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Van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters

Artist’s Name: Vincent van Gogh	
Title of the Work: The Potato Eaters
Date of the Work: 1885
Country/Culture: The Netherlands/Dutch
Media: Oil on canvas 
Size: about 32 x 45 inches or 82 x 114 cm. From the class material, one can learn that “this painting is the largest he had ever done, another indication of the importance he gave it” (p.29).
Context: The psychological context is Van Gogh’s solidarity with peasants and appreciation of their hard labor, which is evidenced by the following lines from his letter: “[A] peasant girl is more beautiful than a lady, in her dusty, patched blue skirt and bodice” (p.31); “painting the peasants for whom he had a very deep sympathy” (p.29). The social context is poor peasants’ hard life full of struggle with the harshness of nature and with little hope for tomorrow, which is apparent from Van Gogh’s words about “painting them in their roughness” and “eating their potatoes in the lamplight” (p.29). Also, the social context is these people’s ability to earn their living in an honest manner through manual labor, as mentioned by the artist in his letters: “I have tried to emphasize that those people, eating their potatoes in the lamplight, have dug the earth with those very hands they put in the dish, and so it speaks of manual labor, and how they have honestly earned their food” (p.29). The political context is peasants’ low status in the society, when they are perceived as inferior, which is evident in Van Gogh’s irony when he wrote about their “life quite different from that of us civilized people” (p. 29).  
Aesthetic Significance: The image has somber hues as well as harsh texture which Van Gogh saw as important elements of conveying the essence of the life of peasants. The tonality is dark to convey the gloom of poverty and overcrowding. The extensive use of gray and black colors and the interior without any light colors help feel the dirt and connection to the peasants’ field of potatoes. Van Gogh wrote, “All winter long I have had the threads of this tissue in my hands, and have searched for the ultimate pattern; and though it has become a tissue of rough, coarse aspect, nevertheless the threads have been chosen carefully” (p.31). The figuration aligns with dark tonality, rough texture, and form. In fact, one can see the portrayal of figure for the sake of figure, since Van Gogh’s figures of peasants are full of life albeit inaccurate. Indeed, his figures are academically incorrect, but the aesthetic significance lies in the ability to express the nature of peasant life through this incorrectness. The choice of colors makes the figures look like dusty potatoes and helps enhance this expression. 
 Perspective: In my interpretation, this image is a truthful portrayal of Van Gogh’s contemporary reality at the center of which were peasants, coal miners, and other laborers who produced all material wealth. The painter was able to clearly speak his intention through the choice of colors, figuration, blank looks in the peasants’ eyes, texture, overcrowding, and very scarce use of light. No viewer would have problems trying to see the message: the peasants’ labor deserves respect, and the world of peasants is as rich as the world of the “civilized” but in its own way. The colors (gray, muted dark green, brown, and black) are used in harmony as they all make up the gloomy interior. The coarseness is expressed well via the bold and long strokes of the brush. The painting gives the hard feeling of the peasants’ plight, but it also helps see their strength, their sense of community, and their morality grounded on honest manual labor.   
