
The Potato Eaters became the culmination of Van Gogh’s early foray into painting, which 

represented and revealed the genuine reality of the peasants with the assistance of 

Tenebrism in his use of lighting. In numerous letters to his brother Theo, Van Gogh 

expresses the motives behind his chosen colour palette and its relationship with the Zures 

depicted. Referring to his intentions in letter 404, cited in The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, 

he explains: “You see, I really have wanted to make it so that people get the idea that 

these folk, who are eating their potatoes by the light of their little lamp, have tilled the 

earth themselves with these hands they are putting in the dish, and so it speaks of manual 

labour and — that they have thus honestly earned their food” (GOGH, 1885, Cited in Penguin 

Classics 1997 p 291).  

 
The Potato Eaters 

	  
‘The Potato Eaters’ does not glorify its subjects, alternatively, Van Gogh uses the muted 

shades of grey and brown in this piece to embody sentiment and mood, a symbolic 

language grounded in concrete reality. In another letter (499), Van Gogh goes on to 

describe his chosen colour palette, ‘the colour they’re painted now is something like the 

colour of a really dusty potato, unpeeled of course’ (BAKKER, 2010 p 25). Not only are the 

colours a metaphorical gesture, but also Van Gogh’s dense brush strokes give the 

impression that the painting was consequently unearthed, dug from the very soil with 

which the peasants were so acquainted, resulting in union between method and subject.   

 

Van Gogh began to move away from the depiction of peasant life, no doubt provoked by 

friend Anthon van Rappard’s negative response to The Potato Eaters, and more precisely, 

Rappard’s questioning of Van Gogh’s ability as an artist. Though entirely aware of his 

limited technical proficiency, Van Gogh assumed that ‘art was greater and higher than skill 



or knowledge’, proclaiming to Rappard that art is “something which, though produced by 

human hands, is not wrought by hands alone, but wells up from a deeper source from 

man’s soul, while much of the proficiency and technical expertise associated with art 

reminds me of what would be called self-righteousness in religion” (GOGH, 1884, Cited in 

Penguin Classics 1997 p 272).   

 

Though Van Gogh strove to improve his technical ability as an artist, above all, he 

endeavoured to communicate ‘feeling’. The coalescence of both form and content 

brought about a new epoch of experimentation, especially colour’s potential to transmit 

meaning, which became significant in Van Gogh’s later work. Painted by Van Gogh during 

his stay in Arles, Night Café demonstrates colour’s potential stimulus in evoking meaning 

and emotional response. Utilising opposing colours, predominantly red and green to 

intensify drama, Van Gogh succeeds in representing the foreboding atmosphere he felt 

the place induced:  

 
In my picture of the Night Café, I have tried to express the idea that the café is a place 

where one can destroy themselves, go mad or commit a crime. In short, I have tried, by 

contrasting soft pink with blood-red and wine-red, soft Louis XV-green and Veronese 

green with yellow-greens and harsh blue-greens, all this atmosphere of an infernal 

furnace in pale sulphur, to express the powers of darkness in a common tavern.  

(GOGH, 1888, Cited in Penguin Classics 1997 p.399) 

 

 
Night Café  
 



The Night Café serves as a notable example of Van Gogh’s desire to unreservedly 

engage with colour in its capacity to arouse an emotional response from the viewer. The 

copious amount of colour typically applied to Van Gogh’s later work no doubt exaggerates 

the subject’s reality. He himself stated, ‘I am afraid of moving too far away from reality and 

thus not being exact enough’ (WALTHER, 2000 p. 34). Nevertheless, Van Gogh’s paintings 

are not entirely cognitive manifestations, they originate from meticulously detailed 

drawings and craftsmanship, a mimetic foundation on which colour is applied to render 

meaning. (This resonates with the work of German painter Gerhard Richter, who applies 

paint to photographs projected onto a canvas with the intention of smearing the original 

outcome (the photographic image). To the extent that it becomes disengaged from a pre-

existing reality.)  

 

	  


