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The American artists John La Farge preceded Gauguin to the Pacific, and in their time his
reputation as the modern Pacific painter far overshadowed that of the Frenchman. This
remarkable work is the record of a year-long artistic odyssey through the South Seas, during
which La Farge braved the volcanoes of Hawaii, visited Robert Louis Stevenson in Samoa, was
adopted by a noble Tahitian family and journeyed through the wild hills of Fiji, painting and
sketching lyrical studies of island life. Lavishly illustrated with his work, this account of the
Polynesian adventures that La Farge shared with his friend the historian Henry Adams is an
important contribution to the literary and artistic heritage of the Pacific and a revealing insight
into the life of a complex and fascinating man.

"The narrative comes to life as Eisen's father transforms from never speaking of the Holocaust,
to making it his life's work...the relationship between Eisen and her father becomes the
emotional core of the book."— Tablet Magazine"With its clear, unadorned recounting of a
family's pain, and of the echoes of the Shoah that continue down through generations, Pillar of
Salt stands alone as a firsthand account."— Jewish Book Council"Anna Salton Eisen inspires
me. Antisemitism and Holocaust denial are real. Quality Holocaust education is necessary. By
sharing her family stories and personal journey with honesty and clarity, she illuminates our past
and helps us recognize the truth and challenge of the Holocaust."—Rabbi Charlie Cytron-
Walker, rabbi of Congregation Beth Israel in Colleyville, Texas, who was held hostage at his
synagogue during an antisemitic attack in January 2022"Anna Salton Eisen's important
exploration of her Holocaust heritage is about building community, building connection, through
history, through your family, through your story."—Deb Liu, CEO Ancestry.com"Pillar of Salt is a
profoundly moving story, soon to be the subject of a feature-length documentary film, In My
Father's Words. . . She claims her hidden family history, and in doing so, grapples with questions
in the hearts of all of us."—Jacob Wise, Cinematographer and Documentary Filmmaker "A true
and beautiful story of a daughter's quest to understand her parents' haunted past, and to
discover . . . the indissoluble nature of love and family. A powerful and poignant read."—Jennifer
Rosner, author of The Yellow Bird Sings, a National Jewish Book Award Finalist"A vividly
colored, elegant study of family dynamics as two generations eventually came to terms with a
tragic Holocaust past."—Richard Breitman, author of The Berlin Mission: The American Who
Resisted Nazi Germany from Within"Navigating her way through the ruins of memory, Anna
bears eloquent witness to the scope of the Holocaust that continues to cast its shadow over
generations . . . . Anna found the courage to pen these powerful words [and] we must find the
courage to read them and be transformed into witnesses."—David Patterson, Hillel A. Feinberg
Distinguished Chair in Holocaust Studies, University of Texas at DallasFrom the Back CoverPart



memoir, part travelogue, Pillar of Salt tells the story of the daughter of Holocaust survivors―one
growing more pressing with the aging of the remaining Holocaust survivors. In a rare moment of
exasperation, Anna confronts her father and asks him to tell her about his experiences in
concentration camps across Poland, Germany, and France. This book differs from other second-
generation memoirs because the author was able, at her father’s side, to learn about his past
and return with him on a trip to Poland, including saying the Jewish prayer of Kaddish at the
place where his parents were killed in a gas chamber. Pillar of Salt shares a new kind of
personal testimony, one that sheds light on the human side of the Holocaust. --This text refers to
the paperback edition.About the AuthorAnna Salton Eisen was a founding member and the first
president of Congregation Beth Israel in Colleyville, Texas. She has conducted extensive
research into the Holocaust and spoken on that topic to school and community groups. She
served as a docent for the Dallas Memorial Center for Holocaust Studies (now the Dallas
Holocaust and Human Rights Museum) and conducted Holocaust survivor interviews for the
USC Shoah Foundation. Anna is an Ambassador to #everynamecounts, a digital initiative of the
Arolsen Archives, the world's most comprehensive archive on the victims and survivors of Nazi
persecution. A licensed social worker, Salton Eisen formerly practiced as a therapist,
specializing in mental health and trauma.Aaron Eisen is a third-generation Jewish writer. In
addition to coauthoring Pillar of Salt, he has played an important role in developing the
documentary film In My Father's Words. A graduate of the University of Virginia, Aaron is
working on a memoir about how the legacy of the Holocaust shaped his life and how the lessons
of the Holocaust can help humanity address an alarming breakdown in empathy and
connection.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.My journey did not begin as I
would have imagined, with a prophetic vision or a compelling call from a mysterious voice from
beyond or within. There was no enchanted path that revealed itself and beckoned towards me
with the promise of personal or spiritual transformation. Instead, it began with a brief and ugly
argument that I had with my father. At the time I was an adult, already well into my twenties and
for the first time in my life, I shouted at my father. We stood in the foyer of my childhood home
and flung words at each other like knives. In those few moments, a lifetime of buried truths burst
forth and surfaced. And so began my journey: a backwards, downhill tumble into the black hole
that had swallowed my father’s past and left his heart scarred and broken, the Holocaust. I was
visiting Washington, D.C. from my home in Texas to attend a small conference of children of
Holocaust survivors. I had worked with two other children of survivors from L.A. and New York to
organize a weekend meeting with others like us from around the country. We hoped that if we
spent a few days together in a hotel conference room, we might help each other understand how
our parents’ pasts had collectively and individually shaped our lives. Many of us came looking to
find out how we could use the legacy of the Holocaust as a positive influence for our futures.
Some came looking to see if they could blame their parents for their own dysfunction. All of us
were hoping to experience that special connection that existed among the children of survivors.
It was the 1990s and as our parents reached their golden years, they were drawn into a new era



of Holocaust acceptance. Holocaust museums were rising up in major cities across the country.
There was a sudden flurry of academic books and personal memoirs, survivor interview projects
and films, dealing with the Holocaust. After years of silence, it was now acceptable and even in
vogue to study, memorialize and speak about the terrible crimes and innocent victims of the
Nazis. And as Holocaust remembrance became an honorable obligation, the responsibility to
bear witness was slowly being passed down from our aging parents to us. We had grown up in
Holocaust families with parents whose stories and struggles were all unique, yet we shared a
special common bond. Though our parents’ paths wove through any of the 21 countries
occupied by the Nazis, and each for a different number of years, they had all endured similar
horrors under the Nazis’ rule. Their stories typically began with the German occupation of their
hometowns and then often led them into the crowded and terrible ghettos on their way to the
deadly concentration camps. Some had fled into the forests; others were lucky enough to have
been hidden by righteous Gentiles. And for all came the glorious day of liberation along with the
sobering reality of broken lives and uncertain futures. They had spent the first years after
liberation clinging to dreams of long-awaited reunions and searching for missing relatives and
when they had no choice but to accept that their loved ones had perished, they made
connections with the others who had survived the same hell and they became their new family.
And they married and had children and named us after their murdered parents, brothers and
sisters. As children of survivors, we were heirs to a particular history and language that was born
of the Holocaust. We had heard the stories enough times that we could envision the terrible
transports in the crude and crowded boxcars and the lengthy and torturous roll calls and
selections. This is what bound us to each other and made each of us so different from the rest of
the world. Often, there was one child among the siblings in each family who became engrossed
in their parents’ Holocaust past. Many of us were searching for a connection to our often
emotionally distant parents and hoping that getting close to their Holocaust stories would bring
us closer to them. We wanted to know the truth about the horrors they had endured and to
understand the grief we had, for all of our lives, seen in their eyes. We were called the Second
Generation. Not since the Biblical flood and the start of a new world with Noah had there been a
second counting of generations. Our parents’ entire world had been destroyed and with us they
had begun all over again. The conference had ended and I had gone to visit my parents, George
and Ruth Salton, in the suburbs of Maryland before returning to Texas. It was a beautiful autumn
day and as I drove to the house where I had spent my childhood, I saw that the leaves on the
trees were changing into deep reds and bright golds. It was the time of year when school began
and the Jewish holidays neared. As I came upon familiar streets and passed my old school, I
was flooded with memories.My parents must have been waiting for me. The front door opened
and they stepped out to greet me before I reached the porch. We stood about hugging and
talking until my mother ushered me towards the kitchen where she had laid out a platter of
bagels and tuna fish and my favorite rugelach pastries. A fresh pot of coffee was percolating on
the counter. We sat together around the table and caught up on our lives. It was the first time I



had come home to visit without my husband and children and it was nice to have my parents to
myself. After we finished lunch, my mother began clearing the dishes and my father asked me to
go outside with him just because it was such a beautiful day. As we headed towards the door, I
began telling him about a Jewish genealogist that I had heard about at the conference. For a few
thousand dollars, this person would travel to my father’s ancestral hometown in Poland and
spend several days tracing and documenting our family roots. They would make us a videotape
of how the town looked today and bring us photocopies of any of our family documents –
including birth, marriage and death certificates that still might exist in the town’s municipal
archives. My father stopped me at the doorway and reacted with a surprising burst of anger.
“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “Why would you waste your money on some silly pieces of paper that
mean nothing? Everyone is dead and everything is gone and there is nothing you can do to
bring anyone or anything back. Why would we care about a town that turned on us and ran us
out into the hands of the Nazis?”“Still,” I said, “I can have something with our family’s name on it,
something to show that those people existed.”He suddenly looked very hurt and upset. In his
eyes I saw a flash of pain. He took a deep breath before he spoke. “I am Adam!” he said in an
angry voice that shook like thunder. “Nothing came before me. Everything and everyone is gone
and it all starts over with me!” I felt my own pain and anger well up and rise from inside me.
“You’re not Adam!” I shouted back. “You had a family! Just because you refuse to speak of them
doesn’t mean that they didn’t exist. All I know about your mother, my grandmother that you
named me after, is that she died in the gas chamber and that isn’t enough!” For a moment, we
stood speechless, looking at each other with tears in our eyes. For the first time, I wasn’t just his
little girl. I was an adult, standing there with my father, trying to find out the truth of his past. And
suddenly I realized that his past was also my own. I went into the den and came back with a
yellow legal pad and a pen. “Tell it to me,” I said. “I don’t know anything. Tell me the names of the
people in your family. Tell me the names of the aunts and uncles and cousins who all
disappeared. Tell me the names of the towns you lived in and the names of the people you knew.
Tell me the names of the ten concentration camps you were in and what happened in each one.
Tell me about my grandparents, not just how they died but how they lived. Tell me how it began
and how it ended. For God’s sake, daddy, I need to know. Tell me what they did to you.” And so
my journey began. I was determined to learn my father’s story and grasp how the Holocaust had
touched my life and shaped my identity. -- Anna Salton Eisen ― Manuscript --This text refers to
the paperback edition.Read more
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INTRODUCTION The spectacular beauty of the Pacific islands seems made for the artist’s
palette and the painter’s eye, but it is a strange fact that few artists of note have lived and worked
there since the days when masters like John Webber and Louis Choris travelled with the great
explorers. Today we think of Paul Gauguin as the modern Pacific painter, but there was another –
a man who preceeded the Frenchman to the South Seas, and whose reputation far
overshadowed that of Gauguin in their time John La Farge, aesthete, philosopher and doyen of
American artists. On August 23, 1890, La Farge sailed from San Francisco on the first stage of a
year-long odyssey that would take him to Hawaii, Samoa, Tahiti and Fiji. He visited with Robert
Louis Stevenson, became versed in traditional Polynesian culture, met the controversial Shirley
Baker of Tonga, was adopted into an aristocratic Tahitian family and journeyed to see the wild hill
tribes of Fiji with Sir John Thurston, painting and sketching the while. This account of his
experiences, illustrated with his own work, is a unique and significant contribution to the artistic,
literary and historical heritage of the Pacific, and a revealing insight into the life and character of
a complex and fascinating man.John La Farge was a striking and singular figure – tall, pale and
slender, he dressed habitually in black and everything in his appearance suggested ‘refinement



in its very essence.1 Fastidious by nature, he had ‘his own kind of pen, his own kind of paper, his
own distinctive way of doing everything; every gesture of his body seemed to relate to the
ultimate ends of his life and work. ‘2 He had the tact of a diplomat, the manners of an old world
courtier and the breeding and bearing of a gentleman. As his friend Henry Adams, the
distinguished historian, put it:he prided himself on faithfulness to tradition and convention; he
was never abrupt and abhorred dispute. His manners and attitude to the universe were the
same, whether tossing in the middle of the Pacific Ocean sketching the trade-wind from a whale-
boat in the blast of sea-sickness or drinking the cha-no-yu in the formal rites of Japan, or sipping
his coconut cup of kava in the ceremonial of Samoan chiefs, or reflecting under the sacred bo-
tree at Anaradjpura.3Quiet and reserved in manner, he seemed the very embodiment of
sophisticated poise and cool detachment, yet his outward calm masked a restless and inquiring
mind, and a relentless individuality lurked behind his scrupulous propriety.Born in New York city
in 1835 to a wealthy and artistic family of French descent, La Farge had a classical education
and was intended for a career in the law, but found himself drawn to science, philosophy and
poetry. Advised by his father to study painting under a master as an accomplishment before
becoming a lawyer, he went to Paris at the age of 21 and worked for a time in the studio of
Thomas Couture but quickly became dissatisfied with the salon style of painting which, as he
saw it, made no attempt at a ‘synthesis of light and air’4 and used color in an arbitrary way
‘merely as a manner of decorating systems of painted drawings. ‘5 Breaking away from the
studio, he studied paintings and old master drawings in the Louvre and in museums and
galleries in Germany, Holland, Belgium, France and England, concentrating on the problems of
color, light and shadow. On returning to America he entered a lawyer’s office, but left in 1859 to
study painting at Newport, Rhode Island, under William Hunt, the earliest interpreter of the
modern French school in America.His interests now included architecture, history, Oriental
philosophy and Japanese art, and he found it impossible to confine his attentions to a single
discipline. He read widely in many fields, experimented with light and optics, studied Japanese
brush painting and mastered Mandarin Chinese. He would speak of Titian and Tintoretto in one
breath, Tao and Nirvana in the next, then turn to a discussion of mathematics. As Adams put
it:La Farge alone owned a mind complex enough to contrast against the commonplaces of
American uniformity, and in the process perplexed most Americans who came in contact with
it. . . . One was never sure of his whole meaning until too late to respond, for he had no difficulty
in carrying different shades of contradiction in his mind . . . his thought ran as a stream runs
through grass, hidden perhaps, but always there.6He struck everyone who met him as an
eternal seeker and questioner, among them the eminent French critic Paul Bourget who
remarked on ‘the impression of a nervous activity unappeased by any effort, unsatisfied through
any experience, and seeking, and seeking again.’7 For La Farge, knowledge was not an end in
itself, but a means of discovering the transcendental truths that he believed could be found in all
cultures, all times and all disciplines. As his son John remembered,his questioning was based
on the conviction that he had reached certain truths and that there were answers to the



questions. Innumerable queries tormented him to the end, and yet there was always somewhere
an answer, he seems to have realized, which led to a greater answer.8Later in life, La Farge
recalled how these concerns made it difficult for him to settle to his chosen career:No one has
struggled more against his destiny then I; nor did I for many years fully acquiesce in being a
painter, though I learned the methods and studied the problems of my art. I had hoped to find
some other mode of life, some other way of satisfying the desire for a contemplation of truth,
unbiassed, free and detached.9As he saw it, it was not enough for art to be decorative – it also
had to have a spiritual dimension that could express truths in an artistic form, and the truths had
to be drawn from the many fields of his inquiries. The final painting style that he developed was a
complex and sophisticated blend of innovation and tradition, modern techniques and ancient
principles, and combined elements of Western art with those of the East. It anticipated the pre-
Raphaelite commitment to rendering the phenomena of nature literally and faithfully, without
falling into the trap of mere representation. It presaged the Impressionists’ desire to render the
imaginative essence of a scene, without slipping into abstraction. It involved clear and subtle
colorings that were in the spirit of the modernist movement but entirely distinctive and original,
based on his work with prisms. But the foundation of his work was the classical tradition, based
on the Greek ideals of beauty which he believed represented all that was best in Western art and
culture, and also embodied harmonies and fine sensitivities to nature that he had found in the art
of China and Japan.La Farge’s restless spirit of inquiry was paralleled in his artistic career,
where he made rapid progress from one medium to another. He painted in oils and watercolors,
illustrated books, and designed elaborate ceilings, bas-relief panels, wood inlays and
embroideries. He moved on to the problems of marrying color and art to architectural form
through the use of large-scale mural decorations. His decoration of Trinity Church, Boston, was
the first real mural painting in America and marks the beginning of an epoch in American art, his
finest surviving work in the genre being the wall above the altar in New York’s Church of the
Ascension. His interest in color and optics led him to take up working in stained glass, one of his
most important commissions being the Battle Window in Harvard University’s Memorial Hall. He
experimented with methods ofjoining glass without lead, and invented the method of glass
overlays and the use of opaline glass now generally known as ‘American stained glass.‘10
Typically, he did not think to patent the process, which was subsequently taken up and used by
the lamp-maker Louis Tiffany, but a large La Farge stained-glass window exhibited at the French
Exhibition of 1889 won him the Legion of Honour and this accolade:He is the great innovator, the
inventor of opaline glass. He has created in all its details an art unknown before, an entirely new
industry, and in a country without traditions he will begin one, followed by thousands of pupils
filled with the same respect for him that we have ourselves for our own masters.11At a time
when Europeans ridiculed the very idea of American artists or American art, La Farge’s
achievements had earned him a unique and commanding position in the international art world.
Already established as his country’s leading artist, he was now hailed in the salons of Europe as
a Renaissance man of genius.But success had taken its toll on La Farge. Since the 1870s he



had suffered recurrent periods of debility as an after effect of lead-poisoning contracted through
his use of lead-based paints and later exacerbated by his work with glass. He also suffered from
what his wife called ‘diplomatic illnesses,’ brought on by his tendency to ‘become lost in the
world of his own creativeness.’12 He found it difficult to meet deadlines on time, and was
temperamentally incapable of dealing efficiently with the details of everyday life. It was
characteristic of La Farge that, on the night before he was to leave for the South Seas, he was
`struggling with the Whole Inferno’13 with three pictures to paint, two windows to lead and his
packing to do before he could go away. Family life had been another casualty. In 1860 La Farge
married Margaret Perry, a great-great granddaughter of the American President Benjamin
Franklin, but within a few years he had begun to withdraw into his work, leaving his wife to raise
their seven children in the country while he lived and worked in New York. La Farge’s son John,
who became a Jesuit priest, saw his father’s absence as a ‘total forgetfulness of life’s ordinary
obligations’14 rather than a case of willful neglect, but another member of the family, the writer
Oliver La Farge, took a less charitable view: ‘Grandfather was far from being always an
admirable man. . . when he painted, he painted, and to hell with everything.’15 For La Farge, the
only way to relieve the pressures of work and family was literally to escape them, and in 1890 he
and the widowed Henry Adams set off for the Pacific `like two schoolboys on a lark.’To La Farge,
the initial attraction of the Pacific was its remoteness. He had read Herman Melville’s Typee and
Omoo and Pierre Loti’s Marriage of Loti, but apart from a desire to visit the Typee valley, he set
out with no artistic preconceptions or expectations. In Hawaii, the first port of call, he was
intoxicated by the islands’ beauty and became an ‘animated prism, ‘16 sketching and painting
from morning to night in an effort to capture the elusive shades of blue, green and violet that
turned to silver at the slightest change of light. La Farge was enchanted by the scenery but the
culture made little impression on him, and although he found his sojourn in Hawaii immensely
stimulating, it was superficial indeed compared to the experiences that awaited him in Samoa. 

The spectacular beauty of the Pacific islands seems made for the artist’s palette and the
painter’s eye, but it is a strange fact that few artists of note have lived and worked there since the
days when masters like John Webber and Louis Choris travelled with the great explorers. Today
we think of Paul Gauguin as the modern Pacific painter, but there was another – a man who
preceeded the Frenchman to the South Seas, and whose reputation far overshadowed that of
Gauguin in their time John La Farge, aesthete, philosopher and doyen of American artists. On
August 23, 1890, La Farge sailed from San Francisco on the first stage of a year-long odyssey
that would take him to Hawaii, Samoa, Tahiti and Fiji. He visited with Robert Louis Stevenson,
became versed in traditional Polynesian culture, met the controversial Shirley Baker of Tonga,
was adopted into an aristocratic Tahitian family and journeyed to see the wild hill tribes of Fiji
with Sir John Thurston, painting and sketching the while. This account of his experiences,
illustrated with his own work, is a unique and significant contribution to the artistic, literary and
historical heritage of the Pacific, and a revealing insight into the life and character of a complex



and fascinating man.John La Farge was a striking and singular figure – tall, pale and slender, he
dressed habitually in black and everything in his appearance suggested ‘refinement in its very
essence.1 Fastidious by nature, he had ‘his own kind of pen, his own kind of paper, his own
distinctive way of doing everything; every gesture of his body seemed to relate to the ultimate
ends of his life and work. ‘2 He had the tact of a diplomat, the manners of an old world courtier
and the breeding and bearing of a gentleman. As his friend Henry Adams, the distinguished
historian, put it:he prided himself on faithfulness to tradition and convention; he was never abrupt
and abhorred dispute. His manners and attitude to the universe were the same, whether tossing
in the middle of the Pacific Ocean sketching the trade-wind from a whale-boat in the blast of sea-
sickness or drinking the cha-no-yu in the formal rites of Japan, or sipping his coconut cup of
kava in the ceremonial of Samoan chiefs, or reflecting under the sacred bo-tree at
Anaradjpura.3Quiet and reserved in manner, he seemed the very embodiment of sophisticated
poise and cool detachment, yet his outward calm masked a restless and inquiring mind, and a
relentless individuality lurked behind his scrupulous propriety.Born in New York city in 1835 to a
wealthy and artistic family of French descent, La Farge had a classical education and was
intended for a career in the law, but found himself drawn to science, philosophy and poetry.
Advised by his father to study painting under a master as an accomplishment before becoming a
lawyer, he went to Paris at the age of 21 and worked for a time in the studio of Thomas Couture
but quickly became dissatisfied with the salon style of painting which, as he saw it, made no
attempt at a ‘synthesis of light and air’4 and used color in an arbitrary way ‘merely as a manner
of decorating systems of painted drawings. ‘5 Breaking away from the studio, he studied
paintings and old master drawings in the Louvre and in museums and galleries in Germany,
Holland, Belgium, France and England, concentrating on the problems of color, light and
shadow. On returning to America he entered a lawyer’s office, but left in 1859 to study painting at
Newport, Rhode Island, under William Hunt, the earliest interpreter of the modern French school
in America.His interests now included architecture, history, Oriental philosophy and Japanese
art, and he found it impossible to confine his attentions to a single discipline. He read widely in
many fields, experimented with light and optics, studied Japanese brush painting and mastered
Mandarin Chinese. He would speak of Titian and Tintoretto in one breath, Tao and Nirvana in the
next, then turn to a discussion of mathematics. As Adams put it:La Farge alone owned a mind
complex enough to contrast against the commonplaces of American uniformity, and in the
process perplexed most Americans who came in contact with it. . . . One was never sure of his
whole meaning until too late to respond, for he had no difficulty in carrying different shades of
contradiction in his mind . . . his thought ran as a stream runs through grass, hidden perhaps, but
always there.6He struck everyone who met him as an eternal seeker and questioner, among
them the eminent French critic Paul Bourget who remarked on ‘the impression of a nervous
activity unappeased by any effort, unsatisfied through any experience, and seeking, and seeking
again.’7 For La Farge, knowledge was not an end in itself, but a means of discovering the
transcendental truths that he believed could be found in all cultures, all times and all disciplines.



As his son John remembered,his questioning was based on the conviction that he had reached
certain truths and that there were answers to the questions. Innumerable queries tormented him
to the end, and yet there was always somewhere an answer, he seems to have realized, which
led to a greater answer.8Later in life, La Farge recalled how these concerns made it difficult for
him to settle to his chosen career:No one has struggled more against his destiny then I; nor did I
for many years fully acquiesce in being a painter, though I learned the methods and studied the
problems of my art. I had hoped to find some other mode of life, some other way of satisfying the
desire for a contemplation of truth, unbiassed, free and detached.9As he saw it, it was not
enough for art to be decorative – it also had to have a spiritual dimension that could express
truths in an artistic form, and the truths had to be drawn from the many fields of his inquiries. The
final painting style that he developed was a complex and sophisticated blend of innovation and
tradition, modern techniques and ancient principles, and combined elements of Western art with
those of the East. It anticipated the pre-Raphaelite commitment to rendering the phenomena of
nature literally and faithfully, without falling into the trap of mere representation. It presaged the
Impressionists’ desire to render the imaginative essence of a scene, without slipping into
abstraction. It involved clear and subtle colorings that were in the spirit of the modernist
movement but entirely distinctive and original, based on his work with prisms. But the foundation
of his work was the classical tradition, based on the Greek ideals of beauty which he believed
represented all that was best in Western art and culture, and also embodied harmonies and fine
sensitivities to nature that he had found in the art of China and Japan.La Farge’s restless spirit of
inquiry was paralleled in his artistic career, where he made rapid progress from one medium to
another. He painted in oils and watercolors, illustrated books, and designed elaborate ceilings,
bas-relief panels, wood inlays and embroideries. He moved on to the problems of marrying color
and art to architectural form through the use of large-scale mural decorations. His decoration of
Trinity Church, Boston, was the first real mural painting in America and marks the beginning of
an epoch in American art, his finest surviving work in the genre being the wall above the altar in
New York’s Church of the Ascension. His interest in color and optics led him to take up working
in stained glass, one of his most important commissions being the Battle Window in Harvard
University’s Memorial Hall. He experimented with methods ofjoining glass without lead, and
invented the method of glass overlays and the use of opaline glass now generally known as
‘American stained glass.‘10 Typically, he did not think to patent the process, which was
subsequently taken up and used by the lamp-maker Louis Tiffany, but a large La Farge stained-
glass window exhibited at the French Exhibition of 1889 won him the Legion of Honour and this
accolade:He is the great innovator, the inventor of opaline glass. He has created in all its details
an art unknown before, an entirely new industry, and in a country without traditions he will begin
one, followed by thousands of pupils filled with the same respect for him that we have ourselves
for our own masters.11At a time when Europeans ridiculed the very idea of American artists or
American art, La Farge’s achievements had earned him a unique and commanding position in
the international art world. Already established as his country’s leading artist, he was now hailed



in the salons of Europe as a Renaissance man of genius.But success had taken its toll on La
Farge. Since the 1870s he had suffered recurrent periods of debility as an after effect of lead-
poisoning contracted through his use of lead-based paints and later exacerbated by his work
with glass. He also suffered from what his wife called ‘diplomatic illnesses,’ brought on by his
tendency to ‘become lost in the world of his own creativeness.’12 He found it difficult to meet
deadlines on time, and was temperamentally incapable of dealing efficiently with the details of
everyday life. It was characteristic of La Farge that, on the night before he was to leave for the
South Seas, he was `struggling with the Whole Inferno’13 with three pictures to paint, two
windows to lead and his packing to do before he could go away. Family life had been another
casualty. In 1860 La Farge married Margaret Perry, a great-great granddaughter of the American
President Benjamin Franklin, but within a few years he had begun to withdraw into his work,
leaving his wife to raise their seven children in the country while he lived and worked in New
York. La Farge’s son John, who became a Jesuit priest, saw his father’s absence as a ‘total
forgetfulness of life’s ordinary obligations’14 rather than a case of willful neglect, but another
member of the family, the writer Oliver La Farge, took a less charitable view: ‘Grandfather was far
from being always an admirable man. . . when he painted, he painted, and to hell with
everything.’15 For La Farge, the only way to relieve the pressures of work and family was literally
to escape them, and in 1890 he and the widowed Henry Adams set off for the Pacific `like two
schoolboys on a lark.’To La Farge, the initial attraction of the Pacific was its remoteness. He had
read Herman Melville’s Typee and Omoo and Pierre Loti’s Marriage of Loti, but apart from a
desire to visit the Typee valley, he set out with no artistic preconceptions or expectations. In
Hawaii, the first port of call, he was intoxicated by the islands’ beauty and became an ‘animated
prism, ‘16 sketching and painting from morning to night in an effort to capture the elusive shades
of blue, green and violet that turned to silver at the slightest change of light. La Farge was
enchanted by the scenery but the culture made little impression on him, and although he found
his sojourn in Hawaii immensely stimulating, it was superficial indeed compared to the
experiences that awaited him in Samoa. His first Samoan landfall was on the island of Tutuila 60
miles from Apia, where the astonished La Farge came ashore to find himself apparently
transported to the world of ancient Greece. The splendid physiques of the young men rivalled
those of Greek statues, their Lappa sarongs reminded him of classical drapery, their wreaths
and flowers were like those worn by the sylvans and fauns of Attica, and the girls who performed
the seated siva dance seemed to him the bronze figures of antiquity brought to life by some
strange magic. La Farge was stirred to the depths of his complex soul. As Adams put it, ‘La
Farge’s spectacles quivered with emotion and gasped for sheer inability to note everything at
once. ‘17 Why, he wondered, had no one ever told him that ‘a rustic Greece was still alive
somewhere, and still to be looked at?’18 In a place where he had least expected it, La Farge had
found confirmation for many of the theories and questions that had preoccupied him all his life.
To him, the Samoans were the very embodiment of the poetry of form and color that had been
Greece – an example of ‘an old beauty, always known. ‘19 Although their culture was a simple



one in material terms, he found that the Samoans had ‘a feeling for completeness and
relation’20 that marked the pure spirit of the love of art. In Samoa and the Samoans he saw:living
proof that Greek art is not the mere invention of the poet – the refuge of the artist in his disdain of
the ugly in life. 21He began to study Samoan customs, and found an inherent nobility in their
love of ceremonial, adherence to time-honored etiquette, reverence for tradition and
sophisticated concepts of aristocracy and chieftainship. ‘Had I only known years ago,’ he wrote
with feeling. La Farge and Adams settled at Apia, where they were entertained with great
hospitality:We are the first great Americans who ever came to these islands as great chiefs
travelling for pleasure and the natives regard Americans as their saviors and dearest friends.
Nothing is too good for them. From Malietoa and Mataafa downwards, we are received with
open arms.22Robert Louis Stevenson was living in the hills 5 miles from Apia and La Farge and
Adams, who shared with Stevenson such mutual friends as Sidney Colvin and Henry James,
rode out to pay him a visit. Vailima had not yet been built and they found Stevenson and his wife
Fanny camped in a half-cleared field. Stevenson wore very dirty cotton pyjamas and
mismatched socks, Fanny was barefooted and dressed in a grubby, long `missionary’ shift, and
Adams took an instant dislike to the pair, writing to friends at home that Fanny was ‘a wild
apache’23 while Louis ‘looked like an insane stork, very warm and restless. ‘24 La Farge drew a
discreet veil over his personal feelings, but was known to share something of Adams’s views.
Many years later, when one of Stevenson’s biographers criticized what he considered a
snobbish attitude on the part of the American visitors, La Farge’s son replied in this way;I can’t
answer for Adams; he was an Adams, after all. With regard to Father a snobbish attitude does
not seem to make sense. I would say rather that he disliked Stevenson’s appearance simple
because he disliked non-convention for non-convention’s sake. He believed in old traditions; he
reverenced the past in small things and great things, and had inherited from his parents a strong
feeling of noblesse oblige: when you are out of the normal current of affairs and traveling around
the Pacific Ocean, you should observe extra care to preserve your self-respect. You might
neglect dressing for dinner at home in Newport – though I don’t think he would – but still it would
not be so important. But if you were in Tutuila or Tahiti you would most undoubtedly dress for
dinner, because otherwise it would be an insult to the hospitality of your hosts. The Samoans
were an ancient and cultured race with great traditions of their own and coming from so many
thousands of miles away to make one’s home among them demanded an attitude of reverence
and delicacy in their presence, with regard to what we felt as conventions in our life.25La Farge’s
reservations about Stevenson went far beyond the writer’s sartorial shortcomings. He felt that
Stevenson did not understand the nature of Polynesian chieftainship on which traditional
Samoan society was based, a failure that meant that Stevenson could not grasp the
complexities of the socio-political situation in Samoa, would see things inaccurately from what
was essentially a European point of view, and would embark on actions that, although
undertaken for the highest of motives, would ultimately do more harm than good. Whatever the
merits of La Farge’s view, the analysis of the Samoan situation that he gives here makes a



fascinating contrast to that given by Stevenson in his Footnotes to Samoan History.For his part,
Stevenson was greatly taken by La Farge, if not by Adams, and many visits were exchanged
before the travellers left Samoa. Their original destination had been the Marquesas Islands but
Stevenson had convinced them to go to Tahiti, which at the outset proved something of a
disappointment. Although the beauty of the landscape reminded La Farge of the paintings of
Claude Lorraine, Papeete struck him as overcivilized after his Samoan idyll, and he saw little to
admire in the nominal ruler King Pomare V. The Pomares, who were maintained on the throne by
the French, were a perfect example of Pacific kingship on a European model that La Farge had
come to deplore. As he put it:Nor is the line of the Pomares, anymore than that of the Hawaiian
rulers, so connected with all antiquity as to be typical of what a Polynesian great chief might be
to the people whom he rules. The Pomares only date from the time of Cook. They were slowly
wresting the powers from the great family of the Tevas, by war and by that still more powerful
means – marriage. . . . Polynesian descent is the only real aristocracy; there is no ruling except
through blood. Hence the absurdity of the kingships that we have fostered or established, which
in our minds seemed quite legitimate because they embodied the European ideas which belong
to our ancestry. Hence the general discomfort and trouble that we have helped to foster. Hence
also and far worse – the breaking down, in reality, of all the basis upon which the old societies
rested.26Disheartened, La Farge left Papeete and went to Tautira to stay with On a Ori, a
member of the junior branch of the chiefly Teva family. On was a friend of Stevenson and had
adopted him into his family, a gesture that had touched Stevenson so deeply that he had
dedicated his Ballad of Rahero to Ori. On now adopted La Farge and Adams in the same way,
and shortly afterwards they were adopted into the senior branch of the Teva family – a great
honour that was not bestowed on Stevenson and was given to only one other foreigner, Prince
Oscar of Sweden. In Polynesia, the adoptive relationship is neither lightly given nor taken. By his
adoption into the senior Teva line, La Farge literally became Teraaitua, a chief of the highest
lineage. For the remainder of his stay in Tahiti he varied his painting with collecting and studying
the ancient and secret family myths and legends to which he was now heir, ultimately arriving at
a deeply mystical understanding of Tahitian culture.La Farge left Tahiti with great regret some
two weeks before Paul Gauguin arrived in Papeete on his first visit to the South Seas and,
following an adventurous visit to Fiji, returned to New York after an absence of fourteen months.
Critics and public in Europe and America were enchanted with La Farge’s Pacific paintings,
praising the nobility, grandeur and elegance of his studies and the beauty of his colorings. Every
detail of costume, context and grouping was accurately observed and scrupulously rendered,
but the ultimate appeal of La Farge’s work lay not in his undeniable technical mastery or
ethnological accuracy, but in his ability to capture and convey the very essence and spirit of the
island cultures and people. As one admirer put it:For many a ‘travel note’ in modern art a
photograph might easily be substituted. La Farge on his travels made his lightest sketch a thing
of enchanting originality. As through some curious wave of inner illumination you are made
aware among his pictures not simply of mountain and valley, of sea and sky, but of the very



genius of a far scene. When he painted ‘The Hereditary Assassins of King Malietoa’ he made
manifest all that was uncanny about those personages.27In La Farge’s Pacific paintings, there is
nothing crude, primitive, violent, ugly nor even strange. It is the noble and not the savage that
predominates. They are, in every way, the very opposite of Gauguin’s Pacific works, about which
La Farge had this to say in later years when, in reply to a letter from Adams, he wrote:I say ‘wild
Frenchman’. I should say ‘stupid Frenchman’. I mean Gauguin. No, I think that he went there just
as we arrived in Paris in 1891. His pictures were on show with Whistler’s portrait of his
mother. . . . I was then told that our Frenchman was going to our islands. . . . After that
accidentally I came across some letters of his, later published in some review, written from Tahiti.
They were meant to be expressive of a returning of the over-civilized to Nature. They were very
foolish and probably very much affected but also naive and, I think, truthful. I never remembered
to get the whole of them – I mean the letters. He described his meeting with some of our ladies,
the Queen included, and some of his quotations were parlous. . . . And he didn’t like the French
of course, and he had no money or little, or made believe to have little, and he went into the
wilderness and lived the simple life – the coconut and breadfruit life – with some relative
companion to charm the simplicity of food etc. All that seemed natural enough; stupid enough;
and yet there was something of the man who had found something.Then somebody sent me a
catalogue of an exhibition of his. I have no doubt that your description of the Frenchman’s
paintings, which I understand you have not seen, must be quite accurate about the peculiar
shows which some of these good people indulge in; I mean that they are driven to do something
to attract attention. Even their own attention. 28It is easy to understand why La Farge would see
in Gauguin’s work a hideous distortion of all he had found to be beautiful and good in the Pacific,
and an artistic slander that gave the lie to the truths he had worked so hard to convey in his own
art. As the poet Rupert Brooke put it in a letter written from Tahiti:Gauguin grossly maligned the
ladies. Oh, I know all about expressing their primitive souls by making their bodies square and
flat. But it’s blasphemy. They’re goddesses. He’d have done a Venus De Milo thus.29Scholars of
Gauguin’s work concede that his knowledge of Tahitian culture was not as comprehensive as
that of La Farge, being little more than ‘local color’30 in which he cloaked a very personal reve or
vision, but argue that the true value of Gauguin’s Pacific painting lies in their ‘deeper layers of
reality. ‘31 But as these reminiscences, which were not published until after his death reveal, La
Farge’s works were also conceived and executed on many different levels. While further
comparisons would be invidious, it is clear that Gauguin should not be considered the only
modern Pacific painter of note. And it should be recognized, as a study of the illustrations to this
book will demonstrate, that of all the artists who have worked in the Pacific, John La Farge is the
only one who was able to capture the elusive elegance of the dance, arguably the greatest
Polynesian art form.La Farge never returned to the Pacific, but continued to pursue his multi-
faceted career in New York where he received many awards and distinctions. When he died on
November 14, 1910, he was recognized as the man who had done more than any other to
establish American art and artists on an international level, and his passing was mourned in



fulsome remembrances of which the following is representative:One of the greatest artists this
country has produced, a universal genius who belongs to all time, has released his hold upon
the brush which limned the beauties of earth. He translated medieval moods: he vied with the
pre-Raphaelites and the Japanese; he revived the lost art of artifices in stained glass and placed
his work with theirs in the venerable cathedrals in France; he drank deep of the romance of the
isles of the Southern Seas, yet through protean changes he retained his own individuality and
enriched and glorified the land of his activity.32These reminiscences of his days in the Pacific
have as many aspects as La Farge had talents, but one enigma links the artistic, ethnological,
historical and literary threads in the book. La Farge, Stevenson and Gauguin were in the Pacific
at the same time and La Farge knew, separately, many of the same people that Stevenson and
Gauguin knew. All three loved the island people deeply – but all three saw things in a very
different way. One reflects that the Pacific, for outsiders, has always been a strange and magical
mirror in which one sees only what one wants to see. Or, as John La Farge speaking in another
context, put it:
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BevN, “Living visions of beauty. The artist has also wonderous powers of description!! Every
page brings lovely images to the mind of the reader.  Enjoy!”
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