
‘as a painter I shall never 
amount to anything important’

THE 
PARADOX 

OF

VINCENT 
VAN GOGH



A SHORT BIOGRAPHY
1 Zundert (1853) Vincent was born in 
Zundert, in the province of Noord-
Brabant. His father, Theodorus van Gogh, 
was a protestant minister.. Vincent was to 
follow briefly and disastrously in his 
father’s footsteps.

2 Tilburg (1866) Vincent spent two years 
in Tilburg where as a 13-year-old he had 
his first drawing lessons. His earliest 
drawings included copy of Millet’s The 
Sower, a theme he would repeat many 
times. He later wrote to Theo of his hope 
to ‘become a sower of the Word’. 

3 The Hague (1869) When  16, Vincent 
went to work for his art dealer uncle 
Vincent (‘Uncle Cent’) at Goupil and 
Company in The Hague, packing up fine 
art reproductions.
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4 London (1873) At 20, Vincent was 
sent to England to work for Goupil’s 
London branch. Like Charles Dickens, 
whose compassion for the poor he came 
to share, he went on prodigious walks. 
Van Gogh had no definite plans to take 
up painting as a profession at this time 
but he did make several drawings of 
London landmarks, such as 
Westminster Bridge, and Austin Friars 
Church (1874). He began attending ‘as 
many churches as possible’, leaving 
early in the morning and returning late 
at night. This included Charles 
Spurgeon’s Tabernacle. 
He quoted extensively in his letters 
from Thomas a Kempis’ The Imitation 
of Christ.
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THE AMSTERDAM SOJOURN   

Van Gogh Museum - top tourist attraction

How many of his paintings painted in 
Amsterdam?

Did not come to Amsterdam as a painter - but 
to prepare for theology study.

The army of dockworkers pouring through the 
gates sounded ‘like the roaring of the sea’; the 
daily struggle was ‘a magnificent spectacle’.

Fanatical church attendance: Oosterkerk, 
Oudezijds Kapel, Westerkerk, Norderkerk…

Failed at studies, frustrated parents and uncles 
(admiral and minister)

May 1877-July 1878



5 Borinage (1878) Vincent was fired 
from his job at Goupil’s. 

After his attempt to study theology in 
Amsterdam came to nought, he left to 
work in the Borinage, a poor mining 
district in Belgium, as a lay preacher.
He involved himself in the lives of the 
poor, gave away all his belongings and 
even went down the mine. But no matter 
how hard he tried, the people of the 
Borinage didn’t take to him. The church 
authorities grew uneasy at his zeal – 
people called him ‘the Christ of the coal 
mine’ – and didn’t renew his contract. 
Theo, the recipient of his brother’s 
drawings of the bleak, poverty-stricken 
Borinage, advised him to take up art as a 
profession.

‘CHRIST OF THE COAL MINE’



6 Nuenen (1883) After a couple of detours – 
and a love affair with a prostitute whose 
‘rotten character’ preacher Vincent had 
hopes of reforming – he went to stay with 
his long-suffering parents who had moved to 
Nuenen, also in Noord-Brabant. Here he 
painted his famous Aardappeleters (1885), a 
portrait of a family of farmers eating a dish 
of boiled potatoes. His 500-plus paintings 
and drawings in Nuenen are mostly of 
farming subjects.

7 Paris (1886) Theo had moved to Paris to 
work at Goupil’s main branch. He invited 
Vincent to Paris where he discovered colour 
and developed his typical, short brush stroke 
style. He met with other painters, notably 
Paul Gauguin. His subjects were the streets 
and taverns of the city and, with Vincent 
failing to sell any of his work and with the 
cost of models, frequently himself.

Neunen

A CAREER AS AN ARTIST



8 Arles (1888) Vincent travelled south, to 
Province, planning to set up an artists’ colony 
there in the Yellow House. Vincent loved the 
light and the colours of the south. Gauguin 
joined him there for what turned out to be two 
productive if tempestuous months. After a bust-
up with Gauguin, in which either Vincent cut off 
a bit of his ear, his mental health deteriorated. In 
1889 he entered the asylum at Saint-Rémy- de-
Provence. 

9 Asylum: Saint-Rémy-de-Provence (1889) 
Vincent stayed in the asylum for a year. Periods 
of sanity and confusion alternated and Vincent 
produced some 150 works here. 

10 Auvers-sur-Oise 1890 In the final year of his 
life Vincent moved to Auvers-sur-Oise to be 
closer to his brother. It was a period of frantic 
activity: he produced a painting a day. But in 
July 1890 Vincent went into a cornfield and shot 
himself in the chest. He died two days later.

THE FRANTIC DECADE



VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?
A lithograph and a painting of an old man sitting 

by a fireplace head in his hands, 
called ‘At Eternity’s Gate’, reflect the artist’s 

lifelong preoccupation with questions of death 
and immortality. The fireplace of At Eternity’s 

Gate spoke to van Gogh 
of the fleeting human life. 

As flames which ‘are born, rise, plant, flicker and 
succeed each other’, so is it with human life: ‘we 

are born, we work, we love, we grow, we vanish.’  

“One of the strongest pieces of evidence for the 
existence of 'something on high' in which Millet 
believed, namely in the existence of a God and 

an eternity, is the unutterably moving quality 
that there can be in the expression of an old 
man like that, without his being aware of it 

perhaps, as he sits so quietly in the corner of 
his hearth. At the same time something 

precious, something noble, that can't be meant 
for the worms. ...” 

1890

1882



‘At Eternity’s Gate’ is also the title of a 1998 book 
by Kathleen Powers Erickson (Eerdmans) which 

addresses the spiritual dimension of the Dutch 
artist’s work. Many have argued that van Gogh 

rejected the Christianity of his upbringing 
entirely, after practicing a morbid religious 

fanaticism in his early years. Yet Powers argues 
that his asceticism was actually living out of a 

long-established religious tradition dating from 
the teachings of Jesus Christ himself, the vita 

apostolica.

From this tradition, two books which had a 
lifelong impact on van Gogh were The Imitation 

of Christ, by Thomas a Kempis, and Pilgrim’s 
Progress, by John Bunyan. He attempted to apply 

the teachings of these books among poor coal 
miners in Belgium’s Borinage. His Christian 
humility drove him to exhaustion, as he gave 

away his clothes, slept on a bed of straw, shared 
his food and risked his own life to rescue miners 

from underground explosions.

VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?



Rejected by his spiritual superiors as 
too fanatical for mission work, van 
Gogh made a break with institutional 
Christianity–but not with the Bible and 
the person of Christ. 
He then set out to find a synthesis with 
his faith and modernity. He was drawn 
to Christ-like figures in modern 
literature of writers like Emile Zola 
and Victor Hugo. His attempts to 
reconcile the tension between 
Christianity and modernity can be seen 
in such works as Still life with Open 
Bible, which is not a rejection of his 
Christian faith, as many claim, but 
reflects a continued respect for 
Scripture.

VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?



Experiencing the divine in the 
mundane, such as sowing and 
harvesting wheat, or a peasant 
meal of potatoes, van Gogh 
developed an artistic 
expression of the infinite in the 
finite. The transcendent God 
was revealed in the sunflower 
facing the noon-day sun, for 
example, and in the starry vault 
of heaven. 

VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?



 
 
 

His prolific letters reveal his 
deepest thoughts about his own 
work, faith and personal 
pilgrimage. The subject matter of 
his work in the latter phase of his 
life were drawn from parables, 
sayings, actions and life of Jesus.
e.g. The pieta, The resurrection 
of Lazarus. 

 
 

VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?



 
 
 

The olive tree paintings had special 
significance for van Gogh. A group 

in May 1889 represented life, the 
divine and the cycle of life while 

those from November 1889 arose out 
of his attempt to symbolize his 

feelings about Christ in Gethsemane. 
His paintings of olive pickers 

demonstrate the relationship between 
man and nature by depicting one of 

the cycles of life, harvesting or 
death. It is also an example of how 

individuals, through interaction with 
nature, can connect with the divine.

VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?



 
 
 

In the last year of his life, he wrote to a close friend: 

It is a very good thing that you read the Bible…
The Bible is Christ, for the Old Testament leads up to 
this culminating point…
Christ alone, of all the philosophers … has affirmed 
eternal life, the infinity of time, the nothingness of 
death….  
(Christ) lived serenely, as a greater artist than all other 
artists, despising marble and clay as well as colour, 
working in living flesh.
This matchless artist … made living men, immortals.  

VAN GOGH’S ‘LOST FAITH’?



THE PARADOX OF VINCENT 
VAN GOGH
• Hardly sold  a painting in his life 

• Now sold for 100’s of millions 

•  Believed he would ’ never amount to 
anything important’ 

•  over 200 of his paintings in one of 
Amsterdam’s top tourist attractions, 
yet his stay in the city was for theology 
study, not painting 

•  while rejecting organised Christianity, 
remained firmly focused on Christ, ‘the 
greatest artist of all’ 

• widely believed to have committed 
suicide yet recent biographers claim he 
was shot by teenagers playing cowboys 
and indians.



The colours of The bedroom 
  
Van Gogh described the colours that he had carefully selected for The bedroom in a 
letter to Theo: 
‘The walls are of a pale violet. The floor — is of red tiles. 
The bedstead and the chairs are fresh butter yellow. 
The sheet and the pillows very bright lemon green. 
The bedspread scarlet red. 
The window green. 
The dressing table orange, the basin blue. 
The doors lilac. 
. . . The frame — as there’s no white in the painting — will be white.’ 
Although there were in fact red floor tiles in the room, Van Gogh certainly did not 
base this choice solely on reality. Together, the colours violet, blue, green, yellow, 
orange and red made up the chromatic diagram or ‘colour wheel’ devised by the 
chemist Michel Eugène Chevreul (1786-1889).
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Chromatic diagram or 'colour wheel' of Chevreul

 

Optical effects

Van Gogh read about Chevreul’s colour theory in the handbook Grammaire des arts du dessin, 
architecture, sculpture, peinture (1870) by Charles Blanc. Blanc described Chevreul’s theory 
of the optical effects achieved by placing specific colours next to each other as ‘the law of 
complementary colours’. Chevreul emphasised that the perception of colour is influenced by 
the adjacent colours and tones. In particular, opposing colours in the colour wheel (blue-
orange, purple-yellow and red-green), which are therefore the farthest apart (complementary 
colours, as they are known) reinforce each other if they are placed next to each other. 

 

Using complementary colours

Van Gogh was greatly influenced by this colour theory as a young artist, while he was still in 
the Netherlands, but it was not until his time in France, when he came under the influence of 
the Parisian avant-garde, that he started to place pure complementary colours next to each 
other.

What is more, like the Impressionists (and Neo-Impressionists) he opted for a white frame to 
complete the work. According to Chevreul’s theory, that white frame, or the use of white in the 
picture itself, is an essential element of the work. He wrote: ‘If white is placed next to a colour, 
the latter emerges strongly, as if the white light, which weakens the intensity of colour, had 
been removed.’ In addition, white may be seen as a pause, a place in which to ‘recharge’ the 
eye for the intense experience of all those complementary colours.

 

Consequences of the discolorations

Now that we know how important the use of colour was to Van Gogh in painting The bedroom, 
we also have a better realisation of the dramatic consequences of the discolorations for the 
work’s expressiveness. Although it is still a masterpiece in all its beauty and vigour, the artist’s 
original intentions have largely been lost.


