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The head portraits of peasant men and women, captured 
by Vincent van Gogh in drawings and paintings between 
1884 and 1885 in the Province of Brabant in the Southern 
Netherlands, represent the Dutchman before the peak of 
his creative production. The self-contained work group 
documents a decisive moment in Van Gogh’s path from a 
self-taught artist, who was influenced by the work of the 
“Hague School,” towards an autonomous artist, who was 
to significantly shape the future of art history through his 
own work. In the peasant portraits Van Gogh set to 
prepare his first important work– the famous “Potato 
Eaters” of 1885, a summarization of the artistic ideas of 
the then 32-year-old (Fig. 5). 
 
 So far, Vincent van Gogh’s life had passed without much 
success. As an art dealer and teacher he had failed as 
much as a theologian and book dealer. As a volunteer lay 
preacher the son of a pastor went, on his own account, to 
the coal mining-district of Borinage to proselytize among 

the workers. Van Gogh’s brother, Theo, a successful art 
dealer living in Paris, finally reminded the four-year-older  
of his earlier passion for drawing. Following his advice, Van 
Gogh decided to, from now on, make a living as an artist 
and, after two months of painting in the Dutch province  
of Drenthe, lastly returned to his parents’ house in Nuenen 
in Brabant in December of 1883.  
 
 In Drenthe Van Gogh had begun work on a series of 
paintings depicting weavers working the large looms and 
women spinning with wheels. Similar to the landscapes 
Van Gogh painted at that time there were no signs at all  
in his work of the beginning industrialization of Holland. 
The interiors together with their subjects he painted in an 
equally idealized and gloriously romanticized way. “There 
are no spinning wheels nowadays, and that’s a great pity  
for painters and draughtsmen,” he wrote to Theo. 
“However, something has taken their place that is no less 
picturesque, and that is the sewing machine.” Regardless, 
in his paintings Van Gogh continued to celebrate the 
pre-industrial conditions he knew through novels and the 
work of the “Hague School” artists – Jozef Israëls and 
Johan Hendrik Weissenbruch, the brothers Jacob, Matthijs 
and Willem Maris, George Hendrik Breitner and Anton 
Mauve, Van Gogh’s cousin and teacher.   The portraits  
of peasant men and women that Van Gogh painted during 
the winter of 1884/85 in the environs of Nuenen, his 
place of residence, belong in this context. The present 
painting is one of them. 
 
  On paper as on canvas, they served as preparatory works 
for the large painting that he began to work on in mid-April 
of 1885. Inspired by the series, “Heads of peasants,” in 
the journal, “The Graphic,” the 47 surviving oil paintings 
are autonomous works of art all the same. For some 
paintings Van Gogh made preparatory pen and ink 
drawings which he described as “doodles.” Some relate  
to preliminary drawings in pencil – such as the 15.9 x 10.7 
centimeter sketch to the present painting (de la Faille 
1174, Fig. 1), in which the woman’s eyes are opened. The 
fact that the oil painting Van Gogh completed a little later 
is the only example of the numerous portrait studies 
where the sitter has her eyes closed, lends the work a 
special quality. The woman, seemingly enwrapped in her 
thoughts and completely focused on her inner world, thus 
remains visible as an individual person with her own mind.   
And yet, at the same time, in the context of the larger 
work, she is, similar to the “tronies” Rembrandt painted in 
preparation of larger compositions, a representative of a 
de-individualized human type whose true depiction Van 
Gogh sought at that time. 15 drawings on paper of that 
kind survive today. Between December 1884 and January 

Towards “The Potato Eaters”  
On the importance of the Brabant portraits in Vincent van Gogh’s Œuvre

Fig. 1: Vincent van Gogh. Head of a Peasant Woman (F1174). 1884.  
Pencil and ink on paper. 6 ¼ x 4 ¼ in., private collection
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1885 Van Gogh sent them in a total of four shipments to 
Theo in Paris: “I’m hard at work on painting those heads,” 
he told his brother urging him to now seek out publishers 
interested in printing the works. Should the drawings sent 
to Theo have served as immediate preliminary studies for 
the portraits on canvas he worked on in the studio, the 
present painting would have had to be completed before 
their shipment at the latest, hence in the first weeks of 
1885.  
 
 Another reason why Van Gogh chose to work on the new 
subject of portraits was his desire to one day succeed in a 
career as a figure painter, which he, too, considered as the 
genre of the true master painters. By late October of 1884 
the first portrait was completed and, evidently, Van Gogh’s 
skills in the category improved considerably after that: He 
moved from a flat style to a more sculptural approach of 
his subjects. Hardly any of his sitters is known by name, 
the woman in the present painting neither. At times she 
was identified as the mother of Gordina de Groot, who is 
the younger woman sitting behind the table in the “Potato 
Eaters” painting. There is no evidence for the assumption, 
though. And because the large painting depicts the small 
cottage of the de Groot-van Rooij family, it is quite likely 
that more so the older woman in the right margin can be 
considered to be her mother. But other than in Van Gogh’s 
other single portraits of that time, her comparably large 
nose and distinctly bulging lips cannot be found in the 
present painting.  
 
 In the present painting like in the others, anyway, Van 
Gogh’s main goal was not to represent the physiognomy  
of an individual person. In the Nuenen peasant heads he 
sought to embody the simplicity of rural life that he had 
written about to Theo that summer: “The state of my paint 
bill is such, however, that I have to be a bit careful about 
starting new things in a larger size, and all the more so 
because it will cost me a fair amount in models if I could 
ever get suitable models of precisely the type I have in  

mind (coarse, flat faces with low foreheads and thick lips, 
not that sharp look, but full and Millet-like) and with those 
very clothes.“ Van Gogh was fascinated by the traditional 
costumes of the Brabant peasant people (Fig. 2): A woman 
would never leave the house without wearing one of the 
many different types of bonnets on her head. Van Gogh 
tried to convey in pictorial terms the contrasts producing 
in a bonnet’s drapes, in its shadows and vis-a-vis the dark 
cloth of her clothing – such as in the present picture. In 
the Nuenen paintings very slowly his depictions grew more 
sculptural, very slowly his palette lightened. However, the 
use of real colors Van Gogh discovered only after 1886, 
when he  decided to move to Paris, the home of his 
brother and center of Impressionism.  
 
On the painting’s provenance 
 
 Other than in Germany, where private collectors first  
took note of Vincent van Gogh’s intensely colorful late 
work through the lofty, legend-forming publications of 
Julius Meier-Graefe and exhibitions at the Paul Cassirer 
gallery, Dutch collectors initially focused on his early work. 
In this regard the three exhibitions of works by Van Gogh 
organized by the Rotterdam Oldenzeel gallery in January, 

Fig. 2: Typical Brabant peasants’ costumes

Fig. 3: Living room in the house of Ribbius Peletier, Utrecht, 1903/04.  
Our painting on the easel at the left.

Fig. 4: Elsie Spronck. Living room of the family Ribbius Peletier. 1932. Collection 
Stichting Landgoed Linschoten. Our painting above the door.
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May and December of 1903 were important. There,  
as early as in February of that year, the Utrecht cigar 
manufacturer, Gerlach Ribbius Peletier, bought the present 
painting for 500 guilder. The painting, left behind by Van 
Gogh with his parents in Nuenen in 1885, was among  
the dozens of others that were later sold for a few guilders 
to a junk dealer by his sister, Anna Cornelia. It was the 
second work by Van Gogh that Ribbius Peletier acquired; 
eight other paintings, among them two late works, were  
to be added over course of the years. Two pictures give 
evidence that the female portrait remained in the same 
family for more than five decades: In circa 1903/04 the 
Ribbius Peletier family had their photograph taken in the 
parlor of their house on Maliebaan 15 in Utrecht (Fig. 3); 
the painting sitting on an easel in the left margin of the 
picture. In 1932 the artist, Elsie Spronck, painted the 

sitting room again (Fig. 4). Things had been rearranged: 
The female portrait had now found a place on a shelve 
over a door. Through the van Wisselingh gallery in 
Amsterdam the painting was initially sold to Canada.  
In the mid-1980s it found a new home with the current 
owner through the Zurich Galerie Nathan.    
 
Stefan Koldehoff    
 
 
The writer’s fee was generously donated to the Max-
Liebermann-Gesellschaft Berlin e.V., organizer of the 
exhibition “Liebermann and Van Gogh” at the Liebermann 
Villa in Wannsee (through August 10, 2015). 
 
Excerpts from the German catalogue essay. 
 
 

Fig. 5: Vincent van Gogh. The Potato Eaters (F 82). Nuenen, April 1885. Oil on canvas. 32 ¼ x 44 ⅞ in. Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam (Vincent van Gogh Stichting)
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Provenance: Vincent van Gogh (left with the family in 
Nuenen) / Anna Cornelia van Gogh-Carbentus, sister of the 
artist, Nuenen/Breda (1885-86) / Adrianus ("Janus“) 
Schrauwen, Breda (1886-1902) / Jan C. Couvreur, Breda 
(1902) / W. Van Bakel and Cornelius Hendrikus Wilhelmus 
(“Kees“) Mouwen jr., Breda (1902-03) / Kunstzalen 
Oldenzeel, Rotterdam (1903) / Gerlacus ("Gerlach“)  
Ribbius Peletier jr., Utrecht (acquired at Oldenzeel in  
the February of 1903, until 1930) / Adriana Louisa Ribbius 
Peletier-Wijbelingh, wife of the previous owner, Utrecht 
(acquired by descent 1930, until 1939) / Louise J. 
Schokking-Ribbius Peletier, daughter the previous owner, 
Doorn (acquired by descent 1939, until approx. 1959) / 
Galerie E. J. Van Wisselingh & Co., Amsterdam (acquired 
approx. 1959) / Olive Hosmer, Montreal (acquired [before] 
1960) / John H. Shuter, nephew the previous owner, 
Beaconsfield, Québec/Montreal (acquired after 1970) / 
Galerie Nathan, Zurich / private collection, southern 
Germany/Great Britain (acquired at Nathan in 1984)

Exhibition: Vincent van Gogh. Rotterdam, Kunstzalen 
Oldenzeel, 1903, no. 4 / Canada collects. European 
Painting 1860–1960. Montreal, Museum of Fine Arts, 
1960, cat. no. 153, ill. p. 51

 
Addendum: 
 
With a confirmation by the Van Gogh Museum,  
Amsterdam, dated May 11, 2015. 
 
Exhibition: Deutsche und französische Meisterwerke.  
Düsseldorf, Galerie Wilhelm Grosshennig, 1981, fig. p. 2.  
 
Literature and illustration: Weltkunst. Aktuelle Zeitschrift  
für Kunst und Antiquitäten. Vol. 52, no. 3, Munich, 
1.2.1982, p. 223, with illustration






