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1

THE FLAT OF THE LAND

Despite everything, something in us always wants to go back. An old desire rises up and convinces us, against all the odds, that our birthplace matters. The most unpromising countryside becomes eternal. ‘During my illness I saw again every room in the house at Zundert, every plant in the garden, the views of the fields outside, the neighbours, the graveyard, the church, our kitchen garden at the back - as far as the magpie’s nest in a tall acacia in the graveyard.’ 1 In a letter from Isleworth, full of the homesick hankering after past Christmases of a young man of twenty-three, we read: ‘How beautiful Bois-le-Duc looked, the market square and the streets covered with snow and the dark houses with snow on the roofs. Brabant is ever Brabant, and one’s native country is ever one’s native country.’ 2

Without some appreciation of van Gogh’s background and his land at the time of his birth, the man is well nigh incomprehensible to us. What was the weather like, the terrain, how did Dutch people live, and what moulded their temperaments? The national image of a dour, docile people comes across as a joke, almost a cliché of stolidity in Dutch literature. Yet the strong sense of realism prevalent in this bit of Europe yielded up something quite magical and extraordinary. It was in Flanders after all that the method of painting with the oil medium was discovered and then exploited. Indeed, the very words ‘landscape’ and ‘still-life’ have entered the English language from the Dutch. As a modern historian tells us, ‘they were substantially Dutch inventions, just as genre painting is associated in most people’s minds with the Netherlands.’ 3

Like so many Dutchmen, van Gogh was a hard worker, self-critical, and taciturn. Attention directed at himself was disliked. A quiet pride in his country was contradicted by a strain of stubborn independence and a liking for seclusion. The geographical vulnerability of the Netherlands has meant that perseverance and cooperative effort, essential for national survival, have been valued above personal achievement. Self-glorification in a country where maintaining the land came first was distasteful, and so was demonstrative and frivolous behaviour. Van Gogh embodied all these traits and prejudices. Growing up, he found them endorsed by the religion of his father and grandfather, a faith he gladly accepted. It was only when he broke with his father and became an artist that he said of his fellow countrymen: ‘they have something gloomy, dull, stale, so much so that it makes me sick’. 4

What must Holland (literally Hollow Land) have been like in the mid nineteenth century for a growing, physically robust, impressionable boy who was often left to his own devices? A glance at the map shows a tiny country, about the size of Wales, and more sea-dominated then than now, its coast fretted with waterways leading to lakes and marshes. People kept watch on the rising tides, always a menace. The Netherlands, consisting mainly of a delta formed by the flowing of the Rhine, the Maas, and the Schelde into the North Sea, was more or less a drained swamp, largely man-made, its system of dykes, canals, locks, polders, and reservoirs as complicated as were the local regulations governing daily life. Around Amsterdam and the Zuider Zee (a huge tongue of water now converted to ‘polderland’) the landscape had a liquid quality. Rain falling every other day and the large amount of water lying everywhere meant that the mornings emerged out of the ground rather than the sky. The atmosphere was humid. Light came off the sea, hard and cold, whereas meres and rivers helped to create a relaxed, patient, if stolid character. Fortitude was combined with tolerance. The Dutch have a saying: ‘The making of Holland is never ended.’

The United Provinces of the Netherlands - which had arisen out of the War of the Spanish Succession, concluded with the Treaty of Utrecht - was a state as paradoxical as the Dutch character. ‘It was a Republic,’ our historian informs us, ‘but contained one family of princes who took their name from the South of France (Orange) and married into the royal House of Stuart. Its society included brokers who frequented the Exchange in Amsterdam and sailors and adventurers who travelled to the ends of the earth. It produced freebooters who preyed on enemy shipping, and it cultivated the domestic virtues - sometimes in the same person. There is something characteristic in the career of Klaas Compaan, ‘the terror of the sea’, who ended his days living peacefully with his wife in their small brick house in Oostzan. It officially recognised only Calvinist worship, but in practice it indulged Catholics, Jews, and a variety of sectaries. Its rulers were relatively tolerant and liberal, but based their enlightenment on no general principles.’ 5

England’s proximity to Holland made for obvious links, but many factors were contributing to the growing importance of this country with a population no more than twice that of London. To say that Dutch greatness was founded on water sounds strange, until one remembers that their fleets of merchantmen and menof-war sailed in all the oceans. Navigational charts were generally Dutch. Dutch place-names, the legacies of their sailors, are scattered throughout the world.

And England is connected with Holland geologically, joined by the water of the North Sea. The Fens, inland from the Wash, are eastern England’s Netherlands. People living on this great plain of fertile and featureless peat, carved up in grids by drains and artificial rivers, have been preoccupied in just the same way for centuries by the ceaseless battle against flooding. Go in any direction and you seem to wallow, get nowhere. The horizon mocks. An unbroken monotony creates a sailor’s eye. Van Gogh’s ancestors were a water people, and so are the natives of these Fens. Myths tagged to them are not pleasant: inbreeding, violence, drowning; in fact all the fatalism that seems sucked up out of waterlogged soil.

The Dutch came to the Fens, says novelist Graham Swift; they were hired first by King Charles and then by the Earl of Bedford. One of their most illustrious engineers, Cornelius Vermyden, arrived to oversee the cutting of drains, lodes, dykes, eas, and ditches, and the building of sluices and bridges. ‘Practical and forward-looking people, the Dutch.’ 6

‘And perhaps,’ says Swift, speculating imaginatively, ‘the Fen people became amphibians. … Every Fenman suffers now and then the illusion that the land he walks over is not there, is floating.’ 7

As well as their expertise, no doubt the Dutch brought their pumps, the black-sailed windmills, until there were 700 of them whirring away day and night on the rain-swept land sunk below water-level between Lincoln and Cambridge. An environmental determinism held sway. Glueing you to flatness it generated duty, even a kind of humour: the black laughter of need and fixity. This scouring and pumping and embanking made people into watchdogs. And so with the Dutch.

In the early nineteenth century, John Clare, son of a thresher, wrote his curiously intent, pure verses - and went mad - on the edge of the Fens. To the north-east, out of sight, Boston stump broke the skyline of the flooded wind-swept land. When the sun did come, and the spring, it was lovely and magical. From it came the hand-clapping delight of Clare’s happiest poems. Mainly though the weather was fitful:


The fitful weather changes every hour

And many a footstep hurries from the shower

The men at plough the shepherd on the lea

Look up and scamper to the nearest tree….



Drainage and ‘improvement’ brought the affliction of isolation to his native parish, always endemic but made worse by the remorseless levelling:


The dreary fen a waste of water goes

With nothing to be seen but royston crows

The traveller journeying on the road for hours

Sees nothing but the dyke and water flowers …



Closer to the home of the van Goghs, Emile Verhaeren, a Belgian poet born two years after Vincent in 1855, fifteen miles from Antwerp, grew up in a similar water-dominated world. He was a child of the Schelde; the approaches to the North Sea were his consecration. It is probable that the Verhaerens were of Dutch origin. Verhaeren himself has been described as the poet of internal energy, of the struggle against oneself. Reflections in water, especially the stagnant water of meres and marshes, are an obsession throughout his writings. The images of mud, damp, melancholia, and empty spaces cast a spell. At any moment, one feels, this denial of any tonic or elevation, this awful flat reality, could turn into a place where intimate secrets are laid bare:


Villages and hamlets moan in the north wind;

The damp blights the walls with green patches …

The snow falls and lies, and heavily puts to sleep

Black hovels humping their inert backs side by side. 8



The Reverend Theodorus van Gogh and his wife Anna Cornelia, married in 1851, and had their first child, Vincent, in 1852. This was not our Vincent, however. The first Vincent died at birth. A year later to the day, the still-grieving mother was delivered of Vincent Willem. Following him came Anna in 1855, Theo in 1857, Elizabeth in 1859, Wilhelmina in 1862, and finally Cornelius in 1867.

Pastor van Gogh had been called to the living in Zundert two years before his marriage. He was twenty-seven, and poor. The household was an austere one. Unlike his father, Theodorus remained obscure, his sermons delivered in a tentative, halting manner. Modest in the extreme, he accepted one insignificant parish of Brabant after another.

Prosperity in the Netherlands in the middle of the century was in the developing north, where the large towns and cities thrived. North Brabant, the country’s cheap labour market, had always known a lower standard of living. At the time of Vincent’s birth it was still deprived, as were all the basically rural territories. In Zundert, a large village only five miles from the Belgian border, the majority of the inhabitants were linked in one way or another with the land and the locality.

For historical reasons North Brabant, as distinct from the rest of Holland, was mainly Catholic. Vincent’s father was a minister of the Dutch Reformed Church, his church a tiny, simple structure like a bam, with a ridge roof and central belfry tower. It would only have held a handful. Others attended the imposing Roman Catholic church which dominated the village. Thus van Gogh belonged to a minority, and would have been distrusted because of it, according to one biographer, who adds that Vincent must have suffered the jibes and humiliations a child experiences in these circumstances. But this is guesswork. Next to nothing is known of the boy’s childhood and youth. The gaunt house where he was bom stood directly opposite the old town hall in the village square (it was pulled down in 1903). From the manse to the little church and its graveyard was only a short distance.

The marshy border land of Brabant was a region of small farms, of unworkable tracts of moor, of pine forests. Farmers grew potatoes, rye, buckwheat. The peasants existed on meagre rations, like peasants everywhere. The country was similar in atmosphere to the Somerset Levels, a stranded terrain of peat marsh and heath intersected by canals dug straight as a ruler, where the fields oozed and bled water, the horizontal land meeting the sky in a damp blur. With no facts to go on, we have to try to imagine how it would have been for a small boy, with two sisters and a baby brother by the age of six, growing up in a world of grey grass and lichen, pollard willows, and stands of pine, its two centres the house of many windows where he lived and the tiny church where his father preached. Summer would come, the water in the ruts of the road would wake and reflect blue, the heather rosy on the moors.

These same half-flooded moors around the settlement of a thousand or so souls would darken swiftly under low skies at the approach of winter, snow soon blotting out the sounds, lying in great flat expanses under a perpetual gloom. Peasants with ruddy bright faces peered from their hovels, muffled in rough clothes, shod in cumbersome clogs. These labourers of the district were a dark, ever present, silent people, only coming boisterously and frighteningly alive at festivals, then guttering back into dumbness.

Christmas in this devout van Gogh household would be solemn, with bursts of joyousness flaring briefly and dying out. Anticipation would be intense, as the pine branches were brought in, the yule log, and the chilly church interior decorated with holly and fir. On walks with his father and mother, treading the creaking snow, a strange pallor everywhere and the ragged tree branches luxuriantly upholstered, was Vincent’s nascent eye already hungry for detail? If so he would have spotted the footsteps of birds, their starry footprints in pretty patterns, and the hopping marks left by rabbits. In the garden he would have laughed to see the cat, forced out and disliking it, shaking its paw fastidiously and skipping back, leaving round plops of holes.

His mother, still tragic and heavy-souled, half absent, was a bookish woman, a strong, plain female, clever at drawing and watercolours, who sewed as perseveringly as she wrote her letters. Her father was a bookbinder, and she had married late, the last of three sisters to leave home.

So we have this house of powerful concentration, growing ever more tense as Christmas approached, with most of the Christian year an epic of suffering and death and stem application to right deeds, on the path to salvation. Suddenly, by a curious shift, hearts were fierce with joy and expectation. Ecstasy was at hand. The boy running in and out would have been excited by the change of atmosphere, as it dawned on him that they were moving into a happiness full of light, the source of which he was unable to detect. And what a colourless world next day, after such a wonderful morning. Death was re-established, and the march towards crucifixion. It had all been a moment, a mistake. Not that the rightness of this rather remote and withheld man, his father, with his staunch faith, could ever be doubted. But there was a snag, which Vincent had yet to discover. Though his father asked for nothing, expected nothing for himself, he expected and hoped for much in the way of achievement from his sons.

A new year began, in this remote sunken world which was truly a nether region, not leading anywhere and of no real account. Its uneasily divided populace puts one in mind of a present-day Irish border town.

From this unlovely material Vincent would one day fashion his Eden, as any sensitive boy does, wherever he finds himself and whatever his fate is to be. Northern artists observe more slowly than their southern counterparts, suggests E R Meijer of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, by which he means more closely, more intently. Along with this tendency goes a respect for details and a refusal to neglect them for the sake of the monumental. Vincent’s fascination with looking was soon noticed and remarked on, and we can be sure that it began in childhood. In his own description of a portrait of his god, Millet, he drew attention to ‘the intense look of a painter - how beautiful it is - also that piercing gleam like a cock’s eye.’ 9 A photograph of Vincent at thirteen - one of only two photographs existing - was shown soon after it was discovered to Picasso, who exclaimed at once: ‘What a striking resemblance to the young Rimbaud, especially the keen and penetrating eyes!’ 10 Rimbaud was a near exact contemporary, born the year after van Gogh and dying a year later than him, in 1891.

Vincent Willem van Gogh was bom into an extraordinary epoch. Nothing remotely like it had been known before, or could conceivably happen again. Rapidly becoming an advance of global proportions, the industrial revolution - from its roots in the final third of the eighteenth century - exploded suddenly into unstoppable growth. Iron was sent ‘pouring in millions of tons over the world, snaking in ribbons of railways across continents, submarine cables crossing the Atlantic’, soon to be followed by the building of the Suez Canal. Huge armies of migrants were on the move. ‘History from now on became world history.’ 11

Five years before van Gogh’s birth, the famous ‘springtime of peoples’ had come and gone, no sooner bom than vanquished. Within eighteen months this wave of connected European revolutions was spent. Only one new regime, the French Republic, survived, and this in a form far from revolutionary. However, long before these astonishing and widespread insurrections, the proletarian revolution was being heralded - and feared - almost daily. The eminent Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville warned the Chamber of Deputies early in 1848, ‘We are sleeping on a volcano … the storm is on the horizon.’ At about the same time the poet George Weerth was writing to urge his mother, ‘Please read the newspapers very carefully - now they are worth reading …. This revolution will change the face of the earth - and so it should and must!’ 12 An anonymously published first Manifesto of the Communist Party appeared in London in February 1848, drafted by two German exiles, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Dostoevsky had published his first novel, Poor Folk, in 1848, and Dickens’ Hard Times, his novel of industry and the cash-nexus, appeared in 1854. In England an Act of 1847 had laid down a ten-hour day and a fifty-eight-hour week for all women and young persons, though it took longer to end the use of children for work in Great Britain. 13

In fact the one enduring revolution continued to be industrial and economic, and its victors ‘the conquering bourgeois’. Its progress, continuing as it does to this day, was confidently expected to create an ebullient world full of hitherto undreamed of opportunities, advancing human knowledge in every field - in short an entirely new society. But the nineteenth century was also a haunted time, famous for prophets with strangely frightening visions, who seemed capable of catching glimpses of the modern times ahead, waiting with its twentieth-century horrors. Called variously The Age of Optimism, of Laissez-faire, of Expansion, the nineteenth century by the end of the 1870s was no longer a march of unqualified triumph. The massive boom spanning twenty-five years had by then turned into a slump, called by contemporaries the ‘Great Depression’. Subterranean disturbances were still undermining the age’s self-confidence with dangerous fissures in 1890, the year of van Gogh’s death. 
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