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Vincent van GoghVincent van GoghVincent van GoghVincent van Gogh was born in Holland in 1853.
It wasn’t until he was 27 years old that he realised 
he wanted to be an artist.

Before that he had wanted 
to be a preacher like his 
father. He spent a lot of time 
living and working amongst 
poor people and getting to 
know about their hard, working lives.

At one time he even gave away all he owned so 
that he would know what it was like to be poor.

The Bible by van Gogh
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When he realised that he wanted to be an artist 
he decided to stay with the poor working people 
– the peasants who worked on the farm land.

Instead of 
preaching to 
them, he 
spent years 
drawing and 
painting them 
to show 
what hard lives 
they had.
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Vincent van Gogh 
drew more than 
1,000 drawings 
mainly in pencil, 
black chalk, red 
chalk, blue chalk, 
pen and charcoal.

He called this sketch 
‘Young Man with ‘Young Man with ‘Young Man with ‘Young Man with 
A Pipe’A Pipe’A Pipe’A Pipe’ and he used 
pencil and a thin 
water colour.
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Cottages with a woman working in the foregroundCottages with a woman working in the foregroundCottages with a woman working in the foregroundCottages with a woman working in the foreground

Black and white chalks, blue pastel, pen and ink.
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Two Men Waking in Two Men Waking in Two Men Waking in Two Men Waking in 
a Landscapea Landscapea Landscapea Landscape with with with with 
TreesTreesTreesTrees is a drawing in 
pencil and black 
chalk.
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Van Gogh sketched 
many of the things 
around him. 

He often sketched 
very quickly.
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Van Gogh used lots of 
different types of paper 
when he was drawing. 

He also used anything that 
he could find and even drew 
this picture of a peasant 
woman on an envelopeSa
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It’s easy to see that 
this drawing was 
made on the back of 
an envelope.

It’s even got a 
postmark on it!

Van Gogh wrote 
more than 800 
letters to his friends 
and to his brother, 
Theo.
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In his letters to his brother Theo, Van Gogh talked 
about his ideas and often added sketches to 
explain what he was working on.

Dear Theo,
You must not take it amiss if I write 
you again - it is only to tell you that 
painting is such a joy to me.
Last Saturday night I attacked a 
thing I had been dreaming of for a 
long time. 

It is a view of the flat green meadows, with haycocks. It is crossed by a cinder 
path running along a ditch. And on the horizon in the middle of the picture the 
sun is setting, fiery red. I cannot possibly draw it in such a hurry, but this is a 
sketch of it.

To tell you the truth, it surprises me a little. I had expected it to be a failure, 
though I supposed it would improve later on; but though I say so myself, it’s not 
bad at all, and I repeat, it surprises me a little.
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This is another of 
Vincent van 
Gogh’s many 
letters. 

It was written in 
June 1888 to his 
friend, Emile 
Bernard and in 
the letter he 
tells Emile 
about his ideas.
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Vincent often 
wrote the names 
of the colours he 
was thinking of 
using on his 
sketches.

You can see them 
if you look 
carefully.Sa
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These are sketches 
he that sent with 
the letter.
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Dear Theo,
Though it is only a short time since I 
wrote to you, I have something more to 
tell you now. For there has been a 
change in my drawings, both in the way 
I set about them and in the results.

I have learned to measure and to see 
and look for outlines so, what was 
impossible to me before, is slowly 
becoming possible now.

I have drawn a man with a spade five times in different poses. 
I’ve drawn a girl with a broom twice and then a woman in a white
cap peeling potatoes and a peasant sitting on a chair by the hearth 
with his head in his hands and his elbows on his knees.
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My dear Theo,
At present I am 
working a good deal 
with charcoal and 
black crayon.

I found some paper 
twice as thick as the 
ordinary kind but, alas, 
it’s white. Would there 
be any chance of you 
sending some of the 
same kind, but the 
colour of unbleached 
muslin?
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Vincent didn’t always finish the 
sketches he started.

This is one 
was started 
but he didn’t 
finish it. 
He was trying 
out new ideas. 
For this sketch 
he used black 
chalk. Sa

mp
le 

Sli
de

Perhaps the 
unfinished sketch 
helped him with 
ideas for this 
sketch of an old 
farmer sitting at 
his fireplace.
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Vincent spent a whole year sketching and drawing 
almost everything he saw before he began painting 
at the age of 28.

The Potato EatersThe Potato EatersThe Potato EatersThe Potato Eaters is 
thought to be his first 
painting.

It started as a sketch.
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In his painting of the 
potato eaters, he shows 
a peasant family eating 
potatoes at a table in a 
dimly lit room. It looks as 
though there is dirt and 
grime everywhere.

He told Theo that he’d tried to show how poor 
the family was and that they had dug the 
potatoes out of the earth with their own bare 
hands. The same hands they are putting into the 
only dish of food on the table.
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He drew lots of 
sketches of his ideas 
and included them in 
his letters to his 
friends.

Then he painted.

His sketches were 
his plans for his 
paintings.
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It is called 
Starry Night Starry Night Starry Night Starry Night 
over the over the over the over the 
RhoneRhoneRhoneRhone.

It was sketched using pen and ink.

This is another of the sketches he included in his 
letters.
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and his finished 
painting.

Sketch in pen and ink…….
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He often wrote to Theo about 
paintings that he was working 
on and got impatient when 
Theo didn’t write back!

My dear Theo,
I am dropping you another line as your letter
hasn’t come yet. But I suppose you thought 
I would probably still be in Stes. Maries. 

I am working on a landscape with wheatfields 
and I have another subject, a farm and some 
haystacks.
With a handshake, I hope that you will be able to write one of these days.
Ever Yours, Vincent
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Vincent van Gogh was happy when he was drawing 
but he didn’t think he was very good at it.

Even after he 
started painting 
he still continued 
to draw. 

He would often make quick sketches of his 
finished paintings to send to his brother Theo.

Sa
mp

le 
Sli

de
It was much easier 
to send a sketch off 
with the post than 
it was to send a 
painting.

Starry NightStarry NightStarry NightStarry Night in pen and 
ink and Starry Night 
as a painting.
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