
Introduc)on 

We are delighted to welcome you to Brighton Dome and Van Gogh Alive - an 
unforge=able immersive experience celebra)ng the extraordinary pain)ngs produced by 
Dutch master ar)st Vincent Van Gogh.  This resource pack contains a brief background to 
the ar)st as well as an array of sugges)ons for expanding on your visit.  Please make use 
of it in whichever way it suits you, or the group you are working with.  You will find useful 
links to addi)onal web-based materials at the end of this pack.  
 

Background 

Van Gogh – The Beginning 
Vincent Willem Van Gogh was born on 30 March 1853 in Zundert, a small town in the largely agricultural 
region in the south of the Netherlands. The son of a Protestant Pastor, Van Gogh became aware at an early 
age of the divide between his own middle-class upbringing and the poverty-stricken lives of the local 
laborers and peasants. 
 
AIer leaving school in 1869 at the age of 16, Van Gogh began work at Goupil et Cie, an art dealership in 
which his uncle was a partner. Vincent became increasingly involved with the commercial side of the art 
world, organizing exhibiOons, selling original and reproduced artworks – and seeing the prices that they 
were fetching. During his six years at Goupil et Cie, Van Gogh was exposed to a wide range of painOngs 
both at home, in London and in Paris, planOng the seed for an enduring passion for painOng. He was 
parOcularly fond of the work of Jean-François Millet and other realism painters from the Barbizon School. 
 
Van Gogh’s early twenOes were a Ome of great uncertainty as he tried to define a career path for himself. In 
1876, he was forced to leave Goupil et Cie when unrequited love leI him depressed and slightly erraOc. 
Over the following years, Van Gogh made an unsuccessful a_empt at theological studies then briefly served 
as a missionary. Once again, he was dismissed, this Ome as a result of his overzealous approach to his 
duOes. 

Van Gogh - The Ar)st 
In 1880, at the age of 27, Van Gogh finally turned to art. Inspired by the Impressionism and Post-
Impressionism movements of the 19th Century and heavily influenced by arOsts of the Ome such as Monet, 
Pissarro, Bernard and Gauguin, Van Gogh appeared to have finally found his calling. The urgency and 
intensity of his work is imbued in many of his painOngs. 
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Completely self-taught, Van Gogh was one of the most 
prolific arOsts of his Ome. In only ten years (he died 29 July 
1890) Van Gogh produced more than 2,000 works of art, 
consisOng of around 930 painOngs and 1,100 drawings and 
sketches. Despite this great volume of work, The Red 
Vineyard is the only piece known to have sold during his 
lifeOme. Anna Boch, a dedicated collector of Impressionist 
painOngs, purchased it during the Brussels Art Expo in 1890. 
She paid 400 francs, the equivalent of US $1,900 (£1,500) 
today. 

Van Gogh’s artworks now sell for millions of dollars at 
aucOons and private sales around the world. Portrait of 
Doctor Gachet brought one of the highest prices ever paid 
for a painOng. Ensuring it remained in private hands, 
Siegfried Kramarsky, a German born New York philanthropist 
and owner of the Lisser & Rosenkrantz Bank, sold it to 
Japanese businessman Ryoei Saito on 15 May 1990 for US 
$82.5 million. 

Van Gogh’s Contemporaries 
It is known that some of Van Gogh’s contemporaries were Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Georges Seurat, Paul 
Gauguin, Paul Signac, Emile Bernard, Louis AnqueOn, John Peter Russell and Charles Laval.  He was 
influenced by Millet, Monet, Gauguin and many others, but most of all perhaps by the Japanese arOst 
Hiroshige (1797 - 1858). Van Gogh and Gauguin (1848 – 1903) both experimented with the expressive 
possibiliOes of colour and line to create disOnct personal styles of painOng.  

A snapshot of what was happening around the world during Van Gogh’s Life 

1850’s 

• Great ExhibiOon opens in London in 1851, inspiring many other internaOonal exhibiOons and ‘World 
Fairs’ 

• Crimean War  

• Queen Victoria opens the new Houses of Parliament and Big Ben chimes for the first Ome  

• Indian MuOny in Bengal  

• Charles Darwin publishes Origins of the Species 

• Stench in central London, rising from polluted River Thames in a hot summer creates what becomes 
known as the ‘Great SOnk’  

• Harriet Beecher Stowe publishes Uncle Tom’s Cabin 

• Isaac Singer patents first sewing machine  

• Pre-Raphaelite art movement seeks to express moral sincerity in their work. Has profound influence 
on painOng, decoraOve arts and interior design 



1860s 

• US Civil War 

• The first London Underground railway between Paddington StaOon and Farringdon Street via King's 
Cross, ‘The Metropolitan Railway’, has been completed.  

• US President Abraham Lincoln assassinated  

• Suez Canal Opens, linking Mediterranean Sea and Red Sea 

• Football AssociaOon is formed  

• Karl Marx publishes Das Kapital  

• Prince Albert dies of typhoid, plunging Queen Victoria into 40 years of deep mourning. 

• Lewis Carroll publishes Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

• Florence NighOngale opens a training school at St Thomas’s Hospital, establishing nursing as a 
profession 

• Canada becomes first independent - or ‘dominion’ - state within the BriOsh Empire  

1870s 

• Franco-Prussian War leads to formaOon of French Third Republic and German Empire 

• Prototype telephone invented by Alexander Graham Bell 

• Light bulb and phonograph invented by Thomas Edison  

• First exhibiOon of Impressionist Art in Paris 

• Levi Strauss patents ‘blue jeans’ 

• Royal Albert Hall opens in London  

• Yellowstone in USA becomes the world’s first NaOonal Park. 

• Joseph Bazalge_e completes 30-year construcOon of London’s sewer system. 

• Trade Unions legalised in UK, and Factory Act prevents children working as chimney sweeps  

1880s  

• Greenwich Mean Time becomes the standard by which Ome around the world is set as +/- GMT. 

• The Orient-Express began running between Paris and ConstanOnople (now known as Istanbul) in 
1883 

• The Oxford English DicOonary is published for first Ome 

• The Statue of Liberty is placed onto Liberty Island in New York Harbor, USA 

• Karl Benz patents his first automobile, the Motorwagen 

• George Eastman introduces the Kodak No 1, a simple and inexpensive Box Camera 

• The Eiffel Tower opens in Paris, France 

• Sherlock Holmes first appears in short story A Study in Scarlet 

• John Pemberton begins selling his formula (a mixture of cocaine and caffeine) at Jacob's Pharmacy 
in Atlanta, Georgia. This goes on to become Coca Cola 

• Gunfight at the Ok Corral 



A snapshot of what was happening in the Brighton during Van Gogh’s Life 

1850s 

• Sale completed of the Royal Pavilion Estate by Queen Victoria to the town of Brighton, marking the 
end of its role as a royal residence 

• Brighton’s first postbox installed in Lewes Road  

• Sake Dean Mahomed, a pioneer of Brighton’s bathing and water therapy industry, dies aged 92.  

• Work on the new Kemp Town Estate is completed, designed by Charles Busby and Amon Wilds, 
financed by Thomas Kemp.  

• ClemenOna Black, prominent suffragist and trade union campaigner, is born in Brighton in 1854.  

• Brighton School of Art opens in 1859, later part of University of Brighton 

1860s 

• West Pier and Grand Hotel opens  

• First trains run between Brighton and the newly built London Victoria staOon  

• Charles Dickens gives a public reading of David Copperfield at the Royal Pavilion  

• The new Dome Concert Hall opens on the site of the former Royal Stables  

• The foundaOon stone of the Brighton Workhouse is laid (later Brighton General Hospital)  

1870s 

• The world’s oldest operaOng aquarium, Brighton Aquarium, opens in 1872  

• Magnus Volk installs the first telephone line in Brighton 

• Brighton Museum and Art Gallery moves to its present site from the Royal Pavilion in 1872. The 
Booth Museum opens in 1874, renamed 100 years later as the Booth Museum of Natural History 

• ChrisOana Edmunds, Brighton’s ‘Chocolate Cream Killer’ is sentenced to life imprisonment for killing 
a young boy with chocolates laced with strychnine and poisoning several others. 

• Sussex County Cricket Ground opens  

• ArOst Aubrey Beardsley born in Brighton in 1872  

• The Corn Exchange is used as a roller-skaOng rink, following the naOonal craze for ‘Rinkomania’.  

1880s  

• The Clock Tower built for the Golden Anniversary of Queen Victoria  

• Oscar Wilde delivers two of his popular ‘Art and Life’ lectures at the Royal Pavilion 

• Volk’s Electric Railway opens in 1883, now the world’s oldest electric railway in operaOon.  

• Pre-Raphaelite arOst Edward Burne-Jones moves to Rotngdean  

• Brighton Bandstand is completed in 1884 

• Brighton, Hove and Preston United Bus company is formed, a fore runner to Brighton and Hove 
Buses 



Ideas and Prompts for the Classroom 

Looking 
Describe: What you see when you look at Van Gogh’s artwork 

Analyse: The materials he used, how he painted and the formal elements like shape, colour, texture and 
tone. 

Interpret: How it makes you feel? What emoOons come to mind? What jumps out? What themes stand out? 
What’s the mood or atmosphere? 

Judgment: What is your opinion of his work? Why is his work important? What do you like about it? Does it 
remind you of anything? 

Talking 
Talk about: 

• What you have learnt at Van Gogh Alive to develop a deeper understanding and confidence to arOculate 
ideas 

• What Impressionism is and how this influenced Van Gogh’s work in terms of light, colour and atmosphere 

• What and who are your influences and why? 

• What do you think Van Gogh would think of the exhibiOon if he were alive now? 

• Mental health, depression, and anxiety (causes, symptoms, and strategies) to challenge preconcepOons 
and misconcepOons. 

• EmoOons and idenOty to express feelings, build confidence, self-esteem, respect, and empathy to support 
a sense of belonging. 

• His le_ers and quotes and what they mean to develop opinions and ownership of idea 

• How you respond to difficult situaOons to share differences, similariOes and what you learned from them? 

• How can you help others eg your friends, family, colleagues, acquaintances to express feelings and 
resolve conflicts? 

• How you can improve your wellbeing, so you feel heard and empowered to understand ourselves and 
others? 

• What self-care means and how you can improve your self-care to look aIer yourself and others? 

Devise an assembly to share your experience of Van Gogh Alive to develop an opportunity for student 
voice. 



Drawing 

Draw: 

• Flowers in the park or your garden 

• Your bedroom from memory 

• Your own self portrait and/or from memory 

• A favourite place from memory 

• A dream you had recently 

Choose a view in your garden/out of your window and make a detailed drawing and a=empt to draw in 
Van Gogh’s style. Provide a wri=en descrip)on about why you chose this spot, the shapes, colour and 
textures. 

Painting 

Paint: 

• In Van Gogh’s style 

• The wind 

• The sky 

• The nights sky 

• The classroom or school field 

Reproduce a pain)ng – not the pain)ng itself, but how it made you feel. Allow the paint to mix on the 
paper as Van Gogh did. Experiment with different colours that you can’t necessarily see. 

Group work 
Divide the painOng into a grid and recreate each secOon using different/Van Gogh styles and put together as 
a giant jigsaw. 

Create a play or radio play about The Potato Eaters to bring energy, accents, and dynamics to the characters 
to bring the painOng to life. 

Create a soundscape of one of the painOngs to create the atmosphere, linking the acOons of the painOng to 
the sounds. 

Writing 
Write a le_er to someone about how you feel when you do your favourite hobby, something you love doing 
or things you are grateful for, who inspires you and your hopes for the future. 

Write a le_er to Van Gogh as if you were one of his characters in his painOngs. What happened that day 
once Van Gogh had leI painOng the scene or portrait 5 minutes or 5 hours later? 

Write a le_er to a classmate. Once le_ers have been exchanged: 

• Highlight the main features that stand out. What do you notice? 

• Choose the best moment (and explain why) 



• Describe the images that come to mind. 

• Share one thing you will always remember about the letter. 

• Select a single line or phrase from the le_er that would most make someone else want to read it 

Write your own self-portrait about your life, your passions, and interests. 

Write and list as many words to describe the person you are now and list as many words to describe the 
person you would like to be in ten years’ Ome. 

Write a class inspiraOonal quote for the week to remind you that you are not alone and remind everyone of 
what is important and to encourage collecOve decision making. 

Write your own interpretaOon (meaning) for one of his works in your own words: 

• the painOng is called (makeup your own title) 

• it was painted… 

• it is a scene… 

• the colour he uses… 

• he has chosen these colours because… 

• the thing that stands out… 

 
Write a poem/story or compose a song inspired by one of his works. 

 
Write a poem/story or compose a song inspired by one of your drawings in response to his work. 

Write a review or a ‘what to expect guide’ for other young people who visit the exhibition: 

• How did you feel watching it and being in the space? 

• Did you know his work before or recognise any of the paintings? 

• Did you see the different periods/secOons/influences and how contrasOng they were? 

• Did you have a favourite secOon and why? 

• Did the gunshot startle you? 

• How did the music make you feel and why? 

• What moods and emoOons did the painOngs evoke? 

• How did the colours change throughout? 

• How did the colours change when he moved to the South of France – Arles 

• Did you see how his environment influenced his work? 

• Can you give an example of how he reflected people struggling in rural environments? 

Imagine you are an art dealer, discuss and debate the value of Van Gogh’s work. 

Create a persuasive piece of wri)ng to a client as if you are Van Gogh’s art dealer. Use rhetorical ques)ons 
to persuade the reader or use similes and metaphors to create a vivid image. 



Mindfulness 
Play the playlist (supplied in the resource secOon at the end of the pack). Sit, lie and be sOll. Close your eyes 
and listen. Become aware of your breath. Discuss the images that come to mind. What does it remind you 
of? How does music affect your emoOons? 

If a flower is made of love, warmth, oxygen, energy and water, what are you made of? 

Go outside, close your eyes and record what you can see, hear and smell. Appreciate the sky, the bees and 
remind yourself of the smallness of you! 

Do some class stretches and movement such as imagine growing tall from seed to a towering sunflower 
towards the sun. What happens when the breeze blows? 

Choreograph a dance inspired by a song in the playlist and use words to inspire movements such as mood, 
balance, contrast, swipe, dab, feeling, reflecOon, stars and energy. 

Choreograph a dance where you transform from a caterpillar into a bu_erfly, a seed into a sunflower, a 
sunset into a sunrise, angry into calm, a fast car into a fading rusty piece of metal. 

Find beauty in the room/school garden such as the clouds and the colours in the classroom display. 

Keep a jar of happy thoughts, the best jokes, acts of kindness, small ambiOons/achievements and what you 
are grateful for. 

Draw or make marks to the music, cut it up and make your own Van Gogh inspired collage/artwork. 

Word bank 
Line, texture, landscape, mood, emoOon, contrast, balance, pa_ern, colour, portrait, swipe, dab, media, 
energy, movement, mark making, balance, harmony, rhythm, tone, composiOon, distorOon, impressionism, 
post impressionism, feeling, style, reflecOon, atmosphere. 

Van Gogh Quotes 

“I dream my pain)ng and I paint my dream.” 

“The fishermen know that the sea is dangerous and the storm terrible, but they have never found these 
dangers sufficient reason for remaining ashore.” 

“If you truly love nature, you will find beauty everywhere.” 

“I want to touch people with my art. I want them to say 'he feels deeply, he feels tenderly’.” 

“At present I absolutely want to paint a starry sky. It o`en seems to me that night is s)ll more richly 
coloured than the day; having hues of the most intense violets, blues and greens. If only you pay 
a=en)on to it you will see that certain stars are lemon-yellow, others pink or a green, blue and forget-me- 
not brilliance. And without my expa)a)ng on this theme, it is obvious that pubng li=le white dots on 
the blue-black is not enough to paint a starry sky.” 

“It is looking at things for a long )me that ripens you and gives you a deeper meaning.” 



“A great fire burns within me, but no one stops to warm themselves at it, and passers-by only see a wisp 
of smoke.” 

“Close friends are truly life's treasures. Some)mes they know us be=er than we know ourselves. With 
gentle honesty, they are there to guide and support us, to share our laughter and our tears. Their 
presence reminds us that we are never really alone.” 

Resources/web links 
You can access the following resources before or a`er your visit 
SpoOfy Playlist of the music used as part of the experience here 
Have a Go Tutorials of Van Gogh’s Bedroom and Starry Night here 

Some audiences may find reading a Visual Story beneficial before visiOng us. This will be available to 
download from the Brighton Dome website soon. 

Van Gogh in the Media 
On screen 
Dr Who: Vincent and the Doctor  
The Doctor and Amy travel back in Ome to meet Vincent Van Gogh and face an invisible monster that only 
the painter can see. 
BBC iplayer: h_ps://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b00spgsf/doctor-who-series-5-10-vincent-and-the-
doctor 

At Eternity’s Gate (2019), During a self-imposed exile in Arles and Auvers-Sur-Oise, France, Van Gogh 
(Willem Dafoe) develops his unique, colourful style of painOng. While grappling with religion, mental illness 
and a tumultuous friendship with French arOst Paul Gauguin (Oscar Isaac), Van Gogh begins to focus on his 
relaOonship with eternity rather than the pain his art causes him in the present. 

Loving Vincent (2017) is an eye-popping and original look at Van Gogh’s life and final years told through 
the animaOon of more than 130 of the arOst’s works. Nominated for an Oscar in 2018, the film sparked 
controversy by casOng doubt on the long-accepted story that Van Gogh commi_ed suicide. Filmmakers 
Dorota Kobiela and Hugh Welchman spent five years applying the talents of more than 100 arOsts who 
painstakingly animated frame by frame the images Van Gogh painted from life, resulOng in a uniquely 
arOsOc 93 minutes.  
Loving Vincent was an earnest labor of love expressed in brush strokes.  
 
Vincent & Theo (2007) 
DirecOng legend Robert Altman directed this complex 3 ½ hour TV biography that focused on Vincent Van 
Gogh’s (Tim Roth) relaOonship with his art-dealing brother Theo (Paul Rhys). Vincent is the black sheep of 
the family, an arOst who lives in squalor with prosOtutes, peasants, and fellow arOsts. Theo, who can’t get 
people to buy his brother’s work, feels both superior and inferior to him. Outwardly different, they have 
matching souls.  Tim Roth conveying the poverty and hardship of the arOst’s life while also revealing in the 
beauty he found in surrounding landscapes. The film received a theatrical release aIer being shorn an 
hour. 

https://open.spotify.com/album/1avwdmyAtNtCgv0k7mQki5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9Wb07r48Guc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TI2OMjEWzU0
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b00spgsf/doctor-who-series-5-10-vincent-and-the-doctor
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b00spgsf/doctor-who-series-5-10-vincent-and-the-doctor


Online 
Van Gogh Alive: h_ps://vangoghaliveuk.com  
Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam: h_ps://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/en 

For adults  
Vincent Van Gogh through his own Words and pictures, made by Wendy Lewis: h_ps://youtu.be/
pHZaiuYxoH0 
Vincent Van Gogh, The Le_ers: Vincent van Gogh The Le_ers (vangoghle_ers.org) 
Here you'll find all of the 902 exisOng le_ers to and from Vincent Van Gogh. A marvellous resource for any 
art enthusiast. Edited by Leo Jansen, Hans Luijten and Nienke Bakker.  
Van Gogh Brabant is a well designed and informaOve website which focuses on Van Gogh's early years in 
the northern Dutch province of Brabant. Here you'll find biographical informaOon, details about Van Gogh 
locaOons in Brabant and following in Van Gogh's footsteps, a Van Gogh app for download . . . and much 
more. 
For children 
Tate Kids: h_ps://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-vincent-van-gogh#  
Vincent Van Gogh for Children: Biography for Kids – FreeSchool: www.youtube.com/watch?v=qv8TANh8djI  

Teacher Resource on BBC Teach for KS1 and 2: h_ps://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/ks1-art-and-
design-vincent-van-gogh/zw677yc  

In print 
For adults 
Van Gogh: The Life by Pulitzer Prize winning authors Steven Naifeh and Gregory White Smith  
This book is thought to be the best Van Gogh biography ever wri_en. Naifeh and Smith have also created 
the Van Gogh Biography website. This site, meant to accompany the book, is also an extremely valuable 
resource on its own.  

The 1-hour Van Gogh book by Liesbeth Heenk gives an overview of Van Gogh's art works and life. A good 
introducOon to the arOst. 
 
For children 

Camille and the Sunflowers: A story about Vincent Van Gogh by Laurence Anholt 
This brief, bi_ersweet story is narrated by a young boy who befriends Van Gogh during his Ome in the south 
of France. Camille likes to watch him paint and is sad that he has no other friends and can’t sell his 
painOngs. The silver lining is the sunflower painOng and the predicOon that someday people would love 
Van Gogh’s art. SoI illustraOons incorporate reproducOons of Van Gogh’s painOngs. The book ends with a 
two-paragraph bio. Recommended for ages 4 to 6. 

Ka)e and the Starry Night: A Magical Journey Through Five Van Gogh Masterpieces by James Mayhew  
This instalment of the KaOe series focuses exclusively on van Gogh painOngs: The Starry Night, Vincent’s 
Chair, Noon, The Olive Grove, and Fishing Boats on the Beach. When the stars escape from The Starry Night 
KaOe chases them through the other painOngs! At the end is a brief bio of Van Gogh, descripOons of the 
five painOngs, plus encouragement to make your own painOngs. Recommended for ages 4 to 7. 

Vincent Van Gogh: He Saw the World in Vibrant Colours (from What The Ar)st Saw series), published by 
The Met/DK 
Have you ever wondered exactly what your favourite arOsts were looking at to make them draw, sculpt, or 
paint the way they did? In this charming illustrated series, created in full collaboraOon with the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, you can see what they saw, and be inspired to create your own artworks, too. 
In the pages of this book, What the ArOst Saw: Vincent Van Gogh, meet famous Dutch painter Vincent Van 
Gogh. Step into his life and learn what led him to paint his eye-catching self-portraits. See the landscapes 

https://vangoghaliveuk.com
https://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/en
https://youtu.be/pHZaiuYxoH0
https://youtu.be/pHZaiuYxoH0
https://vangoghletters.org/vg/
http://www.vangoghbrabant.com/nl
https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-vincent-van-gogh
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qv8TANh8djI
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/ks1-art-and-design-vincent-van-gogh/zw677yc
https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/class-clips-video/ks1-art-and-design-vincent-van-gogh/zw677yc
http://www.vangoghbiography.com/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/15943617-katie-and-the-starry-night?from_search=true
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/15943617-katie-and-the-starry-night?from_search=true


that inspired his famous Wheat Fields. Have a go at painOng your own sunflowers! Recommended for ages 
7 to 11. 

Vincent and Theo: The Van Gogh Brothers by Deborah Heiligman 
The deep and enduring friendship between Vincent and Theo Van Gogh shaped both brothers' lives. 
Confidant, champion, sympathiser, friend–Theo supported Vincent as he struggled to find his path in life. 
They shared everything, swapping stories of lovers and friends, successes and disappointments, dreams 
and ambiOons. MeOculously researched, drawing on the 658 le_ers Vincent wrote to Theo during his 
lifeOme, Deborah Heiligman weaves a tale of two lives intertwined and the extraordinary love of the Van 
Gogh brothers. Recommended for ages 13+ 
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