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Abstract  
In 1962 the National Museum in Warsaw organized an exhibition of Vincent van 

Gogh’s works that enjoyed great popularity among Polish visitors. Shortly after that van 
Gogh became the subject of numerous press articles; his drawings were used as 
illustrations for texts about workers and farmers; his paintings supplemented occasional 
publications, like these published for the celebration of the International Worker’s Day 
(„Kamena”, 1958, p. 1). A myth was created of van Gogh as a painter of common people, 
workers, and at the same time a cursed artist (artiste maudit); sensitive and 
uncompromising, almost a martyr who died defending his ideals (Osęka, 1964, p. 268). In 
the articles he was represented as an artist who stood for “universal human values, 
common issues and final events as well; joy and sadness, possession by love and hatred” 
and who “affirmed human labor [and] expressed fears about death” (Kamiński, 1962, p. 
13). Journalists emphasized the simplicity of his works achieved by unsophisticated 
means and straightforward expression. The image that was created as a result of such 
discourse was of an artist that combined features of a romantic and a socialist hero. At the 
same time, however, some aspects of van Gogh’s biography and artistic work were being 
erased: people did not talk about his mental illness but, instead, about a lack of 
understanding for the genius (Witz, 1962, p. 3); his work was reduced to the portraits of 
common people, “miners of Borinage, women carrying coal, women patching underwear, 
farmers working on a field” (Michałowska, 1962, p. 7); his bourgeois origin was ignored or 
even completely forgotten; finally, a number of episodes from his biography, mostly those 
morally inappropriate (such as encounters with prostitutes), were entirely erased. The 
myth of van Gogh was therefore a mixture of contradictions, combined of creation and 
cancellation. 
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Introduction 
In this paper I would like to focus on both the discourse on Vincent van Gogh 

as created by press articles in The People’s Republic of Poland and his 
representation that, in my opinion, developed as a result of mythologization and 
falsification strategy. 
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Exhibition – the birth of a myth 
In the 1960s Jan Balicki, a Polish scholar, conducted research whose findings 

showed that Vincent van Gogh was the most popular and the most recognizable 
foreign artist in the People’s Republic of Poland (Balicki, 1974: 108). In 1962 the 
National Museum in Warsaw organized an exhibition of his works that enjoyed 
great popularity among Polish visitors. Shortly after that van Gogh became the 
subject of numerous press articles; his drawings were used as illustrations for 
texts about workers and farmers; his paintings supplemented occasional 
publications such as these released for the celebration of the International 
Worker’s Day (1958). The exhibition was based mostly on the collection of 
Kröller-Müller museum in Otterlo; few works came from Rijksmuseum and 
Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, Museum Boymans van Beuningen in Rotterdam 
and Gemeentemuseum in The Hague; Dutch private collectors were also asked 
for help. The desired effect was achieved: the exhibition became a great event, 
the first overview of van Gogh’s work in Poland. The opening was very 
sumptuous and significant members of the governing bodies and guests from the 
Netherlands were invited. The exhibition was accompanied by a publication of a 
catalogue, a copy of the one published by Rijksmuseum Kröller-Müller 
additionally enriched with a couple of essays by Polish scientists, among others 
Jan Białostocki. The display was composed of 100 (Witz, 1962, p. 3) or – 
according to other sources (Sztekker, 1962, p. 6)  – 101 van Gogh’s works. This 
event aroused the interest of Polish journalists first and foremost due to the fact 
that it was the first big show of van Gogh’s paintings in Poland. Numerous articles 
were published in different types of periodicals, newspapers and magazines 
(„Życie Warszawy”, „Polityka”), but also cultural journals (“Twórczość”, 
“Kamena”). They were generally written by art critics such as, for example, 
Barbara Michałowska, Andrzej Osęka, Joanna Guze or Ewa Garztecka. The articles 
were not only reviews of the exhibition, but also essays on artist’s life and work. 
The exhibition was very well received and it enjoyed huge popularity (according 
to National Museum in Warsaw it was visited by 220 thousand people). Some 
reviewers explained this phenomenon with the turmoil round the artist and his 
biography, a peculiar “fashion for van Gogh” (Szczypińska, 1962, p. 6). The rest, 
on the other hand, were trying to find an explanation in the enigmatic 
universalism of van Gogh’s work: 

  
(…) a significant fact, gathering the crowd of visitors is a 
contemporary character of painting created by an artist who died in 
1890, the emotional climate common for our age and the times of 
“suggestive colour” painting (…) (Kamiński, 1962, p. 13). 
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Van Gogh’s tragic biography was recalled, the journalists wrote about „the 
terrible calvary of being misunderstood, contempt, the terrible calvary of 
torment ended by a suicidal bullet” (Witz, 1962, p. 3). Authors described his life 
story as tragic – they created an image of an unhappy artist, hurt by the cruel fate, 
but heroically facing all adversities and, additionally, remaining faithful to his 
ideals. The articles explained that „spectators look at paintings differently than 
artists or connoisseurs. They perceive it first of all as a part of the artist’s life. The 
closer and the more comprehensible it is, the more exciting his work becomes 
(…)” (Michałowska, 1962, p. 6). Thus, the perception of van Gogh’s work through 
the prism of his life was partly justified, the „legend” became more important 
than the paintings.  

In most of the articles van Gogh was represented as an artist who stood for 
“universal human values, common issues and final events as well; joy and 
sadness, possession by love and hatred” and who “affirmed human labor [and] 
expressed fears about death”(Kamiński, 1962, p. 13). It was claimed that van 
Gogh also had “a chance of becoming the most popular painter among the Polish 
masses after Matejko” (Michałowska, 1962, p. 6), a famous Polish painter. 

The subject of his work was described as follows: 
 

(…) this is a painter of common people in the first place (…), 
working people. Miners of Borinage, women carrying coal, women 
patching underwear, farmers working on a field (…) The real painter 
of a working class (Michałowska, 1962, p. 7). 

 
At the same time nobody tried to understand the artist’s intentions, taking for 

granted the fact that his choice for common people and simple subjects was the 
result of his “universal human values” (Kamiński, 1962, p. 13). 

In this context a selection of words in the articles about exhibition and van 
Gogh’s work and biography seems to be very interesting. All of the texts were 
heavily emotionally loaded: to emphasize the painter’s greatness and the 
eminence of his work such terms as „the greatest values of his paintings”, 
“passion”, „doom” or “the highest level of artistic emancipation” were used (Witz, 
1962, p. 3). The same emphasis could be found in the descriptions of van Gogh’s 
influence on Polish audience: 

 
This truly universal European people’s painter helps Polish 

consumers to develop sensitivity to all the shocking heritage of the 
20th century better than any other (Michałowska, 1962, p. 7). 
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His work was also credited with an educational role: his paintings are so 
influential that they are able to sensitize the spectator to the art (Michalowska, 
1962, p. 6). The articles also emphasized van Gogh’s journey from a self-taught 
painter, an amateur, to a master. 

The journalists attempted to present characteristics that seemed to be 
ideologically correct: poverty, lack of university education, lack of understanding 
for his art among the rich, bourgeois élite. An important element of van Gogh’s 
image was also his connection to national tradition – he was perceived as a 
follower of Rembrandt’s work (Majewska, 1965, p. 7), seeking and finding his 
inspiration in Dutch landscapes and still lifes.  

Among those enthusiastic descriptions of van Gogh’s genius critical opinions 
were very rare. One of them was written by Z. H. (Zbigniew Herbert) in 
“Twórczość”: 

 
I don’t want to pretend that I belong to the initiated ones. I’ve seen 

a lot of van Gogh’s paintings, but every contact with his art makes me 
more helpless. I suspect that the initiated into his work don’t exist 
(Z.H., 1962, p. 152). 

 
Herbert’s criticism, however, was more an expression of his personal attitude 

towards van Gogh than a critical opinion about the exhibition. This fact illustrates 
the character of most Polish texts about Vincent van Gogh – a collection of 
subjective impressions formed as a result of emotional reactions to van Gogh’s 
work, a phenomenon referred to as „impressionist criticism” by Michał Głowiński 
(Głowiński, 1977: 119). This emotionalization of perception went hand in hand 
with the socialist art model that relied on the impact it had upon the spectator’s 
feelings (Zwierzchowski, 2000, p. 74). 

The articles rather seemed to present a kind of fascination with van Gogh’s 
tragic biography than an actual interest in his work. His life became a drama 
comparable to a calvary, all his decisions and actions were explained with his 
authentic call and dedication to art and his extraordinary attitude towards 
painting (Sztekker, 1962, p. 3). Journalists also emphasized the simplicity of his 
works achieved by unsophisticated means and straightforward expression 
(Kamiński, 1962, p. 13). Dramatic and pompous character of these articles 
contributed to the mythologization of the artist who became almost like a martyr 
that died defending his ideals (Witz, 1962, p. 3). The image of van Gogh created 
by the journalists and critics seems to be quite homogeneous. The painter was 
presented as a cursed genius rejected by society, extraordinarily sensitive, 
appreciating the beauty of simple life and common people. On the other hand the 
lack of any objective analysis of his work seems striking; none of the reviewers 
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gave an opinion on the exhibition and the selection of paintings. The reviews of 
van Gogh’s work were emotional and lacking argumentation. This heroicized 
image of van Gogh as a martyr influenced the perception of his work and, as a 
matter of fact, made any form of objective judgment impossible, claimed 
Zbigniew Herbert (Z.H., 1962, p. 153). It was the legend that mattered, not the 
paintings. This creation of the artist had a great impact on Polish collective 
imagination and memory.  

This fashion for van Gogh probably contributed to the publication of his 
letters to his brother Theo in 1964; the Polish edition was furnished with an 
introduction by a publicist Joanna Guze. It seemed as if the letters could be key to 
objectivizing van Gogh’s image but the introduction and the selection of 
correspondence made this impossible. Vincent van Gogh that became known 
from the letters and reviews of this publication was an oversensitive individual 
and a cursed artist but certainly not a decadent. He struggled with problems, 
such as poverty, sickness and hunger. And he bore all these misfortunes in the 
name of his ideals that made him abandon his middle-class life and live among 
poor people whom he considered the essence of humanity. Hard work seemed to 
be very important for him, talent, or even genius, is here not enough; an artist has 
to dedicate himself to the highest objective – art. Furthermore, as an artist he 
sees and feels more, which makes him obliged to sympathize with all that is „hurt 
and trampled on” (Osęka, 1964, p. 269). The image of van Gogh was here 
additionally enriched with gloomier elements, such as egocentrism, egoism or 
explosive temper. These characteristics, however, were not significant enough to 
break the myth of Vincent the prophet. Andrzej Osęka in his review called the 
collection of letters: „a diary of a man whose life was filled up with (…) 
dedication, suffering, destitution to the bottom of decline, to the limits of 
humanity” (Osęka, 1964, p. 268). And though he was aware of van Gogh’s egoism 
and difficult temper, he built the myth of a „prophet”, „hero of our times, some 
kind of saint, a martyr who gave his life for his art, for our art” (Osęka, 1964, p. 
268). The image that was created as a result of such discourse was of an artist 
that combined features of a romantic and a socialist hero. 
 

Conclusion 
Most articles, regardless of all the emphasis put on van Gogh’s biography, 

concealed elements that did not match the created myth: publicists did not 
mention his origin but at the same time they accentuated the lack of 
understanding for the painter and his work among the representatives of rich 
bourgeoisie. Also the issue of van Gogh’s mental illness seemed to be very 
difficult – it is called brain epilepsy or extraordinary oversensitivity and nervous 
breakdown; his stay in a mental hospital is described as a sort of holiday, because 
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Vincent was “not crazy as the rest of patients” (De Beucken, 1964, p. 511).  The 
erased elements are van Gogh’s encounters with women, particularly with 
prostitutes, but at the same time journalists emphasized that the painter was 
very unlucky in love. The articles also did not bring up the topic of the artist’s 
violent temper, his alcoholic tendencies and the fact that he abused his brother, 
Theo, financially. All that stays is the image of a cursed artist, the unhappy 
romantic: 
 

A real artist since the Romanticism should have a tragic life. Van 
Gogh is poor – but by choice. He rejected a peaceful fate of wealthy 
bourgeois and chose the art. An artist should value his independence 
more than goods and important offices (Michałowska, 1962, p. 7). 

 
A myth that was created in Polish articles about Vincent van Gogh is a 

combination of contradictions, creation and cancellation, erasure, because „the 
myth does not conceal or reveal anything: the myth distorts; the myth is neither a 
lie nor a confession: it’s an inflexion” (Barthes, 2008, p. 261). This inflexion 
becomes a domestication, an attempt to naturalize the painter and adapt him to 
national, Polish needs: socialist and at the same time romantic because, according 
to Roland Barthes: „myths are nothing but this ceaseless, untiring solicitation, 
this insidious and inflexible demand that all men recognize themselves in this 
image, eternal yet bearing a date, which was built of them one day as if for all 
time” (Barthes, 2008, p. 262). This mythologized biography had a great impact on 
Polish collective memory, contributing to a permanent falsification of van Gogh’s 
image.  
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