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Every year, some one and a half million

people visit the Van Gogh Museum in

Amsterdam. Eighty to ninety percent 

of these visitors come from outside the

Netherlands. The Dutch painter Vincent

van Gogh is famous in all four corners of

the globe. 

This was not the case in the nineteenth

century during his lifetime. Van Gogh had

a difficult life filled with upheaval, lost

loves and financial problems. Despair 

ultimately drove him to commit suicide.

Only after his death did his star begin to

rise. On the one hand, this was because 

of his paintings: powerful images, with

vibrant colours, different. Many people of

all ages appreciate his work. On the other

hand, people are interested in Van Gogh’s

life story. His is the textbook tale of the

artist whose genius is only matched by 

his loneliness. 

Van Gogh was born in 1853 in the village

of Zundert in the province of Brabant. 

At a young age he travelled across the

Netherlands and Europe. In 1885, in

Nuenen, he painted the famous picture

“The Potato Eaters”, a dark portrait of a

peasant family. The following year he

went to Paris. Van Gogh’s brother Theo,

an art dealer in Paris, showed him paint-

ings and drawings of the Impressionists,

artists whose use of colour and light was

more refined than what Vincent was used

to. Vincent was also impressed by the

Japanese prints he viewed. 

In 1888, he rented a studio in the south

of France: the “Yellow House” in Arles. 

He wrote to his younger sister Wil that

the lavish natural beauty of the south

demanded a new way of painting:

“Distinctly colourful: sky blue, pink,

orange, vermillion, bright yellow, 
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bright green, bright wine-red, violet”.

Vincent painted landscapes and, because

he could not afford to pay for models,

many self-portraits. 

The French artist Paul Gauguin came

to stay with Vincent, but they had an

argument. Van Gogh became so confused

that he threatened Gauguin with a razor.

Shortly afterwards Van Gogh cut of a 

portion of his left ear, either accidentally

or on purpose. Some of his self-portraits

show him with his ear bandaged. 

Van Gogh became increasingly neurotic

and had himself committed to a psychiatric

institution where he painted his famous

cypresses and starry skies. On 27 July 1890

he walked into a corn field and shot him-

self in the chest. He died two days later.

Today, Vincent van Gogh is such a

highly appreciated artist that his work

hangs in museums throughout the world

and is worth huge amounts of money. 

His portrait of the owner of the café in

Arles, “L’Arlésienne”, was auctioned in 

New York in 2006 for 40.3 million dollars

(33.9 million euros). That is the equivalent

of the price of a Boeing 737 commercial

airliner.
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