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            Artist Studies h Vincent van Gogh Vincent van Gogh (pronounced Vincent vun- KHOKH) (1853–1890) Dutch Post-impressionist painter. Considered one of the greatest Dutch painters, although he remained poor and virtually unknown throughout his life. (van Gogh is my personal favorite Artist, so much so I have a shelf dedicated to him in my family room.) As a Literature student in college, I was fortunate enough to do a semester abroad. I had no interest in art and have no idea what made me walk into the Van Gogh Museum while backpacking in Amsterdam, but it changed the way I viewed the world around me. I spent 6 hours that day enamored by the thick brush strokes and vivid colors of Van Gogh’s art and have studied his body of work ever since. I find the chaos of his brush strokes and the honest depictions of real life fascinatingly complex while at the same time awkwardly comforting. It is no secret that van Gogh struggled with mental illness, but what I find so incredible is that he only spent the last 10 years of his life practicing art. He was totally a dysfunctional part of society and somehow I get that. Moreover, I am always humbled and saddened by the fact that one of the greatest artists of the modern era never knew success while he was living. Van Gogh only sold one painting during his lifetime The Red Vineyard, which sold in Brussels for 400 Francs only a few months before his death. 
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Artist Studies h Vincent van Gogh
 VincentvanGogh(pronouncedVincentvun-KHOKH) (1853–1890) DutchPost-impressionistpainter.ConsideredoneofthegreatestDutchpainters,althoughheremainedpoorandvirtuallyunknownthroughouthislife.(vanGoghismypersonalfavoriteArtist,somuchsoIhaveashelfdedicatedtohiminmyfamilyroom.)
 AsaLiteraturestudentincollege,Iwasfortunateenoughtodoasemesterabroad.IhadnointerestinartandhavenoideawhatmademewalkintotheVanGoghMuseumwhilebackpackinginAmsterdam,butitchangedthewayIviewedtheworldaroundme.Ispent6hoursthatdayenamoredbythethickbrushstrokesandvividcolorsofVanGogh’sartandhavestudiedhisbodyofworkeversince.Ifindthechaosofhisbrushstrokesandthehonestdepictionsofreallifefascinatinglycomplexwhileatthesametimeawkwardlycomforting.ItisnosecretthatvanGoghstruggledwithmentalillness,butwhatIfindsoincredibleisthatheonlyspentthelast10yearsofhislifepracticingart.HewastotallyadysfunctionalpartofsocietyandsomehowIgetthat.Moreover,Iamalwayshumbledandsaddenedbythefactthatoneofthegreatestartistsofthemoderneraneverknewsuccesswhilehewasliving.VanGoghonlysoldonepaintingduringhislifetimeTheRedVineyard,whichsoldinBrusselsfor400Francsonlyafewmonthsbeforehisdeath.
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2 Artist Studies with donna downey
 TheRedVineyard,1888
 • Inhislifetime,VincentvanGoghcompletedmorethan2,100worksofart,consistingof860oilpaintingsandmorethan1,300watercolors,drawingsandsketches.Severalofhispaintingsnowrankamongthemostexpensiveintheworld.
 Irises,may1889PortraitofDr.Gachet,1890
 • "Irises"soldforarecord$53.9million,andhis"PortraitofDr.Gachet"soldfor$82.5million.
 VanGoghFastFunFacts
 • Vincentistheoldestchildof6,butwasnotthefirstborn.OnexactlythesamedayoneyearearlierhisparentsgavebirthtoastillbornsontheynamedVincent.YES,Vincentwasalsonamedthesameoneyearlater.Hisnameandbirthdatealreadyetchedonhisdeadbrother'sheadstone.
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Artist Studies h Vincent van Gogh • Hefailedatmultiplejobsbeforebecominganartist;artdealer,pastor,schoolteacher,clerkata
 bookstore.• Henevermarriedorhadchildren.• VanGoghwasaself-taughtartistwithoutanyformaltraining,becauseofthisheoftendoubted
 hisabilities,ashishisparents.ItwashisbrotherTheothatbelievedinhimandcontinuedtopushVincentforwardandevensupportedhimfinancially.
 • InthetenyearsvanGoghpaintedhecreatednearly900paintings.Ifyoudothemathonthatitworksouttobelikeanewartworkevery36hours.
 • TypicalcolorsinVanGogh'spaletteincludedyellowocher,chromeyellow,cadmiumyellow,chromeorange,vermilion,Prussianblue,ultramarine,leadwhiteandzincwhite,emeraldgreen,redlake,redocher,rawsienna,andblack.
 • Heusedcomplementarycolorstomakehiscolorsseembrighter,usingyellowsandorangeswithbluesandredswithgreens.Hischoiceofcolorsvariedwithhismoodsandoccasionallyhedeliberatelyrestrictedhispalette,suchaswiththesunflowers,whicharealmostentirelyyellows.
 • VanGoghpaintedveryrapidly,withasenseofurgency,usingthepaintstraightfromthetubeinthick,graphicbrushstrokescalledimpasto.
 • VanGoghsufferedfrequentepisodesofdepression,paralyzinganxietyand,accordingtosomeaccounts,thesymptomsofbipolardisorder.
 • Hewasaddictedtodrinkingabsinthe,however,hewasadditionallyknowntohavesippedturpentineandeatpaint.Hewouldpaintandstickthepaintbrushinhismouth,notagoodchoicesincethepaintsthencontainedlead.
 • OnetheoryaboutVanGoghcuttingoffhisearisthatduringanepilepticseizureheattemptedtoattackhisfriendPaulGauguinwithanopenrazorandthatheaccidentallycutoffalargepieceofhisear.
 • VanGoghwentouttopaintonemorningcarryingaloadedpistolandshothimselfinthechest,butthebulletdidnotkillhim.Hewasfoundbleedinginhisroom.VanGoghwastakentoanearbyhospitalandhisdoctorssentforTheo,whoarrivedtofindhisbrothersittingupinbedandsmokingapipe.VincentvanGoghdiedinthearmsofhisbrother.Hewas37yearsold.
 • HisbrotherTheodiedsixmonthsafterVincentandisburiednexttohiminAuvers,France.• VanGogh’sbrotherTheo'swife,Johanna,collectedasmanyofvanGogh'spaintingsasshecould
 whenhedied,butdiscoveredthatmanyhadbeendestroyedorlost,vanGogh'sownmotherhavingthrownawaycratesfullofhisart.
 • Inspiteofhislackofsuccessduringhislifetime,vanGogh’slegacylivesonhavingleftalastingimpactontheworldofart.VanGoghisnowviewedasoneofthemostinfluentialartistshavinghelpedlaythefoundationsofmodernart.
 MosteverythingweknowaboutvanGoghisfromthecorrespondencehekeptwithhisfamilyandmoreimportantlyhisbrotherTheo.Almostdaily,inalmost800letters,vanGoghwroteandbaredhistorturedsoulinhisletterstohisbrotherTheo.Henotonlywritesabouthisdailylife,theinspirationsandthestoriesbehindsomeofhismostreveredmasterpieces.OvertheyearsIhavereaddozensofbooksonvanGoghandalthoughsomehavewrittendifferenttheoriesabouthismadnesstheonethingthatcannotbedisputedarethewordshandwrittenbyvanGoghhimselfinhisletters.
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4 Artist Studies with donna downey Itisincrediblyfascinatingtolearnmoreabouttheartistinhisownwords.Iamincludingafewofmyfavoriteandbetterknownpaintingsandalittlesnippetabouteachbelow.SomeofthedescriptionsarepulleddirectlyfromvanGogh’sletterstoTheo.
 StarryNight
 TheStarryNight,1889|MuseumofModernArtinNewYork,NY
 • VanGoghpaintedTheStarryNightwhileinanasyluminFrance.Hewasgivenpaintsandastudiowhilehospitalized.Hesufferedfromparanoiaandfitsitseemedhismentalhealthwasrecoveringwhilethere.
 • Howeversoonafterbeingreleased,hebegantosufferhallucinationandhavethoughtsofsuicideasheplungedintodepression.Thismarksatonalshiftinhiswork.HereturnedtoincorporatingthedarkercolorsfromthebeginningofhiscareerandStarryNightisawonderfulexampleofthatshift.
 • InalettertoTheohedescribeshisinspiration,“ThismorningIsawthecountrysidefrommywindowalongtimebeforesunrise,withnothingbutthemorningstar,whichlookedverybig,”
 • VanGoghpaintedthisfromacombinationofimagination,memory,emotionandobservation,depictsanexpressiveswirlingnightskyandasleepingvillage,withalargeflame-likecypress,thoughttorepresentthebridgebetweenlifeanddeath,loomingintheforeground.
 • Ihaveseenthisinpersonandthethickbrushstrokesofoilpaintareincredible!IwassurprisedtoseethatitwasquiteabitsmallerthanIhadimaginedmeasuringonly29x36”(72x92cm).
 Sunflowers

Page 5
                        
                        

Artist Studies h Vincent van Gogh
 Sunflowers,1888-1889
 NationalGallery,LondonNeuePinakothekMuseum,MunichVanGoghMuseum,AmsterdamPhiladelphiaMuseumofArt.
 • Hepaintedatotaloftwelvepaintingwithinhisseriesofsunflowers.• Vincenthimselfneveractuallystatedwhyhelikedthesunflowersinparticular;however,
 referencestothemaremadeinhisletters.InalettertohissisterhewritesabouthisfriendGauguincomingtolivewithhiminArles.Thengoesontosaythatheintendstodecoratethewholestudiowithnothingbutsunflowers.Onthesameday,healsowrotethisinalettertoTheo,“NowthatIhopetolivewithGauguininastudioofourown,Iwanttomakedecorationsforthestudio.Nothingbutbigflowers.Nextdoortoyourshop,intherestaurant,youknowthereisalovelydecorationofflowers;Ialwaysrememberthebigsunflowersinthewindowthere.”
 • Thecolorsarevibrantandexpressemotionsassociatedwiththelifeofsunflowers:therearebrightyellowsofthefullbloomandbrownsofawiltingflowerdying.Thecolorstellastoryratherthandepictastilllife.
 Self-Portraits
 Overthecourseof10years,vanGoghcreatedmorethan43self-portraitsasbothpaintingsanddrawings.Heusedhimselfasthesubjectbecausehecouldnotaffordlivemodelstositforhim.(Whichcouldalsolenditselftowhyhechosetopaintpeasantsandreallifescenariosinthefields.)TherearealsonotmanyactualphotographsofvanGoghandwerelyonhisself-portraitstodocumenthislifeandphysicalchanges.HewrotethistohissisterWilhelmina,
 “OfmyownworkIthinkthatthepictureofpeasantseatingpotatoesIdidinNuenenisaprèstoutthebestI'vedone.ButsincethenI'vehadnochanceofgettingmodels,thoughontheotherhandIdidhavethechancetostudythecolourquestion.AndifIshouldfindmodelsagainformyfigureslater,thenIwouldhopetobeabletoshowthatIamaftersomethingotherthanlittlegreenlandscapesorflowers.”
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6 Artist Studies with donna downey
 Self-Portrait,1887|DetroitinstituteofArts•Self-Portrait,1889|Museed'Orsay,Paris•Self-PortraitwithBandagedEar,1889|CourtauldGalleries,London)•Self-portraitwithoutBeard,1889|PrivateCollection
 • VanGoghusedportraitpaintingasawaytodevelophisskillsasanartist.• Somethingtothinkabout:vanGogh'sself-portraitsaredepictingthefaceasitappearedin
 themirror;therefore,hisrightsideintheimageisinrealitytheleftsideofhisface.• VanGogh’sSelf-PortraitwithBandagedEarwaspaintedjustweeksafteraportionofVan
 Gogh’searwascutoff.Hisrightearisbandagedintheportraitthoughinrealitythewoundwastohisleftear;thediscrepancyisduetohispaintingwhilelookingatamirrorimage.
 o IhavereadmanydifferentaccountsofwhattookplaceonthenightvanGoghcutoffhisear.Whatevertheexactcircumstances,wedoknowthatithappenedduringanargumentwithhisroommatePaulGauguin.GauguinboardedthetraintoParisthenextday.
 • AprivatecollectorboughtSelf-PortraitwithoutBeardin1998atacostof$71.5million.Itwasthelastself-portraiteverpaintedbythevanGoghandistheonlyportraitwithouthisbeard.
 • Hewroteinalettertohissister,"Iamlookingforadeeperlikenessthanthatobtainedbyaphotographer.”Andlatertohisbrother,“Peoplesay,andIamwillingtobelieveit,thatitishardtoknowyourself.Butitisnoteasytopaintyourself,either.TheportraitspaintedbyRembrandtaremorethanaviewofnature,theyaremorelikearevelation.”
 >>>Hereisalinktoareallycoolvideotowatchmorphinghisportraitstogether.
 TheStoryofaChair
 Ioftenrefertomypaintingprocessas“tellingstories”;thesubject,thebrushwork,thecolors,theshape,thesize…theseallshareequalpartsinthestorytellingprocessofapainting.Thatsaidthisalwaysgarnersafewskepticallooksfromtheperson(s)asIexplainit.SoIwanttotellyouoneofmyfavoritevanGoghstoriesaboutachairorchairsinthiscase.
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Artist Studies h Vincent van Gogh
 Vincent'sChairwithHisPipe,1888Gauguin'sArmchair,1888London,NationalGalleryAmsterdam,VanGoghMuseumVanGoghpaintedtwochairsandtheyareamongthemostoftenanalyzedofhisworks.Thesechairslikeaself-portrait,cantellyoualotorastoryaboutthepersonssittinginthem.VanGogh'schairisshownassimpleandunpretentious,aplainstrawchaironared-tiledfloor.Gauguin'schair,ontheotherhand,isfarmoreornate.ThechairsrepresentVanGogh'sownperceptionofhimselfasopposedtoGauguin.Vincent'srelationshipwithPaulGauguinwasextremelyturbulentandendedwithhisearbeingcutoff.VanGoghperceivedandpaintedhischair/himselfsensibleandhumbleandafarlessegotisticalashedidGauguin’schair.Thesepaintingsareconsideredtobecompanionpiecesandwhenhungtogethertellthestoryofeachman.TakingamuchcloserlookbeyondtheobviousyoucantotallyseehowvanGoghusedinanimatefurnituretodepicteachartist’spersonalities.Whenthepaintingsareplacedfacingtowardeachother,theirdifferencesandproblemsfadeandfriendliermoodiscreated.However,whenthetwopaintingsarepositionedfacingoutwardfromeachother,astheyusuallyare,theyareportraitsoftwoverydifferentpeople,notunited.
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8 Artist Studies with donna downey
 Mythoughts…
 AsanartistIamcompletelyenamoredbyVanGogh'swork.Iamempoweredknowinghewasself-taughtandthathecontinuedonhisowncoursethatcontradictedtheimpressionisticandmoreappreciatedstyleofthetime.Hepaintedreallifeinhisdepictionsofpeasantorthemorallyquestionablefacesofprostitution,withatechniquethatgrewmoreandmoreimpassionedinbrushstroke,insymbolicandintensecolor,insurfacetension,andinthemovementandvibrationofformandline.IfindvanGogh'spaintingspowerfulanddramaticandasIpickupmyownbrushIamawareofhowmybrushworktellsastorybothimaginativeandemotional.MybiggesttakeawayfromtheyearsofpersonalfascinationandprofessionalstudyisthatvanGoghbothpersonallyandartisticallywascompletelyabsorbedwiththehumanstruggleagainstmadnessandcapturingthespiritualessenceofmanandnature.
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