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PREFACE

At a recent New Year’s Eve party in London, I mentioned my interest in Vincent van Gogh to a fellow guest. To my astonishment, he casually responded that two of his friends had discovered a letter written by the artist. As midnight approached, he told me their tale. The Parisian couple had bought a second-hand book on Van Gogh from a bouquiniste stall by the Seine. They put it away, unread, and only some years later they took down the dusty volume from the shelf.

Out slipped a single sheet of paper, folded in two. The handwriting in slightly faded ink was small, but readable. Beginning ‘Mon cher ami Gauguin’ (My dear friend Gauguin), it was clearly signed ‘Vincent’. Although the couple sensed what it might be, they folded the letter and slipped it back into the book. Not long afterwards my fellow party guest was passing through Paris on his way to Amsterdam and the couple asked him to take the letter to the Van Gogh Museum. There, curator Han van Crimpen gave my friend the exciting news: the letter was authentic, and only two-thirds of the text had been published, in a 1906 biography of Paul Gauguin.1 Despite the extent of research into Van Gogh’s life and work, there is more to learn.

Van Gogh’s letters reveal his creative life in a way that the correspondence of no other painter does, providing a unique insight into his story and the development of his art. Most of the surviving 820 letters are addressed to his brother Theo, with virtually all the rest to other family members and artist friends, and they were treasured after Vincent’s premature death. The letter which my fellow New Year’s Eve guest carried to Amsterdam is one of the very few which were subsequently lost – and later rediscovered.
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fig. 1 Extract of letter from Van Gogh to Gauguin, 21 January 1889, Musée Réattu, Arles





Although undated, we know this letter was written on 21 January 1889, just a month after Van Gogh had mutilated his ear. This had led to Gauguin’s abrupt departure from the southern French town of Arles, where the two artists were working. The letter represented Van Gogh’s response to the highly charged two months that they had spent together in the Yellow House, their home and studio. It is also the last letter sent by Van Gogh to Gauguin which survives.

In spring 1983 the rediscovered letter was published in full and later that year it was auctioned in Paris, selling for 240,000 francs (£24,000) – now it would be worth very much more.2 In 2012 another of Van Gogh’s Arles letters, with some writing added by Gauguin, sold for €445,000 (£360,000).3

Appropriately, the letter rediscovered by my friend was bought for the Musée Réattu in Arles, which is located just a few hundred metres from where the Yellow House once stood. All of Van Gogh’s paintings and drawings had left the city within a few years of his death, so this single sheet of paper represents the only tangible evidence of his time spent there from his own hand.

A phrase from this 1889 letter has given this book its title. Although much of the letter had been published earlier, a crucial section was inexplicably omitted (fig. 1). Gauguin had just asked Van Gogh whether he would be willing to give him the ‘sunflowers with a yellow background’, in exchange for one of his own paintings.4 Van Gogh, who was pleased with the still life, responded by comparing his Sunflowers with the work of two contemporary French artists who had made particular flowers their motifs.
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fig. 2 Georges Jeannin, Vase of Flowers, 1875–90, oil on canvas, 70 x 46 cm, Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam





Van Gogh went on to tell Gauguin: ‘I don’t think that you’ve made a bad choice – if Jeannin has the peony, Quost the hollyhock, I indeed, before others, have taken the sunflower.’ Van Gogh made a similar remark in a letter to his brother Theo the following day. When this subsequent letter to Theo was first published in English, this phrase was translated, more vividly, as ‘the sunflower is mine’.5

Vincent and Theo were both friends with Georges Jeannin and Ernest Quost, who lived in the artists’ quarter below Montmartre. Theo even had paintings by them in his apartment, including Jeannin’s Vase of Flowers (fig. 2) and Quost’s Garden with Hollyhocks (fig. 3). Although the two artists were reasonably successful at the time, their floral paintings were soon almost forgotten – in stark contrast to Van Gogh’s sunflowers. No other flower is now quite so strongly associated with a particular artist.
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fig. 3 Ernest Quost, Garden with Hollyhocks, 1886–90, oil on panel, 46 x 55 cm, Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam





Not long after the New Year’s Eve party I was in Provence, where in an antique shop I spotted a nineteenth-century pot similar to that used by Van Gogh (fig. 4). On picking it up, it was immediately obvious that a bouquet of sunflowers could never have stood upright in it. Even filled to the brim with water, it would hardly have been heavy enough to support more than a few blooms, let alone the fifteen in the painting with a yellow background. The vessel’s fairly wide mouth also meant that tall flowers would never have stood upright.

Art historians have paid little attention to Van Gogh’s humble pot, but it tells us a basic fact about how the still lifes were painted. The artist was not painstakingly copying a pot of sunflowers beside his easel. Instead he must have put the two elements together in his mind (possibly aided with an empty pot and a bouquet in a more practical vessel).

There is always more to discover, and some years earlier I had identified a painting associated with the sunflower saga. I had been intrigued by a picture in the vault of the Van Gogh Museum, then simply entitled Man with a Red Beret. In 1928 it had been catalogued as a Van Gogh portrait of Gauguin, but it was rejected just a few years later, at a time when there was great suspicion about fakes. The painting ended up being banished to the storeroom.
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fig. 4 Southern French pot of the type used by Van Gogh, nineteenth century





I asked the museum if I could examine Man with a Red Beret, and was allowed to study it with their specialists. Although museum director Ronald de Leeuw had wondered if the portrait might be authentic, this suggestion was rejected by his museum’s own conservator. On seeing the painting I felt that the features of the sitter – the beret, moustache, goatee beard and, above all, the distinctive nose – must be those of Gauguin, even if slightly caricatured.

But was it by Van Gogh? Although the brushwork is rather crude, the thick impasto and the general style seemed to be his. What for me was the clincher was a reference in a then unpublished Van Gogh family inventory which had been compiled a few months after the death of Theo.6 In a long list of paintings by Van Gogh, no. 242 is entitled ‘Gauguin’. As Van Gogh had done no other paintings of his friend, this surely must be the oil study which had been languishing in the vault. Since the portrait had belonged to the family just a few months after Theo’s death, it could not have been a later fake.

The picture had been done on the very day that Gauguin was working on his portrait of Van Gogh, The Painter of Sunflowers (plate 23). The two artists were in the studio of the Yellow House, painting each other on a cold December day. My findings were published in 1996 and five years later it was confirmed that the small portrait had been painted on the unusual jute material (of the type often used for making sacks for transporting sugar) which Van Gogh and Gauguin utilised in Arles.7 The ultimate sign of its acceptance was when the Van Gogh Museum began selling postcards of Van Gogh’s rediscovered Portrait of Gauguin (plate 25).

A more recent discovery is that a still life painting done just a few weeks later provides a vital clue to explain what triggered Van Gogh to mutilate his ear. Still Life with Onions (plate 27) depicts a number of objects, including an envelope. I had long wondered about the significance of the envelope, and took the opportunity to examine the picture closely when it arrived on loan at London’s Royal Academy in 2010. The envelope indeed had its secrets to reveal.

The three postmarks on the envelope show that it must have been the letter which Vincent had received from his brother on 23 December 1888. It was later that evening that Vincent slashed his ear. What, then, did the letter contain? Further detective work revealed that Theo’s letter broke the news about his engagement. Vincent was worried about losing his brother’s support, both emotional and financial, and these fears played a key role in provoking his self-mutilation a few hours later. There is more about this story to come.

Just before this book was completed, I tracked down a previously unknown newspaper report in Le Petit Journal of 26 December 1888 (fig. 5). Although an Arles newspaper report on the self-mutilation had been found decades ago, this is the first from the Paris press – and shows how much attention the incident received at the time. It is now clear that many of Vincent’s Parisian friends would have learned what had happened from the press. The article records the words Van Gogh is said to have uttered when he handed in the wrapped ear at the brothel: ‘Take it, it will be useful.’8
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fig. 5 Report on the ear incident (sent by telegram on 24 December), Le Petit Journal (Paris), 26 December 1888





I should also add a note about the most extraordinary person I met on my quest to explore the Sunflowers. A very elderly woman told me that she sold canvas to Van Gogh at the time he was painting the Sunflowers in 1888. This may sound impossible, but Jeanne Calment was the oldest person who has ever lived. Born in Arles in 1875, she died there in 1997, aged 122.

When I met Madame Calment she told me that Van Gogh had bought his canvas in her family’s textile shop in Rue Gambetta. This is possible, since there were only a handful of such shops in Arles.9 Calment was then thirteen, so she was young to be working, but she may well have helped out in the family business. What seems less plausible is that she would have remembered her encounters with the Dutchman more than a century later (although the ear incident certainly caused a considerable stir at the time). Whatever the veracity of her claim, Calment represents an astonishing link between Van Gogh’s time and our own.

And, finally, a taster of what will follow. The introduction focuses on the greatest of the sunflower still lifes – the Fifteen Sunflowers (plate 17) with a yellow background, now at the National Gallery in London. So ubiquitous is this image that we invariably fail to look at it properly, but it certainly repays fresh observation. As Van Gogh himself said, his Sunflowers represented art ‘which grows in richness the more you look at it’.10

The first half of this book investigates how Van Gogh discovered the sunflower – and truly made it his own. After his arrival in Paris in 1886, he encountered the flowers growing on the slopes of Montmartre and included them in his landscapes to add touches of colour. The following year he created his first sunflower still lifes, completing four pictures with cut blooms lying on a table.

In 1888 Van Gogh left for Provence, to settle in Arles. That summer he produced what would become his most iconic works, a series of four sunflower still lifes, with bouquets of three, six, fourteen and fifteen flowers in simple earthenware pots. The two final pictures, the large bouquets set against turquoise and yellow backgrounds, are famous – but the first two, Three Sunflowers and Six Sunflowers, can almost be described as the ‘unknown’ Sunflowers. One left Europe for Japan in 1920 and was destroyed during the Second World War. The other has always been hidden away in private collections and was last exhibited, briefly, in 1948.

Three Sunflowers (plate 14) was not reproduced in colour until the 1980s, and since then it has only been published in a fairly limited number of books. It is an astonishingly bold work, with vibrant colours. The yellow-orange sunflowers are set against a powerful turquoise. For the Six Sunflowers (plate 15), we have tracked down an extremely rare colour print which was published in a portfolio in Tokyo in 1921. This reveals the rich tone of the royal blue background and its contrasting flowers, an effect which is much less noticeable in the duller reproductions until recently available. These images of Three Sunflowers and Six Sunflowers emphasise how Van Gogh’s series evolved.

Van Gogh hung Fourteen Sunflowers (plate 16) and Fifteen Sunflowers in the guest room of the Yellow House, to welcome his friend Gauguin. From then onwards the story of the Sunflowers becomes entwined with Van Gogh’s complex relationship with his fellow artist, who stayed for the autumn. During the winter he completed three copies of the original still lifes, with Gauguin in mind. Altogether Van Gogh completed seven Sunflower still lifes in Arles. At the end of the book, here-here, there is a list, with their subsequent owners.

Through the Sunflowers, we can see into Van Gogh’s creative process, at a time when his artistic powers were at their height. As Gauguin once wrote, an artist should be visible through their work: ‘One should be able to discern him even though he is hidden behind the flowers he has painted.’11

The second half of this book reveals what happened to the seven 1888–9 sunflower still lifes. Van Gogh failed to sell them during his lifetime, although only a few years after his death they began to be eagerly snapped up by avant-garde collectors. The two finest versions (which once had pride of place in Gauguin’s bedroom in the Yellow House) went to galleries in Munich and London, with the others going to Tokyo, Lausanne, Ashiya, Philadelphia and Amsterdam.

All the Sunflowers have had their adventures along the way. The Munich picture narrowly escaped being sold off by the Nazis and it survived the Second World War in a fairy-tale castle in the Alps. The London painting was evacuated to a Lake District castle and a conservator then restored it using a cheese grater and a domestic iron. The mysterious Lausanne Sunflowers has always been out of sight in very private collections. The Ashiya picture was destroyed on the day that the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. The Tokyo painting became the world’s most expensive picture when it was sold in 1987. The Philadelphia Sunflowers was once owned by an artist who deliberately hung it where he could not see it. The Amsterdam version is the only one which remained with the Van Gogh family and it is now the centrepiece of the museum devoted to the artist.

Although much has been written about Van Gogh’s life and work, much less has been published about what later happened to his paintings. Through the Sunflowers we can see how the artist’s fame (and prices) developed. Three of the Sunflowers have played particularly important roles, the ones now in museums in Munich, London and Tokyo. With new research, including rare early photographs, it is possible to trace how the Arles still lifes became Van Gogh’s most iconic images. All seven Sunflowers have their very different stories to tell.




A NOTE TO THE READER

This paperback edition (2024) is an updated version of the original 2013 publication (with different pagination). The endnotes give the sources of quotations and identify artworks in the main text, along with some additional information. Van Gogh’s letters are referred to by the numbers used in the definitive 2009 edition, Vincent van Gogh – The Letters: The Complete Illustrated and Annotated Edition (www.vangoghletters.org). His paintings are identified by the ‘F’ numbers used in the 1970 catalogue raisonné by Jacob-Baart de la Faille, The Works of Vincent van Gogh: His paintings and drawings. Jan Hulsker’s The New Complete Van Gogh: Paintings, drawings, sketches has a concordance with de la Faille’s numbers (pp. 497–9). Gauguin’s letters up to 1888 are in Victor Merlhès, Correspondance de Paul Gauguin 1873–1888, 1984 (some later letters are published in various books). Gauguin’s paintings are identified by ‘W’ numbers. Pictures up until 1888 are in Daniel Wildenstein, Gauguin: A Savage in the Making, Catalogue Raisonné of the Paintings (1873–1888), 2002 and those from 1889 onwards in Georges Wildenstein, Gauguin, 1964. Museums owning the Arles still lifes simply entitle them Sunflowers, but here they are distinguished by the number of flowers – Three, Six, Fourteen and Fifteen. Van Gogh used the French term répétition for his own later versions of the August 1888 Sunflowers, which we translate as ‘copy’. Unless otherwise specified, illustrated works are by Van Gogh. Artworks and the archive at the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam are mainly owned by the Vincent van Gogh Foundation, set up with the family. Currency conversions in brackets relate to the appropriate year (and do not take inflation into account).




INTRODUCTION

‘NOTHING BUT LARGE SUNFLOWERS’

‘I’m painting with the gusto of a Marseillais eating bouillabaisse, which won’t surprise you when it’s a question of painting large Sunflowers,’ Vincent wrote to his brother Theo from Provence, referring to its much-loved fish soup. Van Gogh was working in Arles, just north of Marseille, where he had recently rented the Yellow House and was awaiting the arrival of his friend Gauguin. ‘I’d like to do a decoration for the studio. Nothing but large Sunflowers,’ he explained.1

This was in late August 1888 and two days afterwards Vincent wrote again to Theo, updating him on his progress: ‘At the end of this week I’ll have my four paintings and even if I add the price of all the colours that I’ve used up, the week won’t have been wasted. I got up very early every day, I dined and supped well, I was able to work assiduously without feeling myself weaken.’ Introducing a note of realism, he added that ‘we live in times when there’s no market for what we do . . . I fear that it will scarcely change during our lifetime.’ Van Gogh then mused more optimistically that so long as they were preparing the way ‘for the painters who will walk in our footsteps, that would already be something’.2

Van Gogh completed four sunflower paintings in just one week, culminating in his Fifteen Sunflowers (plate 17). Compositionally, this last work is simplicity itself, with just four elements – a modest pot, a bouquet of sunflowers, a table and a background wall.

He described the vase as ‘a yellow earthenware pot’.3 These rustic terracotta vessels were made in the south of France for storing food. Known as a pot à confit (preserving pot), they usually had two small handles. Van Gogh chose a less common type without handles (fig. 4). The earthenware was glazed inside (to seal it) and on the top half of the exterior, using a coating which creates a yellow-ochre colouring. In Fifteen Sunflowers, the shiny upper surface is indicated with four rough splodges of white to represent the reflection of light. The lower half of the exterior was left unglazed, so it could be moistened to help cool the contents during the Provençal summers.

Nineteenth-century artists tended to choose elegant vases for floral still lifes, but it is typical of Van Gogh that he opted for a more humble vessel. He always felt close to ordinary people and their lives (he even chose to paint still lifes of worn shoes). Presumably the earthenware pot was from his kitchen, which was adjacent to his studio on the ground floor of the Yellow House. It is quite possible that the pot had already been moved into the adjacent studio room – since it would have been the perfect size for storing paintbrushes.4 Van Gogh could never have got the tall sunflowers he painted into such a comparatively small pot, but he must have felt a larger vessel would look unbalanced in his composition.

The sunflowers themselves are of the common variety, Helianthus annuus (from Helios, the Greek god of the sun; anthos, meaning flower; and annuus, yearly). In the nineteenth century sunflowers were not cultivated in France for their oil (as they are now), but were just grown for pleasure in gardens. They flower from mid-July to mid-September, so when Van Gogh started work they would have been at their best.

The dramatic impact of this still life painting is enhanced by the juxtaposition of flowers at different stages in their lifespan, almost as in a human family. The bud in the lower left is bursting into life, with prominent green sepals protecting the developing flower. Seven flowers are in full bloom, their yellow-ochre petals aglow. Another seven are dying, having gone to seed; their petals have dropped off and the flower heads are beginning to develop into hundreds of golden seeds. These dramatic changes in the sunflower’s life cycle make it a visually arresting plant.

Fifteen Sunflowers therefore presents a reflection on the passage of time, in the vanitas tradition of Dutch seventeenth-century flower paintings. Once flowers are cut, their inevitable death is hastened, and Van Gogh was only too aware that they would ‘wilt quickly’ – and hence the need to complete his series of still lifes by the end of the week.5

A botanist might feel that Van Gogh has not depicted the sunflowers accurately enough, but that was hardly his intention. He robustly set out to capture the essence of the flower, with a degree of exaggeration and stylisation. He emphasised the striking green sepals, the large flowers with their spiky petals and the heavily textured seed heads. The sunflowers were given an earthy quality, in keeping with their rustic pot.

Van Gogh probably began the picture by very roughly sketching out the flowers with charcoal on the prepared canvas. He then started painting the light yellow background, leaving space on the canvas for a dozen flowers. Three further flowers were probably added subsequently: the bud in the lower left, the bloom in the lower right and the flower with prominent petals just above the signature. Originally the flowers were confined to the upper part of the picture, but these additions give extra life to the composition. The two lower flowers reach down towards the table, helping to unify the composition. Although the flowers are symbolic of the sun, there are no shadows cast by its light in the painting. This gives a flat, decorative quality to the work, reminiscent of the Japanese prints which Van Gogh so admired.

The flowers are painted in Van Gogh’s typical thick impasto, with large quantities of paint brushed on to the canvas. On the day he started on Fifteen Sunflowers he wrote to Theo, to place an urgent order for paint supplies from Paris. ‘What a pity painting costs so much,’ he added.6

It is normally assumed that Van Gogh depicted fifteen sunflowers, and these can be reasonably clearly distinguished. However, Louis van Tilborgh, a curator at the Van Gogh Museum, believes that there is a sixteenth flower. There is a tiny touch of green, which could be the centre of a bloom, just to the left of the large flower in the middle of the composition. However, this speck of green is more likely to be part of a mostly hidden leaf, so we are retaining the title Fifteen Sunflowers.7

There are two final elements of the composition. The lemon-coloured background is painted in a basketweave pattern, created with short horizontal and vertical brushmarks. Van Gogh frequently used this technique in Arles. This uneven surface catches the light in different ways, providing an interplay of textures (the impact is especially strong when viewing the original painting). The Yellow House was named after its exterior, and inside the walls were whitewashed; the yellow background in Fifteen Sunflowers is therefore Van Gogh’s own invention. The table is a simple band of yellow-ochre, painted fairly flatly.

Fifteen Sunflowers is finely balanced, with the colour of the table reflected in the somewhat similar colouring of the glazed upper part of the pot. These two areas almost touch, but not quite, imparting a tension to the work. The lemon-coloured background almost mirrors the similar colour on the lower half of the vessel. A few days before beginning the picture, Vincent told his brother: ‘Instead of trying to render exactly what I have before my eyes, I use colour more arbitrarily in order to express myself forcefully.’8

What makes the painting unusual is that it is nearly all painted in shades of the same colour. Vincent described it to his sister Willemien (Wil) as flowers ‘all in yellow . . . in a yellow vase and against a yellow background’.9 This colour would soon become seen as Van Gogh’s chromatic signature. In terms of total area, various shades of yellows represent over 95 per cent of the surface of the picture. The remainder is comprised of scattered strokes of green, dark brown and blue.

The few lines of blue play a crucial role. Blue is almost complementary to yellow-orange, lying nearly opposite to it in the colour circle. When placed next to each other, complementaries create a vibrant combination, singing out. Van Gogh’s use of blue to delineate sections of the composition, along parts of the pot and between the table and the wall, attracts the eye and helps to define the elements.

What may come as a surprise is quite how crudely the blue line above the table has been drawn, particularly the partly double line on the right side. This uneven and sketchy line lies mainly above the actual division between the table and the background, with slivers of creamy lemon background showing through below the blue. This is deliberate and not the result of clumsy brushwork. The bold decision to paint such a crude line adds an unexpected vibrancy to the composition.

The apparently horizontal blue line is also skewed, and is slightly higher on the left half of the composition. This again is deliberate, to break the monotony (it is a device which Paul Cézanne had used a few years earlier when depicting table tops). Similarly, although at a quick glance the pot may appear to sit in the centre of the picture, it is slightly closer to the right edge, again to avoid making the composition appear overly contrived. The pot itself is not completely symmetrical, but bulges on the left.

The most striking blue in the painting is the signature, with Vincent’s characteristic embellishments to the top of his ‘V’. He signed only around a sixth of his paintings, and he would normally only do so when he was pleased with the result and felt the work might be suitable as a gift or even for sale. He then usually signed in a lower corner, but in this picture that would have distracted the eye from the main part of the composition.

Emblazoned on the pot, the signature imparts an added personal touch – the sunflowers, displayed within the pot, are his. Since the signature is almost proprietorial, it may also suggest an element of friendly rivalry with Gauguin, for whose bedroom the picture was intended. Van Gogh was well aware that his friend had recently been decorating highly imaginative ceramic pots – but this simple one was his own.

Unusually among artists, Van Gogh signed his work with just his Christian name (Rembrandt is another notable example). As he once explained, he always used the name Vincent for ‘the excellent reason that people here [in France] wouldn’t be able to pronounce’ his surname.10 Gogh is a particularly difficult word for non-Dutch speakers, and the British, Americans and French all say it differently – and incorrectly (‘Goff’, ‘Go’ and ‘Gog’; it should be a guttural ‘Goc’).

In a deeper sense, Vincent felt uncomfortable as a ‘Van Gogh’. There were nearly always serious tensions with his parents and siblings. To Theo, the only family member he was really close to, he confessed a few years earlier that ‘in character I’m quite different from the various members of the family, and I’m actually not a “Van Gogh”’.11 Signing with his Christian name represented an assertion of independence.

In the very week he was working on Fifteen Sunflowers, Vincent told his brother that he was beginning ‘more and more to look for a simple technique that perhaps isn’t Impressionist’. He was striving to develop his own personal style. Vincent immediately added: ‘I’d like to paint in such a way that . . . everyone who has eyes could understand it.’12

Van Gogh can never have imagined the impact of his week’s work on world art. During his lifetime he was unable to sell the Sunflowers, despite the contacts of Theo, who ran a gallery in Paris. After Vincent’s death, his pictures quickly began to be appreciated and the Arles still lifes were increasingly seen as emblematic. They soon became regarded as the high point of Post-Impressionism and a major inspiration for Expressionism. Today the Sunflowers are arguably the most widely recognised artworks in the world.





PART I

THE ARTIST’S 
LIFETIME






CHAPTER ONE

MONTMARTRE

Van Gogh painted his first sunflowers in Montmartre in the summer of 1886, a few months after his arrival in Paris to stay with his brother.1 Vincent and Theo were then sharing an apartment at 54 Rue Lepic, a steep road that wound up to the top of the hill, which had three windmills on its summit. Just below the summit, and only a few minutes’ walk from where they lived, was a hillside of allotments where vegetables were grown among a scattering of flowers.

The windmills must have reminded the Van Gogh brothers of home, although the lofty setting overlooking Paris appeared strikingly different from the flat Netherlands. Montmartre was an area in transition. Vincent had briefly lived there in 1875, when he was working as a young art dealer, but much had changed. Montmartre had become increasingly built up and was almost an extension of the city, although the upper reaches still retained some of its rural atmosphere.

Three sunflower plants appear in the foreground of Van Gogh’s landscape of Le Moulin de Blute-Fin (plate 1), probably painted in August 1886. The early seventeenth-century windmill no longer ground corn and it had been turned into an entertainment centre, with a restaurant, café, dance hall and observation platform (visible to the right in the painting). Along with another windmill slightly further to the left, the cluster was known as the Moulin de la Galette. Its boisterous clientele was immortalised by artists such as Pierre-Auguste Renoir, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and Pablo Picasso, who focused on the characters who swarmed to Montmartre to spend or earn money.2 Van Gogh, however, was much more interested in the bucolic surroundings of the windmills.

In Le Moulin de Blute-Fin, Van Gogh used sunflowers as a device to add interest to the composition (their yellows have now darkened). The plant in the lower left is silhouetted against a shed, breaking up its dominating wooden doors. Two plants towards the right have touches of yellow which enliven the dark greens of the vegetation behind. Although sunflowers grew on this Montmartre hillside and would have been in bloom at this time of the year, Van Gogh presumably used artistic licence to shift their position slightly.

Le Moulin de Blute-Fin is quite different from the earlier landscapes that Van Gogh had painted in the Netherlands. During his six months in Paris, his palette had been transformed. Gone were the dark, sober tones, the predominant greys and browns which characterised his earlier Dutch pictures. These colours were typical of The Hague School artists, who had been fashionable in the Netherlands since the 1860s. In Le Moulin de Blute-Fin, the vibrant greens of the hillside and the blues of the sky reveal the influence of French contemporary art.

It was in Paris that Vincent began to mix with progressive artists, thanks partly to the contacts of his brother, who worked for the Boussod & Valadon gallery. Theo ran their branch in Boulevard Montmartre, in town, which sold nineteenth-century paintings, including the occasional Impressionist work. It was one of the major galleries for modern pictures and Paris was then the centre of the art world.

As a young man, Vincent’s first job had been with the same company, then known as Goupil. In 1869, at the age of sixteen, he joined as a young assistant at their gallery in The Hague, before being transferred to London and later to Paris. However, he was quite unsuited to the art trade. Outspoken and tactless, he proved inept at dealing with customers and was sacked in January 1876.

From then on Van Gogh was constantly on the move, searching for fulfilment. He worked briefly as a teacher in England, in Ramsgate and Isleworth, and then back in his homeland as a bookseller in Dordrecht. After that he studied Latin and Greek in Amsterdam. Van Gogh became deeply religious and went on to serve as a preacher in the Borinage, a desolate coalmining area in southern Belgium. Nothing seemed to suit him, and Van Gogh once complained that various members of his family were suggesting that he should become an accountant, a carpenter or a baker.3

At the age of twenty-seven Van Gogh changed tack. Abandoning his obsession with Christianity, he set out to be an artist. Moving to Brussels in 1880, he took his first tentative steps by trying to teach himself to draw and he enrolled for a few weeks at the art academy. Then the following year, after a brief period with his parents in the village of Etten, in the south of the Netherlands, he moved to The Hague. By this time Theo had already started to support his brother financially, sending him a regular allowance which enabled him to develop his skills as an artist. Vincent stayed in The Hague for two years, making real progress with drawing and then painting. There he lived with Sien Hoornik, a former prostitute, who served as his model.

Eventually tiring of life with Sien and her two young children, Van Gogh left in September 1883 to retreat to Drenthe, a remote area in the north of the country, where he spent two months depicting rural life. He then returned to his parents, who had moved to the village of Nuenen. There he concentrated his efforts on depicting the peasants, culminating in The Potato Eaters, his first major early painting.4 Relations with his family, which were frequently fraught, only deteriorated. In November 1885 Van Gogh departed for Antwerp, where he stayed three months and briefly studied at the art academy.

Van Gogh then made the crucial decision to head for Paris, where he transformed his art. He was thirty-two, and his brother was four years younger. He arrived on 28 February 1886 and within a few days had enrolled at the art school run by Fernand Cormon in the lower part of Montmartre. Among fellow students were two who would have a strong impact on him, Toulouse-Lautrec and Emile Bernard. Although Bernard was fifteen years younger than Van Gogh, they became close friends. Van Gogh’s training at Cormon’s was brief, just three months, and he left because, as always, he found the formal study of art frustrating.

Paris proved to be the decisive turning point in Van Gogh’s painting. Surprisingly, he had hardly heard of the Impressionists when he arrived, although their first exhibition had been held a dozen years earlier. As he had written to Theo a year before his arrival: ‘There’s a school – I believe – of – Impressionists. But I don’t know much about it.’5 That soon changed and he saw their eighth (and what turned out to be their final) exhibition, which opened on 15 May. This introduced Van Gogh to the radical work of Camille Pissarro, Georges Seurat, Paul Signac and, most importantly, Gauguin. Through his brother he also met two of the more established Impressionists whose work was handled by Boussod & Valadon, Edgar Degas and Claude Monet.

Later that year Van Gogh wrote to a British artist he had got to know in Antwerp, Horace Livens. Writing in English (which he had learnt from his years working in London), Van Gogh reported: ‘In Antwerp I did not even know what the Impressionists were, now I have seen them and though not being one of the club, yet I have much admired certain Impressionist pictures – Degas, nude figure – Claude Monet, landscape.’6

The Impressionists’ technique of using numerous small (but visible) brushstrokes to capture the transient effects of light had an immediate impact on Van Gogh. He admired the bold way they used colour, and this encouraged him to transform his own palette. This is particularly apparent in the flower still lifes he painted during his first summer in Paris.

When Van Gogh left Cormon’s studio in June, it was the perfect month for floral still lifes. They also made an ideal subject to tackle in the slightly cramped room in Theo’s apartment which served as his studio. Most importantly, still lifes did not involve having to get models, which Van Gogh always found difficult. He never had enough money, so frequently he couldn’t afford to pay them. But there was a further problem. Van Gogh was often an awkward character and he dressed shabbily, so strangers tended to shun him; respectable young women would certainly have been reluctant to pose for him.

Vincent was encouraged to do flower paintings by Theo, who believed that they might prove more marketable. Although still life was regarded as a relatively lowly genre – history paintings, landscapes and portraits were more highly rated – there was always a strong demand for flowers, especially for private homes. By focusing on floral arrangements, Van Gogh was harking back to Dutch traditions of the seventeenth century.

Since childhood Van Gogh had always appreciated nature and the changing seasons. His acute visual sense meant that he had a deep love of flowers. In 1874, while lodging in Brixton, in south London, he wrote that ‘I’m doing a lot of gardening and have sown sweet peas, poppies and reseda’.7 He also passed on brotherly advice to Theo: ‘Always continue walking a lot and loving nature, for that’s the real way to learn to understand art better and better. Painters understand nature and love it, and teach us to see.’8

A dozen years later, in Paris, Van Gogh found inspiration in the work of the Marseille artist Adolphe Monticelli, who had died on 29 June 1886. He particularly admired Monticelli’s thick impasto paint in his floral still lifes and his use of colour. It was the following year that the Van Gogh brothers acquired Monticelli’s Vase of Flowers (fig. 8). This still life was probably a gift from Alexander Reid, a Scottish dealer friend who was working for Theo at Boussod & Valadon and was also an admirer of the Marseille artist.9

Another painter whose work impressed Van Gogh was Edouard Manet, whose Vase of Peonies (fig. 9) had come up at auction on 5 June. Two years later in Arles, while working on his Sunflowers, Van Gogh vividly recalled Manet’s ‘large pink peonies and their green leaves on a light background’. It was ‘as much in harmony and as much a flower as anything you like, and yet painted in solid, thick impasto . . . That’s what I’d call simplicity of technique.’10 Van Gogh also admired Henri Fantin-Latour, a Parisian painter of flowers whose work then sold particularly well in Britain.

Above all, flowers gave Van Gogh the opportunity to explore the impact of colour, and especially the effect of bringing strong and often contrasting hues together. In his letter to Livens, he reported that he had ‘made a series of colour studies in painting simply flowers . . . seeking oppositions of blue with orange, red and green, yellow and violet’.11 These combinations represent complementary colours, which, when placed next to one another, have a vibrant effect.
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