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Vincent van Gogh. Self-Portrait 

with a Straw Hat, 1887, oil on 

canvas 

 

Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) 

the eldest son of a Dutch 

Reformed minister and a 

bookseller's daughter, pursued 

various vocations, including that 

of an art dealer and clergyman, 

before deciding to become an 

artist at the age of twenty-seven.  

 

Over the course of his decade-

long career (1880–90), he 

produced nearly 900 paintings 

and more than 1,100 works on 

paper. Ironically, in 1890, he 

modestly assessed his artistic 

legacy as of "very secondary" 

importance.  

 



Vincent van Gogh. The Sower (after 

Millet), 1881, pen and wash 

heightened with green and white 

 

Largely self-taught, Van Gogh 

gained his footing as an artist by 

zealously copying prints and 

studying nineteenth-century 

drawing manuals and lesson books, 

such as Charles Bargue's Exercises 

au fusain and cours de dessin.  

 

He felt that it was necessary to 

master black and white before 

working with color, and first 

concentrated on learning the 

rudiments of figure drawing and 

rendering landscapes in correct 

perspective. 



Vincent van Gogh. The Potato Eaters, 1885, oil on canvas 

 

Van Gogh's admiration for the Barbizon artists, in particular Jean-François Millet, 

influenced his decision to paint rural life. In the winter of 1884–85, while living with 

his parents in Nuenen, he painted more than forty studies of peasant heads, which 

culminated in his first multi-figured, large-scale composition, The Potato Eaters; in 

this gritty portrayal of a peasant family at mealtime, Van Gogh wrote that he sought 

to express that they "have tilled the earth themselves with the same hands they are 

putting in the dish." Its dark palette and coarse application of paint typify works from 

the artist's Nuenen period. 



Interested in honing his skills 

as a figure painter, Van Gogh 

left the Netherlands in late 1885 

to study at the Antwerp 

Academy in Belgium. Three 

months later, he departed for 

Paris, where he lived with his 

brother Theo, an art dealer with 

the firm of Boussod, Valadon et 

Cie, and for a time attended 

classes at Fernand Cormon's 

studio.  

 

Van Gogh's style underwent a 

major transformation during his 

two-year stay in Paris (February 

1886–February 1888). There he 

saw the work of the 

Impressionists first-hand and 

also witnessed the latest 

innovations by the Neo-

Impressionists Georges Seurat 

and Paul Signac.  

Paul Signac. View of 

the Port of Marseilles.  



In response, Van Gogh lightened 

his palette and experimented 

with the broken brushstrokes of 

the Impressionists as well as the 

pointillist touch of the Neo-

Impressionists, as evidenced in 

the handling of his Self-Portrait 

with a Straw Hat, which was 

painted in the summer of 1887 

on the reverse of an earlier 

peasant study.  

 

In Paris, he executed more than 

twenty self-portraits that reflect 

his ongoing exploration of 

complementary color contrasts 

and a bolder style.  



Left: Site where one of van Gogh’s paintings was executed in Arles. 

Right: Vincent van Gogh. The Flowering Orchard, 1888, oil on canvas 

 

In February 1888, Van Gogh departed Paris for the south of France, hoping to 

establish a community of artists in Arles. Captivated by the clarity of light and the 

vibrant colors of the Provençal spring, Van Gogh produced fourteen paintings of 

orchards in less than a month, painting outdoors and varying his style and technique. 

The composition and calligraphic handling of The Flowering Orchard suggest the 

influence of Japanese prints, which Van Gogh collected. 







Vincent van Gogh. The Night Café, 1888, oil on canvas 



The Night Café in the Place Lamartine in Arles is one of Vincent van Gogh's best known 

paintings from his Arles period. The work depicts the interior of the Café de la Gare, an all 

night tavern owned by Joseph-Michel Ginoux and his wife Marie. 

 

Van Gogh often visited brothels and disreputable drinking establishments. The desolate 

setting of the Café de la Gare served as an inspiration for Van Gogh who wrote of the 

painting to his brother, Theo: 

 

“In my picture of the "Night Café" I have tried to express the idea that the café is a place 

where one can ruin oneself, go mad or commit a crime. So I have tried to express, as it were, 

the powers of darkness in a low public house, by soft Louis XV green and malachite, 

contrasting with yellow-green and harsh blue-greens, and all this in an atmosphere like a 

devil's furnace, of pale sulphur.” 



As a general rule, Van Gogh only signed the works that he felt were the most well executed. 

In the lower right corner of this painting Van Gogh wrote "Vincent le café de nuit". Paul 

Gauguin, Van Gogh's friend and fellow artist, would come to live with Vincent shortly after 

The Night Café was painted. In fact, Gauguin himself would paint his own version.  

 

The atmosphere of the two works is quite different. In Van Gogh's version, one finds 

isolation and despair, while Gauguin's is more lively with a focus on Madame Ginoux. 

Gauguin wrote to Emile Bernard about his painting: " . . . a café that Vincent likes a lot and 

that I like less. At bottom it's not my sort of thing and local low life doesn't work for me. I 

like it well enough when others do it but it always makes me uneasy." 



Vincent van Gogh. Self-Portrait 

with a Bandaged Ear, 1889, oil on 

canvas 

 

Gauguin joined Van Gogh in Arles 

in October and abruptly departed 

in late December 1888, a move 

precipitated by Van Gogh's 

breakdown, during which he cut 

off part of his left ear with a razor.  



Vincent van Gogh. The Starry Night, 1889, oil on canvas. 



The curving, swirling lines of hills, mountains, and sky, the brilliantly contrasting 

blues and yellows, the large, flame-like cypress trees, and the thickly layered 

brushstrokes of Vincent van Gogh’s The Starry Night are engrained in the minds of 

many as an expression of the artist’s turbulent state-of-mind. It is surprising that 

The Starry Night has become so well known. Van Gogh mentioned it briefly in his 

letters as a simple “study of night” or ”night effect.”  



Following the dramatic end to his short-lived collaboration with the painter Paul 

Gauguin in Arles in 1888 and the infamous breakdown during which he mutilated part 

of his own ear, Van Gogh was ultimately hospitalized at Saint-Paul-de-Mausole, an 

asylum and clinic for the mentally ill near the village of Saint-Rémy. During his 

convalescence there, Van Gogh was encouraged to paint, though he rarely ventured more 

than a few hundred yards from the asylum’s walls.  

 

Besides his private room, from which he had a sweeping view of the mountain range of 

the Alpilles, he was also given a small studio for painting. Since this room did not look 

out upon the mountains but rather had a view of the asylum’s garden, it is assumed that 

Van Gogh composed Starry Night using elements of a few previously completed works 

still stored in his studio, as well as aspects from imagination and memory. 



Van Gogh had had the subject of a blue night sky dotted with yellow stars in mind for 

many months before he painted The Starry Night in late June or early July of 1889. It 

presented a few technical challenges he wished to confront—namely the use of 

contrasting color and the complications of painting en plein air (outdoors) at night—and 

he referenced it repeatedly in letters to family and friends as a promising if problematic 

theme. “A starry sky, for example, well – it’s a thing that I’d like to try to do,” Van Gogh 

confessed to the painter Emile Bernard in the spring of 1888, “but how to arrive at that 

unless I decide to work at home and from the imagination?” 



In the context of Van Gogh’s belief in the night sky’s 

promise of life beyond ‘this thankless planet’, the celestial 

spectacle that comprises two-thirds of Starry Night may 

be seen to reflect dreams of enhance existence on star 

made accessible by death. The small, mostly dark village 

indicates earthly life’s relative marginality within a 

grander scheme- and the limited enlightenment available 

to those caught up in it. The year before Van Gogh 

remarked that his own “terrible need” of religion made 

him “go outside at night to paint the stars.”  

 

The flamelike cypress, which extends well beyond the 

horizon, may represent the more effective means of 

accessing the “other hemisphere of life”. Cypresses are 

fixtures of Mediterranean cemeteries, traditionally 

associated with mourning (by virtue of their darkness) and 

immortality (since they are aromatic evergreens).  

 

Van Gogh, who noted that cypresses were “always 

occupying my thoughts” at Saint-Remy, considered them 

“funereal”, and probably intended the prominent specimen 

in Starry Night to emblematize death, the train-like 

transport “one takes… to reach a star”, knowing “we 

cannot get to a star while we’re alive”.  



 

Vincent van Gogh. The Reaper. 

1889, oil on canvas 

 

In the Like The Reaper, Starry 

Night manifests Van Gogh’s 

attempts to come to terms with his 

mortality, a topic thrown into high 

relief by his illness.  

 

The sunlit picture personifies death 

as an “almost smiling” laborer, 

intent on his job, and the moonlit 

one posits life beyond the dim and 

circumscribed earthly realm, in a 

limitless beyond that pulsates with 

energy and illumination.  



 

Vincent van Gogh. Olive Trees in a Mountainous Landscape. 1889, oil on canvas 

 

Van Gogh considered Olive Trees an apt companion piece to the contemporaneous Starry 

Night. Although one is a sunlit landscape painted on the spot, the other a nocturnal 

vision shaped in the studio, he considered both “exaggerations” with “warped lines”. In 

Olive Trees Van Gogh took up a recent enthusiasm- trees he found typically Provencal 

and associated with earthly pain- but Starry Night marked his return to a poetic motif 

he had already explored in hopes of “doing people’s hearts good”.  



Thickly painted in a kind of whorling 

chain-stitch, the picture has the crafted 

surface of the “crude things” Van Gogh 

admired most: “common earthware,” 

rush-seated chairs, and old pairs of 

workmen’s shoes.  

 

Symbols are drawn from a well-thumbed 

dictionary of romantic anticapitalism: 

mournful cypress trees, church steeples, 

peasant cottages with glowing hearths, 

hills and stars and planets.  

 

Indeed, the work is in part a reverie 

upon a utopian future based on the 

imagined social integrity of a simpler 

past. Yet at the same time it is a 

modernist rejection of a the pictorial 

conventions of Realism and Naturalism.  



Vincent van Gogh. Church at 

Auvers-sur-Oise, 1890, oil on 

canvas 

 

The Church at Auvers is 

reminiscent of scenes from the 

northern landscapes of his 

childhood and youth.  

 

A certain nostalgia for the north 

had already been apparent in 

his last weeks at Saint-Rémy-

de-Provence: in a letter written 

a couple of weeks before his 

departure, he wrote, "While I 

was ill I nevertheless did some 

little canvases from memory 

which you will see later, 

memories of the North." 



This church, built in the 13th century in the early Gothic style, flanked by two 

Romanesque chapels, became under the painter's brush a flamboyant monument on the 

verge of dislocating itself from the ground and from the two paths that seem to be 

clasping it like torrents of lava or mud.  

 

If one compares this painting with Claude Monet's paintings of the cathedral in Rouen, 

painted shortly afterwards, one can measure how different Van Gogh's approach was 

from that of the impressionists. Unlike Monet, he did not try to render the impression of 

the play of light on the monument. Even though the church remains recognizable, the 

painting does not so much offer the spectator a faithful image of reality than a form of 

"expression" of a church.  



Van Gogh had studied theology to become a pastor in a depressed coal-mining area of 

Belgium. In becoming an artist he satisfied his craving for spiritual fulfillment in work 

which, he believed, could and should be socially useful. “I am good for something, my life 

has a purpose after all,” he told his brother Theo in 1880. “How can I be useful, of what 

service can I be? There is something inside of me, what can it be?” 



Vincent van Gogh. Wheatfield with Crows, 1890, oil on canvas 

 

This monumental landscape was long considered the last work Van Gogh painted. The 

menacing, stormy sky, the crows and a path apparently leading nowhere have all been 

read as hints of his suicide. In reality, he completed several more paintings after this 

one. What’s more, Van Gogh was seeking to express something positive and comforting 

in this work: the overpowering gloom emphasizes the grandeur and magnificence of the 

landscape. 



Paul Gauguin. Self-Portrait with Yellow Christ, 1889-90 

 

The search for religious feeling played an important part in the work, if not in the life, of 

another great Post-Impressionist, Paul Gauguin (1848-1903). He began as a prosperous 

stockbroker in Paris and as an amateur painter and collector of modern pictures.  At the 

age of 35, however, he became convinced that he must devote himself entirely to art.  He 

quit his business career, separated from his family, and by 1889 was the central figure of a 

new movement called Synthetism or Symbolism.  



Paul Gauguin. The Yellow Christ, 1889 

 

Gauguin believed that Western civilization 

was spiritually empty because industrial 

society had forced people into an incomplete 

life dedicated to material gain, while their 

emotions were neglected.   

 

To rediscover this hidden world of feeling,  

Gauguin left Paris in 1886 to live among the 

peasants of Brittany at Pont-Aven in western 

France.  There, two years later, he met the 

painters Emile Bernard (1868-1941) and 

Louis Anquetin (1861-1932), who had 

rejected Impressionism and had begun to 

evolve a new style that they called 

Cloissonism (after an enamel technique), for 

its strong outlines.   

 

Gauguin incorporated their approach into his 

own and emerged as the most forceful 

member of the Pont-Aven group, which 

quickly came to center on him. 



Paul Gauguin. Vision after the Sermon, 1888 



In pictures such as The Vision After the 

Sermon (Jacob Wrestling with the Angel), he 

tried to depict their simple, direct faith.  Here 

at last is what no Romantic artist had 

achieved: a style based on pre-Renaissance 

sources.  Modeling and perspective have 

given way to flat, simplified shapes outlined 

heavily in black, while the brilliant colors are 

equally “unnatural.”   

 

This style, inspired by folk art and medieval 

stained glass, is meant to re-create both the 

imagined reality of the vision and the 

trancelike rapture of the peasant women.  

The painting fulfills the goal of Synthetism: 

by treating the canvas in this decorative 

manner, the artist has turned it from a 

representation of the external world into an 

aesthetic object that projects an inner idea 

without using narrative or literal symbols.  

 

Below Left: Paul Gauguin. La Belle Angele, 

1889 



Yet we sense that 

Gauguin remained an 

outsider, although he 

tried to share this 

experience.  He could 

paint pictures about faith 

but not from faith. 

 

Gauguin followed his own 

advice, “Don’t copy too 

much from nature.  Art is 

an abstraction.”  He 

stylized the Breton 

women witnessing a 

supernatural vision to 

make them symbols of 

faith. He painted the 

ground red, separating 

the ‘real’ world of the 

women in the foreground 

form the “imaginary” 

world of Jacob wrestling 

with the angel by the 

diagonal tree painted 

blue. 



Paul Gauguin. Tahitian Women on the Beach, 1891, oil on canvas 

 

In 1891, Gauguin sought to escape the constructions of European society, and he 

thought that Tahiti might offer him some type of personal and creative freedom. Upon 

moving to Tahiti, Gauguin was disappointed to find that French colonial authorities 

had westernized much of the island, so he chose to settle among the native peoples, 

and away from the Europeans living in the capital. 



Paul Gauguin. Spirit of the Dead Watching, 1892, oil on burlap mounted on canvas 



To herald his return to Europe and also to 

rescue his family from penury, with the help 

of his Danish wife, Mette, Gauguin 

organized an exhibition of his work in 

Copenhagen. Among the nine canvases he 

sent from Tahiti was The Spirit of the Dead 

Watching, carrying with it an asking price—

the most expensive in the sale—of between 

1,500 and 2,000 francs.  

 

Clearly highly prized by Gauguin, the best 

of two years' worth of "fine" canvases, the 

painting depicts an adolescent girl (the 

model was Gauguin's Tahitian girlfriend 

Tehura, who was only fourteen years old), 

lying belly down on a bed, her face staring 

out at the viewer with a fearful expression.  

 

The bed is covered with a blue pareo (a 

wraparound skirt worn by Tahitians) and a 

light chrome-yellow sheet. Behind the bed, 

silhouetted and in profile, a woman watches 

over the child. 



Gauguin created a haunting, supernatural quality by exploiting what he considered to be 

the emotional potential of color. When describing the painting to Mette, he points out how 

the shades of purple on the wall create “a background of terror” and how the sheet “must 

be yellow, because, in this color, it arouses something unexpected for the spectator.” 

 

Aside from color, the composition is itself unsettling, particularly the relationship between 

the girl and the old woman behind her whose simplified form and disproportionate scale 

suggest Tahitian statuary or tiki. If she is a carved statue of wood, though, what or who 

does it signify? If not, then is she real or otherworldly? Is this the spirit of the dead 

watching that the title refers to? 



Gauguin, for one, admired Olympia enough to have produced a copy of it in 1891. He 

was keen to shock the bourgeoisie in the way Manet did almost thirty years earlier and 

certainly his own nude in The Spirit of the Dead Watching—"a slightly indecent study" 

as he described it—is in many ways as radical as Manet's. The body is awkwardly 

positioned and disproportionate. The feet overhang the bed and the hands are larger 

than the feet. And most shocking of all, is the age of the model.  

 

Equally disturbing is the fear she exhibits. Having walked that day to a neighboring 

village, Gauguin didn’t return to his house until the early morning. On entering, he 

found Tehura naked on the bed staring at him in terror. The reason for her fear, 

according to Gauguin, was that Tehura believed in tupapaus, the spirits of the dead 

who in Tahitian mythology inhabit the interior of the island and whose presence 

illuminates the forest at night. 



Given his construction of Tahitian culture as “primitive,” Gauguin’s version of these 

events has been scrutinized by art historians who have cast doubt on whether Tehura 

would have actually held these beliefs (since she was a practicing Christian). Gauguin is 

thus accused of projecting his own primitivist preconceptions onto his subject.  

 

Another critique comes from the art historian, Nancy Mowll Mathews, who argues that it 

was not the spirits that Tehura was frightened of, but Gauguin himself, the middle-aged, 

white, male colonialist against whom, as a sexual predator, she had little power to resist. 

This reading gives a disturbing twist to the image with Gauguin taking sadistic pleasure 

in depicting the fear that he himself caused. It's worth noting that in Gauguin's account, 

seeing her in this state moved him to declare that she never looked so beautiful, and that 

he was drawn to comfort her, promising never to leave her again. 



The Spirit of the Dead Watching illustrates 

Gauguin’s Synthetist-Symbolist creative 

process and also, very significantly, his 

extraordinary understanding of Polynesian 

culture and religion, informed by the most 

unusual (for a European) intimacy of his 

engagement with indigenous Tahitian and 

Marquesan society. Their complex sexuality 

is expressed and felt with personal 

empathy, notably in the androgynous nude 

figure, though it recalls, perhaps rather too 

overtly, well-known Classical sculptures of 

hermaphrodites (such as the one above).  



Left: Artemia Gentileschi. Susannah and 

the Elders, 1610, oil on canvas 

 

“I see only fear. What kind of fear?” 

Gauguin asked himself. “Certainly not the 

fear of Susanna surprised by the Elders. 

That does not exist in Oceania. The 

Tupapau (Spirit of the Dead) is clearly 

indicated. For the natives it is a constant 

dread. Once I have found my Tupapau I 

attach myself completely to it, and make it 

the motif of my picture. The nude takes 

second place.” 



Left: Paul Gauguin. Barbarian Tales, 

1610, oil on canvas 

 

“What can a spirit be for a Maori… she 

thinks necessarily of some she has seen. 

My spirit can only be an ordinary little 

woman. The title has two meanings either 

she thinks of the spirit; or, the spirit 

thinks of her.” 

 

- From Gauguin’s manuscript Cahier pour 

Aline 



Paul Gauguin. Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? 1897-98, 

oil on canvas (sackcloth) 

 

In Tahiti, Gauguin created paintings that express a highly personal mythology. He 

considered this work—created in 1897, at a time of great personal crisis—to be his 

masterpiece and the summation of his ideas. Gauguin's letters suggest that the fresco-

like painting should be read from right to left, beginning with the sleeping infant. He 

describes the various figures as pondering the questions of human existence given in 

the title; the blue idol represents "the Beyond." The old woman at the far left, "close to 

death," accepts her fate with resignation. 



When Gauguin embarked on this, his climactic work, in 1897, he was in pathetic shape, 

suffering from syphilis and such a serious case of suppurating eczema that the locals 

took him for a leper. This once prosperous part-Peruvian Parisian had ended up a 

penniless outcast; worse, his eyesight was beginning to fail. After being unable to paint 

for six months, he vowed to commit suicide. Before doing so, however, Gauguin was 

determined to create one last masterwork, into which, as he said, “I wanted to put … 

all my energy.” 

 

Gauguin began by stitching together long strips of local sackcloth—hence the painting’s 

rough, nubbly texture—until he attained the maximum length (12 feet 3 inches) that 

his thatched hut of a studio would allow. If we believe Gauguin, which is not always 

possible, he dashed off this daunting composition without resorting to the preliminary 

studies that large-scale works traditionally require, and finished the painting in a 

month. 



Gauguin explained in a letter to a friend that Where Do We Come From? is a meditation 

on birth, life, and death in the light of Maori mythology. The letter also informs us: 

 

“The bright yellow patches, top right and left, were intended to suggest corners of a 

fresco or a tapestry, whose corners had rotted, revealing the golden wall beneath.… To 

the right … a sleeping child and three crouching women. Two people dressed in purple 

confide their thoughts to one another. An enormous crouching figure … lifts up its arm 

and stares in astonishment at these two, who dare to question their destiny. At the 

center someone is picking fruit.… An idol, its hands mysteriously raised … seems to 

indicate the Beyond. Lastly, an old woman nearing death appears to accept 

everything.… She completes the story!” 



The one thing Gauguin fails to tell us is that the fruit picker at the center—often 

mistaken for a woman—is in fact a mahu: one of a caste of effeminate men revered for 

their mystical powers. On arriving in Tahiti with shoulder-length hair, Gauguin had 

initially been taken for a mahu by a gang of giggling local girls. Although an obsessive 

womanizer, Gauguin was fascinated by these creatures and portrayed them in several 

works. Then as now, the end of the century coincided with a cult of the hermaphrodite. 

 

After finishing Where Do We Come From?, Gauguin decided to carry out his vow to kill 

himself. He claimed to have climbed up into the mountains, taken a huge dose of 

arsenic, and lain down to die in the hope that his body would be devoured by ants. 

Supposedly, the arsenic didn’t work; more likely, he never took any. 



In disgust at the way so-called civilization had corrupted Tahiti, Gauguin continued his 

quest for the sacred fire of primitivism. He settled almost 1,000 miles farther away at 

Hivaoa, a beautiful hellhole in the Marquesas Islands, where Catholic and Protestant 

missionaries fought over the souls of a Polynesian population decimated by European 

diseases transmitted by sailors and castaways. And there, in great pain and distress, in 

the thatched hut he had named Maison du Jouir (House of Orgasm), decorated with 

life-size reliefs of naked women carved from sequoia wood and a set of pornographic 

photographs he had bought in Port Said, he died at the age of 54. 

 

By the time of his death, Gauguin was already a legend to the avant-garde back in 

Paris. Prices for his work were beginning to soar.  



Paul Gauguin. La Orana Maria 

(Hail Mary), 1891, oil on canvas 

 

Both Gauguin and van Gogh 

blamed institutionalized 

Christianity for actively 

contributing to the intolerance 

with which Europeans 

encountered people of other 

persuasions.   

 

Gauguin was particularly enraged 

by missionaries, whom he claimed 

“would willingly march… the 

Gospel in one hand, the rifle in the 

other.” 



Both van Gogh and Gauguin were drawn to 

theosophy. Theosophy examined both the 

outward forms and the intrinsic spiritual 

meaning of all the world’s major religions, 

comparing them not only to one another 

but to a universal heritage of legends and 

folktales and to the ideas generated by 

modern science about the nature of the 

cosmos and human evolution.  

 

The central contention of theosophy is that 

religions consist of “the same truth under 

various vestments” and that it is therefore 

possible to “reconcile all religions, sects, 

and nations under a common system of 

ethics, based on eternal verities.” 



DEATH and the AFTERLIFE: 
POST-IMPRESSIONISM 

(Vincent Van Gogh and Paul Gauguin) 







Notice how Vincent van Gogh utilized a wide variety of marks in his drawings. 

Practice creating the same variety of marks in a drawing of your own. 



Left: Puvis de Chavannes. The Poor Fisherman, 1881, oil on canvas. Right: 

Odilon Redon. The Cyclops, c. 1898-1900, oil on cardboard mounted on panel 

 

Symbolism was a movement that began in the late nineteenth century that 

was strongly influenced by Gauguin’s work. What qualities do you see in 

these Symbolist works that reflect the influence of Paul Gauguin? 


