a
f o r m a l  d e v i c e ,
echoing the flat, two-
d i m e n s i o n a l
aesthetic of Japanese
prints, which were a
major  influence  on
Gauguin  and  other
post-Impressionists.
Whatever its specific
meaning,  the  tree
serves to remind the
v iewer  tha t  the
v i s i o n  i s  n o t
a c c e s s i b l e  t o
everyone; it requires
a certain disposition,
a  certain  openness
to  the  transcendent.

Artistic
Techniques
and
Innovations

Beyond its  thematic



richness,  Gauguin
The Vision After The
S e r m o n  i s
remarkable  for  its
t e c h n i c a l
innovations. Gauguin
developed  a  style
t h a t  h e  c a l l e d
"Synthetism,"  which
emphas ized  the
synthesis  of  form,
color,  and  emotion.
He  re jec ted  the
analytical  approach
of the Impressionists
in  favor  of  a  more
intuitive,  expressive
method .  Th i s  i s
evident  in  every
a s p e c t  o f  t h e
painting,  from  the
bold  outlines  to  the
flat  areas  of  pure
color.

Cloisonnism
and Bold
Outlines

T h e  p a i n t i n g

employs a technique
r e m i n i s c e n t  o f
c l o i s o n n é
enamelwork ,  i n
which areas of color
are  separated  by
dark  outlines.  This
technique,  which
came to be known as
Cloisonnism,  gives
t h e  p a i n t i n g  a
stained-glass quality.
The  dark  outlines
define  the  forms
c l e a r l y  a n d
emphatically,  while
the  areas  of  color
within  the  outlines
are  relatively  flat
and  unmodulated.
T h i s  a p p r o a c h
emphasizes the two-
dimensional  surface
of  the  canvas  and
creates  a  powerful
decorative  effect.

Influences from
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Japanese Art
and Folk

Traditions

Gauguin was deeply
i n f l u e n c e d  b y
Japanese  woodblock
prints,  which  were
p o p u l a r  a m o n g
avant-garde  artists
in Paris at the time.
The  f lat  areas  of
c o l o r ,  t h e
a s y m m e t r i c a l
composition, and the
use of  bold outlines
a l l  r e f l e c t  t h i s
influence.  At  the
same time,  Gauguin
drew  inspiration
from the folk art and
religious imagery of
Brittany. The simple,
unadorned  style  of
the  painting  echoes
the  directness  and
sincerity  of  peasant
piety.  By  combining
t h e s e  d i v e r s e
influences,  Gauguin

created a  style  that
was  both  modern
a n d  t i m e l e s s ,
p e r s o n a l  a n d
universal.

Reception
and Critical
Response

When  Gauguin  The
Vision  After  The
Sermon  was  first
exhibited in 1888 at
t h e  S a l o n  d e s
Indépendants  in
Paris,  it  provoked
strong  reactions.
Some  critics  were
b a f f l e d  a n d
dismissive,  finding
the simplified forms
and unnatural colors
c r u d e  a n d
amateurish.  Others,
however, recognized
the  painting  as  a
g r o u n d b r e a k i n g
work  that  pointed



the  way  toward  a
new kind of art. The
Symbolist  poet  and
critic  Albert  Aurier
w r o t e
e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y
about  the  painting,
praising its spiritual
ambit ion  and  i ts
r e j e c t i o n  o f
natura l i sm.  For
Aur ier  and  l ike -
minded  observers,
Gauguin had created
a work that was not
merely  a  painting
but  a  vision  in  its
own right, an object
of  contemplation
that  could transport
t h e  v i e w e r  t o  a
h igher  p l ane  o f
experience.

Influence on
Later Artists

The  inf luence  of
Gauguin  The  Vision
After The Sermon on

s u b s e q u e n t
g e n e r a t i o n s  o f
artists  cannot  be
overstated.  The
painting  is  widely
r e g a r d e d  a s  a
foundational work of
Symbolism  and  a
p r e c u r s o r  t o
Expressionism  and
Primitivism. Its bold
use  o f  co lor  and
simplif ied  forms
inspired artists such
as  Edvard  Munch,
who explored similar
t h e m e s  o f
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
i n t e n s i t y  a n d
spiritual  crisis.  The
painting  also  had  a
profound  impact  on
the Nabis, a group of
young  artists  who
admired  Gauguin's
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
s u b j e c t i v e
expression  and  his
willingness to break
w i t h  a c a d e m i c
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c o n v e n t i o n s .
T h r o u g h  t h e m ,
Gauguin 's  ideas
passed  in to  the
m a i n s t r e a m  o f
modern  art.

The Painting in
the Context of
Gauguin's
Career

For Gauguin himself,
the Vision After the
Sermon  represented
a  decisive  turning
point. It was the first
major work in which
he  fully  articulated
his mature style and
his  philosophical
o u t l o o k .  T h e
painting  anticipates
t h e  t h e m e s  a n d
techniques  that  he
would  explore  in
Tahit i ,  where  he
sought an even more
radical  departure
f r o m  E u r o p e a n

civilization.  In many
ways,  the  Vision
After the Sermon is
t h e  k e y  t o
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
everything that came
after  in  Gauguin's
career. It is the work
in  which  he  f irst
found  his  authentic
voice.

Where to
See the
Painting
Today

Gauguin  The  Vision
After The Sermon is
h o u s e d  i n  t h e
National  Gallery  of
S c o t l a n d  i n
Edinburgh,  where it
remains  one  of  the
most  beloved  and
frequently  discussed
w o r k s  i n  t h e
co l l ec t i on .  The



painting has traveled
to  major  exhibitions
around  the  world
and  continues  to
attract  scholarship
and  public  interest.
For those unable to
see  the  original  in
person,  high-quality
reproductions  are
a v a i l a b l e  i n
numerous  art  books
a n d  o n l i n e
resources.  However,
as  with  al l  great
works of art, there is
no  substitute  for
seeing  the  painting
firsthand.  Only  in
the  presence of  the
original can one fully
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
luminosity of the red
field, the subtlety of
t h e  w o m e n ' s
expressions, and the
strange,  haunting
power  of  the  vision
itself.

Conclusion:
The
Enduring
Power of
Vision

More than 130 years
after it was painted,
Gauguin  The  Vision
After  The  Sermon
retains its  power to
move, challenge, and
i n s p i r e .  I t  i s  a
painting that refuses
to  be  reduced  to  a
single  meaning  or
interpretation.  It  is
at  once  a  religious
p a i n t i n g  a n d  a
skept ica l  one,  a
celebration  of  faith
and  a  study  of  the
psychology of belief.
I t  i s  a  work  that
looks  backward  to
the  tradit ions  of
medieval  art  and
f o r w a r d  t o  t h e
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radical  experiments
of the 20th century.

Above  al l ,  i t  is  a
testament


