Van Gogh Portrait
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Vincent Willem van Gogh (30 March 1853 – 29 July 1890) was a Dutch Post-Impressionist painter whose work had a far-reaching influence on 20th century art for its vivid colors and emotional impact. He suffered from anxiety and increasingly frequent bouts of mental illness throughout his life, and died largely unknown, at the age of 37, from a self-inflicted gunshot wound.
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Little appreciated during his lifetime, his fame grew in the years after his death. Today, he is widely regarded as one of history's greatest painters and an important contributor to the foundations of modern art. Van Gogh did not begin painting until his late twenties, and most of his best-known works were produced during his final two years. He produced more than 2,000 artworks, consisting of around 900 paintings and 1,100 drawings and sketches. Although he was little known during his lifetime, his work was a strong influence on the Modernist art that followed. Today many of his pieces—including his numerous self portraits, landscapes, portraits and sunflowers—are among the world's most recognizable and expensive works of art.
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Style & Technique - Vincent van Gogh’s use of line and color expresses his emotions as he responded to the world around him. To him the colors he used had their own meaning and many expressive possibilities. He used striking colors and coarse brushwork in his artwork. Van Gogh used the styles of the Impressionists with an addition of his own twist, leading him to develop a style of painting uniquely his own. 

Van Gogh painted very rapidly, with a sense of urgency, using the paint straight from the tube in thick, graphic brush strokes (impasto). In his last 70 days, he is said to have averaged one a day.  Impasto is a way of applying paint, specifically a thick, textured application of paint where the marks made by the brush or painting knife stay visible.

Influenced by prints from Japan, he painted dark outlines around objects, filling these in with areas of thick color. He knew that using complementary colors make each seem brighter, using yellows and oranges with blues and reds with greens. His choice of colors varied with his moods and occasionally he deliberately restricted his palette, such as with the sunflowers which are almost entirely yellows.
	Van Gogh chose to load his canvases with heavy applications of oil paint. It is a shame that one must view any painting through a 2-D media but paintings as heavily textured as Van Gogh's seem to suffer more from the translation. These paintings are not meant to be merely viewed by the observer but felt as well. To touch and feel its bumps and globs and hatchy strokes must be half of the wonder of the experience - one can imagine the experience not unlike that of a low-relief sculpture. 
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"While painting it I said to myself, I must not go away before there is something of an autumn evening in it, something mysterious, something serious. But as this effect does not last, I had to paint quickly. The figures were put in at once with a few strong strokes of a firm brush. It struck me how sturdily those little stems were rooted in the ground. I began painting, them with a brush, but because the surface as already so heavily covered, a brush stroke was lost in it - then I squeezed the roots and trunks in from the tube, and modeled it a little with the brush. Yes-now they stand there rising from the ground, strongly rooted in it... In a certain way I am glad that I have not learned painting, because then I might have learned to pass by such effects as this."
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This website has great pictures and suggestions for how to paint in the style of Van Gogh (expressive) - http://painting.about.com/od/paintingforbeginners/ss/expressive.htm 
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Materials

Sketchbook

Pencils
Paint brushes

Acrylic or Tempera Paint 

Painting quality art paper of a larger size
Flour, or other thickening agent (optional)

Procedure
1. Make a series of portrait drawings in your sketchbook, remembering to look carefully in the mirror all the time. Get familiar with the shapes and forms of your face. OBSERVE CAREFULLY. Only one drawing should be from straight on. Vary the expression and the pose. Remember to give your portraits a body/neck – no floating faces!

2. Choose a one of your self-portraits, or ask someone else to sit for you. Decide which you will continue into your project.
3. Draw your chosen composition onto your project paper lightly with pencil.

4. Before you begin painting, plan your composition and practice your techniques.

a. What colours will you use? Van Gogh’s colours often reflected mood. Do you plan to do the same? Think about which colours you will use, and why. Don’t just use a colour because that is what you are wearing that day, or because that is the colour of the real background. As the artist you are in charge of those elements of your painting.

b. Practice applying thick paint and leaving brush strokes. Make sure you look at the website above for tips and techniques, as well as the ones  here – 

Here are some good tips for beginners with acrylic - http://painting.about.com/od/acrylicpainting/a/10tips_acrylics.htm 
Here are some tutorials and demos from different painting projects -http://painting.about.com/od/paintingforbeginners/u/painting_path2.htm 

c. If your paint is too thin, you can buy texture mediums to add to acrylic paint to thicken it. Or you can add sand, plaster, regular flour, or cornstarch. If you do this, test with a small amount of paint first to see how you like the texture. Household materials will not produce the same texture as professional materials.
5. When you are ready, begin your portrait. I will be looking for expressive style brush strokes and use of medium, colour choice, and how it relates to Van Gogh works in style and technique.
