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Vincent van Gogh entered the world on March 30, 1853, in the quiet Dutch village of Zundert. He was the eldest of six children born to a strict Protestant pastor and a deeply religious family whose values revolved around discipline, humility, and moral duty. Faith shaped every corner of the Van Gogh household, leaving a lasting mark on the young Vincent long before he ever touched a paintbrush. Among all his siblings, none would become more important to him than his younger brother Theo. This loyal companion would remain Vincent’s emotional anchor through years of hardship, failure, and loneliness. At the age of sixteen, Vincent’s life took its first decisive turn. In July 1869, thanks to the influence of his uncle “Cent,” he secured a position as an apprentice at Goupil & Cie in The Hague, one of the most prestigious international art dealerships of the era. The company specialized in the trade and reproduction of famous artworks, operating across Europe at a time when the art market was rapidly becoming a modern industry. Day after day, the young Van Gogh handled countless prints and paintings, absorbing the language of art with remarkable intensity. Without realizing it, he was training his eye, developing the sharp visual instincts and emotional sensitivity that would later define his masterpieces.

In 1872, a correspondence began between Vincent and Theo after Theo joined Goupil’s Brussels branch. Those letters would eventually become one of the most extraordinary artistic testimonies in modern history, a window into the mind of a man constantly battling ambition, despair, faith, and self-doubt. Over the following years, Vincent was transferred to London and later Paris, where he witnessed the growing commercialization of art firsthand. But the business repelled him. He despised the cold machinery of buying and selling beauty for profit and grew increasingly hostile toward wealthy clients and the shallow culture surrounding the trade. By 1876, Goupil dismissed him. It was the first of many collapses that would define his turbulent life.

Lost and searching for purpose, Vincent turned toward religion with near-fanatical intensity. Determined to follow in his father’s footsteps, he returned to the Netherlands and attempted to study theology in Amsterdam. Yet academic life quickly overwhelmed him. The discipline required for formal study clashed with his restless, obsessive personality, and before long, he abandoned the idea entirely. Instead, he chose a harsher road. Van Gogh traveled to the bleak mining district of the Borinage in Belgium, where he worked among coal miners as a lay preacher. There, surrounded by poverty, hunger, and blackened industrial landscapes, he threw himself into the suffering of the workers with almost frightening devotion. Vincent gave away his clothes, his money, and even his food. He lived in near-starvation, sleeping in miserable conditions and neglecting his own health in an attempt to imitate the sacrifice of Christ. Church authorities considered his behavior excessive and unstable. Eventually, he was dismissed from his position.

The rejection devastated him. His relationship with his family deteriorated, and even his correspondence with Theo fell silent for nearly a year. Alone, directionless, and sinking into depression, Vincent confronted the emotional isolation that would haunt him for the rest of his life. In one of his letters, he confessed with painful honesty:


“Like everyone else, I need affection and friendship and meaningful human contact. I am not made of stone or iron.”


Then, in the summer of 1880, everything changed. At twenty-seven years old, an age when many artists had already established careers, Vincent made the radical decision to become an artist. Encouraged by Theo, he abandoned the pulpit and devoted himself entirely to painting and drawing. It was not a sudden burst of inspiration but a desperate act of reinvention, the choice of a man who had failed at nearly everything else.

Van Gogh immersed himself in museums, galleries, and exhibitions across Europe, studying the artists who spoke to him most deeply. Among them, Jean-François Millet became a spiritual guide. Millet’s depictions of peasants and rural workers carried the dignity, sorrow, and humanity Vincent longed to express in his own work. Writing passionately about Millet’s famous painting The Angelus, Vincent declared: 

“It is authentic... it is beauty and poetry.”

He also admired painters such as Jules Breton and Charles-François Daubigny, artists celebrated for their realistic portrayals of peasant life and the unforgiving rhythms of the countryside. Their influence would shape Van Gogh’s early artistic vision, a vision rooted not in glamour or aristocratic refinement, but in ordinary people, labor, suffering, and the quiet heroism of everyday existence.

Van Gogh approached art the way a soldier approaches survival: with discipline, obsession, and relentless endurance. Fully aware of his shortcomings, he devised a rigorous program of self-education, determined to master the fundamentals that other artists had spent years studying in academies. He drew constantly, morning to night, driven by the fear of failure and the desperate belief that hard work could compensate for a lack of natural talent. His earliest exercises were copied from prints Theo sent him, including the influential Cours de dessin by Charles Bargue, a training manual used by serious art students throughout Europe. Vincent immersed himself in anatomy books, perspective studies, and technical manuals with almost religious intensity. For the first time in years, he felt a sense of purpose returning to his life. In a letter to Theo, he wrote with unmistakable excitement:


“I cannot even describe how happy I am to have begun drawing again.”


After a period in Brussels, Vincent returned to live near his parents, who had moved to the village of Etten. Family life remained tense and emotionally difficult, but it offered one crucial advantage: stability. Under their roof, he could continue studying without the immediate threat of poverty crushing his ambitions. It was during this period that Van Gogh began turning his attention toward the people who would dominate much of his early work, the rural poor. Peasants, laborers, and farmers fascinated him. He saw in them an honesty and hardship
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