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That at the center of the late 19th century Parisian Renaissance; not isolated 

but closely in touch with leading artists of the age—Gauguin, Seurat, others; 
the brother of an art dealer; the man who would emerge as arguably the 

most popular painter in history, with work valued into nine figures, sells one 
painting for next to nothing and dies in despair of his life and career.  

 
The magnitude of the incongruity is epic—too great to be dismissed as a 

simple mistake or negligent oversight; so great as to have discredited the 
authority of the entire art establishment, from his time to now, and likely 

forever. It has even been written that the failure to recognize his work was 
sufficient to discredit “his entire overstuffed century.”  

 
A venerable history of myopia of critics, dealers, curators, collectors—mature 

and late Rembrandt a victim too?!?—reaches a critical mass with Van Gogh, 
and implodes. Tell any random person in any random place that you’re an 

artist, and sent work to museums, and they sent it back, and you will hear, 

likely verbatim, and most tellingly rhetorically, “What do they know?” Since 
Van Gogh, they can claim to know nothing. That is all the broad public will 

now allow. One can make a strong argument that the unprecedented 
pluralism of modern art has its source in the blindness of arbiters of taste to 

the art of Vincent Van Gogh.  
 

Is this fair? Is this likely irreversible discrediting deserved? 
 

Is it a burden of tragedy for people ahead of their time? 
 

Nietzsche and Wittgenstein lamented audiences not yet born, or born to 
breathe a very different air. As if the race would have to evolve beyond itself 

to rise to comprehend their work. Picasso was sure that anything genuinely 
original, genuinely worth doing, could not be appreciated in its time—that 

people simply didn’t have that much vision. 

 
These men almost seem to have in mind geological time. Evolution, even 

when punctuated, is largely slow. It is hard to grow past ourselves. 
 

But interestingly, recognition did not arrive in ages to come, but within a few 
years or at most one or two decades of their death. Not enough time to 

much evolve. In the interval, did the art change, or the audience, or both, or 
neither, or what? 
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The art could change. Could fade, or crack, or discolor, or bleed, or oxidize. 

Any change can matter at levels of connoisseurship. Any change can 
precipitate a differential response.  

 
The audience changes. Irresistibly. Any such change can explicate an altered 

reception. 
 

This much is obvious, but something deeper is at issue. Forgeries shed light. 
A forgery taken as a Rembrandt is an idol, worshiped in the millions, 

unveiled to pilgrimage; as much relic as art, its visitation communion. (An 
aside: Should it really matter that we see it in person, or in meticulous 

reproduction, beyond, let’s say, our ability to resolve differences? Any 
articulatable difference matters decisively epistemically, and potentially 

heuristically. Such is the nature of difference.)  
 

The forgery is then revealed. What changes, and why? The painting’s 

aesthetic aura dissipates. What yesterday moved us to chills or tears now 
leaves us cold and resentful. But isn’t the bare image the same, the 

phenomenological reality?  
 

Philosophy has a long history—from Locke to Austin and beyond—
discoursing mosaics of sense data. Properties emerge as late analytics, as 

definitions come late to language—heuristic mappings onto social spaces 
masquerading as epistemics, facilitating discourse that blurs the world. 

Precision is close dyadic. 
 

To the “Mona Lisa,” the notebooks are germane. To “Dr. Gachet,” the letters, 
Gauguin, asylum nights, and the history of art. An abstracting sensorium is 

an instrumentality “arbitrarily” partitioning dyadics. Objects per se are 
heuristic conceits. 

 

There are no failed appreciations. We cannot see the Van Goghs his 
contemporaries ignored. Their dyadics are no longer ours.  

If we could see the Van Goghs of 1888 or 9, we would see works still 
unformed, unfinished, and not yet deserving of honor.  

 
The elucidated forgery severs dyadics of appreciation. It too is not what it 

was. Only an abstracted and heuristic social instrumentality remains—if at 
all—the same. 

 
Van Gogh was not under or ill appreciated. His work was ignored to the 

dyadic of his time, as it rises to ours. 


