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    VINCENT VAN GOGH


    
      	Born: 30March 1853 in Zundert (Netherlands).


      	Died: 29July 1890 in Auvers-sur-Oise (France).


      	Context: Postimpressionism.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Potato Eaters (1885), painting


          	A Pair of Shoes (1886), painting


          	The Sunflowers (1888), painting


          	The Sower (1888), painting


          	The Starry Night (1889), painting


          	Bedroom in Arles (1889), painting


          	Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear (1889), painting

        

      

    


    Vincent van Gogh was a Dutch painter who was greatly influenced by the social upheaval that characterised the 19th century. He was a religious individual who struggled with depression and the challenges of pursuing an unconventional career, and drew inspiration from the work of French realist authors, Dutch painters and the pastoral works of French artist Jean-François Millet (1814-1875) for inspiration. Today, he is remembered both for the genius of his work and for his struggles with his mental health.


    Van Gogh found inspiration in both the Impressionist movement and Japonism, but went on to develop a distinctive artistic style that set him apart from other artists who were active at that time. Painting also provided him with an outlet as his mental health deteriorated. In Van Gogh’s work, the subject of the painting is rarely just a simple object: in most cases, it also acts as a reflection of the artist’s subconscious mind. Furthermore, the vibrant colours, frenetic execution and curved lines of Van Gogh’s work paved the way for the rise of two other significant art movements: Fauvism and Expressionism. Although Van Gogh was deeply misunderstood during his lifetime and died in obscurity, his work was nothing less than revolutionary, and truly shaped 20th-century art.

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE CALM AFTER THE STORM


    After a number of uprisings and revolutions earlier in the 19th century, France entered a period of relative economic stability under the Second Empire (1852-1870). Industry was booming and new methods of communication were appearing, along with modern innovations such as railways, banks and department stores. This coincided with the rise of the middle class, and the job market was revitalised by strong economic growth. Furthermore, the 1860s were a period of political liberalisation, as Emperor NapoleonIII (1808-1873) granted the right to strike in 1864 as a means of boosting his popularity, and granted parliament the right to interpellation four years later.


    However, this era of peace and prosperity descended into turmoil when NapoleonIII followed in the footsteps of his uncle NapoleonI (French Emperor, 1769-1821) by declaring war on Prussia on 19July 1870. He was quickly defeated at the Battle of Sedan less than two months later, leading to the establishment of the Third French Republic (1870-1940), but Paris was nevertheless besieged by Prussian forces for several months. This led to the Paris Commune, an unprecedented political uprising in March 1871 which saw the proletariat challenge the authority of the Third Republic. The Commune was founded on the tenets of socialism, which had emerged in 1820, and demanded a better quality of life for France’s working-class citizens, as a lack of meaningful social progress meant that the country’s newfound economic prosperity in the previous decades had not brought the same benefits for them as it had for the upper classes. However, the Third Republic soon regained control, and the establishment of the French Constitutional Laws of 1875 finally restored political stability. Van Gogh travelled to France for the first time that year.


    MODERN LIFE VS. RURAL LIFE


    Advances in metallurgy led to the invention of lighter, more malleable construction materials. This in turn led to a large-scale renovation of Paris (1853-1870) led by Baron Haussmann (French architect, 1809-1891), in accordance with NapoleonIII’s goal of transforming Paris into “the capital of capitals”.


    Thanks to the development of the railway network, it became possible to travel quickly and easily between Paris and the surrounding countryside, much to the delight of the city’s inhabitants, who were now able to discover the joys of a day spent on the banks of the River Seine at their leisure. However, the citizens of rural France, who tended to be more conservative, were much less thrilled by both this sudden influx of city-dwellers and the advent of machinery, whereas supporters of the Republic embraced these changes and the modern ideals they were based on. As society inexorably moved into the modern era, the frenzied rate of progress created a certain degree of social hysteria which left many individuals troubled. Many artists denounced the problems caused by modern life and idealised the benefits of rural life, which they believed was intrinsically better for humanity. Van Gogh, who was among their number, frequently emphasised the simplicity of country life and the beauty of nature in his paintings, for example in The Sower (1888).


    THE RISE OF REALISM


    Although a certain degree of idealism flourished in culture under the Second Empire, the dawn of the modern era resulted in rising interest in artistic realism. For example, the French writers Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880), Guy de Maupassant (1850-1893) and Émile Zola (1840-1902) carefully crafted accurate, faithful reflections of everyday life in their works, thus offering readers a new perspective on society – which, incidentally, had a significant influence on Van Gogh. Meanwhile, the French painters Jean-François Millet and Gustave Courbet (1819-1877) acted as the figureheads of two different art movements that emerged in the mid-19th century, namely the Barbizon school and realism. Painters from the Barbizon school drew inspiration from both the Dutch masters and English landscape artists, and took nature and everyday life as their preferred subjects, as they identified more with these scenes than the historical subjects favoured by the Académie des Beaux-Arts.


    
      THE BARBIZON SCHOOL


      Jean-François Millet moved to the French village of Barbizon in 1849, and during his time there he helped to found the Barbizon school, an art movement which sought to celebrate rural life. Nature was the main subject of their paintings, and they generally painted outside, a technique which was also used by the Impressionists in later years. Aside from Millet, the most influential members of the Barbizon school were the French painters Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot (1796-1875), Narcisse Díaz de la Peña (1807-1876), Théodore Rousseau (1812-1867) and Charles-François Daubigny (1817-1878).

    


    These artists benefitted from scientific progress, notably the invention of paint tubes by John Goffe Rand (American artist, 1801-1873) in 1841, which enabled them to paint outside, and the invention of photography in 1826 by Joseph Nicéphore Niépce (French inventor, 1765-1833), which made it possible to capture the image of a moment in time. Their works tended to idealise rural life, presenting it as a paradise that was uncorrupted by the evils of modern society and rampant industrialisation. This meant that many of the painters from the Barbizon school withdrew to the countryside, as its tranquillity was much more to their liking than the hustle and bustle of the city.


    Van Gogh was strongly influenced by both the Dutch masters and Millet’s work; for example, some of his works bear strong similarities to Millet’s paintings The Sower (1850) and Noonday Rest (1866). Millet’s style also influenced the Impressionist movement, which was another major source of inspiration for Van Gogh.


    THE INFLUENCE OF IMPRESSIONISM


    Impressionism was an artistic movement led by the nonconformist French painter Édouard Manet (1832-1883) which rejected the strict rules of the French art world. At this time, art was becoming homogenous: sketches, historical subjects, universality and references to classical mythology had become predominant at the expense of all other subject matter. However, the Impressionists pushed back against these trends by emphasising the subjectivity of their own perspectives, choosing to paint landscapes or aspects of daily life and using bright colours, which were dabbed onto the canvas in small, fragmented quantities to evoke the shifting, ephemeral quality of natural light. The movement’s first major exhibition was held in 1874, a year before Van Gogh’s first visit to France.


    The Impressionists were always on the lookout for potential new subjects for their paintings, and found inspiration in Japanese art, which began trickling into Europe after the isolationist policy of Sakoku was lifted in the mid-19th century. Indeed, the pavilion dedicated to Japanese art at the International Exposition of 1867 in Paris caused a sensation, as many young artists such as Edgar Degas (French painter, 1834-1917) and Claude Monet (French painter, 1840-1926) were drawn to these unfamiliar art forms, which included the printing technique ukiyo-e (literally “pictures of the floating world”). Van Gogh’s intuitive understanding of art styles meant that he quickly grasped the potential represented by these Japanese prints, and he was able to incorporate their fluid brushstrokes, use of perspective, black outlines, distinctive layouts and emphasis on nature into his own work.


    
      DID YOU KNOW?


      Japan maintained an isolationist policy known as Sakoku (which literally means “closed country”) for more than two centuries, between 1641 and 1853. However, it ended when the Convention of Kanagawa was signed on 31March 1854 following an expedition led by the American Commodore Matthew Perry (1794-1858). From this point onwards, Japan began trading with the rest of the world again.

    

  


  
    BIOGRAPHY


    A FAMILY OF ARTISTS AND PREACHERS


    Vincent van Gogh was born in Zundert in the Netherlands on 30March 1853. He was born a year to the day after an older brother who had died in infancy, and was given his dead brother’s name. He was the oldest of six children, with the exception of his deceased elder brother, and his father was a preacher. Although relatively little is known about his relationships with most of the rest of his family, we do know that he was very close to his youngest brother Theodorus, nicknamed Theo (Dutch art dealer, 1857-1891), as they maintained correspondence throughout their lives and over 600 of the letters they exchanged have been preserved. Theo provided his brother with unfailing financial and emotional support throughout his entire life.


    It was traditional for the members of the Van Gogh family to become either preachers or art dealers, and the young Vincent was no exception: in 1869, he began working in an art gallery in The Hague called Goupil&Cie, which was managed by one of his uncles. This large city seemed to suit the young artist’s temperament better than his hometown, as he was able to spend his time visiting museums and discovering the work of the Dutch masters, and was quick to grasp the principles of art dealing. Over the next few years he worked in a number of the gallery’s different branches, including those in London, Brussels and finally Paris, where he moved in 1875. However, he was eventually fired as a result of his reluctance to treat the art the dealership sold as mere merchandise.


    At this time he was also rejected by a woman he had fallen in love with, and sought solace in religion. In 1876, he spent some time working as an assistant to a Methodist minister in London, and in 1878 he sat the entrance exam for the theology course offered by the University of Amsterdam, which he failed. Nevertheless, he decided to travel to the mining region of Borinage near Mons in Belgium, where he began working as an evangelist. His empathy drove him to live in the same squalid conditions as the people he was preaching to, but the intensity of his enthusiasm proved intimidating for those around him.


    In 1880, he enrolled in the Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts of Belgium, where he met the Dutch painter Anthon van Rappard (1858-1892), with whom he developed a close friendship. However, in 1881 he spent some time in Etten, where his parents were now living, and his time with them sparked a great deal of conflict: his father even attempted to have him committed to an asylum, as his mental health was already showing signs of deteriorating before he turned 30. However, this was also when he discovered his calling as an artist.


    SEEKING SOLACE IN PAINTING


    Van Gogh returned to The Hague, where he devoted himself to painting and met his second cousin, Anton Mauve (1838-1888), who was a successful painter and taught Van Gogh a number of painting techniques, including perspective and the use of watercolour. Van Gogh also familiarised himself with the work of the Dutch and Flemish masters such as Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), Frans Hals the Elder (c.1582-1666) and Rembrandt (1606-1669), and began reading the works of realist authors such as Honoré de Balzac (French writer, 1799-1850) and Charles Dickens (British writer, 1812-1870). In 1881, he met Sien Hoornik (1850-1904), a prostitute who already had one child and was pregnant with a second, but his family dissuaded him from pursuing a relationship with her.


    After a brief stay in Drenthe, Van Gogh moved to Neunen in the southern Netherlands for two years, from 1883 to 1885. During his time there, he courted a woman named Margot Begemann, but his family opposed this match as well, which led Begemann to attempt suicide.


    During this time, Van Gogh painted many rural scenes in dark tones reminiscent of the work of Rembrandt. This was also when he painted his first masterpiece, The Potato Eaters (1885), after sketching around 30 studies for it. His father died of a heart attack in March 1885, after which he travelled to Antwerp to study Fine Art. It was during his time there that he discovered Japanese prints.


    In 1886 he decided to return to Paris, where his brother Theo was working as the director of the local branch of the Goupil gallery. Through him, Van Gogh met a number of Impressionist painters, including Claude Monet, Camille Pissarro (Danish-French artist, 1830-1903), Paul Gauguin (French artist, 1848-1903), Georges Seurat (French artist, 1859-1891) and Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (French artist, 1864-1901), whose influence led him to start using brighter colours in his own work. He also became friends with the paint grinder and art dealer Julien Tanguy (1825-1894), nicknamed “Père Tanguy” (“Father Tanguy”), who traded with many of the popular artists of the era. Père Tanguy was the first person to exhibit Van Gogh’s artwork, and Van Gogh painted his portrait on a number of occasions as a sign of gratitude.


    However, living in the bustling French capital proved overwhelming for the anxious painter, and he eventually moved to the south of France to fully devote himself to his craft.


    PAINTING THE SUNLIGHT


    Van Gogh’s arrival in the south of France coincided with a snowstorm, as though Provence was determined to welcome this northerner with a taste of his homeland. However, when the skies cleared, Van Gogh found himself deeply moved by the quality of light and the colours of the Mediterranean, which began featuring more and more prominently in his paintings. He became particularly fond of the colour yellow, as can be seen in his paintings The Sunflowers (1888), Café Terrace at Night (1888), The Night Café (1888) and The Starry Night (1889).


    Van Gogh lived in relative isolation in Arles, as shown by the six self-portraits he painted during his time there (having previously painted around 20 others), but he dreamed of founding a community of artists. Paul Gauguin eventually joined him at the Yellow House, which was immortalised in several of Van Gogh’s paintings, including Bedroom in Arles


    
      

      
    


    

    AN ILLUSTRIOUS LEGACY


    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
VINCENT
VAN GOGH

A tortured genius






OEBPS/Images/promo01.jpg
50MINUTES.com

BROADEN
YOUR CULTURAL HORIZONS

VNCENT
VRGO

Bl Jane Austen

Victor Hugo

Leonardo da Vinci

Rembrandt

Romanticism

www.50minutes.com





