The Portrait of the Postman Joseph Roulin

and An Unknown Man.
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   In this essay I am going to look at two paintings: Portrait of a Postman by Van Gogh and An Unknown Man by Jan de Bray. I will look at the two paintings separately and then compare their styles and the different moods that they convey. 

  The Portrait of the Postman Joseph Roulin, was painted by his good friend Van Gogh. It was painted in 1889 at the time when Van Gogh lived in Arles. 

   In the painting only Roulin’s head and shoulders can be seen, behind him is a floral pattern. Perhaps the man was restless and this is the reason for the portrait being cut of at the shoulders. There is no movement in this painting and Roulin is facing straight ahead. The vacant expression on Joseph Roulin’s face and his glazed over eyes suggest that he may have had to sit for the portrait for some time. 

  Joseph Roulin was a postman. We know this because his cap says ‘Postes’ which is the French for Post. From the subdued picture that Van Gogh creates we would suspect that Roulin was a quiet family man, but this was not the case:

 ‘Roulin was an ardent socialist, vehement in his support of the left wing of French republican politics.’ From Roulin’s extravagant beard we can tell that he is quite dramatic and outgoing. The colours that Van Gogh has woven into his beard show that he is a colourful character with many qualities and perhaps an eventful past. The background contrasts Roulin’s plain appearance, suggesting his complicated interior, perhaps his thoughts, thus suggesting that Roulin was an intelligent man. The background pattern is perhaps wallpaper in the studio, or it could be Van Gogh’s impression of a hedge outside.

  Roulin is seen here wearing his postman outfit. This consists of a navy blue jacket with considerably sized gold buttons and a cap with gold stitching. If the stitching was not on his cap then I would have assumed that he was a fisherman as the whole picture looks as though it is based on a seaside theme. There is a black outline around Roulin's lower body preventing it from fading into the busy background. Roulin looks to be well fed and has no sharp features, creating the image of a stereotypical granddad. He has very feminine thin eyebrows, which have a tint of blue. His eyes are sunken and clear blue; they have a longing look in them, perhaps for the sea. Yet they look gentle and give the impression that Roulin is a caring man. His cheeks are rosy and healthy looking yet his skin has a yellow nauseated tinge. 

He has short brown hair and a spectacular beard, which is separated into two parts suggesting that he has two sides to his personality. The selection of colours which run through his beard shows that he has a colourful past, yet they are mostly shades of blue showing that the majority of his memories of the past are sad. The hair closer to his roots, representing more present times, is more colourful. This shows that recent times have been eventful and that he has enjoyed it. Perhaps since he has met Van Gogh. 

  The background behind Roulin is bold and grabs your attention, contrasting the simplicity of Roulin. I assume that this background is a hedge. It has lots of little buds like the ones seen on Viburnum hedges. It is covered in vines with large flowers, which look like shellfish. Van Gogh has used quite earthy colours for the background, which help the rich blues and yellows of Roulin to stand out. The red and green in the background are complementary which should make the background stand out, yet when placed next to the blue the green harmonises and becomes much easier on the eyes.  The painting of Roulin is very flat, as he has used no shadows and tone, however the background gives the picture some depth. 

  Van Gogh painted Roulin many times and in each one has captured the mood of Roulin, himself and perhaps their friendship, at that particular time. I admire his work for the emotion that he intertwines into the pictures yet he still managed to keep them moderately realistic. He painted with his heart, which shows in his paintings, as they are all highly emotional.

  Van Gogh uses subtle strokes to create texture and swirls to exaggerate Roulin’s beard, he also uses a wide range of colours and patterns, but overall it feels quite dull. I think this is mainly due to the large sections of blue and green which are cold colours. He uses a very patterned background, which captures the eyes, as it is so busy, and makes you study the painting in greater detail. Van Gogh used oil paints as he did for the other five portraits that he painted of Roulin. Most are similar to this portrait but have different patterned backgrounds. 

  The painting gives a cold, slightly depressing feel. Yet, I feel that this is how Van Gogh intended it, to show his deep emotions at this particular time. It was at this point in his life that Van Gogh cut his own ear off. His mental health went steadily downhill from here with his fits of madness and lucidity. His style is less life like than other painters of this time for example Renoir. He has distorted this portrait by using short, sharp brush strokes and by using more block colour and flat tone. This was the style in which the impressionists painted. Van Gogh was part of the Impressionist group along with Pissarro, Monet, and Gauguin.

  One artist who has a more realistic approach is Jan de Bray, who painted the Portrait of An Unknown Man in 1650. 

  The picture stands in contrast to Van Gogh's, with the main focus being the person rather than the background. The man is tall with slightly rounded shoulders.  We can see down to the waist of the man. Due to the large amount of black that the man is wearing, the picture was cut off at his waist so that it did not feel too dark and depressing.  He is facing to the right with his head turned to face us; this helps to capture the light. He also looks as though he is sitting as due to the detail of the picture he would have had to be there for a long time.

  The man looks well off and has thick black robes; a crisp white shirt and looks well groomed. He looks content and has a healthy, well-fed glow about him.

  The man has raven black hair, which spirals down sitting on his shoulders and glistens compared to the matt finish of his robes. His beard is decorative and trimmed to perfection; perhaps this reflects in his personality. His cheeks are rosy and his lips the colour of blood. These make him look as though he spends a lot of time outside. His nose is also red, some would assume that he is a heavy drinker, this could be a possibility as he has slight bags under his eyes. He is wearing a white shirt with a large collar; he also is wearing a silver tie that glimmers in the light suggesting that he is rich. The fact that we can hardly see the tie is symbolic.  Considering his wealth it shows that he is not full of himself for having lots of money, it just murmurs beneath the surface allowing him to have a good quality of life. The cloak seems to swamp the man drowning him in a pool of black; he could be wearing this because he is mourning, attending a posh event or perhaps it is simply the fashion of that time. His hands are fiddling with his cloak this shows a nervous element. He looks as though he is trying to reach out and touch some thing.  Although the man looks happy he is not actually smiling but if you look closely at the eyes they look kind and warm. 

  The picture is amazingly life-like and has depth. Jan de Bray has used shadow and the man’s pose to help create this. The background is plain and not very detailed which allows us to focus on the portrait of the man. He uses a subtle aquamarine colour for the background wall, which looks rugged, and in need of painting, contrasting the man’s appearance. The use of the cold, blue background, which is a receding colour, helps to create even more depth to the picture. It is also quite a neutral colour which complements the man’s complexion and as green and red contrast it brings out the strong colour of his cheeks making them seem even more rosy than they are.  It looks like he created this effect by dabbing it with a cloth.  The artist grabs your attention with his realistic detail. The painting is almost monotone; it is only the colourful face that prevents this. 

  Texture is a main element in the oil painting. The artist has used highlights of grey in the hair to show its shine and short brush strokes help create the texture of the velvet cloak. He uses oil paints with short brush strokes. The painting has a solemn feel, yet his expression conveys that he is peaceful. Jan de Bray has shown shadow mostly on the face as it catches the side and the light catches the side of his nose and his lips. The black and white of the man’s clothing is crisp and classic looking, it is also quite dramatic creating a feel of importance, yet his full looks and complexion suggest that he is just like ever other normal person.  The portrait is astoundingly realistic and perhaps the image has been edited to make the man seem more impressive and important looking. 

  The style of the painting is very realistic it was painted in1650 and followed the same style of the paintings of his time. This painting was done in the Baroque era, which developed in Europe. Baroque art was more realistic than the previous style of Mannerist art. Jan de Bray has a similar realistic style of painting as Frans Hals. For example his portrait of the Laughing Cavalier is very similar to Jan de Bray’s Unknown Man. The other paintings that I have found by Jan de Bray follow the same high standards and immense detail that it portrayed in this picture. Some also incorporate movement and groups of people. I like this painting, as it is pleasing to the eye. Yet it lacks personal expression from the painter, perhaps this is because he was being paid to do this portrait and he wished to make the man look as handsome as he could. The man’s expression is blank and Jan de Bray has not expressed his emotions in the painting either. Yet it is precise and beautifully painted I especially like the way he has captured the light. 

  These two portraits that I have chosen are complete opposites. Van Gogh’s is more colourful and expressive while Bray’s is dull, yet somehow seems livelier. I think this is mainly due to the shading that Bray has used and the position of the Unknown Man. Van Gogh’s is very busy and the whole picture seems to blur together in one large mass of blue and green as the portrait is very flat. The plain background in Bray’s gives the painting elegance and purity that Van Gogh’s lacks. I think this confused style is largely due to Van Gogh’s state of health and how he uses his artwork as a way of expressing his deep emotions. Bray’s work looks as though it has been commissioned and he has strived to please the man rather than express his feelings. Perhaps the strong relationship that Van Gogh had with Roulin, and the fact that he had painted him several times, allowed Gogh to experiment with different styles. 

  I like the fact that Van Gogh’s allows you to use your imagination, for example the unclear background and the symbolism of the separated beard. Whereas Bray’s is presented realistically. Van Gogh’s looks as though it was done in a short time scale but Jan de Bray’s looks as though it took a lot of time. Both paintings were part of a change in a movement: Bray played a part in making portraits more realistic and Van Gogh tried to move away from Bray’s style and steered art to more emotional and personal work. It is hard to choose a favourite between the two paintings, as they are so different. I like Van Gogh’s as it is expressive and we can find out a lot about what he is feeling at that time due to the emotion in his painting. However I feel that Bray’s is more skilled and I like his clever use of shadows. I would definitely use Van Gogh’s more fantasy approach in my work as I feel it is adds interest, but it is the detail and the precision that is seen in Jan de Bray’s work that I strive for.
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