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In a letter of March 1876 Van Gogh mentions buying etched
reproduc-

tions of works by Millet from the dealer who specialized in
paintings of

this type, Paul Durand-Ruel, and describes the other etched
reproduc-

tions that were on sale at his gallery. These were part of a
series of three

hundred etchings of paintings, published by the dealer between
1873 and

1875, which included a very small number after works by Monet,
Camille

Pissarro and Alfred Sisley, many of whose canvases were in
Durand-Ruels

stock at that date. But there is no indication that the dealer
had any of their

paintings on view when Van Gogh visited, and there was nothing
about

the black-and-white etched reproductions of their works that
would have

particularly attracted his attention. Nor is there any hint that
he was aware

of the preparations for the second Impressionist group
exhibition, which

opened at Durand-Ruels gallery three days after his visit on the
day of

his departure from Paris.

BEGINNINGS IN HOLLAND

After a long interlude during which he worked as a teacher and
as a preach-

er, Van Gogh decided in 1880 to become an artist. He remained in
Holland,

living in 1881-83 in The Hague, and otherwise mostly with his
family in theDutch countryside, first at Etten and then at Nuenen,
where his father, a

pastor, was posted in 1882. By this time, his brother Theo was
working

for the Goupil gallery in Paris, and had become manager of its
branch on

Boulevard Montmartre in 1881. From Paris, he kept Van Gogh
informed

about artistic developments in the city, but Vincent himself
remained con-

vinced that no new developments could surpass the work of the
artists he

idolized, notably Millet. He read Emile Zolas writings about
Edouard Manet

and asked Theo for information about the posthumous Manet
retrospective

exhibition at the Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts in 1884, but
insisted that

to me Millet, not Manet, is that essential modern painter who
opened the

horizon to many. As for Impressionism, he admitted that, living
in Hol-

land, he knew very little about it, even wondering, shortly
before he moved

to Paris in 1886, whether weve already heard the last of
Impressionism.
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1

Vincent van Gogh,

The potato eaters, 1885Van Gogh Museum,

Amsterdam

At the same time Van Gogh was taking an ever-increasing interest
in

colour, inspired largely by his reading rather than by any
direct experience

of works of art. It was Eugne Delacroixs practices that most
engaged him,

as described in texts by Charles Blanc and Thophile Silvestre,
which he

quoted at length in letters to Theo. In 1884, when the colour in
his paintings

was still very sombre, he wrote of his ambition to paint
canvases of the four

seasons, each conceived in terms of a different contrast of
complementary

colours: spring expressed by green against pink, summer by blue
against
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orange, autumn by yellow against violet, and winter by black
against white.

The following year, he began to explore ways of putting these
ideas into

practice. In his major work of 1885, The potato eaters(1), the
overall tonality

is very subdued, suggestive of the colour of the potatoes the
peasants are

eating, but he achieved the effects he was seeking by subtle
mixtures of

warm and cool colours. Later in the year, he described a group
of still-life

paintings, including Basket of apples(2), in terms of the colour
combina-

tions and contrasts that made them up.

During his time living with his family, Van Gogh had little
chance to

study original paintings by other artists. Nonetheless, a brief
trip to Amster-

dam in October 1885, followed by his move to Antwerp in
November,

opened his eyes to the ways in which the Old Masters had used
colour

notably Rembrandt van Rijn, Frans Hals and Peter Paul Rubens.
These

observations confirmed the ideas that he had derived from his
readings,

that the artist should not use colour to imitate reality, but
rather to create

harmonies that were parallel to nature, since, as he put it,
Colour expresses

2

Vincent van Gogh,

Basket of apples, 1885

Van Gogh Museum,

Amsterdam
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something in itself. The artists who had, he felt, explored
these ideas most

fully in recent years were Delacroix (3)and the landscapist
Jules Dupr.

PARIS 1886: PAINTING THICKLY

By 1886, the Paris gallery for which Theo worked had been
renamed Bous-

sod, Valadon & Cie, following the retirement of its founder
Adolphe Goupil.

The new management looked more favourably on recent developments
in

painting, and Theo was permitted to purchase a small number of
paint-

ings by the leading Impressionists. Only one of these, a canvas
by Sisley,

was still in the gallery when Van Gogh arrived in Paris. At this
stage Theo

did not, it seems, have any direct personal contact with the
Impressionist

painters.

Van Goghs first extensive exposure to Impressionist paintings
came

at two exhibitions in the spring and summer of 1886: the eighth
and final

Impressionist group exhibition, which ran from mid-May to
mid-June,

3

Eugne Delacroix,

Christ asleep during

the tempest, c. 1853

Metropolitan Museum

of Art, New York
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and the fifth Exposition Internationale organized by the dealer
Georges

Petit, from mid-June to mid-July. At the former, he would have
seen recent

pastels of bathing women by Edgar Degas (4), together with the
first ap-

pearance of Neo-Impressionist works, executed in small points of
variedcolour, by Georges Seurat, Paul Signac, Pissarro and others.
Petits show

included recent works by Pierre-Auguste Renoir and Monet (5).
Van Goghs

later memory of these initial experiences shows just how
difficult he found

it to assimilate modes of painting that were so startlingly
different from

anything he had seen before. A year later, he wrote to his
sister Willemien:

people have heard of the Impressionists, they have great
expectations of

them... and when they see them for the first time they are
bitterly, bitterly

disappointed and find them careless, ugly, badly painted, badly
drawn, bad

in colour, everything thats miserable. That was my first
impression, too,

when I came to Paris [...]. However, by the autumn of 1886 Van
Gogh was

beginning to find some value in their work, writing to the
English painter

Horace Mann Livens: In Antwerp I did not even know what the
Impression-

ists were, now I have seen them and though notbeing one of the
club, yet

4

Edgar Degas,

The tub, 1886

Muse dOrsay, Paris
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5

Claude Monet,

Tulip field, Holland,

1886

Muse dOrsay, Paris

>> 6

Vincent van Gogh,

The Hill of Montmartre,

1886

Krller-Mller

Museum, Otterlo

I have much admired certain Impressionist pictures Degas, nude
figure

Claude Monet, landscape. In the same letter, he also wrote of
having the

chance, once more, to study the work of Delacroix.

As this letter shows, Van Gogh already had a high regard for the
Impres-

sionists, but his paintings from the spring, summer and autumn
of 1886

show no sign of the impact of Impressionist painting. The
limited colour

range and relatively muted tonality of The Hill of
Montmartre(6)is strongly

reminiscent of the work of landscape painters from the previous
genera-

tion such as Charles-Franois Daubigny (7), whose pictures Van
Gogh had

greatly admired since his first visits to Paris; indeed, in 1884
he had noted

that Daubigny was very daringin colours.
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in the autumn of 1886 (9), he introduced fashionable figures,
underlining

Montmartres role as a form of urban playground. The inclusion of
suchfigures in oil paintings of urban scenes had been pioneered by
the Impres-

sionists, but by the mid-1880s many artists were exhibiting
equally con-

temporary cityscapes at the Paris Salon; indeed, Paul Franois
Quinsac

exhibited a very similar view, though very differently treated,
at the Salon

in 1887 (10).

Van Gogh did not specify which of Monets landscapes he had
admired,

but among those shown in Petits exhibition were two of the
latter artists

very recent views of Dutch tulip fields, which would undoubtedly
have

attracted Van Goghs attention (10). However, comparison of these
works

with Van Goghs landscapes of 1886 highlights the contrasts
between the

two. Monets intense colour and elaborately wrought, heavily
impasted

paint surfaces are utterly unlike the muted tonality and simple,
direct

execution of Van Goghs canvases. In Degass pastels of women
bathing,

8

Vincent van Gogh,

View of Montmartre,

1886

Van Gogh Museum,

Amsterdam
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he would have been able to see possible ways of combining colour
and

draughtsmanship, though again this was something that had no
immedi-

ate impact on his own work.

Van Goghs other major pictorial project in the late summer and
au-

tumn of 1886 was a sequence of ambitious flower still lifes
(11). Boldly and

quite thickly painted, with strong contrasts of colour and
texture, these

are evidently indebted to the flower pieces of the Provenal
painter Adol-

phe Monticelli, several of whose paintings the Van Gogh brothers
acquired

for their personal collection and who had died just that summer
(12). Van

Goghs new still lifes were a continuation of his preoccupation
with ques-

tions of colour during his final year in Holland. In his letter
to Livens, he

described his recent landscapes, presumably including The Hill
of Mont-

martre, as franklygreen, frankly blue, and explained the colour
contrasts in

9

Vincent van Gogh,

The Blute-fin mill, 1886

Museum de Fundatie,

Zwolle

10

Paul Franois Quinsac,

At the Moulin de la

Galette, 1887

Private collection

>> 11

Vincent van Gogh,

Vase with Chinese asters

and gladioli, 1886

Van Gogh Museum,

Amsterdam

>> 12

Adolphe Monticelli,

Flower still life, c. 1875

Van Gogh Museum,

Amsterdam
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