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***Please do not read the biographical information word for word to 

the class.  Paraphrasing would be best.   
 

Vincent van Gogh (pronounced van-GOH) 

Dutch, 1853-1890 

Painter 
 

Vincent van Gogh was one of the most tragic artists who ever lived.  Nothing ever seemed to go 

right for him and he wasn’t very happy.  Van Gogh was born in Holland in 1853 and he died in 

France in 1890 when he was 37 years old. 

 

Unlike most artists, van Gogh didn’t decide to become a painter until he was a grown-up.  He 

tried working in an art gallery selling paintings, teaching, and even being a preacher.  Nothing 

made him happy so, one day, he decided to become an artist. 

 

Van Gogh’s early drawings and paintings were of the poor people he had helped when he was a 

preacher.  These early paintings are dark and sad.  He used dark colors until he discovered some 

colorful Japanese artwork.  Soon, his paintings started to look much more colorful.  We know a 

lot about van Gogh and how he felt because he was always writing letters to his younger brother, 

Theo. 

 

In 1886, when Vincent was 33 years old, he moved to Paris, France to be with Theo.  In Paris, he 

met many famous painters called the Impressionists.  After two years, Vincent moved to a small 

town in France called Arles.  He lived with his friend, Paul Gauguin (pronounced go-gan).  They 

argued a lot.  Vincent had a bad argument with Paul and Paul decided to move out.  Vincent 

became so angry that he cut off part of his own ear!  Sometimes, he was too angry or too sad to 

paint.  When he felt good, he painted better than ever.  He made the stars in The Starry Night 

seem like they’re really shining.  He painted it with oil paints on a canvas in 1889 when he was 

36 years old.   

 

Van Gogh usually applied his paint in a very thick way.  Sometimes, he painted so fast that he did 

not even mix his colors.  He was always running out of paint.  Sometimes, he stopped buying 

food just so he could afford paint.  His poor diet made Vincent unhealthy. 

 

Van Gogh lived in Arles for just over a year.  In that time, he painted 200 paintings, made over 

100 drawings, and wrote 200 letters!  Even for a healthy person, this would be a huge amount of 

work.  Van Gogh’s life came to a tragic end in 1890 when he shot himself. 

 

Sadly, hardly anyone was interested in van Gogh’s work while he was alive.  He sold only a few 

drawings and only one painting.  Over a hundred years ago (in the 1880s and 1890s), people were 

not used to the bright ‘moving’ paintings that van Gogh painted.  Perhaps more than any other 

artist, van Gogh’s feelings came out in his paintings.  That’s why today, his paintings are some of 

the most popular in the world.   

You can see van Gogh’s Bedroom at Arles at the Art Institute of Chicago. 


