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W H A T  I S  T H E  S T O R Y  H E R E ?
Every self-portrait tells a story. Take another look at these paintings, and think about what the 
artist was trying to say. Is the message emotional? Intellectual? Abstract? Write down your ideas.
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Courbet once said that he was “The most arrogant man in France.”

Art Movement 
This painting was done during a the transitional time. The Romantic Era was 
coming to a close, and Courbet was just discovering his love of Realism. You 
can see elements of both styles in this self-portrait.

Details 
This painting is oil on canvas. It is 17.75 inches x 21.5 inches.

Where is it now?
Private collection.

What makes it special?
Gustave may have been inspired by Rembrandt’s expressive tronies. Not much 
is known about the origins of this self-portrait, but some people think it was an 
exercise in exaggerated facial expressions. Other people say that Courbet really 
was desperate. There are notes that say this painting may have been originally 
titled ‘Despair.’ Gustave did have difficult times in his life, and he may have 
painted his real-life frustration here. In 1845 when he was working on this 
self-portrait, people observed that Courbet was overworked and exhausted. 

Words from the artist
In a letter to a friend, Corbet wrote: “Behind the laughing mask that you’re familiar 
with I hide, deep down, grief, bitterness, and a sorrow that clings to my heart like 
a vampire.”

Reflections + Thoughts
Usually we want to show the very best side of ourselves in a self-portrait. We 
want to show our success, our happiness, and our beauty. But sometimes it’s 
more interesting (and more honest) to show the feelings and emotions that we 
don’t usually share with everyone. Self-portraits don’t always need to be happy. 
Expressing difficult feelings in your art can helpful in working through them. 

Fun fact!

1845
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Vincent drew and painted over 40 self-portraits in only 4 years!

Art Movement 
Vincent van Gogh was a Post-Impressionist painter.

Details 
This painting was done with oil on canvas. It is 25.5 inches x 21.25 inches.

Where is it now?
Since 1986 this painting has hung in the Musée d'Orsay.

What makes it special?
This is Vincent’s final self-portrait. He painted it while he was staying at the asylum 
in Saint-Rémy. The look in Vincent’s eyes can be interpreted in a few different 
ways. Do you think he looks determined or defeated? Either way, there is an 
intensity in this painting that sets it apart from his others. His eyes are piercing. 
The colors are pale, giving the painting a stylized and modern feeling. Van Gogh’s 
clothing almost blends into the background, and this makes his face really stand 
out. There is a rhythm to the swirls behind him that seem soothing and agitating 
at the same time.

Words from the artist
In letters to his brother and Paul Gaugin, Vincent wrote that he painted this 
self-portrait with “the heart-broken expression of our time.” 

Reflections + Thoughts
Vincent used self-portraits to document his changing appearance and his 
changing emotional state. Sometimes he painted himself simply to practice 
painting people (in hopes of being commissioned to paint portraits of others). 
Sometimes he painted himself with props like his painter’s palette and his easel, 
and sometimes he included accessories like hats and his pipe. In this painting, 
it’s just Vincent and his thoughts. The simplicity sets it apart from his other 
self-portraits and makes it one of the most memorable of all his paintings.

Fun fact!

1889
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Yayoi had hallucinations of polka dots as a young girl.

Art Movement 
This self-portrait is considered Contemporary Art because it was painted so 
recently, but it’s very heavily influenced by Pop Art.

Details 
Yayoi painted with acrylic on canvas. Her self-portrait is 89.5 inches × 71.5 
inches.

Where is it now?
Private collection.

What makes it special?
Yayoi always comes back to dots in her art. She sees dots as a representation of 
nature. The sun. The moon. The pebbles in a riverbank near her childhood 
home. Dots are everywhere and they represent eternity and infinity. In this 
self-portrait, Kusama uses different dot patterns and arrangements to show the 
background, her hair, her skin, and her clothing. Look at her eyes and you’ll see a 
circular maze!

Words from the artist
“Suppose I put polka dots all over my body and then cover my background 
completely with polka dots. The polka dots on my body, merging with those in 
the background, create an optically strange scene.”

Reflections + Thoughts
Unlike the other two self-portraits we are learning about this month, this one is a 
graphic representation of a person. She has painted her features in a way that 
we can tell her eyes from her nose and her mouth, but she didn’t intend her face 
to look realistic as the other two artists did. She is using pattern in a really clever 
way, too. Her hair and the background are the same exact two colors, but we 
can easily tell them apart because of the size and arrangement of the dots.

Fun fact!

2010
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N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N

Art Express
A 15 minute version for busy weeks!

1. Think of a big, strong feeling you’ve 
had recently.
2. Feel that feeling and look at yourself 
in the mirror while you make faces that 
show that feeling. Spend a few minutes 
trying out different expressions until you 
find just the right look.
3. Draw yourself with that expression. 
Really try to make the feeling come 
through in your art like Gustave Courbet 
did in this self-portrait.

Let’s get expressive! Do you have a feeling 
you’d like to capture in a self-portrait? 

It can be any feeling... confusion, 
contentment, sorrow, excitement, 
wonder, or anything else you’ve felt in 
the past or you’ve been feeling lately.

Use Gustave Courbet’s painting as your 
inspiration, and draw or paint yourself with a 
BIG bold emotion and expression.
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