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Early Years in the Netherlands

Vincent Van Gogh was born on March 30, 1853, in the small village of Groot-Zundert in the
province of North Brabant in the Netherlands. The son of a Protestant minister, Theodorus Van
Gogh, and his wife, Anna Cornelia Carbentus, Vincent was the eldest of six children in a tight-knit
family. From an early age, Vincent exhibited a deep sensitivity and a serious demeanor, traits that
would resonate through his entire life and body of work.

The Van Gogh family was steeped in a mix of religion and culture—two elements that were to have
a profound in�uence on Vincent. His younger brother, Theo, with whom Vincent would form a
lifelong bond, was three years his junior. Despite the relatively small age gap, their relationship
would play a monumental role in Vincent's life, both emotionally and �nancially.

As a child, Vincent attended the village school, where he was known to be somewhat of a loner,
preferring solitary walks in the countryside to socializing with classmates. His early sketches
already showcased a natural talent for drawing, often depicting landscapes and scenes from
nature. Yet, these talents went largely unnoticed during his formative years, overshadowed by his
serious demeanor and awkward social interactions.

At the age of 11, Vincent was sent away to boarding school in Zevenbergen, a move that marked
the beginning of a series of educational and vocational endeavors that Vincent would undertake
but never fully complete. He later transferred to another school in Tilburg, where he continued to
develop his skills in subjects like languages and drawing. However, Vincent left the school abruptly
in 1868, for reasons that remain unclear but may have been related to his isolation and
dissatisfaction with the rigid educational system.

By the late 1860s, Vincent returned home and undertook various apprenticeships and careers,
hoping to follow in the footsteps of various family members. Initially, he joined an art dealership in
The Hague, working for Goupil & Cie, the largest and most prestigious art dealership in the
Netherlands at the time. Vincent's unorthodox and intense personality, however, led to friction in
the workplace. His brother Theo had also joined Goupil & Cie and would later manage to
signi�cantly in�uence Vincent's artistic journey.

Vincent took up several other roles—such as a bookshop clerk, a teacher, and eventually a
preacher's assistant—in different parts of Europe, including England and Belgium. These
experiences abroad exposed him to a variety of artistic and cultural in�uences that subtly shaped
his developing fascination with art. Yet, his ventures into these professions ended in frustration
and failure, exacerbating his already fragile mental state. Each disappointment added another layer
to his growing sense of existential angst and self-doubt.
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During this period, Vincent delved deep into religious studies, in�uenced heavily by his father's
vocation. He took up theological studies in Amsterdam but quickly abandoned them. His attempt
to become a preacher in the Borinage—a coal mining district in Belgium—also ended disastrously,
yet it was here that he began to sketch the miners and their families. His sketches during these
formative years illustrate his empathy for the working class and the marginalized, themes that
would pervade his later works.

Amidst all these struggles, Vincent's letters to Theo offer a poignant glimpse into his restless soul
and search for purpose. Theo, ever supportive, often acted as a con�dant and mediator, providing
emotional and �nancial support that enabled Vincent to focus increasingly on his art. Despite the
myriad frustrations and setbacks, it was clear that Vincent was gradually gravitating towards a
singular passion: painting.

Vincent's early years in the Netherlands were marked by a series of setbacks and profound
questions about his place in the world. These experiences were not in vain, though, for they
provided the essential groundwork for the incredibly rich, albeit troubled, artistic journey that lay
ahead. This chapter in his life is a testament to the restless energy and ceaseless quest for meaning
that characterized Vincent's life—a life that would, in due course, rede�ne the boundaries of art
and become an enduring source of inspiration for countless individuals.
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