
123 – Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? 
Paul Gaugin. 1897-1898 C.E. Oil on canvas 
 

 
 Article at Khan Academy 
 Largest painting by Paul Gaugin 
 Painted while he lived in Tahiti 
 Painted on rough heavy sackcloth 
 “I believe that this canvas not only surpasses all my preceding ones, but [also] 

that I shall never do anything better, or even like it.” 
 Completed in one month – then he attempted suicide after it was finished 

o may have been a self-promotion ploy – as the painting’s themes are of life, 
death, poetry, and symbolic meaning 

 Gaugin described it (content): 
o It is a canvas four meters fifty in width, by one meter seventy in height. 

The two upper corners are chrome yellow, with an inscription on the left 
and my name on the right, like a fresco whose corners are spoiled with 
age, and which is appliquéd upon a golden wall. To the right at the lower 
end, a sleeping child and three crouching women. Two figures dressed in 
purple confide their thoughts to one another. An enormous crouching 
figure, out of all proportion and intentionally so, raises its arms and stares 
in astonishment upon these two, who dare to think of their destiny. A 
figure in the center is picking fruit. Two cats near a child. A white goat. An 
idol, its arms mysteriously raised in a sort of rhythm, seems to indicate the 
Beyond. Then lastly, an old woman nearing death appears to accept 
everything, to resign herself to her thoughts. She completes the story! At 
her feet a strange white bird, holding a lizard in its claws, represents the 
futility of words….So I have finished a philosophical work on a theme 
comparable to that of the Gospel. 

 Function/context: in the manner of a sacred scroll written in an ancient 
language, the painting is to be read from right to left: from the sleeping infant—
where we come from—to the standing figure in the middle—what we are—and 
ending at the left with the crouching old woman—where we are going 

 Reference to earlier paintings: the composition is designed and painted to recall 
frescoes or icons painted on a gold ground 

 Painted on a large scale similar to the decorative public panels created by the 
French artist Pierre Puvis de Chavannes (an artist Gauguin admired), Where do 
we come from? is essentially a private work whose meaning was likely known 
only to Gauguin himself 



 Difficult to sell . . . it went from galleries to private collection until the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston purchased it in 1936 

size and them played a part in this 139.1 x 374.6 cm 
 

 
 
a couple of notes: 
 
1) Notice the women at the lower left and her similarity to the figure in 

Edvard Munch’s The Scream 
2) A painting from the same period (1892) by Gaugin titled When Will 

You Marry? Is the highest price paid for a painting ever: 300 million 
dollars in February 2015 (buyer unknown) 


