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A B S T R A C T  

In July of 1888, while living in Aries, France, Vincent 

van Gogh produced a aeries of drawings of the plain the Crau, as 

seen from the height of Montmajour. Two drawings from this series, 

La Crau Seen from Montmajour and Landscape of Montmajour with 

Train, are particularly shaped by the circumstances surrounding van 

Gogh at that time, and v.'hat he wanted to communicate about the 

French countryside. Wanting to produce drawings that would sell, 

van iogh turned to methods of composition and style based on Dutch 

seventeenth-century panoramic landscapes, which were themselves 

shaped by the practices of map making. By using these methods, van 

Gogh produced representations of the French countryside that reveal 

his nostalgic attitude and the biases of his class. As a Dutchman 

of the upper class, changes happening in the nineteenth-century 
C 

countryside held particular weight and significance for him, but he 

chose to represent only what fit into his vision of the rural 

past. What van Gogh Baw in France was the old Holland of the 

seventeenth-century landscape artists, not France of the late 

nineteenth century. The drawings show van Gogh the modernist 

working in traditional Dutch modes, and re-connect the artiBt to 

hiB Dutch visual heritage. They also reveal van Gogh's nostalgic 

view-of the'-ruralr-iandscape, and his particularly Dutch attitude 

toward changes in thiB landscape caused by nineteenth - century 

modernization. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In July of 1888, while living in the town of Arlea, 

France, Vincent van Gogh produced a series of drawings of the Crau 

plain as seen from the height of Montmajour. On the 29th of June, 

Theo had informed hia brother van Gogh that Gauguin had finally 

agreed to come to Aries.^ Van Gogh produced these drawings with 

the intention of selling them, and thus to aid in the expense of 

relocating Gauguin.2 in order to produce drawings he felt would 

sell, van Gogh turned »er methods of composition and style that had 

their basis in Dutch seventeenth-century panoramic landscapes.3 

Throughout his letters, van Gogh made references to the 

similarities between the landscape around Arlea and Dutch landscape 

paintings of the seventeenth century. In these letters, it becomes 

clear that the methods not only helped van Gogh represent the 

•'•Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh in Arlea (New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 19S4), 109. 

2The Complete Letters of Vincent van Gogh, 2 ed., 3 vols. 
(Greenwich, Conn.: New York Graphic Society, 1959), LT 509, 
2: 609. As references to specific letters will be numerous in 
this paper, some explanation for succeeding references is 
necessary. All references are from the same source, and all 
underlining within the letters is an emphasized in this edition. 
Each entry will cite the specific letter as follows: LT (letter to 
Theo), LB (letter to Emile Bernard), LR (Letter to Anthon Ridder 
van Rippard), and T (letter from Theo to Vincent), then the number 
of the letter as it appears in this edition. Following is the 
volume number in the arabic numeral and the page numbers. 

3Pickvance, 78. Van Gogh had previously done panoramic 
drawings in Aries, to send to the Dutch Etching Society. 
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countryside of Aries in the guise of the Dutch landscape, they also 

enabled van Gogh to structure a nostalgic vision of the land. 

This paper will focus on a pair of drawings from this 

series,^ La Crau seen from Montmajour (Figure 1) and Landscape of 

Montmajour with Train (Figure 2). Far more than simply views of 

the French countryside, these drawings reveal a particularly Dutch 

way of seeing the land that van Gogh retained after he left Holland 

and passed through the Impressionist circle in Paris. In graphic 

style and construction, composition and point of view they are 

representations of a particular area of France seen through Dutch 

eyes and arranged by Dutch methods. Instead of reflecting Japanese 

influence,^ the drawings show van Gogh the modernist working in the 

mode of Dutch realism, and connect the artist to his Dutch visual 

heritage. They also reveal van Gogh's nostalgic view of the rural 

landscape, and a particularly Dutch attitude toward changes in this 

landscape due to nineteenth-century modernization. 

The Literature 

The inclusion of the Dutch artiBt van Gogh into the canon 

of modern art has produced a number of lasting effects. Van Gogh 

is placed almost exclusively into the history of French 

4Ibid., 117. 

5Why Japan is an issue will be discussed below. 
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Post-IrapreBBioniara because of his association with French artists, 

and his residency in France. In the effort to place van Gogh into 

French modernism, art historians have minimized his nationality, 

his artistic training in Holland, and his knowledge of Dutch art 

history. The Dutch realism that van Gogh experimented with before 

he went to Paris is generally regarded as his backward period that 

he abandoned when he went to Paris and became a participating 

member of French Modernism.® Modernism, as it is tied to modern 

life and the representation of the immediate moment, can find no 

place for a Dutch realism that io considered backward and of the 

past. It is my contention that in van Gogh, modernism and realism 

are not mutually exclusive. The modern artist van Gogh can and 

doeB work in the mode of Dutch realism even after his arrival in 

France. When he does so, as in the two drawings under 

consideration here, it is done with intention to construct certain 

attitudes about the changes brought by modernization. 

The literature that haB constructed van Gogh as the symbol 

of the emotional and tormented genius of modern art is another 

factor. The majority of studies done on the artist to this 

6An example of this attitude is given by Griselda Pollock, 
"Van Gogh and the Poor Slaves: Images of Rural Labour as Modern 
Art," Art History 2, no. 3 {September 1988): 409. Pollock quotes 
the Director of the Tate Gallery describing van Gogh's homeland as 
"The 'northern backwater of Holland'", and The Potato Eaters as van 
Gogh's "last essay in a backward-looking realism before he joined 
the 'mainstream of modern art' by meeting the impressionist 
painters in Paris." For another example see page 24. 
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point,1 have proceeded from biographical and psychological 

considerations to the attempt to find evidence of his personal 

condition in the style and composition of his work.® This has 

effectively blocked any understanding of van Gogh as a self—aware 

maker of images and meanings. Van Gogh's psychological condition 

has become the active force that determines who he is and why his 

work looks the way it does. His madness, the absolute unknowable, 

blocks any complete understanding or analysis. This approach also 

serves to sever van Gogh from the history of Dutch art, and to some 

degree to set him apart from French modernism. The madness marks 

van Gogh as individual and different. This removes him from the 

due consideration which we afford other artists as to how he dealt 

with the art of his past and present when trying to produce images 

of the modern world. There can be no responsibility or 

accountability on the part of van Gogh when we allow madness to be 

the prime factor when approaching this artist. Instead, a 

^For a thorough critique of this issue and how it has 
shaped the scholarship consult Griselda Pollock, "Artists 
Mythologies and Media Genius, Madness and Art History,11 Screen 21, 
no. 3 (1980): 57-96. Pollock is one van Gogh scholar whose work 
is a break from this type of approach. 

®The possible list of such scholarship is extensive. For 
surveys of the scholarship consult Carol Zemel, The Formation of a 
Legend: van Gogh Criticism 1890-1920, Studies in the Fine Arts: 
Criticism, No. 10, ed. Stephen C. Foster (Ann Arbor: UMI Research 
Press, 1980; 1977); B. M. Welsh-Ovcharov, ed., Van Gogh in 
Perspective (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall, 1974); A. M. 
Hammacher, "Van Gogh and the Words," in The Works of Vincent van 
Gogh: His Paintings and Drawings, J. B. de la Faille (Amsterdam: 
Reynal & Company, 1970), 10-36. 
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method that focuses on the importance of the Dutch tradition in his 

art, and how he uses that tradition to produce certain images of 

the modern French countryside is used here. Proceeding in this way 

provides an analysis that giveB new answers and suggests far more 

complex issues concerning van Gogh as a modernist than can be 

gained through the limited approach that psychological analysis 

provides. 

Finally, considering how van Gogh used methods of the 

Dutch tradition to create these drawings provides new insights as 

to how van Gogh felt about modernization and its effects on the 

land. Van Gogh's use of methods of Dutch seventeenth-century 

realism to make these images calls into question just how 

comfortable he was with the changes being brought by modernization, 

particularly in the rural sector, and has implications for what he 

wanted to express about those changes. Like some of the other 

modernists in France during this period who left the city for 

regional and often rural locations,® van Gogh moved from Paris to 

the Provence countryside, then to the ultimate retreat in 

St.-Remy. Van Gogh's problem of reconciling modernism with the 

^For a discussion of this phenomena see Griselda Pollock, 
"Van Gogh and the Poor Slaves: Images of Rural Labour as Modern 
Art," Art History 2, no. 3 (September 1988): 410. While van Gogh 
went to Provence, artists such as Bernard went to Brittany, and 
Gauguin eventually to Tahiti. It is Pollock's contention that The 

Potato Eaters is an example of van Gogh having problems with the 
issue of modernization and the country in Holland, a point that I 
will extend to the countryside in France as well. 
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countryside, and his conservative attitude toward the rural bring 

about his use of the Dutch tradition in the context of Aries. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE DUTCH QUALITY OF ARLES: GEORGRAPHY AND DESCRIPTION 

The area surrounding Aries clearly reminded van Gogh of 

Holland, and for good reason. In the seventeenth century, the Crau 

was drained by a series of canals for agricultural purposes. This 

system of canals in and around the town created bridges, banks and 

ditches that made an association with Holland quite clear-'-® 

(Figure 3). The flat plains of the Crau and the Carmague (the 

plain to the southwest of Aries), the intensive agriculture of the 

Crau, and the canals with their white wooden drawbridges all 

contributed to the connection between Provence and Holland.11 

Van Gogh noted this similarity in his letters to Theo from Aries: 

"I have done two new studies, a bridge and the side of high road. 

Many subjects here are exactly like Holland in character, the 

difference is in the color.van Gogh mentions certain motifs 

that were the direct result of the canal system, as subjects that 

recalled Holland. Elsewhere in his letters the comparison consists 

not of subject, but in terms of certain Dutch artist's vision 

^Opickvance, 14. 

•'••'•John A. Walker, "Van Gogh's Drawing of La Crau from 
Mount Majour," Master Drawings 20, no. 4 (1982): 381. 

^Complete Letters, LT 488, 2: 566. 
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of the landscape: 

If you saw the Carmague and many other places, you 
would bo surprised, juBt as X was, to see that they are 
exactly in Ruysdael's style. 

I am working on a new subject, fields green and yellow 
as far as the eye can reach. I have already drawn it 
twice, and I am starting it again as a painting; it is 
exactly like a Salomon Konink—you know, the pupil of 
Rembrandt who painted vast level plains. 

The artists van Gogh used are chosen because of the similarity 

between their version of the Dutch landscape and what van Gogh saw 

in France. The plains of the Carmague and the Crau reminded 

van Gogh of Koninck and his depiction of the vast, level plains of 

Holland. Ruisdael is singled out because of his ability to express 

the quality of the Dutch countryside. Although van Gogh mentions 

Ruisdael's style, Ruisdael also evoked a certain time and vision of 

Holland: "I have already said more than once how much the Carmague 

and the Crau, except for the difference in color and in the 

clearness of the atmosphere, remind me of the old Holland of 

Ruysdael's time."14 

What is significant iB that when van Gogh set out to 

depict the landscape around Aries, he did so with a certain set of 

conditions and preconceptions. The model of seventeenth-century 

Dutch landscape painting was clearly between him and the Provence 

13Ibid., LT 496, 2: 582. 

l4Ibid., LT 509, 2: 610. The full implications of van 
Gogh's reference to old Holland will be discussed below. 
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countryside, and this situation would affect the composition and 

style of van Gogh's drawings of the Crau. 

The Drawings and the Seventeenth-century Landscape 

La Crau Seen from Montmajour, inscribed "The Crau/View 

taken from Montmajour" (Figure 1), and Landscape of Montmajour with 

Train, inscribed in lower right cartouche "The countryside in the 

direction of the banks/of the Rhone View from/Montmajour" (Figure 

2),15 were considered a pair by van Gogh, and the best works he had 

ever done in pen and ink. La Crau Seen from Montmajour looks 

southeast across the Crau, including part of the Mont de Cordes on 

the left and in the far distance the rise of the plateau of the 

Crau.^-® Landscape of Montmajour with Train looks northwest acrosB 

the Crau to the banks of the Rhone, with a section of the Alpilles 

in the far distance on the right.^ Both are panoramic views of 

the landscape, emphasizing the flatness and breadth of the Crau 

plain. Both were done primarily with a reed pen, with distant 

forms picked out with a quill pen, and brown and black ink used for 

l^The titles in English and the inscriptions are those 
provided by Ronald Pickvance in Van Gogh in Aries (117). The 
original inscriptions read: "La Crau/Vue prise a Mont Major" [sic[ 
and "La campagne du cote des bords/du Rhone Vue d/Mon Majour"[sic]. 

l^Pickvance, 117. 

17Ibid. 



15 

later additions.18 In La Crau Seen from Montmajour (Figure 1) 

van Gogh depicts the agricultural character of the Crau by 

differentiated graphic strokes, separating types of vegetation and 

the squares of the fields in their various states of the growing 

cycle. This patchwork reflects the intensive agriculture of the 

Crau made possible by the system of canals begun in the seventeenth 

century. Van Gogh gives a birds-eye view of the sweep and surface 

complexity of the area of the Crau from the height of Montmajour. 

Landscape of Montmajour with Train (Figure 2), also done 

from the height of Montmajour, emphasizes the sweep of the land. 

Van Gogh complicates it by depicting the criss-crossing diagonals 

of lines of trees, the railroad tracks, the intersecting roads and 

the large curve in the bottom right corner. Like La Crau seen from 

Montmajour the agricultural fields are evident, one being plowed 

just beyond the train, but this drawing gives a clearer sense of 

the inhabitation of the area by its larger number of figures, the 

horse and carriage and the train. La Crau seen from Montmajour on 

one level gives a more static, conceptual view of the Crau, while 

Landscape of Montmajour with Train shows the movement and life of 

the countryside. 

^®The additions as stated by Pickvance in Van Gogh in 

Aries (117) are the walking couple in La Crau Seen from Montmajour 
and the horse and buggy, the plowing man and the two figures on the 
road at center in Landscape of Montmajour with Train. 
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Van Gogh wrote about what he saw when he looked out across 

the Crau in two letters. These letters contain specifics about 

what in the character of thiB land made the connection to the Dutch 

seventeenth- century landscape painters clear to him, and 

subsequently what methods he used to make this connection visible 

in the two drawings. One is the letter sent to Theo with the 

entire batch of drawings, the second a letter sent to Bernard, 

dated to the middle of July, 1888.1^ 

The letter to Theo began with a discussion of the sale to 

Thomas of the drawings, singling out the two above as the best and 

insisting on no less than one hundred francs for each. It is also 

in this letter, sent with these drawings, that van Gogh made that 

vital connection between Ruisdael's Holland and the landscape 

around Aries, linking the two specifically to the two drawings 

being considered. To quote the paragraph in full: 

I have already said more than once how the Carmague 
and the Crau, except for the difference in color and in the 
clearness of the atmosphere, remind me of the old Holland 
of Ruysdael's time. I think that these two I've spoken of, 
the flat countryside covered with vines and stubble fieldB, 
will give you an idea of it.^O 

Van Gogh felt that these drawings evoked the Dutch landscape as 

seen in the paintings of the seventeenth-century Dutch painters, 

^Complete Letters, LT 509, 2: 609-11; LB 10, 3: 
500-02. That LT 509 was the one actually sent with the drawings is 
noted by Pickvance in Van Gogh in Aries (109). 

^Complete Letters, LT 509, 2: 610. 
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namely the old Holland of Ruisdael's time. This connection is 

brought about by the flatness of the land, and the complexity of 

the surface vegetation and land divisions. Van Gogh represented 

this complexity in the variety of his graphic strokes. Later in 

the same letter van Gogh explained at some length his fascination 

with thft_plains, and how the drawings were conceived conceptually: 

The fascination that these huge plains have for me is 
very strong, so that I felt no weariness in spite of the 
really wearisome circumstances, mistral and mosquitoeB. If 
a view makes you forget these little annoyances, it must 
have something in it. You will see, however, that there is 
no attempt at effect. At first sight it is like a map, a 
strategic plan as far as the execution goes. Besides, I 
walked there with a painter, and he said, "There is 
something that would be boring to paint." Yet I went fully 
fifty times to Mont Majour to look at this flat landscape, 
and was I wrong? I went for a walk there with someone else 
who was not a painter, and when I said to him, "look, to me 
that is as beautiful and as infinite as the sea," he 
Baid—and he knows the sea—"For my part I like this better 
than the sea, because it is no less infinite, and yet you 
feel that it iB inhabited."21 

The letter to Bernard emphasized some of these same 

qualities, but extended the analogy between the plain and the sea 

and stressed the feelings it engendered in him: "I have done two 

drawings of it—of that flat landscape, where there was nothing 

but... infinity—eternity."22 The expanse and total area of the 

land is emphasized, while van Gogh's description of Landscape of 

Montmajour with Train minimized the figural element in order to 

2^ibid. The italics are van Gogh's. 

22Ibid., LB 10, 3: 501. 
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emphaBize the vastness of the space: "...a microscopic figure 

of a laborer, a little train running across the wheat 

field—this is all the animation there is in it."23 

The model of Dutch seventeenth-century landscape 

painting was playing a decisive role in how van Gogh saw the 

countryside of Provence and how he constructed his images of 

it. The combination of space and surface complexity seen in 

Provence made the connection to the Dutch landscape painters 

alive for van Gogh, and to execute the drawings to make the 

connection visible van Gogh likened the process to that of 

making a map. 

23Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MAPPING AS VISUALIZATION: A DIFFERENT WAY TO VIEW THE WORLD 

Maps and map making had a long and influential history in 

Dutch visual culture, as is well documented by Svetlana Alpers in 

her book The Art of Describing.24 Chapter four of the book, "The 

Mapping Impulse in Dutch Art", pinpoints the difference in purpose 

and method between Dutch art and the standard of Italian 

RenaiBBance art, and how this difference cies into the issue of 

mapping: 

The aim of Dutch painters was to capture on a surface 
a great range of knowledge and information about the 
world. They too employed words with their images. Like 
the mappers, they made additive works that could not be 
taken in from a single viewing point. Theirs was not a 
window on the Italian model of art but rather, like a map, 
a surface on which is laid out an assemblage of the world.25 

Since Alpers's subject is seventeenth-century Dutch art, it is 

relevant to understanding the model that van Gogh used in Provence 

in 1888. Certain ways of visualizing and reproducing the land, 

operative in seventeenth-century landscape painting, were still a 

part of the Dutch culture and landscape art in the nineteenth 

century. A discussion about how seeing effects the making of 

24Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing; Dutch Art 
in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1984; 1983), chap. 4 passim. 

25Ibid., 122. 
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pictures will reveal van Gogh's connection to the mapping concepts 

inherent in the Dutch process of visualization. 

In Dutch art making a picture was an active process that 

encompassed the maker, the picture and how the subject was viewed. 

The final product was a world description actively shaped by the 

particular process by which the Bubject was seen.2® The act of 

seeing was a major concern in Dutch Beventeenth-century culture. 

Among other things, Holland was the first country to use 

microscopes and telescopes,27 and the use of the camera obscura, 

particularly in the case of Dutch artists, is well known. Alpers 

also notes that the Dutch were disposed to a reliance on devices, 

intermediaries that presented a particular sight of the object to 

the viewer.2® In van Gogh's case this reliance on devices is 

connected to his use of a perspective frame. Although he stops 

using the frame just prior to the second Montmajour series of 

drawings,29 the frame does reappear in his later sketchbooks from 

Auvers-sur-Oise. Even if it was not always actively used it was a 

tool that remained viable. Its presence in his materials for 

making art reveals his continuing concern with how the subject is 

26Ibid., 26-30. 

27Ibid., 25. 

28Ibid., 32. 

29Pickvance, 84. 
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seen, and then reproduced on a two dimensional surface. Especially 

significant is that this frame had certain connotations to van Gogh 

that related it directly to Northern artists and methods: 

...an instrument for studying proportion and perspective, 
the description of which can be found in a book by Albrecht 
Durer, and which the old Dutch masters also used. It makes 
it possible to compare the proportion of objects nearby 
with those on a more distant plane, in cases where 
construction according to the rules of perspective is not 
possible. 

This frame is to be used for fixing proportions of objects when 

faced with Bpatial discrepancies caused by distance when the rules 

of perspective, and I believe he is referring to the classic 

Italian model of perspective as codified by Alberti, are not 

useful. This device, directly associated in Van Gogh's mind with 

Northern and more specifically Dutch tradition, was to be used for 

the depiction of pictorial space (landscape seems to be implied 

because of the issue of distance) when the standard model of 

perspective failed. What van Gogh was considering was a different 

model by which the world could be viewed and represented. Van Gogh 

recognized that when the standard rules of perspective do fail, 

there are other options, options that he associated with Dutch 

artists and traditions. 

Traditional Analysis and the Dutch Model 

The biographical and psychological analysis of van Gogh 

that is the standard in attempting to deal with the artist can now 

^complete Letters, LT 205, 1: 383. 
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be considered in terms of van Gogh's representation of pictorial 

space, and in particular his manipulation of perspective. The 

issue of perspective, and how van Gogh uses (or misuses) it to 

construct pictorial space is common in studies of the artist's 

work. In an article of 1936, John Rewald published photographs of 

actual sites in France, juxtaposed with van Gogh'B representations 

of those sites.Rewald notes clearly what van Gogh has done in 

constructing his images that breaks the exact correspondence to the 

Bites in the photographs: 

...van Gogh is not satisfied to paint that which was found 
in his field of vision, but also that which he perceived by 
turning a little to the left and to the right ... van Gogh 
"organized" that which appeared to him, he transposed the 
planes by liberally translating the perspective, while 
creating a condensed construction of the motif. Therefore, 
the photographic lene does not succeed in taking in the 
totality of this motif.3^ 

Rewald'8 description of van Gogh's methods reveals the artists' 

connection to the additive type of works identified by Alpers as 

particularly shaped by mapping habits. And although Rewald 

31John Rewald, "Van Gogh en Provence," L'Amour de l'Art 17 
(October 1936): 290-97. 

32"...van Gogh ne s'est pas contente de peindre ce qui se 
trouvait dans son champ visuel, maiB aussi ce qu'il apercevait en 
se tournant un peu a gauche et a droite...van Gogh a organise 
ce qui se presentait a lui, il a transpose les plans en traduisant 
librement la perspective, en creant une construction condenses du 
motif. Aussi 1'objectif photographique ne parvient pas a embrasser 
la totalite de ce motif." Ibid., 290. 
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pinpoints some intentioned methods used by van Gogh to render 

pictorial space, the rest of the article centers on van Gogh's 

emotional health. The reader is left with the impression that 

van Gogh's mental state is the active agent that ultimately shapes 

his viewpoint and is the deciding element in his method of 

constructing images. 

Heyer Schapiro has also concerned himself with van Gogh's 

pictorial space and use of perspective, and recognizes that its 

manipulation by van Gogh was purposeful and carried conscious 

meaning.33 However, Schapiro insists that van Gogh's methods of 

using perspective to construct space were personal and individual, 

thus bringing about a "quality of compulsion and pathos, as if 

driven by anxiety..."34 In order to relate van Gogh's images to 

his mental state, a method that has governed van Gogh studies since 

the beginning,3® Schapiro must insist that van Gogh's perspective 

system was entirely individual and personal. However, in his study 

there are some clues that lead to an understanding of 

33Meyer Schapiro, Vincent van Gogh (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday and Company, Inc., Harry n. Abrams, Inc., 1980), 29. 

34Ibid. 

35The very first article done on van Gogh during his 
lifetime, written in 1890 by G.—Albert Aurier, takes this 
approach. A complete discussion of Aurier's article is available 

in Patricia Mathews, "Aurier and van Gogh: Criticism and 
Response," Art Bulletin 68, no. 1 (March 1986): 94-104. 
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how perspective was used by van Gogh, which do not result in simply 

attributing it to hia personality. Schapiro recognizes that to van 

Gogh perspective was not merely a system of rules, but rather 

something that existed along with the subject matter; as Schapiro 

puts it; "... a quality of the landscape that he was sighting."3® 

By using the verb sighting, Schapiro emphasizes that van Gogh 

underwent an active process of visualizing the landscape in a 

certain way. This connects van Gogh's methods to 

seventeenth-century Dutch art as described by Alpers. Alpers 

defines Dutch art as predicated on a consideration of how the world 

is seen,37 in contrast to the window on the world method of the 

Italian Renaissance. Schapiro's analysis of van Gogh maintains 

this opposition. The remainder of Schapiro's paragraph contrasts 

van Gogh's methods with those of the Italian Renaissance model, 

centering on the active role of the artiBts's eye.38 Schapiro 

describes the system used by van Gogh as one more tuned to 

appearances. Unlike the Renaissance system that constructs a stage 

space separate from the viewer, in van Gogh's perspective system 

the world streams from his eye in a dramatic convergence of 

orthogonals.39 This description of the eye as active agent 

3®Schapiro, 29-30. 

37Alpers, 26-30. 

38Schapiro, 30. 

39Ibid. 
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is similar to Alpers's of how the world seen by Dutch 

seventeenth-century realist artists constitutes the act of 

picturing. One representative case used by AlperB is a scholar's 

description of Ruisdael's eye and its operation in the making of 

his landscapes: "He speaks of the 'circular field of viBion', of 

the painter's 'grand eye open to everything that lives'; and eye, 

he adds, with 'the property of a camera obscura: it reduces, 

diminishes the light and preserves in things the exact proportions 

of their form and coloring.'"^ jn the Dutch tradition, the eye is 

likened to an instrument or tool that can set apart or map a 

certain picture of the world.41 Sighting the world through an 

instrument, in this case the eye, in both Alpers's example in the 

seventeenth century and in Schapiro in van Gogh, is what acts as 

the determining factor in how the work is structured. This 

similarity between van Gogh and Ruisdael makes van Gogh's citing of 

Ruisdael in hiB letters from France even more significant. Van 

Gogh recognized a correlation in what he saw in France and 

Ruisdael's landscapes. The root of this connection is the active 

role that the artists's eye plays in how the landscape is perceived 

and then represented. Van Gogh was aware that the eye could act as 

^Alpers, 29. The he being referred to is Eugene 

Fromentin. 

41Kepler as the originator of the idea of the eye as a 
mechanical instrument is discussed in Alpers, The Art of Describing 

(33). 
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a tool. He habitually squinted his eyes, tilted his head back and 

screened his vision by hand when drawing outdoors.42 This concept 

was not unique to van Gogh, but rather reflects the consideration 

of the active role of the eye in Dutch art. Anton Mauve, a 

contemporary Dutch painter of The Hague School, also actively 

manipulated the way in which he viewed the land by observing it 

through a small hole cut in paper.^3 I am not suggesting that only 

the Dutch considered the importance of the eye to sighting nature, 

nor that they were the only artists using intermediary devices to 

construct a certain view of the world. These considerations did 

seem to carry especial importance in the "Dutch culture, and it is 

vital to recognize that to van Gogh they were directly linked to 

the Dutch tradition. To understand how the Dutch model was 

transmitted to van Gogh, we now need to turn to van Gogh's 

experiences in Holland, particularly with Anton Mauve and The Hague 

School. 

^Anne stiles Wylie, "An Investigation of the Vocabulary of 
Line in Vincent van Gogh's Expression of Space," Oud Holland 85 
(1970): 217. 

John W. Keefe, "Drawings and Watercolors by Anton Mauve," 
Museum News The Toledo Museum of Art, n.s. 9 (1966): 78. It is not 
inconceivable that van Gogh learned such concern for the role of the 
eye from Mauve himself, who was at one time a teacher of van Gogh. 
This emphasizes the Dutch source of Borne of van Gogh's fundamental 
methods and ways of thinking about perception and representation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

VAN GOGH AND THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY: THE ACQUISITION AND 

APPLICATION OF THE METHODS 

What kind of artistic training and knowledge van Gogh may 

have received in Holland has often been glossed over in the effort 

to place the Dutch artist in the context of French 

Post-Impressionism. John Rewald's Post-Impressionism From van Gogh 

to Gauguin, the standard survey of this period, gives a clear 

example of this minimization of any pre-Paris experience or even 

talent: 

Had he not come to Paris just because he wanted to perfect 
himself, anxious to continue an artistic apprenticeship 
that had already lasted some six years? In 1880, at the 
age of twenty-seven, driven by an irrestible urge to 
express his visual experience, he had started an uphill 
fight against his own clumsiness. Though he had been an 
employee in art galleries, he had not previously shown the 
slightest inclination towards creativeness, and when the 
desire to draw had at last taken hold of him, he proved 
himself so touchingly awkward that even the 
best-intentioned advisor could not have discerned in his 
first sketches the faintest gleam of promise.44 

The paragraph continues by describing van Gogh as a painter with an 

apparent lack of talent, who by sheer individual determination and 

the driving need to express himself went to Paris to enter a studio 

and gain the necessary skill.45 Later, his hidden talent is 

44John Rewald, Post-Impressionism From van Gogh to 
Gauguin, 3d ed., rev. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1978), 

19-20. 

45Ibid., 20. 
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recognized by Pisaarro, and his introduction to Parisian art 

circles begins.46 This is not meant to suggest that van Gogh 

learned nothing in Paris or that the experience had no effect on 

hiB development, clearly that iB not the case. Rewald's 

description does obscure several important pointsr among them that 

van Gogh was a Dutch painter who had received instruction in his 

native land, and was well acquainted with Dutch art, both past and 

present. Paris is not the first decisive step in van Gogh's 

education as an artist. There are clearly instances when the Dutch 

tradition played an active role in his artistic production in 

Paris, even after his exposure to French modernism.47 So, despite 

Rewald's characterization of van Gogh's pre-Paris period as a long 

and individual uphill battle against lack of talent and artistic 

knowledge, it is necessary to re—examine just what van Gogh gained 

in Holland, and what he then ultimately carried with him to Prance. 

Artistic Training in Holland 

Although Rewald states that van Gogh begain drawing in his 

late twenties, there are surviving childhood examples that are 

46Ibid. 

47Bogomila Welsh—Ovcharov, Vincent van Gogh: His Paris 
Period 1886-1888, (Utrecht — Den Haag: Editions Victorine, 1976), 
150. 
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quite adept.Holland in 1863 passed a law that made instruction 

in drawing mandatory in all secondary, trade and industrial 

schools.Van Gogh was in boarding school at Zevenberyen in 

1 8 6 4 - 6 5 ,  a n d  s t a t e  s e c o n d a r y  s c h o o l  i n  T i l b u r g  i n  1 8 6 6 - 6 8 , s o  w e  

can safely assume that he was instructed in drawing under this 

policy. His drawing teacher at Tilburg, a Mr. Constantijn 

Huysmans, is credited with being partially responsible for the 

creation of this drawing law. He wrote a series of articles in the 

1850s arguing for such drawing instruction in the schools.^ The 

law of 1863 also included a provision requiring that the teacher 

have a thorough knowledge of perspective^ which I believe speaks 

to the importance of this issue in Dutch culture. Singling out 

perspective seems appropriate in a culture that is concerned with 

how things are seen, and how that vision is reproduced. Van Gogh 

himself makes a connection between perspective and being Dutch in 

reference to his own watercolors in 1881: "...landscapes with 

^®Two examples of early drawings are given by Anne Stiles 
Wylie in "An Investigation of the Vocabulary of Line" (225). One 
is a sketch of a barn and a farmhouse, the other is two views of a 
man leaning on a shovel. The latter is particularly skillful. 

^H.F.J.M. van Den Eerenbeemt, "The Drawing Master 
Huysmans," Vincent 2, no. 2 (1973): 5. 

50Evert van Uitert, ed., Van Gogh in Brabant: Paintings 
and Drawings from Etten and Nuenen (Zwolle: Waanders, 1987), 128. 

5 •'•Eerenbeemt, 5. 

52Ibid., 8. 
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complicated perspective, very difficult to draw, but for that 

reason there is a real Dutch character and sentiment in them."53 

Van Gogh's experience with art continued from 1869 to 1876 

while he was an employee of the art dealers Goupil fit Cie. He began 

at age sixteen for Goupil £ Cie in The Hague. The Hague branch 

dealt in contemporary groups such as The Hague School and the 

French Barbizon painterB,54 both who would be important factors in 

van Gogh's art. From 1873 to 1875 he worked in London, where he 

came in contact with English art,55 and in 1875 he was transferred 

to Paris. His letters throughout this period are full of 

references to art he had seen, visits to galleries and museums, and 

his critical comments and preferences. Three of van Gogh's uncles 

were in the art dealing business, and his uncle Vincent's success 

earned him a partnership in the Goupil firm.5t> It was his uncle 

who was instrumental in getting both Vincent and Theo employment in 

the firm. Uncle Vincent was a personal collector of the Barbizon 

School, the Dutch Romantics and The Hague School,57 again those 

^Complete letters, LT 219, 1: 418. 

54AJbraham M. Hammacher and Renilde Hammacher, Van Gogh: A 
Documentary Biography {New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 
1982), 16. 

55Ibid., 17. 

56Han van Crimpen, "The van Gogh Family in Brabant," in 
Van Gogh in Brabant: Paintings and Drawings from fatten and Wuenen, 
ed. Evert van Uitert (Zwolle: Waanders, 1987), 74-75. 

57Ibid., 77. 
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artists who would be so important to the younger Vincent. Van 

Gogh, therefore, began his career ae an artist from a background 

steeped in art, both past and present. His succeeding choices, 

experiments and developments are those of an artist with an 

educated eye, knowledgeable of art and its history, and aware of 

his options and sources for development. Thus, what he gained from 

The Hague School was consciously chosen, retained because of its 

value, and used with purpose in his later work. 

Van Gogh, The Hague School, and Seventeenth-Century Composition 

The Hague School was considered the most artistically 

advanced group in Holland in the late nineteenth century.58 The 

artists of the School, Buch as Josefs Israels, Anton Mauve, 

Hendrick Willem Mesdag, Johannes Bosboom, Jan Weissenbruch, and, 

Jacob, Matthijs and Willem Maris, began to congregate in The Hague 

in the 1870s.59 They were drawn together as a group by their 

rejection of historical subjects done in an academic manner,60 and 

their interest in the landscape, peasants and everyday life of 

5®Anne Murray, '"Strange and Subtle Perspective...' van 
Gogh, The Hague School and the Dutch Landscape Tradition," Art 
History 3, no. 4 (December 1980): 412. 

s9Ibid. 

60Ibid. 
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their native Holland.61 Although it is seldom mentioned today in 

surveys of nineteenth century art,®2 from the 1870s until the turn 

of the century it was considered the dominant movement in 

Holland.63 From the beginning, contemporaries regarded The Hague 

School as a "...renaissance of the achievements of the 'Golden Age' 

of Dutch painting..."64 xhe artists looked not only to their Dutch 

past, but also to the Barbizon School, which itself took 

inspiration from the Dutch painters of the seventeenth century.65 

Van Gogh personally knew all of the painters in The Hague 

School, and was aware of and admired their work even before 

becoming an artist himself. When van Gogh was in The Hague from 

1881 to 1883 he received artistic advice from a number of them.66 

61Ronald de Leeuw, "Introduction," in The Hague School: 
Dutch Masters of the 19th Century, ed. Ronald de Leeuw, John Sillevis 
and Charles Dumas (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson for the Haags 
Gemeentemuseum, Dienst Verspreide Rijkskollekties and The Royal 
Academy of Arts, 1983), 13. 

list of the publications on The Hague School, and the 
surveys of nineteenth-century art that the School does not appear in 
are given by Murray in "'Strange and Subtle Perspective...'" (421) in 

n. 12. 

63Leeuw, 13. 

64Ibid. 

65Murray, 413-14. 

66Ibid. For further details on van Gogh's association with 
the members of The Hague School see Charles Moffett, "Vincent van 
Gogh and The Hague School," in The Hague School; Dutch Masters of 
the 19th Century, ed. Ronald de Leeuw, John Sillevis and Charles 
Dumas (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson for the Haags Gemeentemuseum, 
Dienst Verspreide Rijkskillekties and The Royal Academy of Arts, 
1983), 137-146. 
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Van Gogh maintained the most contact with Anton Mauve, a relative 

by marriage. Until the breakdown of their association, van Gogh 

visited Mauve's studio daily,and the letters of this period 

reflect the advice and encouragement Mauve provided. We can now 

appreciate how much I instruction in art, particularly Dutch art, 

van Gogh received before arriving in France. Van Gogh's methods of 

rendering pictorial space in landscape can now be re-considered in 

terms of how The Hague School did the same. The methods of 

constructing pictorial space described by. Rewald and Schapiro as 

being unique to van Gogh are actually the same methods used by The 

Hague School in its landscapes. Exagerrated one point perspective, 

wide angles of vision, oblique thrusts, empty foregrounds and 

multiple vanishing points were UBed by both van Gogh and The Hague 

School artists.The Barbizon School also used many of these same 

devices in their compositions,^ an(j van Gogh's admiration of the 

Barbizon painters, particularly Millet, is well known. Dutch 

landscape painting of the seventeenth century was the source of 

67Murray, 413. 

®®For the complete argument and visual comparisons of van 
Gogh's work with that of The Hague School consult Murray, "'Strange 
and Subtle Perspective...'" (410-24). The comparisons between 
these compositional methods and the two drawings being discussed 
are my own, as is the reference to the analyses of Rewald and 
Schapiro. 

69Ibid., 414. 
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these methods of composing pictorial space for both the Barbizon 

painters and The Hague School. That is why van Gogh was looking at 

the landscape through a seventeenth-century model. It was the same 

model being considered by his artistic contacts in Holland and the 

Barbizon painters when they represented the landscape. The 

question now is why that model was revived, and why it was useful 

to van Gogh in Aries in 1888. 

The methods of composition used by the seventeenth-century 

painters, and revived by The Hague School were developed 

specifically for representing the landscape of Holland, with its 

intersecting canals and paths, low horizon and very flat 

terrain.The Hague School'B interest in successfully 

representing the landscape of Holland led them to consider the 

methods used by the seventeenth-century artists to represent that 

land. The importance of incorporating the details characteristic 

of the Dutch terrain, and then arranging those on a surface to 

successfully evoke the quality of the Dutch landscape is evident in 

an exchange of letters between Theo and Vincent in 1889, discussing 

the work of The Hague School painter Weissenbruch.Theo wrote: 

"...he knows the character of the Dutch countryside as Daumier knew 

70Ibid. 

71Murray is responsible for noting the significance of 
this exchange of letters in terms of the role of composition in 
expressing the Dutch landscape in "'Strange and Subtle 

Perspective...'" (416). 
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his barristers—the misshapen trees, the muddy paths across the 

meadows, and how the skies are like those you see in Holland."72 

Vincent, in his reply, elaborated: "And that Weissenbruch knows 

and does the muddy towpaths, the stunted willows, and the 

foreshortening, the strange and subtle perspective of the canals as 

Daumier doeB lawyers, I think that is perfect."73 The particular 

characteristics of the Dutch land and how it looks, foreshortened 

and with strange and subtle perspective, could evoke the very 

quality of it being Dutch. Weissenbruch's work was considered 

successful not only because it depicted the details of the Dutch 

landscape, but also because it arranged these elements in a 

particularly Dutch way. The importance of the seventeenth-century 

landscape painting for both The Hague School and van Gogh was that 

it provided the model for arranging composition and pictorial space 

to evoke or express this Dutch quality of the land. 

We can now see why seventeenth-century art was a model for 

van Gogh in Aries. To represent the French terrain that reminded 

him so forcefully of Holland, van Gogh turned to the compositional 

methods used by the Dutch seventeenth-century realists to evoke the 

quality of the Dutch landscape so that he could evoke those same 

qualities in his drawings of the Crau. 

72Complete Letters, T 16, 3: 551. 

73Ibid., LT 605, 3: 207. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MAPPING AS REPRESENTATION: A DIFFERENT WAY TO DRAW THE WORLD 

When trying to distinguish the Dutch enterprise of making 

pictures, AXpers identified several characteristics which separated 

the Dutch model from the classic model of the Italian Renaissance. 

Besides considering how one looked at the subject and then 

reproduced that view, Alpers compared making pictures to making 

maps. Like maps, Dutch pictures often contain surface information, 

include words with the image, and utilize more than one viewpoint. 

Dutch pictures were often "like a map, a surface on which is laid 

out an assemblage of the world."74 In addition, in his letter to 

Theo discussing the two drawings from Montmajour, van Gogh compared 

the process of executing the drawings to that of making a map.75 

What must be considered is how the process of mapping and the 

representation of the landscape came together in Holland in the 

seventeenth century, and what effects this had on landscape art's 

methods of representation. Obviously, representing the land and 

mapping were connected in van Gogh's mind. To understand fully 

what that connection entailed we need to investigate the beginnings 

of this relationship. 

74Alpers, 122. 

^Complete Letters, LT 509, 2: 610. 
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The Practice of Mapping 

In Holland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 

distinction between maps and pictures was not as clear as it is 

today.76 Maps were thought of as a kind of picture that provided 

certain kinds of information.77 Map making waB an activity that a 

wide range of people took part in, traveling was done in order to 

make maps, and it was a rather popular pastime.78 Alpers first 

identifies the overlapping of mapping and representing the 

landscape in the drawings of Hendrick Goltzius, dated to early in 

the seventeenth century (Figure 4).7® What mapping lent to the 

activity of representing the land was a new way of thinking about 

how land was sighted, and how it was then represented on a two 

dimensional Burface.®^ Termed mapping habits by Alpers, these 

methods include an acceptance of the two dimensional surface, 

emphasis on the extent of the land and its inscribed surface, an 

76Alpers, 126. 

77Ibid., 126-27 

7®Especially impressive is the number of well-known 
artists who made maps, and undertook journeys to make maps. Among 
those mentioned by Alpers in The Art of Describing (126-32) are 
Pieter Brueghel, Pieter Saenredam and Jan van Goyen. Obviously, 
the distinction between who was an artist or a maker of maps was 
not as clear cut in this period as it would later become. 

79Ibid., 139. 

80Ibid. 
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absence of any framing of the scene, a high viewpoint which 

reinforced the flatness of the work, and multiple viewpoints to 

broaden the range of surface information.81 Alpers identifies the 

panoramic landscape as particularly shaped by mapping, and among 

the artists singled out by name as representative are both Ruisdael 

and Koninck,82 the very two named by van Gogh in connection with 

the landscape around Aries. 

Mapping did not first occur to van Gogh in Provence in 

1888. It was something common in his life, and suggests a 

continuation of the traditions of Dutch visual culture from the 

seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. While studying theology 

in 1877, he learned geography and history by copying mapB from 

atlases by Stieler and Spruner-Menke.83 He alBo made maps himself 

and gave them as giftB; for instance, he made a map of the Holy 

Land for his father, and for a minister friend he drew maps of St. 

Paul'B trips to Greece and Asia Minor.84 In 1878 he made a map of 

Etten with hiB brother that crudely resembles the more 

sophisticated 

81Ibid., 139-142. 

82Ibid., 139. 

83Albert Boime, "Van Gogh's Starry Night; A History of 
Matter and a Matter of History," Arts Magazine 54, no. 4 (December 

1984): 94. 

84Ibid. 
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maps that contained both topographical and cultural information.85 

The fact that he and his younger brother went out together to draw 

a map suggests that amateur map making was still a pastime in the 

Dutch culture. So, when van Gogh spoke of maps in his letter to 

Theo in connection to the Montmajour drawings, the concept of 

making a map would be well familiar to him. 

Van Gogh's Drawings in the Mapping Mode 

Both La Crau Seen from Montmajour {Figure 1) and Landscape 

of Montmajour with Train {Figure 2) display in their graphic style, 

composition and over-all construction, the mapping habits as 

described by Alpers. In La Crau Seen from Montmajour van Gogh 

approaches the landscape from the high viewpoint of Montmajour, 

which emphasizes the flatness and extent of the land. The 

acceptance, even insistence on the two dimensional surface is 

brought about by this viewpoint, and the heavily inscribed 

surface. The myriad of dots, strokes and hatchings of the reed pen 

not only differentiate the fields and other types of vegetation, 

they serve to flatten the landscape into a pattern of neat 

reproduction of this map can be found in Boime's 
article "Van Gogh's Starry Night; A History of Matter and a Matter 
of History" (94). The difficulty of reproducing it clearly 
prohibited its inclusion here. 

The type of map I am referring to is the kind that 
included profiles of buildings, landmarks, inhabitants in ethnic 
costume, etc., either in the margins of the map, or within the map 
itself. One familiar example is the map in the background of Jan 

Vermeer's The Art of Painting. 
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geometrical shapes like one sees on a map. Volumes and solids are 

not firm, because the surface inscription dissolves these forms 

into a loose collection of markings, often transparent or sketchy. 

The Bcene is not firmly framed, it iB but one part of an expanse of 

land that extends to the right and left of the page. To the left a 

mountain is sliced in half, to the right fields and roads are 

abruptly cut off, both of which emphasize the continuation of the 

land beyond the edges. The viewer gets no sense of one vanishing 

point that logically constructs the whole. The numerous paths 

criss-crossing the flat surface, and the penstrokes of the fields 

pointing many directions, leaves the impression of a welter of 

shapes aligned to various vanishing points. These manipulations of 

perspective, used also by the seventeenth-century Dutch painters 

and The Hague School, were keyed to representing surface markings 

on a flat land with a low horizon, that is characteristic of 

Holland.86 Words are UBed in this image as a way of adding 

information, just as they were used in maps. The notation "The 

Crau View taken from Montmajour" that van Gogh placed in the lower 

left corner tells us what we are seeing and from what point of 

viewing. Noting such information is a characteristic of Dutch 

draftemanship that is also tied to the mapping mode.8^ 

86Murray, 414. 

8^Alpers, 132. 
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In Landscape of Montmajour with Train the notation is even 

more pronounced. Not only is it longer and more informative ("The 

countryside in the direction of the banks of the Rhone View from 

Montmajour"), it is laid on top of the drawing and enclosed in a 

cartouche, much like the legend of a map. These notations fix the 

point from which the landscape is sighted. We may recall the Dutch 

habit of actively considering from where the subject was sighted as 

a shaping factor in the construction of the representation. In 

graphic style and composition this second drawing shares many of 

the characteristics of La Crau Seen from Montmajour. Van Gogh 

executes thiB drawing from Montmajour, inscribes the surface with a 

variety of graphic markB, and the roads, tracks and lines of trees 

set up directional pulls that break apart any kind of unified 

construction. It is like a snapshot of one segment of a much 

larger, continuous expanse of space, here dotted with little 

figures and other human marks that play on the relative proportions 

of the figures to the total area. Relativity of size, and how the 

eye in the act of seeing acrosB space creates these sometimes 

illogical relationships (in this caBe one could point to the horse 

and buggy being larger than the train) was a particular 

preoccupation in the Northern tradition of art.88 

88Ibid., 18-19. 
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Both of these drawings, because of van Gogh's use of 

mapping habits, are constructions of a certain view of the 

landscape. These mapping habits effect from where and how the Crau 

is viewed, the drawing style and arrangement of the composition, 

and how space is seen and then represented on a two dimensional 

surface. Van Gogh identified the flatness of the land and surface 

inscription as the elements he hoped would communicate the 

similarity between RuiBdael's images of Holland and his of the 

Crau.®^ It is not merely fortuitous that van Gogh used methods of 

the mapping type to represent a landscape that reminded him of the 

seventeenth-century panoramic landscapes by artists such as 

Ruisdael, which were themselves shaped by mapping. These drawings 

are the landscape of France seen through Dutch eyes and arranged by 

Dutch methods. They show that the Dutch visual heritage was still 

playing a active role in van Gogh's work, even after his 

experiences in Paris. 

A visual comparison of seventeenth century drawings of the 

mapping type with van Gogh's two drawings will make this 

clearer.^0 Hendrick Goltzius's drawing, Dune Landscape near 

Haarlem (Figure 4), reveals its mapping connection by its emphasis 

^Complete Letters, LT S09, 2: 610. 

90Both examples that I am using are identified as drawings 
in the mapping mode by Alpers in The Art of Describing (339, 

149-52). 
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on the flatness of the land, and the graphic strokes which work 

across its surface. Although the horizon is lower than in van 

Gogh's drawings, the similarities ars numerous. Goltzius's drawing 

is composed of the same varied pen strokes marking out different 

areas of land, tiny figures working the land and traversing the 

road, and sketchy houses and barns on a flat surface seen from a 

high viewpoint. The edges of the drawing literally fade away as 

the space of the land continues beyond the drawing itself. What 

brings about the similarities between this drawing of Haarlem in 

1603 and those of the Crau in 1888 is a sameness in the method of 

representing the landscape. 

That a Dutch artist could choose to represent the 

landscape in the mapping mode may best be illustrated by looking at 

an etching by Rembrandt, The Goldweiqher's Field (Figure 5). We 

are more familiar with Rembrandt aB the painter of emotional 

religious themeB and the probing self-portraits, but here is the 

Dutch artist Rembrandt working in the mapping mode. Again we see 

many of the characteristics identified in both the drawings of van 

Gogh and of Goltzius as of the mapping type—the expanse of land, 

the graphic marks picking out squares of fields, roads 

criss-crossing the land, tiny figures at work, buildings dwarfed by 

the sheer expanse and area of the land. Although Rembrandt had a 

very personal connection to this part of the land, he uses the 
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mapping method to evoke the essence of the landscape of Holland.91 

Clearly this is a choice of method made by Rembrandt, as it would 

be by van Gogh over two hundred years later. 

91Ab AlperB notes in The Art of Describing (149), one of 
the estates on thiB land was owned by an unpaid creditor of 
Rembrandt's, yet there is nothing in the style or composition of 
this etching that makes the identification of the estate possible. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE SITE OF ARLES: JAPAN AND THE COUNTRY 

Thus far this discussion has centered exclusively on the 

importance of the Dutch visual heritage in the two drawings from 

1888. There remains, however, one issue to be resolved concerning 

these drawings before proceeding. In the letter mailed with the 

drawings, van Gogh made reference to Japan and Japanese art. 

Beyond the obvious connection of Japanese art with 

nineteenth-century modernism, van Gogh felt that these drawings had 

some relationship to Japan. The focus here will be on the drawings 

of July, 1988 and what van Gogh had to say about them in this 

context. The issue is not Japanese influence on van Gogh's art as 

a whole, but only the two drawings of the Crau. 

Japanese Description of Aries 

Van Gogh wrote about Japan and the drawings in the final 

paragraphs of the letter: 

Would you like to experiment with these two drawings 
of the Crau and the banks of the Rhone, which do not look 
Japanese, but which really are, perhaps more so than some 
others? Look at them in some cafe where it's clear and 
blue and nothing else in the way, or else outside....Here I 
work in a bare room, four white walls and a red paved 
floor. If I urge you to look at these two drawings in this 
way, it is because I so much want to give you a true idea 
of the simplicity of nature here.®^ 

^Complete Letters, LT 509, 2: 610-11. 
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Note his emphasis that the drawings do not look Japanese. Van Gogh 

was well aware of Japanese art and how it looked. Japanese art had 

been available and displayed in Holland long before other countries 

in Europe,93 van Gogh owned Japanese prints before he went to 

France,9<* and while in Paris they occupied an important place in 

his collecting and his work.95 A clue to the connection between 

Japan and these drawings in another paragraph of the letter: 

Have you read Mme. Chrysantheme? It gave me the 
impression that the real Japanese have nothing on their 
wallB....that is how you must look at Japanese art, in a 
very bright room, quite bare and open to the country.96 

Van Gogh had the habit of relating literature to art, in this case 

it was Pierre Loti's book Madame Chrysantheme of 1885.97 The two 

quotes reveal that the connection between the drawings and Japan 

lies in a similar view of nature, and how that view could be 

enhanced through the circumBtsnceB of viewing. Van Gogh associated 

truth and simplicity in nature with Japan, and he hoped they could 

93The Netherlands was the only European country that Japan 
traded with during its period of isolation from 1639 to 1854. 
Akiko Mabuchi, "Van Gogh and Japan," in Vincent van Gogh 
Exhibition, {Tokyo: The National Museum of Western Art, 1985), 169. 

9^Fred Orton, "Vincent van Gogh and Japanese Prints; an 
Introductory Essay," in Japanese Prints Collected by Vincent van 
Gogh, Rijksmuseum Vincent van Gogh (Amsterdam: RijksmuBeum Vincent 
van Gogh, 1978), 14. 

95Ibid., 15-16. 

96Complete Letters, LT 509, 2: 610. 

970rton, 21. 
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be seen in his drawings of the Crau. Van Gogh gathered the idea of 

a bare context for an image from Loti'B novel, he described his 

room in Aries as bare, and he urged Theo to look at his drawings in 

a clear environment. Although this idea came from a novel about 

Japan, it probably appealed to van Gogh because it is like the 

Dutch interest in actively considering the issue of looking and how 

context can effect how things are seen. Van Gogh hoped to 

represent the truth and simplicity of the Provence countryside in 

his drawings. Thus, the truth and simplicity that he perceived in 

Japanese art and life made Japan relevant to the drawings of the 

Crau. 

Aries and Japanese Naturalism 

Van Gogh's reasons for going to Aries were various; some 

more clear than others. Before van Gogh, Aries had not been a base 

for any artist.98 Besides wanting to start an artistic colony in 

the south of France, van Gogh was searching for new light and 

atmosphere to work in, and was attracted to the area by 

descriptions in contemporary literature.A month after his 

®8Pickvance, 12. 

^Pickvance in Van Gogh in Aries (12) mentions a number of 
possibilities that might have attracted van Gogh to Aries. There 
were several artists working in the immediate area, most notably 

Cezanne at Aix, a fact which van Gogh refers to in his letters 
numerous times. Aries was written about in contemporary 
periodicals and books, especially concerning the beauty of the 
women, and the novel Tartarin de Tar&scon (1872) by Alphonse 
Daudet, who was from this area that he wrote about, greatly 
appealed to van Gogh. 
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arrival, van Gogh wrote to Bernard about the landscape: 

This country Beems to me as beautiful as Japan as far as 
the limpidity of the atmosphere and the way color effects 
are concerned. Water forms patches of a beautiful emerald 
or a rich blue in the landscape, just as we see it in the 
crepons. The sunsets have a pale orange color which makes 
the fields appear blue. The sun a splendid yellow. And 
all of this though I have not seen the country yet in its 
usual summer splendor. 

Later from Saint-Remy, in the course of a letter 

discussing why he went to Aries, van Gogh again drew comparisons 

between the land and Japan: "...Wishing to see a different light, 

thinking that looking at nature under a bright sky might give us a 

better idea of the Japanese way of feeling and drawing."101 jn 

both instances, the connection between the south and Japan 

consisted of a similarity in nature. Van Gogh felt that viewing 

nature a certain way could bring about a Japanese attitude toward 

nature and drawing.. The Japan constructed primarily in French 

nineteenth century novels, gave the nest an image of a land 

unspoiled by Western civilization, pure and simple in its 

isolation.A large component of this image was Japanese 

naturalism—its simplicity, its philosophical dignity, the sense of 

man's incorporation and membership in nature as a whole.^3 

^-QQcomplete Letters, LB2, 3: 476. 

101Ibid., LT 605, 3: 207-08. 

102Mabuchi, 172. 

^^Mabuchi in "Van Gogh and Japan" (175) does feel that 
this Japanese-style naturalism, as he calls it, was an outlook that 
van Gogh genuinely picked up from his interest in Japan. 
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Van Gogh recognized this Japanese attitude toward nature and its 

particular attraction for the West: 

Come now, isn't it almost a true religion which these 
simple Japanese teach us, who live in nature as though they 
themselves were flowers? 

And you cannot study Japanese art, it seems to me, 
without being much gayer and happier, and we must return to 
nature in spite of our education and our work in a world of 
convention. ̂ 4 

This Japanese attitude toward nature, with its simplicity and 

happiness unlike Western convention, was what made Japan desirable 

to van Gogh. Van Gogh saw in Aries a nature that he connected to 

the image of Japanese nature—not only visually, but in the sense of 

a nature of simplicity, one that man could be an integral part 

of, one lacking in the contemporary West. 

Aries as Country 

To van Gogh, another benefit in coming to Aries was 

escaping Paris and ill health. Van Gogh monitored his health 

obsessively while in Aries, ̂5 and from the beginning his letters 

documented his improvement from his condition in Paris.106 In 

1Q4Complete Letters, LT 542, 3: 55. 

105pickvance in Van Gogh in ArleB (26-30) excerpts all the 

mentions of his health by van Gogh in his letters from the stay in 
Aries. The total is forty-three references to his health. 

*0®The first mention of an improvement from Paris is 
Complete Letters, LT 464, 2: 526, written his first week in Aries. 
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van Gogh's letters, the city of Paris became the antithesis of 

Aries,the country and good health: 

I was certainly going the right way for a stroke when 
I left Paris. I paid for it nicely afterwards 1 When I 
stopped drinking, when I stopped smoking so much, when I 
began to think again instead of trying not to think—Good 
Lord, the depression and prostration of itl Work in these 
magnificent natural surroundings has restored my 
morale.... 

At one point van Gogh discovered that Theo has been consulting a 

physician in Paris , named Gruby. In the letter Paris is referred 

to as a place of noise and foul air. Van Gogh also recalled his 

own poor condition while in Paris, and suggested to Theo: "If only 

you could have one year of life in the country and with nature just 

now, it would make Gruby's cure much easier."108 Paris the city, 

became the opposite to the health, simplicity and nature that 

constituted the country in the south of France. 

It was not simply the country that attracted van Gogh in 

the south of France, it was a certain type of country. The south 

provided opportunities to find country still unspoiled, still 

rustic and still populated with true peasants. Van Gogh saw not 

just peasants, but a type of peasant: "Moreover I must tell you 

that I made a very interesting round of the farms with someone who 

knows the country. But you know in the real Provence there is more 

107Ibid., LT 481, 2: 557. 

108Ibid., LT 489, 2: 567. 
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peasantry a la Millet than anything else-"109 

Van Gogh described the peasantry as Millet-like, which 

acts to separate and define them as a group. To van Gogh, Millet 

represented the rustic, the image of rural life and labor 

structured by the land and the seasons, the dignity of a life ruled 

by nature and God.^® Van Gogh saw being like Millet as a quality 

that when identified was to be treasured and not spoiled. Van Gogh 

made his attitude clear in a letter to Theo from late July, talking 

alBout an American painter Dodge McKnight, and a Belgian, Eugene 

Boch, who were visiting a village near ArleB for a few weeks 

The village where they are Btaying is real Millet, 
poor peasants and nothing else, absolutely rustic and 
homely. This quality completely escapes them. I think 
that McKnight has civilized and converted to civilized 
Christianity his brute of a landlord. Anyway the swine and 
his worthy spouse, when you go there, shake hands with 
you—it is a cafe, of course—when you ask for drinks, they 
have a way of refusing money—"Ohl I could not take money 
from an artiss"—with two seB.... 

I think that McKnight has some money but not much. So 
they contaminate the village; but for that, I'd go there to 
work often. What one ought to do there is not to talk to 
the civilized people; now they know the station master and 
a score of bores, and that is partly why they get nowhere. 
Naturally these simple and artless country folk laugh at 
them and despise them. But if they did their work without 
taking up with these village loungers with their starched 

109Ibid., LT 519, 3: 4. 

110Griselda Pollock, "Van Gogh and the Poor Slaves: 

Images of Rural Labour as Modern Art," Art History 2, no. 3 
(September 1988): 412-13. 

UlRewald, Post-Impressionism, 196. 
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collars, then they could go into the peasants' homes and 
let them earn a few pence. And then this blessed 
Fontvielles would be a gold mine for them; but the natives 
are like Zola's poor peasants, innocent and gentle beings 
as we know.-^2 

The village is identified aB "real Millet", because of its poor 

peasants. What spoiled this was McKnight's money, which 

contaminated the village. The brutish landlord and his wife are 

now civilized, and van Gogh mocks their attempts at elevated 

speech. McKnight and his money connected him to the civilized 

people, opposite the simple and artless country folk. McKnight and 

Boch have failed, because instead of dealing with the true peasants 

and letting them earn a few pence, they got involved with the 

different class in the village. The potential gold mine available 

in depicting the poor peasants was ruined. This passage revealB 

the paternalistic attitude of van Gogh toward the group identified 

as poor peasants. They are innocent and artless beneficiaries of a 

few pence in the exchange for an imagery of an uncivilized, 

unspoiled peasantry. Thus there is a separation between van Gogh 

who is in the class able to buy models, and the peasantry whose 

image is a commodity to be bought. Van Gogh also communicates the 

fragility of this situation, and how easily it might be ruined. 

McKnight and Boch found a peasantry still rustic and Millet-like, 

but that quality escaped them, and they ended up knowing only "the 

village loungers". 

Uncomplete Letters, LT 514, 2: 621-22. 
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The quote also suggests the increasing rarity of finding such a 

peasantry. Van Gogh identified the village as possessing a certain 

quality, and then laments its contamination and conversion to 

civilization perpetrated by McKnight and his money. The peasantry 

van Gogh was attracted to was disappearing. Van Gogh's term 

"Millet-like" identifies peasants of a past age, of a time before 

the conflicts caused by money, class and change. What was 

happening in the south of France in the late nineteenth century 

made this type of peasantry increasingly difficult to find. 
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CHAPTER 6 

MODERNIZATION OF THE COUNTRYSIDE: OLD HOLLAND AND NEW ARLES 

When van Gogh drew his two versions of the landscape 

outside of Aries, he used methods of style and composition used by 

the seventeenth-century Dutch realists to produce images of the 

Dutch countryside. These methods were used as well by the artists 

of The Hague School to represent their native country Holland and 

its people. This resulted in favorable comparisons between their 

work and that of their famous seventeenth-century predecessors. An 

influx of foreign artists looking for the a land still untrammeled 

by progress and modernization, seen in The Hague School's 

paintings, came to Holland during the period of The Hague School's 

highest popularity.11^ The popularity of The Hague School up until 

World War I was in part due to a transferral of admiration for 

seventeenth-century art to the School, for what was seen as its 

continuation of a distinctively Dutch art, and the attraction of 

^-^One popular perception was that everything was fifty 
years behind in Holland. Although foreign artists continued to 
come to Holland up until World War I, coinciding exactly to when 
the vision of Holland produced by The Hague School was at its 
height in popularity, as early as the 1870s changes being caused by 
modernization were being noticed and lamented by visitors to 
Holland. Hans Kraan, "The Vogue for Holland," in The Hague 
School: Dutch Masters of the 19th Century, ed. Ronald de Leeuw, 
John Sillevis and Charles Dumas (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson 
for the Haags Gemeentemuseum, Dienst Verspreide Rijkskollekties and 
the Royal Academy of ArtB, 1983), 122-23. 
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the romantic, even old world that they painted.114 Why, then, was 

van Gogh using old Dutch methods to construct representations of 

France in 1088? The answer lies in van Gogh's attitude toward 

modernization and changes that were taking place on the land in 

both Holland and France. Van Gogh's use of these methods was 

intentioned. Using them not only affected the drawing's style and 

composition, but also had implication for their meanings. 

Investigating how van Gogh felt about changes being brought by 

modernization and what he saw in Provence in 1888, will make this 

clear. These two drfiwings construct a certain vision of the 

landscape, a vision that reveals what van Gogh wanted to see, and 

obscures what he did not. This is not a benign use of an older 

Btyle. It iB a choice made by van Gogh that reveals how he felt 

about what was happening in 1888, and how he hoped to 

appeal to the viewer of these drawings. 

Modernization of Aries 

From the mid to late nineteenth century, major changes 

occurred in Aries that had an effect on the old, even isolated 

character of the region.11^ Early in the century a major canal was 

114Ibid., 115. 

^^Arles was an old Roman town, founded in 46 B.C., which 

contained many old Roman ruins. It was also a prominent city 
during the medieval period. The major monuments and tourist sites 
were of these two eraB. This ancient heritage, and the famed 
beauty of the women are what attracted the few tourists who came. 
Pickvance, Van Gogh in Aries, 13-15. 
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built connecting Aries to the Mediterranean.116 By mid century, 

the railroad had connected Aries to Paris.A large number of 

workshops producing railroad engines and stock were built in Aries, 

making it the major industry in the town with over one thousand 

employees.To bring the railroad to Aries some of the major 

Roman ruins had to be destroyed.^-19 In 1867 the gasworks were 

constructed, which added more industrial architecture to the town's 

Bkyline.^2® In 1Q75 a bridge was built across the Rhone, linking 

Aries to its suburb Trinquetaille.121 All of these industrializing 

and modernizing changes connected Aries to the rest of France, and 

changed it from an isolated rural town, to a growing, industrial 

town. However, van Gogh went to Aries to find the country, and he 

did. He found a country however, that had more to do with his 

attitudes about modernization in Holland and what he wanted to see 

in the south of France than what was actually happening in Aries in 

the nineteenth century. 

The Significance of "Old Holland" 

To understand what van Gogh saw in the south of France, 

and how it connected to Holland, we muBt return to the letter sent 

with the two drawings of Montmajour. In it, van Gogh compared the 

116Ibid., 14. 

119Ibid., 14. 

117Ibid. 118Ibid., 14-15. 

120Ibid., 15. 121Ibid. 
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drawings to "the old Holland of Ruyadael's time."122 

Significantly, it is the old rather than the contemporary Holland 

that van Gogh saw in this landscape. In another letter, van Gogh 

made the distinction between the two Hollands very clear, again 

when describing the landscape: "Here except for an intenser 

coloring, it reminds one of. Holland: everything is flat, only one 

thinks rather of the Holland of RuyBdael or Hobbema or Ostade than 

of Holland as it is."I23 Holland "as it is" meant something 

personal to van Gogh; changes that he saw happen in Holland where 

he lived. Van Gogh wrote about these changes in 1882: 

I imagine it is something like Brabant when I was 
young—say, some twenty years ago. I remember as a boy 
seeing that heath and the little farms, the looms and the 
spinning wheels in exactly the same way I see them now in 
Mauve's and ter Meulen's drawings. But since then that 
part of Brabant with which I was acquainted has changed 
enormously in consequence of agricultural developments and 
the establishment of industries. Speaking for myself, in 
certain spots I do not look without a little sadness on a 
new red-tiled tavern, remembering a loam cottage with a 
moBS-covered thatched roof that used to be there. 

Since then there have come beet-sugar factories, 
railways, agricultural developments of the heath, etc., 
which are infinitely lees picturesque. 

Obviously, van Gogh was well aware of the industrial changes 

occurring in Holland that were being recognized by others.12^ 

Incomplete Letters, LT 509, 2: 610. 

123Ibid., LT 502, 2: 596. 

124Ibid., LR 11, 3: 326. 

an, referring to the changes being noticed by foreign 
visitors; see n. 113 above. 
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There is an unmistakable note of nostalgia in this passage, and the 

conclusion that a quality of the land had been lost. Van Gogh also 

recognized that the work of contemporary Dutch artists, such as 

Mauve of The Hague School, showed a Holland of the past. Mauve's 

drawings were of the Holland of his childhood, not the Holland of 

modernization and agricultural development. The process of 

modernization was different in Holland compared to other European 

countries. Industrialization was relatively late, so the major 

changes of modernization had their first impact on the rural sector 

rather than the urban.12® Towns had been an integral part of the 

Dutch country since the seventeenth century, so urbanization was 

not the major change caused by modernization that it had been 

elsewhere.127 Traditional Dutch society foBtered in its upper 

classes a disdain for progress, particularly of industrialization 

on its home land, not surprising in a country that built the 

majority of its wealth on foreign trade.128 Even the railroad, 

such a symbol of modernization and progress, was looked down upon 

by the Dutch, and had to be financed almost entirely through 

126pollock, "Van Gogh and the Poor Slaves", 413-14. For 

further background on social and economic conditions in the 
Netherlands during this period see E. H. Kossman, The Low Countries 

1780-1940 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978); Michael Wintle, 
Pillars of Piety; Religion in the Netherlands in the Nineteenth 
Century (Hull University Press, 1987). 

127Pollock, 414. 

12®Johan Goudsblom, Dutch Society (New York: Random 

House, 1967), 20-21. 
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foreign capital. ̂ 9 Tjje first changes caused by modernization in 

Holland had their effect on the Dutch countryside, and the van 

Gogh's family background and position in Dutch Bociety shaped his 

attitudes towards these changes. 

The van Gogh family in the seventeenth century were 

regents, who held offices of state.130 By the nineteenth century, 

his immediate family were of the professional class, university 

educated as was their privilege.131 They were all involved in 

traditional professions in Dutch society; hiB father was a 

clergyman, three of his uncles were art dealers, and a fourth uncle 

was a Vice-Admiral in the Navy. Van Gogh's class position, his 

education, and his profession aB an artist separated him from the 

lower classes.132 In Holland this traditional upper middle class 

was against the progress and development offered by industrial 

^^One major stumbling block waB that many Dutch felt the 
railroad could never compete with the trekschuit, the traditional 
horse-drawn boat. Goudsblom, Dutch Society, 21. 

l^OpoHock, "Van Gogh and the Poor Slaves", 414. 

131Ibid. 

132John A. Walker, "Van Gogh as a Peasant Painter," essay 
in Van Gogh Studies: Five Critical Essays (London: JAW 
Publications, 1981), 47. For more information on his family 
background consult Charles Dumas, "Art Dealers and Collectors," in 
The Hague School: Dutch Masters of the 19th Century, ed. Ronald de 
Leeuw, John SilleviB and Charles Dumas (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson for the Haags Gemeentemuseum, Dienst Verspreide 
Rijkskollekties and the Royal Academy of Arts, 1983), 125-136. 
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capitalism.133 His class attitude is revealed by the nostalgic 

regret in his letter about the changes in the Dutch countryside. 

It was also apparent in his descriptions of the peasants in the 

south of France as uncivilized and simple, and as separate from 

himself and others with money. 

The nostalgia for old Holland colored what he saw in the 

south of France. There are precise descriptions in his letters 

which pinpoint what is like Holland, and what is missing: 

There is a ciBtern running clear water which irrigates 
the farm along trenches in a complete little system of 
canals. A horse, an old white animal from the Carmague, 
sets the machinery in motion. 

No cows on these little farms.m 

Van Gogh noted the canal system and the horsepower, which reminded 

him of Holland, and also the lack of cows, a fixture of the rural 

landscape in his native country. The vision of an old and rural 

Holland, that was in fact changing in the wake of modernization, 

waB displaced onto what van Gogh saw in the countryside of France. 

He noted with care what was similar and what was dissimilar. When 

he constructed his drawings of the Crau, he choBe to emphasize what 

was similar. 

Constructing the Image of the Past 

The two drawings under consideration were part of the 

l33Pollock, "Van Gogh and the Poor Slaves", 414. 

incomplete Letters, LT 519, 3: 5. 
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second series done from Montmajour, looking across the Crau. The 

first series of seven drawings, was done in late Hay of 18&8 to 

send it to the second exhibition of the Dutch Etching Society in 

Amsterdam.*35 Van Gogh evidently chose this particular landscape 

with its wide panoramic view in order to appeal to the Dutch 

public. The second series was likewise done for a specific 

purpose: 

Since I cannot help at all with money just at this 
moment when we are entering thiB combination with Gauguin, 
I have done all I could to show through my work that I have 
the plan at heart. In my opinion the two views of the Crau 
and of the country on the banks of the Rhone are the best 
things I have done in pen and ink. If Thomas should happen 
to want them, he cannot have them for less than 100 fr. 
each. Even if in that case I had to make him a present of 

* * • 
the three others, as we must get some money.-1-3' 

Van Gogh wanted to contribute to the expense of relocating Gauguin 

to Aries, and in order to generate cash he sent the two drawings 

most likely to sell. Van Gogh thought about selling artwork 

throughout hiB period in Aries. In one letter he speculated on how 

long it would take before his work began selling, as well as the 

future Baleability of works by Gauguin and the Impressionists. 

In another 'letter he wrote about Mauve's productivity and how much 

135pickvance, 77. 

136Ibid., 78. 

3^Complete Letters, LT 509, 2: 609. 

138Ibid., LT 495, 2: 580. 



62 

hiB work was selling for.13® Van Gogh did offer suggestions, 

however, for what he thought would make his work Bell, as well as 

the work of other painters who were not financially successful. 

Concerning his own work he wrote: "...what I do is not salable 

like the Brocharts for instance, but it can be sold to people who 

buy things because there is nature in them."140 Here again is the 

issue of nature which was preoccupying him in Aries. In another 

letter, van Gogh speculated on what would improve the situation of 

painters who were presently having difficulties: "Nothing would 

help us to sell our canvases more than if they could gain general 

acceptance as decorations for middle-class houses. The way it used 

to be in Holland."141 A combination of these elements is the key 

to understanding what van Gogh saw in the southern French 

countryside, and shaped how he chose to represent that land. Van 

Gogh folt that he had found nature in the country around Aries, and 

he did not allow the changes happening in Aries to intrude upon 

that perception. Only twice does he face the town and show the 

smokestacks and industrial buildings that were the most visible 

signs of modernization, all the other paintings were 

139Ibid., LT 485, 2: 

140Ibid., LT 513, 2: 

141Ibid., LT 512, 2: 

563. 

618. 

617 



63 

done wih his back to Aries.^42 When attempting to create works 

specifically to sell, van Gogh turned to the depiction of a 

panoramic landscape that emphasized the extent of the land. Nature 

is mapped out onto fields being harvested by small figures, 

traversed by man, and ridden over by horBe and buggy. The train 

in Landscape of Montmajour with Train (Figure 2), the one element 

that can be identified as of the nineteenth century and 

modernization, is minimized through distance, and blends into the 

overall pattern of graphic strokes. When van Gogh refered to the 

train it was humanized and reduced! " — a little train running 

across the wheatfield..."143 ^ny tension that might result from 

placing a modern nineteenth-century element into a landscape done 

in an older mode is obscured by the mapping methods used to 

construct this particular vision of the landscape. By emphasizing 

the spatial extent of the land, the proportions of the details can 

be manipulated. Thus the horse and buggy, the two figures walking 

on the road in the center, and even the man plowing the field 

behind the train, dwarf the little train. That these figural 

142picjtVance in Van Gogh in Aries (100) identifies Aries; 
View from the Wheatfields and Summer Evening as the two showing the 
town of Aries. Although Pickvance is referring only to the 
paintings that are a part of the so-called Harvest Series, a look 
at the rest of the catalogue shows that no other landscape gives 
any hint of the industrial aspect of Aries. 

Incomplete Letters, LB 10, 3: 501. 
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elements were probably later additions1^ suggests that van Gogh 

felt the need to establish and stress man's place in this 

landscape, and he did so with such traditional motifs as the horse 

and plow, the buggy and walking. In La Crau Seen from Montmajour 

(Figure 1) absolutely nothing intrudes on this landscape that would 

fix its time or place. It is a timeless vision of man's 

inhabitation of the land, as easily drawn in 1588 as in 1888. 

Van Gogh's choice of method in' representing this land was 

in part brought about by his desire to produce drawings that were 

liable to sell. By using methods of composition and style that had 

their basis in the Dutch seventeenth-century tradition of realism, 

van Gogh could construct representations of the French landscape 

that would appeal to a viewer appreciative of this vision of the 

past. The Hague School was quite successful in doing this very 

thing. The recognition that The Hague School work was based on the 

seventeenth—century Dutch tradition, and the desire for the 

romanticized past before the advent of modernization and 

industrialization that was the subject of paintings, were the very 

elements that made them so successful.^5 Van Gogh knew, for 

example, that Mauve was selling his work, and he also recognized 

that Mauve was selling images of the Holland of the past. Van Gogh 

also recognized that a potential pool of buyers that could be 

144gee n. 18 above. 

145Kraan, 121-22. 
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addressed was the middle class, just as used to be the case in 

Holland. It is not inconceivable that the succeBB of The Hague 

School and the traditional images of Holland they produced, 

combined with the idea of the past success of the older Dutch 

masters in selling their work, inclined van Gogh to believe that 

the use of older methods to produce a Dutch vision of the landscape 

would meet with success as well. 

However, these imageB are not simply the result of van 

Gogh calculating the best method by which to produce works that 

would Bell. They were also shaped by a set of conditions that 

taken together bring us closer to appreciating the complexity of 

these images. They show a land that to van Gogh was tied into a 

Japanese appreciation for the simplicity and truth of nature, and 

man's integral position in it. These drawings emphasize the 

expanse of land that was the country, which to van Gogh was a place 

of health and revitalization, in opposition to the ill effects of 

Paris the city. When he looked out across the Crau, van Gogh saw 

the old Holland of the seventeenth-century landscape painters, not 

the Holland of the late nineteenth century, and not the France of 

the late nineteenth century. Van Gogh'B nostalgic attitude toward 

the rural countryside and the peasantry was obvious in his 

letters. His drawings emphasized the agricultural aspect of the 

landscape, and were peopled with small figures working and 

traversing the land in traditional ways. As a Dutchman of a 

certain class, van Gogh saw in the rural landscape held particular 
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weight and significance for him. Van Gogh chose to see and 

emphasize those things that were like old Holland. In order to 

construct that vision of the land he used methods of the Dutch 

artistic tradition. By using methodB that had their source in 

Dutch realism of the seventeenth century, van Gogh could make 

"real" what was not real in the countryside of Aries. He could 

also obscure the tension between the rural and the modern, just as 

these methods were used in the seventeenth century to express the 

lack of tension between the country and the city. The traditional 

mapping methods used by van Gogh clearly connect him and the two 

drawings to his native country and the biases of his class. They 

produce images that in style and composition re-present 

nineteenth-century southern France in the mode of a 

seventeenth-century Dutch landscape, and reveal van Gogh's 

nostalgic and traditional attitudes toward the land. 



APPENDIX: ILLUSTRATIONS 
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Figure 1: Vincent van Gogh, La Crau Seen From Montmajour. 1888, 
Pencil, reed pen, quill pen, brown and black ink on 
paper, Rijksmuseum Vincent van Gogh, Amsterdam. After 
Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh in Aries. New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 

. 1984, p. 57. 
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Figure 2: Vincent van Gogh, Landscape of Montniajour with Train. 1888. 
Pencil, reed pen, quill pen, brown ink on paper, British 
Museum, London. After Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh in Aries. 
New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art and Harry N. Abrams, 
Inc., 1984, p.58. 
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Figure 3: Map of Aries, map of surrounding countryside. Upper: 
Map showing the position of the Crau, and other 
natural landmarks. Lower: Map showing the number 
of canals and bridges coming into the town of Aries. 
After Ronald Pickvance, Van Gogh in Aries. New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art and Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 

. 1984, p. 10. 



Figure 4: Hendrick Goltzius, Dune Landscape near Haarlem, 1603. 
Drawing, Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam. 
After Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch 
Art in the Seventeenth Century. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984; 1983, p. 140. 



Figure 5: Rembrandt van Rijn, The Goldweiqher's Field. 1651/ Etching and 
drypoint, Art Institute of Chicago. AfterSvetlana Alpers, The 
Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century. 
Chicago: University or Chicago*Press, 1564; 1983, p. 150. 
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