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Vincent van Gogh (Zundert, 30 March 1853 – Auvers-sur-Oise, 
29 July 1890) is currently regarded as one of the greatest 
modern masters. He was highly influential in modern art, 
due to his expressive use of colour and his personal view 
of reality. During his lifetime, however, Van Gogh received 
little recognition. He sold very few works and was financially 
supported by his brother Theo, with whom he maintained a 
detailed correspondence.

In 1908, Helene Kröller-Müller acquires the painting Edge 
of a wood at auction for 110 florins. This was the start of the 
now world-renowned Van Gogh collection of Anton and 
Helene Kröller-Müller. For the composition of their collection 
of modern art, they take advice from the art teacher H.P. 
Bremmer, who has a particular fondness for Van Gogh. Their 
budget was virtually unlimited. Between 1908 and 1929, they 
acquired 91 paintings and 180 works on paper by the artist. 
Thanks to them, the  Kröller-Müller Museum has the second 
largest collection of works by Van Gogh in the world. 

Vincent van Gogh was only celebrated among small circles 
at the start of the 20th century. The amount of attention he 
received from the Kröller-Müllers has contributed greatly  
to the recognition that his work currently enjoys.

VINCENT VAN 
GOGH IN THE 
KRÖLLER-MÜLLER 
COLLECTION
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THE RELIGION OF UNREMITTING LABOUR

Borinage / Brussels / Etten 1880 - 1881

At first, Vincent Van Gogh’s life is a succession of failures. 
After a rather unsuccessful period working as an art-dealer, 
he plans to follow in his father’s footsteps and become a 
clergyman. However, in the summer of 1880 he decides to 
apply himself to becoming an artist. He realizes that he can 
also serve God as an artist and devotes himself to this new 
calling with total conviction. With financial support from 
his brother Theo, he endeavours to master the profession 
through self-tuition. ‘I now have the feeling that I have a 
draughtman’s paw, and it makes me so happy to possess 
such an instrument, clumsy as it may be’, writes Vincent to 
Theo in November 1881. He selects social themes and draws 
the people in his immediate vicinity. Initially, he works in 
the Borinage, where he also briefly serves as preacher, and 
in Brussels, but in 1881 he departs for his family home in 
Etten. There, the peasants of Brabant provide a theme for 
his numerous studies. For him, their unremitting labour 
symbolizes the true faith.



NOVICE PAINTER

The Hague 26 December 1881 - 11 September 1883

As an artist, Van Gogh is largely self-taught, but in 1881 he 
seeks artistic support from his cousin by marriage Anton 
Mauve in The Hague, who is already a successful landscape 
painter. Through him Van Gogh also comes into contact with 
the work of the brothers Jacob and Matthijs and George 
Hendrik Breitner, among others. Vincent continues to draw 
from a model to master the discipline, but he also tries oil 
paints for the first time. Mauve gives him a painter’s box with 
all the necessary supplies to help him get started. In terms of 
his painting technique, Vincent is still entirely inexperienced 
and he puts up with Mauve’s instructions and corrections. He 
writes to Theo: ‘And well, what I experienced with him was 
that he instructed and encouraged me in all manner of kind 
and practical ways.’ Even so, the training period lasts only 
until January 1882. Van Gogh would not work with oil paints 
again until the end of the summer in that year.
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Still life with straw hat 
The Hague, late November - 
mid-December 1881

When Van Gogh takes painting 

lessons from his cousin by marriage 

Anton Mauve in 1881, he starts with 

the still life as this is the simplest 

genre. Thus, Vincent learns not only 

how to work with oil paints, but also 

how to render the expressions of 

various materials: the frayed straw 

hat, the shiny bottle and the clay pipe. 

He is satisfied with this first painting 

adventure, which he sees as the 

starting point of his artistic career.

Oil on paper on canvas, KM 109.323
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Girl in a wood 
The Hague, August 1882

A financial bonus from Theo enables 

Vincent to buy his own oil paints for 

the first time. He selects ‘a practical 

palette of healthy colours’ that he 

does not need to mix himself. He 

also has a perspective frame made 

that can be set up on an uneven 

surface. Here, he employs it to  

correctly depict the thinning of the 

trees towards the background and 

the distance between them, thus 

introducing ‘air’ into the compo-

sition. He uses browns, greens and 

yellows from his ‘practical palette’ 

and probably painted the work on 

his knees. This can be surmised from 

the low perspective, but also because 

pieces of leaves and dirt from the 

forest floor have found their way into 

the paint.

Oil on paper on canvas, KM 107.592



CHARACTERS OF PEASANT LIFE 

Nuenen 5 December 1883 - 24 November 1885

‘I have no other wish than to live deep, deep in the heart of 
the country and to paint the rural life’, writes Van Gogh to 
his brother. In late 1883, he goes to live in the farming village 
of Nuenen, where his father is clergyman, and there he 
finds ample inspiration. The peasants of Brabant with their 
characteristic faces are the models for a series of ‘heads of 
the people’. Vincent paints them in dark, earthy tints, with 
strong light-dark contrasts. His admiration for old masters, 
particularly Rembrandt, is apparent in this. He also immerses 
himself in the effects of colour and starts using more dark 
blues, greens and browns, instead of black, for the darker 
sections and shadows. The numerous figure studies are in 
preparation for his first large composition with several figures: 
The potato eaters. Van Gogh is not interested in academic 
perfection, but in expressiveness. According to him, a true 
peasant painting ought to ‘smells of bacon, smoke, potato 
steam’.
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Loom with weaver 
Nuenen, April - May 1884

In Nuenen, many farmers combine 

their farm work with weaving 

activities at home in order to make 

ends meet. ‘I have seen them weaving 

in the evening by lamplight, which 

produces very Rembrandtesque 

effects’, writes Van Gogh. He attempts 

to capture the painterly effect of 

the dimly lit workplaces. He also 

aims to depict the arduous work of 

the weavers by endowing the loom 

with ‘soul and life’: ‘There has to be 

an occasional sigh or lament coming 

from the barrel of sticks’, he writes to 

Theo. That, for him, is more important 

than the accurate depiction of the 

machine itself.

Oil on canvas on panel, KM 111.301
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
The potato eaters 
Nuenen, April - May 1885

Van Gogh paints several versions of 

The potato eaters, each time applying 

changes to the heads and the hands: 

‘But the most difficult things, the 

heads, hands and ensemble, are’. 

This painting directly precedes the 

final version and has virtually the 

same composition, but the lay-out is 

more schematic. ‘Just wanted to tell 

you that I’m hard at work on the 

potato eaters’, writes Van Gogh to his 

brother, ‘Above all, I’m doing my best 

to put life into it’. Vincent wants his 

farmers to look as if they are painted 

with the soil that they cultivate.  

The potato eaters was intended as 

a symbol for the atmosphere and 

austerity of the peasant life in Brabant 

during his day.

Oil on canvas on panel, KM 109.982
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Birds’ nests 
Nuenen, late September - 
early October 1885

In a series of birds’ nests Van Gogh 

practices his rendering of colour 

ranges: ‘I think some people who 

are good observers of nature might 

like them because of the colours of 

the moss, the dry leaves & grasses, 

the clay, etc’, he writes to Theo in 

October. He thinks that the birds, 

such as the wren or the golden oriole 

could ‘really also be ranked among 

the artists’. He has a collection of 

nests from as many as 30 different 

birds (sometimes with eggs included). 

The nest in the centre of this painting 

is that of the swallow.

Oil on canvas, KM 100.451

Oil on canvas, KM 109.945



AMIDST THE AVANT-GARDE

Paris March 1886 - 19 February 1888

‘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’, writes 
Vincent in the autumn of 1886. By this time he is living with 
Theo in Montmartre Paris, where he becomes acquainted 
with the art of his contemporaries. He also makes important 
contacts with artists such as Paul Gauguin, Henri de Toulouse-
Lautrec and Emile Bernard, and with a number of art-dealers. 
The influences that Van Gogh acquires in Paris are very 
important in the development of his own style. He takes 
lessons from the Parisian historical painter Fernand Cormon 
and experiments a great deal in his work. Darker shades make 
way for more light and colour and the brushstroke becomes 
more fluent. The peasant themes from Nuenen are replaced 
by different themes, with which he also continues to work 
after Paris, including still lifes, mainly with flowers and fruit.
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
La butte Montmartre 
Paris, April - May 1886

The hill of Montmartre, at that time 

with very few buildings, is a favourite 

theme among the Parisian painters. 

Van Gogh also finds this rural setting 

with vegetable gardens and windmills 

a pleasant spot to briefly escape 

the hustle and bustle of the city. He 

paints this landscape shortly after 

arriving in Paris. The new artistic 

influences he experiences there are 

already clearly visible in the colourful 

palette. Vincent returns to La butte 

on several occasions, to paint the 

landscape and windmills – en plein air. 

For instance, six months later he 

paints the work Moulin de la Galette. 

This windmill can be seen on the far 

left in the painting La butte Montmartre. Oil on canvas, KM 109.824
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Roses and peonies 
Paris, June 1886 

The numerous flower pieces that 

Van Gogh painted in Paris came about 

partly due to a shortage of funds. 

‘I hadn’t the money to pay models’, 

he writes to a colleague, ‘but I have 

made a series of colour studies by 

simply painting flowers’. He receives 

bouquets of flowers from friends and 

acquaintances for these studies in 

the use of colour and paint. In these 

works, he strives to ‘render intense 

colour and not a grey harmony’. For 

Roses and peonies he uses bright red 

and green tints. The paint is thickly 

applied to the canvas, which gives the 

work an impasto appearance.

Oil on canvas, KM 109.371
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Four sunflowers gone to seed 
Paris, August - October 1887

Four cut sunflowers are the subject  

for this naturalistic study, which 

Van Gogh paints shortly before 

leaving Paris. The painting is part 

of a series of four, of which this 

work is the largest. The interplay of 

brushstrokes and coloured areas and 

the combination of the contrasting 

colours blue and yellow and red and 

green illustrates the development 

that Van Gogh has undergone. He 

painted this flower, which is now so 

synonymous with him, for the first 

time in 1886. A few years later he 

writes to Theo: ‘You know Jeannin 

has the peony and Quost has the 

hollyhock, but I am in a way the one 

who has the sunflower.’

Oil on paper on canvas, KM 105.570



ARTIST IN THE SOUTH

Arles 20 February 1888 - 8 May 1889

‘My God, if only I’d known this country at 25, instead of  
coming here at 35!’, writes Vincent to Emile Bernard from 
Arles in the South of France. He is impressed by the region 
‘where there is even more colour, even more sun.’ There, 
Van Gogh paints the surroundings and several portraits of  
the town’s residents, such as the Roulin and Ginoux families. 
His use of colour and brushstrokes become ever more 
personal and powerful. He searches for a new approach 
to art and the representation of nature, which he believes 
should simultaneously express something personal and 
universal. Vincent tries to persuade colleagues, including 
Emile Bernard and Paul Gauguin to collectively establish a 
‘Studio of the south’. Gauguin’s stay in Arles in late 1888 is a 
period of collaboration, but also of heated discussion. After 
an argument, Van Gogh cuts off a piece of his own ear.
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Bridge at Arles 
(Pont de Langlois) 
Arles, mid-March 1888

‘Many subjects here are exactly the 

same as in Holland, as regards their 

character, the difference is in the 

colour. There’s sulphur everywhere 

where the sun beats down’, writes 

Vincent to Theo in May 1888. It is 

possible that he painted this Dutch-

looking drawbridge in Arles out of 

nostalgia for the Dutch landscape. 

The sunny palette, however, is 

unmistakably French and contrasts 

sharply with the darker shades in his 

early work. The painting is one of 

the first masterpieces that Van Gogh 

painted in Arles.

Oil on canvas, KM 111.056
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Pink peach trees 
(‘Souvenir de Mauve’) 
Arles, c. 30 March 1888

During the flowering season in Arles, 

Van Gogh works continuously for 

almost four weeks on a series of 

blossoming fruit trees. He already 

developed an interest in this motif 

while in Paris, influenced by Japanese 

prints. He decides to dedicate Pink 

peach trees, which he considers the 

best of the series, to his recently 

deceased tutor and cousin by marriage 

Anton Mauve. He feels that a painting 

in memory of Mauve should be ‘both 

tender and very gay’ and not ‘a study 

in a more serious vein’. Theo sends 

the painting to the widow, their cousin 

Jet, from whom Anton and Helene 

Kröller-Müller purchase it in 1918.

Oil on canvas, KM 108.317
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
The sower (after Millet) 
Arles, January 1890

This painting is one of the thirty 

works that Van Gogh made based on 

The sower by French painter Jean-

François Millet. He struggles a great 

deal with the work, as he wants to 

surpass his great example and to 

replace Millet’s dark colours with a 

more expressive use of colour. Hence, 

on 28 June he writes to Theo that he 

has ‘completely reworked’ The sower. 

The many changes give the painting 

a very lively and impasto surface. Van 

Gogh’s struggle is also undoubtedly 

linked to the special significance that 

the sowing farmer holds for him as 

symbolizing the sower of the word of 

God. With his art, Van Gogh aims to 

continue this role, which he intended 

to fulfil in his younger years as a 

preacher.

Oil on canvas, KM 110.673
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Terrace of a café at night 
(Place du Forum) 
Arles, c. 16 September 1888

Painting in the dark or by artificial 

light creates specific problems for a 

painter. Colours present a different 

appearance than during daylight and 

the same applies to the paint on the 

palette or canvas. Van Gogh is already 

fascinated by this problem in Nuenen. 

He painted this cafe scene in Arles 

during the evening, probably just 

by the light of the gas lamps on the 

terrace. ‘Here you have a nocturnal 

scene without any black, only beautiful 

blue and violet and green, and in 

these surroundings the lighted square 

acquires a pale sulphur yellow, greenish, 

citron yellow colour’, writes Van 

Gogh to his sister Wil. It is the first 

time that Van Gogh paints a starry sky. 

With the abundance of warm yellow 

from the gas lamps, he accentuates 

the blue of the star-studded sky.

Oil on canvas, KM 108.565
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Portrait of a man 
Arles, 1/15 December 1888

For quite some time the man in this 

portrait was thought to be café 

owner Joseph-Michel Ginoux, but 

this turns out not to be correct. Van 

Gogh depicts the unknown man with 

his eyes half closed, wearing an 

elegantly knotted tie and with his 

head tilted back assertively. The dark 

jacket contrasts sharply with the light 

background. Van Gogh probably 

made this work by gaslight, as 

indicated by the greenish yellow light 

that illuminates the model from the 

left. Gauguin is also at the sitting and 

he paints a side view of the same man.

Oil on canvas, KM 103.189
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
La Berceuse 
(portrait of Madame Roulin) 
Arles, c. 29 March 1889

Augustine Roulin is painted against  

a floral background. In her hand she 

holds a cord with which she rocks  

the cradle of the newly born, but  

not depicted, Marcelle. The palette 

contains a wide variety of shades 

of red and green. ‘It’s the best 

impressionist arrangement of colours 

I’ve yet to realise’, writes Vincent to 

Gauguin. He calls the portrait La 

Berceuse, ‘cradle-rocker’:  symbolizing 

a mother’s unconditional love for  

her child. It is the atmosphere of the 

painting that is important for Van 

Gogh. Like the musical notes of a 

lullaby, the colours are intended to 

evoke a feeling of comfort and warmth.

Oil on canvas, KM 109.725



PIONEER OF MODERN ART

Saint-Rémy-de-Provence 8 May 1889 - 16 May 1890
Auvers-sur-Oise 20 May - 29 July 1890

After the ‘ear incident’, Vincent stays for a year at a 
psychiatric clinic in Saint-Rémy, where he paints about 150 
works. ‘I’m ploughing on like a man possessed, more than 
ever I have a pent-up fury for work, and I think that this will 
contribute to curing me’, writes Vincent to his brother in 
September 1889. Painting is therapeutic for him. He finds 
inspiration in the garden and the secluded surroundings of 
the clinic. Van Gogh’s work starts to attract the attention  
of the Parisian press: he is increasingly regarded as a pioneer 
of a new generation of artists. His work is exhibited on several 
occasions and in January 1890 he sells a work for the first time 
for a serious price, the painting The red vineyard. From the 
South of France, Van Gogh travels to Auvers-sur-Oise near Paris, 
where he lives and works under the supervision of the doctor 
Paul Gachet. There he paints his final masterpieces. On 27 July 
1890 he wounds himself with a pistol and dies two days later 
with Theo at his bedside.
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Enclosed wheat field with 
rising sun 
Saint-Rémy, late May 1889

‘Through the iron-barred window I 

can see an enclosed field of wheat, a 

panorama like by Van Goyen, above 

which I see, in the mornings, the sun 

rising in all its glory’, writes Vincent 

to his brother from the clinic. The 

view from his bedroom inspires him 

to make his own panorama. The work 

is painted from a high perspective: 

the greenish yellow cornfield fills 

nearly three quarters of the painting’s 

surface. There is just enough space 

left for the Alpilles mountain range 

and the beaming morning sun. Van 

Gogh makes several paintings of this 

enclosed cornfield, in successive 

stages of ripening and harvesting.

Oil on canvas, KM 106.596
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VINCENT VAN GOGH
Sorrowing old man 
(‘At Eternity’s Gate’) 
Saint-Rémy, May 1890

At the clinic, Vincent often feels 

depressed and is filled with nostalgia 

for bygone days. He resolves to 

make a series of ‘Reminiscences of 

the north’ and asks Theo to send to 

him his old drawings. He wants to 

apply his new method of working 

to his earlier themes. This painting 

of a sorrowing old man is based 

on a drawing from 1882. Van Gogh 

‘translates’ the drawing into colour 

with contrasting shades of violet and 

greenish yellow. 

Oil on canvas, KM 111.041
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