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Every word he wrote, every sketch he scribbled between the 
lines of  his handwriting, every picture he talks about and every 
person he mentions are all there, laid out in a way that makes 
it possible to follow his story in words and images, charting 
the development of  this extraordinary man as he struggled 
to realise his potential and fulfil his ambitions. The word that 
springs to mind to describe the 4,300 pages of  correspondence, 
annotations and illustrations spread over six volumes is 
‘monumental’, but that’s not the right way to conceive of  
anything to do with Vincent. Down to the minutest detail, 
everything about him is characterised by dynamism and 
ceaseless change.

After he went to live in Paris in February 1886, and especially 
after his move down to Arles in the south of  France two years 
later, Van Gogh’s biography acquires a kind of  tragic glamour 
– at least in retrospect. The story of  his eventful early years is 
no less fascinating.1 He was born on 30 March 1853 in Groot-
Zundert, a village in the Dutch province of  North Brabant, 
close to the border with Belgium. In this mainly Catholic 
community, his father, Theodorus van Gogh (1822–85), was 
a pastor in the Dutch Reformed Church. His mother, Anna 
Cornelia, née Carbentus (1819–1907), came from a well-to-do 
family in The Hague. Anna’s father started out as a leather 
worker, but then turned to bookbinding, and in 1840, after 
being commissioned by the government to bind the published 
version of  the revised Dutch constitution, won the right to 
add the words ‘Royal Bookbinder’ after his name.2 Vincent’s 
brother Theo (named after their father) was born on 1 May 

1857 and died in January 1891, just six months after Vincent. 
There was another brother, Cor (Cornelius), and three sisters 
– Lies (Elisabeth), Anna and Wil (Willemina).

Before the age of  eleven Vincent first attended a local school 
in Zundert and was then educated at home. In October 1864 
his parents sent him to a boarding school in Zevenbergen, 
some 20 kilometres away. Two years later they moved him 
to the Rijksschool Willem II in Tilburg, 40 kilometres from 
home. Suffering terribly from homesickness, in March 1868, 
shortly before he turned fifteen, Vincent simply turned his 
back on it and left.3 His biographers speculate that he may 
have walked from Tilburg to Zundert – a seven-hour journey 
on foot – and that would certainly have been in character. He 
then spent sixteen months at home until, in July 1869, he was 
taken on as a clerk at the Hague branch of  the picture dealers 
Goupil & Cie. The job was arranged for him by his namesake 
– his rich uncle Vincent van Gogh (1820–88), known as Uncle 
Cent, who in February 1861 had merged his own highly 
lucrative international art dealership with that of  the still more 
successful Frenchman Adolphe Goupil (1806/9–1893). 

In May 1873, in the wake of  some unidentified unpleasantness 
in The Hague, Vincent was transferred to the London branch 
of  Goupil at 17 Southampton Street, off  The Strand.4 For 
about a year he lived at 87 Hackford Road in Brixton, where 
he may have fallen in love with his landlady’s daughter, and 
then moved to Kennington in August 1874. After being sent 
temporarily to the Paris headquarters of  Goupil in October, 
the following May (1875) he was transferred permanently from 
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London to the French capital. Then, in January 1876, despite 
Uncle Cent’s contacts and influence, he was humiliatingly 
sacked. By this time Vincent had become fervently religious. 
In Paris he developed an obsession with The Imitation of  Christ, 
the fifteenth-century devotional work by Thomas à Kempis 
(c.1380–1471), and cultivated attitudes incompatible with the 
art trade that doubtless contributed to his dismissal.5

In April 1876 Van Gogh returned to England where he 
worked as a teacher in Ramsgate and in Isleworth (Middlesex), 
before persuading his employer, the Reverend Thomas Slade-
Jones (1829–83), who was both a headmaster and a Methodist 
minister, to allow him to become a preaching assistant.6 He 
gave his first sermon in the Wesleyan Methodist church at 
Richmond on 29 October, taking as his text Psalm 119:19, ‘I 
am a stranger in the earth’.

He returned to Holland in December to spend Christmas 
with his parents, who by this time were living in Etten, a 
short distance from Zundert. Vincent had plans to become 
a missionary among the poor in London and even expressed 
a wish to pursue his calling in South America. After much 
discussion, however, he was persuaded to give up or at least 
postpone his vocation and take a job that his father found 
for him as a sales assistant in a bookshop in Dordrecht, 35 
kilometres to the north.7 The New Year’s resolution, if  there 
ever really was one, lasted just a few weeks. By March 1877 
Vincent had firmly made up his mind to try to follow in the 
footsteps of  his father and become a clergyman. He hadn’t 
attended school since the age of  fourteen, however, and in 

order to take the university entrance exam he would need to 
prepare himself  in Latin, Greek, algebra, geometry, history, 
geography and Dutch. If  he passed, he would be admitted to 
study for a degree in theology, a prerequisite for joining the 
clergy. It was estimated that the entire process would take 
seven or eight years.8 Undaunted, in May 1877 Vincent moved 
to Amsterdam where he lodged with another uncle, Rear 
Admiral Johannes van Gogh (1817–85), director of  the naval 
dockyard, and took lessons in Latin and Greek.

The dream did not last long. By October 1877 Vincent’s 
tutor was becoming increasingly convinced that his pupil 
had no aptitude for Greek; the following February Vincent 
admitted to Theo that his chances of  passing the matriculation 
exam were ‘most certainly in doubt’.9 He decided to give up 
his academic studies and go back to basics, aiming to become 
an evangelical missionary among the poor. Vincent was 
now twenty-five and his parents were understandably beside 
themselves with worry. In July 1878 Theodorus enrolled his 
problematic eldest son on a three-month trial course at a small 
evangelical college in Brussels. If  he satisfied the requirements, 
he would qualify for a three-year course. Yet again he failed.

At the end of  1878, having reached a new low point, Van 
Gogh moved to the Borinage, then a dismal coalmining 
district in the French-speaking part of  Belgium, close to the 
French border. He taught the catechism, preached the gospel 
and tended to the sick. Following Kempis’ Imitation of  Christ, 
he also subjected himself  to a punishing regime of  extreme 
asceticism that alienated him from the working people he had 

gone there to save.10 Theo paid him a visit in August 1879, after 
which Vincent was so angered by some criticism his brother 
made of  his way of  life that there was no contact between 
them for about ten months (August 1879–June 1880). Vincent 
persisted in this increasingly hopeless course for a year and a 
half  until the summer of  1880, when he finally rechannelled 
his energies and turned from preaching to art.

Since childhood he had enjoyed drawing, but in a desultory 
way – very much as a hobby. Suddenly that changed, and he 
took up his pencil in earnest. Encouraged by his father and 
Theo (who advised him to become a newspaper illustrator), he 
began by making little landscapes and sketches of  coalminers 
in the Borinage, and in October 1880 he moved to Brussels 
where he embraced his new calling with typical ardour. In 
December he enrolled on a drawing course at the Académie 
Royale des Beaux-Arts in Brussels, but may never actually have 
attended classes. He also made the acquaintance of  Anthon 
van Rappard (1858–92), a Belgian painter with whom he 
remained friends for the next five years. He stayed in Brussels 
for six months, moving back to his parents’ house in Etten at 
the end of  April 1881. After disastrously falling in love with 
his cousin Kee Vos (1846–1918), and furiously quarrelling with 
his father, in December 1881 Van Gogh moved to The Hague, 
setting himself  up in a studio in Schenkweg that was paid for 
with an allowance sent to him from Paris by Theo, who was 
now an up-and-coming dealer at Goupil.

The Hague was Van Gogh’s home until September 1883. 
Supported by Theo, he worked resolutely at his art and gained 

first-hand exposure to the prevailing fashions in the prosperous 
city, the seat of  the Dutch government. At first he took lessons 
from Anton Mauve (1838–88), the husband of  his cousin on his 
mother’s side, who was a leading figure in the Hague school of  
painters. Mauve’s commercial success was such that his output 
could hardly keep up with the demand for his work.11 Vincent 
also re-established contact with H.G. Tersteeg (1845–1927), his 
old boss at Goupil in The Hague, and for a very short time 
things seemed to be looking up. But by 26 January 1882 he was 
already hinting to Theo about disagreements with Mauve, and 
four months later he told his brother that they had had ‘a very 
regrettable conversation’, as a consequence of  which, he said, 
he and Mauve ‘have parted ways for ever’.12 The rupture with 
Tersteeg came even sooner, in March.

Mauve advised Van Gogh that the quickest way for him to 
achieve commercial success as an artist would be to master 
watercolours, a route also recommended by Tersteeg, and 
for a few weeks between December 1881 and February 1882 
that was Van Gogh’s focus. The idea, it seems, was that he 
should learn to produce generic scenes that would sit easily 
on the walls of  Goupil’s middle-class buyers. At the outset Van 
Gogh embraced the medium, commenting: ‘How marvellous 
watercolour is for expressing space and airiness, allowing the 
figure to be part of  the atmosphere and life to enter it.’13 Two 
months later frustration had set in. Towards the end of  January 
he sent Theo a watercolour of  a female figure, which Theo 
(perhaps looking at the piece with a dealer’s eye) said was the 
best thing he’d done. Van Gogh responded firmly:
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He goes on to complain that he is being encouraged to work 

in a style that’s ‘actually only half  suited to the rendering of  

what I want to express, according to my own character and 

according to my own temperament’. The right approach, he 

says, ‘is really to penetrate deeply into nature’.

15

The conflict with Mauve was partly sparked by Van Gogh’s 
insistence on pursuing his art by getting real people to pose 

for him, a practice that Tersteeg also advised against. Mauve 

advocated the traditional academic method of  improving 

figure drawing by making studies of  plaster casts of  statues. ‘I 
utterly detest drawing from plaster casts’, Van Gogh declared, 

and scornfully rejected Mauve’s whole approach:

In The Hague Van Gogh engaged in a ceaseless quest for mod-

els, picked up from among the city’s impoverished underclass. 

Towards the end of  January 1882 he embarked on a lengthy af-

fair with one of  them, Sien Hoornik (1850–1904), a prostitute 

who, he later reported, had fallen pregnant before he met her 

and been abandoned by the father of  her child.

17

 Sien had her 

baby at the beginning of  July 1882 in the teaching hospital in 

Leiden. Using the money sent to him by Theo, Vincent rented 

the apartment next door to his studio and created a ‘little nest’ 

for mother and child to come home to.

18

 Later in 1882 another 

significant figure came on the scene – Adrianus Zuyderland 
(1810–97), known as the ‘orphan man’, who lived in the Old 

Men’s and Women’s Home, an almshouse in The Hague.

19

 

Zuyderland posed for Van Gogh numerous times.

The fragile household that Van Gogh established in The 

Hague with Sien and her baby son survived until late in the 

summer of  1883. The turning point came when Theo visit-

ed in August, after which Vincent finally made up his mind 
to break with Sien and leave The Hague. His first destination 
was Hoogeveen in Drenthe, 220 kilometres north-east; three 

weeks later, on 2 October, he moved to Nieuw-Amsterdam 

near the German border. But these were bare heathland parts 

of  the country whose poverty-stricken inhabitants eked out a 

living by cutting peat. The isolation quickly became too much 

for him and his financial situation was impossible. ‘I cannot go 

on’, he wrote to Theo on 1 December.

20

 He packed up his few 

belongings and walked ‘more than 6 hours – mostly across the 

heath’ from Nieuw-Amsterdam to the station in Hoogeveen.

21

 

He was headed for his parents’ house in Nuenen, the village in 

his native province of  North Brabant where they had moved in 

the summer of  1882 when Vincent’s father took charge of  the 

Dutch Reformed church. He arrived home on 5 December 1883.

One hundred and thirty years on, the story of  Van Gogh’s 

time in Nuenen might easily resolve itself  into a straightforward 

tale of  slow but steady progress towards The Potato Eaters  
(fig. 65). Completed early in May 1885, this was by far his most 
demanding challenge to date and the crowning achievement 

of  the all-consuming dedication he had shown to his art since 

1880. At the time, however, things were far from simple. The 

obstacles Van Gogh had to overcome in his painting were at 

least matched by the personal difficulties he faced – conflicts 
with his family, ever-present money worries, a failed love 

affair that resulted in an attempted suicide by a daughter 

of  the Van Goghs’ neighbours, and mutterings about the 

inappropriateness of  his relations with his models, recruited 

from among the local working population, that culminated in 

the rumour that he had got one young woman pregnant. In  

terms of  his pictures, Van Gogh began in the winter of  1883–4 

by painting a series of  studies of  Nuenen weavers. In the 

autumn and winter of  1884–5 he embarked on a set of  peasant 

heads, of  which nearly fifty have survived, before turning his 
attention in the spring of  1885 to The Potato Eaters – a large-

scale, complex composition showing the interior of  a humble 

cottage with a group of  peasants gathered around a table.

These narratives are explored in the following four chapters 

of  this book, where an insightful survey of  Van Gogh’s life in 

You said that that small watercolour is the best thing of  mine you’ve seen – well, that isn’t true, 
because those studies of  mine you have are much better, and the pen drawings of  last summer are 
also better, because that little drawing means nothing; anyhow, I only sent it to you to show that 
my working with watercolour at some point wasn’t an impossibility. But there’s much more serious 
study and more substance in those other things, despite the fact that they still look yellow-soap-like.14

Once he spoke to me about drawing from plaster casts in a tone that even the worst teacher at 
the academy wouldn’t have used, and I held my peace, but at home I got so angry about it that 
I threw the poor plaster mouldings into the coal-scuttle, broken. And I thought: I’ll draw from 
plaster casts when you lot become whole and white again and there are no longer any hands and 
feet of  living people to draw.16
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extent is the tradition fuelled by innovation? This is the starting 
point for Robin Simon’s ‘The Trouble with Rembrandt’ 
(Chapter 11). Looking at Rembrandt in the autumn of  1885, 
Van Gogh saw a master colourist from whom he could learn 
how to push his painting on to the next stage. Back in the 
eighteenth century, for British artists striving to institute a 
native school of  painting, Rembrandt was an anomaly – a 
painter whom nobody was encouraged to imitate, but who 
nevertheless infiltrated the practice of  some of  the most 
important artists of  the period, including William Hogarth 
(1697–1764) and Sir Joshua Reynolds (1723–92), the first 
president of  London’s Royal Academy.

British responses to Van Gogh’s achievement, particularly 
when considering his Nuenen work, can be seen as a recent 
phase in the long and intricate history of  relations between 
Dutch and British art that (as Robin Simon recalls) stretches 
back at least to the seventeenth century. In Chapter 10 Stephen 
Hackney discusses how, at the beginning of  the twentieth 
century, a group of  artists working in London faced similar 
problems to those confronted by Van Gogh in Nuenen: how 
to press forward beyond academic norms to find new forms 
of  expression that are both authentic and relevant to the 
contemporary scene. Working firstly in isolation in Holland 
and later orienting himself  amid the torrent of  new ideas 
that were emerging in late nineteenth-century France, Van 
Gogh ceaselessly developed his art until the moment of  his 
untimely death in July 1890. A generation later, painters from 
the Camden Town Group of  artists in London were able to 

use the reference points established by Van Gogh and others in 
order to find their own individual styles.

Compared to painting directly from nature, remarked 
Francis Bacon (1909–92), working with reference to another 
painting is ‘an easier thing to do, because the problem’s already 
been solved’.24 In ‘Bacon and Potatoes’ (Chapter 12) Amal 
Asfour considers how the idea of  a pre-processed solution to a 
pictorial problem operates in Bacon’s 1956–7 series of  studies 
based on a photograph of  Van Gogh’s The Painter on the Road 
to Tarascon or The Painter on his Way to Work (1888, formerly in 
the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum, Magdeburg, destroyed in World 
War II). Asfour concludes by asking whether The Potato Eaters 
might have suggested to Bacon a way of  dealing with one of  
the perennial issues in British portraiture – how meaningfully 
to place the figure in the setting.

‘Fields’ by Simone Kotva (Chapter 7) is one of  two poetic 
meditations freely inspired by Van Gogh’s Nuenen work. Kotva 
looks at Van Gogh’s images of  peasants farming potatoes, and 
draws on his letters to Theo in order to recompose the artist’s 
voice. Binding word and image together, she traces a line from 
conception to finished piece that strips out the inessential 
in search of  a transfigured version of  the ‘simple, everyday 
things’ by which Vincent was so captivated. Catherine 
Pickstock’s ‘In Many Places’ (Chapter 9) is a pastoral elegy for 
a lost friend, John Hughes (1978–2014), a young priest, scholar 
and teacher who died in June 2014. Responding to the long 
tradition reaching back via John Milton’s ‘Lycidas’ (1637) to 
the Greek ‘Lament for Bion’ (formerly attributed to Moschus, 

Nuenen by Ton de Brouwer is succeeded by a consideration 
of  the literary and philosophical contexts of  the studies of  
weavers by Paul Williamson that stresses the priority of  process 
in Van Gogh’s art – the constantly changing activity of  making 
pictures – over finished product. Looking at the beautiful Head 
of  a Peasant Woman (c.1884), now in the National Gallery in 
London, Colin Wiggins reflects on the encounter between Van 
Gogh and this nameless woman of  the humblest rural origins 
– what was it like actually to sit for Van Gogh in Nuenen at 
this stage of  his career? Is it possible to reimagine the human 
factor that is mutely concealed in the painted record of  the 
brief  contact between artist and model?

The Potato Eaters went through several versions and the final 
canvas was painstakingly reworked many times in an intense 
flurry of  activity at the end of  April 1885 before it was packed 
up and carried to the house of  a friend in Eindhoven who was 
instructed to make sure Van Gogh didn’t ‘spoil it’ by adding 
further touches before the paint was dry.22 He continued to 
make small adjustments until 6 May when it was finally sent 
to Theo in Paris in a wooden crate marked ‘V1’.23 In Chapter 
5 Laura Prins discusses the evolution of  the composition in 
detail, clarifying the nature of  the problem Van Gogh set for 
himself  and analysing how he tried to solve it.

Notwithstanding Van Gogh’s later reputation as an excep-
tional innovator, when he arrived in Nuenen his ambitions 
were relatively conventional. His aim was to make pictures 
that he could sell, portraying peasant life in a manner inspired 
by artists he deeply admired, principally Jean-François Millet 

(1814–75), a key member of  the Barbizon school in France. 
Despite the quarrel with Mauve, the Hague school emphasis 
on commonplace realism was also an influential precedent. A 
significant difference between Van Gogh and his predecessors 
was the added importance he placed on depicting subjects 
from his immediate experience. This partly reflects the extent 
to which, at this early stage, Van Gogh’s interest was in self-
expression, as well as the evangelical zeal he brought with 
him when he relinquished his religious calling and decided to 
become an artist. Less poetically, it recalls the fact that he was 
an avid reader of  the illustrated newspapers (especially British 
ones) that enjoyed huge popularity during the second half  
of  the nineteenth century – The Illustrated London News, for 
example, founded in 1842, and The Graphic, founded in 1869.

Issues arising from this background are examined in ‘Van 
Gogh’s Colour’ by Stephen Hackney (Chapter 6), which 
looks at the interaction between technique and expression 
in the Nuenen period works. Using tonal variations to model 
form, Van Gogh’s method in these Dutch era paintings is 
comparatively conservative or academic (to spotlight a much 
discussed term), a consequence of  the context in which he 
was working and his desire to become commercially viable. 
The results, of  course, represented a milestone on the way to 
much more radically original kinds of  painting. How many 
times in the history of  art have great artists set out with more 
or less orthodox intentions only to end up producing avant-
garde works that break the mould and set new standards for 
subsequent generations? Or, to simplify the question, to what 
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VAN GOGH’S LETTERS AND CATALOGUE REFERENCE NUMBERS

All references to Van Gogh’s letters are to Vincent van Gogh: The Letters. The Complete 
Illustrated and Annotated Edition, edited by Leon Jansen, Hans Luitjen and Nienke 
Bakker, 6 vols., English edn, London 2009, available online at www.vangoghletters.org.

In transcribing Van Gogh’s handwriting, the editors adopt three typographical 
conventions that are also followed here: single underlining is printed in italics; double 
underlining is printed in small capitals; more than double underlining is printed  
as capitals.

Two catalogue numbers are conventionally cited when referring to Van Gogh’s 
works. ‘F’ refers to J.-B. de la Faille, The Works of  Vincent van Gogh: His Paintings 
and Drawings, Amsterdam 1970. ‘JH’ refers to Jan Hulsker, The New Complete Van 
Gogh: Paintings, Drawings, Sketches, Amsterdam and Philadelphia 1996. This is a 
continuation of  De la Faille’s catalogue, including corrections.
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fl. c.150 bce, the memorial takes the form of  a portrait of  the 
departed that is here created with reference to some of  his 
favourite poets, including Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–
89) and especially David Jones (1895–1974). As the world 
ineluctably moves on, the pain of  loss is felt as a vivid presence, 
heartbreakingly reduced to disjointed traces of  a life scattered 
over the ‘many places’ of  the poem’s title. At the same time, 
alluding to the Eucharistic optimism that emerges in the 
closing lines of  Jones’ Anathemata, it is a life radiantly restored.

The visual starting point for Pickstock’s elegy is David Jones’ 
watercolour Vexilla Regis (fig. 66), which illustrates the ancient 
Latin processional hymn that begins, as Jones rendered it in 
1949, ‘Forth come the standards of  the King’.25 Jones depicts 
the three crosses of  the Passion as three trees in a grey and 
misty landscape loaded with Celtic, Roman and Christian 
symbols. A poetic point of  reference for Pickstock is Hopkins’ 
sonnet ‘As Kingfishers Catch Fire’ (1877), where the poet 
seeks paradoxically to express through metaphor the unique 
inmost self  of  ‘Each mortal thing’ (5) and discovers in every 
one of  them an image of  Christ. Turning from these explicitly 
religious pieces to Van Gogh’s Kingfisher (fig. 67) helps to clarify 
that it is the spark of  life that catches Van Gogh’s eye – the flash 
of  the bird that rivals the brooding dominance of  the church on 
the horizon and suggests that the original locus of  the divine is 
in the natural landscape. In this regard, it is also fascinating to 
note that there is a connection between Van Gogh and Jones, 

who was taught at Camberwell Art School by A.S. Hartrick 
(1864–1950). Having worked alongside Paul Gauguin (1848–
1903) in Pont-Aven in Brittany in the summer of  1886, Hartrick 
moved to Paris in November where he met Van Gogh and was 
closely associated with him for almost a year.26

British artist Martin Huxter spent two summers in Nuenen 
(2013 and 2014) where he persuaded a number of  residents to 
sit for portraits, including some descendants of  the locals who 
had sat for Van Gogh more than a century earlier. Huxter’s 
work closes that gap. One extraordinary fact that emerges 
is that Eric de Groot (fig. 50), who was born in 1969, is the  
great-grandson of  Gordina (fig. 56), separated from Van Gogh’s 
sitter by just three generations. Time is similarly compressed 
at the end of  Chapter 2 where Ton de Brouwer quotes from 
relatively recent interviews with two elderly men who knew 
Van Gogh when they were small boys. Huxter’s ‘Self-Portrait 
with the Pastor’s Boy’ (Chapter 8) relates his experiences 
in present-day Nuenen, his encounter with the past and his 
‘hunt’ for models as Vincent described his own never-ending 
search for people to paint.27 ‘It’s a homage!’ Huxter cries 
at the beginning of  his account, one that resulted in a new 
group portrait, The New Potato Eaters (fig. 64). Along with the 
other reflections on Van Gogh’s time in Nuenen contained in 
this book, it’s also a testament to the inexhaustible source of  
inspiration that Van Gogh continues to provide.
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