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Postcards from Arles 

 

Jena Woodhouse 

 

Monday, February 23, 2015 

I’m staying for five days in a seventeenth-century building, the Hôtel Amphithéâtre, 

in the Provencal town of Arles, next to the huge Roman arena, and keeping a journal 

of my day-to-day impressions. 

Vincent Van Gogh’s letters from Arles to his brother Theo prompted this visit, 

both to trace what was to be the penultimate trajectory of an intensely creative life, 

and to see at first hand some of the places that inspired the artist to surrender to an 

unprecedented burst of creativity, which, paradoxically, preceded what appears to 

have been an irreparable personal breakdown and an act of self-negation that is the 

antithesis of the Arles paintings, ablaze with vital energy, colour, light. Van Gogh 

arrived at Arles in February 1888, and immediately set about painting the fruit and nut 

trees as they came into bloom – first the almonds, then the peaches, apricots, plums 

and apples. To Theo, an art dealer in Paris, he wrote, ‘I’ve got a new orchard which is 

as good as the pink peach trees – apricot trees of a very pale pink. At the moment I’m 

working on some plum trees, yellowy white, with thousands of black branches.’ And 

who can forget his over-popularised studies of irises in spring; sunflowers in summer? 

Spring must have arrived earlier that year, as I’ve seen no flowering fruit trees 

so far, and it is still quite cold. By way of variety, the artist also proposed to paint the 

arena, the bulls and toreadors, but this intention seems not to have been acted upon. I 

notice that the dates of bullfights at the arena are advertised for early April. I would 

not have attended. Whatever the cultural rationale, the spectacle of the long, slow 

torment and death of a cornered animal is not something I would care to witness. 

However, ritual death in the arena was something Van Gogh observed with an artist’s 

detached eye and some wry amusement, as one of his letters suggests: 

 
I saw another bullfight yesterday, where five men played the bull with banderillas and 

cockades. A toreador crushed one of his balls jumping the barricade. He was a fair man with 

grey eyes who showed great sang froid – they said he’d be laid up for a long time. He was 

dressed in sky blue and gold... The bullrings are quite beautiful when there is sunshine and a 

crowd…You know I chop and change in my work, and this passion for painting orchards 

won’t last forever. After this it could be bullrings. Then I also have an enormous number of 

drawings to do, as I want to do some in the manner of Japanese prints... I must also do a starry 

night with cypresses or – perhaps over a field of ripe corn. There are some extremely beautiful 

nights here. I am in a constant fever of work. 

 

The original city of Arles dates back to Phoenician and Roman times, when it was 

known as Arelate. This is Van Gogh’s comment on that legacy:  

 
There is a Gothic portico here which I am beginning to marvel at, the portico of St Trophime. 

But it is so brutal, so monstrous, so like a Chinese nightmare, that even this splendid 

monument in so grand a style seems to belong to another world, to which I fortunately belong 

no more than to the glorious world of the Roman Emperor, Nero. In all honesty, I have to add 

that the Zouaves, the brothels, the charming little Arlésiennes on their way to their first 
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Communion, the priest in his surplice, who resembles a dangerous rhinoceros, and the 

absinthe drinkers, also strike me as beings from another world.  

 

It was the rich, raw, earthy local colour, rather than the faded glory of what is 

referred to in France as the patrimoine, that engaged the artist: the fields and groves, 

the landforms and farmhouses, farm labourers, gypsies, dock-workers, habitués of 

cheap cafes; the postman and his family, Zouaves and Arlésiennes, self-portraits, 

chairs, the room he decorated with such care, in anticipation of Gauguin’s arrival. 

Notable exceptions to this practice include paintings of a church at Les Saintes Maries 

de-la-Mer, Roman sarcophagi at les Alyscamps, and the Abbaye de Montmajour. 

 I relish the concrete detail, the frankness and irreverence – possibly 

unintended – which make the letters from Arles such a refreshing read. By May 1888, 

the artist observed: ‘As my blood is gradually coming right, thoughts of success are 

also reviving’. He was able to offer the following advice to his brother Theo: ‘Take as 

much spring air as possible, go to bed very early, because you must have sleep, and as 

for food, plenty of fresh vegetables, and no bad wine or bad alcohol. And very few 

women, and lots of patience.’ By June, he could report:  

 
For my part, I’m getting on better here than I did in the north. I even work right in the middle 

of the day, in the full sun, with no shade at all, out in the wheat fields, and lo and behold, I am 

as happy as a cicada.  

By means of a contrivance he devised to steady his easel on windy days, Van Gogh, 

alone of all the painters who periodically flocked to Arles, was able to work outdoors 

when the Mistral was blowing. 

 

Tuesday, February 24, 2015 

One of the things I love about changing hemispheres is the way it creates ideal 

conditions for contemplation and composition. Being wide awake and lucid by three 

or four a.m. and entering the pristine zone before dawn is nearly always conducive to 

creativity. The genie comes out of the bottle, and sings and dances, and whispers 

sweet words. This can also happen on long flights. I was given a window seat, one of 

a pair in a secluded corner of the plane, and as I had both seats to myself, sleeping 

alternated with writing for the duration of the flight: something to do with being 

released from various kinds of gravity. 

So here I am in Arles, since arriving by train mid-afternoon yesterday on a 

direct service from Paris. It took less than an hour to fall under the spell of this 

mysterious place, and less than two to feel that one could linger here indefinitely. The 

Hôtel Amphithéâtre is a labyrinthine seventeenth-century building with spiral 

staircases morphing to marble on the upper floors, and low, narrow doors opening off 

them into undisclosed chambers, and sudden changes of level under the carpets, and 

nooks and crannies everywhere, and an opera singer, a soprano, rehearsing in a distant 

room, and classical music playing at a discreet volume on the ground floor, and the 

piquant perfumes of Arles, the flora and aromatics of fields and wild places, wafting 

subtly through the airy rooms, and an eclectic array of interesting furniture gracing the 

spacious ground-floor salons, and unrestricted internet access for people who like to 

work while others are sleeping. In short, I’m in my element. When I first entered the 

hotel and was shown up to my room, the non-existent hairs on my back kept rising, 

and gooseflesh covered my arms. 
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Entering the old town after my walk from the station, I was reminded distantly 

of the old Venetian quarters of Rethymnon and Chaneia, in Crete, and the old part of 

Mytilini’s port, and presumably there are many comparable places in Mediterranean 

Europe, particularly Iberia, with narrow streets and tall, massive, architecturally 

pleasing houses of stone, reminiscent of fortresses in their air of impregnability; but 

Arles is not really like any other place I’ve been. 

I’ve been writing my way to daybreak, and now I hear another early riser, a 

cellist, tuning up, and a mellifluous contralto voice has glided into song. 

Yesterday, on my way up the cobbled street beside the Roman arena (which is 

misleadingly referred to as the amphitheatre) I passed a striking couple: a woman with 

the carefully deliberate bearing of the old and proud who sense their frailty, leaning 

on the arm of a younger-looking cavalier, who may in fact have been her son, 

although the apparent tenderness between them was not for the onlooker to define. 

She had artfully coiffured blonde hair, presumably a wig, and perfect maquillage that 

froze her face into a mask, a grimace. She was wearing a loose, light, fur-trimmed 

coat over a longish skirt that flowed gently with her halting movement over the 

cobblestones. A little later, I asked the beady-eyed proprietor of the small outdoor 

cafe at the corner of Rue Diderot – more like a ruelle – opposite the 

arena/amphitheatre, where the hotel is – who the lady was, as he seemed to be an 

authority on passers-by, and had pointed out Chico from the Gypsy Kings, another 

local. Whereas nothing and nobody seemed to escape his attention, and while she 

moved slowly enough for him not to have missed her, he said he hadn’t seen her. So 

was she an apparition, an emanation of this place? 

As I sipped my coffee at a table on the cobblestones, under a mild blue sky 

with a bleached crescent that might have been a new moon or an old moon, a girl, a 

busker, was playing Spanish guitar on an open stage of timber planks adjoining the 

arena, and one of Picasso’s white doves was sunning its breast in a niche opposite. 

It was almost evening by then, so I roamed the backstreets for several hours 

and found the cinema and cafe that are part of the substantial Actes Sud complex 

beside the Rhone embankment, which includes an extensive but eclectic 

books/music/dvd store, and hosts many innovative exhibitions and performances. In 

fading light, I ascended the steps to the adjacent Rhone embankment, with ominous 

black clouds like a volcanic eruption rearing and fanning out above the bridge, and 

the sombre, sinister, oily-surfaced, cold-hearted Rhone rolling majestically by. 

Walking back through the dim lanes, I was struck by how many of the mansions were 

in darkness, with perhaps a solitary light here and there on the highest floor, and 

sometimes a glimpse through flimsy white curtains of ground-floor dwellers – two 

white-haired ladies sharing their supper, for instance. They linger on the cusp of 

streets with bistrots, bars and smart boutiques, too early in the season to be open for 

the tourist traffic. So for now one gets brief glimpses behind facades, beneath veneers. 

The elegant M’sieur who presides at reception has now arrived at his post, and 

some mediaeval choral music is winding its way through the salons. I’ve just realised 

the night has gone, and I am ravenous! 

* 

After breakfast, I set out for the Hotel-Dieu, the hospital where Van Gogh was 

admitted after a breakdown – whose courtyard he painted a number of times – which 

now houses a fine library and arts organisations’ administrative offices. On the way, I 
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almost literally rubbed shoulders with a Karl Lagerfeld lookalike, who was 

swaggering up the cobbled street past the arena with two sidekicks. Then I realised it 

probably was Karl Lagerfeld. 

In the early afternoon, I pay a visit to Les Alyscamps (Provencal for Les 

Champs Elysees, the Elysian Fields) – the Roman necropolis. It is a desolate place, 

utterly lifeless as even cemeteries seldom seem. The sole visitor, I walk the long, 

narrow path flanked by two rows of decrepit, discoloured sarcophagi, to reach the 

basilica at the end, which I flee almost as soon as I enter. It is even more moribund 

than the path I have just traversed, with huge columns that could conceal a host of 

predators, and it is colder than the grave, dank and dire. I can’t wait to leave Les 

Alyscamps, but as I hasten towards the exit, I am stopped in my tracks by a 

reproduction of a Van Gogh painting, one of two I’ve seen which were painted here in 

autumn, when the poplars’ foliage was bronze and auburn, gold and copper. 

The artist’s perception of Les Alyscamps is so different from my own that it’s 

difficult to reconcile the two. The painting reproduced here, beside the sombre allée , 

shows the autumn leaves falling like golden rain, glimpsed between the trunks of 

trees. He described it tenderly to Theo, in November 1888: 
Je crois que tu aimerais la chute des feuilles que j’ai faite. C’est des troncs de peupliers lilas, 

coupés par le cadre là où commencent les feuilles. Ces troncs d’arbres comme des piliers 

bordent une allée où sont à droite et à gauche alignées de vieux tombeaux romains d’un lilas 

bleu. Or le sol est couvert, comme d’un tapis, par une couche épaisse de feuilles orangées et 

jaunes tombées. Comme des flocons de neige il en tombe toujours encore... 

 

The other painting of Les Alyscamps that I’ve seen a reproduction of – ‘Allée des 

Alyscamps en Arles’ (1888) – is a more distanced view, showing the tall poplars of 

the allée shimmering like gold and auburn candle flames, and people strolling in the 

space between them. 

 

Wednesday, February 25 

I’m still waking up on the dot of 4.00 a.m., regardless of what time I go to bed, but 

it’s productive time, and leaves the days free for locating some of Van Gogh’s 

favourite haunts. 

Today I took the early bus –incredibly, it only costs one or two euros to travel 

by bus between towns in the same administrative region in southern France – to Les 

Saintes Maries de-la-Mer, at the heart of the Camargue – the wetlands of the Rhone 

delta, and the site of the annual Gypsy Festival of St Sara. The beachside part of town 

is like those tacky Greek resorts that shut down in winter and roar into tawdry life 

come the summer. But I was pleased I took the excursion on the little train that runs 

on roads not rails for a 1.3-kilometre circuit into the wetlands and out, and thereby 

had the opportunity to see flamingos and other birds, as well as lots of horses. The 

roseate flamingos were stalking through the shallows in formation, dipping their 

beaks to forage. They can’t swim, because their legs are too long. Every hacienda 

offers horse rides, and I saw riders going out on the white Camargue horses – which 

are more like ponies in size – always escorted, wearing hard hats, and travelling at 

walking pace along the low levées crisscrossing the shallow marshlands of the delta. 

The cicada is emblematic of Provence, and especially the Camargue region, where 

necklaces of gold or brass cicadas are on sale alongside images of St Sara, the patron 

saint of travellers, nomads, gypsies. The Camargue version of the bullfight does not 
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involve killing the bull, but removing a rosette from between his horns, so he is 

spared the mortal ordeal of the Spanish arena. It is a feat of skill, agility and risk for 

the men involved. It is not clear from the context of Van Gogh’s remarks to Theo 

whether he attended the traditional Spanish bullfights which are still staged at Arles, 

or the less gory Camargue contests, but the mention of cockades seems to suggest the 

latter. 

The Mistral was blowing hard all night and well into the day, so it’s been cold 

and clear and crisp.  

 

Thursday, February 26 

In the morning, I visited the Roman theatre (which, unlike the arena, is an actual 

amphitheatre) and marvelled at the size of the vomitoria. I know the Romans have a 

reputation for enjoying stomach-churning spectacles, but wondered why they’d need 

to be throwing up on a mass scale in conjunction with a visit to the theatre. Later, I 

thought to look it up, and discovered that vomitoria are conduits for the egress of 

people after the show, and not for the contents of the stomach! 

In the afternoon, I went to the little cinema at the Actes Sud arts complex and 

saw The Theory of Everything. Then I sat on the steps of the Rhone embankment, the 

site of a well-known painting by Van Gogh, and penned a postcard to the artist, in 

honour of his painting, ‘L’escalier du Pont de Trinquetaille’, which he described as 

follows: ‘Enfin le Pont de Trinquetaille avec toutes ces marches est une toile faite par 

une matinée grise, les pierres, l’asphalte, les pavés sont gris, le ciel d’un bleu pâle, des 

figurines colorées, un malingre arbre à feuillage jaune...’ 

On the bleak afternoon of my visit, the steps and the palette of the cloudy sky, 

the nuanced greys in the subdued light, were just as he had painted them. The two 

trees in the painting, the sapling in the foreground at the foot of the stairs, and the 

‘malingre arbre à feuillage jaune’ glimpsed through the archway of the bridge, are, 

miraculously, still in place, two temporarily leafless giants. I do not doubt that these 

are the same trees. 

 

Friday, February 27 

I took an early bus ride to the Abbaye de Montmajour, one of many places in and 

around Arles painted by Van Gogh. The abbey seemed to retain an atmosphere of 

warmth, the sense of a community sufficient unto itself, even now that those who 

created it have long dispersed. I happened to notice the gap between the outer and 

inner walls of the tower, visible from the roof, whereby you can look down through 

the aperture to the ground. The architectural term for this is machicolation, and it was 

a feature incorporated into a structure in order to observe the presence or approach of 

a would-be intruder or attacker. One corner of the tower is directly above the old 

cemetery, so one looks down through the interstice in the masonry, into the wedge-

shaped shafts of graves sunk in the rock, now filled with stagnant rainwater and 

emerald algae – a bird’s-eye view of worm land, as it were. But just outside the 

abbey, there was a little almond tree in delicate white blossom, an early harbinger of 

spring, a Van Gogh amandier, reminiscent of those he painted during his first weeks 

at Arles, when everything that met his gaze became a subject for art. He, too, had his 

machicolations – interstices between inner and outer walls/ lives/ selves. And his 

demons, which periodically infiltrated his defences and wreaked havoc with his 
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stability, despite his prodigious creative energy, his self-discipline, and vigilance. In 

letters to Theo, he was reticent about these bouts of illness, confining himself to 

stoical remarks, such as ‘Je souffre encore d’émotions mal motivées … mais cela va 

en se tranquillisant.’ It is therefore difficult to ascertain the extent to which he 

recovered from these traumatic episodes, and the extent to which he was driven by a 

recurrent sense of foreboding. The joy of the cicada is almost unbearably intense, but 

short-lived. 

After that, I visited the subterranean city in Arles – a place fit only for 

minotaurs or vampires – dank, disorienting, sepulchral, the perfect setting for a horror 

movie, or a macabre real-life crime – then, in need of air, proceeded down to the 

quays, in a cold, keen wind that was tossing seagulls all over the sky like discarded 

tickets from someone’s pocket. I returned to the hotel via the public gardens that abut 

the theatre, another subject painted by Van Gogh, whose works from his sojourn at 

Arles, from February 1888 to May 1889, number more than three hundred paintings 

and drawings. 

 

I shall miss my little suite that overlooks two courtyards – a spacious bedroom with a 

spacious bed, separated from a spacious bathroom by a study with a desk – in effect, I 

suppose, a small lobby. I have just consumed my last ‘salty’ – salé – breakfast, having 

taken several days to discover how the system works. Unless you order the ‘salty’ 

variant the night before, you automatically get the sweet – sucré – version, a sort of 

standard continental. I shall now have to go on a diet of raw carrots for a week at least 

to offset the effect of all the fats and sugars of Provence. Beware buying from 

boulangers of Arles! The Provencals don’t stint themselves when it comes to rich 

food. 

I’ve been the only non-Francophone in residence here this week, and although 

the gentlemen who run this establishment speak little English, they are very courtly 

and have looked after me well. I leave for Paris on the 2.00p.m. TGV, and relocate to 

Camac Centre d’Art, Marnay-sur-Seine, on Monday for the month-long residency I 

have been so generously given – the cloistered part of the journey, where much, I 

sense, is expected of me, so I hope I shall not disappoint. 

I wondered, when I came to Arles, whether the shades of blue – at the same 

time unearthly and terrestrial – that dominate so many of the Arles paintings were 

something actual, or something that emanated from the artist, from his inner world 

and the way it inflected his perception of the visible world. I have come to the 

provisional conclusion that both interpretations are applicable. Arles has such nuances 

of blue as I have never seen elsewhere, as do Van Gogh’s Arles paintings. The 

glimpses of some of his subjects gave me a clearer sense of connection to the person 

who made the paintings, as well as a disquieting sense of his vulnerability. Despite the 

confidence, the energy and exuberance of the Arles paintings, I was also left with 

questions about the artist that elude ready answers. From Arles, Vincent Van Gogh 

wrote:  
I can not work without a model. I won’t say I [don’t] turn my back on nature ruthlessly in 

order to turn a study into a picture, arranging the colours, enlarging and simplifying; but in the 

matter of form I am too afraid of departing from the possible and the true. 

 

Postscript from Edinburgh (Scotland), Thursday, April 9 

As Arles and its environs permeated the paintings of Van Gogh in 1888-89, in a reciprocal way he 
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became a presence in that city through those images. In an unexpected coda to my encounters at and 

with Arles through the legacy of Van Gogh, after leaving France I visited the National Galleries of 

Scotland at Edinburgh to see the two Van Gogh paintings in their collections: "Orchard in Blossom 

(Plum Tree)", Arles 1888, and "Les Oliviers" (The Olive Trees), Saint-Remy 1889. 

 

Although barely a year separates the two paintings, they are so dissimilar in style, mood, palette, 

technique, that they appear to have been painted by two different people. In the earlier canvas, the plum 

trees are rendered delicately, with little dots of paint representing the blossom, and the emerald 

background pigment is applied so thinly that it appears almost diaphanous. The effect is a trifle static: 

one has the impression that the artist does not so much sense the trees as observe them. 

 

In the painting of the olive trees from the following year, the paint is applied with an impasto 

technique, directly from the tube, in diagonal strips of many different colours on the sloping hillside 

where the olive trees grow, whilst the foliage is rendered in wild swirls of blues and greens and indigo. 

The trunks and branches of the young trees writhe out of the striated earth. 

 

In dramatic contrast to the earlier canvas, here there is a virtual absence of restraint. The olives appear 

to have been painted by a man possessed, in the presence of his demons. One has no means of knowing 

precisely what treatment and what medication were being administered to Van Gogh in the asylum at 

Saint-Remy, but this painting appears to express inner turmoil, a cataclysm of sensations, making the 

plum trees of the earlier canvas seem almost insipid by comparison. Hanging the two paintings side by 

side offers eloquent testimony to the contradictions and tensions that inhabited the artist, and seethed 

onto the canvas of the olive trees at Saint-Remy, where he entered the clinic at Saint-Paul-de-Mausole 

in May 1889, having described his state of mind as ‘sometimes moods of indescribable anguish, 

sometimes moments when the veil of time and fatality of circumstances seemed to be torn apart for an 

instant.’ 

 

 

Notes: 

 

The quotes in English from Van Gogh’s letters to Theo are from The Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, 

selected and edited by Ronald de Leeuw, translated by Arnold Pomerans (London: Allen Lane; The 

Penguin Press, 1996). 

  

The quotes in French were sourced in situ, at Arles, where they appear on signage in 

locations associated with the painter and his works. 

 


