VAN GOGH
MUSEUM TOUR

Length of This Tour: Allow one hour.

OVERVIEW

Ahe collection s laid out roughly chronologically, through the
changes in Vincent van Gogh's life and styles, But you'll necd to be
Hexible—the paintings are
speead over three floors,
andl every  few  months
there's a ditferent areay ol
paintings from the muse-
um’s large collection. You
sturt on level O, where self-
portriaits introduce you
the artist. Level 1 has his
carly paintings; level 2 fo-
cuses on the man and his contermporaries; and level 3 has his final
works.

The paintings span five periods of Van Gogh's life—spent
in the Netherlands, Paris, Arles, St-Rémy, and Auvers-sur-Oise.
some background on Vincent's star-crossed life makes the mu-
seum even better, so ve ineluded doses of bingraphical marterial.
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The Tour Begins

» Puss throwgh security and the ficket boath inte the plasepavilian recef-
ton hall, Here yau'll find an infis desi (pick wp a free floor plan), bag
check, pradtimedia-guide rentad, and WO, There’s alro a boakstore (wwith
sevsral goad, basic “Vincent” puidebooks and fas of porters with mailing
tubes). Don't everlaok the doorway leading to an excelient temiparary
exhibit gallery firenerafly freel.

Make your way up an escadator fo the permanent calfection, arriv-
ing on level 0. Your tour staris by introducing you to Van Gogh with a
series of Seff-portridts, P warieus depictions show b with his disiine-
tive red beard, wearing Air painter's straww bat, standing at Aix eagel,
i J.r.rm.{-:'nlg i I.h:'l,rw—-uf-.l,;-:{}.-_: quifh JIJer'}.'_'-'-:'-JrrJE.":.’.I:.I‘Ig eyes, He vy fn Bis
mid-thirtics, @ warking artist in bis prime. But be had'’t always heen a
puainter Seruse the tineline and fistarical phatagraphi in Fhis room o see
Dot Var Gagl got fo this pofid,

VINCENT VAN GOGH, 1853-1890

Tam a man af paisians..

You could see Vincent van Gogh's canvases as a series of suicide
nntes—aor as the record of a life full of brauty...perhaps too full of

| beauty. He attacked lite with a passion, experiencing highs anich lows

more intensely than the sverage person. The beauty ol the world

overwhelmed himg its ugliness struck him as only another dimension

of beauty. He tried to absorb the full spectrum of experience, gooid
and bad, and channel it onto a canvas. The frustration of this over-
whelming task drove him to v ness, 10 a0l chis is g bit overstated—
and 1 guess it is—it'’s an attempt 1o show the emotional impaet that
Vien Gogh's works have lad on many people, me included.

Vincent, # pastor's son from a srmall Duteh town, starred worle
ing at age 16 as @ clerk for an arc dealer. But his two interests, art
and religion, distracted him from his dreary work, and alter several
years, he was fired.
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The next 10 years were a collage of dead ends as he traveled

northern Europe pursuing one path after another. He launched into
each project with incredible encrgy, then became disillusioned and
moved on to something else: teacher at @ boarding school, assis-
tant preacher, bookstore apprentice, preacher again, theology stu-
dent, English student, liverature student, art student, He bounced
around England, France, Belgium, and the Netherands, He fell in
love but wis rejected for someone more respectable. He quarreled
with his family and was estranged, He lived with a prostitute and
her daughter, offending the few friends he had. Finally, in his late
twenties, worn out, flat broke, and in poor health, he returned o
his family in Nuenen and made peace, He then started to paint,
» Acend to fevel 1. Starr with a display shoining the kind af art Van
{raph qwas dranon fa—parimiings of hard-seradble werkers with their
siwmpde digmity. Then avord clochwite around the foar anid followw the
stages af Viecent's fife, from vouhly 1880 to 1889, The fivst room showws
Ais stanky davd carly work.

Suit w reminder: Den'e stress ewer finding the specific paintings
! mention, Let the voom's patnting capinre e overali magd o Vin
el s fife at the time.

THE NETHERLANDS, 1880-1885

Peasants, Poverty, and Religion

These dark, gray-brown canvases show us the hard, plain existence
ol the people and town of Nuenen in the rural southern Nether-
linds. Van Gogh painted these during the years when he was liv-
ing with his parents while struggling to make it as an artist. He
painted the town's simple buildings,
hare or autumnal trees, and overcast
skics—a world where it seems spring
will never arrive. What warmth there
is vomes from the sturdy, gentle people
themselves,

The style is crude—Van Gogh
couldn’t draw very well and would
tever become a grear technician, The
praint is laid on thick, as though paint-
vil with Muenen mud, The main sub-
jret is almost always dead cenrer, with
Little or no background, so there’s 2
clistrophobic feeling, We are unable
0 see anything but the immediate surroundings,
The Potato Eaters, 1885

Mhase that prefer ta see the peasants in their Su niday-beit may do as they
like I persanally am convinced I pet better results by painting them in
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their ronghness., If a peasant picture smelli of bacon, smobe, potate

steaen—al{ vight, that'’s bealthy.

Ina dark, cramped room Titonly by a dim lunp, poor workers help
themselves to u steaming plate of potatoes, Thev've earned it Their

hands are gnarly, their
faces kind, Vincent delib-
erately wanted the canvas
to be potato-colored.
Vincent had dabbled
as an artdst doring  his
windering years, sketch-
ing things around him and
rking o few art clisses,
bur ir wasn't until age 249

that he painted his first oil convas. He soon threw himselt into it

with abandon,

He painted the poor working peasants. He knew them well,
having worked as a Ly minister among peasants and miners. He
joined them ar work in the mines, tsughe their children, and even
gave away his own tew possessions o help them, The church au-
thoritics ﬁn:lll}’ dismissed him lor “excessive weal” bur he came
away understanding the poor's hursh existence and the dignity with

which they bore it
Sttt Life with Bibfe, 1885

[ bave a territde nced of —shall L say the wored?—redigion. Then I go ot

annd paing the ataes.

The Bihle and Emile Zala’s fa
Saie de Vivre—these two books
dominated Van Gogh's life. In
his art he tried o fuse his reli-
gious upbringing with his love
of the world's beaury. He lusted
after life with o religious fervor.
The burned-out candle rells us
of the recent death of his father,

The Bible is open to Isaiah 33: “He was despised and rejected of

men, a4 M 1."I|"30r|.‘u'|.'l."!-1..,,

The Ofd Church Tower at Nuenen, a.k.a.

The Peasants' Churchyard, 1885

The erows circle above the loeal cemetery of Nuenen. Soon after
his father’s death, Vincent—in poor health and depressed—muoved
|'Jl'i{:H]r' [N ﬁn[wr_'rp. He then decided o visic his vounger brother
Then, an art dealer living in Paris, the art capital of the world, Theo's
support—rfinancial and emotiond—allowed Vincent to spend the

rest of his short lite painting,



Vincent moved from rural,

religious, poor Holland o Paris,
the City of Light, Vincent van
Crone.
« Clantimue fo fhe rocm with wverd
he dicd in Pavis, You'll fikely see
Jpatutings F{].r Tmipressionist wasters
dike Moner and Gaapuin f,lurrg.:ﬂg
ataryside Van Gogh's own fnrprm‘—
sfanist-stple wanks,

PARIS, MARCH 1886-FEBRUARY 1888
Impressionism

e sun beging to break through, lighting up everything he paines,
His canvases are more colorful and the landscapes more spacious,
with plenty of open sky, giving a feeling of exhilaration afier the
closed, dark world of NMuenen.

Paris of the 18805 was the worlds culrural capital. He moved
in with Theo in the bohemian neighborhood of Montmartee, just
ip the hill from the Moulin Rouge. In the cafés and bars, Vin-
cent met the revolutionary Impressionists. He became friends with
other struggling young painters, such as Paul Gaonguin and Henri
de Toulouse-Lautree. His health improved. He becime more socia-
ble, had an affair with an older woman, and was generally happy,
He signed up to study under @ well-known classical teacher bur
quit after only a few classes. He couldn't afford o hive models, so
le roamied the sereets, skerch pad i hend, and learned from his
Linpressionist friends,

The Impressionists emphasized getting oue of the staffy studio
and setting up canvases outside on the street or in the countryside
tor paint the play of sunligh off the trees, buildings, and water,

As yont see in this oom, at first, Vincent copicd from the

grmE  Impressionist masters. He painted parden
g scenes like Clasde Monet, calé snapshots
like Edgar Degas, “block prints” like the
Japanese masters, and self-poreraics like..
nobody else,

Seflf-Portrait as a Painter, 1887-1B88
L now fving with my brather Vincent, wha
i studying the art af paimting with indefati-
pable zeal,

—Theo van Gogh to a friend
Here, the budding young wrtist proudly
displays his new paletee full of bright new
colors, teying his hand at the Impressionist
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technique of lailding s scene using dabs of different-colored paint,
A whole new world of are—and life—opened up to him in Paris.
[nspired by his fellow Dutchman Rembrandr, Vincent would ex-
plove himsell throwgh self-portraits for the rest of his Jife,

Self-Portrait with Straw Hat, 1887
Voe wooweldnn't recogize Vimcent, e s changed so mvch., The doctar says
that be is wow perfectly it again, He is making tremendons strides Twith
Bis awark... He is alse far fivefier than be wsed o
e el £ popdar with people.
— Theo van Gogh to their mother

In Paris, Vincent learned the Impressionist
painting technigue, The shimmering effect
comes from placing dabs of different colors
sice by side on the cinvas, At a distanee, the
two colors blend in the cye of the viewer to
become a single color, Here, Vincent uses
separate strokes of Blue, vellow, green, and
red to create o brown beard—bhbut a brown
that throbs with excitement.,

Red Cabbages and Onions, 1887
Vincent quickly developed his own style:
thicker paing broed, swirling brushsrrokes; and brighter, clash-
ing colors thar make even inanimate objects seem 1o pulsatc with
lite. The many different colors are supposed to hlend together, but
vou'd have to back up to Belgium to make these colors resolve
inte focus,

Self-Portrait with Gray Felt Hat, 1887

He bas painted one or two pertnaits which bawe fursed ot well, but be
insists o working for wothing, It ia pity that e shows no desive to savn
sowte mianey decanse be conld earily da jo
beve. Bui you can’t change people.

—Thea van Gogh to their mother
Despite his new sociability, Vincent
never quite fit in with his Impres-
sionist friends. As he developed into
a pood painter, he became anxious o
strike out on his own. He thought the
social life of the big city was distract-
ing him from serious work. And he'd
been drinking ton much  absinthe,
which alienated him from Theo, In tl':in_r;
painting, his fice screwms out from o
swirling hackground of molecular ae




tivity. He wanted peace and quict, a plice where he could throw
himself into his work completely. He headed for the sunny south
of France,

* Traved to the far end of the room, where you finally reach,..

ARLES, FEBRUARY 1888-MAY 1889

Sunlight, Beauty, and Madness

Winter was just turning to spring when Vincent arrived in Ardes,
near the French Riviera, After the dreary Paris wineer, the colors
ol springtime overwhelmed him. The blossoming trees and colorful
ficlds inspired him to paint canvas after canvas, drenched in sun-
light, He was drawn to the ordinary people in Arles—aold women,
his postman—and painted their portraits.

The Yellow House, a.k.a. The Street, 1888
It ds my indention., to go fepporarily to the Seuth, where there it pven
mare cofor, even ware s,

Vincent rented this house with
the green shutters. (He ate ar
the pink café next door) Look
at that blue sky! He puinted in
a frenzy, working feverishly 1o
try and take it all in. For the
next nine months, he produced
an cxplnéiurl of canvases, worle
ing very quickly when the mood
possessed him, His unigue style
evilved beyond Tmpressionism—thicler paint, stronger outlines,
hrighter colors {often applicd right from the paint tube), and swirl-
iy brushwork that makes inanimate objects pulse and vibrare with
Filie.

rhe Bedroom, 1888

L a man of passions, capable of and subject to doing more or less foolich
thingi—aehich I bappen fo regret, more or less, afterwards,

Vincent  was  alone, a R

[hitchman  in Provence,
And that had its down-
ailes Vincent swung from
llirries of cestatic activity
i houes of Ercit lomeli-
ness. Like anvone travel-
gz alone, he experienced
those  high  highs  and
linw lowws, This  narrow,
tapezoid-shaped, single-room apartment (less than 200 seuare
feerl must have seemed like a prison cell at times, (Psvchologases




have pointed out that most everything in this painting comes in
pairs—twao chairs, two paintings, @ double bed squeczed down toa
single—indicating his desire for a mate, Hom.)

He invited his friend Panl Gauguin to join him, envisioning a
sort of artists’ colony in Arles. He spent months preparing 4 room
upstairs for Ganguin's arrival. He painted Swaflowers to brighten
up the place.

Sunflowers, 1889
The warse T pet alang with pesple, the mare I
dearn to have fieith in Nature awed oncentrate
ain her,
Vincent saw sunfowers as his signarare sub-
ject, and he painted a half-dozen versions of
them, each a study in intense yellow. He said
he wanted the colors to shine “like stained
plags.” It he signed the work {look on the
wvase), it means he wis proud of i

Even a simple work like these sunflow-
ers bursts with life, Different people see
different things in Swaffewers, Is it a happy
painting, or is it melancholy one? Take your
own emotional temperarure and see.

The Sower, 1888
A dark, silhouerted figure sows seeds in the burning sun. It's late
in the day, The heat from the sun, the source of all life, rediates
e out in thick swirls of paint.
The siwer must be a hope-
ful man, because the ficld
lonks slanted and  bae-
ren, Someday, he thinks,
the seeds he's planting
will grow into something
great, like the tree that
slashes  diagonally across
the scene—rough  and
craggy, but with small, optimistic blossoms.

In his younger years, Vincent had worked in Belgium sowing
the Christian pospel in a harsh environment (see Mark 4:1-9), Now
in Arles, ipnited by the sun, he cast his artistic seeds o the wind,
hoping.

Gauguin's Chalfr, 1888

Empey chairi—there are many of them, there will be even mare, and
sooner or fater, theve will be nothing but empry chairs.




Crauguin arrived. Ar first, he and Vin-
cent got along great, They journeyed to
the countryside and ser up their easels,
working side by side and eritiquing
cach other’s paintings. Ar night, they
lit the bars, carousing and talking into
the night,

But then things went sour, They
chished over art, life, and their prickly
personalities. On Christonas Eve 1888,
Vincent went ballistic. Enraged during
an aleshol-fueled argument, he pulled
out g razor and waved it in Gauguin's
face, Gauguin ok the hintand quick-
Iy left town. Vincent was horrified at himself, In a fic of remorse and
madness, he mutilated his own car and presented it wo o prostiture,

The people of Arles realized they had a madman on their
hands. A doctor dingnosed "acute mania with hallucinations,”
and the local vicar talked Vincent into admitting himself to a
pepcelul mental hospital in the countryside sround the quiet
town of St-Remy, Vincent wrote to Theo: " Temporarily [wish to
remain shut up, as much for my own peace of mind as for other
people’s.”
= Ascend to level 2, This floor i fess abane Van Gogh's paintings than
about bis relationships with family and friends, and his artistic process.
The displays belp doepen your wnderstanding of the nran as be approwcbed
the fast, fumuftuons e ql.lr'ilff .Ir[l.l'r

T see &is final paintings, continwe up do lewved 3,

ST-REMY, MAY 1889-MAY 1890
The Mental Hospital
In the mental hospital, Vincent kept painting whenever he was well
enough. He often couldn't go out, so he copied from books, mak-
ing his own distinetive versions of works by Rembrandt, [elaceoix,
Millet, wnd others,

At first, the peace and quiet of the asylum did Vincent good,
and his health improved. Occasionally, he was allowed outside o
paint the gardens and lindscapes. Meanwhile, the paintings he had
been sending to Theo began t atteact artention in Paris for the Grst
time, A woman in Brussels bought one of his canvases—the only
painting he ever sold during his lifetime. Tn 1987, one of his Sun-
famwers solid for $40 million. Three years later a portrait of Vineenr's
doctor went for more than 80 million.

At Se-Remy, we sce a change from bright, happy landscapes
1o more introspective subjects. The colors are less bright and
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more surreal, the brushwork even
more furious. The neat dots of paint
characreristic ol the Impressionist
style now become higger and thick-
er. The strong outlines of figures are
twisted and torfured.

The Garden of Saint Paul's
Hospital, a.k.a. Leaf Fall, 1889

A traveder poing to @ destination that does
wat cxist...

The stark brown trees are blown by
the wind. A solitary figure (Vincent?)
winds along a narrow, snaky path as
the wind bliws leaves on him, The colors are surreal—hlue, green,
and red tree trunks with heavy black outlines, A road runs away
Cronm us, flt:l:fl]l.g miwhiere.

The Sheaf Binder, after Milfet, 1889

[ avant ta paint men apd woemen with that
something of the cternal which the bals wicd to
symibolize...

Vincent’s compassion for honest laborers
remained constant following his worl with
Belgian miners. These sturdy folk, with their
:unrmg bodies, wrestle as one with their
curving wheat, The world Vincent secs is
charged from within by spiritual fires, twist-
ing, and turning matter into eoergy, and yvice
versa.

Wheat Fiefd with a Reaper, 1889
L have becn werking bavd and fast in the e’nn‘ﬁq" days, This is bow 1
fryfo f.tpres.f S de.fpzrm:':ﬁﬁir !,{rmgjpau in madern ffe,

: : The harvese 35 here, The
time is short. There's much
work to be done. A lone
reaper works uphill, scyth-
ing through o swirling
wheat field, cutting slen-
der paths of calm. Vincent
]. ) i saw the reaper—u fgure of

4 L;‘E i impending dearh-—as the

tiikt Hip side of the sower.

VAN SEEHmUSEUN




Piota, after Delacrofx, 1889

It's evening after @ thunderstorm, Jesus
has been crucified, end the corpse lies
at the miouth of a tomb, Mary, whipped
by the cold wind, holds her empty arms
out in despair and confusion. She is
the render mother who receives us all
in death, as though saying, “My child,
you've been away so long—rest in my
arms.” Christ has & Vincent-esque red
heard.

o Vour wixic concludes with Vincent's final
faintings

AUVERS-SUR-OISE, MAY-JULY 1890

The bivd foods throngh the durs ar the svercast by wwbere a thunderitorm
7 I:{an!:c'.'rr.'q. and invwardly be rebels against bis fate. T am caged, L am
cated, and you tell me 1 bave everything I need! Ob! 1 beg you, give me
liberty, theet 1 may be a bird like ather birds." A certain idle man resemibles
this idle bird...

Though Van Gogh wished to be free of the mental hospital, his
fits of madness would not relent, During these spells, he lost all
sense of his own sctions. He couldn’t paint, the one thing he felt
driven to do. He wrote to Theo, "My surroundings here begin o
weigh on me more than T can siy—I need air 1 feel overwhelmed
by horedom and griuf."

Almond Bfossom, 1890
Vincent moved north to Auvers, a small town near Paris where
he could stay under a doctor-friend’s supervision, On the way
there, he vmlu] Thew. !'I'u::n 5 wife lud just had a baby, whom they
named Vincent. Brother Vin-
cent showed up with this paint
ing under his arm as a birthday
gift. Theo's wife later recalled,
I had expected a sick man, but
here was & sturdy, broad-shoul-
dered man with a healthy color,
a smile on his face, and o very
TE.,H{:I] e :I!ll MEATATICE ."

In his new surroumdings, he
continued printing, averaging a cianvis 4 d-.;y, but was interropted
by spells that swung from boredom to madness. His letters to Theo
were generally oprimistic, but he worried that he'd soon succumb
completely to insanity and never paint again,




* Vincent's final landscapes are walis of brighe, thick paint. Nature jr
chiered fram twithin with a sawiriing envrgy,

R o
Wheat Field with Crows, 1890
Sénce mmy iliness, fonediness takes bold of e i the fields., This new ap-
Lach e 6N e I ihe fields, o a windy day, when §way Busy peine-
ing.

On July 27, 1890, Vincent left his roeom, wilked out g neirhy
field, and put a buller through his chest. He stumbled back o his
room, where he died two days later, with Theo by his side,

This is one of the last paintings Vincent finished, We can try
to search the wreckage of his life for the Black boy explaining whar
happened, bur there's not much there. His life was sad and tragic,
bur the record he left is one nor of sadness, but of beauty—intense
beauty.

"The windblown wheat ficld is a nest of restless cnergy. Scenes
like this muse have overwhelmed Vincent with their incredible
beanty—too much, oo fast, with no release. The sk is stormy and
dark blue, almost nighttime, barely lit by two suns hoiling througl;
the deep occan of blue. The road starts nowhere, leads nowhere,
disappearing into the burning wheat field, Above all of this swirl-
ing beauty fly the crows, the dark ghests that had hovered over his
lite since the cemetery in Nuenen.



