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Van Gogh’s Still-life with Open Bible , which he painted in 
1885, is a remarkable work of art through which we can glimpse Van 
Gogh’s calling.  This work was painted while he was mourning the 
death of his father.  By painting his father’s Bible laid open on the 
table, the single burnt out candlestick and a novel Van Gogh was 
mourning his death. These three things that he painted are of great 
significance to Van Gogh.  The Bible, candle and the novel were the 
puzzle pieces that he spent his whole life trying to fit together and 
also his life’s purpose.   

The burnt out candle is an image often used by Dutch painters that 
symbolises the transience of human life.  In the centre of the painting 
is the Bible.  On the top of the right page are written the word 
‘ISAIE’ and the Roman numeral LIII, telling us that the pages are 
showing Isaiah 53.  Finally, there is the small yellow book in the 
bottom right corner of the painting.  This book is Emil Zola’s La 
Joie de vivre .

Van Gogh’s placement of Emil Zola’s book, published in 1885 the 
year of his father’s death, next to the Bible is truly interesting.  
There are some critics who argue that this painting shows Van 
Gogh’s switching from his father’s Christianity to the ideals of 
Modernity. They claim Van Gogh’s placement of one of the modern 
novels that his father so hated beside the Bible shows his intention to 
represent the novel by Emile Zola contains the truth, like the Bible. 

Why is it that Van Gogh painted Emile Zola’s novel with the 
Bible?  What Van Gogh is trying to portray through this painting is 
neither his abandonment of his faith for Modernism nor their 
synthesis. To Van Gogh the Bible was not merely an old idea. The 



open Bible shows the book of Isaiah chapter 53, the song of the 
suffering servant.  The reason why Van Gogh painted Emile Zola’s 
novel with the Bible was because the novel is telling Isaiah’s story of 
the suffering slave in a modern light. Emile Zola’s  novel tells the 
story of a family living an unimaginably miserable life.  The theme 
of this novel is not the relationship between religion and Modernism.  
That  is, the love for the neighbour.  The novel’s protagonist Paulien 
Quenu forgave those who took everything from her and showed them 
mercy.  What Van Gogh  seeking in this novel was the cure for the 
alienated and the suffering.  What he was rejecting was the hypocrisy 
of the Church, which could not understand his pure passion. The 
Bible was a book that inspired him throughout his life. Ahead of him 
were two roads.  The Bible and the world. Van Gogh wanted to 
connect the two. His pursuit of art and the Bible continues to inspire 
many people after his death.
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