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Full name: Vincent Willem van Gogh

Born: March 30, 1853

Died: July 29, 1890

Vincent van Gogh was born in Zundert, Netherlands, but 
he spent his life traveling and living all over Europe. His love 
of learning, natural curiosity, and his ability to feel things 
very deeply helped him to become one of the most 
famous painters in the history of art – even though he only 
painted for 10 years! 

During those 10 years, Vincent painted a LOT. He accom-
plished more in a decade than most artists do in 50 years. 
He created over 2000 works of art, including over 900 
paintings. 

We know a lot more about Vincent van Gogh than we 
know about other painters. This is because he wrote 650 
letters to his brother Theo, who was also his best friend. 

Vincent van Gogh

These letters tell us all about van Gogh’s life, and what he thought about his art. Vincent struggled more 
than most. He was passionate about painting, but he wasn’t successful during his lifetime. He only sold 
one painting while he was alive! His brother supported him emotionally and financially, and after his death, 
his brother’s wife made it her mission to get Vincent’s art and his story (through the letters he wrote to 
Theo) the recognition it deserved.

Vincent was a very sensitive and thoughtful person. He was always looking at the world around him, and 
finding new and exciting ways to translate his unique perspective onto the canvas so we could all share in 
his vision. He wrote, “I am seeking, I am striving, I am in it with all my heart.” 
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The Yellow House

Paul Gauguin, The Painter of Sunflowers, 1888

In 1888, Vincent van Gogh rented 4 rooms here in the 
Yellow House in Arles, France. He had a kitchen and a 
painting studio downstairs, and 2 bedrooms upstairs. Do 
you see the green shutters in the front? The window with 
one shutter closed is where his bedroom was – the bed-
room he painted! The Yellow House isn’t there anymore, 
so we’re lucky to have this painting to show us how it 
looked when Vincent van Gogh lived there. 

Check out the February 
2017 lesson in The Studio 
to learn all about van 
Gogh’s Bedroom in the 
Yellow House.

Vincent van Gogh, The Yellow House, 1888

Vincent van Gogh, The Bedroom, 1889

"In the hope of living in a studio of our own 
with Gauguin, I'd like to do a decoration for 
the studio. Nothing but large sunflowers."

Paul Gauguin captured his good 
friend Vincent as he painted his 
beloved Sunflowers in this portrait.

This is a great
book for kids!
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The story of the Sunflowers
There are lots of variations of the Sunflower paintings. Vincent first began painting sunflowers in 1887 when 
he was in Paris. The Paris Sunflowers are not arranged in vases, but they are laying on a flat surface.

When he moved to the Yellow House in 
Arles, Vincent was working toward his 
dream of creating an artist’s communi-
ty. He invited his friend Gauguin to 
come live in the house and they had a 
studio where they could paint together. 
Vincent wanted the house to feel warm 
and inviting, so he told his brother Theo 
that he wanted to fill the walls with 
paintings of sunflowers. In 1888, he 
originally painted four canvases over 
the course of an especially cold and 
windy week when he couldn’t paint 
outdoors. The next year, Vincent went 
back and painted another version of 
the third Sunflowers, and two more 
versions of the fourth Sunflowers. 
These paintings are called repetitions.

This one is privately 
owned and hasn’t 
been publicly 
displayed since 
1948.

This one was in 
Japan and was 
unfortunately 
destroyed in a fire 
during WWII.

the 
repetitions

Where can you see them?
The third version is at the Neue 
Pinakothek in Munich, Germany. The 
fourth version is at the National Gallery 
in London, England. The repetition of 
the third version is at the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art in Philadelphia, US. The 
first repetition of the fourth version is at 
the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam, 
Netherlands. The second repetition of 
the fourth version is at the Sompo 
Japan Museum of Art in Tokyo, Japan.

1 2 3 4
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What else can we see in the Sunflowers?
Symbolism
For Vincent, the 

sunflowers represent-
ed optimism and 

gratitude. They were 
painted during an 

especially happy time 
in van Gogh’s life.

Texture
There’s literal texture in the 
artwork because of the 
impasto technique Vincent 
used, but we can also find 
texture in the seed pods and 
the fuzzy flower stems.

No shadows?!
Look at the lighting here... 
there is a bright white highlight 
in the center of the vase, but 
there don’t seem to be any 
shadows at all.

Symmetry
Although the composition isn’t perfectly 

symmetrical, it’s extremely balanced. The vase 
sits in the center and the flowers on the left 
and right sides seem to mirror each other.

More 
symbolism

Notice how Vincent 
shows flowers at 

various stages in the 
plant’s life cycle. 

Some are perky and 
full of petals, while 

others are beginning 
to droop and wilt. 

Monochromatic
Vincent chose to set the bright 
blooms against a yellow back-
ground, and atop a yellow table.
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All about impasto
The method Vincent used to apply paint to his 
canvas is called the impasto technique.

Impasto is an Italian word that means “paste” or “mixture” 
and it’s also an art term that describes paint that is layered 
on the canvas so thickly that when the paint is dry it looks 
bumpy and adds texture to the art.

This technique works best when the artist works quickly. If 
an artist likes to come back and revisit their work, make 
changes and add on to it, the thick impasto paint will 
begin to flatten out and loose its effect. Van Gogh was 
known for completing his paintings in a day – so his style 
of creating art that was immediate and momentary worked 
well with the impasto application.

When artists use the impasto technique, you can usually 
see brushstrokes in the paint, and sometimes the paint 
isn’t even applied with a brush. Some artists squeeze their 
paint straight from the tube onto their canvas! Van Gogh 
liked to use the handle of his paintbrush and palette 
knives to apply his paint. In some of Vincent’s paintings, 
you can see his fingerprints!

When you begin to explore the properties of your 
medium, you can have fun with techniques like this! Not 
all paint works for the impasto technique. Oil paint is best, 
but you can also add acrylic paint to a medium (like these) 
to get the same result.
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Post-Impressionism
In art history, people like to group together artists who had similar styles, or painted in a certain way. 

Vincent van Gogh was a Post-Impressionist painter. This movement shares some similarities with 

Impressionism, but there are also some important differences. Post-Impressionist painters were known 

for painting with bright colors and using techniques where the brushstrokes and the 

thickness of the paint became part of the art. Their paintings were bold and dramatic. Artists 

before them tried to show how things really were in their paintings. Post-Impressionists weren’t con-

cerned with realism. They wanted to share a feeling in their art, and they loved to use symbolism.

1 8 8 2 - 1 9 1 4

More Post-Impressionist Painters...

Paul CézanneGeorges Seurat Paul Gauguin

A Sunday Afternoon on the Island 
of La Grand Jatte, 1884-1886

The Basket of Apples, 1895 Woman with a Flower, 1891  

(1848-1903)(1839-1906)(1859-1891)
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What we know from Vincent’s letters
We are so lucky that Vincent loved to write to his brother (and best friend) Theo. 
Much of what we know about Vincent’s artistic ideas comes directly from the things 
he wrote in his letters. Vincent was happy with the Sunflower paintings (which was unusual for him – 
he was his own harshest critic.) He was thrilled when Gauguin liked the paintings so much, he asked 
Vincent if he could have two of them. Vincent knew he had done something special in his Sunflower paint-
ings. He wrote, “You may know that the peony is Jeannin’s, the hollyhock belongs to 
Quost, but the sunflower is mine in a way.” 

"I picture to myself these same canvases 
between those of the sunflowers, which 
would thus form torches or candelabra 
beside them, the same size, and so the 
whole would be composed of seven or nine 
canvases."

When Vincent arrived in Arles, he mailed letters 
almost every day, so he saw the postman Joseph 
frequently. Vincent went on to paint portraits of 
Joseph and his entire family, and in one of his 
letters he described this painting of Joseph’s wife, 
Augustine, being displayed in between two of his 
sunflower paintings.

– V I N C E N T  V A N  G O G H
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Vincent on film and in songs
For the film, Loving Vincent, artists created 65,000 oil paintings on canvas board. It is the first full painted 
feature film. While the film itself is rated PG13  (and may not be appropriate for young kids), you can explore 
the making of the film together! There is a wonderful website that shares behind the scenes of the process.

Click to see more Click to listen
Don McLean’s song about Vincent. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4wrNFDxCRzU
http://lovingvincent.com/the-paintings,2,pl.html
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How to arrange a still life like van Gogh
Before Vincent sat down to paint his Sunflowers, he did some-
thing special. He arranged his items deliberately and intentionally. 

In addition to color considerations, Vincent also thought about 
the wall behind the flowers, the table the vase sits on, the vase, 
and the flowers themselves. These are all part of the picture. 
When an artist arranges items like this, and then 
paints them, it’s called a still life.

When an artist arranges a still life, there are several things to 
keep in mind.

1. Look at lighting. Make sure your subject is well lit, and 
you have good shadows and highlights to add contrast.

2. What’s in the background? What is behind your 
subject? A wall? Hanging drapes? Something else? It will 
become part of your art, so consider what it looks like.

3. What’s on the surface? Will your items sit on a table? Is 
it painted, or wooden, or glass? Will you arrange fabric to add a 
softer element?

4. Symmetrical or asymmetrical? The way you balance the items in your still life will give your painting a calmer 
or more dynamic energy depending on how you use (or don’t use) symmetry.

5. Perspective and point-of-view. Will you see the items at eye level, or from above or below? Make sure to 
turn things around and look at them from all sides before you decide which side will face the front and be in your 
painting.

6. The odd number trick. Artists like to use odd numbers of items because it’s usually more visually interesting. 
How many sunflowers are in Vincent’s vase?



Monochromatic
Masterpieces

TheStudio

September 2019

ART HIST   RY KIDS
with

N O W  I T ’ S  Y O U R  T U R N . . .

 20

Let’s make some yellow art this week!

Think about a fun still life you could set up for your painting. Maybe it’s a simple vase of sunflowers like 
van Gogh painted. Or maybe you’d rather paint a different kind of yellow flower– daisies, roses, or 
anything that catches your eye at the flower market. You don’t need a whole bunch of flowers, either. 
You could paint just one single flower laying on a table.

Or you could set up a non-floral still life! Look around your house for interesting yellow objects.

Make your art using as much yellow as possible, and think about using the Post-Impressionist style. If 
you’d rather work in another style, that’s fine too! Look at the tips for arranging a great still life, and make 
sure you consider your lighting, your composition, and all of those other fun elements as you set the 
stage for your art!

Some things to consider as 
you make your art...

Consider this:

Van Gogh does something wonderful in his art 
that few other painters are able to accomplish. 
He was able to capture an amazing energetic 
quality in his painting because he worked so 
quickly, and that immediacy translated onto his 
canvas. If you look back at the Seurat painting 
(A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La 
Grande Jatte) you’ll notice that the people look 
rigid and stiff. Seurat spent two years working 
on this painting, reworking and going back 
over everything. Van Gogh, on the other hand, 
usually completed each painting in less than a 
day... and it shows! His art is powerful and 
dynamic because he worked so quickly. See if 
you can do the same thing in your art!

1. Choose your subject
Will you show flowers in your artwork, or will 
you make a still life with some other kind of 
objects?

2. Choose your medium
Will you paint, draw with pastels or colored 
pencils, or do something else?

3. Create your art (quickly?)
Will you make your art using Vincent’s 
Post-Impressionist style? Will you work quickly 
the way Vincent did?

4. Share your masterpiece
Post a photo in our facebook group, or email it 
to thestudio@arthistorykids.com so I can 
feature your art in the online gallery!


