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From Van Gogh family collection to Van Gogh Museum

The Van Gogh family collection has a long and fascinating history that begins with Theo van
Gogh inheriting most of his brother’s artistic output after Vincent’s death on 29 July 1890 at the
age of 37 years.

Along with Vincent’s art and the work by other artists that the brothers collected, Theo also
kept all the letters he had received from Vincent over 18 years of correspondence. When Theo
also died just six months later, half of this substantial legacy was inherited by his widow, Jo van
Gogh-Bonger, and the other half by his son Vincent Willem. Vincent Willem was less than a year
old at the time, so Jo retained custody of his share until 1911, when he reached the age of 21 and
could legally be appointed owner of his part of the inheritance.

After the Second World War, Vincent Willem realized the importance of keeping the vast
family collection together and even adding to it, and began working tirelessly toward founding a
museum. He established the current Vincent van Gogh Foundation in 1960, and legally
transferred the collection to it in 1962. In 1973, the collection was placed on permanent loan
with the newly opened Rijksmuseum Vincent van Gogh, today known as the Van Gogh Museum.
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The Van Gogh brothers’ collection

Both Vincent and Theo had extensive contact with art from a young age. They began working for
the art dealer Goupil & Co. from the ages of 16 and 15, respectively, and started their own

collection focused on prints. After resolving to become an artist himself, Vincent moved to The
Hague in late 1881, where he discovered a type of print that would be an immense inspiration to
him: illustrations in English and French magazines.

Theo was by then living and working in Paris, where he acquired works by contemporary
artists like Edouard Manet and Armand Guillaumin. In 1886, Vincent moved to Paris as well. He
became close to avant-garde artists like Paul Gauguin and Emile Bernard, sometimes exchanging
his paintings for theirs. These exchanges speak to the appreciation for Vincent’s work and the
respect he enjoyed as an artist in Parisian avant-garde circles.

Vincent also became an avid collector of ukiyo-e prints, which influenced his art to a degree
that cannot be overestimated. Intriguingly, he also evidently hoped to exchange ukiyo-e prints for
already valuable works by leading Impressionists, to be added to the brothers’ collection.

The collection Vincent and Theo thus assembled, later inherited by their surviving family,
vividly reflects the times in which they lived and remains indispensable to understanding Vincent
van Gogh’s art and its development.
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Vincent van Gogh’s paintings and drawings

modern style, brush stroke, and use of colour.

died on July 29, 1890, having created an astonishing number of works in a mere ten years.

kept in the Van Gogh Museum, the largest collection of his work in the world.

Van Gogh decided to become an artist relatively late in life, when he was already 27 years of age. He died
ten years later, and during that short career he first developed his skills as a draughtsman for three years,
mainly in The Hague, and subsequently as a rather old-fashioned painter during two years in Nuenen, a
peasant village in the Dutch province of Brabant. Moving to Paris in early 1886, he realized, at first
reluctantly but then with full conviction, that he had to abandon his Dutch ways and adopt a new and

Van Gogh absorbed a broad range of influences and molded them into his own highly characteristic
modern style. He left for the south of France in February 1888, worked and lived in Arles for almost
fifteen months and in the asylum of Saint-Rémy for a year, and became one of the groundbreaking
modern artists of his time. Leaving for Auvers-sur-Oise in May 1890, he experimented with new artistic
possibilities during his three-month stay. Despite the many masterpieces he created there, Van Gogh was
deeply melancholic, without much hope for his future, and took his life in the summer of that year. He

When the Van Gogh family collection was accommodated in the Vincent van Gogh Foundation, it
included just over 200 paintings and some 500 drawings and prints by Van Gogh. All of them are nowadays
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Paintings sold by Jo van Gogh-Bonger

Jo van Gogh-Bonger was initially a novice in the field of art, but gradually developed
sound insights into modern art, the world of museums and private collectors, and the
mechanics of the art trade. From the huge collection of Van Gogh’s paintings and
drawings which she and her son inherited after her husband Theo’s death, she needed to
sell works on a regular basis to secure a stable income. But commercial exploitation was
not her prime concern: her immense appreciation for Van Gogh’s work, and her
conviction that he was one of the central figures in modern art, also led to a strong wish
to have him presented in collections dedicated to that field.

A unique source for Jo’s endeavors is kept in the family collection: the account book
which Theo and she started when they lived together in Paris. Initially the booklet was
nothing more than a notebook recording the household’s incoming and outgoing finances.
But when Jo started to sell works of art on a regular basis it became an important
document that provides information on which works were sold when and to whom. In
2002, an annotated scholarly edition of the account book was published in which over 170
paintings and 44 works on paper by Van Gogh were identified. Some of the paintings are
included in this section, offering a glimpse into Jo’s activities in this field.
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Enriching the collection with acquisitions

Vincent Willem van Gogh, Vincent’s nephew and Theo and Jo's son, set about founding a museum
to prevent any further dispersal of the family’s collection. After establishing the current Vincent
van Gogh Foundation, he worked tirelessly toward the eventual 1973 opening of the Rijksmuseum
Vincent van Gogh (today’s Van Gogh Museum).

When the museum first opened, presenting the collection of the Vincent van Gogh
Foundation was its main goal. Acquisitions came to play a more important role from the late 1980s
through the carly 1990s. The museum, with Ronald de Leeuw setting new things in motion as its
director, also became a frequent beneficiary of donations. The museum wasunable to acquire
expensive Impressionist or Post-Impressionist works at this time, but its ambition to create a broad
context for the works of Van Gogh drove the acquisition of works by realist masters of the
Barbizon School and The Hague School, along with symbolist and academic paintings.

In the last years of the 1990s, under the guidance of John Leighton, attention shifted to the
Impressionist and Post-Impressionists, as well as to the avant-garde from the late nineteenth and
carly twentieth century, which was strongly influenced by, among others, Van Gogh and Paul
Gauguin. The Van Gogh Museum became a beneficiary of a lottery, giving it a substantial sum
every year that could be spent or saved for important purchases.

Works on paper did not have priority in the initial policies for acquisitions, but in the second
half of the 1990s, the museum began expanding its collection of drawings and prints into what is
today one of the finest in the world.




