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For Jody, as always.






You feel emptiness where there could be friendship and high and serious affections, and you feel a terrible discouragement gnawing at your psychic energy itself, and fate seems able to put a barrier against the instincts for affection, or a tide of revulsion that overcomes you. And then you say, How long, O Lord! Well, then, what can I say; does what goes on inside show on the outside? Someone has a great fire in his soul and nobody ever comes to warm themselves at it, and passersby see nothing but a little smoke at the top of the chimney and then go on their way. So now what are we to do [to] keep this fire alive inside…

—Vincent to Theo van Gogh, June 24, 1880








Introduction The Isolated One



“You know, what makes the prison disappear is every deep, serious attachment. To be friends, to be brothers, to love; that opens the prison through sovereign power, through a most powerful spell. But he who doesn’t have that remains in death. But where sympathy springs up again, life springs up again.”

—Vincent to Theo van Gogh



In January 1890, six months before Vincent van Gogh’s death, the critic Albert Aurier published a landmark article on the artist in the pages of the Mercure de France. Titled “Les Isolés” (“The Isolated Ones”), the piece introduced him to the public as a saintly hermit, shunned by a society too materialistic and out of touch with the spiritual dimension of the universe to appreciate his unique gift. Van Gogh’s genius, according to Aurier, could only flourish in solitude, far from the shallow vulgarians that made up the civilized world in general, and Paris in particular.

Van Gogh wasn’t pleased. He was particularly troubled by Aurier’s description of him as a man apart, an isolé. Rather than following his own singular muse—or worse, listening to the voices inside his head—he insisted he made his art in conversation with his contemporaries. “Thank you very much for your article in the Mercure de France, which greatly surprised me,” he wrote to the author the following month. “However, I feel ill at ease when I reflect that what you say should be applied to others rather than to me.”1 Van Gogh went on to list a number of painters more deserving of acclaim, including his friend “Paul Gauguin, with whom I worked for a few months in Arles, and whom, besides, I already knew in Paris.”2

Rejecting Aurier’s label, Van Gogh summoned a group of colleagues, both real and imagined, to show that he was part of a larger movement. For all his difficulties fitting in, he had a profound need to belong, to find acceptance among his peers and love among family and friends. Calling him an isolé, Aurier defined him by the most miserable aspect of his existence.

The truth is that Van Gogh had already spent far too long in the wilderness to want to take up residence there. Ten years earlier, at one of the lowest points in his life, he’d written his brother Theo:


You know, what makes the prison disappear is every deep, serious attachment. To be friends, to be brothers, to love; that opens the prison through sovereign power, through a most powerful spell. But he who doesn’t have that remains in death. But where sympathy springs up again, life springs up again.3



Now Aurier was raising the walls his art was intended to tear down. Responding to the critic’s claim that he was “so far removed from the milieu of our pitiful contemporary art,”4 Van Gogh cited precedents and sought out kindred spirits. He vented his frustration in a letter he wrote to his mother in Holland: “I was saddened by [the article] when I read it because it’s so exaggerated; it’s not like that—precisely what sustains me in my work is the feeling that there are several people who are doing exactly the same as I, and so why an article about me and not about those 6 or 7 others etc.?”5 I
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Albert Aurier



Equally distressing was the critic’s facile approach to his mental illness. Unfortunately, Aurier’s tribute had come at just the wrong time. Van Gogh’s already difficult life had recently spun completely out of control, which meant that recognition arrived when he could least make use of it, and in a form calculated to wound his already wounded soul. Since May 1889 he’d been confined to the psychiatric hospital Saint-Paul de Mausole in Saint-Rémy, following a series of breakdowns so shattering that they denied him the solace he’d always found in work. How easy it was for the critic to wax poetic about “a brain at the boiling point, pouring down its lava unchecked into all the ravines of art, a terrible maddened genius”!6 To Van Gogh these were afflictions to be overcome, not the source of his creativity.

It’s not that Van Gogh didn’t recognize something of himself in the critic’s description. The public airing of his troubles was made more painful by the fact that the words cut painfully close to the bone. As he wrote to his sister Wil, citing his own unhappy experience, “many painters die or go mad from despair, or become paralyzed in their production because nobody loves them personally.”7 The isolation Aurier claimed as a mark of his originality was in fact a calamity that snuffed out the spark of inspiration.

So he pushed back—gently, not wishing to offend an influential critic who’d taken an interest in his work—explaining that his art was not the result of any mental aberration but rather part of a shared project, one that was rationally conceived and pursued in partnership with like-minded artists.

Despite Van Gogh’s objections, however, the story of the solitary genius, driven into exile and to the brink of madness by an uncomprehending world, was too good to discard. Art, modern art in particular, needed heroes, men and women whose alienation from society was the sign of their integrity, prophets who, again in Aurier’s words, were “too simple and too subtle for the contemporary bourgeois mind.”8

Six months after “Les Isolés” appeared in print, Van Gogh was dead from a self-inflicted gunshot wound, confirming his role as a martyr to a sacred cause.II Over the years, while some resisted the temptation to turn his life into a tale of tragedy and redemption, most followed Aurier’s lead. Paradoxically, he became famous for being completely ignored, embodying the myth of the artist as outcast, his genius ratified by society’s disdain. Typical of the hagiography that emerged in the wake of his suicide was an essay by the Dutch psychiatrist Frederik van Eeden. Van Eeden was a man of science and well acquainted with the van Gogh family, having taken his brother Theo under his care. He should have known better than to turn man into myth, but even he succumbed to the seductive narrative. “Was he not one of the noble and immortal race which the common people call madmen,” van Eeden asked, “but which men among us consider sort of saints?”9

In the decades that followed, as Van Gogh’s fame grew to dimensions he could never have dreamed of, he remained fixed in the popular imagination largely in the terms in which he was first introduced in the Mercure de France. He was the incarnation of the solitary genius, the purity of his vision guaranteed by the distance he put between himself and the cosmopolitan centers that devoured innocence and rewarded superficiality. Throughout his life he suffered from neglect, misunderstanding, and even hostility, but in death he suffered an equally insidious form of erasure as a troubled man was resurrected as a secular saint, a man of sorrows, his life a sacrament and his suicide a sacrifice to redeem our corrupt age. Even the paintings, for all their familiarity, have been bled of substance, their quirkiness, wild brilliance, and assertive presence diminished as they metamorphize into precious relics preserved behind glass in the temple of the museum, or are reduced to pale ghosts through endless reproduction on tote bags and coffee mugs. Some eighty years after Aurier’s article, one can still hear echoes in Don McLean’s song “Vincent”:


You took your life, as lovers often do

But I could’ve told you, Vincent

This world was never meant for

One as beautiful as you.



This romanticized version of the man and antiseptic image of the art rob the story of much of its fascination. Rather than deprive the tale of its beauty, Van Gogh’s failings make his ultimate triumph that much more remarkable, even transcendent. Just as he pushed back on the version of himself offered up by Aurier in the pages of the Mercure de France, he would have rejected the caricature presented by Don McLean and numerous Hollywood biopics. Certainly those who knew him in the flesh—friends and family who had to contend with a far more egotistical and abrasive character—would have laughed at such a sentimental rewriting of history. It’s simply not true that his masterpieces emerged effortlessly from a holy innocent whose only sin was an unrequited love for humanity. Rather they were the result of a titanic struggle, with his own demons, with his divided nature, and with the world at large, whose embrace he so desperately craved but with which he was constantly at war.

The popular version of Van Gogh’s life not only distorts his character and the nature of his art. Crucially, it ignores the cultural forces that shaped him, the uniquely creative world he inhabited in the last years of his life and that determined his aesthetic choices, the colleagues with whom he shared his ideas and techniques, contemporaries who urged him to take his art in new directions and against whom he measured his own achievement. The fact that Aurier’s article appeared in a leading Parisian journal of the avant-garde undermines its own thesis. Far from being shunned by the spiritually deficient society in which he found himself, Van Gogh had landed in the one place that could recognize, and even celebrate, a man of his eccentric gifts, nurturing a genius that would otherwise have withered in fallow ground. He was not, as Aurier claimed, a man out of step with his times, but a man perfectly in tune with an era in which marginal and extreme characters were cherished as the authentic representatives of the neurotic fin de siècle.



The story of how Vincent van Gogh made himself into an artist of towering genius is as improbable as any in the history of art. It begins with a painter of no particular skill or obvious gifts, a provincial rube clinging stubbornly to outmoded ideas, and chronicles his remarkable transformation over the course of two short years into one of history’s great visionaries. It was not, as legend would have it, a process that took place on some lonely heath or provincial village, but in the heart of the world’s most cosmopolitan and culturally adventurous city; a transformation, moreover, that depended as much on interactions with his fellow artists as on his own internal resources.

Building the narrative around the two crucial years Van Gogh spent in Paris reveals a character unfamiliar to most readers. The man we meet is not the lonely hermit of Aurier’s narrative, but someone in deep conversation with his peers. Rather than an isolé, he’s eager to surround himself with fellow travelers, knowing difficult journeys are more easily made in good company. This company—brilliant, quarrelsome, more adept at backstabbing than productive collaboration—catalyzed changes in his art, sparking his creative breakthrough, and allowing his latent brilliance to burst forth.

Only by meeting up with Van Gogh in the French capital can we hope to solve the riddle of his remarkable career. The city was both an ordeal and a crucible from which he emerged emotionally shattered but artistically reborn. Here he took his art in directions he hadn’t even known existed before he arrived.

Paris, and specifically the Parisian avant-garde, provided him with the means to convey ideas and feelings he had no means of realizing on his own. He had come to the city with little appreciation for the revolutions taking place in art and literature, and with rather limited goals, to improve his technique and perhaps earn his living as a portraitist or commercial illustrator. What he found instead was a community of artists as contemptuous as he was of the superficial work that grabbed most of the headlines and earned most of the money, anxious to explore the far reaches of the human psyche and to invent new expressive forms that would speak to the anxieties of this most creative and deracinated age. This radical approach played to Van Gogh’s strengths and even made virtues of his deficits. In Paris, in dialogue with new comrades, he absorbed a new artistic language and embraced a new approach that unleashed his creative potential.

That’s not to say the popular image of Van Gogh as a misfit is inaccurate. Even (or especially) in Paris he had difficulty accommodating himself to the demands of polite society. He was made of rough edges and sharp elbows, incapable of conformity, no matter how desperately he longed for acceptance. The traits that made it difficult for him to form lasting relationships were painfully exposed by the sociability required of city dwellers, and its hectic pace proved a constant irritant to his raw-nerved constitution. “Deep in his heart there was such a great longing for sympathy, for kindness and friendship,” recalled his sister-in-law Jo Bonger, “and though his difficult character generally prevented him from finding this and left him isolated in life, yet he always kept on longing for somebody with whom he could live and work.”10

These contradictory impulses warped his life and shaped his art. His paintings are distinctive, individualistic, often awkward, as aggressive as he was in the flesh. At the same time they summon with infinite longing a viewer willing to accept him as he is, with all his peculiarities, for all his faults. He is both assertive and tender, pugnacious and ingratiating. He puts up formidable barriers only to disarm us with his vulnerability and the sincerity with which he invites us to share his world with him.

The same dynamic played out in his relationships with his peers. Much as Van Gogh craved colleagues from whom he could learn and with whom he could share his thoughts, he was too eccentric a personality and too undisciplined a talent to fit comfortably within any movement. And much as he demanded respect and sympathetic understanding, he was too opinionated, too much his own man, to march in lockstep. No one could ever mistake one of his paintings for the work of any of his contemporaries; there are not, as he claims, “6 or 7” making work in a similar vein that history has simply missed. And many of the models he cites—the academic Ernest Meissonier and eccentric Adolphe Monticelli—are comparative mediocrities. He downplayed his own idiosyncrasies in part because he failed to recognize them and in part because to acknowledge them would be to admit the extent to which he was in fact the isolé Aurier believed him to be.



The community Van Gogh summoned to rebut the critic was very real. He’d even coined a name for this fellowship, dubbing his comrades “the artists of the Petit Boulevard” to distinguish these up-and-comers from the already established Impressionists, the artists of the Grand Boulevard. They were a ragtag group on the far fringes of the Parisian art world, individuals of real talent and vision who dared to challenge the status quo and strike out in new directions. In the last decade and a half of the 19th century, it was these aesthetic pioneers who helped set the course of modern art.

Paris was their home base. Most were full-time residents of the city, but even if, like Van Gogh, they ultimately chose to live elsewhere—Cézanne, painting masterpieces in Aix-en-Provence, not far from Arles, was typical of the breed; Gauguin, who eventually made his way to Tahiti, was more extreme—it was Paris that fed their ambition and provided the only context in which their art made sense.

It’s true that by the time Aurier became aware of him Van Gogh was no longer a resident of Paris. But in labeling Van Gogh an isolé, the critic ignored the web of connections that continued to bind him to the French capital. Even when he put a 500-mile buffer between himself and the city that almost destroyed him, he had no desire to cut himself off from the community he found there. Far from it. Van Gogh never felt more connected than when he was physically distant. After all, it was in Paris that he’d come into his own as an artist. And it was in Paris that, for the first time in his life, he’d found partners who took their mission as seriously as he did, collaborators from whom he could learn and who, in turn, could learn from him.

He described his comrades affectionately as “poor souls who live in coffee houses, lodge in cheap inns, live from one day to the next”11 and very much wished to be included among their number. Even after he’d settled in Arles, he stressed the “tie [that] binds me to the French painters whom people call the Impressionists” and the fact that “I know many of them personally and like them.”12 His brother—an art dealer who managed one of the premier galleries in the city—continued to keep him informed about the latest developments, and he remained in close contact with his former colleagues, exchanging paintings and participating in the debates that raged in the cafés of Montmartre via letters shuttling back and forth from the capital to Arles and back again. In short, he remained very much a Parisian artist, and to the extent that he was isolated, that was something to be endured rather than celebrated.

Tagging along after Van Gogh as he strides down the boulevards of the bustling metropolis, peering over his shoulder as he sets up his easel on the banks of the Seine and on the steep slopes of Montmartre—or as he devours the paintings on view in the museums and salons with his ravenous gaze—we can see a remarkable transformation taking place. At first he’s hesitant, almost bewildered by the rich feast set before him, by turns disoriented and defiant as he confronts work that conforms to none of his notions of what art should be. We watch as he struggles to make sense of it all, trying on different artistic guises until, finally, he assimilates these disparate influences and arrives at a synthesis distinctly and powerfully his own.

In the two years Van Gogh lived in Paris, his art underwent a metamorphosis perhaps as rapid and surprising as any in the history of art. Crucially, the experience changed not only the way he made art but the way he thought about it, the purposes it served, and the means to achieve them. From an artist steeped in the past, he made himself into one fully committed to the future. He arrived as a provincial, clinging to an old-fashioned approach that even Theo knew was hopelessly out of date. By the time he left, he was one of the leaders of the avant-garde who shared the revolutionary impulses of the younger generation. The process was wrenching, forcing him to reimagine the role of the artist and even the meaning of art itself. It is a tribute to Van Gogh’s remarkable drive that he emerged from this difficult time emotionally bruised but professionally accomplished, desperate to escape but carrying in his battered luggage the tools he needed not only to survive but to thrive as a painter of genius.



The story of Van Gogh’s artistic coming of age involves a remarkable synergy between a man with his own obsessions and unusual perspective and the most creative city in the world—a world that was, crucially, undergoing its own cultural upheaval at the very moment he arrived. The metropolis Van Gogh encountered was a battlefield in which progressive Impressionists assailed the conservative Academics while defending themselves against sniping from radical Symbolists, where Synthetists skirmished with Divisionists, where rebels proudly styled themselves Incohérents or Decadents, monarchists took up arms against anarchists, and strident nationalists prepared to resist the rising tide of the Socialist International. It was a world of temporary alliances and long-running feuds, where ideas were lethal weapons and no faction could ever hope for a decisive victory. However much Van Gogh himself deplored the combative spirit he found there, he quickly joined his comrades on the front lines, ready, as he said, to “play my part in a battle”13 against the reactionaries and know-nothings who stood in the way of progress.

Unlike the more familiar tale involving the artist alone with his thoughts or pouring his heart out in letters to his brother, this one involves a large supporting cast—from the brilliant, sardonic Toulouse-Lautrec to the professorial Paul Signac, the cerebral Émile Bernard, and the domineering, charismatic Paul Gauguin. And always there’s his brother Theo, not only his guardian angel and sole confidant but also his vital link to the Parisian art world, without whom Vincent would never have been allowed inside the charmed circle.

Not only did the provincial Dutchman learn from his more sophisticated colleagues, but they too learned from him, particularly as he grew more confident in his powers and found his own voice. The future of modern art was largely determined in these crucial years in Paris, when the various movements that would dominate the 20th century emerged from the generation that had grown up in the wake of the Impressionist revolution. It was a drama to which Van Gogh not only had a front row seat, but in which—to the surprise of many, including himself—he jumped on stage and shifted the course of the action.

The image of Van Gogh as a lonely dreamer, first presented in the Mercure de France, is not so much false as incomplete. The hermitlike aspect of his nature coexisted with another, equally powerful, that craved companionship and sympathetic understanding. Early in his career as a painter, he explained to Theo what allowed him to persevere in the face of almost insuperable obstacles:


I want to reach the point where people say of my work, that man feels deeply and that man feels subtly. Despite my so-called coarseness—you understand—perhaps precisely because of it. It seems pretentious to talk like this now, but that’s why I want to push on.

What am I in the eyes of most people? A nonentity or an oddity or a disagreeable person—someone who has and will have no position in society, in short a little lower than the lowest.

Very well—assuming that everything is indeed like that, then through my work I’d like to show what there is in the heart of such an oddity, such a nobody.

This is my ambition, which is based less on resentment than on love in spite of everything, based more on a feeling of serenity than on passion.

Even though I’m often in a mess, inside me there’s still a calm, pure harmony and music.14



This need for connection is at the core of Van Gogh’s artistic mission. What he found so heartbreaking in Aurier’s portrayal of him was the suggestion that his struggle to connect had landed him just where he started, alone in the world, those cords tying him to his fellow man frayed beyond repair.

Van Gogh had to prove Aurier wrong. An artist, at least as he understood it, was the exact opposite of an isolé. Indeed, it was his almost sacramental faith in art and its power to tear down walls that moved him to take up painting in the first place. In the summer of 1880, having struggled through a dark period in which he’d managed to alienate most of his friends and family—and in which he’d lost the religious faith that once sustained him—he reached out to Theo, the one person still willing to give him a sympathetic hearing. His letter, a long, heartfelt cri de coeur, is filled with anguish but also relieved by faint glimmers of hope:


You feel emptiness where there could be friendship and high and serious affections, and you feel a terrible discouragement gnawing at your psychic energy itself, and fate seems able to put a barrier against the instincts for affection, or a tide of revulsion that overcomes you. And then you say, How long, O Lord! Well, then, what can I say; does what goes on inside show on the outside? Someone has a great fire in his soul and nobody ever comes to warm themselves at it, and passersby see nothing but a little smoke at the top of the chimney and then go on their way. So now what are we to do [to] keep this fire alive inside.15



The answer turned out to be—become an artist! From this moment he made it his life’s work to reveal the fire that blazed within him, to allow “what goes on inside show on the outside.” Painting, like his earlier passion for preaching the gospel, involved establishing a bond between one human being and another. It made no more sense to paint in isolation than it did to preach the word of God to the trees; each activity involved striking a spark capable of leaping across the divide and kindling a flame in another heart.

By the winter of 1886, Van Gogh was as far from his goal as ever. He’d been laboring at his craft for more than five years with little to show for his efforts. His drawings remained clumsy, his paintings murky and unappealing. He was unable to sell a single drawing, much less support himself through his art. He was plagued by doubt, and even the loyal Theo was losing patience. After a string of discouraging setbacks, he faced the prospect of another failure and another winter alone.

Paris, Theo’s home for the past seven years, offered him the only path forward. Here Vincent’s younger brother had risen to a position of respect and responsibility, while he was going in the opposite direction. Might not some of that success rub off on him? Theo could not only provide emotional and financial support, but he was well connected to the city’s vibrant art community and could ease Vincent into circles that would otherwise be closed to someone of his limited abilities.

Paris held out hope—perhaps Vincent’s last—of a new beginning. Practical considerations may have been the immediate precipitating factor, but the psychological imperative was at least as compelling. After years of self-directed toil, Van Gogh longed to rub shoulders with other artists and art lovers, to be among fellow strivers and to prove to them—and to himself and to Theo—that he belonged to the sacred brotherhood. Thus far he’d been working almost entirely on his own and with little formal instruction, and thus far the world had greeted his efforts with derision. Paris would be different. Surely among the thousands who made their careers, and sometimes their livings, plying the brush, the pen, or the chisel, there would be at least one or two congenial souls who would take him under their wings and lead him to the promised land.

Only a few months earlier, he’d written to Theo: “I desire nothing other than to live deep in the country and to paint peasant life.”16 The decision to plunge instead into the frenetic heart of Europe’s most cosmopolitan city was an admission that he needed to find another way. It was the desperate gamble of a desperate man.

Vincent van Gogh arrived in Paris on a cold February morning in 1886, stepping onto the platform of the Gare du Nord, where he braced himself against the onrushing crowd. He was exhausted, broke, and beaten down. But he was not without hope. Here, he believed, was a chance for redemption, a chance to reveal to the world that the fire, long hidden from view, still burned within.


	
I. Van Gogh compares Aurier’s article to one written by a fellow Dutchman, Joseph Isaacson, in which he praises the artist in very similar terms. In August of 1889, as part of his Paris letters, for De Portefeuille. Kunst- en Letterbode, Isaacson wrote: “I know of one, a single pioneer; he wrestles alone in the grand night; his name, Vincent, is for posterity.”

	
II. The exact circumstances of Van Gogh’s death have never been clear. Vincent himself, staggering into the inn where he had a room, told the proprietor, “I have wounded myself,” and that version of events has been generally accepted. But no gun was ever found, and in the thirty hours between his injury and death he provided no further insight as to whether it had been accidental or intentional. What is certain is that the tragic circumstances of his death contributed to the mystique that grew up around him.








1 Two Brothers



“I adored him more than anything imaginable, & we were extremely close to one another for several years.”

—Theo van Gogh

“Like everyone else, I have need of relationships of friendship or affection or trusting companionship, and am not like a street pump or lamp-post, whether of stone or iron, so that I can’t do without them without perceiving an emptiness and feeling their lack.”

—Vincent to Theo



Theo van Gogh was at his gallery on the boulevard Montmartre when a messenger arrived with a note from his brother—a few hastily scrawled lines announcing his arrival in Paris:


My dear Theo,

Don’t be cross with me that I’ve come all of a sudden. I’ve thought about it so much and I think we’ll save time this way. Will be at the Louvre from midday, or earlier if you like. A reply, please, to let me know when you could come to the Salle Carrée. As for expenses, I repeat, it comes to the same thing. I have some money left, that goes without saying, and I want to talk to you before spending anything. We’ll sort things out, you’ll see. So get there as soon as possible.1



How like Vincent! To hide his plans until it was too late to do anything about it and then dismiss any objections with an airy “we’ll sort things out.”

Theo’s heart sank. Vincent in Paris meant his well-ordered life was about to be thrown into turmoil. And by giving him no advance warning, he’d made sure to maximize the disruption.

Still, if the timing was awkward the move itself didn’t come as a complete shock. Over the years they’d discussed the possibility of living together, though each of them had misgivings. Once inseparable, their lifestyles had diverged to such an extent that setting up a joint household would demand concessions neither was willing to make.

But over the past few weeks, Vincent’s tone had changed. Three months after arriving in Antwerp—in one of those impulsive moves that characterized his peripatetic existence—he was struggling, lonely, in poor health, and unable to make progress in his art. The monthly allowance Theo sent him and that was his sole means of support should have been more than adequate for his needs, but with his extravagant spending on art supplies, models, and prints to decorate his walls he barely had enough left over to feed himself.

The worse life got in Antwerp, the more Paris beckoned. Visions of fraternal bliss filled Vincent’s head. He pictured strolls with his younger brother along the boulevards deep in conversation—an urban reprise of the walks they used to take through the fields of their boyhood home—followed by tours of the city’s museums, where they could explore their shared passion for beautiful things, a meeting of minds and hearts too long deferred. Moving to Paris was not only the fulfillment of a lifelong dream but, he now insisted, eminently practical as well. To prove his point, he filled his letters from Antwerp with half-baked schemes for making a little money by setting up a portrait studio or selling his drawings to the city’s many illustrated magazines.

But just as Vincent warmed to the idea, Theo pulled back. Over the past few weeks, he’d done everything he could to put him off, hoping to at least postpone the move until he was better prepared to receive him. For every point Theo raised in favor of delay, Vincent countered with five demonstrating why it made sense to seize the moment. “Let’s not delay or get involved in long-winded discussions,”2 he urged, pushing his latest plan with a vehemence that unnerved his more cautious younger brother.

It’s not that Theo didn’t see advantages in having Vincent close at hand, where he could keep an eye on him. In fact he’d been the first one to suggest the move over five years earlier, when Vincent was just starting out as an artist and could profit from the unparalleled opportunities to learn his trade.3 But now was simply the wrong time. First of all, Theo was short of money; sales at the gallery had been slow, and his employers registered their disappointment by decreasing his annual bonus. And in any case his apartment on the Rue de Laval was too small. Living on top of each other would make an already difficult situation almost impossible.

What he couldn’t tell him was that even at a distance he found his brother exhausting. Vincent’s tendency to quarrel about anything and everything, his unpredictable moods, veering from elation to despair and back again seemingly at random, took a toll even when their only form of communication was through the letters that poured forth from his pen in an endless stream.

For the fastidious Theo, Vincent’s chaotic habits and questionable hygiene were another hurdle. The thought of living under the same roof—something they’d not done since the older brother left home at the age of sixteen—filled Theo with dread. Once his lease was up in June, he told him, they could think about renting a bigger place together. Then Vincent could set up his own studio, an arrangement that would allow him to work in peace and spare Theo the disorder that seemed to follow him wherever he went.

Hoping to forestall him, Theo proposed an alternate plan: Why not return to the family home for a few months, which would save money and allow him time to make the necessary arrangements? In Nuenen—a rural village located in southern Holland, the region known as Brabant, where both of them had grown up—he’d have plenty of time and space to work on his painting, surrounded by the rustic countryside, which was far more congenial to him than city life. This way he’d also be able to help out their recently widowed mother. She would soon be moving to Breda, and Vincent could make himself useful packing up the family home. Coming to Paris without first laying the groundwork and setting some ground rules was a recipe for disaster.

Vincent disagreed. “I definitely need to tell you that it would reassure me greatly if you were to approve my coming to Paris much earlier than June or July if need be,” he shot back on February 11, after Theo vetoed the move.I “The more I think about it, the more desirable this appears to me.”4 Against Theo’s sensible advice, Vincent unleashed a volley of counterarguments. He brushed aside Theo’s suggestion that he help their mother, pointing out that she could easily hire a couple of local workers to pack up the house. In any case, he was barely on speaking terms with her and his oldest sister and couldn’t bear the thought of months having to face their icy disapproval.

Vincent went on to attack his brother for his stinginess, dismissing his worries about money as shortsighted: “I don’t think that you can reasonably ask me to go back to the country for the sake of perhaps 50 francs a month less, when the whole stretch of years ahead is so closely related to the associations I have to establish in town, either here in Antwerp or later in Paris.”5 Ignoring his own spendthrift ways, he crunched the numbers, proving that living together would actually reduce expenditures.6 Throughout this discussion Vincent (implausibly) portrayed himself as the more practical one. “I’m beginning to object more and more to your imagining yourself to be a financier and thinking the exact opposite of me,”7 he snapped. As always, he claimed his greatest extravagances were actually sound investments, repeating in various iterations the old adage about wisdom when it came to pennies and folly when it came to pounds. “Don’t take it amiss of me if I also calculate what’s possible and impossible for once,”8 he lectured Theo without a trace of irony

Most of all, he insisted, the demands of his art made it necessary to make the move immediately: “Of course all my attention is concentrated on gaining what I want to gain. Namely a clear field to make a career. Namely to find my feet instead of going under…. I’ve already told you that there’s no reason to go and work in the country again for the first year—that it’s infinitely better for the whole future if I draw plaster casts and nudes in town.”9

Drawing from plaster casts and hiring nude models so that he could perfect his skill in rendering the human form were all part of a scheme guaranteed to pay dividends in the near future. Portraits provided the surest route to financial security, he explained.10 Any delay now would simply put off the moment when he could expect some return on the outlay he’d already made. To Vincent, Theo’s resistance was not only ungenerous but foolish.



Still fuming, Theo set out for the Louvre. This sprawling Baroque palace, formerly the home of kings, was now home to the world’s greatest collection of artworks, a monument to the imperial reach and cultural preeminence of the French nation.

Much as he loved his older brother, Theo wasn’t looking forward to this reunion. The tone of Vincent’s note had been conciliatory, even apologetic, but Theo had enough experience of his brother’s mercurial temper to know that contrition was usually the prelude to defiance, promises to do better followed by a return to the same destructive pattern. They’d last seen each other in July, during a visit to Nuenen in the company of his friend Andries (Dries) Bonger. It had not gone well. Then, Theo had scolded Vincent for his profligate ways, to which Vincent responded by claiming that Theo was pleading poverty just for the pleasure of watching him grovel. After his brother left, Vincent, terrified he might be cut off, had tried to patch things up. He penned a letter dripping with pathos in which he compared himself to “a little vessel which you have in tow” and begged him not to sever “the tow-rope [to] my little craft.”11

The battle over money flared up again in the following months, with Vincent desperate to emancipate himself but unable to cut the purse strings. Seething with resentment, he threw Theo’s generosity back in his face, accusing him of wanting to control his life. “I do not want to get embroiled in a second series of quarrels,” he growled, “of the kind I had with Father I, with Father II—Father II being yourself. One is enough.”12 There was no reason to expect that living together would change the dynamic: rage followed by remorse then back again in an endless cycle, an emotional rollercoaster ridden by anyone who tried to draw close to the temperamental artist.

Vincent had tried to soften the blow of his unannounced arrival by choosing for their rendezvous a place that held deep emotional resonance for them both. If the grand tradition in art had a holy of holies, a shrine where the highest achievements in painting were treated like divine relics, it was the grand Salon Carré of the Louvre. This magnificent gilded hall was home to many of the world’s greatest masterpieces, including the Mona Lisa, Rembrandt’s Holy Family, and Veronese’s vast Marriage at Cana. “I wish that we could spend a few days together in the Louvre and could just talk,”13 Vincent had written a few weeks earlier. Here he could remind Theo of the bond they shared as art lovers, offering a vision of a life pursuing a common goal. This had always been his fondest dream: a collaboration of equals rather than a relationship of dependence, a true partnership based on mutual affection and shared ideals. In Paris, that dream might actually come true.

Theo knew better. None of Vincent’s dreams were realizable, and none of them came cheap. The more soaring his rhetoric the more quickly he squandered his money, without the slightest thought for how hard Theo worked to earn it. His sense of entitlement was galling, as was his penchant for indulging in emotional blackmail. “Am I less than your creditors?” Vincent had demanded a month earlier, after Theo urged him to stick to a budget:


Who should wait, they or I???… And do you have any notion how heavy the burdens that the work demands every day are for me, how hard to get models, how expensive the things needed for painting? Do you realize that it’s sometimes almost literally impossible for me to keep going? And that I must paint, that too much depends on pressing on with the work here with assurance immediately and WITHOUT HESITATION? A few weaknesses could make me fall in a way from which I wouldn’t recover for a long time. My situation is perilous on all sides and can only be won by working on determinedly.14



That Theo continued to support his brother in the face of this ingratitude revealed the strong sense of obligation to family that had been drilled into him from an early age. But there was more to it than that. In those rare moments of calm, when he was able to look past his brother’s inconsiderate behavior, he still had faith in Vincent’s star. Yes, that faith was tested almost every day, often dimmed by anger at Vincent’s manipulative ways and frustration at his stubborn refusal to take sensible steps to advance his career. But deep down he still clung to this belief, which sustained him at his darkest moments. It was a belief that had been there from the earliest days of his youth, when he would listen worshipfully as his older brother held forth on his latest passion, his words tumbling out in a brilliant cascade that both confused and delighted the boy. Even now, through all the trials and heartbreaks, the disappointments and near disasters, it was vital to his own sense of well-being to keep that faith alive.



Theo was prepared for the worst, but catching sight of his brother across the crowded hall still gave him a shock. Vincent stood with his back to him, all alone, subjecting the painting that had caught his eye to a probing inspection, oblivious to everything else. He made a striking contrast to the other visitors, dressed in their Sunday finery, a gaunt figure from another world. In his paint-spattered overcoat, worn boots, and fur cap bedraggled by years of exposure to wind and rain, he was described by one museum visitor as looking like “a drowned tomcat.”15 He ignored the stares and whispers of his neighbors, who gave him a wide berth, disconcerted as much by the intensity of his gaze as by the oddness of his clothes.

More concerning to Theo was the physical toll the last few months had taken. Thin to the point of emaciation, with hollow cheeks covered by a stubble of red beard, his eyes sunk deep in dark sockets, Vincent was a picture of suffering and neglect. He’d already provided his brother with a preview. In a bid for sympathy, and in an attempt to extract concessions, his letters from Antwerp chronicled every digestive trouble, every rotten tooth and psychological trauma he’d endured. But seeing Vincent here in the ravaged flesh drove home once more the agonizing cost of his struggles with himself and with the world.

As they embraced, intractable quarrels were temporarily forgotten. There were likely tears, a testament to the fraternal bond often strained but never broken, of a love that made every slight or disappointment that much more painful, that dragged down as much as it lifted up, but that would survive every test and emerge stronger. To the casual observer they must have seemed an odd couple. The physical resemblance was pronounced, but so were the contrasts, a subtle play of theme and variation that suggested kinship but also vast differences in personality and circumstance. Both had the same high forehead, prominent cheekbones, and close-set eyes—green in the older brother, pale blue in the younger. Though not yet thirty-three, Vincent’s face was already heavily creased, exhibiting the wear not only of his four additional years but of physical and emotional hardship; Theo still possessed a softness that made him seem even younger than he was, a youth just arriving into full manhood. Vincent’s coarse hair was cropped short in bristly spikes, his beard ill-cut with a reddish hue he often exaggerated in his self-portraits for expressive effect, while Theo’s hair and sparse mustache were finer and shaded to pale blond. Both were of medium height, but while Vincent, even in his reduced state, projected a certain rugged vigor, Theo appeared almost frail. When she met Vincent for the first time a few months before his death, his sister-in-law remembered him as “of medium height, rather broad-shouldered [giving] the impression of being rather strong and sturdy.”16 Her husband Theo was “more delicately built and his features more refined.”17
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Vincent van Gogh, age 19
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Theo van Gogh age 18



Contrasts in manner were even more striking. In a crowded room or on a city street, Vincent radiated a ferocious vitality, his focus on whatever had caught his attention so intense that he temporarily shut out everything else. His indifference to how others viewed him, his defiance of convention, instinctively caused strangers to avoid him. Theo, by contrast, was keenly aware of how he appeared in others’ eyes and calibrated his look accordingly. Over the six years he’d lived in Paris, he’d adapted to its rhythms. Loyal service to his firm had lifted him into a position of responsibility, and a slow rise in income allowed him to dress the part. Like any practiced boulevardier, his instinct was to conform, to become just one more elegant face in the elegant crowd, the better to observe his neighbors with ironic detachment. His well-tailored suit and silk cravat constituted the uniform of a successful businessman, someone whose job it was to put customers at their ease and create a pleasant, but not memorable, impression. Like many fundamentally shy people, he glided frictionlessly through his cosmopolitan habitat, while Vincent, always girded for battle, demanded more of the passerby than he would willingly give.

A closer look would have revealed affinities lying just beneath the surface—a certain wariness, a hypersensitivity or vulnerability, which caused one brother to assume a pose of studied savoir faire while the other, with less ability to dissimulate, was always on his guard, as if expecting a sudden attack. No doubt these affinities would have been more evident were it not for a family dynamic that pulled them in opposite directions. As the older brother strayed further from a conventional path, the younger was forced to hew more closely to the straight and narrow. Vincent’s wayward course closed off options for Theo. Left to his own devices, there’s little doubt Theo would have enjoyed a more bohemian lifestyle, perhaps even becoming a painter like his older brother. As it was, Vincent had already staked out that territory, and the stresses this placed on the rest of the family trapped Theo into a life that was not necessarily congenial to his sensitive nature. With each passing year Theo was saddled with more responsibility, while Vincent followed his errant course with scant regard for how this impacted those closest to him. It was a situation that bred resentment, particularly when Vincent, biting the hand that fed him, sneered at Theo’s bourgeois pretensions, refusing to acknowledge that it was his own irresponsibility that condemned his younger brother to a life of drudgery. Their embrace was more a wrestler’s clench than a tender hug, as painful as it was close. The coming months would strain their relationship to the breaking point and change them both in ways they could not have predicted.



From their earliest days Vincent and Theo’s parents impressed on them and their siblings a strong sense of duty inherited from their Protestant forebears—toward God, toward society, toward each other—though the harsh Calvinism of former generations had yielded to the more worldly form typical of the enlightened 19th century. Degelijkheid, the Dutch called it, a solidity that marked anyone who possessed it as a good citizen, perhaps even touched by divine grace. Bourgeois decorum played a central role in this Protestant creed, as important as metaphysics, perhaps more so since how one comported oneself in this world was the outward manifestation of how one was likely to fare in the next. In Theo the requirement to pursue respectability at any cost instilled habits of obedience; in Vincent it was met by an instinct for rebellion.

For this particular branch of the van Gogh clan, the need to present a solid front was made more urgent by the recognition that their status rested on shaky foundations. Each member of the family was drilled in the virtues of showing a brave face to the world, whatever went on behind closed doors and in the even more inaccessible reaches of the heart. “Duty above all other things,”18 their mother preached, a stoic doctrine that made few concessions to weakness, whether of the mind or of the flesh.II

The ethic of conformity was deeply ingrained in Vincent and Theo’s parents, Anna Carbentus and Theodorus (Dorus) van Gogh, both of whom were born into families that embodied, at least on the surface, the ideal of worldly success and the stolid virtues of the Dutch upper middle class. Anna’s father, Willem Carbentus, prospered as “Royal Bookbinder” in The Hague, while Dorus’s father, Reverend Vincent van Gogh, rose in the hierarchy of the Reformed Dutch Church to become a leader in the “Society for Prosperity,”19 tasked with preaching the Protestant gospel to the Catholic South. Both Anna and Dorus grew up in large houses, attended by servants and surrounded by material plenty, memories of which continued to shape their view of the good life even as the present strayed further from that ideal. Vincent would later sneer at what he called his “family perhaps not entirely devoid of prejudices and other similarly honourable and fashionable qualities,”20 determined to find more enduring principles upon which to build a life.

Dorus was the only one of the elder Vincent van Gogh’s six sons to follow him into the ministry, but despite this evidence of filial devotion there was always a faint whiff of failure about him, as if he did not quite live up to the standard set by the father. Or by his older siblings, including Johannes, who rose to the rank of rear admiral in the Dutch navy, and Vincent (known as Cent), who made a fortune in the expanding business of selling art prints to the prospering middle class. Dorus, by contrast, was forced to scrape by on the meager salary of a humble country parson. “We have no money,” Anna sighed, adding hopefully, “but we still have a good name.”21

A diffident, dignified, and somewhat introverted man, Dorus did not possess the ambition or oratorical skill needed to reach the heights scaled by his father. As a preacher he was earnest rather than inspiring, a man of sober virtues, appreciated by his flock for his fundamental decency rather than his leadership. The modesty of his abilities was reflected in the fact that three years after graduating from the University of Utrecht the best position he could find was a posting to the out-of-the-way Zundert, a village in the heavily Catholic region of Holland near the Belgian border known as the Brabant.

Anna Carbentus exchanged the large house in The Hague for the rustic parsonage in Zundert shortly after her wedding in May 1851, settling with her new husband into the tidy two-story house on the town square, close by the small brick church where Dorus mounted the pulpit each Sunday to deliver his halting sermons. Here Vincent was born on March 30, 1853, followed two years later by Anna, and in May of 1857 by Theo.III

For the van Gogh children, memories of those days formed an ideal against which later realities were compared and usually found wanting. “Their childhood was full of the poetry of Brabant country life,” wrote Theo’s wife, Jo:


They grew up among the wheatfields, the heath and the pine forests, in that peculiar sphere of a village parsonage, the charm of which stayed with them all their lives. It was not perhaps the best training to fit them for the hard struggle that awaited them both; they were still so very young when they had to go out into the world, and during the years following, with what bitter melancholy and inexpressible homesickness did they long for the sweet home in the little village on the heath.”22



Vincent in particular recalled his childhood home with a sometimes unbearable yearning, the familiar landscape of southern Holland forming a kind of talisman of love and belonging, a lost paradise that for the rest of his short life he could summon with almost photographic clarity. “Memories of times past came back to me,” Vincent wrote to Theo many years after he’d left the family home, “including how often we walked with Pa to Rijsbergen and so on in the last days of February and heard the lark above the black fields with young green wheat, the shimmering blue sky with white clouds above—and then the paved road with the beech trees—O Jerusalem Jerusalem! or rather Zundert O Zundert!”23 Conflating his childhood home with the Holy Land, he invested this simple scene with an emotional intensity we find in many of his paintings, where an ordinary rustic landscape can become the site of cosmic drama.

His sister Lies (Elisabeth) struck a similarly aching note when she described her “free, unhampered existence,” playing in the garden with her brothers and sisters. “Back of the children stood the house,” she recalled of one emblematic day, “while stretching out before them as far as the eye could see, lay the fields of rye until lost in a pale gray line on the horizon. There were meadows and the fruit farms… through which a small Brabant stream was gliding under a near-by gleaming white bridge.”24

But even Lies, for all her loyalty to her family and worshipful attitude toward her oldest brother, could not entirely conceal the fact that trouble crept early into this Eden. “Brother and sister were strangers to him,” she wrote of the seventeen-year-old Vincent, “as well as his own youth.” When the rest of them romped in the yard, Vincent rarely joined them: “Without a greeting the brother passed by, out of the garden gate, through the meadows, along the path that led to the stream.”25 Ignoring the boisterous laughter of his younger siblings, “he sought solitude, not the companionship of his family.”26 Alone among the woods and streams, the teenage Vincent withdrew into a world of his own making, a stranger even in the intimate circle of their Zundert home.

In some biographies Vincent’s parents are cast in the role of villains: cold, unbending, unable to provide the nurturing environment their gifted son required. Here in embryo is the myth, later elaborated by the critic Aurier, of a sensitive soul forced into exile by an indifferent world. The truth is that while Anna and Dorus had rather rigid views, they strived to create a loving home for their six children, including Vincent, who ultimately pushed them beyond their limited capacities. Elisabeth paints a pious, sentimental portrait of her parents, describing them as an “honored couple” living “in undisturbed married felicity spinning threads of love and loyalty around the hearts of their neighbors.”27 She ignores the darker shades. Both Anna and Dorus suffered from periodic bouts of depression, which they fought by hewing tightly to the path of duty and through strict adherence to convention. By suppressing the outward expression of inner turmoil, they believed, those demons would lose their power. “Learn the normal life more and more,” their mother urged her children.28 This willful neglect of the gloomy regions of the human soul gave them little empathy for the excesses of their oldest child. Visitors to the parsonage described him as “a queer one” with “a difficult temper,”29 eccentricities that perplexed and embarrassed his parents, who put a premium on conformity. Still, given the expectations of their class and the conventions of the age, they did their best to save him from torments of his own making.

Though Vincent could be withdrawn or even hostile in the presence of his family, he also had a desperate need to be wrapped in the warm embrace of those who knew him best, conflicting emotions that led to endless strife. One searing memory involved being sent away from home at the age of eleven to attend school in Zevenbergen, a town twelve miles to the north of Zundert. As always when recalling an emotional scene, he painted it in precise colors, unrequited longing calling forth his most vivid images:


It was an autumn day and I stood on the front steps of Mr. Provily’s school, watching the carriage drive away that Pa and Ma rode home in.

One could see that yellow carriage in the distance on the long road—wet after the rain, with thin trees on either side—running through the meadows. The gray sky above it all was reflected in the puddles. And around a fortnight later I was standing one evening in a corner of the playground when they came to tell me that someone was asking after me, and I knew who it was and a moment later I flung my arms round Father’s neck.30



This heartbreaking image of the homesick boy standing alone in the corner of the playground is perhaps Van Gogh’s most authentic self-portrait; the image of the tearful embrace is equally poignant. Tragically, these longed-for reunions never matched the idyll he conjured in his imagination, leading to disappointment and resentment and leaving a void that he would ultimately fill by creating another, better reality in his art.

From the beginning Theo was seen in the family as Vincent’s temperamental opposite, a ray of hope to pierce the dark pall so often cast by his older brother. “A friendly soul from the moment he was born,”31 his sister recalled, he was warmhearted, eager to please, and naturally sociable. Four years Vincent’s junior, and thus exactly the right age to fall under his spell, the younger brother at first idolized the older. “I adored him more than anything imaginable,” Theo remembered of these early days, “& we were extremely close to one another for several years.”32

Vincent, for his part, found in Theo the receptive audience he craved. Still too young to form independent judgments, Theo would hang on his every word. Vincent’s first enthusiasm, which he imparted not only to Theo but to his other siblings, was an intense love of nature, manifested in his obsessive collecting of specimens: of beetles, butterflies, birds’ nests, and all manner of unsightly debris that he dragged into the house, much to the dismay of his mother, who prided herself on her tidiness. A few years later this obsession with beauty was transferred to the world of art, manifested in an equally obsessive collecting of prints—an inexpensive medium that allowed him to indulge his hoarding instincts. He conveyed these passions to his admiring younger brother, though in Theo they never took on the manic dimensions they did in Vincent. “He took me under his wing when I was just starting out,” Theo recalled, “& it is to him that I owe my love of art.”33

To everyone else Vincent appeared odd, ill-mannered, and lacking any sense of proportion. Even the tactful Lies was forced to admit he “never felt any need for society” and “was a stranger to her laws and her convention!”34 Whatever topic grabbed his fancy he pursued with fanatical devotion, contemptuously dismissing those who didn’t share his obsession of the moment. These characteristics, already apparent to his own family, were even more glaring when he was among strangers. At the Willem II school in Tilburg, which he began attending when he was thirteen, he was described as aloof, argumentative, occasionally erupting in anger but more often avoiding the other children altogether. In a preview of his Parisian journey less than two decades later, the fourteen-year-old showed up one evening unannounced on the doorstep of the Zundert parsonage, having walked out of school to make the thirty-mile journey on foot.

As on that later occasion, Vincent’s unexpected arrival was deliberately disruptive, or at least made without regard for how it might impact those around him. Imposing himself and his eccentric habits on his family, he threw their cherished routines into chaos. Anna and Dorus, acutely aware of their position as role models to the small Protestant community, suffered the shame he brought upon the entire family. How could the minister lecture his parishioners on the virtues of obedience when he could not even command it in his own son?

While at boarding school in Tilburg, Vincent dreamt of home, but at home he kept ever more to himself. His normal sullenness increased with the knowledge that he’d disappointed his parents. Unwilling to face their reproaches, he holed up in his room with his books or took long walks in the countryside, feelings of shame increasing his tendency to withdraw into himself.

At first Theo’s easygoing nature helped reduce the friction between Vincent and his parents. He was a natural peacemaker, his eagerness to smooth things over a balm to a family sorely in need of relief. But by the time Vincent left school—for good, as it turned out—the difference in their characters began to work to the older brother’s disadvantage, inviting comparisons by which he could only lose. As worry increased over Vincent’s aimless existence, Anna and Dorus began to place more of their hopes in their second son. “Dear Theo,” they wrote to him a few years later, as he was taking his first steps up the ladder of success, “remain the pride and joy of the parents who are being shaken so often… It’s a ray of sunshine in these uneasy days.”35 This tendency to measure one son against the other began early and grew more pronounced with every misstep on Vincent’s part and every triumph of Theo’s. As Vincent floundered their parents heaped praise on the second son.

The realization that he wasn’t the favored child stoked Vincent’s sense of grievance. He punished his parents for their betrayal by digging in and lashing out, which merely confirmed his status as the black sheep. Differences in temperament led to misunderstanding, misunderstanding to anger, and anger to defiance, a destructive spiral that no one wanted but from which they all seemed helpless to extricate themselves. Perhaps the root of the conflict was simply that Vincent experienced the world with an intensity, both positive and negative, that ran against the grain of his parents’ Dutch reserve. His vehemence frightened them, reminding them of dark corners of their own psyches better left unexamined.

As the difficult child grew into the moody adolescent, the strain began to take on the contours of an ideological battle. Dorus and Anna’s disapproval of his unconventional habits made him aware of their narrow-mindedness. Vincent felt things deeply; they preferred to dwell on appearance. He couldn’t help but speak his mind, while they found virtue in reticence. All the things that seemed to him good and true—the beauties of nature and art, the world of feeling he discovered in the sentimental literature of the age—his parents regarded with suspicion, at least when indulged in with the excess to which he was prone. If moderation was their god, he worshipped at a savage altar, practicing a creed that promised ecstasy and suffering in equal measure.

Anna admonished her children: “Make your paths even and straight”36—an impossible demand for her oldest son. Whenever he lurched too far in one direction, he compensated by lurching too far in the other. The middle of the road was the one place he never occupied. Swings in mood and sudden reversals of plan and even of values kept everyone off balance, not least himself. Having defied his parents, he then internalized their disappointment, wallowing in feelings of guilt and self-reproach. This was itself a form of rebellion since such navel-gazing was frowned upon as an unhealthy indulgence. Still, no matter how troubled the waters, Vincent felt more at home in these murky depths than in the chilly atmosphere of the parsonage, where so much was left unsaid.

For almost a year and a half, Vincent idled while Anna and Dorus fretted. It was during these months that he picked up what he called his “more or less irresistible passion for books,”37 which allowed him to expand his imaginative life even as the real one was closing in. “Books and reality and art are the same kind of thing for me,” he once confessed.”38 Among his favorite authors were Harriet Beecher Stowe, Charles Dickens, and Victor Hugo, novelists whose ability to tug at the heartstrings offered a rebuke to his parents’ stoicism and whose sympathy for the unfortunate—Uncle Tom, Oliver Twist, Jean Valjean—struck a chord with someone who increasingly came to identify as one of them.



Desperate to find Vincent some occupation that might cure his malaise, Anna and Dorus turned to Uncle Cent. Dorus’s older brother was a wealthy businessman and pillar of the community. A man of refined tastes and broad horizons, with homes in The Hague, Paris, and nearby Princenhage—since 1867 a Knight of the Order of the Oak Crown, an honor conferred on him by King Willem III—he was a role model in the parsonage, where material success was valued almost as highly as moral rectitude. While Dorus had followed his father’s profession, it was Cent who carried on the van Gogh tradition of worldly success. Despite the differences in their circumstances, intimacy between the brothers was encouraged by the fact that Cent was married to Anna’s younger sister Cornelia. When Cent and Cornelia were at home in Princenhage, frequent visits back and forth drew the families close; the childless couple took an almost parental interest in their various nieces and nephews. Thus it was only natural that in the current crisis Uncle Cent would step in to set his nephew back on course. In July of 1869 he offered Vincent a position as a junior apprentice in The Hague branch of his international art publishing firm, Goupil & Cie.IV

Later that month Vincent departed Zundert to make the fifty-mile journey to The Hague, where he took up lodgings at the home of Willem and Dina Roos at Lange Beestenmarkt 32, just south of Goupil’s main gallery on the stately Plaats. At first, the move seemed to do him good. He threw himself into his new career with enthusiasm, finding in his change of address and prospects the fresh start he required. Whatever explanation his parents sought for his recent idleness, sloth was never Vincent’s problem. Once he’d set his mind to something, he committed himself fully, overwhelming any doubts by driving himself to the point of exhaustion.

Vincent would later describe these years as “a miserable time,”39 but to his family he initially projected confidence, hoping to make amends for his recent transgressions through a show of diligence. Working at Goupil’s introduced Van Gogh to a new world of beauty that consoled him for the lost beauty of the Brabant countryside. Surrounded by both prints and original paintings, he discovered the joys of nature seen through the eyes and transcribed by the hand of the artist. He plunged into this new world with his typical gusto, replacing his collection of bugs and birds’ nests with prints of his favorite artists. As always, he was a tireless proselytizer for his passion of the moment, once again finding in the impressionable Theo the perfect disciple. It didn’t take long for Vincent to form strong opinions that he expected Theo to share, explaining which paintings he found particularly beautiful, and which were not worth his time. “Go to the museum as often as you can,” he instructed, for “it is good to know the old painters.”40

He was thrilled when, in December 1872, Uncle Cent found Theo a similar position in the Brussels branch, though the fact that the fifteen-year-old was taken out of school and sent to work was a sign of the family’s continuing financial struggles. “I’m so glad that both of us are now in the same line of business, and in the same firm,” Vincent wrote,41 adding in the next letter: “It’s such a fine firm, the longer one is part of it the more enthusiastic one becomes.”42 When in January 1873 he received a raise—from forty to fifty guilders a month—he was quick to inform Theo, boasting, “I now hope to be entirely self-supporting.”43 This sign of favor came just in time. His family’s strained budget was stretched even further when Vincent was drafted into the Dutch army and Dorus was forced to pay the 625 florins needed to buy a substitute. Vincent, for all his recent truculence, was anxious to prove himself worthy of the sacrifice.



It was during his years in The Hague that Vincent and Theo began their correspondence, perhaps the most revelatory, infuriating, and ultimately moving account of an artist’s life ever penned. These letters provide a record of someone always teetering on the edge of a precipice, in which brief moments of stability are followed by long stretches when their author struggles to find purchase on the crumbling ledge. They are filled with profound insights and appalling delusions, human kindness and petty spite. They offer a view of a life close up, a treasure trove of mundane details that provide the gritty texture of his day-to-day existence. He complains, he makes excuses for his bad behavior, he lashes out in angry diatribes. But just when the less appealing aspects of his character threaten to drag us down into the well of self-pity he’s dug, he lifts his eyes to scan far horizons. A vast panorama opens up and, should we choose to follow our somewhat eccentric guide, we embark on a journey across the treacherous landscape of the human soul.
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Letter from Vincent to Theo with sketch after Rembrandt’s Raising of Lazarus



Over the course of seventeen years and running to over 700 letters—the vast majority, 650, from Vincent to Theo, while fewer than 50 of Theo’s letters to Vincent remainV—the brothers chronicle the details of their now separate lives, an indication of how closely intertwined they still are despite the miles that lie between them. They discuss their present difficulties and distant dreams, share their mutual passions and hash out their aesthetic disagreements. They quarrel, often bitterly, about money, about family, about the paths they’ve chosen in life. But sooner or later they take up the pen once more—sometimes grudgingly, at others to express genuine remorse—unwilling to sever the connection that nourished them both and without which neither of them could survive.

For all their revelatory power, these letters must be used with caution. Vincent is the most unreliable of narrators, with as great a capacity for self-deception as for insight, someone whose views of the world were warped by turbulent emotions that veered suddenly from one extreme to another. But the very fact that Vincent was incapable of providing an objective account is itself revealing, for it is the distorting lens of emotions he could not control that makes his art so powerful. For Vincent no landscape is merely a collection of facts, any more than a portrait is a dispassionate record of appearance. Everything is viewed through the prism of his strange but compelling personality, colored by love or hate, incandescent joy or black despair.



In The Hague Vincent was introduced to the world of art, not yet as a practitioner himself but as an expert in other people’s work. Working for Goupil & Cie he familiarized himself with old masters and the recent popular successes at the salons of Paris and his native land, spotting the latest trends and attuned to the fluctuations of the market. Poring over dozens of works each day—both reproductions and originals—he trained his eye and cultivated his taste.

At Goupil’s he was able to sample a large variety of prints and paintings, but not everything emerging from the studios of the French capital was included in their stock. In particular, the work of the Impressionists—the latest provocateurs scandalizing the Parisian art world—was conspicuously absent. Headquartered in Paris on the fashionable Place de l’Opéra, Goupil & Cie favored the work of artists who’d already achieved popular success at the Salon over more experimental art with an uncertain market. There was even a so-called Goupil School, which included such crowd-pleasers as Jean-Léon Gérôme, Ary Scheffer, and William-Adolphe Bouguereau, the same academic stalwarts under attack by the Impressionist malcontents. Uncle Cent and his French partner, Adolphe Goupil, made their money catering to the prevailing taste, not anticipating it, and certainly not by going out on a limb to push radical new forms. By the time a painting was hung in a gilt frame on their walls, or sent out for reproduction using one of the many photographic techniques that were just beginning to revolutionize the mass market for art, it had already received the stamp of critical approval and legions of admirers among the buying public.

Still, Goupil’s was not entirely immune to changes that were transforming the Parisian art world, even if change came slowly and with an eye toward the market rather than out of conviction. Among the works gaining in popularity were landscapes by the so-called Barbizon painters:VI Jean-François Millet, Charles-François Daubigny, Camille Corot, and others, whose charming scenes of rural France, once derided by traditionalists, had finally entered the mainstream. These painters had inspired similar movements across Europe, including in Holland, where the Hague School was just beginning to find favor with the critics and buying public. Also known as the “gray school” for their muted views of the Dutch landscape, these local pioneers adopted some of the innovations of the Barbizon painters and their Impressionist successors, but in a toned-down form pleasing to conservative eyes. Vincent absorbed all these visual riches, storing them away in his capacious memory, where they offered him guidance when he finally took up the brush himself.
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Goupil & Cie showroom, The Hague



His years working at Goupil taught him other lessons as well, many of them negative. Here, amid the upholstered sofas, tasseled curtains, and ornate wallpaper of the gallery on the Plaats, artworks were treated as decorative trifles to adorn an elegant townhouse, not vessels of the human spirit touching the deepest chords of our shared humanity. Even worse, as far as he was concerned, they were traded as commodities, multiplied in thousands of inferior copies, their value measured in florins and francs and fluctuating with every speculative bubble. For the rest of his life, Vincent would have a love/hate relationship with the art world, sometimes hoping to use his expertise to cash in, at others angrily rejecting its shallowness and corruption. As yet he had no concept of the radical innovations coming out of Paris, where a new generation of aesthetic rebels was challenging the Establishment and ushering in the modern era. It was only when he moved to the city in 1886 that he began to absorb the lessons of the Impressionists and their disciples, joining that ragtag brotherhood loosely referred to as the avant-garde.



Burying himself in this exciting new world of art could not disguise the fact that he was floundering. He tried to put on a brave face for his family, but the reality of his life in The Hague was grim. The homesickness he’d suffered in Zevenbergen and later in Tilburg redoubled in the uncongenial urban setting. When he wasn’t in the store on the Plaats, he kept to his room at the boardinghouse, reading deep into the night, rarely mingling with the other guests. In his loneliness he turned to the prostitutes who plied their trade nearby in the narrow alleyways of the Geest, the beginning of a lifelong habit in which paid companionship substituted for the real relationships that continued to elude him.

Word of his peccadillos soon reached his father, who admonished him to “tear his heart away from sin.”44 Vincent blamed his boss, the gérant Hermanus Gijsbertus Tersteeg (known as H.G.), for tattling on him. Years later Vincent was still seething. “He said things about me which contributed not a little toward putting me in a bad light,”45 he told Theo.

This handsome, cultured young man, eight years Van Gogh’s senior, was to play a prominent role in the artist’s life, first as mentor and later as antagonist. Charming and at ease in society in ways Vincent envied but could not emulate, he eventually came to stand for all that was wrong with the fashionable world where art was traded as just one more consumer good, an embodiment of superficiality whose aesthetic judgments, Vincent sneered, coincided exactly with the price tag a work of art fetched in the market.

Vincent’s grudge against Tersteeg involved a mix of ideological disapproval and personal resentment. When he first arrived in The Hague, H. G. Tersteeg was tasked not only with initiating the teenager into the mysteries of buying and selling art but, equally important, keeping an eye on the boss’s nephew while he was away from home. Vincent certainly came to regard him as a spy, accusing him of “unsympathetic, schoolmasterly, unfeeling and indiscreet meddling in my most intimate and private affairs.”46

Struggles in his personal life soon bled into his work. Behind the scenes, in the stockrooms where Goupil’s vast inventory was managed, Vincent’s enthusiasm and retentive visual memory made him a valued employee. But in the plush public galleries where well-heeled clients browsed works shown off in golden frames, his lack of social graces and brusque dismissal of anyone whose tastes differed from his were a liability. A report from his brief stint in the Paris branch (in 1874) reveals the nature of the problem: “He could not handle customers with tact, but insisted on imposing his own opinions on them, to their disgust and rage. Parisian ladies complained of the manners of ‘ce Hollandais rustre’ [that Dutch boor], who dared question their taste.”47

Uncle Cent and his fellow directors made every effort to retain his services, despite his obvious unsuitability. After consulting with his parents, in March 1873 Uncle Cent decided to send Vincent to Goupil’s London branch where, significantly, he would not be required to interact with the public. “Goupil has no gallery in London,” Vincent explained to Theo, “they only supply the trade.”48

It was a miserable prospect for the homesick twenty-year-old. Vincent already found the hectic pace of The Hague a strain on his nerves. How much more abrasive would he find life in Europe’s largest city, one, moreover, where his imperfect command of the language was likely to add to his sense of isolation. But he could hardly refuse. Still determined to be the dutiful son and aware of how much his family had sacrificed on his behalf, he set out with a heavy heart. Passing through Paris—“too large, too confused”49 were his first impressions—he stayed only long enough to visit the annual Salon and tour the galleries of the Louvre before setting off across the Channel, arriving in the English capital on May 19, 1873.

Vincent’s transfer to London accelerated his alienation from his family and their bourgeois values, and from society in general. He couldn’t help feeling he was being exiled to some distant place where he wouldn’t prove an embarrassment to his wealthy and well-connected uncle or a burden to his family. According to Jo Bonger, the time he spent in London marked the true break in Vincent’s life, the moment he went from a moody but relatively normal young man to a troubled adult incapable of making his way in the world. “There, without any family life,” she wrote, “he grew more and more silent and depressed.”50

In his loneliness he formed an inappropriate attachment to his landlady’s daughter, Eugenie Loyer, who at the time was engaged to another man. Writing to Theo in August 1874, their mother only hints at the trouble: “Vincent will also not have had it easy at the Loyerses’—I’m glad he’s no longer there, there were too many secrets there and no family like ordinary people, but he will surely have been disappointed by them and his illusions will not have been realized—real life is different from what one imagines.”51

Neither Vincent nor his family recorded the details of the relationship that Jo called his “his first great sorrow,”52 but if it resembled most of his subsequent liaisons it existed largely in his own head. His sister Anna, who had a front-row seat since she’d moved in with her brother while seeking a position as a governess in England, observed sourly: “I believe that he has illusions about people and judges people before he knows them, and then when he finds out what they’re really like and they don’t live up to the opinion he formed of them prematurely, he’s so disappointed that he throws them away like a bouquet of wilted flowers.”53 Vincent’s faulty judgments about the people in his life (both good and bad) are a constant theme among those who knew him best, explaining perhaps the power of his portraits, rendered with a hypnotic intensity that reveals less about the sitter than about the man who painted them.

In the wake of this disappointment, disgusted with the vanities of this world and with his own weakness, Vincent found his way to the Metropolitan Tabernacle, located a few blocks from his boardinghouse. Here, surrounded by hundreds of his fellow worshippers, he listened spellbound as the charismatic Baptist preacher Charles Haddon Spurgeon urged them to feel Christ “to be near of kin to you…. bone of your bone flesh of your flesh.”54 Spurgeon’s populist Christianity largely dispensed with forms, rituals, and even theology, encouraging an intimate one-on-one relationship with the Savior. How different this was from the dour Christianity of Vincent’s father! It was full of warmth and passion, appealing directly to the heart while disdaining reason. This hopeful message was tailor-made to appeal to a lonely young man far from home. Cut adrift from his family, incapable of forming lasting friendships, he found a sense of belonging in the expectant crowds at the Tabernacle and consolation in the joyful words pouring forth from the pulpit.

Only a year earlier, when Dorus admonished him to “tear his heart away from sin,” Vincent had responded by feeding a religious tract his father sent him, page by page, into the fire. Now he made one of those sudden reversals that mark his life. He embraced Dorus’s piety, though in a form that was alien to the father’s reserved, cerebral nature. Vincent plunged in heedlessly, both body and soul, his newfound commitment to his God filling the void left by his failures in other walks of life. He poured out his convictions in letters to Theo. “To act on the world one must die to oneself,” he proclaimed:


The people that makes itself the missionary of a religious thought has no other country henceforth than that thought.

Man is not placed on the earth merely to be happy; nor is he placed here merely to be honest, he is here to accomplish great things through society, to arrive at nobleness, and to outgrow the vulgarity in which the existence of almost all individuals drags on.55



Over the next months and years, Vincent bombarded his family with almost daily sermons, homilies, philosophical digressions, and pious observations, obsessively filling his letters with long passages from Scripture. Theo, as always, bore the brunt of his furious attention, as Vincent proselytized for his latest enthusiasm. “You should also go to church every Sunday if you can,” he urged, “even if it isn’t so very beautiful; do that, you won’t regret it.”56 One of his sisters summed up the reaction of the family, or at least the younger generation, to Vincent’s latest mania: “His religion makes him absolutely dull and unsociable.”57

For his parents the change was more unnerving, suggesting a loss of balance, perhaps even a slide into the insanity that ran like a dark stream through the generations of van Goghs and Carbentuses. He grew dangerously thin, and his performance at work continued to suffer. In October 1874, Vincent was transferred temporarily to the Paris branch, but even the French capital’s unparalleled artistic riches could not distract him from the word of God. In his letters, reports on his favorite artists—Millet, Jules Breton, Corot, and other Barbizon painters—compete for space with pious observations. Just as he’d taken Theo’s artistic education in hand, now he turned to the far greater task of saving his soul. “Let us trust in God with all our heart and lean not unto our own understanding. God’s will and not ours,”58 he admonished. He even begged him to discard (as he had) those modern novels and histories they both loved but that might turn his eyes from heaven. “Read no more Michelet or any other book (except the Bible) until we’ve seen each other again at Christmas,”59 he instructed.VII

Vincent’s contempt for Goupil’s clientele only grew as he came to equate lapses in taste with moral failings. By the time he visited his family over Christmas break in 1875, it was clear to everyone what would come next.VIII “I almost think that Vincent had better leave Goupil within two or three months,” Dorus wrote to Theo: “there is so much good in him, yet it may be necessary for him to change his position. He is certainly not happy.”60 Though Dorus seemed to think—or wanted Theo to believe—the decision was Vincent’s, the truth is that he was asked to leave. Vincent admitted as much some years later, recalling: “[They] just told me, ‘You are an honest and hardworking employee but you set a bad example to the others.’ ”61 Out of consideration for his brother, if not for his nephew, whom he now regarded as beyond the pale, Uncle Cent kept him on until April, easing the shock and allowing him time to plan for the future.

Though by then he’d come to despise everything Goupil’s stood for, Vincent was humiliated. His failure was made all the more painful when contrasted with his younger brother’s continued success in the family-run firm. In the fall of 1873, a few months after Vincent moved to London, Theo was transferred from Brussels to The Hague, taking over his brother’s former position in a symbolic replacement that only drove home their diverging fortunes. Working under his former boss, gérant H. G. Tersteeg, Theo excelled in the aspects of the business that had proved so difficult for Vincent to master. “How happy and grateful we are that you take pleasure in your work,” Dorus wrote him. “If only V. had that too! His outlook on life does tend to be a bit too morbid.”62

For Anna and Dorus, Vincent’s struggles were not only painful to watch but a reminder of their own tenuous hold on respectability. As the older brother continued to struggle, the younger was cast in the role of savior. They called Theo “the crowning glory of their old age.”63 More ominously, Dorus compared their story to that of Jacob and Esau, in which the younger son usurps the rightful place of the older.64 When they were younger, Vincent had set the pace and Theo happily tagged along, captivated by his older brother’s brilliance and swept along by the intensity of his convictions. Now, though Vincent still tried to dominate his younger brother, haranguing him from afar on matters both religious and aesthetic, Theo’s conventional success allowed him to at least hold his own, even to push back when Vincent tried to bully him. Their relationship became, if not exactly one of equals, a more evenly matched contest of wills, each bringing to the battle different strengths and strongly held convictions.



With his expulsion from Goupil’s, Vincent strayed permanently from the path his parents had mapped out for him, moving further with each passing year from the status of middle-class respectability they’d set as the goal for each of their children. His journey in search of a purpose in life initially took him back to England, where he found a position as a lowly teacher’s assistant in a small boys’ school, in the village of Ramsgate, on the southeast coast. A few months later he took a similar position in the London suburb of Isleworth, tutoring, his sister recalled, “scholars belong[ing] to the very lowest class of small London shopkeeper.”65 This marked a steep decline in his standard of living. He was now marooned on the very margins of society, barely able to feed and clothe himself. At first he resented this descent down the social ladder; he would soon come to accept and later to embrace his outsider status.

Vincent knew what a disappointment he was to his parents, but he still craved their love and approval. A prodigal in search of a way home, he sought consolation in faith. “We’ve often parted from each other already,” he wrote as he set out once more into exile, “though this time there was more sorrow than before, on both sides, but courage as well, from the firmer faith in, and greater need for, blessing.”66 One passage from the Bible spoke to him with particular poignancy, and he often quoted it: “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing”IX 67—words that offered him consolation as he embarked on his own tortuous pilgrimage and that helped him navigate both the highs and lows he encountered along the way.

Religion sustained him far from home, the one anchor in a life otherwise adrift. In an effort to live out his faith, he tried his hand at preaching, delivering sermons at the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Richmond. “When I stood in the pulpit I felt like someone emerging from a dark, underground vault into the friendly daylight,”68 he exalted, hinting at a renewed purpose. But his enthusiasm proved short-lived. Despite his obvious sincerity he had no ability to communicate with his flock, hampered by his broken English, convoluted reasoning, and halting delivery.

He returned to Holland in January 1877, having found neither joy nor fulfillment far from home. Painfully aware of his own shortcomings and wracked by guilt, he still hoped for redemption: “O Theo, Theo, old boy, if only it might happen to me and that deluge of downcastness about everything which I undertook and failed at, that torrent of reproaches I’ve heard and felt, if it might be taken away from me and if I might be given the opportunity and the strength and the love required to develop and to persevere and to stand firm in that for which my Father and I would offer the Lord such heartfelt thanks.”69

Deliberately conflating his heavenly and earthly father, he was determined to win them both at once. In May he moved to Amsterdam, intending to follow in Dorus’s footsteps by preparing for a career as a minister in the Reformed Dutch Church. He marked his return by lodging with his uncle, the eminent Admiral Jan van Gogh, who, according to his sister, “had taken in this strange nephew only to please [Vincent’s] parents.”70

Vincent threw himself into his studies with his usual passion. In order to prepare for the necessary exams, he hired the services of a Jewish scholar, Dr. Maurits Mendes da Costa, who gave him lessons in Latin and Greek, subjecting himself to punishing rigors in an effort to master the uncongenial material. His teacher recalled his strange habits:


Whenever Vincent felt that his thoughts had strayed further than they should, he took a cudgel to bed with him and belabored his back with it; and whenever he was convinced that he had forfeited the privilege of passing the night in his bed, he slunk out of the house unobserved at night, and then, when he came back and found the door double-locked, was forced to go and lie on the floor of a little wooden shed, without bed or blanket. He preferred to do this in winter, so that the punishment, which I am disposed to think arose from mental masochism, might be more severe.71



But no amount of suffering could make up for his lack of feeling for the material. The warmth he’d felt listening to the sermons of Charles Spurgeon, or in preaching the word of God to workers in the humble Richmond church, congealed in contact with the arid intellectuality of his theological lessons. Vincent’s Christianity was a gospel of humility and poverty, not of propriety and plenty, fueled as much by the searing portraits of injustice in novels by George Eliot and Charles Dickens as the Bible. “It always strikes me that when we see the image of indescribable and unutterable desolation,” he wrote, “of loneliness, of poverty and misery, the end of all things or their extreme—then rises in our mind the thought of God.”72 Seeking something that spoke to his heart, he was drawn to the sermons of the popular preachers who plied their trade in Amsterdam’s slums. Under their influence Vincent changed course once more, deciding to take up the humble profession of Bible teacher to the poor. “A Catechist!” Dorus groaned. “That does not put bread on the table.”73 For his mother it was the loss of status that hurt most. “What a prospect for his honor—and ours!”74 she despaired.



Dorus had more than the usual reasons to fret about the irresponsibility of his oldest child. For years now the family dynamic seemed to have fallen into a pattern that, while less than ideal, at least appeared manageable: As one brother struggled, the other thrived. While Vincent lurched from one thing to another, Theo rose steadily up the ladder of promotion, reflecting credit on his parents and bringing much-needed stability (as well as income) to a family always on the brink. As a counterweight to Vincent’s deviations from social norms, Anna and Dorus could depend on Theo to do what was expected of him.

Or so they thought. The truth was that Theo was more like Vincent than they knew. He had an unconventional streak that he could rarely indulge since Vincent already occupied that territory. But occasionally the stress of responsibility grew too much, and Theo lashed out unexpectedly.

The crisis burst into view in May of 1877. For some time Theo had been sexually intimate with “a girl from a lower class.”75 He may well have gotten her pregnant; in any event he announced that he intended to marry her. Appalled and frightened, his parents struck back. “Such a relationship is so wretched and loathsome,” his father scolded, his fear of being ostracized provoking unusual venom, “because it lacks any moral foundation and is based on material interest, combined with sensual desire. A man, a young man, a young man of good family as you are, you would be throwing yourself away if you let yourself be tempted again to enter into a relationship that you cannot expect to be a happy one.”76 His mother was equally scathing: “Your love is based on sensuality, and you must open your eyes to the danger in order to flee it all the more forcefully.”77

Theo was stung. While Vincent was accustomed to his parents’ reproaches, it was a new experience for him, and he was shaken to the core. He wrote to Vincent in a despairing mood: “I should really like to get away from everything, I’m the cause of everything and only make others sad, I alone have caused all this misery to myself and others.”78 For a time he even contemplated giving up his career as an art dealer and becoming a painter. But after a few miserable days wrestling with his conscience he relented, agreeing to break things off with his mistress and remain at Goupil’s. Later, Vincent would dredge up this incident to accuse Theo of moral cowardice. It’s certainly true that he lacked his older brother’s ruthlessness, his capacity to live without regard to the feelings of others. It’s also true that without Theo’s strong sense of duty Vincent would never have been free to pursue his dreams.

By now it was clear to everyone that Vincent’s attempt to join the ministry had failed. Bowing to the inevitable, in July 1878 Dorus accompanied his son to Brussels, using his connections in the church to enroll him (provisionally) in a school that trained young men to become evangelists to the poor. It was a big step down in terms of prestige and financial security, but at least it offered Vincent the chance of fulfilling work that played to his strengths. “One is not even required to complete the training before competing for a place and position as an Evangelist,” he explained to Theo. “What is required is the talent to give easy, warmhearted, and popular lectures or speeches to the people, better short and to the point than long and learned…. more consideration is given to one’s suitability for practical work and one’s natural faith.”79

But even this low bar proved too high for Vincent to clear. After a tempestuous three months in which he managed to pick fights with his fellow students as well as his teachers, he was refused a permanent spot. His parents were in despair. “We have not told anyone about this,” they wrote to Theo. “What is going to happen?”80

The answer, when it came, only confirmed their worst fears: Vincent’s evangelical fervor would take him as far from bourgeois respectability as it was possible to go. “Experience has taught us that those who work in darkness, in the heart of the earth like the mine-workers in the black coal-mines, among others, are very moved by the message of the gospel and also believe it,” he wrote to Theo, justifying his actions. “In the south of Belgium, in Hainaut, from around the area of Mons to the French borders and even extending far beyond them, there is a region called the Borinage, where there is one of those populations of labourers who work in the many coal-mines. I found this and other things about them in a geography book.”81

In December Vincent left Brussels, heading for the blighted “black country” of the coal mines, where everything was coated in soot and the people were stooped from the grinding toil of their profession. Here he found a world that conformed to the darkness he carried around with him wherever he went. Here at last was a place he might fit in. He no longer wished to ascend the pulpit, like his father, and dispense wisdom from on high. Rather he would walk among his flock, an outcast among outcasts. Surely in this desolate place he’d not be rejected; among the poorest of the poor his shabby clothes and awkward manner would not set him apart but rather mark him as a kindred spirit. Here among society’s most abject he would find his true purpose. Here he would be reborn.

Shortly after he arrived in the Borinage, Van Gogh received an appointment as a lay preacher, tasked with giving Bible readings and nursing the sick in the mining town of Wasmes.X He set out to live as one with the poor sufferers, dispensing material and spiritual comfort. After months shuffling through arid tracts, this blasted land seemed fertile ground for the useful work he longed to do.

Initial reports were encouraging; for a while, even his parents seemed reconciled. “It’s a wonderfully heartening idea that he now has a steady position, which could lead to better things,”82 his mother wrote in January. Dorus chimed in: “He seems to work with success and ambition.”83 Vincent himself felt liberated, embracing the land and the people, whom he felt he knew already from the sentimental portraits he found in books by Eliot, Stowe, and Dickens depicting the downtrodden as God’s favored creatures.

Vincent was determined to share his neighbors’ hardships, not only their suffering but also their peril: “I went on a very interesting excursion not long ago,” he reported proudly to Theo:


I spent 6 hours in a mine. In one of the oldest and most dangerous mines in the area no less, called Marcasse. This mine has a bad name because many die in it, whether going down or coming up, or by suffocation or gas exploding, or because of water in the ground, or because of old passageways caving in and so on. It’s a sombre place, and at first sight everything around it has something dismal and deathly about it. The workers there are usually people, emaciated and pale owing to fever, who look exhausted and haggard, weather-beaten and prematurely old, the women generally sallow and withered. All around the mine are poor miners’ dwellings with a couple of dead trees, completely black from the smoke, and thorn-hedges, dung-heaps and rubbish dumps, mountains of unusable coal &c.84



Empathy was essential for someone in his position, but as always he took things too far, less interested in lifting up his flock than in joining them in misery. The locals reported his strange behavior to his supervisors in Brussels; their misgivings eventually reached his parents’ ears. “If he doesn’t conform and adhere to the conventions, as requested, he cannot be [re]appointed,” his mother fretted. “If he would just get a grip on himself for once, how much could still be put to rights. Poor chap, what a difficult, young life with so little fulfilment and so much deprivation, what will become of him?”85

The truth is that Vincent had gone to the Borinage not merely to make himself useful but as a form of self-punishment, a continuation of the scourging his teacher Mendes da Costa had witnessed. Vincent was drawn to the pain of his neighbors, never more at peace than when enduring pain himself. Suffering, he believed, sanctified the sufferer. Life’s victims belonged to a higher order, possessing more natural nobility than the fashionable ladies with whom he’d tussled in Goupil’s grand salon.

Unfortunately that love wasn’t reciprocated. The locals knew that only a fool would live like them if he had any other choice. Finding his simple room “too luxurious,” Vincent moved into an abandoned thatch-roofed hut, where he slept on a hard wooden palette; his clothes went from shabby to tattered, and he rarely washed. But instead of accepting him as one of their own, the villagers called him fou, mad. The growing chorus of complaints prompted a visit from an inspector, Reverend Rochedieu, who scolded him for what he called his “regrettable excess of missionary zeal.”86

In February Dorus, warned of his son’s descent, made the journey to the black country, where he found Vincent “lying on a straw-filled sack, and looking appallingly weak and emaciated.”87 But he couldn’t persuade him to return home. Even after the Association of Churches refused to renew his contract, Vincent was determined to stick it out. The further he fell from grace, the more fiercely he clung to his martyrdom.

Vincent’s failures put added pressure on Theo. Now, as his parents never ceased to remind him, there was no room for error. His salary, part of which he sent home each month, was a necessary supplement to Dorus’s meager income. Even more important, his success sustained their morale when Vincent threatened to drag them down: “What sadness…!” they wrote. “What pains, which we have felt day and night over him. We are tired and almost despondent—even though we remain firm in our faith and that he is a child in God’s provenance…. And we again give you the assurance that we need you and that you are our crown and joy.”88

Theo redoubled his efforts, and his diligence was noticed by his bosses. The contrast with his older brother could not have been more stark: At the very same moment Vincent was crawling about in the darkness of the Marcasse mine, Theo was enjoying himself in the City of Light, where he’d been sent to represent Goupil’s at the prestigious World Exposition. And while Vincent appeared to have reached a dead end, Theo’s latest triumph was merely an audition for greater things to come. “Everyone who knows you thinks you deserve it,” his parents crowed, “and we all agree this appears to be very good for your future. It will certainly be a great opportunity to make yourself known.”89

In August 1880 Theo assumed the disagreeable task of talking some sense into his brother. At his parents’ urging he took the train to the small town of Cuesmes, where Vincent was lodging with a miner turned evangelical preacher, Edouard Joseph Francq. He arrived on Sunday, August 10, and as they often did when they were together, they took a walk. Passing by huddled buildings of soot-stained brick, they made their way into the countryside with its piles of smoking slag, women bent under their heavy loads, and miners, as black as the earth beneath which they toiled, shouldering their picks and shovels. To Theo’s skeptical eye it appeared to be a blighted land, while Vincent insisted the scenery was “picturesque” and the inhabitants the embodiment of simple virtues.

But the old routine failed to rekindle the old camaraderie. Vincent was no longer a god in Theo’s eyes, nor was he the eager disciple. Vincent had fallen in his esteem, so far in fact that he couldn’t hide his disgust at what he’d become. As they walked Theo began to lecture his older brother on his responsibilities, to their parents, to the world, to himself. He was a burden, selfishly pursuing his own mad dreams while putting them all through hell. Theo accused him of “idling,” an accusation Vincent vehemently denied, pointing out that no one worked harder or suffered more for his calling. Still, he couldn’t deny that he was a drain on the family budget, a shortfall Theo was forced to meet by dipping into his own inadequate salary. Worse, Theo chided, was the way he dragged the van Gogh name through the mud. Standing in for Dorus and Anna, Theo channeled their hurt, urging Vincent to come back into the fold. On a more constructive note, he suggested possible careers for which he might be better suited: bookkeeper, lithographer for greeting cards, even, as his sister suggested, baker.

Theo left the same day. The following morning, Vincent began a long letter, rehashing their argument and searching for the words that failed him in the heat of the moment. Replaying it in his head, he’s more sad than angry. He sounds weary and a bit lost, unwilling to accept his family’s harsh verdict but forced to admit he’s made some bad choices. “It’s better that we feel something for each other rather than behave like corpses toward one another,” he tells him. He confesses his loneliness and his fear that he’ll find himself completely cut off from human society: “Like everyone else, I have need of relationships of friendship or affection or trusting companionship, and am not like a street pump or lamp-post, whether of stone or iron, so that I can’t do without them without perceiving an emptiness and feeling their lack.”90 Even so, he can’t hide his irritation at being lectured by his younger brother:


I’ve heard such talks before, many, in fact, and often. Plans for improvement and change and raising the spirits—and yet, don’t let it anger you, I’m a little afraid of them—also because I sometimes acted upon them and ended up rather disappointed…. For such experiences are pretty drastic for me. The damage, the sorrow, the heart’s regretfulness is too great for both of us not to have learned the hard way…. Improvement in my life—should I not desire it or should I not be in need of improvement? I really want to improve. But it’s precisely because I yearn for it that I’m afraid of remedies that are worse than the disease.91



Having unburdened himself, Vincent put down his pen. Contemplating the wreckage of his young life, he was consumed by remorse. Theo’s visit both lifted him up and cast him down, temporarily relieving the loneliness that gnawed at him out here in the black country but also reminding him how far he had fallen in the estimation of those he loved most. As always he was torn by conflicting impulses, to lash out and to fall on his knees and beg forgiveness, caught between defiance and guilt. And as always in his darkest moments, home beckoned like a beautiful, impossible dream.

When it came to his brother, the relationship seemed broken, perhaps beyond repair. Seeing Theo in his well-tailored suit, so out of place in the rustic countryside, it was clear to Vincent he’d become “one of them,” the picture of shallow respectability that was becoming ever more repugnant to his ardent soul. It was infuriating that the boy who once hung on his every word now felt entitled to deliver lectures and reprimands. Vincent took his revenge the only way he knew how: For almost a year he cut Theo out of his life.

The next time he wrote to Theo, both of them were in a far different place: the younger brother was living the life of a successful man about town in Paris, while the older had finally found his calling.XI






2 The Country of Paintings



“I feel homesick for the country of paintings.”

—Vincent van Gogh



On June 24, 1880, after almost a year of silence, Vincent reached out to his brother. “My dear Theo,” he began: “It’s with some reluctance that I write to you, not having done so for so long, and that for many a reason. Up to a certain point you’ve become a stranger to me, and I too am one to you, perhaps more than you think; perhaps it would be better for us not to go on this way.”1

Beyond his desire to repair a relationship that had once meant so much to him, Vincent had a more practical reason for renewing their correspondence: “It’s possible that I wouldn’t even have written to you now if it weren’t that I’m under the obligation, the necessity, of writing to you…. I learned at Etten that you had sent fifty francs for me; well, I accepted them. Certainly reluctantly, certainly with a rather melancholy feeling, but I’m in some sort of impasse or mess; what else can one do?”2

Obligation, necessity—these cold, businesslike terms now intruded on an attachment once based on mutual affection and a shared outlook on life. Fifty francs changed everything, particularly after the initial installment was followed by others, becoming in time a regular allowance.I The transaction bound them more tightly, but not as equals. “If I’ve come down in the world,” he wrote with a touch of bitterness, “you, on the other hand, have gone up.”3 A dynamic of patronage and dependence would breed resentment on both sides. And while it hurt Vincent’s pride to have to rely on his younger brother’s generosity, Theo harbored doubts of his own. In offering to support his brother wasn’t he simply enabling his folly? They’d both been raised on an ethic of hard work, self-reliance, and self-discipline. Accepting charity was an admission of weakness; dispensing it was an endorsement of vice.

Theo’s initial contribution coincided with a crisis that almost tore the van Gogh family apart. For years Dorus had watched helplessly as his oldest son stumbled from one catastrophe to another, sinking lower with each reverse until his health and even his life were at risk. Along the way he’d tried both encouragement and gentle admonishment, but nothing he said could turn Vincent from his self-destructive course. Instead of listening to reason, he responded to his father’s lectures by heaping scorn on his middle-class values.

In the Borinage he’d carried this rejection to an extreme, denying himself every material comfort, restricting his diet to dry bread, boiled potatoes, and chestnuts roasted by vendors on the street corner,4 neglecting those outward signs of respectability that to his parents were a sign of God’s favor. As if these daily austerities weren’t sufficiently rigorous, early in March 1880 he embarked on a bizarre pilgrimage, a fifty-mile journey, largely on foot, in ragged clothes and split boots, to Courrières, in northern France, where the painter Jules Breton had his studio. “I wandered and wandered forever like a tramp,” he recalled, “without finding either rest or food or covering anywhere.”5 Like so many of his journeys, this one ended in failure: Having reached his destination, he turned away, too unsure of himself to risk a meeting with an artistic hero.

This via dolorosa proved too much even for Vincent. A few days later he retreated to Etten (where the family had moved in October 1875), no doubt anticipating one of those tearful reunions that were the reward for all his lonely suffering. This time Dorus wasn’t going along. Seeing the prodigal on his doorstep filled him with dismay. Filthy, ragged, and dangerously thin, Vincent had not only slipped out of polite society but seemed determined to drive himself into an early grave. Under the circumstances, kindness seemed a form of cruelty and cruelty a gift. Sometime in March or April, Dorus approached a legal expert and asked him to draw up a “certificate of insanity” that would allow him to commit Vincent to the lunatic asylum in the town of Geel.II

For Vincent this was the ultimate betrayal. Because he was an adult—he’d just turned twenty-seven—Dorus had little leverage and Vincent managed to fight successfully for his freedom. But it was a hard-won victory, leaving scars on both sides. Vincent often dredged up that terrible time, particularly when Theo scolded him for being too hard on their parents. “I refuse to accept that a father is right who curses his son and (think of last year) wants to send him to a madhouse (which I naturally opposed with all my might),”6 he seethed. “Pa and Ma have always passed for such gentle, quiet people, so kindly and good. But how can I reconcile that with this morning’s scene or that matter of Geel last year?”7

In the end, Dorus’s heavy-handed tactics only drove his son further away. Vincent stormed out of the parsonage and returned to the Borinage, preferring the lonely freedom of the black country to the suffocating supervision of home. The rupture wasn’t permanent—Vincent was too addicted to emotional turbulence, the endless cycle of love and betrayal, to cut his family out of his life—but it was a wound that never fully healed.



Van Gogh was not the same man who’d set out for the black country a year and a half before, filled with missionary zeal. Then, he’d assumed that, possessing nothing, the natives would be grateful for his attention. When he discovered they were no more tolerant of his peculiarities than the fine ladies and gentlemen of The Hague or Paris, he grew disillusioned, if not entirely cynical.

Taking a room with a miner named Charles Decrucq in Cuesmes, he approached his neighbors more warily. Rather than walk among them to share the Good Word, he stood aside and observed them as they went about their daily rounds. The blasted landscape still seemed picturesque and the inhabitants full of character, but instead of carrying a Bible when he walked the streets of the village he now carried charcoal and paper. “The miners and the weavers are something of a race apart from other workmen and tradesmen,” he observed, “and I have a great fellow-feeling for them and would count myself happy if I could draw them one day.”8 He still viewed them through the sentimental lens of painters like Jean-François Millet and Jules Breton—or writers like George Eliot and Charles Dickens—but he found it easier to believe in their nobility when he didn’t have to talk to them or involve himself in their daily struggles. On the outside looking in—this was far more congenial to his nature than intimate encounters, where his awkward manner and strange tics got in the way of normal human interactions.


[image: Image]
Miners in the Snow, 1880, Cuesmes



A few years earlier Van Gogh had proclaimed: “Woe is me if I don’t preach the gospel.”9 But as he turned against organized religion—not only the tepid homilies preached by his father, but also the red-hot evangelical fervor of Spurgeon and his ilk—he found that art could fill the void. He discarded the Gospels but kept his faith. “You mustn’t think that I’m rejecting this or that,” he assured Theo: “in my unbelief I’m a believer.”10

In fact he’d always viewed art in spiritual terms and religion in terms of pictures. Trying to summon the manner of a preacher he particularly admired in Amsterdam, he observed: “It is as if he paints, and his work is at the same time high and noble art.”11 He found it easy enough to dispense with Scripture when the best paintings spoke truths equally profound: “Try to understand the last word of what the great artists, the serious masters, say in their masterpieces; there will be God in it. Someone has written or said it in a book, someone in a painting.”12

Of course Van Gogh’s decision to exchange the role of preacher for that of the artist was the key turning point of his life, but in many ways it reflected continuity rather than rupture. Indeed, both professions had deep roots in the Carbentus and van Gogh families. The religious strain was represented by Vincent’s father and paternal grandfather, while Anna’s father made his fortune in the craft of bookbinding. In addition, both Uncle Cent and Uncle Cor prospered as art dealers, a profession carried on in the younger generation by Theo. There was even a fine artist in the family. Anton Mauve, a cousin by marriage, was a successful painter, one of the leaders of the Hague School and an example, should Vincent need one, of a close relative making a comfortable living from his art.

The decision didn’t come in a blinding flash. It built slowly, inexorably, over the course of a few weeks in the summer of 1880. In fact it barely seemed like a decision at all. Rather, it had the quality of a gradual enlightenment: a recognition of something he’d always felt, as well as an admission that he had few options left. In many ways it was a spiritual homecoming.

When Van Gogh returned to the black country in the summer of 1880, he arrived with no occupation or direction in life, having failed at everything he’d attempted, his illusions shattered and his passions unrequited. He showed up in the grim little town of Cuesmes hoping to take stock, to see where he’d gone wrong, and what he might yet salvage from the wreckage. He compared the process to a bird molting, hiding himself away until he was ready to return to the world renewed.

But he didn’t undergo this transformation entirely alone. His need to reflect on his life, both past and future, was perhaps the most compelling reason to reconnect with Theo. He’d reached an impasse and required a sympathetic soul with whom he could share his innermost thoughts. His letter of June 1880 marks the point at which Theo became not only his financial backer but also his therapist, perhaps even his priest. “I, for one, am a man of passions, capable of and liable to do rather foolish things for which I sometimes feel rather sorry,” he confessed. “I do often find myself speaking or acting somewhat too quickly when it would be better to wait more patiently…. Now that being so, what’s to be done, must one consider oneself a dangerous man, incapable of anything at all? I don’t think so. But it’s a matter of trying by every means to turn even these passions to good account.”13 For the rest of Vincent’s life, Theo would be the almost exclusive custodian of his ideas, expressed in both words and images, a role he occasionally resented but that he always carried out with loyalty that was rarely repaid in kind.

It was at this critical moment that Vincent wrote his heartbreaking letter to Theo in which he conjured the searing image of a man with “a great fire in his soul” ignored by the passersby, and asks what can be done to keep the flame alive. A few years earlier he’d plunged down a new road, certain it would lead him to the Promised Land. Now hopelessly lost, he was groping about in the darkness in an attempt to discover the purpose he needed to keep him going. “My torment is none other than this, what could I be good for, couldn’t I serve and be useful in some way?”14 It’s telling that the metaphor that leaps to his mind is the creation of an artwork, from first draft to finished masterpiece:


It’s true that I’ve lost several people’s trust, it’s true that my financial affairs are in a sorry state, it’s true that the future’s not a little dark, it’s true that I could have done better, it’s true that just in terms of earning my living I’ve lost time… But what’s your ultimate goal, you’ll say. That goal will become clearer, will take shape slowly and surely, as the croquis becomes a sketch and the sketch a painting, as one works more seriously, as one digs deeper into the originally vague idea, the first fugitive, passing thought, [until] it becomes firm.15



Contemplating the disasters of recent years, he recalled a happier time, before he’d been marked out as a failure: “When I was in different surroundings, in surroundings of paintings and works of art, you well know that I then took a violent passion for those surroundings that went as far as enthusiasm. And I don’t repent it, and now, far from the country again, I often feel homesick for the country of paintings.”16

The country of paintings! How far he’d strayed from that first love, and how he longed to find his way back.

At the very same moment, and with nothing else to do, he picked up his pencil and paper. At first his drawings—crude and derivative yet possessing a vigor that, if only in retrospect, hints at greatness to come—were simply a new way to relate to the world, a means of uncovering its manifold secrets while holding it at arms’ length. Shut out of the normal human intimacy he craved, he found a substitute in the world of words—in the novels he devoured and the letters he wrote—and images in which he invested the emotional energy that had no other outlet.

By August 1880, Van Gogh’s image-making became more purposeful, more urgent, more focused. He started to hound his brother for reproductions of famous artworks, particularly of paintings by Jean-François Millet, which he hoped to copy in order to raise his own standards. From the beginning he treated this project as a team effort. In fact he saw it as a way to restore their damaged friendship: “It’s because I think you’d prefer to see me doing something good than doing nothing at all that I’m writing to you on this subject, and perhaps it would be a reason why good understanding and friendship might be reestablished between the two of us, and we might perhaps be useful to one another.”17 Unlike his religious mania, which tore them apart, art was something they had in common, a shared love that would unite them in fraternal accord.

Vincent always claimed it was actually Theo who planted the idea of becoming an artist in his head. Two years later he recalled Theo’s decisive role: “I remember very well that when you spoke to me back then about my becoming a painter, I thought it very inappropriate and wouldn’t hear of it.”18 Whenever Theo expressed frustration at his slow progress or strange choices, Vincent would point out that since Theo was the one to set the plan in motion he was obliged to see it through to the end.

If true, Theo was merely pushing on a door that Vincent was holding firmly ajar. Vincent’s letter of June 1880 had already dropped plenty of hints as to where his thoughts were turning. It’s not clear at this point whether Theo believed his brother would make a career of it, or whether he was just hoping he’d find something to occupy his mind and direct his energies, to release him from the morbid, self-defeating pattern he was stuck in. If Vincent took to it with his usual gusto, he might eventually acquire skills that would make him self-sufficient. Perhaps someday he’d even find happiness within his reach. In the meantime, Theo could take comfort in the fact that he seemed to have a renewed purpose in life.

Whatever the long-term prospects of Vincent’s new career path, in the short run it added to Theo’s burdens. His initial involvement didn’t absolve him of further responsibility. Quite the opposite. In his solipsistic way, Vincent turned his generosity into a commitment, both to him and to the joint venture he believed they’d undertaken. Obligation tended to flow in only one direction. The fact that Vincent was completely dependent on Theo’s largesse didn’t stop him from doing exactly as he pleased. He was more than willing to take his brother’s money but refused to submit to his guidance, leaving Theo with all the responsibility while Vincent claimed all the power.

One way Theo tried to exert some measure of control was by inviting Vincent to move in with him. Paris and art were always closely associated in both brothers’ minds—as indeed they were for most aspiring painters. A stay in the French capital was almost required for anyone wishing to perfect his craft or to make a name for himself. What Theo didn’t say was that in Paris he could keep an eye on him and, hopefully, rein in his worst excesses. Which is precisely why Vincent declined the offer. He still valued his independence too much to place himself under Theo’s direct supervision, but from this point on he kept the offer in his back pocket, ready to play that card should need arise.III

Vincent launched himself into this new vocation with his usual heedless enthusiasm. “I’ll pick up my pencil that I put down in my great discouragement,” he said, “and I’ll get back to drawing, and from then on, it seems to me, everything has changed for me.”19 Soon he was deluging his brother with demands, for materials, for reproductions of paintings he could copy, and rushing about the countryside sketching the local inhabitants. He asked Theo to send him instruction books, particularly Charles Bargue’s two-part course on drawing figures, Exercices au Fusain (Charcoal Exercises), and Armand Cassagne’s Guide de l’alphabet du Dessin (A Guide to the ABCs of Drawing), which provided instruction on the difficult science of perspective. This work, in particular, helped convince him that the skills necessary to become an artist were within reach. “What made me stop doubting,” he recalled, “is that I read a clearly written book on perspective, Cassagne, Guide de l’Abc du Dessin [sic], and a week later drew an interior of a little kitchen, with stove, chair and table and window in their place and on their legs, whereas it used to seem to me downright witchcraft or coincidence that one had depth and proper perspective in a drawing.”20 Over the next months he plodded through the lessons like a dutiful schoolboy.IV As he had when cramming for the exams to qualify him for the ministry, he believed all obstacles could be overcome through hard labor. However much he despised his parents’ narrow-minded Calvinism, he internalized their gospel of hard work, believing, as they did, that honest toil would be rewarded in heaven.
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Seated Nude after Charles Bargue, 1881



Just as Theo had hoped, Vincent was filled with renewed purpose. He’d discovered what he was good for, how to “serve and be useful in some way.” And having found his purpose, he started to heal, psychologically as well as physically. As Jo Bonger put it in a somewhat optimistic account: “At last he had found his work and his mental equilibrium was restored; he no longer doubted himself, and however difficult or hard his life became, the inner serenity, the conviction of having found his own calling, never deserted him again.”21 The truth is that while inner serenity would always elude him, once he decided to become an artist he never looked back.

In October Vincent finally moved out of the coal miner’s hut in Cuesmes, heading for Brussels, where he took a room in a small lodging house on the Boulevard du Midi. The change of address marked another one of those abrupt reversals that characterize his life. Over the previous few years he’d drifted (or fallen) out of society, but now he was anxious to rejoin the community of men. Art gave him a way to come in from the cold, more confident, now that he had finally found a profession that matched his talents, in his right to take his place among his fellow citizens.

Van Gogh took a number of steps to demonstrate dedication to his new profession, including enrolling in a drawing course at the Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts.V This was a surprising choice. Vincent was a nonconformist in art, just as he was when pursuing his religious studies. He had nothing but contempt for those polished academics who turned out vapid confections to hang on the walls of wealthy patrons—exactly the trivial fare that was Goupil’s stock-in-trade. Instead, he gravitated to outsiders (at least as he conceived them) like Millet and Breton, artists with soul who depicted the same downtrodden peasants and workers whose noble suffering had first drawn him to the Borinage.VI Even before he’d decided to become a painter himself, Millet’s work had spoken to him on a spiritual level. “There was a sale here of drawings by Millet,” he wrote to Theo from Paris in 1875: “I don’t know whether I’ve already written to you about it. When I entered the room in Hôtel DrouotVII where they were exhibited, I felt something akin to: Put off thy shoes from off thy feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground.”22 If by the 1880s this taste was no longer radical, from his provincial perch these mud-caked pioneers still carried a whiff of rebellion. Of the still more radical Impressionists currently upsetting the status quo in Paris he had little knowledge and less interest. Nonetheless he was instinctively radical, regarding the art establishment with the same scorn he felt for the pharisees who’d thwarted his efforts to become a minister: “You must know that it’s the same with evangelists as with artists,” he told Theo. “There’s an old, often detestable, tyrannical academic school, the abomination of desolation.”23

But despite his tendency to divide the world between us and them, good vs. evil, Vincent was perfectly capable of turning on a dime, finding something of value in what he had just dismissed with contempt. This was certainly true of the Academy,VIII which he often derided as a sink of moral and aesthetic corruption but occasionally embraced as a storehouse of useful knowledge and tricks of the trade from which he might profit. Enrolling at the Brussels institution reflected his need to show Theo and his parents that he took his new profession seriously. Art, at least at this early stage of his career, was not a tormented pilgrimage of the kind that would ultimately be associated with his tragic life, but a skill to be mastered by diligent application and by following a prescribed course. “In Paris there are many draftsmen who earn 10 or 15 francs a day,” he wrote to his parents, demonstrating a practical attitude he knew they’d appreciate, “and in London and elsewhere just as much or even more, but one can’t achieve this all at once… should I gradually begin to earn some money, that wouldn’t be disagreeable at all.”24
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