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A practice of attention

Twelve works from The Metropolitan Museum of Art
trace two connected worlds in Vincent van Gogh's art: the
human figure and the living environment. Ten are
paintings; two works on paper reveal how readily his
visual language moved across media. Together they span
the dark, earthbound palette of the Netherlands, the
experimental color of Paris and Arles, and the
concentrated rhythms of Saint-Remy.

Even within The Metropolitan Museum of Art's compact
Van Gogh holdings, no single route is inevitable.
Collebook chose these twelve works not as a definitive
"top twelve," but because they kept drawing us toward one
question: how did Van Gogh find the same restless life in
a face, a field, a flower, and even a corridor? We arranged
them into Human and Nature, two doors into one inner
world. This is our personal path through the collection;

yours may be different.

The first chapter begins with a remarkable physical fact.
The Potato Peeler and Self-Portrait with a Straw Hat
occupy opposite sides of the same canvas. A peasant bent
over work and an artist facing his mirror become
inseparable: observation of another person turns into
reconstruction of the self. The portraits that follow widen
this inquiry through uniform, friendship, motherhood,

regional identity, and consolation.

The second chapter looks outward, but never leaves the
inner world behind. Oleanders embody growth; wheat
and cypresses turn weather into rhythm; olive trees
hold the resistance of soil. The asylum corridor
compresses that energy into architecture, while First
Steps and Roses end the sequence with care,

translation, and renewal.

Van Gogh's art is often reduced to biography or
intensity. These works offer something more exacting:
a practice of attention. He makes looking physical.
Brushstrokes do not merely describe a face, flower, or
field; they show how perception gathers force. Move
slowly, compare unlike works, and notice where the
boundary between human feeling and the natural world

begins to disappear.

How did Van Gogh find the same restless life in a face, a field, a flower,

and even a corridor?
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Faces of a
Human World

PNEGILEERR

From a peasant absorbed in work to the artist
studying himself, from a soldier to the friends he
found in Arles, these images ask what a portrait can
hold. Van Gogh does not smooth people into types.
Color, posture, clothing, and the pressure of the
brush make each presence immediate and distinct.
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The Potato
Peeler
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ARTIST

Vincent van Gogh
DATE

1885
MEDIUM

Qil on canvas
DIMENSIONS

16 x 12 1/2 in. (40.6 x 31.8 cm)
ACCESSION

67.187.70b

VIEW IN EXHIBITION
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The Potato Peeler

ENGLISH

Painted in Nuenen in early 1885, this study belongs to
Van Gogh's sustained effort to represent rural labor
without polish or sentimentality. A woman bends over a
potato, her hands close to her body and her face
absorbed in work. The restricted browns and blacks
make the room feel dense, as if figure, clothing, and
earth share the same material weight.

The drawing is blunt and the paint surface coarse, but
that roughness is purposeful. Van Gogh wanted a figure
formed by work rather than posed for display. The small
knife, the potato, and the turning hands carry the action;
identity resides less in facial likeness than in posture and

repetition.

Two years later, in Paris, Van Gogh reused the reverse of
this canvas for Self-Portrait with a Straw Hat. Seen
together, the two sides compress an extraordinary
transformation: from the dark tonal world of Dutch
peasant life to bright divided color, and from observing
another worker to studying himself. Yet both paintings
are about discipline. The woman peels; the artist looks
and paints. Each is defined by sustained attention.
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Begin with the hands. One holds the potato; the other
guides a small knife. The action is ordinary, but Van Gogh
gives it the center of gravity.

Let your eyes move upward. The face is not offered as a
polished portrait. It remains partly withdrawn in shadow,
while the bent neck and rounded shoulders tell us how long
the body has held this position. Browns gather into the
clothing, table, and room until the woman seems made from
the same earth as the food she prepares.

Now remember that another painting waits on the opposite
side of this canvas. In Paris, Van Gogh turned it over and
painted himself in bright color. Before moving on, ask what
survives that transformation. Perhaps it is the belief that a
life can be made visible through the way a person works.
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Self-Portrait
with a Straw Hat
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ARTIST

Vincent van Gogh
DATE

1887
MEDIUM

Qil on canvas
DIMENSIONS

16 x 12 1/2 in. (40.6 x 31.8 cm)
ACCESSION

67.187.70a

VIEW IN EXHIBITION
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HIEALIC
ENGLISH e
In Paris, without money to hire models and determined TEEE, MSTe KR, JuDE s A RE
to improve as a figure painter, Van Gogh repeatedly . TR T, 1887 4FIHXIME H E{G I A 210
turned to the mirror. This 1887 self-portrait is not a TEN SR E S, BgSE A= mAEAERRT
stable declaration of identity. It is a laboratory in which W,

the face is rebuilt through color.

Short strokes of blue, green, orange, and red do not
simply fill outlined shapes. They touch, oppose, and
activate one another, reflecting Van Gogh's encounter
with Impressionism, Neo-Impressionism, and modern
color theory. The straw hat catches light, but the eyes
remain concentrated and unsmiling. Brightness does not

make the sitter carefree; it sharpens his alertness.

The painting occupies the front of the same canvas
whose reverse bears The Potato Peeler. That physical
pairing makes the self-portrait more than a story of
stylistic progress. Van Gogh literally carries his earlier
world behind the new image. The laboring woman
remains present, unseen, beneath every look at the

artist's face.
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Stand first at the hat. Its yellows and loose woven marks
gather the strongest light. Then descend to the face, where
short strokes change direction across the brow, cheeks,
beard, and jacket.

The colors are separate but not isolated. Blue makes orange
more vivid; green presses against red. Van Gogh is testing
how a face can emerge from relationships rather than
smooth modeling. The eyes interrupt that surface play. They
look steady, tired, and intensely awake.

This is also an object with a hidden side. Behind the
self-portrait is The Potato Peeler, painted two years earlier.
Imagine the dark figure at the back while you look at this
bright face. The canvas carries two kinds of labor at once.
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The Zouave

PRI

ARTIST

Vincent van Gogh
DATE

ca. June 20, 1888
MEDIUM

Reed pen and brown ink, wax crayon and
watercolor, over graphite on wove paper
DIMENSIONS

12 3/8 x 9 5/16 in. (31.5 x 23.6 cm)
ACCESSION

62.151

VIEW IN EXHIBITION
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The Zouave

ENGLISH

This work on paper was made in Arles around June 20,
1888, when heavy rain interrupted Van Gogh's harvest
landscapes and a young Zouave soldier agreed to sit. The
artist described his model through compact, forceful
features and the striking colors of a North
African-inspired French military uniform.

The sheet served as a color study related to an oil
portrait, yet it is not merely preparatory. Reed pen,
brown ink, wax crayon, watercolor, and graphite remain
visibly distinct. The materials preserve the speed of Van
Gogh's looking: dark contours establish the body; sharp
accents locate the eyes and moustache; blue and

orange-red announce the uniform as a social costume.

The sitter is both individual and role. Military dress
makes him immediately legible, but the compressed pose
and guarded expression resist spectacle. Placed among
the paintings in this exhibition, the sheet reveals how
Van Gogh's portrait language could be assembled rapidly

across line and color before being translated into oil.
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Look at how quickly the figure has been built. A few dark
lines establish the cap, jaw, shoulders, and chair. Color then
enters in blocks and strokes rather than polished layers.

The blue uniform is difficult to ignore, but return to the
face. Small marks hold the eyes, moustache, and tightened
mouth. Van Gogh was excited to have a model, yet he did
not turn the soldier into a theatrical hero. The sitter remains
compact and watchful.

Because this is a work on paper, the process stays exposed.
Line, crayon, and wash do not fully merge. We can almost
follow the order of decisions and watch a portrait becoming
possible.

LIVE EXHIBITION COLLEBOOK NOTE

THE MET RECORD

TBE AR AT RORE R . JLIE R LR HE F I
N RBESRT, BE O LRI MIEN , TS RET
JE PR R

WO AR AN, (EEE F BRI If Lo /N
IREE. SIS . EA THREN, 2592,
A L SIS AE . NS IR SRR T o

BT R ERR . ARG RN Zedt. I

EHKOBATERME. KN FREEHE SIE, BE—
Wi P AR BCA AT RE

15


https://collebook.cloud/exhibitions/van-gogh-human-nature/entries/the-zouave
https://collebook.cloud/exhibitions/van-gogh-human-nature/entries/the-zouave
https://collebook.cloud/workspace/items/404637be-e6ba-4218-8c0e-ac14087f5727
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/335536

9,
o

COLLEBOOK / Jilt z5%

9

)

04

Madame Roulin
and Her Baby

BERASHRZIL

ARTIST

Vincent van Gogh
DATE

1888
MEDIUM

Qil on canvas
DIMENSIONS

25 x 20 in. (63.5 x 50.8 cm) Framed: 37 3/8 x 32
in. (94.9 x 81.3 cm)
ACCESSION

1975.1.231

VIEW IN EXHIBITION
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Madame Roulin and Her Baby

ENGLISH

Van Gogh painted Augustine Roulin and her infant
daughter Marcelle in Arles in 1888, during his close
involvement with the family of the local postman Joseph
Roulin. The baby occupies the visual center. Thick, lively
strokes round her cheeks and sharpen her startled
expression, while the mother's body forms a broad
structure of support.

This is not a conventional double portrait built from
equal likenesses. Augustine is abbreviated and partly
absorbed into her clothing and background. Her
presence is understood through holding: arms, lap, and
torso make a protected space around the child. Marcelle,
by contrast, arrives through paint as a concentrated

burst of attention.

Van Gogh often sought emotional truth through
exaggeration rather than refinement. Here, uneven scale
and vigorous surface bring the vulnerability of an infant
and the steadiness of care into the same image. The
painting asks us to see family not as an ideal
arrangement but as a physical relation of weight, touch,
and trust.
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Begin with the baby's face. Thick strokes gather around
wide eyes and full cheeks. The expression feels immediate,
as if Marcelle has noticed us before we have settled into
looking.

Now widen your view. Augustine's face is quieter and less
defined. Her importance lies in the shape her body makes
around the child. Arms, dress, and lap become a cradle
within the painting.

Notice how different kinds of attention coexist: the baby's
sudden alertness, the mother's steady support, and the
painter's energetic touch. The image does not ask them to
become calm. It lets care hold movement.
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L'Arlesienne:
Madame
Joseph-Michel

Ginoux

B[R LB RKREBUR - &
BRAN

ARTIST

Vincent van Gogh
DATE

1888-89
MEDIUM

Qil on canvas
DIMENSIONS

36 x 291in. (91.4 x 73.7 cm)
ACCESSION

51.112.3

VIEW IN EXHIBITION
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L'Arlesienne: Madame Joseph-Michel Ginoux

ENGLISH

Marie Ginoux, proprietor of the Cafe de la Gare in Arles,
appears in regional dress associated with the celebrated
women of the city. Van Gogh first painted her rapidly in
November 1888, then developed this closely related
version, replacing the parasol and gloves of the earlier
composition with books.

The portrait balances public identity and private
concentration. The dark dress and white collar form a
commanding silhouette, while the angled table and
emphatic outlines keep the surface taut. Yet Ginoux does
not perform for us. Her lowered gaze and folded arms
create a self-contained interval, and the books suggest a
life of thought beyond visible costume.

Van Gogh valued speed, but speed did not mean
carelessness. Large shapes are simplified so that color
relationships and posture can speak clearly. The result is
less a neutral likeness than an encounter with
composure: a woman known through her profession and

regional identity, but not reduced to either.
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Start with the silhouette. The dark dress rises from the table
to the white collar and face, giving Madame Ginoux a
strong, almost architectural presence.

Then notice the diagonals: the table edge, the forearms, and
the books. They lead inward toward a figure whose gaze
turns away from us. Public costume meets private thought.

Van Gogh has simplified much of the scene, but not its
tension. The portrait holds distance without coldness. What
do the books add? They may be props, but they also open an
unseen interior space around the sitter.
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La Berceuse (Woman Rocking a Cradle)

ENGLISH

Augustine Roulin holds a rope connected to a cradle
outside the frame. Van Gogh called the image La
Berceuse: both the woman who rocks the cradle and the
lullaby itself. He began the series around the time of his
crisis in Arles and completed five versions in early 1889;
this is the canvas Augustine chose for herself.

The portrait joins domestic fact to an ambitious idea of
consolation. The sitter is monumental, framed by a floral
background whose repeated shapes resist ordinary
depth. Green, red, and yellow do not recede politely; they
press forward and surround her. The small rope turns
stillness into implied motion, extending beyond the

visible picture toward an unseen child.

Van Gogh imagined La Berceuse between paintings of
sunflowers, offering sailors the memory of a lullaby. That
vision reveals how seriously he treated art as emotional
shelter. Consolation here is not soft or passive. It is built
from intense color, a steady gaze, and the repetitive labor

of rocking someone through the night.
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Look first at the rope in Augustine Roulin's hand. It leaves
the picture, connecting her to a cradle we cannot see. A
nearly still portrait therefore contains a repeated
movement.

Now take in the floral field behind her. The pattern does not
behave like distant wallpaper. It comes forward,
surrounding the figure with green, red, and yellow rhythms.
Augustine remains steady inside that pressure.

Van Gogh hoped this image could console, like a lullaby
remembered at sea. Ask what makes it comforting. Is it the
sitter's gaze, the rocking motion, the color, or the knowledge
that someone remains awake to care for another person?
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CHAPTER I

Hom

Nature and the
Inner World
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Flowers, fields, trees, a corridor, and a child's first
step form one emotional landscape. Van Gogh
treats nature neither as scenery nor escape. It is a
living structure through which energy,
confinement, memory, care, and renewal can be
seen.
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Van Gogh painted this still life in Arles in August 1888. 1888 4F 8 [, AEmAEMT/RENE FIXFF . RATHREIAE
Oleanders filled a majolica jug he used in other 22 A Y L”TIEP KSR - FERIR/ NG <22 B
compositions, while Emile Zola's novel La joie de vivre PEAESETH . X EINS , A e, Eimng—
rests open on the table. For Van Gogh, the plant's i iiéﬁu’»}ﬁ%o
continuous new growth made it a life-affirming subject.
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The arrangement refuses stillness. Long leaves thrust
outward, blossoms crowd the upper field, and the table
tilts forward as if offering everything at once. Pink,
green, yellow, and red are not decorative additions to a
neutral structure; color is the structure. Even the book
participates, linking biological growth to a modern story

about endurance and the will to live.

Still life traditionally suspends objects outside time. Van
Gogh does the opposite. Flowers are shown at a peak
that already implies change, and the open book suggests
reading in progress. The painting turns a tabletop into
an argument: vitality is not ease, but the ability to

continue producing new shoots.
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Let the leaves set the pace. They push left, right, and
upward, carrying the eye beyond the vase. The flowers seem
abundant, but their abundance is organized by these strong
green directions.

At the lower left, a book interrupts the still life. It is Zola's
La joie de vivre. Van Gogh places written life beside growing
life, and both remain open.

Notice how close the table feels. The tilted plane brings
flowers and book toward us. This is not nature observed at a
distance. It is vitality brought into the room and made
almost impossible to contain.
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Wheat Field with Cypresses

ENGLISH

In late June 1889, only weeks after entering
Saint-Paul-de-Mausole at Saint-Remy, Vincent van Gogh
carried his canvas outdoors and painted this landscape
directly from nature. It was not a retreat from looking,
but an intensification of it: wheat, shrubs, mountains,

clouds, and cypresses all seem to answer the same wind.

The composition moves in broad horizontal bands, then
the cypresses interrupt them. Their dark, rising forms
steady the right side of the canvas while also pulling the
eye upward. Van Gogh compared the cypress to an
Egyptian obelisk: a strong silhouette in a sun-filled
landscape. Around it, short strokes of ochre and green
make the wheat flicker; longer blue and white currents
turn the sky into something almost woven. He described

that sky as resembling a multicolored Scottish plaid.

This is the first, on-site version of a composition Van
Gogh returned to in the studio that September. Its thick
paint preserves the urgency of the encounter. Yet the
painting is carefully organized rather than uncontrolled.
Repeated curves carry energy from foreground to
distance, while the pale Alpilles offer a brief pause before
the clouds begin moving again. Van Gogh considered the

subject one of his strongest summer landscapes.

Try following one line through the picture: begin with
the wheat at lower left, cross the rounded shrubs, climb
the cypresses, and enter the sky. Where does your eye
finally come to rest? The painting's power may lie in the

fact that it never quite does.

Artwork facts and open-access images: The Metropolitan
Museum of Art. Curatorial text: Collebook.
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Begin at the lower edge of the painting. The wheat does not form a
quiet carpet. Each mark tilts, curls, or presses against another, so
the field appears to breathe.

Now let your eyes travel right. Two cypresses rise like dark flames.
Van Gogh admired their proportions and compared them to an
Egyptian obelisk. They are the strongest vertical forms here, but
they do not freeze the landscape. Their contours join the rhythm
already moving through the wheat.

Beyond them, pale blue hills fold across the horizon. They might
have offered calm, yet the sky refuses stillness. Blue, white, and
green strokes cross one another like threads in fabric. Van Gogh
called it a multicolored Scottish plaid.

He painted this first version outdoors near Saint-Remy in late
June 1889. The thick surface records speed, weather, and physical
effort, but also deliberate choices. Notice how curves repeat from
the shrubs to the hills and clouds. The whole landscape is
connected without becoming uniform.

Before moving on, choose one small area and look slowly. Is it a
description of wind, a memory of wind, or a new visual language
for movement? Van Gogh leaves that question open, and the
painting remains alive inside it.
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ARTIST DIMENSIONS

Vincent van Gogh 28 5/8 x 36 1/4 in. (72.7 x 92.1 cm)
DATE ACCESSION

1889 1998.325.1

MEDIUM

QOil on canvas
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Olive Trees

ENGLISH

This canvas belongs to a group of five olive orchards Van
Gogh painted directly from nature in November 1889 at
Saint-Remy. He understood his approach in contrast to
the more abstract work of Gauguin and Emile Bernard,
calling his own response a harsh, coarse realism that
would carry the smell of the soil.

The trees are neither botanical specimens nor stable
symbols. Trunks twist, branches open and close, and
broken touches of green, blue, yellow, and violet make
the orchard vibrate. Stippled marks recall
Neo-Impressionism, but Van Gogh refuses its cool
regularity. Every interval changes pressure.

Olive cultivation binds landscape to human labor, even
when no worker appears. The orchard has been shaped,
tended, and harvested over time. Van Gogh lets that
history remain inside the trees' resistant forms. Nature
here is not untouched wilderness; it is a difficult,
enduring collaboration between earth, weather, plant,
and hand.
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Do not search first for a horizon. Enter through the trees.

Their trunks bend and divide, refusing a single clear outline.

Around them, small strokes of color accumulate like
changing pressure in the air.

The orchard is cultivated land. Human labor is absent from
view but present in the spacing of the trees and the promise
of harvest. Van Gogh called this realism harsh and coarse,
something that would smell of the soil.

Choose one trunk and follow it upward. Does it become
more stable or more restless as it branches? The painting
lets endurance and movement occupy the same form.
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Corridor in the Asylum

ENGLISH

Made in September 1889, this unusually large work on
pink laid paper shows a corridor inside
Saint-Paul-de-Mausole, the asylum at Saint-Remy where
Van Gogh lived for a year. He sent it to his brother Theo
to communicate the physical setting of his daily life.

The corridor narrows sharply toward a distant doorway.
Repeated arches and floor lines create forceful
perspective, but the space does not feel orderly.
Energetic hatching makes walls, ceiling, and tiles
vibrate, while a small figure near the far end intensifies
the scale and isolation. Oil color and essence over black
chalk allow architecture to behave almost like weather.

Placed among landscapes, the corridor becomes an
interior counterpart to the cypresses and olive groves.
Outside, Van Gogh organized movement through plants,
hills, and sky; here, motion is constrained by stone and
institutional geometry. Yet the drawing is not lifeless.
Color and mark-making reclaim the corridor as a field of
perception, proof that attention could remain active even

within confinement.
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Stand at the near end of the corridor. Floor tiles and arches
pull hard toward the center, making the distance feel longer
than the sheet itself.

Now find the small figure near the doorway. Architecture
dominates, but the person prevents the space from
becoming empty. The scale is human precisely because the
human presence is so reduced.

Look at the marks on the walls and ceiling. They do not sit
still. Van Gogh has carried the energy of his outdoor
landscapes indoors. Here, however, movement has nowhere
to spread; it travels down a narrow passage. What changes
when nature's rhythm enters a place of confinement?
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First Steps, after Millet

ENGLISH

During the winter of 1889-90 at Saint-Remy, Van Gogh
made twenty-one painted translations after
Jean-Francois Millet, an artist he had admired for years.
For First Steps he worked from a black-and-white
reproduction supplied by Theo, transferring the

composition to canvas and improvising its color.

The scene is simple: a child moves from the mother's
support toward the father's open arms. Yet the
surrounding garden is not passive setting. Blue-green
plants, yellow ground, and rhythmic fence posts hold the
family within a cultivated world. The adults' bent bodies

echo one another across the child's uncertain motion.

Calling the work a translation rather than a copy
matters. Van Gogh preserves Millet's structure while
changing its emotional weather through color and
brushwork, as a musician might interpret a score. The
image also joins this exhibition's two chapters. Human
trust takes form through a movement across earth: the
first step is both family event and encounter with the

world.
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Begin with the child at the center. The body leans forward,
balanced between the mother's releasing hands and the
father's open arms.

The adults mirror one another. Both bend low, creating a
bridge of attention across the garden. Between them, a few
steps become an enormous distance.

Van Gogh did not invent this composition; he translated
Millet's black-and-white image into color. Look at what
color adds: blue-green plants, yellow earth, and a sky that
makes the family feel held within a larger living world. A
first step is never made alone.
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Oil on canvas
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Roses

ENGLISH

On the eve of leaving Saint-Remy in May 1890, Van
Gogh painted four large flower still lifes: two of irises
and two of roses. He conceived them as related works in
contrasting formats and color harmonies. The Met's
roses were originally pink against a yellow-green field,
but fugitive red pigments have faded, leaving only traces
of the earlier color.

That change is not incidental to how we see the painting
today. Blossoms that once announced themselves in pink
now approach white, turning historical time into part of
the image. The composition remains vigorous: sprays
expand beyond the vase, petals fall onto the table, and
sure brushstrokes make abundance feel lucid rather than

chaotic.

Van Gogh wrote that he felt serene as the brushstrokes
followed one another logically. Coming after the asylum
corridor in this exhibition, Roses does not promise that
suffering has vanished. It offers a different achievement:
concentration without strain, renewal without denial,
and an order discovered through the act of painting.
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At first the roses may appear nearly white. Look longer for
faint pink along petals and tabletop. The painting has
changed because some red pigments faded, so time now
participates in its color.

Follow the sprays outward from the vase. They expand in
several directions, while fallen blossoms bring the
movement back to the table. Abundance remains balanced
by the certainty of each stroke.

Van Gogh completed this group just before leaving
Saint-Remy and described feeling serene as the
brushstrokes followed one another logically. End the
exhibition here, not with a simple happy ending, but with a
moment when attention, change, and renewal can coexist.
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o1 The Potato Peeler
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1885 - Oil on canvas - 67.187.70b

02 Self-Portrait with a Straw Hat
COLLEBOOK NOTE

FRERLIE S I I £ THE MET RECORD

1887 - Oil on canvas - 67.187.70a

The Zouave
03 COLLEBOOK NOTE
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ca. June 20, 1888 - Reed pen and brown ink, wax crayon and watercolor, over graphite on wove
paper - 62.151

04 Madame Roulin and Her Baby
COLLEBOOK NOTE
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1888 - Oil on canvas - 1975.1.231

o L'Arlesienne: Madame Joseph-Michel Ginoux
5 COLLEBOOK NOTE
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1888-89 - Oil on canvas - 51.112.3

06 La Berceuse (Woman Rocking a Cradle)
COLLEBOOK NOTE
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1889 - Oil on canvas - 1996.435
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Oleanders
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1888 - Oil on canvas - 62.24

Wheat Field with Cypresses

AR 22

1889 - Oil on canvas - 1993.132

Olive Trees

G

1889 - Oil on canvas - 1998.325.1

Corridor in the Asylum

7R B E

September 1889 - Brush and oils over black chalk on pink laid paper - 48.190.2

First Steps, after Millet

M (A

1890 - Oil on canvas - 64.165.2

Roses

B

1890 - Oil on canvas - 1993.400.5
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