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“As through a looking glass, by dark reason…”




    He sat on that chair. His pipe lies on a reed seat next to an open tobacco pouch. He slept in that bed, lived in that house. It was there that he cut off a piece of his ear. We see him with a bandaged head, the pipe in the corner of his mouth, looking at us. Vincent van Gogh’s life and work are so intertwined that it is hardly possible to see his pictures without reading in them the story of his life, a life which has been described so many times that it is by now the stuff of legend. Van Gogh is the incarnation of the suffering, the misunderstood martyr of modern art, the emblem of the artist as an outsider.




    In 1996 Jan Hulsker, the famous van Gogh scholar, published a corrected catalogue of the complete works in which he questioned the authenticity of 45 paintings and drawings. What concerned Hulsker were not only the forgeries, but also canvases that were falsely attributed to van Gogh. In a similar vein, the British art historian Martin Bailey claimed to have recognized more than one hundred false ‘van Gogh’s,’ among them the Portrait of Dr. Gachet, which exists in two versions. A Japanese industrialist purchased one of these in 1990 for 82.5 million dollars – the highest price ever paid for a painting. The new owner then shocked the public by announcing that after his death he wanted to be burned with the picture. Out of respect for the feelings of European art lovers, he later changed his mind and decided to build a museum to house his collection. However, if someone should prove that the Portrait of Dr. Gachet is a fake, public interest in the painting would disappear.




    It became apparent early on that the events of van Gogh’s life would play a major role in the reception of his works. The first article about the painter was published in January 1890 in the Mercure de France. The author of the article, Albert Aurier, was in contact with a friend of van Gogh named Emile Bernard, from whom he learned the details of van Gogh’s illness. At the time, van Gogh was living in a mental hospital in Saint-Rémy, near Arles. The year before, he cut off a piece of his right ear. Without explicitly revealing these facts from the artist’s life, Aurier nevertheless introduced his knowledge of the apparent insanity of the painter into his discussion of the paintings themselves. Thus, he used terms like “obsessive passion”[1] and “persistent preoccupation.”[2] Van Gogh seemed to him a “terrible and demented genius, often sublime, sometimes grotesque, always at the brink of the pathological.”[3] Aurier regarded the painter as a “Messiah... who would regenerate the decrepitude of our art and perhaps of our imbecile and industrialist society.”[4]




    With his characterization of the artist as a mad genius, this critic laid the foundation for the van Gogh myth, which began to emerge shortly after the death of the painter. After all, Aurier did not believe that van Gogh would ever be understood by the general public: “But whatever happens, even if it became fashionable to buy his canvases – which is unlikely – at the prices of M. Meissonier’s little infamies, I don’t think that much sincerity could ever enter into that belated admiration of the general public.”[5] A few days after van Gogh’s funeral in Auvers-sur-Oise, Dr. Gachet, who looked after the painter at the end of his life, wrote to van Gogh’s brother Theo:




    “This sovereign contempt for life, doubtless a result of his impetuous love of art, is extraordinary... If Vincent were still alive, it would take years and years until the human art triumphed. His death however, is, so to speak, the glorious result of the fight between two opposed principles: light and darkness, life and death.”[6]




    Van Gogh neither despised life nor was he its master. In his letters, nearly seven hundred of which have been published, he often wrote about his desire for love and safety:




    “I should like to be with a woman for a change, I cannot live without love, without a woman. I would not value life at all, if there were not something infinite, something deep, something real.”[7]




    On several occasions he stressed that it would be “more worthwhile to make children than pictures.”[8] Vincent van Gogh’s rather bourgeois dreams of hearth and home never materialized. His first love, Ursula Loyer, married someone else. His cousin Kee, already a mother and widow, refused him partly for material reasons: van Gogh was unable to care for her and her child. He tried to build up a family life with a prostitute named Sien. He finally left her because his brother Theo, on whom he depended financially, wanted him to end the relationship. Van Gogh’s relationship with the twenty-one-year-old Marguerite Gachet is only known through a friend of Marguerite, who maintained that they had fallen in love, but the usually freethinking Dr. Gachet barred van Gogh from then on. Van Gogh not only sought the love of women, but also that of his family and friends, although he never achieved it in the measure he would have wished. Several days before his suicide, he summed up his lifelong failure to find a satisfying intimacy in the following enigmatic remark: “As through a looking glass, by a dark reason – so it has remained.”[9] The parson’s son had taken his analogy from The Excellencies of Love in the first epistle to the Corinthians: “For now we see through a glass, darkly: but then face to face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known.” This longing for a place in the community and the struggle for renown are two themes that can be traced throughout van Gogh’s life.
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      1. Self-Portrait dedicated to Paul Gauguin, Arles, September 1888. Oil on canvas, 61 x 50 cm. Fogg Art Museum, Havard University Art Museums, Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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      2. Fisherman’s Wife at Scheveningen, Etten, December 1881. Watercolour, 23.5 x 9.5 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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      3. Peasant Woman Digging, Nuenen, July 1885. Oil on canvas, 42 x 32 cm. The Barber Institute of Fine Arts, University of Birmingham, Birmingham.
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      4. Peasant Working, The Hague, August 1882. Oil on paper on wood, 30 x 29 cm. Private Collection.
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      5. Peasant Burning Weeds, Drenthe, October 1883. Oil on wood, 30.5 x 39.5 cm. Private Collection.


    




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    The Hague, 13 December 1872




    Dear Theo,




    What good news I’ve just read in Father’s letter. I wish you luck with all my heart. I’m sure you will like it there; it’s such a fine firm. It will be quite a change for you.




    I am so glad that both of us are now to be in the same profession and in the same firm. We must be sure to write to each other regularly.




    I hope that I’ll see you before you leave; we still have a lot to talk about. I believe that Brussels is a very pleasant city, but it’s bound to feel strange for you in the beginning. Write to me soon in any case. Well, goodbye for now, this is just a brief note dashed off in haste, but I had to tell you how delighted I am at the news. Best wishes, and believe me, always,




    Your loving brother,




    Vincent




    I don’t envy you having to walk to Oisterwijk every day in this awful weather. Regards from the Roos family.




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    The Hague, January 1873




    My dear Theo,




    I heard from home that you arrived safe and sound at Brussels and that your first impression was good.




    I know so well how strange you must feel in the beginning, but don’t lose courage, you’ll get on all right.




    You must soon write me how you are getting along and how you like your boardinghouse. I hope it will be satisfactory. Father wrote me that you are on good terms with Mr. Schmidt; that is right - I think he is a good fellow from whom you can learn a great deal.




    What happy days we spent together at Christmas! I think of them so often. You will also remember them a long time, as they were the last days you spent at home. Don’t forget to tell me what pictures you see and which you like best.




    I am very busy just now at the beginning of the year.




    My New Year began well; they have granted me an increase of ten guilders (I therefore earn fifty guilders per month), and they have given me a bonus of fifty guilders as a present. Isn’t that splendid? I hope to be able to shift for myself now.




    I am very happy that you work in the same firm. It is such a splendid house; the more one works there, the more ambition it gives you.




    The beginning is perhaps more difficult than anything else, but keep heart, it will turn out all right.




    Will you ask Schmidt what the price of the Album Corot, lithographs by Émile Vernier is? Somebody asked for it at the store, and I know they have it in Brussels. Next time I write, I’ll send you my picture, which I had taken last Sunday. Have you already been to the Palace Ducal? Don’t fail to go there when you have a chance.




    Well, boy, keep your courage up. All the friends send you their compliments and good wishes. Give my regards to Schmidt and Eduard and write to me soon. Adieu.




    Your loving brother, Vincent.




    You know my address is,




    Lange Beestenmarkt, 32




    Or Goupil & Co., Plaats




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    The Hague, 17 March 1873




    Dear Theo,




    It is time for you to hear from me again. I am longing to hear how you and Uncle Hein are, so I hope that you will be able to find time to write me.




    I suppose you have heard that I am going to London, probably very soon. I do hope that we shall see each other before then. If there is any chance, I shall go to Helvoirt at Easter, but that depends on Iterson, who is away on business. I cannot go away before he comes back.




    It will be quite a different life for me in London, as I shall probably have to live alone in rooms. I’ll have to take care of many things I don’t have to worry about now.




    I am looking forward very much to seeing London, as you can imagine, but still I am sorry to leave here. Now that it has been decided that I shall go away, I feel how strongly I am attached to The Hague. Well, it can’t be helped, and I intend not to take things too hard. It will be splendid for my English - I can understand it well enough, but I cannot speak it as well as I would wish.




    I heard from Anna that you had your picture taken. If you have one to spare, don’t forget me.




    How is Uncle Hein? Not better, I am afraid. And how is Aunt? Can Uncle keep himself busy, and does he suffer much pain? Give him my warmest regards. I think of him so often. How is business? I think you must be rushed with work; we certainly are here. You must feel at home in the business by this time.




    How is your boardinghouse - does it still please you? That’s an important thing. Be sure to tell me more about the pictures you see. A fortnight ago I was in Amsterdam to see an exhibition of the pictures that are going from here to Vienna. It was very interesting, and I am curious to know what impression the Dutch artists will make in Vienna. I am also curious to see the English painters; we see so little of them because almost everything remains in England.




    In London Goupil has no gallery, but sells only directly to art dealers. Uncle Vincent will be here at the end of this month, and I am looking forward to hearing more particulars from him.




    The Haanebeeks and Aunt Fie always ask how you are and send you their best wishes. What delightful weather we are having! I enjoy it as much as I can; last Sunday I went out boating with Willem[10]. How I should have liked to stay here this summer, but we must take things as they are. And now adieu. Best wishes and write to me soon. Say goodbye for me to Uncle and Aunt, Mr. Schmidt and Eduard. I am looking forward to Easter.




    Always your loving brother, Vincent.




    Theo, I strongly advise you to smoke a pipe; it is a remedy for the blues, which I happen to have had now and then lately. I just received your letter, many thanks. I like the photograph very much, it is a good likeness. I will let you know as soon as I know something more about my going to Helvoirt; it would be nice if you could come on the same day. Adieu.




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    London, 13 June 1873




    Dear Theo,




    My address is c/o Messrs. Goupil & Co., 17 Southampton Street, Strand, London. You must be eager to hear from me, so I will not keep you waiting any longer for a letter.




    I hear from home that you are living with Mr. Schmidt now and that Father has been to see you. I certainly hope this will please you better than your former boardinghouse, and I’m sure it will.




    I am very anxious for a letter; write me soon, and tell me how you spend your day, etc. You must tell me especially what pictures you have seen lately, and also if any new etchings or lithographs have been published. Let me know as much as you can about these things, for I do not see much of them here as it is only a wholesale house.




    Considering the circumstances, I am doing pretty well. So far the boardinghouse where I am staying pleases me. There are also three German boarders who are very fond of music, they play the piano and sing, so we spend very pleasant evenings together. I am not so busy here as I was in The Hague; I work only from nine in the morning to six in the evening, and on Saturdays we close at four o’clock. I live in one of the suburbs of London, where it is relatively quiet. It reminds me of Tilburg or some such place.




    I spent some very pleasant days in Paris, and, as you can imagine, I enjoyed all the beautiful things I saw at the exhibition and in the Louvre and the Luxembourg. The house in Paris is splendid and much bigger than I had thought, especially the one in the Place de l’Opera[11].




    Life is very expensive here, my accommodation alone costs me eighteen shillings a week, washing excepted, and then I still have to take my dinner in the city. Last Sunday I went to the country with Mr. Obach, my principal, to Boxhill; it is a high hill about six hours by road from London, partially chalky and overgrown with box [wood] and on one side a wood of high oak trees. The country is beautiful here, quite different from Holland or Belgium. Everywhere you see charming parks with high trees and shrubs. Everyone is allowed to walk there. At Easter, I made an interesting excursion with the Germans, but these gentlemen spend a great deal of money and I shall not go out with them in the future.




    I was glad to hear from home that Uncle Hein’s health is good. Give him and Aunt my best and tell them something about me. Give my compliments to Mr. Schmidt and Eduard and write to me soon. Adieu, best wishes,




    Vincent
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      6. Sheaves of Wheat, Nuenen, July-August 1885. Oil on canvas, 40 x 30 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo.
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      7. Landscape with Wheelbarrow, The Hague, September 1883. Watercolour, 24.9 x 35.7 cm. The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland.
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      8. Peasants Planting Potatoes, Nuenen, April 1885. Oil on canvas, 33 x 41 cm. Kunsthaus Zürich, Zürich.
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      9. Digger, Etten, September 1881. Black chalk, wash, pen and diluted ink, opaque watercolour and traces of charcoal on laid paper, 44 x 34 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo.


    




    

      [image: ]




      10. Woman Working, Nuenen, August 1885. Charcoal and stump, 54.5 x 37 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo.
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      11. Peasant Women in a Field, Nieuw-Amsterdam, October 1883. Oil on canvas, 27 x 35.5 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.


    




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    London, 20 July 1873




    Dear Theo,




    Thanks for your letter, which was very welcome. I am glad you are doing well and that you like living with Mr. Schmidt. Mr. Obach was very pleased to have met you. I hope that in the future we shall do much business with each other. That picture of Linder’s is very beautiful.




    As to the photo engravings, I have never seen them being made; I know a little about how they are done, but not enough to explain.




    At first English art did not appeal to me; one must get used to it. But there are clever painters here, among others, Millais, who has painted: “The Huguenot,” “Ophelia,” etc., of which I think you know the engravings; his things are beautiful. Then there is Boughton, whose “Puritans Going to Church” is in our Galerie Photographique; I have seen wonderful things by him. Among the old painters, Constable was a landscape painter who lived about thirty years ago; he is splendid - his work reminds me of Diaz and Daubigny. Then there are Reynolds and Gainsborough, whose forte was very beautiful ladies’ portraits, and Turner, whose engravings you must have seen.




    Some good French painters live here, including Tissot, of whose work there are several photographs in our Galerie Photographique; and Otto Weber and Heilbuth. The latter is at present painting exquisitely beautiful pictures in the manner of Linder.




    Sometime you must write me if there are any photographs of Wauters’s work other than “Hugo Van der Goes” and “Mary of Burgundy,” and if you know about any photographs of pictures by Lagye and De Braekeleer. I don’t mean the elder Braekeleer, but, I think, a son of his who had three beautiful pictures called “Antwerp,” “The School” and “The Atlas” at the last exhibition in Brussels.




    I am quite contented here; I walk a lot and the neighborhood where I live is quiet, pleasant and fresh - I was really very lucky to find it. Still, I often think with regret of the delightful Sundays at Scheveningen and other things, but what’s the use of worrying?




    Thanks for what you wrote me about pictures. If you happen to see anything by Lagye, De Braekeleer, Wauters, Maris, Tissot, George Saal, Jundt, Zeim, or Mauve, you must not forget to tell me; those are the painters I am very fond of, and whose work you will probably see something of.




    Enclosed is a copy of the poem about the painter who “entered `The Swan,’ the inn where he was lodging,” which I am sure you remember. It is typical Brabant, and I am fond of it. L. copied it for me the last evening I was home[12].




    How I should like to have you here. What pleasant days we spent together at The Hague; I think so often of that walk on the Rijswijk road, when we drank milk at the mill after the rain. When we send back the pictures we have from you, I will send you a picture of that mill by Weissenbruch; perhaps you remember him, his nickname is Merry Weiss. That Rijswijk road holds memories for me which are perhaps the most beautiful I have. If we meet again, maybe we shall talk about them once more.




    And now, boy, I wish you well. Think of me from time to time and write me soon, it is such a delight to get a letter.




    Vincent




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Van Stockum - Haanebeek family


    London, 7 August 1873




    Dear friends,




    It was a pleasant surprise to me to receive Carolien’s letter. Thanks. With all my heart I hope she is quite well again; a good thing it is over now!




    In your next letter I should like to hear more about that last play you wrote. I was really amazed: for ten characters - it must be the biggest you have done.




    These last days I have greatly enjoyed reading the poems of John Keats; he is a poet who, I think, is not very well known in Holland. He is the favourite of all the painters here, and so I started reading him. Here is something by him. His best-known piece is “The Eve of St. Agnes,” but it is a bit too long to copy.




    I have visited neither Crystal Palace nor the Tower yet, nor Tussod[13]; I am not in a hurry to see everything. For the present I am quite satisfied with the museums, parks, etc.; they interest me more.




    Last Monday I had a nice day. The first Monday in August is a holiday here. I went with one of the Germans to Dulwich, an hour and a half outside L., to see the museum there, and after that we took about an hour’s walk to another village.




    The country is so beautiful here; many people who have their businesses in London live in some village outside L. and go to town by train every day; perhaps I shall do the same shortly, if I can find a cheap room somewhere. But moving is so horrible that I shall stop here as long as possible, although everything is not as beautiful as it seemed to me in the beginning. Perhaps it is my own fault, so I shall bear with it a little longer.




    Pardon me if this letter is not as I should like it to be, for I am writing in a hurry. I wanted to congratulate you on Willem’s birthday and wish you many happy returns.




    I was most pleased to learn that you have renewed your acquaintance with the Tersteeg family. I have been hoping you would for a long time.




    When you have a chance, please let me know what photographs you have received - I am curious to know. I have had a letter from Marinus, from which I learned that he is going to Amsterdam. This will mean a great change for him; I hope he will do well. I was very glad he wrote me.




    A few days ago a brother of Iterson’s paid me a call, and for the first time since May I had a chance to speak Dutch. We live far apart, much to my regret.




    Good luck to you. Remember me to all in the Poten. Good luck!




    Yours truly, Vincent




    Gladden my heart with a letter as soon as you can find time.




    [Enclosed]




    THE EVE OF SAINT MARK (Unfinished)




    Upon a Sabbath-day it fell;




    Twice holy was the Sabbath-bell,




    That call’d the folk to evening prayer;




    The chilly sunset faintly told




    Of unmatur’d green vallies cold,




    Of the green thorny bloomless hedge,




    Of rivers new with spring-time sedge,




    Of primroses by shelter’d rills,




    Of daisies on the aguish hill.




    Bertha was a maiden fair,




    Dwelling in the old Minister-square;




    From her fire-side she could see,




    Sidelong its rich antiquity,




    Far as the bishop’s garden-wall;




    Where sycamores and elm-trees tall,




    Full-leav’d, the forest had outstript,




    By no sharp north-wind ever nipt,




    So shelter’d by the mighty pile.




    All was silent, all was gloom,




    Abroad and in the homely room;




    Down she sat, poor cheated soul!




    And struck a lamp from dismal coal;




    Lean’d forward, with bright drooping hair,




    And slant book, full against the glare.




    Untir’d she read, her shadow still




    Glower’d about, as it would fill




    The room with wildest forms and shades,




    As though some ghostly queen of spades




    Had come to mock behind her back,




    And dance, and ruffle her garments black;




    Untir’d she read the legend page,




    Of Holy Mark, from youth to age,




    On land, on sea, in pagan chains,




    Rejoicing for his many pains…




    JOHN KEATS (1818)




    The imagination may be compared to Adam’s dream: “He awoke and found it truth.”




    [Written on the back of the same page]




    AUTUMN




    Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,




    Close bosom-friend to the maturing sun;




    Conspiring with him how to load and bless




    With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eaves run;




    To bend with apples the moss’d cottage-trees,




    And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core.




    Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are they?




    Think not of them, thou hast thy music too, -




    While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day,




    And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue…
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      12. Boy with a Sickle, Etten, October-November 1881. Black chalk, charcoal, grey wash and opaque watercolour on laid paper, 47 x 61 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo.
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      13. Potato Planting, Nuenen, September 1884. Oil on canvas, 70.5 x 170 cm. Von der Heydt Museum, Wuppertal.
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      14. A Peasant Woman Digging in Front of Her Cottage, Nuenen, June 1885. Oil on canvas, 31.3 x 42 cm. The Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago.
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      15. Twilight at Loosduine, The Hague, August 1883. Oil on canvas on wood, 33 x 50 cm. Centraal Museum, Utrecht.
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      16. The Thatched Cottage, Nuenen, June-July 1885. Oil on canvas, 60 x 85 cm. Städelsches Kunstinstitut und Städtische Galerie, Frankfurt am Main.


    




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    London, 19 November 1873




    Dear Theo,




    I want to be sure you hear from me soon after your arrival at The Hague. I am eager to hear what your first impressions were of your new position and home. I heard that Mr. Schmidt gave you such a beautiful souvenir. That proves you have been very satisfactory in every respect. I am glad that we now work in the same house of Goupil. Lately we have had many pictures and drawings here; we sold a great many, but not enough yet - it must become something more established and solid. I think there is still much work to do in England, but it will not be successful at once. Of course, the first thing necessary is to have good pictures, and that will be very difficult. Well, we must take things as they are and make the best of it.




    How is business in Holland? Here the ordinary engravings after Brochard do not sell at all, the good burin engravings sell pretty well. From the “Venus Anadyomene” after Ingres we have already sold twenty épreuves d’artiste. It is a pleasure to see how well the photographs sell, especially the coloured ones, and there is a big profit in them. We sell the Musée Goupil & Co. photographs only en papillottes, on an average of a hundred a day.




    I think you will like the work at the house at The Hague as soon as you have got used to it. I am sure you will like your home with the Roos family. Walk as much as your time will allow. Give my best love to everybody at Roos’s.




    You must write me sometime whom you like best among the older painters as well as among the moderns. Don’t forget, as I am curious to know. Go to the museum as often as you can; it is a good thing to know the old painters also. If you have the chance, read about art, especially art magazines, Gazette des Beaux-Arts, etc. As soon as I have the opportunity, I will send you a book by Burger about the museums at The Hague and Amsterdam. Please send it back when you have read it.




    Ask Iterson to write me when he has time, and especially to send me a list of the painters who have won awards at the Paris exhibition. Is Somerwill still in the office or did he leave when you arrived?




    I am all right. I have a pleasant home, and although the house here is not so interesting as the one in The Hague, it is perhaps well that I am here. Later on, especially when the sale of pictures grows more important, I shall perhaps be of use.




    And then, I cannot tell you how interesting it is to see London and English business and the way of life, which differs so much from ours.




    You must have had pleasant days at home. How I should like to see them all again. Give my compliments to everybody who inquires after me, especially at Tersteeg’s, Haanebeek, Auntie Fie, Stockum and Roos; and tell Betsy Tersteeg something about me when you see her. And now, boy, good luck to you, write to me soon.




    Vincent




    Do you have my room at Roos’s or the one you slept in last summer?




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    London, January 1874




    My dear Theo,




    Many thanks for your letter. My warm good wishes for a very happy New Year. I know you are doing well at The Hague, because Mr. Tersteeg told me so. I can see from your letter that you are taking a keen interest in art, and that’s a good thing, old fellow. I’m glad you like Millet, Jacque, Schreyer, Lambinet, Frans Hals, etc., for as Mauve says, “That’s it.” That painting by Millet, L’angélus du soir, “that’s it,” indeed - that’s magnificent, that’s poetry. How I wish I could have another talk with you about art; but we’ll just have to keep writing to each other about it. Admire as much as you can; most people don’t admire enough.




    Here are the names of a few the painters I particularly like. Scheffer, Delaroche, Hébert, Hamon, Leys, Tissot, Lagye, Boughton, Millais, Thijs [Matthijs] Mans, De Groux, De Braekeleer, Jr., Millet, Jules Breton, Feyen-Perrin, Eugène Feyen, Brion, Jundt, George Saal, Israëls, Anker, Knaus, Vautier, Jourdan, Jalabert, Antigna, Compte-Calix, Rochussen, Meissonier, Zamacois, Madrazo, Ziem, Boudin, Gérôme, Fromentin, de Tournemine, Pasini, Decamps, Bonington, Diaz, Th. Rousseau, Troyon, Dupré, Paul Huet, Corot, Jacque, Otto Weber, Daubigny, Wahlberg, Bernier, Émile Breton, Chenu, César de Cock, Mile. Collart, Bodmer, Koekkoek, Schelfhout, Weissenbruch, and last [but] not least, Maris and Mauve.




    But I could carry on like that for I don’t know how long, and then there are still all the old masters, and I am sure I have forgotten some of the best of the modern ones.




    Do go on doing a lot of walking and keep up your love of nature, for that is the right way to understand art better and better. Painters understand nature and love her and teach us to see.




    And then there are painters who never do anything that is no good, who cannot do anything bad, just as there are ordinary people who can do nothing but good.




    I’m getting on very well here. I’ve got a delightful home and I’m finding it very pleasurable taking a look at London and the English way of life and the English people themselves, and then I’ve got nature and art and poetry, and if that isn’t enough, what is? But I haven’t forgotten Holland and especially not The Hague and Brabant.




    We are busy at the office doing stocktaking, but it will all be over in five days, we got off more lightly than you did in The Hague.




    I hope that, like me, you had a happy Christmas.




    And so, my boy, best wishes and write to me soon, Je t’écris un peu au hasard ce qui me vient dans ma plume (I have written to you in this manner just as it came into my pen), I hope you’ll be able to make something of it.




    Goodbye, regards to everybody at work and to anybody else who asks after me, especially everybody at Aunt Fie’s and at the Haanebeeks’.




    Vincent




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    London, 30 March 1874




    Dear Theo,




    I have received your gift, included in a letter to me, of a guilder intended for the purchase of a pair of cuff links. I thank you very cordially, old man, but you should not have; I have more money than necessary.




    Thanks for the letter which I received this morning. I was very glad to hear that Mauve is engaged to Jet Carbentus. That is fine…I was pleased to hear that you are doing so well.




    You have done well to read the book by Burger; you should devour books on art as much as possible, especially The Gazette de Beaux-Arts, etc. By all means try to get a good knowledge of pictures. That picture by Apol we have here now is good, but last year he painted the same subject and I thought it was better and brighter than this one.




    I am glad that you go to see Uncle Cor now and then; he has pictures and prints which you can never see at the house in The Hague.




    I, too, am very busy just now and am glad of it, for that is what I want. Adieu, boy, keep in good spirits. I wish you well. Greetings to Iterson.




    Vincent




    Letter from Vincent van Gogh to Theo van Gogh


    London, 31 July 1874




    Dear Theo,




    I am glad you’ve been reading Michelet and that you understand him so well. If that kind of book teaches us anything it is that there is much more to love than people generally suppose. To me, that book has been both a revelation and a Gospel.




    ‘Il n’y a pas de vielle femme!’[There are no old women.] (That does not mean that there are no old women, only that a woman does not grow old as long as she loves and is loved.) And then a chapter like “The Aspirations of Autumn,” how rich that is … That a woman is a ‘quite different being’ from a man, and a being that we do not yet know, or at best only superficially, as you put it, yes, that I am sure of. And that a man and a woman can become one, that is to say, one whole and not two halves, I believe that too.




    Anna is bearing up well; we go on marvelous walks together. It is so beautiful here, if one just has a good and single eye without too many beams in it. And if one does have that eye, then it is beautiful everywhere.




    Father is far from well, although he and Mother say that he’s better. Yesterday we received a letter with all sorts of plans (wouldn’t we just try this and that) which will prove to be unworkable and certainly useless and at the end Father said once again that he leaves it all to us, etc., etc. Rather petty and disagreeable, Theo, and it reminded me so much of Grandfather’s letters, but qu’y faire [What can you do?]. Our beloved Aunts are staying there now and are no doubt doing much good! Things are as they are and what can a person do about it, as Jong Jochem said.




    Anna and I look at the newspaper faithfully every day and reply to whatever advertisements there are. On top of that we have already registered with a Governess agency. So we are doing what we can. More haste less speed.




    I’m glad that you go round to see the Haanebeeks so often, give them all my kindest regards and tell them some of my news.




    The painting by Thijs Maris that Mr. Tersteeg has bought must be beautiful, I had already heard about it and have myself bought and sold one quite similar.




    My interest in drawing has died down here in England, but maybe I’ll be in the mood again some day or other. Right now I am doing a great deal of reading.




    On the 1st of January, 1875 we shall probably be moving to another, larger shop. Mr. Obach is in Paris at the moment deciding whether or not we should take that other firm over. Don’t mention it to anybody for the time being.




    Best wishes and write to us again soon. Anna is learning to appreciate paintings and has quite a good eye, admiring Boughton, Maris and Jacquet already, for instance, so that is a good start. Entre nous, I think we are going to have a difficult time finding something for her, they say everywhere that she is too young, and they required German, too, but be that as it may, she certainly has a better chances here than in Holland. Goodbye,




    Vincent




    You can imagine how delighted I am to be here together with Anna. Tell H. T. [Herman Tersteeg] that the pictures have duly arrived and that I shall be writing to him soon.
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      17. The Vicarage at Nuenen, Nuenen, October 1885. Oil on canvas, 33 x 43 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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      18. The Farm, The Hague, September 1883. Oil on canvas on wood, 28.5 x 39.5 cm. Private Collection, London.
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      19. Cottage with Decrepit Barn and Stooping Woman, Nuenen, July 1885. Oil on canvas, 62 x 113 cm. Private Collection.
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      20. Flower Beds in Holland, The Hague, April 1883. Oil on canvas mounted on panel, 48.9 x 66 cm. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon, National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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      21. Evening Landscape, Nuenen, April 1885. Oil on canvas, 35 x 43 cm. Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid.
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      22. Path in Autumn, Nuenen, October 1884. Oil on canvas on wood, 98.5 x 66 cm. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.
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