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Vincent Van Gogh (1853 – 1890) is often mentioned as one of the best examples of Japonism, Western art inspired by Japanese art.

Van Gogh was infatuated with a vision of Japanese art. He experienced this mainly from Japanese woodblock prints which became widely available after Commodore Matthew Perry forced Japan to open with the Convention of Kanagawa in 1854 after abt 250 years of seclusion. 

Van Gogh and his brother Theo dealt in these prints for a while and Van Gogh´s studio was literally plastered with them. Van Gogh vision of Japan was a mythical fantasy, an ideal for the artist, and he even tried to establish an artist´s colony to live out this dream.

Japan, on the other hand, and especially the woodblock print artists, were inspired by earlier Dutch engraved prints, which had a profound influence on artists like Katsushika Hokusai from abt 1800. It was from these prints Western perspective entered into Japanese art.

In the period from abt 1800 to 1850 Japanese prints evolved with Hokusai´s 36 Views of Mt Fuji and became the inspiration that met painters like van Gogh. In a way, what these Western artists saw, was a Japanese mirror of their own processed artistic tradition.

"Van Gogh painted this self-portrait in the winter of 1887–1888, when he had been living in Paris for nearly two years. Since his arrival in the city he had devoted much study to the dotted Pointillist technique, thereby learning how he might apply it in his own fashion. His use of brushstrokes running in a variety of directions created a self-portrait with a halo-like circle round his head. This variation and the dynamics it created were Van Gogh’s own contribution to the new style of painting." (Van Gogh Museum notice) 

Van Gogh's interest in Japanese prints began when he discovered illustrations by Félix Régamey featured in The Illustrated London News and Le Monde Illustré. Régamey created woodblock prints, followed Japanese techniques, and often depicted scenes of Japanese life. Beginning in 1885, Van Gogh switched from collecting magazine illustrations, such as Régamey, to collecting ukiyo-e prints which could be bought in small Parisian shops for a few cents. Van Gogh also bought Japanese ukiyo-e woodcuts in the docklands of Antwerp, later incorporating elements of their style into the background of some of his paintings. Vincent possessed a large number of Japanese prints incl twelve prints from Hiroshige's series One Hundred Famous Views of Edo, and he also had bought Two Girls Bathing by Kunisada II, 1868. These prints were influential to his artistic development.

Vincent van Gogh had his own term for the Japanese influence on his works – he called it Japonaiserie (English: Japanesery). 
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Vincent van Gogh

The Dutch painter Vincent Willem van Gogh (born 30 March 1853 in Zundert in the Netherlands, died 29 July 1890 in Auvers-sur-Oise in France). He is one of the most significant artists in European art history. Van Gogh managed to paint ~ 900 paintings and ~ 1100 drawings in a period of eight years before he died. He suffered from manic-depressive psychosis and was through life both inside and outside mental hospitals.  It was believed for a long time that he had committed suicide when, on July 29, 1890, he died 30 hours after receiving a gunshot wound to the stomach. Van Gogh himself had said that it was he who fired the shot. He had come home after being out painting in a field, and here he should have shot himself. This was challenged in 2011 when a book was published on top of 10 years of research into thousands of letters, which were supposed to be written by van Gogh. The book's authors described the cause of death as a wet shot fired by some teenagers that van Gogh had occasionally drunk with. In the book, it was said that van Gogh claimed that he himself fired the shot because he wanted to cover up the boys. 

Vincent was born on March 30, 1853, on the same day as a big brother, Vincent, the year before. His older brother was stillborn. His father Theodorus van Gogh was a Protestant priest. His mother Anna Cornelia Carbentus had many mood swings; she loved nature, to draw and paint watercolor, so it was probably from there that he got his enjoyment of nature and to draw and paint. In his teenage years, there were no signs that he should have artistic abilities, but he was very good at language. When Vincent was 15, he was forced out of school for financial reasons. He spoke four languages ​​fluently: French, German, English and his mother tongue Dutch. 
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Goupil & Cie Editeurs, Place de l'Opéra, Paris
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Goupil & Cie Editeurs, Place de l'Opéra, Paris where Vincent van Gogh started to work for his uncle in 1869.

––––––––
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He never came back to school. Vincent got apprenticed in his uncle Cornelis' art shop in Paris, Goupil & Cie. a business based in the Hague and with branches across Europe. In 1873 he was sent to the Goupil Gallery in London. Upon receiving his new role, Vincent was full of energy and optimism and had high hopes for his new career. Shortly before being sent to London, his mentor, Mr Tersteeg wrote to Vincent’s parents, happily informing them that their son was a popular young man whom both artists and buyers enjoyed working with. Van Gogh also developed a taste for British art and literature; admiring the paintings of Gainsborough and Turner and the novels and poems of George Elliot, Charles Dickens (who had died just three years before Van Gogh’s arrival in England) and John Keats, of whom he wrote “He’s a favourite of the painters here, which is how I came to be reading him.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Hackford Road 87, Brixton, London
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Hackford Road 87, Brixton, London – a guest house run by the widow Ursula Loyer, and where Vincent van Gogh fell in love with her 19 year old daughter Eugénie and where Vincent´s sister Anna also stayed a short period.

He also became an avid reader of The Graphic, Punch and The London Illustrated News; magazines which documented news and topical issues with richly detailed illustrations. Van Gogh was particularly interested in illustrations depicting Victorian Britain’s social ills and he later went onto become an avid collector of the magazines he’d first encountered in London, from which he cut and collected over 1,000 images.

These clippings would be displayed around his studio to inspire and motivate the artist as he worked. “For me,” van Gogh wrote, “The English draughtsmen are what Dickens is in the sphere of literature. Noble and healthy, and something one always comes back to.”

In London, he eventually boards with Mme Loyer and her 19 year old daughter Eugénie with whom he falls in love. When he decides to propose to her, Eugénie turns him down, she’s not in love with him. She’s already engaged to a man, the one who used to rent the bedroom before him. This unrequited love was a huge knockback, sending the once optimistic young man into a spiral of depression and withdrawal. He goes back to Helvoirt much depressed then comes back with his younger sister Anna who’s looking for a job in London. Anna was also lodging at Hackford Road. Vincent doesn’t understand, doesn’t accept being turned down, he wants to seduce Eugénie and insists. Despite Anna’s attempts to ease the embarrassing situation, the awkwardness between the van Goghs and the Loyers soon became unbearable. Eugénie’s mother asks him to leave the boarding house forever.
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Eugénie Loyer in later life
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But he’s not well. Goupil sends him in Paris for two months, hoping that he will recover.

Unfortunately, things get worse and he goes back to London shaken with a mystic crisis. He reads the Bible and feels guilty, he wants to “die to himself”.

That coming back to London was a disaster and the gallery moves him for good to Paris.

Vincent left Goupil on April 1, 1876. He got unpaid work as a teaching assistant at a boarding school for boys in Ramsgate, but later got paid work at a private school near London, where he was allowed to preach at school and in neighboring villages. However, he quickly saw that there was no future in it, so he went home to his parents in Brabant, where he stayed. His uncle came to his rescue again when he found work for him in a bookstore. By this time Vincent was again becoming more and more religious, and his parents were very worried about him because he was now 24 years old and still had no idea what he wanted with his life. They agreed that he should study theology, but since he had not finished public school, he had to sit for an entrance exam. Therefore, he moved home to an uncle who was a priest so that the uncle could help him with the exam. Nothing helped as he could not concentrate on reading. Vincent would rather go for long walks outside the city, and therefore he abandoned the plan to study. However, he still wanted to serve God. The next period is van Gog´s life is December 1, 1878 - October 1, 1880.

After failing to gain admission to the next stage of his studies at the Flemish school for evangelists, Vincent left Brussels in early December 1878 for Pâturage, a village in the Borinage coal-mining region, where he intended to preach to the miners. He spent the first week with the businessman Benjamin Vanderhaegen, who subsequently found him accommodation with the farmer Jean Baptist Denis and his family in Wasmes.
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Potato Eaters 1885
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Potato Eaters, 1885

Oil on canvas, height: 82 cm; width: 114 cm

Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam, the Netherlands

Catalogues raisonnés:

F82: Faille, Jacob Baart de la (1970) [1928] The Works of Vincent van Gogh. His Paintings and Drawings, Amsterdam: J.M. Meulenhoff, no. 82.

JH764 : Jan Hulsker (1980), The Complete Van Gogh, Oxford: Phaidon, no.  764.

The Borinage inspired one of his first major works, The Potato Eaters, and its sootily dark palette, though it was not painted until 1885, after he had left the region. He was living in Cuesmes, a village on the outskirts of Mons in southern Belgium. Images of the battered landscape, poor simple houses and grinding hard work he witnessed would stay with him for life. Van Gogh saw The Potato Eaters as a showpiece, for which he deliberately chose a difficult composition to prove he was on his way to becoming a good figure painter. The painting had to depict the harsh reality of country life, so he gave the peasants coarse faces and bony, working hands. He wanted to show in this way that they ‘have tilled the earth themselves with these hands they are putting in the dish ... that they have thus honestly earned their food’.

He painted the five figures in earth colours – ‘something like the colour of a really dusty potato, unpeeled of course’. The message of the painting was more important to van Gogh than correct anatomy or technical perfection. He was very pleased with the result: yet his painting drew considerable criticism because its colours were so dark and the figures full of mistakes. Nowadays, The Potato Eaters is one of Van Gogh’s most famous works.

Social realism is found with many other artists in the period, for instance the great contemporary Spanish painter Joaquín Sorolla see Beach ISBN 978-1-956215-67-0 Sad Inheritance and Boats ISBN 978-1-956215-69-4 And They Still Say Fish Are Expensive. 

In mid-January 1879, Vincent obtained a temporary position as a preacher for the Belgian evangelism committee. In this capacity, he visited the sick and injured and spoke at meetings. Vincent threw himself into his new lifestyle, permitting himself nothing beyond what the poor miners had and leading an unhealthy life of abject poverty. Meanwhile, he became intensely fascinated with the people and the landscape and felt the urge to draw. In spite of Vincent’s willingness to be of service, his six-month contract was not extended. He left for Cuesmes, where he lived with the preacher Edouard Francq.

He left Amsterdam because he had a mission in Belgium. Here he worked as a lay preacher and taught, visited the sick and preached. Even though he dedicated his life and everything he had to this mission, and even though he was called "Christ from the coal mine", his contract was not renewed. In his letters to his brother Theo, he often enclosed sketches, but his brother advised him to focus more on drawings. Here came a turning point in his life when he saw that he too could serve God in his art. So he moved to Brussels in October 1880, where he began working on his drawing technique and came in contact with other artists.

Uncertainty and incomprehension around Vincent's plans caused tensions in the Van Gogh family, and Vincent and Theo stopped writing to each other for almost a year. Vincent's father was so worried about his behaviour that he considered having Vincent committed to a psychiatric institution in Geel.

Meanwhile, drawing had become increasingly important in Vincent's life. Longing for art and kindred spirits, in March 1880 he undertook a punishing walk to the village of Courrières, nearly 80 kilometres away, to meet the artist Jules Breton. But he got cold feet and did not make his presence known to Breton. In July 1880, Vincent rented a room from the Decrucq family and began to work assiduously at copying drawings. Around August 1880, encouraged by his brother Theo, after years of ill-fated jobs and courses of study, Vincent finally decided to make a serious effort to become an artist. He left for Brussels in October 1880 to obtain further training.

In the spring of 1881, he moved back home to his parents so he could focus on his art. His brother sent him money so he would not have to think about that. His parents were very disappointed that their son had chosen to become an artist because in their eyes it was the same as social failure. It did not help at all that he fell in love with his cousin Kee Vos when she spent a few weeks with the van Goghs in Etten. Kee was a widow who had lost her husband, Christoffel Martinus in 1878 –, but she did not want anything to do with Vincent. He had confessed his love to Kee and asked her to marry him. She replied: "No, nay, never." 

Vincent remained undeterred, convinced that she might yet soften and come to love him. His family could not agree to that; therefore, he moved away from his parents around Christmas 1881. Vincent took painting lessons from his uncle Anton Mauve, who was married into the family. Mauve gave Vincent basic instruction in painting e.g. watercolor and oil; van Gogh visited his studio almost every day. Vincent met Sien Hoornik in early 1882. She became both his model and his girlfriend. Vincent's friends and family (including Mauve) were shocked as Sien was a former prostitute. In addition, she was also pregnant, and already had a five-year-old daughter. Vincent felt sorry for Sien and was determined to take care of her. They rented a studio where Vincent, Sien, the little girl and the new baby could live. Then Sien´s mother also moved in with them. 
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Kee Vos with her son ca. 1880
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Theo did not approve of Vincent's selection, but continued to support him financially. Vincent was stubborn, but eventually realized that his relationship with Sien was not going well. So he chose that they should go their separate ways.

Vincent then moved to Drenthe, a province in the eastern Netherlands, where he loved to paint the moors and bogs, but there was bad weather all year round, according to him. It still is, why the Dutch takes vacation in Spain. He thought it was too sad and lonely, so he moved to his parents' new home in December 1883. He worked in a small studio behind the house, but after a few months, he rented a larger one in the village. The present was an ideal setting for a "peasant painter". It was home to many farmers, farm workers, and weavers, whom Vincent drew and painted on every occasion. He suggested in early 1884 that he should start giving Theo the works he made, for the money he received from Theo. Theo worked in Paris, but Vincent's pictures did not sell there, for the French were for pictures with lots of colors, and Vincent's pictures were far too dark for their liking. Vincent's parents found it difficult to live with their eldest son, who refused to behave conventionally. Shortly after his father died at the end of March 1885, he left the family home and moved into his studio, where he began working on the "Potato Eaters". Vincent combined his hard work on painting with chain smoking and poor diet. Most of his money went to materials. Later that year, he decided to enroll in the Art Academy in Antwerp and left the Netherlands, never to return.

Antwerp had plenty to offer Vincent: great materials, drawing clubs with models, churches, museums and galleries filled with art. However, the drawing classes he took at the academy were far too traditional for him.

Quote from a letter to his brother Theo, September 1886

“I actually find all the drawings I see there hopelessly bad - and fundamentally wrong. And I know that mine are totally different - time will just have to tell who’s right. Damn it, not one of them has any feeling for what a classical statue is.
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Rooftops 1882
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Rooftops, 1882

Watercolor heightened with white, height: 39 cm (15.3 in); width: 55 cm (21.6 in)

Sammlung G. Renand, private collection

Catalogues raisonnés:

F943: Faille, Jacob Baart de la (1970) [1928] The Works of Vincent van Gogh. His Paintings and Drawings, Amsterdam: J.M. Meulenhoff, no. 943 .

JH156 : Jan Hulsker (1980), The Complete Van Gogh, Oxford: Phaidon, no.  156.

“Dächer, Blick von oberhalb des Ateliers van Goghs am Schenkweg”, German description as the painting is in a German collection. English: Rooftops, view from above van Gogh's studio on Schenkweg. 

Windows played an important role in van Gogh's life, as a way of gazing at the world without distraction, unobserved. Van Gogh used a perspective frame to help him with his drawing. Van Gogh called his perspective frame his "little window". It is a device that had been used for centuries by such artists as Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht Dürer, and is still used today by artists and students in the form of simple cardboard cut-outs threaded with cotton. Many of van Gogh´s drawings show traces of squaring as a result of using this technique.

The versions used by van Gogh were elaborate affairs, however. The final version he had made for him at The Hague by a carpenter living next door had adjustable legs so that he could use it in rough terrain. He also used his perspective frame indoors to study his models, and one reason he moved to a larger studio next door was to make better use of his perspective frame.

An entry about the places where van Gogh lived and worked says that Vincent moved from the adjacent building to a studio at Schenckweg 136 in July 1882, He lived there until he left The Hague in September 1883. Vincent lived and had his studio at Schenckweg 138 from 1 January 1882 to 4 July 1882. 

The studio cost 7 guilders a month to rent, and Mauve lent van Gogh 100 guilders to furnish it, insisting he had to have a bed. Van Gogh decorated the studio with his own studies, with prints from a complete set of The Graphic between 1870 and 1880 that he had acquired at a bargain price, and with flowers and a couple of boxes of bulbs. He declared himself happy and content with the result. Nevertheless, the accommodation was of the simplest kind. Arnold Pomerans remarked that it was the beginning of a long series of plainly furnished rooms, of which the Bedroom in Arles would eventually become a world-famous symbol.

Van Gogh used his studio to draw from models, either directly at the studio or for finishing sketches he called "scratches" that he made on the street and in other locations, including especially the Geest, a working-class district in The Hague. In these expeditions he often accompanied his contemporary George Hendrik Breitner, although Breitner's subject was the city itself rather than the figure.

Mauve had introduced van Gogh to the Pulchri Studio, The Hague's leading art society. As an associate member van Gogh had the right to draw from the figure two evenings a week, but
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