
Flower Beds in Holland (1883) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century 
Dutch artist) - Have you ever seen a tulip? These beauties 
brighten our spring with their glorious colors. When people think 
of  tulips, they think of  Holland because the Dutch adore these 
flowers. When the bulbs first came from Asia, they were treated 
like money. 

     Even though he was born in a land where people cultivated 
beauty, Vincent was not always cheered up by it. He was a quiet, 
thoughtful child and he grew up to be a sad, serious man. He 
worked as an art dealer for awhile but his job took him to 
London and he missed his homeland too much. He returned to 
Holland, became ill, and moved in with his parents. They did not 
get along well. He moved out and took up painting but he was so 
poor that his brother Theo bought supplies for him. This flower 
bed scene is one of  his early efforts. 

     This oil on canvas shows rectangular plots of  delicate pink, 
red, yellow, and blue hyacinths, not tulips. In our county, we see 
fields of  tasseled corn, green tobacco and soybean, or white 
cotton. The Dutch see blocks of  color! The vantage point places 
you at the end of  a field with a panoramic view of  spring flowers, 
bare trees, and thatched cottages. The light colors of  the flowers 
in the foreground are contrasted with the dark colors of  the trees 
and cottages in the background. The clouds fill the sky. Does this 
painting make you want to plant some bulbs this fall? 

     On its one-hundredth anniversary, this paining was given to 
the National Gallery of  Art in Washington, D. C. We do not have 
to travel far to see it because the Columbia Museum of  Art has it 
on exhibit from October to December 2019. Aren’t we lucky?

Edge of  a Wheat Field with Poppies (1887) by Vincent van Gogh 
(19th century Dutch artist) - Being able to see this painting 
person is a once-in-a-lifetime treat! Why? Edge of  a Wheat Field 
with Poppies is part of  a private collection. That means someone 
bought it to keep in their own home. Imagine waking up to see a 
van Gogh looking down at you every day. From time to time, 
owners of  a painting loan it to a museum for a special exhibit. 

     Vincent van Gogh was born and raised in the Netherlands 
which is the proper way to say Holland. Many of  his paintings 
were en plan air (French for “in the fresh air”). Like Monet whom 
we studied last year, he painted the same thing repeatedly. Van 
Gogh had such a short life, he went from one series to another 
quickly. This painting is part of  his wheat field series and he 
painted it near Paris not long after he failed at being a pastor. 

     Look carefully at his brush strokes and you can imagine him 
painting quickly before the scene changes. Long green lines for 
leaves and long yellow lines criss-crossing white ones for wheat. 
Streaks of  blue and white that could be rain. Blobs of  yellow 
leaves and red poppies. Thick white and gray blocks for clouds. 
In 444 days in Arles, he made 100 drawings and 200 paintings 
and wrote 200 letters. He treated time like it was precious. 

     Because the Bible has so many rural themes, painting wheat 
fields had a spiritual meaning for him. He wrote, “What can a 
person do when he thinks of  all the things he cannot understand, 
but look at the fields of  wheat... We, who live by bread, are we 
not ourselves very much like wheat... to be reaped when we are 
ripe.” To him, clouds and wind meant change; sowing seeds 
pointed to life and harvest, death.



Sower at Sunset (1888) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch 
artist) - Vincent van Gogh moved to Paris where many artists 
studied and learned from one another. He made friends but 
struggled to keep them. He felt like a failure because he had only 
sold one painting. Having been raised in the Dutch countryside 
as child, he moved to the French countryside as an adult. His 
unique style emerged in the last two years of  his life. 

     This painting belongs to his wheat field series. He admired the 
version by the realistic artist Jean François Millet but its colors 
were dark and drab. He modernized the sower by bathing the sky 
in the warm, bright glow of  the setting sun which spills into the 
field. Sun rays fill the sky and end it the upright golden stalks of  
wheat. The yellow hat and bag draw into the light while the 
sower’s blue clothing merge into the clumps of  blue and orange 
soil in the foreground. His bold brushstrokes of  the sun rays and 
wheat stalks signal a sense of  security. The random blobs of  soil 
leave us wondering what will happen to the seeds. 

     Many opposites are paired in the painting. The setting sun 
and the ripe harvest represent an ending of  a cycle while the 
sower point to the beginning. The beginning is in the foreground 
and ending is in the background. Both the seeds and the sky are 
going into darkness. The crows represent death and he included 
them in a wheat field painting made in the last weeks of  his life in 
1889. The complementary colors orange and blue are opposites 
on the color wheel. 

     The painting also points to the parable of  the sower (Matthew 
13:4-43). We see the seed being sown, falling on good soil, with 
crows ready to snatch them away and the path where seeds may 
not flourish. As troubled as van Gogh was, he clung to faith.

Olive Trees (1889) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch 
artist) - Vincent van Gogh was very troubled for he heard voices, 
saw visions, and felt depressed. He and a friend were painting 
together and they had a terrible argument which pushed him 
over the edge. He flew into a rage, cut himself, and stayed in a 
hospital. It must have been a nervous breakdown because he 
could not even remember what happened. His brother Theo 
took him to Paris. After s few months, his neighbors asked the 
police to take care of  the red-headed madman. Since he was ill, 
van Gogh stayed in a mental hospital in the countryside. 

     This painting belongs to his olive tree series. Van Gogh took 
his art supplies with him to the hospital. He was allowed to walk 
the orchards and paint what he saw. His tired body soaked up the 
warmth of  southern France. The silvery trees fascinated him 
because they took on different colors depending on the time of  
day. They attracted gem-colored insects as well. This painting is 
proof  of  it. While he was painting en plen aire, a dead grasshopper 
got mixed into his oils. A researcher spotted it while examining 
the painting with a microscope in 2017. 

     In a letter, van Gogh explained he saw violet shadows lying on 
sunny sand. The brilliant blue and green trees have touches of  
black and red on the branches. The red splotches are poppies. 
He used repetitive, rectangular brush strokes to convey the sun’s 
energy. He placed the strokes in waves which gives a sense of  
movement like when the grounds seems to shimmer on a hot day. 

     Nature relaxed him and he found great meaning in the olive 
orchards. The olive symbolized God to him for Jesus spent his 
night of  praying in an olive orchard. Watching workers in the 
orchard while he painted made him feel closer to God and man.



Weaver (1884) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch artist) - 
Vincent van Gogh and his younger brother Theo were very 
close. They were four years apart in age, and Theo named his 
first son after Vincent. Theo, an arts dealer, gave his brother 
money. He also wrote many long letters to Vincent who kept 
none. Vincent answered back sometimes and Theo kept every 
scrap. He mainly described his art in these letters. Theo died 
young like his brother, six months after Vincent died. Theo’s 
widow brought the art and letters to the attention of  the world. 

     This painting belongs to his peasant character studies. He had 
moved in with his parents in the village of  Nuenen because his 
art was ignored. He admired the realistic peasant paintings by 
Jean François Millet. Brilliant colors had not captured Vincent’s 
imagination yet so his paintings during this time were dark and 
drab. He did feel connected to the working poor because he 
found himself  poor. He wrote to Theo that he preferred being 
with people who knew nothing of  the outside world.  

     Vincent became enchanted with the weavers in the village. He 
struggled to draw a weaver working at the loom because the 
rooms were small. He failed until he found a room with two 
looms. He wrote to his brother that looms were “made of  oak 
grimed by sweaty hands” and gave a “sort of  sigh or lament.” 
This painting of  a weaver is distinctive because of  the presence 
of  the spinning wheel and the red cloth on the loom. Bright 
colors were unusual in this series of  paintings. In a sombre room 
with white-washed walls and wooden floors stands two wooden 
contraptions. The light from the window points the eye to the red 
cloth and the loom. The weaver has a look of  meditation which 
Vincent commented on in his letters. His peaked cap, vest, and 
pants are gray while his blouse is green.

Cart with Red and White Ox (1884) by Vincent van Gogh (19th 
century Dutch artist) - Vincent’s father was a pastor but the son 
was drawn to art. He became an art dealer at the Hague in New 
Amsterdam and in London and Paris. After losing interest in this 
line of  work, Vincent thought his calling was to preach the 
gospel. His parents were willing to pay a college education but he 
failed the entrance exam and he failed a short course. He went to 
Belgium to minister to coal miners and felt such strong kinship 
for the homeless that he moved into a hut and slept on a dirt 
floor. His parents feared he was losing his mind. 

     The parish let him go and he took art lessons because he 
enjoyed sketching pictures of  peasants in Belgium. He studied 
oils with his cousin’s husband for three weeks whose realistic 
landscape paintings of  cattle hang in major museums today. 
When he moved in with his parents, he began his peasant series 
of  people living near his parents. He interrupted it to paint two 
ox-carts. He wrote to to his brother Theo, “The last things I did 
are a couple of  rather large studies of  ox-carts, a black ox and a 
red and white one.” Besides the color choices, another important 
difference was discovered by a university in Oregon nine years 
ago. They x-rayed the work with the black ox and found that the 
canvas was very finely woven and therefore expensive. The red 
and white ox painting was made of  the less expensive canvas on 
wood panel. While it is unclear which came first, the cost points 
to his ambition of  being a serious artist. 

     This painting is an early painting by van Gogh. The colors 
are dark and natural, and the intention is realistic. While the 
brushstrokes are wide, they lack the thickness and pattern of  his 
later paintings. It seems to have been painted at sunset for the 
colors are warm and the light source is at an angle.



The Night Café (1888) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch 
artist) - In 1888, Vincent van Gogh moved to southern France, 
thinking that sunny Arles could heal his ragged cough. Wheat 
fields outside of  town caught his eye; his warmest paintings were 
made here. He believed this port on the Rhône was the perfect 
spot to found a colony for artists. Several artist did come to Arles 
to paint. Vincent began to spend many evenings at this café 
which was open all night because, as he wrote, night owls “can 
take refuge there when they have no money to pay for a lodging.” 
Vincent ran up a debt with the owner  Joseph-Michel Ginoux 
and paid some of  it with this painting. 

     The title is written below his signature. In the background is a 
half-curtained doorway leading to private rooms. Five sleepy 
customers huddle at tables along the left and right walls and the 
landlord stands beside a billiard table facing the viewer. Wildly 
vivid colors contrast with the darkness outdoors. The green 
ceiling, golden floor, and yellow glowing gas ceiling lamps clash 
with the red upper walls. Thick lines of  paint lead toward the 
door in the back. The perspective looks down at the floor. 

     Vincent slept by day and worked for three nights in a row. He 
wrote to Theo, “I am probably going to begin on the interior of  
the café where I have a room, by gas light, in the evening.” 
Japanese woodblock prints inspired him to simplify his colors 
scheme. His choices did not match reality for they had meaning, 
“I have tried to express the terrible passions of  humanity by 
means of  red and green… Everywhere there is a clash and 
contrast of  the most alien reds and greens, in the figures of  little 
sleeping hooligans, in the empty dreary room, in violet and 
blue… The white clothes of  the landlord, watchful in a corner of  
that furnace, turn lemon-yellow, or pale luminous green.”

Starry Night over the Rhône (1888) by Vincent van Gogh (19th 
century Dutch artist) - Vincent van Gogh leased an empty yellow 
house with the vision of  founding a community of  artists. The 
building was roomy enough for a studio and a gallery and for 
bedrooms upstairs. During the summer of  1988, he exchanged 
letters with other artists. He started a project to make paintings to 
decorate the yellow house and this was one of  them. Van Gogh 
painted two versions of  a starry night and this was the first. 

     The yellow house was a two minute walk from the spot on the 
river bank where Vincent stood and painted this scene. In the 
background is nature's night sky battling against artificial gas 
lighting along the bank of  the river. To a fellow artist, Vincent 
stated the heavenly colors are the “sparkling of  pink and green 
on the cobalt blue field of  the night sky whereas the lights of  the 
town and its ruthless reflections are red gold and bronzed green.” 
In the foreground are some sailboats and a couple on a night 
stroll. He also wrote to Theo, “On the aquamarine field of  the 
sky the Great Bear is a sparkling green and pink, whose discreet 
paleness contrasts with the brutal gold of  the gas.” Ironically, he 
made the painting with the help of  a gas jet (artificial light). 

     The dark realistic paintings van Gogh made of  peasants were 
his first efforts. He has been taking lessons and has been in 
contact with the artists developing a new style. His paintings in 
Arles are still somewhat realistic but van Gogh’s ideas of  colors 
have become bold. Colors hold meaning for him. He also 
explores the effect of  light especially as reflections on the water. 
Originally, he had intended for the humans to have a greater 
role. He became so enamored with playing with light, color, and 
water that the couple on the bank took a back seat.



Head of  a Peasant (1885) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century 
Dutch artist) - Some people have a favorite artist. As you spend 
more time studying pictures at Harvest, you find a favorite artist, 
too. Vincent van Gogh’s favorite artist was Jean-François Millet. 
He was a French artist who painted realistic pictures and his 
favorite subject was peasants. Vincent’s family lived in the 
country and he felt a kinship with the poor because he only sold 
one painting as an artist. Vincent had no money and depended 
on his family for help. He lived on the edge of  poverty, too. 

     Seeing peasants work with their hands made Vincent’s fingers 
itch. He sketched women sewing handkerchiefs, peeling potatoes, 
cooking by a fireplace, sweeping, winding yarn, mending nets, 
and sitting with a child. The men in his paintings wove basket, 
tended sheep, sowed seeds, and worked at looms. He revealed to 
us their favorite fashions with an assortment of  hats and thick, 
coarse clothing. They planted an abundance of  potatoes. 

     Vincent, like many young artists of  his day, disagreed with 
traditional artists. They depicted wealthy people posing for stiff, 
formal portraits. He followed the peasants and captured them in 
the moment, toiling for food. They cared about perfecting an art 
technique but he cared about the spirit of  the people. He did not 
feel accepted by the traditional artists and he thought he got 
along better with “poor and common folk.” He wrote, “After all, 
it’s right and proper that I should live like an artist in the 
surroundings I'm sensitive to and am trying to express.” 

     Vincent begged his brother Theo to join him. “Break loose 
from your bonds… Don’t seek [the future] in Paris, don’t seek it 
in America; it is always the same, forever, and ever exactly the 
same. Make a thorough change indeed, try the heath.”

Self-Portrait (1887) by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch 
artist) - Sunday, 3 March 1878. My dear Theo, 

     It’s time to write to you again, how I should like to have been 
with you today, it was such beautiful weather here, and one feels 
that spring is coming. In the country one would probably have 
been able to hear a lark, but that’s difficult in the city, unless one 
notices the sounds of  the lark’s song in the voice of  some old 
minister whose words come from a heart tuned like a lark’s… 

     Uncle told me that Daubigny has died, I freely admit that it 
made me sad to hear it, just as it did to hear that Brion had died 
(his Saying Grace is hanging in my room), because the work of  such 
men, if  one understands it, moves one more deeply than one is 
aware of… A work that is good—it can hardly last for eternity 
but the idea expressed in it can, and the work itself  almost 
certainly continues to exist for a long time and, if  others appear 
later, they can do no better than to follow in the footsteps of  such 
predecessors and to do it the same way. Speaking of  a good work, 
would you care to have a Flemish Imitation of  Christ? I hope to 
send it to you shortly. 

     [Pastor said] that at certain times in his life he had benefited 
from forgetting himself  altogether and throwing himself  into 
work without a second thought; that he had done a lot then and 
had later found himself  stronger and more advanced in what he 
intended to do and clear in his mind… 

     Have you read anything beautiful lately? Do make sure 
somehow to get hold of  and read the books by Eliot, you won’t 
be sorry, Adam Bede, Silas Marner, Felix Holt, Romola (Savonarola’s 
story), Scenes of  Clerical Life…  Your loving brother, Vincent



Chair and Pipe by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch artist) - 
Have you ever peeked at a friend’s drawing and it inspired you to 
draw something like it? That happens with artists all the time. 
Vincent van Gogh hoped to forge a community of  artists and 
renting a yellow house in Arles was a step in that direction. He 
begged fellow artist Paul Gauguin to join him and he showed up 
in October 1888. They decided to do pendant paintings: a pair 
of  paintings that are meant to go together. Both showed a pipe in 
a chair but they told different stories. 

    Vincent described his friend’s version like this: “Somber 
reddish-brown wood, the seat of  greenish straw, and in the 
absent one’s place a lighted torch and modern novels.” Gaugin’s 
darker colors and lit lamp implies a nighttime setting. His 
wooden armchair with a plush cushion was placed on a floral rug 
— all signs of  wealth in a cozy spot for a man of  leisure. 

     Van Gogh’s choices gave a different impression. He wrote, “I 
have tried for an effect of  light by means of  clear color.” Vincent 
chose the purest shade of  each major color that are opposites on 
the color wheel: blue and orange; red and green. He set a plain 
wooden chair with a pipe and an open pouch of  tobacco on a 
red tile floor. The only luxury the owner can afford is tobacco. 
Even his chair points to his affinity with the peasants. 

     These pendants are often shown together. Sometimes the 
chairs are show turned toward one another because the two 
artists were friends. Most of  the time the chairs are turned away 
from each other because, after only two months, the artists had a 
terrible fight and they could not patch up their friendship. 
Vincent died only six months later.

Sunflowers by Vincent van Gogh (19th century Dutch artist) - 
Vincent van Gogh like sunflowers so much that he painted two 
different series of  them: one set showed sunflower heads lying on 
the ground and another set showed a bouquet arranged in a vase. 

     He had a bright for the yellow house.. He planned to paint a 
sunflower series and arrange a dozen of  them on one wall. In 
August of  1888, he wrote to Theo, “I’m painting with the gusto 
of  a Marseillais [a person from Marseille, France] eating 
bouillabaisse [soup], which won’t surprise you when it’s a 
question of  painting large SUNFLOWERS.” He listed the 
finished paintings and gushed, “I’ll probably not stop there. In 
the hope of  living in a studio of  our own with Gauguin, I’d like 
to do a decoration for the studio. Nothing but large Sunflowers.” He 
concluded, “The whole thing will therefore be a symphony in 
blue and yellow. I work on it all these mornings, from sunrise.” 

     You may be wondering how they turned out. He painted four 
vases: two were green and two yellow. The backgrounds were all 
different: turquoise, royal-blue, blue-green, and yellow. The tables 
varied—a floral table cloth, purple, goldenrod, and maize. Sadly, 
the royal blue burnt in a fire in Tokyo, Japan in a World War II 
air raid in the summer of  1945. 

     Vincent’s life ended sadly. After he and Paul Gauguin argued, 
his friend left. He felt like his dreams for the yellow house had 
been destroyed. He had a nervous breakdown and checked into a 
mental hospital. His health worsened and he checked out after 
staying five months. He was cheerfully painting for about two 
months. A feeling of  failure crept over him and dashed his hope 
for the future. He shot himself  in the stomach and died a few 
days later. Theo became paralyzed and died six months later.


