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A L I T T L E G I R L A T T H E 

C E N T E R O F T H E A V A N T - G A R D E 

Figure 1 

Fernand Khnopff 

(Belgian, 1858-1921), 

Portrait of Jeanne Kef er, 

1885. Oil on canvas, 

80 x 80 cm (31V2 x 

31V2 in.) - Los Angeles, 

J. Paul Getty Museum, 

97.PA.35. 

A s m a l l g i r l s tands w i t h h e r b a c k t o t h e d o o r o f a d r a w i n g r o o m i n a 

b o u r g e o i s r e s i d e n c e i n Brusse ls i n t h e 1880s [ F I G U R E I ] . H e r dress 

a n d t h e s e t t i n g t e l l us t h a t she b e l o n g s t o t h e p r o s p e r o u s m i d d l e 

class t h a t f o r m e d t h e b a c k b o n e o f B e l g i u m , w h i c h h a d j u s t c e l e b r a t e d t h e f i f 

t i e t h a n n i v e r s a r y o f i t s i n d e p e n d e n c e f r o m t h e N e t h e r l a n d s . S o b e r l y d ressed , 

Jeanne K e f e r f ixes h e r eyes o n t h e s p e c t a t o r w i t h a n i n t e n s i t y r a r e f o r h e r age. 

U n b o u n d b y t i m e , a c h i n a d o l l i n a coa t o f f i n e m a t e r i a l , she obse rves us w i t h 

t h e s a m e p o w e r as a F a y u m p o r t r a i t o r a B y z a n t i n e i c o n . B u t she is n e i t h e r 

d e a d n o r a s a i n t . I n d e e d , h e r p o s e r e f l ec t s t h e e v e r y d a y p r a c t i c e o f t h e c o m 

m e r c i a l p h o t o g r a p h e r s w h o flourished at t h e t i m e . T h e space t o w h i c h she 

b e l o n g s is a t y p i c a l Brusse l s i n t e r i o r : d e l i c a t e l y p a i n t e d w a l l s , a g l a s s - p a n e l e d 

d o o r , a c u r t a i n v i s i b l e o n t h e o t h e r s ide o f t h e d o o r . E v e r y t h i n g b rea thes t h e 

n a t u r a l n e s s o f e v e r y d a y l i f e ; a n d y e t f e w w o r k s have s u c c e e d e d i n r e v e a l i n g 

so m u c h w i t h s u c h e c o n o m y o f m e a n s . 

M a g n i f i e d b y F e r n a n d K h n o p f f ' s b r u s h , t h e l i t t l e g i r l ' s p r e s e n c e is 

first o f a l l t e s t i m o n y t o a n a d v e n t u r e b e g u n a year e a r l i e r i n Brusse l s : t h a t o f 

Les X X ( T h e T w e n t y ) , o r t h e C e r c l e des X X ( C i r c l e o f T w e n t y ) , a g r o u p o f 

a v a n t - g a r d e a r t i s t s w h o , f r o m 1884 t o 1893, e x h i b i t e d w o r k s b y a r t i s t s f r o m 

across E u r o p e c h o s e n t o i n c a r n a t e t h e i d e a o f m o d e r n i t y , f r o m James M c N e i l l 

W h i s t l e r t o V i n c e n t v a n G o g h , f r o m G e o r g e s Seura t t o James E n s o r t o M a u r i c e 

D e n i s . U n d e r t h e p a i n t e r ' s b r u s h Jeanne K e f e r a l so e m b o d i e s , t h r o u g h t h e 

s y m b o l i c d e p t h o f t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , a r e f l e c t i o n o n h u m a n l i f e . T h i s s i m p l e 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer is n o s i m p l e p a i n t i n g . 

W h e n h e p a i n t e d t h e p o r t r a i t o f J e a n n e K e f e r i n 1885", F e r n a n d 

K h n o p f f 1 a l ready e n j o y e d a s o l i d r e p u t a t i o n a n d a l eve l o f success tha t m a d e h i m 

o n e o f t h e l e a d i n g figures o f t h e Brusse ls avan t -ga rde . D e s p i t e h i s a s s o c i a t i o n 

w i t h Les X X , t h e m o d e r n i t y t h a t h e d e f e n d e d w a s n o t i n t e n d e d t o p r o v o k e 
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Figure 2 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Memory of Bruges: 

The Entry to the 

Beguinage, 1904. 

Pastel on paper, 

27 x 43.5 cm (105/s 

x 17Va in.). New York, 

Hearn Family Trust. 

d i s c o m f o r t . H i s s o c i a l status gave h i m a p o s i t i o n i n s o c i e t y t ha t h e u s e d f r e e l y 

t o a d v a n c e h i s ca reer as a p o r t r a i t p a i n t e r . H i s i n t e l l i g e n c e a n d h i s taste f o r 

l i t e r a t u r e p l a c e d h i m at t h e c e n t e r o f t h e n e w m o d e r n i s m , w h i c h w a s t a k i n g 

shape i n t h e a r t j o u r n a l s a n d i n t h e l i v e l y Brussels sa lons a n d s t u d i o s o f h i s d a y 

T h e s o n o f a m a g i s t r a t e f r o m an o l d a r i s t o c r a t i c l i n e , F e r n a n d - E d m o n d 

Jean M a r i e K h n o p f f w a s b o r n o n S e p t e m b e r i , 185-8, at t h e f a m i l y ' s cas t le i n 

G r e m b e r g e n - l e z - T e r m o n d e , B e l g i u m . I n i 8 6 0 t h e f a m i l y t o o k u p r e s i d e n c e i n 

B r u g e s , w h e r e h i s f a the r h a d b e e n a p p o i n t e d d e p u t y p u b l i c p r o s e c u t o r . T h e y 

s tayed t h e r e u n t i l 1864, r e g u l a r l y r e t u r n i n g t o t h e castle o f G r e m b e r g e n or , i n 

s u m m e r , t o t h e i r c o u n t r y p r o p e r t y at Fosset i n t h e fo res t o f A r d e n n e s . 

O n S e p t e m b e r 7, i 8 6 0 , F e r n a n d s y o u n g e r b r o t h e r Georges w a s b o r n . 

A l t h o u g h h e w a s a p o e t , m u s i c i a n , m u s i c o l o g i s t , a n d t r a n s l a t o r , G e o r g e s d i d 

n o t leave any rea l o e u v r e b e h i n d h i m . Perhaps because o f h i s l a ck o f o u t p u t , he 

p l a y e d a p i v o t a l r o l e i n h i s b r o t h e r ' s l i f e . A f r i e n d o f S tephane M a l l a r m e , Jules 

La fo rgue , a n d E m i l e V e r h a e r e n , Georges was a c o n f i r m e d W a g n e r i a n w h o b u i l t u p 

a w i d e n e t w o r k o f con tac t s a n d c h a m p i o n e d h i s b r o t h e r ' s w o r k across E u r o p e . 

A p r o m o t i o n a n d t h e b i r t h o f a c h i l d , M a r g u e r i t e , o n J u l y i £ , 1865-, 

o c c a s i o n e d t h e f a m i l y ' s m o v e t o Brusse ls , w h e r e t h e y set u p h o u s e i n t h e r u e 

R o y a l e , i n o n e o f t h e n e w d i s t r i c t s f a v o r e d b y t h e Brus se l s b o u r g e o i s i e . Fer

n a n d la te r r e f u s e d t o r e t u r n t o B r u g e s so tha t h e c o u l d r e t a i n i n t a c t h i s c h i l d -
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h o o d i m a g e o f t h e c i t y ; a series o f w o r k s h e p r o d u c e d i n 1902 revea l a p h a n 

t o m c i t y scape d e d i c a t e d s o l e l y t o m e m o r y [ F I G U R E 2 ] . H i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

M a r g u e r i t e w a s a d e c i s i v e f a c t o r i n Fe rnand ' s l i f e . She s o o n b e c a m e o n e o f h i s 

f a v o r i t e m o d e l s , as w e r e t h e M a q u e t sisters, y o u n g E n g l i s h w o m e n w i t h w h o m 

K h n o p f f r e m a i n e d f r i e n d s f o r m a n y years . M a r g u e r i t e ' s f e a tu r e s w o u l d b e 

c o m e p a r t o f t h e f e m i n i n e i d e a l t h a t K h n o p f f w a s t o create , i n t h e e a r l y 1880s, 

f r o m a m i x t u r e o f P r e - R a p h a e l i t e figures a n d t h o s e f r o m w h a t at t h e t i m e 

w a s c a l l e d p r i m i t i v e F l e m i s h p a i n t i n g , t h a t i s , p a i n t i n g f r o m t h e fifteenth c e n 

t u r y . M a r g u e r i t e w a s also h e r b r o t h e r ' s c o l l a b o r a t o r i n d e v e l o p i n g t h e c o m p o 

s i t i o n s f o r w h i c h , as w e s h a l l see, K h n o p f f t u r n e d t o p h o t o g r a p h y f o r h e l p 

[ F I G U R E S 3, 4 ] . I n t h e p r i v a c y o f t h e s t u d i o , she w o u l d dress i n v a r i o u s cos 

t u m e s a n d pose f o r h e r b r o t h e r w h e n h e m e t h o d i c a l l y p u t t o g e t h e r t h e eso

t e r i c p a i n t i n g s t h a t H e r m a n n B a h r w o u l d c a l l " l o g o g r i p h s " ( w o r d p u z z l e s ) 2 

w h e n t h e y w e r e p r e s e n t e d at t h e V i e n n a Secession. 

Figure 3 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Photograph of 

Marguerite Khnopff 

Posing, ca. 1900, 

for preparatory 

version of A Dreamer, 

ca. 1900. Private 

collection. 

Figure 4 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Photograph of 

Marguerite Khnopff 

Posing, ca. 1900, 

for preparatory 

version of The Black 

Collar, ca. 1906. 

Private collection. 

3 



O N E H A S O N L Y O N E S E L F 

A f t e r F e r n a n d K h n o p f T c o m p l e t e d h i s s e c o n d a r y e d u c a t i o n at t h e A t h e n e e 

r o y a l e i n S a i n t - J o s s e - t e n - N o o d e , a s u b u r b o f B r u s s e l s , h e e n r o l l e d , i n 

1875-, i n t h e l a w f a c u l t y o f t h e Free U n i v e r s i t y ( U n i v e r s i t e l i b r e ) o f Brussels . H i s 

taste f o r p a i n t i n g a n d l i t e r a t u r e w a s g r o w i n g , a n d h e w r o t e p o e t r y a n d t o o k 

classes w i t h t h e p a i n t e r X a v i e r M e l l e r y . I n 1876 t h e f a m i l y m o v e d t o t h e 

L u x e m b o u r g d i s t r i c t o f Brusse ls , w h i c h i n c l u d e d a s i zab le E n g l i s h c o l o n y , 

a l l o w i n g F e r n a n d t o g i v e f ree r e i n t o h i s a n g l o p h i l e i n s t i n c t s a n d l e a d i n g 

E m i l e V e r h a e r e n t o r e f e r t o h i m as a " c l e r g y m a n i n t h e p rocess o f b e c o m i n g 

a d a n d y " 3 

A b a n d o n i n g h i s l e g a l s t ud i e s , K h n o p f T e n r o l l e d at t h e A c a d e m i e des 

B e a u x - A r t s i n Brusse ls , g r a d u a t i n g i n 1879 w i t h a t h i r d p r i z e i n h i s t o r i c a l 

c o m p o s i t i o n . T h e s u m m e r s o f 1877, 1878, a n d 1879 w e r e spen t i n Paris c o m 

p l e t i n g h i s t r a i n i n g b y s t u d y i n g t h e w o r k s o f t h e mas te r s t h e r e . H i s v i s i t t o t h e 

1878 E x p o s i t i o n u n i v e r s e l l e p r o v e d t o b e a t u r n i n g p o i n t . T h e w o r k s o f 

G u s t a v e M o r e a u , E d w a r d B u r n e - J o n e s , a n d A l f r e d Stevens l e f t a n i n d e l i b l e 

i m p r e s s i o n o n h i m , d e c i s i v e l y o r i e n t i n g h i s d e v e l o p m e n t . A f t e r a year i n Paris , 

d u r i n g w h i c h h e a t t e n d e d t h e i n d e p e n d e n t l ec tu re s o f Jules L e f e b v r e a n d t h e 

A c a d e m i e J u l i a n , K h n o p f T r e t u r n e d t o B e l g i u m i n t h e s u m m e r o f 1880. I n 

Fosset h e p r o d u c e d h i s f i r s t m a j o r w o r k , a d e s i g n f o r a m o n u m e n t a l c e i l i n g 

4 

Figure 5 

Fernand Khnopff, 

One Has Only Oneself 

(On n'a que soi). 

Drawing for the artist's 

ex libris, 1892. India ink 

on paper, 8 x 6 cm 

(3VB x 2% in.). 

Brussels, Bibliotheque 

royale Albert ler, 

Cabinet des estampes. 



p a i n t i n g f o r t h e h o u s e o f h i s f r i e n d L e o n H o u y o u x [ F I G U R E 6 ] . E x h i b i t e d i n 

F e b r u a r y 1881 at t h e s a l o n o f L 'Essor , a g r o u p o f f o r m e r s t u d e n t s f r o m t h e 

A c a d e m i e des B e a u x - A r t s , t h e w o r k , w i t h i t s a l l e g o r i c a l s u b j e c t m a t t e r , r e 

c e i v e d a l u k e w a r m r e c e p t i o n f r o m t h e c r i t i c s . A f e w m o n t h s later, K h n o p f f s 

canvas The Crisis [ F I G U R E 7 ] r a i s e d t h e i r e o f t h e c o n s e r v a t i v e press w h e n i t 

w a s p r e s e n t e d at t h e E x p o s i t i o n g e n e r a l e des B e a u x - A r t s o f Brussels . 

Figure 6 

Fernand Khnopff, 

A Ceiling to Be 

Completed on Site: 

Painting, Music, Poetry, 

1880. Oil on canvas, 

320 x 240 cm 

(126 x 94V 2 in.). 

Himeji City Museum 

of Art. 
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T H E E M E R G E N C E O F T H E A V A N T - G A R D E 

Figure 7 

Fernand Khnopff, 

The Crisis, 1887. 

Oil on canvas, 114 x 

175 cm (447/s x 

687/s in.). Brussels, 

private collection. 
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w hue K h n o p f f w a s f a c i n g h o s t i l e c r i t i c i s m , t w o n e w a r t i s t i c a n d l i t e r a r y 

r e v i e w s — L ' A r t Moderne a n d La Jeune Belgique—that m a r k e d t h e c u l t u r a l 

deba te o f t h e t i m e a p p e a r e d i n Brusse ls . A m o n g t h e B e l g i a n a r t c r i t i c s , t h e p o e t 

E m i l e V e r h a e r e n r e f e r r e d t o K h n o p f f ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e 1882 L 'Essor s a l o n . 

V e r h a e r e n , Georges K h n o p f f ' s f r i e n d , w o u l d be t h e f i r s t t o p r o m o t e t h e w o r k 

o f t h e y o u n g p a i n t e r . I n F e r n a n d h e d e t e c t e d a n e w s e n s i b i l i t y t h a t h e d e s i g 

n a t e d as S y m b o l i s t as e a r l y as 1886 i n h i s f i r s t s t u d y o f t h e p a i n t e r . 4 

The Crisis [ F I G U R E 7 ] e m b o d i e s an a t t i t u d e d i s s e m i n a t e d b y La Jeune 

Belgique, t h e p r o g r e s s i v e r e v i e w h e a d e d b y t h e y o u n g w r i t e r M a x W a l l e r . T h e 

r e v i e w , s p e a k i n g f o r t h e g r o u p o f t h e same n a m e , s o u g h t t o flee r e a l i t y w h i l e 

e x p r e s s i n g i t s r e s e n t m e n t o f a w o r l d o f i m p o s t u r e . D i s e n c h a n t e d a n d p r e y t o 

t h e i l l u s i o n s o f r ea l i t y , t h e y p o s i t e d , m o d e r n m a n sees h i s p e r s o n a l i t y e n g u l f e d 

i n d o u b t a n d p e s s i m i s m . 5 T h o u g h t t u r n s m e a n i n g l e s s l y , h o l l o w i n g o u t m a n ' s 

i n n e r p s y c h i c space, c o n s t a n t l y c i r c l i n g b a c k o n i t se l f . Fo r K h n o p f f , t h e p o r 

t r a i t is a p r i v i l e g e d p l ace o f i n t e r r o g a t i o n w h e r e t h e gaze o f t h e o t h e r is m i x e d 

w i t h a sea rch f o r one ' s o w n i d e n t i t y . I m p e n e t r a b l e , t h e face is also a p r o m i s e , 

as t h e s e n s i t i v i t y o f t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer s h o w s . C l o s e d i n o n herse l f , a p r i s 

o n e r o f h e r pose a n d h e r c l o t h i n g , t h e c h i l d speaks h e r t r u e s e l f t h r o u g h t h e 

w a y she l o o k s at t h e v i e w e r . 

K h n o p f f ' s p a i n t i n g e n j o y e d g r o w i n g r e c o g n i t i o n i n l i t e r a r y a n d a r t i s 

t i c c i r c l e s as h i s w o r k b r a n c h e d o u t i n v a r i o u s d i r e c t i o n s . A l t h o u g h h i s l i t e r 

a r y e n d e a v o r s — i n f l u e n c e d i n p a r t i c u l a r b y Gustave F l a u b e r t — d r e w m u c h 

u n f a v o r a b l e c r i t i c i s m , h i s f a i t h f u l n e s s t o t h e F l e m i s h t r a d i t i o n o f p a i n t i n g , 

v i s i b l e i n t h e landscapes a n d p o r t r a i t s t h a t h e e x h i b i t e d , r a p i d l y m a d e h i m o n e 

o f t h e m o s t n o t e d f i g u r e s o f t h e Brusse ls avan t -ga rde . 

G i v e n h i s f a m e , i t w a s o n l y n a t u r a l t h a t h e w o u l d take p a r t i n t h e 

m e e t i n g c o n v e n e d o n O c t o b e r 23 , 1883, at t h e Taverne G u i l l a u m e , n e x t d o o r t o 

t h e M u s e e s r o y a u x des B e a u x - A r t s de B e l g i q u e , i n r e sponse t o t h e m u s e u m s ' 

r e f u s a l t o h a n g James Enso r ' s Woman Eating Oysters. T h e p a i n t i n g h a d a l r e a d y 

b e e n r e j e c t e d at t h e A n t w e r p S a l o n o n e yea r e a r l i e r . T h e d e c i s i o n w a s m a d e 

t o secede f r o m t h e Sa lon . Les X X 6 — o r i g i n a l l y j u s t f i f t e e n ar t i s ts — b r o u g h t 

t o g e t h e r p a i n t e r s a n d s c u l p t o r s o f a n a v a n t - g a r d e i n c l i n a t i o n , s u c h as James 

Ensor, t h e n t h e l e a d i n g f i g u r e o f a m o d e r n i s t s ty l e o f p a i n t i n g n o u r i s h e d b y 

t h e F l e m i s h t r a d i t i o n ; T h e o v a n R y s s e l b e r g h e , w h o l a t e r b e c a m e t h e b a r d o f 

N e o - I m p r e s s i o n i s m i n B e l g i u m ; a n d K h n o p f f , w h o w a s t e m p t e d m o r e b y t h e 

l i t e r a r y c i r c u m v o l u t i o n s o f S y m b o l i s m . 7 



T h e e x h i b i t i o n s o f Les X X s t a n d o u t f o r t h e i r f l e x i b i l i t y : eve ry year 

t h r e e a r t i s t s o r g a n i z e d t h e e x h i b i t i o n , w i t h a sec re ta ry l o o k i n g af ter t h e day -

t o - d a y m a n a g e m e n t o f t h e a s s o c i a t i o n [ F I G U R E S 8, 9 ] . A t t h e g e n e r a l m e e t 

i n g , m e m b e r s l i s t e d t h e B e l g i a n o r f o r e i g n a r t i s t s w h o w o u l d b e i n v i t e d t o 

e x h i b i t at t h e n e x t s a l o n . E a c h a r t i s t h u n g h i s o w n w o r k s , w i t h t h e h a n g i n g 

spaces d r a w n b y l o t . T h e g r o u p d e c i d e d t o e x h i b i t f reely, w i t h o u t any s e l e c t i o n 

o r h a n g i n g c o m m i t t e e , a n d t o i n v i t e a r t i s t s f r o m a b r o a d w h o d e m o n s t r a t e d 

t h e same m o d e r n i s t s p i r i t . A f t e r s o m e h e s i t a t i o n , Oc tave M a u s , a n a t t o r n e y 

t r a i n i n g w i t h E d m o n d P i c a r d a n d a c o f o u n d e r o f L 'Ar t Moderne, f o r w h i c h h e 

w r o t e t h e a r t i c l e s o n m u s i c , w a s o f f e r e d t h e p o s i t i o n o f secretary. T h e r e v i e w 

v e r y q u i c k l y b e c a m e favorab ly d i s p o s e d t o w a r d Les X X , w h i c h w a s r e p r e s e n t e d 

b y a l o g o d e s i g n e d b y K h n o p f f h i m s e l f [ F I G U R E 1 0 ] . 

A n n o u n c e d severa l w e e k s i n a d v a n c e i n L'Art Moderne, t h e f i r s t s a l o n o f 

Les X X o p e n e d i t s d o o r s o n F e b r u a r y 1 ,1884 , at t h e B r u s s e l s Palais des B e a u x 

Figure 8 

View of the First 

Exhibition of Les XX 

in 1884. Brussels, 

Archives de I 'Art 

Contemporain, Musees 

royaux des Beaux-Arts 

de Belgique, 4653. 
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A r t s . B o r r o w i n g Enso r ' s p r i n c i p l e o f m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r i t y , Les X X o r g a n i z e d 

a c c o m p a n y i n g l e c tu r e s a n d c o n c e r t s . I n a n i n a u g u r a l l e c t u r e , P i c a r d i d e n t i f i e d 

t he y o u n g g r o u p ' s a r t i s t i c p o l i c y , w h i c h w a s r a d i c a l l y o p p o s e d b o t h t o t he w o r l d 

o f a c a d e m i c i s m a n d t o t h e Rea l i s t aes the t ic . Rather , i t saw i t s e l f as f o l l o w i n g a 

n a t i o n a l t r a d i t i o n o r i g i n a l l y exp res sed b y Peter Pau l R u b e n s i n t h e s e v e n t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y . 8 P i c a r d d e f i n e d t h r e e p r i n c i p l e s t h a t m e m b e r s o f Les X X w o u l d 

espouse : s t u d y o f t h e n a t u r e a n d r e l evance o f t h e sub jec t ; a c o n s t a n t l y a l e r t 

a r t i s t i c sense; a n d pe r f ec t m a s t e r y o f t h e craf t w i t h p r o p e r respect f o r t r a d i t i o n . 

F r o m t h e o u t s e t Les X X — a d o p t i n g t h e p r o g r a m a n n o u n c e d i n 1881 

b y L 'Art M o d e r n e — r e j e c t e d n a r r o w a t t a c h m e n t t o any o n e m o v e m e n t o r s ty le . 

Because Les X X w a s based i n Brusse ls , w h i c h w a s b o t h an i n t e r n a t i o n a l c ross

r o a d s a n d t h e c e n t e r o f a m o d e r n n a t i o n a l i d e n t i t y , t h e g r o u p " n a t u r a l l y " 

l o o k e d t o w a r d Paris. As i t d e v e l o p e d , t h e c i r c l e d e m o n s t r a t e d a n i n f a t u a t i o n 

f o r c e r t a i n a r t i s t s a n d m o v e m e n t s t h a t , i n t h e i r eyes, i n c a r n a t e d m o d e r n i t y 

Figure 9 

Fernand Khnopff, "Les 

XX. On y va." Letter 

from Fernand Khnopff 

to Octave Maus, 1884. 

Brussels, Archives 

de I 'Art Contemporain, 

M usees royaux des 

Beaux-Arts de Belgique, 

4625. 

Figure 10 

Fernand Khnopff, Poster 

for the Eighth Exhibition 

of Les XX in 1891. 

Brussels, Bibliotheque 

royale Albert ler, 

Cabinet des estampes, 

SI 23258. 
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d la franchise: W h i s t l e r ( w h o m Les X X c o n s i d e r e d F r e n c h ) i n 1884 , t h e n 

I m p r e s s i o n i s m i n 1886 a n d S y m b o l i s m i n t h e f i g u r e o f O d i l o n R e d o n , w h o 

h a d a c o n s i d e r a b l e i m p a c t . I n 1887 N e o - I m p r e s s i o n i s m i m p o s e d i t se l f , d o m i 

n a t i n g t h e m o v e m e n t t o t h e e n d o f t h e decade . A t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e 1890s, 

t h e s o u r c e o f i n s p i r a t i o n s h i f t e d t o E n g l a n d . T h e e n s u i n g c o n c e r n w i t h t h e 

r e n e w a l o f d e c o r a t i v e arts l e d , i n 1893, t o t h e d i s s o l u t i o n o f Les X X a n d t h e 

c r e a t i o n o f La L i b r e E s t h e t i q u e . 

M U S I C I N T H E S T U D I O 

P a i n t e d i n 1885", t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer is e m b l e m a t i c o f t h e a d v e n t u r e 

s u r r o u n d i n g t h e f o r m a t i o n o f Les X X . J eanne w a s b o r n i n I x e l l e s , a 

s u b u r b o f B r u s s e l s , o n D e c e m b e r 14, 1880, t h e d a u g h t e r o f t h e ( s h o r t - l i v e d ) 

m a r r i a g e o f M e l a n i e A n t o i n e t t e v a n d e n B r o e c k a n d G u s t a v e K e f e r , w h o m 

Figure 11 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Gustave 

Kefer, 1885. Oil on 

canvas, 24 x 10 cm 

(9V 2 x 3% in.). 

Location unknown. 

Reproduced 

from R. L. Delevoy, 

C. de Croes, and 

G. Ollinger-Zinque, 

Fernand Khnopff, 2nd 

ed. (Brussels, 1987), 

p. 228, no. 74. 
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K h n o p f f p a i n t e d i n p r o f i l e seated at h i s p i a n o , also i n 1885" [ F I G U R E I I ] . B o r n 

i n Jambes , near N a m u r , i n 185"^, Gustave w a s t h i r t e e n years y o u n g e r t h a n h i s 

b r o t h e r L o u i s Kefer , w h o b e c a m e t h e d i r e c t o r o f t h e C o n s e r v a t o i r e de Verv i e r s . 

A t t h e B r u s s e l s C o n s e r v a t o r y , w h e r e h e w a s e n r o l l e d f r o m 1867 t o 1877, 

Gustave f o l l o w e d the courses o f Joseph D u p o n t a n d L o u i s Brass in , a d i s c i p l e o f 

A n t o n R u b i n s t e i n a n d o n e o f R i c h a r d W a g n e r ' s f i r s t de fende r s i n B e l g i u m . 9 

A p i a n i s t a n d c o n d u c t o r , G u s t a v e K e f e r f o u n d e d i n 1881 t h e A L B K 

Q u a r t e t ( t h e l e t t e r s s t a n d f o r A g n i e z , L i e g o i s , B u a d o t , a n d K e f e r ) , w h i c h b e 

c a m e k n o w n f o r i t s r e g u l a r c o n c e r t s i n a r t i s t s ' s t u d i o s [ F I G U R E 1 2 ] . I n 1882 

h e c o f o u n d e d t h e U n i o n I n s t r u m e n t a l e , w h i c h f o l l o w e d t h e same p o l i c y , p l a y 

i n g also at t h e M u s i c a l M o n d a y s o r g a n i z e d b y A n n a B o c h , 1 0 t h e d a u g h t e r o f a 

w e a l t h y p o t t e r y o w n e r f r o m La L o u v i e r e , at h e r h o u s e i n Brussels . I t is m o s t 

l i k e l y t h e r e t h a t K e f e r a n d h i s i n s t r u m e n t a l i s t f r i e n d s b e c a m e c l o s e l y ac

q u a i n t e d w i t h t h e cap i ta l ' s l i t e r a r y a n d a r t i s t i c i n t e l l i g e n t s i a . R e g u l a r a t tendees 

at these M o n d a y s i n c l u d e d o n e o f A n n a B o c h ' s c o u s i n s , Oc tave M a u s , t h e sec

r e t a r y o f Les X X . Perhaps M a u s w a s t h e l i n k u n i t i n g K e f e r w i t h t h e c i r c l e o f 

A n n a B o c h a n d , t h r o u g h t h e m , w i t h t he avan t -garde m o v e m e n t tha t was t a k i n g 

shape i n Brusse ls . M a u s , Gustave 's j u n i o r b y o n e year, also f o l l o w e d Brassin 's 

Figure 12 

Photograph of Marie 

Sethe outside 

Her Parental Home 

Surrounded by Her 

Family and Musicians. 

Gustave Kefer is 

seated to her right in 

the front row. 

Private collection. 
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Figure 13 

Program of the "Brahms 

Session" Organized 

by the Pianist Gustave 

Kefer on April 27, 

1883, in Brussels, with 

an Original Drawing 

by Fernand Khnopff. 

Vienna, Archiv 

der Gesellschaft der 

Musikfreunde. 

p i a n o courses , r e t a i n i n g h i s mas te r ' s f e v e r i s h c o m m i t 

m e n t t o W a g n e r , w h i c h w o u l d m a r k h i s o w n m u s i c a l aes

t h e t i c 1 1 

As t h e l e a d i n g figure o f t h e U n i o n i n s t r u m e n t a l e , 

Gustave Kefe r m o v e d i n t h e same c i rc l e s as t h e p a i n t e r s 

u n i t e d u n d e r t h e aegis o f Les X X . I n 1883 t h e e n s e m b l e 

i n a u g u r a t e d c o n c e r t s s p o n s o r e d b y L'Essor. A c lear c o n 

n e c t i o n exis ts b e t w e e n Kefe r a n d F e r n a n d K h n o p f f b e g i n 

n i n g i n t h i s i n a u g u r a l year. K h n o p f f p r o v i d e d t h e l a y o u t 

a n d i l l u s t r a t i o n s f o r t h e i n v i t a t i o n t o a c o n c e r t o f m u s i c 

b y J o h a n n e s B r a h m s o r g a n i z e d b y L 'Essor o n A p r i l 27 

[ F I G U R E 1 3 ] . 1 2 O n F e b r u a r y 14, 1884, Les X X i n t u r n c a l l e d 

o n K e f e r t o i n a u g u r a t e i t s o w n c o n c e r t p r o g r a m at t h e 

Palais des B e a u x - A r t s , 1 3 w i t h s o l o r e n d i t i o n s o f w o r k s b y 

G i u s e p p e D o m e n i c o Sca r l a t t i , A d o l f Jensen, E d v a r d G r i e g , 

a n d R u b i n s t e i n as w e l l as a p i a n o t r a n s p o s i t i o n b y Bra s s in 

o f W a g n e r ' s Ride of the Valkyries. T h e c r i t i c a l r e v i e w s speak o f 

Ke fe r as a p o w e r f u l p l a y e r i n t h e W a g n e r i a n r e g i s t e r . 1 4 

I n h e r 1926 m e m o i r s , M a d e l e i n e - O c t a v e M a u s is 

less t h a n e n t h u s i a s t i c a b o u t these first c o n c e r t s at Les X X , 

w h o s e p r o g r a m s , i n h e r eyes, " w e r e n o t i n k e e p i n g w i t h 

the i n n o v a t i v e a l l u r e o f t he S a l o n . " 1 5 Kefer s m e m o r y w o u l d 

i n a n y e v e n t b e u n a b l e t o h o l d i t s o w n a g a i n s t t h e e n e r 

g e t i c a n d d e c i s i v e a c t i v i t y o f E u g e n e Ysaye , a c o m p o s e r , 

c o n d u c t o r , a n d v i o l i n i s t , w h o s o o n i m p o s e d h i m s e l f . 

Kefe r s p re sence at t h e Les X X c o n c e r t s w a s n o t 

l i m i t e d t o t h i s first year. O n F e b r u a r y 26 , 1887, t h e m u s i c a l 

p e r f o r m a n c e w a s d e v o t e d e n t i r e l y t o w o r k s b y L o u i s a n d 

G u s t a v e K e f e r . 1 6 A c c o r d i n g t o L 'Ar t Moderne, t h e c o n c e r t 

a t t r a c t e d a n a u d i e n c e o f a b o u t five h u n d r e d . D u r i n g a 

F e b r u a r y 1890 c o n c e r t s p o n s o r e d b y Les X X , Gustave Kefe r 

a t tes ted t o h i s l i t e r a r y a f f i n i t i e s as a c o m p o s e r 1 7 b y s e t t i n g 

t o m u s i c several p o e m s , a m o n g t h e m " R e l i g i o u s E v e n i n g " 

( S o i r r e l i g i e u x ) f r o m h i s f r i e n d E m i l e V e r h a e r e n ' s c o l 

l e c t i o n The Monks (Les Moines). 

B y 1890, t h e c o n c e r t s o f Les X X w e r e b e i n g o r 

g a n i z e d b y E u g e n e Y s a y e , w h o gave less t i m e t o Kefe r . 

K e f e r n o l o n g e r a p p e a r e d o n t h e p r o g r a m s , w h i c h w e r e 

n o w d i r e c t e d t o w a r d t h e y o u n g F r e n c h s c h o o l . A t t h e 

12 



s t r i c t l y a n e c d o t a l l e v e l , t h i s 1890 c o n c e r t is n o n e t h e l e s s i n t e r e s t i n g . I t i n 

c l u d e d , a l o n g s i d e t h o s e o f Kefer , w o r k s b y L e o n S o u b r e , w h i c h t h e la t te r , a 

t e ache r at t h e Brusse l s C o n s e r v a t o r y , i n t e r p r e t e d o n t h e p i a n o . T h i r t e e n years 

la ter , o n A p r i l 2 9 , 1903 , i n I x e l l e s , h i s s o n L o u i s S o u b r e w a s t o m a r r y Jeanne 

Kefe r ( t h e y d i v o r c e d i n 1911). 

A c c o r d i n g t o m e m b e r s o f t h e f a m i l y , Jeanne p l a y e d a n ac t i ve r o l e i n 

t h e h i s t o r y o f Les X X w h e n , i n 1891, M a u s d e c i d e d t o f o u n d "a v o c a l e n s e m b l e 

w o r k i n g spec ia l ly f o r i ts c o n c e r t s . " 1 8 Jeanne w a s o n e o f t he t w e n t y o r so w o m e n 

a n d g i r l s w h o m e t r e g u l a r l y o n W e d n e s d a y e v e n i n g s at A n n a B o c h ' s h o u s e t o 

rehearse, u n d e r t he d i r e c t i o n o f Soubre a n d a c c o m p a n i e d o n the p i a n o b y M a u s . 

F r o m 1881 t h r o u g h t h e ea r ly 1890s, Gustave Kefe r appears l i n k e d w i t h 

t h e Brussels avant -garde . H i s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Ve rhae ren p l a c e d h i m at t he cen te r 

o f l i t e r a r y l i f e . C lose t o t h e p r o d u c e r s o f La Jeune Belgique a n d L'Art Moderne, h e 

b e c a m e f r i e n d l y w i t h s u c h w r i t e r s as Georges E e k h o u d a n d E u g e n e D e m o l d e r . 

D e m o l d e r d e d i c a t e d a s t o r y t o Ke fe r i n h i s c o l l e c t i o n The Slaughter of the Innocents 

(La Massacre des innocents) . 1 9 T h e m u s i c i a n s w e r e j o i n e d b y p a i n t e r s . T h r o u g h 

V e r h a e r e n , K e f e r b e c a m e f r i e n d s w i t h W i l l y S c h l o b a c h , a f o u n d i n g m e m b e r 

Figure 14 

Willy Schlobach 

(Belgian, 1864-1951), 

The Cliff, 1887. 

Oil on canvas, 32 x 

40 cm (12% x 15% 

in.). Private collection. 

Photograph courtesy 

Henry Bounnameaux. 
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o f Les X X , a p a i n t e r w i t h f r e q u e n t l y c h a n g i n g s o u r c e s o f i n s p i r a t i o n [ F I G 

U R E 1 4 ] . I n 1887 S c h l o b a c h d e d i c a t e d t o K e f e r a l a n d s c a p e p a i n t e d u n d e r t h e 

i n f l u e n c e o f C l a u d e M o n e t . 

D e s p i t e gaps i n t h e a r c h i v a l e v i d e n c e , i t seems l o g i c a l t o s u p p o s e t ha t 

Gustave Kefe r a n d F e r n a n d K h n o p f f w e r e c l o s e l y assoc ia ted , w i t h t h e p a i n t e r ' s 

b r o t h e r L o u i s p r o b a b l y p l a y i n g the r o l e o f i n t e r m e d i a r y . I n a d d i t i o n , Kefer w a s a 

f r i e n d o f Verhaeren 's , a n d the p o e t w a s as c o n f i r m e d a W a g n e r i a n as t he p i a n i s t . 

B o t h o f t h e m g r a v i t a t e d t o w a r d La Jeune Belaique, f r e q u e n t i n g t h e same c i r c l e s . 

K h n o p f f shared t h e i r e n t h u s i a s m f o r m u s i c a n d poe t ry . T h i s close f r i e n d s h i p b e 

t w e e n t h e K h n o p f f b r o t h e r s a n d V e r h a e r e n is set i n b o t h Brussels a n d Fosset, 

t h e l i t t l e v i l l a g e i n t h e A r d e n n e s w h e r e t h e K h n o p f f s h a d t h e i r s u m m e r r e s i 

dence . F e r n a n d a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f r e a l i t y t h r o u g h landscapes a n d s t i l l l i fes t e s t i 

fies t o a sense o f m e d i t a t i o n a n d i n t e r i o r i t y c lose t o Verhaeren ' s p o e t r y o f t h i s 

p e r i o d . 

T h e c l i m a t e o f s u l l e n m e l a n c h o l y t ha t h a u n t s Gustave Kefer ' s s e t t i n g 

o f Verhaeren ' s " R e l i g i o u s E v e n i n g " m i r r o r s t h e n e u r o t i c g r i s a i l l e t ones o f 

K h n o p f f ' s p a i n t i n g The Crisis [ F I G U R E 7 ] . A y e a r n i n g f o r t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l a n d 

d i spos se s s ion o f t h e s e l f can be f o u n d i n each . K h n o p f f s b o n d s w i t h m u s i c 

appea r t o t i g h t e n a r o u n d t h e yea r s 1883 t o 1885". I n a d d i t i o n t o t h e p o r t r a i t s 

o f J e a n n e a n d G u s t a v e K e f e r , K h n o p f f a l so d e p i c t e d t h e v i o l i n i s t A c h i l l e 

L e r m i n i a u x , a n o t h e r m e m b e r o f t h e U n i o n i n s t r u m e n t a l e . B u t t h e closest t i e 

w i t h t h e w o r l d o f m u s i c i n K h n o p f f ' s o e u v r e is p r o b a b l y t o be f o u n d i n a p s y 

c h o l o g i c a l p o r t r a i t o f h i s m o t h e r t ha t h e p a i n t e d i n 1883. I n W h i l e Listening to 

Schumann [ F I G U R E I ^ ] , t h e p a i n t e r s o u g h t t o p o r t r a y t h e effect o f m u s i c , w h i c h 

h e s y m b o l i z e s b y e q u a t i n g h e a r i n g w i t h v i s i o n a n d m e d i t a t i o n w i t h s o c i a l 

a c t i v i t y . T h e w o r k , w h i c h V e r h a e r e n r e f e r r e d t o as a " s t u d y o f t h e s o u l , " 2 0 

ref lec ts t h e s u g g e s t i v e p o w e r s t ha t K h n o p f f a t t r i b u t e s t o m u s i c . M u s i c g ives 

b i r t h t o an i n t e r i o r v i s i o n i n w h i c h t h e w o r l d o f c o n f l i c t d i s p l a y e d i n The Crisis 

is r e s o l v e d i n a e s t h e t i c s e n s a t i o n . 2 1 V e r h a e r e n a d d e d t o t h i s a d i m e n s i o n o f 

m e l a n c h o l i c r e t rea t . F o r h i m , t h e w o r k 

carries the v iewer beyond ex te r ior th ings , ref lect ing an aspect o f the 

con tempora ry soul . I t is on ly i n the past few years that we have l i s 

tened to music i n this w a y — n o t f r o m a sense o f pleasure, bu t w i t h 

m e d i t a t i o n . The effect o f art, o f o u r art, is to he lp produce a vague 

at t ract ion t o w a r d a sad, serious idea l . 2 2 

I n t h i s way , t h e i d e a o f m u s i c a l i t y is p o s i t e d at t h e h e a r t o f K h n o p f f s w o r k , 

s u p p o r t i n g t h e i d e a o f s o l i t u d e tha t , i n a n o t h e r reg is te r , w a s t o leave i t s m a r k 

Figure 15 

Fernand Khnopff, 

While Listening to 

Schumann, 1883. 

Oil on canvas, 101.5 x 

116.5 cm (40 x 457/s 

in.). Brussels, Musees 

royaux des Beaux-Arts 

de Belgique. 
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Figure 16 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Ac hi He 

Lerminiaux, 1885. 

Oil on canvas, 16 x 

16 cm (6V4 x 6VA in.) 

Amsterdam, 

Van Gogh Museum. 

o n S y m b o l i s t p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g as d e m o n s t r a t e d i n h i s d e p i c t i o n o f Jeanne 

Kefe r [ F I G U R E I ] . 

T h e p o r t r a i t o f Jeanne Kefe r i n v i t e s t h e v i e w e r t o w i t n e s s t h e g r a d u a l 

f o r m u l a t i o n o f p i c t o r i a l S y m b o l i s m . O n e year b e f o r e s u c h w r i t e r s as Jean 

M o r e a s , Gustave K a h n , a n d E m i l e V e r h a e r e n set o u t t h e i r t h e o r y o f S y m b o l i s m , 

K h n o p f f w r i t e s a b o u t t h i s w i d e n i n g o f r e a l i t y t o i n c l u d e t h e r e a l m s o f a d r e a m 

tha t is " i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f r o m l i f e . " 2 3 T h e f o r m u l a V e r h a e r e n u s e d i n 1886, p r e 

c ise ly i n reference t o K h n o p f f , sums u p a step tha t he descr ibes i n dec is ive w o r d s : 

For persons w a n t i n g to define the d o m i n a n t l ines o f the n e w 

school : "Nature seen t h r o u g h a t emperament" is the famous for

m u l a o f Na tu ra l i sm. "Temperament seen t h r o u g h nature and even 

w i t h o u t na ture" w o u l d appear to be that o f the innovators . The 
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poles have been reversed. Reality and the b r a in are the t w o players 

i n any art. W h i c h o f t h e m w i l l dominate? Na tu ra l i sm answers that 

the b r a i n shou ld serve solely to render the realit ies o f nature. Sym

b o l i s m answers that nature is n o m o r e than a h a n d m a i d for r e n 

de r ing the dreams o f the b r a i n . 2 4 

C e r e b r a l , b u t based o n an i n t e n s e s e n s i t i v i t y , S y m b o l i s m test i f ies t o a des i r e t o 

t r a n s c e n d r e a l i t y t h a t i n v o l v e s , n o t t h e e v o c a t i o n o f an i d e a l e l s e w h e r e , b u t a 

n e w r e a d i n g o f t h e h e r e a n d n o w . I n t h i s c o n t e x t t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer is 

dec i s i ve , as i t is t h r o u g h t h i s — a t first g l a n c e c o n v e n t i o n a l — r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 

a y o u n g g i r l t h a t K h n o p f f sets t h e basis f o r h i s c o n c e p t o f t h e p o r t r a i t , w h i c h 

w i l l s o o n be a c c e p t e d as t h e c r i t e r i a f o r S y m b o l i s t p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g . 

I n a d d i t i o n t o a p o r t r a i t o f h i s f a the r p a i n t e d i n 1881, t hose o f Gustave 

Kefe r a n d A c h i l l e L e r m i n i a u x [ F I G U R E 16] are a m o n g t h e first p o r t r a i t s p a i n t 

e d b y K h n o p f f . T h e i r s m a l l f o r m a t s — 2 4 b y 19 c e n t i m e t e r s a n d 16 b y 16 c e n 

t i m e t e r s , r e s p e c t i v e l y — r e m o v e any p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e y w e r e p a i n t e d o n 

c o m m i s s i o n . Perhaps t h e y w e r e s k e t c h e d d u r i n g a s t u d i o r e c i t a l o r a c o n c e r t 

at t h e Brussels Ce rc l e A r t i s t i q u e et L i t t e r a i r e t o w h i c h b o t h m u s i c i a n s , l i k e 

K h n o p f f , b e l o n g e d . U n l e s s , t h a t i s , t h e d e p i c t i o n s w e r e m a d e at t h e B r a h m s 

e v e n i n g o r g a n i z e d i n 1883 ( w h o s e i n v i t a t i o n K h n o p f f d e s i g n e d ) o r at o n e o f 

t h e first t w o c o n c e r t s s p o n s o r e d b y Les X X i n 1884. T h e l a c k o f d e t a i l a n d t h e 

s u m m a r y se t t i ngs also sugges t s u c h a n i n f o r m a l o r i g i n . 

T h e same c a n n o t be sa id o f t h e p o r t r a i t o f Jeanne, w h i c h , because o f 

i t s size a n d t h e q u a l i t y o f i t s e x e c u t i o n , w a s i m m e d i a t e l y r e c o g n i z e d as a 

m a j o r w o r k . T h i s is e v i d e n t b y t h e l i s t o f e x h i b i t i o n s i n w h i c h t h e p a i n t e r h i m 

s e l f i n c l u d e d i t . F i r s t a n n o u n c e d f o r t h e Sa lon o f Les X X i n 1885", i t w a s n o t 

e x h i b i t e d t h e r e , as K h n o p f f , s h o r t o f t i m e , c a n c e l e d h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n at t h e last 

m i n u t e . 2 5 I t d i d appear at t h e 1886 s a l o n 2 6 a n d t h e n , o n e year later, at A n t w e r p , 

as p a r t o f L'Art Independant.27 O n c e r e c o g n i z e d , t h e p o r t r a i t w e n t o n a n i n t e r 

n a t i o n a l j o u r n e y , b e i n g s h o w n at t h e 1892 e x h i b i t i o n o f L o n d o n ' s Soc i e ty o f 

P o r t r a i t P a i n t e r s , 2 8 t h e n , i n 1 8 9 6 - 9 7 , at F lo rence ' s Festa d e l l ' A r t e et d e i F i o r i , 2 9 

b e f o r e b e i n g i n c l u d e d i n t h e M u n i c h Secession's a n n u a l e x h i b i t i o n i n 1898 . 3 0 

A p p l a u d e d b y c r i t i c s at e x h i b i t i o n s , t h e p a i n t i n g also figured i n t h e m a i n s t u d 

ies d e v o t e d t o K h n o p f f . 3 1 T h i s r e c u r r e n c e is s i g n i f i c a n t g i v e n t h a t t h e y w e r e a l l 

w r i t t e n u n d e r t h e p a i n t e r ' s a t t e n t i v e s u p e r v i s i o n . A l l t h e a u t h o r s p ra i se t h i s 

p a i n t i n g f o r i t s t e c h n i c a l m a s t e r y w o r t h y o f t h e p r i m i t i v e F l e m i s h m a s t e r s 

w h o w e r e o n l y t h e n b e i n g r e d i s c o v e r e d . T h e a u t h o r s w r i t e t h a t t h e y sense t h a t 

a n o r i g i n a l f o r m o f S y m b o l i s m , d i v o r c e d f r o m any e so t e r i c c o n c e r n s , is a b o u t 

t o be expressed . I n t h i s w a y t h e p a i n t i n g takes i t s p l ace b o t h as an i m p o r t a n t 
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m i l e s t o n e i n K h n o p f f s o e u v r e a n d as e v i d e n c e o f h i s c o n 

t r i b u t i o n t o fin-de-siecle a r t . 

W H I S T L E R I N B R U S S E L S 

18 

A s w e l l as d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h e b o n d s b e t w e e n K h n o p f f 

a n d t h e B r u s s e l s m u s i c a l w o r l d o f t h e la te 1800s , 

t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer revea l s t h e e n t h u s i a s m s o f Les 

X X . W i t h i t s d o m i n a n t gray, b l u e , a n d g r e e n h a r m o n i e s 

a n d i t s m e a s u r e d b r u s h w o r k , t h e p o r t r a i t d e m o n s t r a t e s 

t h e p r o f o u n d , t h o u g h s h o r t - l i v e d , i n f l u e n c e e x e r c i s e d b y 

James M c N e i l l W h i s t l e r o n t h e Brusse l s a v a n t - g a r d e . 

I n 1884 a n d a g a i n i n 1886 a n d 1888, t h e w o r k o f 

W h i s t l e r — w h o h a d a l r e a d y m a d e a n i m p a c t o n a n u m 

b e r o f ar t i s ts o f t h e e a r l i e r g e n e r a t i o n , s u c h as A l f r e d 

S t e v e n s — w a s e x h i b i t e d at Les X X ' s s a l o n . I n 1884 h e 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i m p r e s s e d several p a i n t e r s , 3 2 c h i e f a m o n g 

t h e m K h n o p f f , b o t h w i t h h i s i c o n o g r a p h y a n d w i t h h i s 

p a i n t h a n d l i n g , w h i c h w e r e d o m i n a t e d b y t h e i d e a o f 

m u s i c a l i t y . W i t h Rose and Japanese Fan [ F I G U R E 1 7 ] , p a i n t e d 

a b o u t 1885, K h n o p f f pays h i s d e b t t o t h e f a s h i o n f o r 

Japanese ar t b y p i c k i n g u p t h e s y m b o l i c t o o l s o f W h i s t l e r ' s 

Symphony in W h i t e , No. 2: The L i t t l e W h i t e G i r l [ F I G U R E 1 8 ] . 

T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer i n t u r n revea ls a m o r e f u n d a 

m e n t a l r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h W h i s t l e r . 

I n t h e ea r ly 1880s W h i s t l e r w a s l o o k i n g f o r a 

s tage , w h i c h E n g l a n d a p p e a r e d t o d e n y h i m a f t e r h i s 

d i s a s t r o u s l i b e l s u i t a g a i n s t J o h n R u s k i n . A l t h o u g h t h e 

p a i n t e r w o n t h e l a w s u i t , c o u r t costs f o r c e d h i m t o dec l a re 

b a n k r u p t c y . D e s e r t i n g a n a t i o n a l scene tha t i n h i s eyes w a s 

t o o n a r r o w , h e e n t e r e d t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l arena , r i d i n g t h e 

Secess ionis t w a v e o f t h e e n d o f t h e c e n t u r y . 3 3 T h i s p r o b a 

b l y e x p l a i n s t h e w a r m r e c e p t i o n h e e n j o y e d i n Brussels. I n 

t h e w o r k s W h i s t l e r e x h i b i t e d t h e r e i n 1 8 8 4 , 3 4 t h e y o u n g 

p a i n t e r s d i s c o v e r e d t h e f u l l p a l e t t e o f W h i s t l e r ' s i m a g i 

n a r y w o r l d : t h e m e l a n c h o l y s l ackness o f The Li t t le W h i t e 

G i r l , t h e m u s i c a l h a r m o n i e s o f t h e N o c t u r n e s , a n d t h e 

m a s t e r y o f t h e s e t t i ngs , b o t h s o m b e r a n d recherche, i n t h e 

Figure 17 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Rose and Japanese 

Fan or Flowers, 

ca. 1885. Oil on 

canvas, 50 x 25.5 cm 

(19% x 10 in.). 

Private collection. 

Figure 18 

James McNeill Whistler 

(American, 1 8 3 4 -

1903), Symphony in 

White, No. 2: The 

Little White Girl, 1864. 

Oil on canvas, 76 x 

51 cm (30 x 20 Vs in.). 

London, Tate Picture 

Gallery, N03418/112. 





p o r t r a i t s i n c l u d e d u n d e r t h e g e n e r i c c a t e g o r y o f " a r r a n g e m e n t s . " T h r o u g h 

W h i s t l e r , t h e B e l g i a n p a i n t e r s d i s c o v e r e d a sc ience o f h a r m o n y based o n t h e 

m u s i c a l use o f t h e pa le t t e . L i g h t casts t h i s u n i t y i n t o a series o f b a l a n c e d c h o r d s 

o f t o n e s , t i n t s , l i n e s , a n d shapes. T h r o u g h h i s s y m p h o n i c c o m p o s i t i o n s , 

W h i s t l e r o p e n e d t h e w a y t o a n I m p r e s s i o n i s m t h a t m o v e d b e y o n d t h e f r a m e 

w o r k o f R e a l i s m t o lay t h e f o u n d a t i o n s o f a S y m b o l i s m t h a t encompasses b o t h 

landscapes a n d p o r t r a i t u r e : w i t n e s s Jeanne Kefer, a p p e a r i n g a l l i n b l u e a n d gray 

i n K h n o p f f ' s p o r t r a i t . L i k e m u s i c , W h i s t l e r ' s w o r k emphas izes an i n t e r i o r r e a l i t y 

t h a t goes b e y o n d t h e s i m p l e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e o b j e c t seen b y t h e a r t i s t , s u b l i 

m a t i n g i t i n t o d e c o r a t i o n . J o r i s - K a r l H u y s m a n s speaks o f t h i s i n a n essay o f 

1883 p u b l i s h e d i n L 'Ar t Moderne t h e f o l l o w i n g year : 

Invincibly, our minds t u r n to [Thomas De] Quincey's [Engl ish author 

o f Confessions of an English Opium-Eater] art if icial paradises, to those r iver -

scapes, to those f l u i d , o p i u m - i n d u c e d dreams. I n their pale g o l d 

frames, w i t h their b lue- turquoise v e r m i c e l l i and do t t ed w i t h silver, 

these sites o f air and water flee i n t o the i n f in i t e , t r anspor t ing y o u 

in to a magic yet natural w o r l d , evoking countries beyond reality, cal l 

i n g o n the m i n d to t ravel , suggestive o f p a m p e r i n g w i t h strange 

impress ions . 3 5 

I m p r e s s i o n s d e r i v e n o t f r o m w h a t is seen b u t f r o m t h e i m a g i n a t i o n , w h i c h 

m e t a m o r p h o s e s r e a l i t y i n t o the r e a l m o f a r t i f i ce . For W h i s t l e r , t h i s a r t i f i ce is n o 

i l l u s i o n , b u t t h e t r a n s p o s i t i o n i n t o an i d e a l i z e d m o d e o f a s p l i n t e r e d r e a l i t y 

t h a t c a n n e v e r be r e d u c e d t o p u r e l y n a t u r a l i s t i c t r a n s c r i p t i o n . T h e i d e a o f t h e 

series p lays a k e y r o l e he re . I n b o t h p o r t r a i t s a n d landscapes , c o n s t a n t l y r e t u r n 

i n g t o t h e same faces o r t h e same places , t h e p a i n t e r m o v e s b e y o n d o u t w a r d 

appearances t o seize t h e i n d e c i p h e r a b l e t h a t r ises u p o u t o f t h e sub j ec t i n f r o n t 

o f h i m . B e y o n d appea rance t h e r e c o m e s i n t o b e i n g a m e a n i n g based less o n 

t h e sub j ec t i n i t s e l f t h a n o n t h e h a r m o n y i n t r o d u c e d i n t h e i m a g e . As W h i s t l e r 

s ta ted i n h i s essay " R e d R a g " : " A s m u s i c is t h e p o e t r y o f s o u n d , so is p a i n t i n g 

the p o e t r y o f s i gh t , a n d the s u b j e c t - m a t t e r has n o t h i n g t o d o w i t h t he h a r m o n y 

o f s o u n d s o r o f c o l o u r s . " 3 6 

Is i t n o t h e r e tha t K h n o p f f f i n d s a p r i n c i p l e t h a t a n i m a t e s w h a t is 

essen t ia l i n h i s p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g a n d t h a t j u s t i f i e s t h e gap , h o w e v e r s m a l l , t h a t 

separates e a c h m o d e l f r o m i t s p a i n t e d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ? D o e s t h i s m e a n tha t t h e 

p o r t r a i t exis ts o n l y i n t h e i d e a o f series a n d , t h r o u g h t h i s i d e a , i n t h e p r o g r e s s 

i n d u c e d b y r e p e t i t i o n ? F r o m Jeanne Kefer [ F I G U R E I ] i n 1885" t o ^ r u m L i l y [see 

F I G U R E 7 6 ] , p a i n t e d t e n years later , v i a t h e p o r t r a i t o f h i s s is ter M a r g u e r i t e 
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[see F I G U R E 7 5 ] , K h n o p f f d e v e l o p e d t h e same s t a g i n g o f t h e w o m a n h e r e p 

resents , pa s s ing , g r a d u a l l y a n d m e t h o d i c a l l y , f r o m h e r f a m i l i a r appea rance t o 

h e r d r e a m l i k e m e t a p h o r , f r o m r e a l i t y t o s y m b o l . 

D u r i n g t h i s s h i f t , t h e s y m b o l i s m b e c o m e s v i s i b l e i n t h e a l c h e m y o f 

sensa t ions t h a t t u r n s t h e i m a g e i n t o t h e a b s o l u t e t h a t V e r h a e r e n d e f i n e d i n L'Art 

Moderne as t h e a t t e m p t t o " d r a w across one ' s b r a i n [ w h a t t h e eye has se ized o f 

r e a l i t y ] a n d t o c o l o r i t i n t h e w a y i t feels a n d i m a g i n e s . " 3 7 T h r o u g h W h i s t l e r , 

t h e t h e o r y o f " a r t f o r art 's s a k e " — a n o t i o n t h a t w a s at t h e v e r y basis o f t h e 

A m e r i c a n p a i n t e r ' s a e s t h e t i c s 3 8 — r e a p p e a r s a n d is d e f e n d e d b y La Jeune Belgique. 

T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer c o n s t i t u t e s i n t h i s w a y t h e first stage o f a p rocess t h a t 

g r a d u a l l y d e t a c h e s i t s e l f f r o m m a t e r i a l r e a l i t y t o t e n d t o w a r d w h a t are f o r 

V e r h a e r e n " s u p e r b n o n r e a l i t i e s . " I t sets t h e stage f o r a p rocess o f a b s t r a c t i o n 

tha t , t h r o u g h t h e senses, p r o v i d e s us w i t h o n e o f t h e first d e f i n i t i o n s o f t h e 

d e v e l o p i n g S y m b o l i s t a p p r o a c h . K h n o p f f , l i k e W h i s t l e r , reveals h i m s e l f h e r e 

as a " p a i n t e r o f t h e i m m a t e r i a l , a h a r m o n i o u s a r r ange r , a n evoke r o f b e i n g s 

a n d p e r s o n a g e s , " 3 9 t o use Verhaeren ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e A m e r i c a n f r o m w h o m 

K h n o p f f b o r r o w e d s o m e t h i n g o f h i s " sc i ence o f t h e i m a g e , " based e n t i r e l y o n 

t h e i n s t r u m e n t a l i z a t i o n o f shapes a n d c o l o r s . 

W h i s t l e r ' s e x p l o s i o n o n t o the B e l g i a n ar t scene exerc i sed a p r o f o u n d — 

a l b e i t s h o r t - l i v e d — i n f l u e n c e , w h i c h w e s h a l l r e t u r n t o la te r . T u r n e d d o w n 

i n h i s a t t e m p t t o j o i n Les X X , he l o s t m o s t o f h i s p r e d o m i n a n c e w h e n N e o -

I m p r e s s i o n i s m i m p o s e d i t s e l f i n 1887 as t h e so le e x p r e s s i o n o f m o d e r n i t y 

i n p a i n t i n g . U s i n g l i g h t t o orches t ra te co lo r , t he P o i n t i l l i s t t e c h n i q u e s u p p o r t e d 

b y Seurat ' s c h r o m o - l u m i n i s t s y s t e m w o u l d n e v e r have t a k e n r o o t i n Brus se l s 

h a d n o t W h i s t l e r ' s e x a m p l e p r o d u c e d , b e t w e e n 1884 a n d 1886, t h i s " m u s i -

c a l i z a t i o n " o f p a i n t i n g t h a t t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer set o u t t o e x e m p l i f y . 

T h e p a i n t i n g t h a t K h n o p f f p r o d u c e d i n 1885" reveals t h e issues d o m i 

n a t i n g a r t i s t i c deba te i n Brussels at t h e t i m e W h i s t l e r w a s e x h i b i t e d at Les X X . 

T h e f u n d a m e n t a l o b j e c t i v e w a s t o m o v e b e y o n d R e a l i s m b y o r c h e s t r a t i n g 

h a r m o n i e s so as t o m a k e t h e i m a g e a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d t r u t h , a n d , at t h e same 

t i m e , t h r o u g h a s e n s i b i l i t y t h a t w e n t b e y o n d t h e e x a c t i t u d e o f appearances , t o 

m o v e d e e p e r i n t o a r e a l i t y t h a t w a s d e p e n d e n t less o n i t s v i s u a l r e p r e s e n t a 

t i o n t h a n o n t h e p s y c h o l o g i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f i t . 4 0 B e y o n d t h e e c l e c t i c i s m 

o f s tyles a n d m a n n e r s , t h e s e n s a t i o n o f p s y c h o l o g i c a l p e n e t r a t i o n w a s t o 

c o n s t i t u t e f o r V e r h a e r e n o n e o f t h e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e S y m b o l i s m t h a t h e 

h e l p e d f o r m u l a t e , f r o m 1886 o n w a r d , i n h i s a r t i c l e s o n K h n o p f f . I n W h i s t l e r 

a n d K h n o p f f w e find t h e s a m e s e a r c h f o r t h e i n e f f a b l e , m o r e i n n u a n c e t h a n 

i n d o g m a , as i f t h e " e x t e r i o r m o d e r n i t y " 4 1 — w h i c h V e r h a e r e n also h e l p e d 

t o d e f i n e — w a s e c h o e d b y a n " i n t e r i o r m o d e r n i t y " m a d e u p o f s e n s a t i o n 
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a n d i dea s , o f i n t u i t i o n a n d c o n c e p t s . T h i s S y m b o l i s m , w h i c h m a g n i f i e s t h e 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer, f o l l o w e d n a t u r a l l y f r o m t h e m o d e l o f W h i s t l e r as t h e p o e t 

S tephane M a l l a r m e h a d o c c a s i o n t o d e f i n e i t i n h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f W h i s t l e r ' s 

Ten o 'c lock l e c t u r e : 

Start ing f r o m the t h i n g as seen, heard, t ouched and tasted, to evoke 

i t and summar ize i t by the idea. . . . The s y m b o l thus constant ly 

purifies itself, t h r o u g h an evocation, i n to an idea: a sublimated object 

o f perceptions and sensations, no t demons t ra t ing bu t suggesting. I t 

is the death o f a l l con t ingency , a l l fact, a l l de ta i l . I t is the h ighes t 

express ion o f art and the mos t sp i r i t ua l i s t express ion poss ib le . 4 2 

S y m b o l i s m , as V e r h a e r e n p r o p o s e s i t , d e f i n e s t h e m o d e r n i t y o f K h n o p f f ' s 

o e u v r e . I n t h e e a r l y 1880s t h i s t o o k t h e f o r m o f a ser ies o f p a i n t i n g s — l a n d 

scapes, s t i l l l i f e s , a n d p o r t r a i t s — i n w h i c h the p r i n c i p l e o f s u g g e s t i o n i m p o s e s 

i tself , free f r o m s t r i c t m i m e t i c r ep re sen t a t i on . T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer s u m m a r i z e d 

t h i s p r i n c i p l e at t h e s a m e t i m e t h a t i t o p e n e d t h e w a y t o n e w e x p l o r a t i o n s . 

22 



P R O D U C I N G A P O R T R A I T 

W h i s t l e r p r o v i d e d K h n o p f f w i t h t h e m o d e l h e n e e d e d t o 

u n s h a c k l e h i m s e l f f r o m t h e r e a l i s m o f c lass ical p o r t r a i t p a i n t 

i n g . W h i l e t h e " d o c u m e n t a r y " f u n c t i o n r e m a i n e d c e n t r a l i n 

a n a r t f o r m o f t e n p r o d u c e d o n c o m m i s s i o n , W h i s t l e r ' s i d e a o f " a r r a n g e m e n t " 

m o v e d away f r o m t h e p r e t e x t o f t h e sub j ec t t o c o n f i r m p a i n t i n g as p a i n t i n g . 

T h e i d e a o f " a r r a n g e m e n t " o p e n e d t h e w a y t o t h e p r i n c i p l e o f " h a r m o n y , " 

a b a n d o n i n g any c o n c e r n f o r t h e n a r r a t i v e c o n t e n t o f t h e w o r k . T h e m e a n i n g 

o f t h e p o r t r a i t n o l o n g e r d e p e n d e d s o l e l y o n i t s sub jec t ; i t w a s n o w r o o t e d i n 

a sc ience o f c o m p o s i t i o n a n d a p h i l o s o p h y o f c r e a t i o n t h a t i n c l u d e d t h e i m a g e 

i n a w i d e r q u e s t i o n i n g o f t h e p r i n c i p l e o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

A R E A L I S T T R A D I T I O N 

A f t e r a s m a l l n u m b e r o f t r i a l p a i n t i n g s u s i n g f a m i l y m e m b e r s o r f r i e n d s 

as sub jec t s , i n 1883 K h n o p f f p r o d u c e d t h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der 

Hecht [ F I G U R E 1 9 ] . T h i s p o r t r a i t sets t h e g e n e r a l o u t l i n e s f o r t h a t o f Jeanne 

Kefe r [ F I G U R E I ] t w o years later. T h e m o d e l , a l i t t l e g i r l o f f o u r , w a s t h e 

d a u g h t e r o f H e n r i v a n d e r H e c h t , a l andscape p a i n t e r a n d eng rave r w h o m 

K h n o p f f n o d o u b t m e t at t h e C e r c l e a r t i s t i q u e et l i t t e r a i r e , t o w h i c h b o t h 

b e l o n g e d . 4 3 L i k e t h a t o f Jeanne Kefer , t h i s p o r t r a i t refers b a c k t o t h e a r t i s t i c 

m i l i e u i n w h i c h K h n o p f f e v o l v e d . 

P resen ted o n e year l a te r at t h e f i r s t s a l o n o f Les X X , t h e p a i n t i n g w a s 

seen b y s o m e as a de l i c a t e m i n i a t u r e — a " r e a l j e w e l " a c c o r d i n g t o Jules 

D e s t r e e 4 4 — i n w h i c h a r t a n d t h e i d e a l c o m e t o g e t h e r . 4 5 T h e sense o f r e f i n e d 

syn thes i s t h a t t h e c r i t i c i s m expresses is s i g n i f i c a n t , as t h e p a i n t i n g be t rays t w o 

a s p i r a t i o n s . O n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e v i r t u o s i t y o f t h e b r u s h w o r k is a n c h o r e d i n 
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Figure 19 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Mademoiselle 

van der Hecht, 1883. 

Oil on canvas, 37 x 

29 cm (14% x 1 1 % in.). 

Brussels, Musees 

royaux des Beaux-Arts 

de Belgique, 3980. 

Photo: Cussac. 

a F l e m i s h t r a d i t i o n o f l y r i c i s m a n d t h e p h y s i c a l i t y o f t h e p a i n t i t se l f , a n d , o n 

t h e o t h e r h a n d , w e have t h e v i r t u a l l y s u r g i c a l p r e c i s i o n o f t h e d r a w i n g . I n i t s 

m o d e o f m a n u f a c t u r e , t h e p a i n t i n g p a r t i c i p a t e s i n t h e deba te d o m i n a t i n g t h e 

B e l g i a n a v a n t - g a r d e i n t h e ea r ly 1880s. I n a d d i t i o n t o p r o v i d i n g t h e c o m m o n 

d e n o m i n a t o r o f t h e i r r e g u l a r b a n d o f Les X X , Rea l i s t aes thet ics also s h o w e d 

a d i r e c t i o n f o r t he c o n s t i t u t i o n o f a n a t i o n a l i d e n t i t y based o n the F l e m i s h t r a d i 

t i o n . I n h i s Histoire de la peinture en Belgique, p u b l i s h e d i n 1905-, C a m i l l e L e m o n n i e r 

d e f i n e d t h i s s h a r e d t r e n d : " P r o d u c i n g w h o l e s o m e , s t r o n g , o r i g i n a l p a i n t i n g ; 

r e t u r n i n g t o t h e t r u e m e a n i n g o f t h e p a i n t i n g , l o v e d n o t f o r t h e sake o f t h e 

sub j ec t b u t f o r i t s o w n r i c h m a t e r i a l i t y , as b o t h p r e c i o u s subs tance a n d l i v i n g 

o r g a n i s m ; p a i n t i n g n a t u r e i n i t s r ea l i ty , i t s f r ankness , i t s accent , d e t a c h e d f r o m 

k n o w n m a s t e r i e s a n d s y s t e m s . " 4 6 

T h i s p a i n t i n g re jects t h e p r i m a c y o f t h e sub jec t , f r e e i n g i t s e l f f r o m 

the i n t e l l e c t u a l i t y associated u n t i l t h e n w i t h t h e i m a g e , t o res tore w h a t L e m o n 

n i e r was t o refer t o as " w i l d s e n s u a l i t y " a n d t u r n t he a r t i s t i n t o b o t h v i s i o n a r y 

a n d p r i m i t i v e . T h e p a i n t i n g is i n s t e a d a n c h o r e d i n t h e s e n s u a l i t y o f a gaze t h a t 

is o n e w i t h t h e m o v e m e n t s o f t h e p a i n t . 

T h e r e a l i s m appears c o n d i t i o n e d b y p r a c t i c e : b r u s h w o r k , g e n e r o u s 

i m p a s t o s , a n d a s t r o n g pa l e t t e b e c o m e v e h i c l e s f o r s e n s i b i l i t y i n a c t i o n . T h i s 

s e n s i b i l i t y sees i t s e l f as g u a r a n t e e i n g t h e o b j e c t i v i t y o f t h e act o f see ing. T h e 

d e m a n d f o r i n s t a n t a n e i t y i n t h e act o f s ee ing l e d r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n t o n e w t e r 

r i t o r i e s s o o n q u a l i f i e d b y t h e n a m e I m p r e s s i o n i s m . A d i a l e c t i c b e g a n t o take 

shape b e t w e e n the i m m e d i a c y o f sensa t ion a n d the o b j e c t i v i t y o f t he act o f see

i n g t h a t def ines t h i s s p i r i t o f ana lys is ; E m i l e Z o l a w o u l d be o n e o f i t s first t h e 

o r e t i c i a n s . I n t h i s w a y t h e a r t i s t b e c o m e s a l i a i s o n b e t w e e n r e a l i t y t h a t exis ts 

as s u c h a n d t h e r e a l i t y o f t h e i n d e p e n d e n t i m a g e . C o n t e m p l a t i o n 4 7 n o l o n g e r 

pass ively f o l l o w s the c o m m o n p l a c e o f t he p h o t o g r a p h i c act o f see ing , t o w h i c h 

w e sha l l r e t u r n ; ra ther , i t is i n s p i r e d b y p s y c h o l o g y t o m a k e v i s i o n i n t o a t o o l 

f o r e x p l o r i n g r e a l i t y f r o m t h e i n s i d e . 

R e a l i s m a n d t h e s t u d y o f n a t u r e are t h e f o u n d a t i o n s o f t h i s m o d e r n 

i t y , o f t h i s " t r u e a r t " t h a t L 'Art Moderne s o u g h t t o d e f e n d a g a i n s t a c a d e m i c 

c o n v e n t i o n a l i s m . M o v i n g b e y o n d a n d o u t s i d e t h e f r a m e w o r k o f t h e t r a d i 

t i o n a l s c h o o l s , t h i s n e w aes the t ic s o u g h t t o set i t s e l f u p as a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

avan t -ga rde . B e g i n n i n g i n 1884, Les X X w o u l d b e c o m e t h e m o u t h p i e c e o f t h i s 

avan t -ga rde . 
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Figure 20 

Fernand Khnopff, 

At Fosset: Rain, 

ca. 1 8 9 0 . Oil on wood, 

1 9 x 2 3 . 5 cm ( 7 V 2 x 

9 V 4 in.). New York, 

The Hearn Family Trust. 

Figure 21 

James Ensor (Belgian, 

1 8 6 0 - 1 9 4 9 ) , The 

Roofs of Ostend, 1 8 8 4 . 

Oil on canvas, 

1 5 7 x 2 0 9 cm ( 6 1 % x 

8 2 Va in.). Antwerp, 

Koninklijk Museum voor 

Schone Künsten, 2 7 0 6 . 
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A r o u n d 1 8 8 0 - 8 3 , K h n o p f f ' s w o r k d e v e l o p e d l a r g e l y w i t h i n t h i s c o n t e x t o f 

a B e l g i a n R e a l i s m t h a t c o m b i n e s l y r i c i s m o f b r u s h w o r k w i t h t h e q u a l i t y 

o f t h e i m p r e s s i o n . T h i s is less a m a t t e r o f s e n s a t i o n — a s i n F r a n c e — a n d m o r e 

a m a t t e r o f e x p r e s s i o n . I t is r o o t e d m o r e i n a l y r i c a l p r o j e c t i o n t h a n i n a n 

i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n o f p e r c e p t i o n . T h e l andscape b e c o m e s t h e v e h i c l e f o r a l y r i c a l 

sea rch i n s c r i b e d i n s ensa t i on . F o r K h n o p f f , t h e effect o f t h e p a i n t h a n d l i n g 

ref lec ts less t h e v e h e m e n c e o f t h e ges tu re t h a n t h e s e n s u a l i t y o f a h i g h l y dec 

o r a t i v e s c r i p t . T h e keys c o m p o s e a h a r m o n i o u s score , w h i c h is c lose r t o a m u r 

m u r t h a n t o t h e s c r e a m dear t o Ensor. H e r e , t o o , w e see W h i s t l e r ' s i n f l u e n c e : 

r i s i n g o u t o f r e a l i t y , t h e l a n d s c a p e t r a n s f o r m s i t s e l f i n t o d r e a m l i k e v i s i o n . 4 8 

T h e t i t l e s o f t h e p a i n t i n g s t h e m s e l v e s — Passing Sun, Au tumn Sun, The 

First Cold Days, A Whi te Day, Toward Noon, A t Fosset: Rain [ F I G U R E 2 0 ] — r e f l e c t t h i s 

" c a l m a b s o r p t i o n o f a l l t h i n g s , " 4 9 a ph ra se V e r h a e r e n uses b r o a d l y t o d e f i n e t h e 

K h n o p f f i a n landscape. Ve rhae ren is r i g h t i n i n s i s t i n g o n the a t m o s p h e r i c q u a l i t y 

o f the o e u v r e . T h i s is n o t t o be u n d e r s t o o d i n i t s I m p r e s s i o n i s t d i m e n s i o n . W h a t 

w e have i n s t e a d is a p a n t h e i s t f o r m o f s y m b i o s i s , w i t h n a t u r e s u p e r s e d i n g t h e 

h u m a n f i g u r e . 

W h e n i t appears i n K h n o p f f ' s w o r k , t h e p o r t r a i t i m m e d i a t e l y i n t e r 

na l izes t h i s sugges t ive p o w e r . T h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der Hecht [ F I G U R E 1 9 ] , 

p a i n t e d i n 1883, t es t i f i es t o t h e p a i n t e r ' s a n c h o r i n g i n a Rea l i s t v e i n . K h n o p f f 

c o n t e n t s h i m s e l f w i t h u s i n g b r u s h s t r o k e s w i t h o u t s e e k i n g t h e p o w e r f u l effects 

o f t he pa le t te k n i f e , w i t h w h i c h , c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s l y , Ensor d r e w severe c r i t i 

c i s m i n h i s s ta tus o f l e a d e r o f t h e r a d i c a l w i n g . 5 0 W h e r e Enso r ' s g e s t u r e — 

t a n g i b l e i n The Lamp Lighter, The Convalescent o r The Lady i n the Blue Shawl, o r The 

Roofs of Ostend [ F I G U R E 2 1 ] — f r a g m e n t s t h e surface t o a l l o w t h e pas ty p a i n t t o 

sp r ead a n d t h e c o l o r t o c r a c k l e , K h n o p f f exe r t s h i s sense o f c o n t r o l b y s p r e a d 

i n g t h e p a i n t t h i n l y across t h e canvas. 

K h n o p f f p re fe r s r i g o r o u s c a l l i g r a p h i c s t rokes t o f r e n e t i c b r u s h w o r k . 

T h e v e r y c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der Hecht d e m o n s t r a t e s a 

s t r i c t c o n t r o l o f b r u s h effects. T h e h e a v y t apes t ry i n t h e b a c k g r o u n d closes o f f 

t h e c o m p o s i t i o n b y a c c e n t u a t i n g t h e i n t e g r i t y o f t h e surface. K h n o p f f re jects 

d e p t h : space, f r o m t h e f o r e g r o u n d t o t h e b a c k g r o u n d tapestry, is c o n c e i v e d as 

i f i t w e r e a t h i n , f l a k y pas t ry , a d e l i c a c y f u r t h e r u n d e r l i n e d b y t h e ba re a r c h i 

t e c t u r e o f t h e cha i r , w h i c h f r ames a n d i so la tes t h e l i t t l e g i r l . A p r i s o n e r o f h e r 

o w n o u t l i n e , she c a n n o t d i s s o l v e i n t o t h e t a p e s t r y b e h i n d h e r even t h o u g h 

K h n o p f f p l a y s a g a m e o f c h r o m a t i c e c h o e s t h a t m o v e s t h e eye f r o m f o r e 

g r o u n d t o b a c k g r o u n d , u n i f y i n g t h e i m a g e . W i t h i n t h i s s y s t e m , t h e h a i r p lays 



a s y m b o l i c r o l e b y p r o m o t i n g t h e passage f r o m t h e face t o space. T h e m o v e 

m e n t s o f t h e b r u s h are p u r p o s e l y v a p o r o u s i n o r d e r t o d i l u t e t h e space i n t o a 

f l u x , w h o s e m o v e m e n t leads t o t h e g i r l ' s face, m a k i n g i t s s ta t ic features s t a n d 

o u t i n a n even m o r e t r o u b l i n g f a s h i o n . 

T h e a t t e n t i v e c h i l d is s t i f f l y r o o t e d i n h e r pose . U n d e r t h e u n i f o r m o f 

m o d e l l i t t l e g i r l , h e r tense s p i r i t bu r s t s o u t , t o w a r d t h e v i e w e r . T h e m o d e l ' s 

s t r e n g t h appears i n t h e p o w e r o f a gaze t h a t o r g a n i z e s t h e c o m p o s i t i o n : t h e 

s y m m e t r y o f t h e eyes d e t e r m i n e s t h e v e r t i c a l axis u n d e r l i n e d b y t h e p a r t i n g 

o f h e r ha i r , t h e b r i d g e o f h e r nose , a n d h e r b l u e s i l k b o w ; h o r i z o n t a l l y , i t 

s t r e n g t h e n s t h e b a c k o f t h e cha i r , i s o l a t i n g t h e b o d y f r o m t h e rest o f t h e space. 

F r o m space t o t h e gaze, f r o m t h e v a p o r o u s t o t h e f i x e d , f r o m t h e p i c 

t o r i a l ges tu re t o t h e l i g h t l y d r a w n l i n e , K h n o p f f m o d u l a t e s h i s effects t o a f f i r m 

a p re sence t h a t is at o n c e i m m o b i l e a n d d y n a m i c . A w o r k o f syn thes i s b e t w e e n 

space — t r e a t e d h e r e i n t h e p r o l o n g a t i o n o f t h e f a c e — a n d t h e f i g u r e , t h e 

Portrait of Mademoiselle van der Hecht tes t i f ies t o a c o n c e r n f o r h a r m o n y t h a t a lso 

i n c l u d e s a n e c o n o m y o f pa l e t t e . T h e b l u e o f t h e g i r l ' s dress c o m b i n e s c o l d n e s s 

a n d suaveness. T h e p a i n t i n g ' s u n i f o r m a t m o s p h e r e e x u d e s d e l i c a c y a n d f r a 

g i l i t y . T h e p a i n t e r re jects t h e p a i n t e r l y effects dear t o t h e Real is ts , s p r e a d i n g h i s 

c o l o r s i n s t e a d i n w a f e r - t h i n glazes. C r i t i c s s u c h as Jules Dest ree w o u l d r e p r o a c h 

h i m f o r t e p i d n e s s , i n t e r p r e t e d as a " l a c k o f r o b u s t n e s s . " 5 1 K h n o p f f seeks m o r e 

t h e p r e c i o u s n e s s o f a s a p p h i r e . I n t h e d i f f u s e a t m o s p h e r e a c c e n t u a t e d b y t h e 

vagueness o f t h e b l o n d ha i r , t h e face a l o n e appears w i t h i t s p e r f e c t d e s i g n , t h e 

a r t i s t u s i n g m o t h e r - o f - p e a r l t o n a l i t i e s t o r e n d e r t h e f inesse o f t h e f l e sh tones . 

K h n o p f f creates a sense o f m o v e m e n t t h a t w h i r l s u p f r o m t h e tapestry , g r a d u 

a l l y c a l m i n g as i t reaches t h e face t o a l l o w t h e eye t o caress t h e pea r l e scen t 

p i n k o f t h e g i r l ' s cheeks , w h i c h e m p h a s i z e s t h e s e n s u a l i t y i n t h e d r a w i n g o f 

t he l i p s . T h i s sensual a t t r a c t i o n clashes w i t h t he d e t e r m i n e d l o o k tha t arrests t he 

spec t a to r a n d pushes h i m o u t s i d e t h e f r a m e . K h n o p f f p r o g r e s s i v e l y d e p l o y s 

eve ry a r t i f i c e t o d i s t ance t h e b o d y f r o m t h e w o r l d s u r r o u n d i n g i t , t o cleanse i t 

o f e v e r y d a y c o n t i n g e n c i e s , t o b l u r t h e c o n t o u r s o f rea l i ty , a n d t o r e s to re t o t h e 

gaze i t s d r e a m l i k e p o w e r . 

T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer c o n t i n u e s t h e c o n c e r n s o f t h e p o r t r a i t o f 

L o u i s e v a n d e r H e c h t [ F I G U R E 19] h e p a i n t e d t w o years b e f o r e . Refe rence t o 

a Rea l i s t aes the t i c has b e c o m e m o r e t e n u o u s . T h e b r o a d t a p e s t r y u n d e r l i n i n g 

t h e p l a n e o f t h e pose is r e p l a c e d b y a r e s t r a i n e d f o r m u l a t h a t p lays o n t h e 

t h e m e o f t h e p a i n t i n g w i t h i n a p a i n t i n g t h a t K h n o p f f w a s t o use r e g u l a r l y t o 

m u l t i p l y t h e degrees o f r ea l i t y , as i n I Lock M y Door upon Myself ( 1 8 9 1 ) . T h e glass 

p a n e o f t h e d o o r aga ins t w h i c h t h e c h i l d s tands [ F I G U R E 2 2 ] c i r c u m s c r i b e s a 

space d e v o t e d t o t h i s p a i n t b r u s h r h e t o r i c t h a t de f ines B e l g i a n R e a l i s m . H e r e i t 
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Figure 22 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne 

Kefer [Figure 1]. Detail 

of the glass pane. 

Figure 23 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail 

showing Khnopff s tight 

script in the most ges

tural part of the compo

sition. Microphotograph, 

JPGM Paintings Con

servation Department. 

plays a d o u b l e r o l e , o n t h e o n e h a n d c r e a t i n g t h e o n l y field i n w h i c h K h n o p f f , 

s t i l l a t t a c h e d t o R e a l i s m , c a n g i v e free r e i n t o a p a i n t e r l y h a n d w r i t i n g t ha t , 

a l b e i t c o n t r o l l e d , r e m a i n s g e s t u r a l [ F I G U R E 2 3 ] . K h n o p f f uses a pa l e t t e k n i f e 

t o u n d e r l i n e t h e o p a c i t y o f t h e p a i n t su r face . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h e p a n e o f 

glass c loses o f f t h e p e r s p e c t i v a l e f f ec t b e g u n b y t h e m o v e m e n t o f t h e floor 

b y r e f l e c t i n g t h e w a l l o p p o s i t e i t . 
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R i g o r o u s l y i n s c r i b e d w i t h i n t h e p l a n e , t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n suggests a n 

a t m o s p h e r i c d e p t h b y o p e r a t i n g f r o m o n e e n d o f t h e r o o m t o t h e o t h e r — t h a t 

i s , f r o m t h e w i n d o w t ha t separates t h e r o o m s o f t h e a p a r t m e n t t o t h e w i n d o w 

tha t l o o k s o u t o n t o t h e s t r e e t — w i t h o u t , h o w e v e r , d e f i n i n g a c o n s t r u c t e d 

space. R e d u c e d t o a d e t a i l , t h e Real i s t h a n d l i n g n o w b e c o m e s p a r t o f t h e p r o 

cess o f i s o l a t i o n t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s t h e S y m b o l i s t p r a c t i c e o f p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g . 

T h e p a n e o f glass takes o n a d o u b l e m e a n i n g : as a s y m b o l i c e x p r e s s i o n o f t h e 

a c t u a l i m a g e a n d as a q u e s t i o n i n g o f t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n as r e f l e c t i o n . T h e s o l i 

t a r y i m a g e a c q u i r e s s t a b i l i t y f r o m t h e w i n d o w ' s square f o r m a t , i n w h i c h t h e 

c o m p o s i t i o n f i n d s ba l ance a n d p e r m a n e n c e . 

A N " A R R A N G E M E N T " A L A W H I S T L E R 

Figure 24 

James McNeill Whistler, 

Harmony in Grey 

and Green: Miss Cecily 

Alexander, 1872-1874. 

Oil on canvas, 190.2 x 

97.8 cm (74% x 

387 2 in.). London, 

Tate Picture Gallery, 

N04622/111. 

F r o m Mademoiselle van der Hecht t o Jeanne Kefer, K h n o p f f c o n t i n u e d t o r e f l ec t o n 

t h e p u r p o s e o f t h e p o r t r a i t . T h e e x h i b i t i o n o f h i s f i r s t p o r t r a i t o f a c h i l d 

at t h e Les X X e x h i b i t i o n i n 1884 p r o v i d e d t h e p a i n t e r w i t h t h e o c c a s i o n f o r 

f u r t h e r i n g h i s e x p l o r a t i o n b y b e i n g able t o c o m p a r e h i s o w n w o r k w i t h t ha t 

o f W h i s t l e r , w h i c h w a s e x h i b i t e d at t h e same s a l o n . T h e i n t e l l e c t u a l d i m e n s i o n 

o f h i s w o r k , a l r eady e m p h a s i z e d b y E m i l e V e r h a e r e n 5 2 a n d m a n y o f t h e c r i t i c s , 

w a s t o b e a m p l i f i e d b y a W h i s t l e r i a n r e a d i n g o f p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g . T h i s 

e n c o u n t e r p r o v e d t o be h u g e l y e n r i c h i n g . K h n o p f f w a s s t r u c k b y t h e s o l u t i o n s 

W h i s t l e r a c h i e v e d i n Harmony in Grey and Green: Miss Cecily Alexander, p r e s e n t e d i n 

Brus se l s i n 1884 [ F I G U R E 2 4 ] . 5 3 L i k e h i s p o r t r a i t o f T h o m a s C a r l y l e — also 

p r o d u c e d i n 1 8 7 2 - 7 4 — t h a t o f C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r is p r e s e n t e d b y W h i s t l e r as 

a n " a r r a n g e m e n t , " 5 4 m i x i n g d e c o r a t i v e f a n t a s y w i t h t h e r e q u i r e m e n t f o r a 

r e a l i s t i c p o r t r a i t . W h i s t l e r ' s c o r r e s p o n d e n c e b e t w e e n 1872 a n d 1874 w i t h 

C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r ' s pa r en t s reveals t h i s c o n c e r n f o r exactness . N o d e t a i l o f t h e 

p o r t r a i t w o u l d be l e f t i n t h e s h a d o w s , a n d t h e p o s i n g sessions w o u l d be l o n g 

a n d p r e p a r e d f o r m e t i c u l o u s l y . I t is o u t o f t h e q u e s t i o n f o r t h e p a i n t e r t h a t t h e 

p o r t r a i t as s u c h s h o u l d d e p a r t f r o m t h e s t r i c t e s t r e a l i s m . T h e w h i t e o f t h e 

dress c a n n e v e r be based o n a n effect o f t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . W h i s t l e r w e n t so 

far as t o o r d e r Cec i ly ' s m o t h e r , R a c h e l A g n e s A l e x a n d e r , t o have a dress m a d e 

f r o m w h i t e I n d i a n m u s l i n t o a v o i d any b l u i s h r e f l e c t i o n , even l i s t i n g h i s 

p r e f e r r e d s u p p l i e r s . 

T h e s t a g i n g b e g i n s w i t h t h e p i c t o r i a l d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e c o s t u m e o n 

w h i c h t h e m o d e l ' s pose w i l l d e p e n d . T h e sea rch f o r p e r f e c t i o n a s s i g n e d t o t h e 

w o r k goes b e y o n d t h e p o r t r a i t t o b e g i n a d i a l o g u e w i t h i t s p i c t o r i a l r e f e rence , 

E d o u a r d M a n e t ' s Lola de Valence. T h e o b v i o u s s i m i l a r i t y o f t h e pose t r a n s f o r m s 
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t h e a n e c d o t a l aspec t o f t h e p o r t r a i t b y e m p h a s i z i n g i t s a r t i f i c i a l i t y , w i t h t h e 

p l a y o f t h e d e c o r as s t a g i n g . T h e g r a y w a l l w i t h i t s b l a c k w a i n s c o t i n g a n d t h e 

b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e s t r i p e d carpet de f ine g e o m e t r i c regis ters that , d i s t r i b u t e d across 

the surface, arrest t h e m o v e m e n t o f t he body , s u s p e n d i n g i t i n space w i t h n e i t h e r 

s h a d o w n o r d e p t h . L i k e a f l o w e r i n an h e r b g a r d e n , C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r , a v e r y rea l 

p e r s o n , f loats i n a d r e a m o u t s i d e rea l i ty . L i k e t he f l i g h t o f a b u t t e r f l y , she b e l o n g s 

t o t h e s y m b o l i c u n i v e r s e o f t h e p a i n t i n g . 

T h e p a i n t i n g , t h e r e s u l t o f a sea rch f o r h a r m o n y , b reaks w i t h V i c t o r i a n 

p o r t r a i t c o n v e n t i o n s . T h e c h i l d does n o t appear as a n a n g e l b u t r a t h e r as t h e 

h o s t a g e o f t h e p i c t o r i a l f i c t i o n i n s c r i b e d b y h e r p o s e . U n l i k e t h e c h i l d r e n 

p a i n t e d b y Sir J o h n Evere t t M i l l a i s , C e c i l y does n o t appear l i k e "a l i t t l e g i r l 

p o s i n g f r e e l y a n d o f h e r o w n w i l l f o r h e r p o r t r a i t . " 5 5 I n d e e d , W h i s t l e r ' s 

Harmony in Grey and Green [ F I G U R E 2 4 ] w a s p a n n e d b y t h e c r i t i c s as a n " a r r a n g e 

m e n t o f s i l ve r a n d b i l e " a n d a " n a s t y d e s c r i p t i o n o f a nas ty l i t t l e g i r l . " 5 6 I n 

1881 t h e Magazine of Ar t d e s c r i b e d t h e w o r k as "a r h a p s o d y f o r b a d l y b r o u g h t u p 

c h i l d r e n a n d s p i d e r s ' w e b s . " 5 7 W h a t t he press p i c k e d u p as fau l t s are n o d o u b t 

p r e j u d i c e s t h a t K h n o p f f w o u l d share. T h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der Hecht 

[ F I G U R E 19] s h o w s t h e same c a p a c i t y o f t h e c h i l d t o res is t t h e p a i n t e r , w h o m 

she c o n f r o n t s w i t h t h e m a g n e t i s m o f h e r gaze. T h e v e r y a m b i g u i t y o f t h e p o r 

t r a i t , e v o l v i n g b e t w e e n s e n s u a l i t y a n d reserve , ref lec ts a p a r a d o x i c a l s t a g i n g 

f o u n d also i n t h e p o r t r a i t o f C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r [ F I G U R E 2 4 ] . R e s p o n d i n g t o t h e 

s o u r a n d r e s e r v e d face are t h e s y m b o l i c de ta i l s o f an a f f i r m e d f e m i n i n i t y . A n 

a r r a n g e m e n t i n g r a y a n d g r e e n , t h e p o r t r a i t expresses a t e n s i o n b e t w e e n t h e 

des i r e o f t h e c h i l d a n d t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f t h e p a i n t i n g . I n t h i s w a y t h e p r i n 

c i p l e o f h a r m o n y is d e p e n d e n t n o t o n l y o n a d e c o r a t i v e v i s i o n b u t o n m o v i n g 

b e y o n d t h i s t e n s i o n . W h i l e p a y i n g l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n t o t h e c h i l d as a m o d e l , 

W h i s t l e r respects h e r f o r r e s i s t i n g h i m . H e r o p p o s i t i o n c o n s t i t u t e s a k e y e le 

m e n t o f t h e " a r r a n g e m e n t " t ha t , t h r o u g h t h e i m a g e , i m p o s e s a r e l a x a t i o n . 

H u y s m a n s w a s n o t m i s t a k e n i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e w o r k , p u b l i s h e d i n L 'Ar t 

Moderne i n 1884, w h e n he i n s i s t e d o n t h e a t m o s p h e r i c q u a l i t y t ha t a u t h o r i z e d 

h i m t o see "a b l o n d , a n e m i c l i t t l e a r i s t o c r a t , c a v a l i e r a n d so f t , a n E n g l i s h 

i n f a n t a m o v i n g i n a n a t m o s p h e r e o f gray, g i l d e d u n d e r n e a t h w i t h a p a t i n a 

o f o l d v e r m e i l . " 5 8 B y i t s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c p l a y o f echoes , t h e p a l e t t e p e r m i t s t h e 

u n w i l l i n g m o d e l t o fuse w i t h t h e t h e a t r i c a l d e c o r t ha t s u r r o u n d s her . B e t w e e n 

t h e b l a c k w a i n s c o t i n g a n d t h e w h i t e o f t h e dress, a r a n g e o f grays a n d g reens 

c o n v e r s e a n d i n t e r a c t w i t h o n e a n o t h e r . T h e t r a n s p a r e n c y o f t h e m u s l i n e m 

p h a s i z e s a s e n s u o u s p r e s e n c e o n w h i c h b u t t e r f l i e s a n d f l o w e r s c o n f e r t h e i r 

s y m b o l i c q u a l i t y . 
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C o n f r o n t e d w i t h t h i s w o r k , K h n o p f f w a s v e r y t a k e n b y i t s h a r m o n y , 

w h i c h m o v e s b e y o n d s t r i c t l y R e a l i s t d o c t r i n e . T r a n s p o s e d i n t o t h e p a i n t i n g , 

C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r ' s res i s tance reveals t h e r e t i c e n c e o f Rea l i s t o b j e c t i v i t y f aced 

w i t h t h e i d e a l i z a t i o n o f t he r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . P o s i n g " j u s t as o n e i s " r a n r a d i c a l l y 

c o u n t e r t o t h e c o n v e n t i o n s o f p o r t r a i t u r e . W h i s t l e r has c l e a r l y s o u g h t t o m a k e 

t h i s o p p o s i t i o n t h e s u b j e c t o f h i s w o r k . U s i n g t h e i d e a o f " a r r a n g e m e n t , " h e 

q u e s t i o n s t he d o u b l e n a t u r e o f the p o r t r a i t i n o r d e r t o s u b l i m a t e i t i n t o a s i n g l e 

p r i n c i p l e r e q u i r i n g a spa t ia l d i s t a n c i n g a n d t h e s u s p e n s i o n o f t i m e t h r o u g h t h e 

a r t i f i c e o f a t h e a t r i c a l s e t t i n g , w h i c h m o v e s f r o m t h e d e c o r t o t h e p a l e t t e v i a 

S y m b o l i s t d e t a i l . T i m e i n t h e p o r t r a i t is a t i m e o f h a r m o n y , w h i c h escapes 

s t r i c t l y Rea l i s t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

T H E E N I G M A O F P L A C E 

A c o m p a r i s o n w i t h t h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der Hecht [ F I G U R E 19] reveals 

t h e i n n o v a t i o n s i n t r o d u c e d i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer [ F I G U R E i ] . T h e 

s e t t i n g p i c k s u p t h e e s s e n t i a l e l e m e n t s o f t h e p r i n c i p l e s t h a t W h i s t l e r h a d 

a f f i r m e d . T h e o r i g i n a l i t y o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n l ies n o l o n g e r i n t he o r g a n i z a t i o n 

o f i t s v a r i o u s e l e m e n t s b u t i n a g e n u i n e des i r e t o c o n s t r u c t s o m e t h i n g . V i e w e d 

f u l l l e n g t h , l i k e C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r , t h e c h i l d appears i m p r i s o n e d i n t h e space 

s u r r o u n d i n g her . 

I t w a s h e r e t h a t , f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e , K h n o p f f e l a b o r a t e d a s y s t e m t h a t 

w o u l d b e c o m e a p a r t o f h i s s y m b o l i c i m a g i n a r y w o r l d . T h e b o d y is a lways 

e n c l o s e d i n s i d e i t s c o n t o u r l i n e . R a d i c a l i z i n g t h e p o s i t i o n t a k e n i n t h e Portrait 

of Mademoiselle van der Hecht, K h n o p f f stages h i s c o m p o s i t i o n i n r eg i s t e r s . T h e 

head , body , a n d legs o f Jeanne Kefer f o r m th ree separate par ts tha t are r epea ted 

i n t h e m o t i f o f t h e d o o r . E n c l o s e d i n t h e f i e l d d e s c r i b e d b y t h e d o o r , t h e c h i l d 

is s y m b o l i c a l l y f r a m e d b y these v a r i o u s e l e m e n t s . K h n o p f f de f ines h e r e a set

t i n g t ha t h e w o u l d reuse i n 1889 f o r t h e p o r t r a i t o f h i s s is ter M a r g u e r i t e [see 

F I G U R E 7 5 ] . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p u n i t i n g t h e b o d y o f t h e w o m a n w i t h t h e recess 

o f t h e d o o r i n w h i c h she has b e e n p e r f e c t l y i n s c r i b e d is a f f i r m e d h e r e w i t h a n 

o b v i o u s s y m b o l i c r i g o r . K h n o p f f p lays w i t h t h e p r o p o r t i o n s t o associate t h e 

t w o m o t i f s even m o r e c lose ly : j u s t l i k e a d o o r , t he b o d y b l o c k s access t o a n o t h e r 

r e a l i t y tha t , b e i n g u n c o n s c i o u s , is necessa r i ly o b s c u r e . W h a t t h e p o r t r a i t o f h i s 

s ister p resen t s w i t h r i g o r , t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer as ye t sketches o u t h e s i 

tant ly . I n the lat ter , t he b o d y a n d the d o o r have ye t t o find t h e i r pe r fec t analogy. 

B e t w e e n t h e chance aspect o f t h e pose a n d t h e des i re f o r s t ag ing , t h e s y m b o l i c 
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c o d i f i c a t i o n e v i d e n t i n t h e Portrait of Marguerite Khnopff r e m a i n s e m p i r i c a l i n t h e 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. 

T h e m e a n i n g f u l n e s s o f t h e d e c o r is c o n f i r m e d b y a c o m p a r i s o n w i t h 

t h e p o r t r a i t s t ha t K h n o p f T p a i n t e d f r o m 188^ o n w a r d . I n m a n y o f t h e m h e 

o p t e d f o r a n abs t r ac t , a l m o s t b a r e b a c k g r o u n d — a s i n t h e p o r t r a i t s o f t h e 

t 'Sers tevens sisters [ F I G U R E S 2 ^ , 2 6 ] o r i n t h e Portrait of Eugenie Verhaeren [ F I G 

U R E 2 7 ] . H e a lso r e t a i n s t h e c u r t a i n m o t i f — f o r e x a m p l e i n h i s 1887 Portrait of 

Marie Monnom [ F I G U R E 2 8 ] — o r i t s W h i s t l e r i a n t r a n s p o s i t i o n as w a l l p a p e r — 

i n t h e Portrait of Gabrielle Braun [ F I G U R E 2 9 ] . 

To these f o r m u l a s K h n o p f f adds ye t ano ther , w h i c h w i l l c o n s t i t u t e a key 

e l e m e n t o f t h e s y m b o l i c q u a l i t y o f t h e p o r t r a i t : t h e i n t e g r a t i o n o f t h e figure 

i n t o i t s a r c h i t e c t u r a l f r a m e w o r k . T h i s a l l o w s h i m t o b reak w i t h the t r a d i t i o n a l 

figure-ground d i a l e c t i c b y s y m b o l i c a l l y f u s i n g t h e m o d e l w i t h t h e p l a c e i n 

a v i s u a l l y u n i f i e d space: t ha t o f t h e i m a g e . F r o m t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer t o t h e 

h e r m e t i c Arum Li ly [see F I G U R E 7 6 ] , t h e t h e a t r i c a l i z a t i o n o f t h e p l ace stages a 

figure w i t h d r a w n f r o m rea l i t y , m o v i n g i n a space t ha t is i t s s p i r i t u a l i z e d p r o 

j e c t i o n . I n t h i s w a y t h e i m a g e m o v e s t o w a r d t h e i c o n , w h i c h reveals i t s e l f t o 

be h e r m e t i c . 

T h e p o r t r a i t b e c o m e s less clear , less s e l f - e v i d e n t , a n d m o r e d i f f i c u l t 

t o u n d e r s t a n d . S t r i p p e d o f a l l accessor ies , i t n o n e t h e l e s s e x h i b i t s c e r t a i n f u n -
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Figure 25 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Emilie 

t'Serstevens, ca. 

1885. Oil on canvas, 

64.5 x 55.5 cm 

(25% x 2 1 7 / 8 in.). 

Private collection. 

Figure 26 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Isabelle 

t'Serstevens, ca. 

1885. Oil on canvas, 

64.5 x 55.5 cm 

(25% x 2 1 % in.). 

Private collection. 

opposite 

Figure 27 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Eugenie 

Verhaeren, 1888. Oil on 

canvas, 41 x 32.5 cm 

(16% x 12% in.). 

Brussels, private 

collection. Photo © Dick 

Beaulieux, Brussels. 





Figure 28 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Marie 

Monnom, 1887. Oil on 

canvas, 49.5 x 50 cm 

(19% x 19% in.). 

Paris, Musee d'Orsay. 

Photo: Erich Lessing/ 

Art Resource, New York. 



d a m e n t a l de ta i l s t ha t are n o t t h e r e b y a c c i d e n t . T h i s i n c l u d e s t h e k e y h o l e [ F I G 

U R E 3 0 ] , a r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l t h a t c o u l d have b e e n r e m o v e d w i t h o u t d i f f i c u l t y t o 

focus a t t e n t i o n o n t h e m o d e l b u t t h a t has b e e n p r e c i s e l y d r a w n a n d c a r e f u l l y 

p a i n t e d . W h e n a n a l y z e d , t h i s d e t a i l assumes a s o m e w h a t d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e i m 

p o r t a n c e . K h n o p f f ins i s t s o n t h i s m o t i f , r e p e a t i n g i t r e g u l a r l y i n h i s p o r t r a i t s . 

I t appears i n t h a t o f M a r i e M o n n o m [ F I G U R E 2 8 ] , w h e r e K h n o p f f has d r a w n 

a c u r t a i n across t h e s t u d i o d o o r , t a k i n g care, h o w e v e r , t o s t op at t h e k e y h o l e , 

w h i c h t h u s b e c o m e s a focus o f a t t e n t i o n . O u g h t w e t o a s s ign a p a r t i c u l a r s i g 

n i f i c a n c e t o t h e obsess ive p resence o f t h i s k e y h o l e , o r see i t p u r e l y as a s i m p l e 

o r n a m e n t a l caprice? A l t h o u g h l i t t l e is g r a t u i t o u s i n K h n o p f f ' s w o r k , t he ques 

t i o n r e m a i n s . O u g h t w e t o d e d u c e t h e p a i n t e r ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f h i s m o d e l f r o m 

t h i s e l e m e n t , w i t h i t s s t r o n g F r e u d i a n ove r tones? A s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e a n a l o g y 

b e t w e e n the w o m a n a n d the d o o r , does th i s m o t i f p e r m i t us t o en te r t he b y w a y s 

o f p sychoana lys i s? T h e a n s w e r p r o b a b l y l ies i n t h e e n s e m b l e o f t h e m e s K h n o p f f 

d e v e l o p e d d u r i n g h i s l i f e . T h e k e y h o l e i n t r o d u c e s a n e l e m e n t o f l o c k i n g u p o r 

c l o i s t e r i n g tha t h i g h l i g h t s t he i s o l a t i o n o f t he f i g u r e . E x p e r i e n c e d he re i n nar 

r a t i v e m o d e , i t w i l l b e c o m e a c o m m o n p l a c e o f K h n o p f f ' s S y m b o l i s t i c o n o g -

Figure 29 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Gabrielle 

Braun, 1886. Oil on 

canvas, 31.5 x 26.5 cm 

(12% x 103/s in.). 

Brussels, Credit 

Communal de Belgique, 

1501. 

Figure 30 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail of 

the keyhole. 
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Figure 31 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Marie 

Monnom [Figure 28]. 

Detail of the Japanese 

plate. 

Figure 32 

Plate. Japan, third 

quarter of the nine

teenth century. Iron with 

copper and silver incrus

tations, Diam: 39.9 cm 

(15 3/4 in.). London, 

Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 237-1881. 

© The Board of 

Trustees. 

r a p h y i n t h e f o r m o f s i l ence , i n Silence ( 1 8 9 0 ) , 5 9 a n d o f i n t e r i o r re t rea t , i n I Lock 

M y Door upon Myself ( 1 8 9 1 ) , 6 0 o r o f a n e b b i n g b a c k i n t o i d e a l i t y a n d i t s m y s 

t e r i e s , i n Verhaeren: A n Angel ( 1 8 8 9 ) . 6 1 T h i s n a r r a t i v e act o f c l o s i n g o f f is a l so a 

p l a s t i c p r i n c i p l e t h a t d e f i n e s t h e v e r y i d e a o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

o f t h e f i g u r e t o t h e p i c t o r i a l f i e l d , o f t h e p i c t u r e t o t h e f r a m e , a n d o f t h e p a i n t 

i n g as a n e n c l o s e d o b j e c t t o t h e h a n g i n g r a i l w i l l , i n t h e s ame way , b e d e t e r 

m i n e d b y t h i s c o n c e p t o f i s o l a t i o n . 

O n t o t h e k e y h o l e t h e m e , s t i l l c l e a r l y l e g i b l e i n t h e p o r t r a i t o f 

M a r g u e r i t e K h n o p f f , t h e a r t i s t o v e r l a i d a n o t h e r d e c o r a t i v e m o t i f , p r e s e n t e d 

f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e i n M a r i e M o n n o m ' s p o r t r a i t [ F I G U R E 3 1 ] , t o h e r l e f t . 

W h i s t l e r i a n i n i n s p i r a t i o n ( i t appears t o t h e l e f t o f C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r i n F I G 

U R E 2 4 ) , i t acts as b o t h e m b l e m a n d s i g n , as s i g n a t u r e a n d s y m b o l . T h e o b j e c t 

a p p e a r s v e r y r e a l i n K h n o p f f ' s w o r k . I t is a l a t e - n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y m e t a l 

Japanese s e r v i n g b o w l w i t h c o p p e r a n d s i l v e r i n c r u s t a t i o n s , d e c o r a t e d w i t h 

p l a n t m o t i f s [ F I G U R E 3 2 ] . S i m i l a r t o t hose f o u n d i n L o n d o n ' s V i c t o r i a a n d 

A l b e r t M u s e u m , 6 2 t h e b o w l a d o r n e d K h n o p f f ' s s t u d i o w a l l . I t s c i r c u l a r shape 

re fe r s t o t h e t h e m e o f t h e m i r r o r o f t e n e m p l o y e d b y K h n o p f f as w e l l as t o 

t h e t o n d o shape t h a t h e f r e q u e n t l y u s e d e i t h e r as a f o r m a t o r t o d e f i n e t h e 

f r a m i n g o f a n i m a g e [ F I G U R E 3 3 ] . I n t h i s w a y t h e c i r c l e c i r c u m s c r i b e s a n 

e n c l o s e d p e r f e c t i o n e c h o e d b y v a r i o u s de ta i l s e x p e r t l y p l a c e d i n t h e c o m p o s i 

t i o n . T h i s seal is t o be f o u n d , e n i g m a t i c a l l y , o n t h e w a l l b e h i n d G e r m a i n e 

W i e n e r i n K h n o p f f ' s 1893 p o r t r a i t o f h e r [ F I G U R E 3 4 ] . A m e t a p h o r i c s igna tu re , 

i t also acts as an eso te r ic s y m b o l w h o s e m e a n i n g r e m a i n s e n i g m a t i c . 
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T h e a n a l o g y g o v e r n i n g t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e sub j ec t t o p lace is p a r 

a l l e l e d b y t h e a n a l o g y t h a t o r g a n i z e s t h e s y m b o l i c r e a d i n g o f t h e de ta i l s t ha t , 

sca t t e red across t h e c o m p o s i t i o n , q u e s t i o n t h e v i e w e r ' s gaze. To p o r t r a i t u r e ' s 

t r a d i t i o n a l e m b l e m s , K h n o p f f adds m o t i f s t h a t i nves t t h e p lace w i t h a p a r t i c u 

l a r m e a n i n g . T h e i m a g e f u n c t i o n s as a series o f d i v i s i o n s t ha t u n d e r s c o r e t h e 

h e r m e t i c n a t u r e o f t h e i m a g e at f i r s t g l ance . 

T H E S E A R C H F O R A F A C E 

F r o m M a d e m o i s e l l e V a n d e r H e c h t t o Jeanne Kefer , t h e d e p i c t i o n o f t he 

c h i l d i n K h n o p f f s o e u v r e has e v o l v e d dec i s ive ly . T h e a r t i s t has r e d i r e c t e d 

t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n h e r e n t i n t h e p o r t r a i t p a i n t e r ' s p r a c t i c e i n t e r m s t h a t r e 

vea l a c lose p r o x i m i t y t o W h i s t l e r ' s a p p r o a c h i n h i s p o r t r a i t o f C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r . 

W h i l e t u r n i n g t h e m o d e l i n t o a t o o l f o r c o n s t r u c t i n g h i s o w n " a r r a n g e m e n t , " 

K h n o p f f r e t a in s t h e m o d e l ' s a b i l i t y t o res is t t h e act o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . B e f o r e 

s t a g i n g t h e p o r t r a i t b y m e r g i n g a p l ace a n d a b e i n g i n t h e t h e a t r i c a l p r i v a c y 

o f t h e s t u d i o , t h e p a i n t e r c o n c e n t r a t e d o n t h e i n d i v i d u a l he w a s r e q u i r e d t o 

Figure 33 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Study for "The Secret," 

ca. 1902. Pastel and 

charcoal on paper, 

Diam: 30 cm (11 3A in.). 

Private collection. 

Figure 34 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Germaine 

Wiener, ca. 1893. 

Oil on wood, 50 x 

40 cm (19% x 153A in.). 

Brussels, Musees 

royaux des Beaux-Arts 

de Belgique, 10.948. 

Photo: Speltdorn. 
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por t ray . A s k e t c h b o o k page, n o w los t , of fers a p r e p a r a t o r y 

stage o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n [ F I G U R E 3 5 ] . H e r e K h n o p f f has 

r e p r e s e n t e d o n l y Jeanne K e f e r 's face. T r u e t o h i s m e t h o d , 

he has t aken a c lo se -up a p p r o a c h t o set d o w n the l i t t l e g i r l ' s 

features w i t h su rg ica l p r e c i s i o n . As i n m a n y o f h i s p o r t r a i t s , 

t h i s f i r s t stage c o n s t i t u t e s a v e r y spec ia l m o m e n t . A b o l 

i s h i n g d i s t a n c e , K h n o p f f g ive s us a p o r t r a i t t h a t d i r e c t l y 

r e f l e c t s r e a l i t y as i t p r e s e n t s i t s e l f t o h i m . E v e n so , t h i s 

d r a w i n g a l ready h i n t s at t h e o r i e n t a t i o n o f t h e f i n a l p o r 

t r a i t . K h n o p f f leaves v a g u e t h e o r n a m e n t s s u r r o u n d i n g 

t h e o v a l o f t h e face, r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e a r r a n g e m e n t o f t h e 

p o r t r a i t . T h e b o n n e t , t h e h a i r , a n d t h e b o w e n v e l o p t h e 

eyes a n d the m o u t h — t h e features tha t , i n t h e i r essence, 

d e f i n e b e i n g . C o m p a r i s o n w i t h t h e p a i n t e d p o r t r a i t e m 

phas izes t h e Rea l i s t d i m e n s i o n o f t h e p r e p a r a t o r y d r a w 

i n g . T h e face appears s q u a r e r a n d less p e r f e c t t h a n t h e 

p o r c e l a i n i c o n t h a t w o u l d c o m e l a t e r . 

I n the absence o f a r c h i v a l d o c u m e n t s , i t is i m p o s 

s ib le t o be m o r e prec ise as t o t he r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n t h e 

p o r t r a i t a n d i t s m o d e l . W e c a n at bes t t u r n t o o t h e r c o m 

p a r i s o n s . Fo r e x a m p l e , i n a p r e p a r a t o r y p h o t o g r a p h [ F I G 

U R E 3 6 ] f o r t h e Portrait of Monsieur Neve's Children [ F I G U R E 

3 7 ] , t h e c h i l d r e n ' s faces are n o t as r e f i n e d as t h e y appea r 

i n t h e p a i n t i n g . C o m p a r e d w i t h i t e m s f r o m t h e p a i n t e r ' s 

p h o t o g r a p h i c a r c h i v e s [ F I G U R E 3 8 ] , t h e m a n y p a i n t 

i n g s o f h i s s i s t e r M a r g u e r i t e r e v e a l t h e s a m e d i s p a r i t y . 

T h e p r e p a r a t o r y d r a w i n g o f Jeanne [ F I G U R E 3 ^ ] 

c l o s e l y e x a m i n e s t h e c h i l d ' s f e a t u r e s . T h e a r t i s t f i xes o n 

p a p e r a f r a g m e n t o f r e a l i t y p e r c e i v e d w i t h a p h o t o 

g r a p h i c i m m e d i a c y , i n c l u d i n g p o s i t i o n i n g t h e face o f f -

c e n t e r as i f i n s i s t i n g o n t h e f r a m i n g a u t o m a t i c a l l y p e r 

f o r m e d b y t h e p a i n t e r ' s eye . F r o m t h e d r a w i n g t o t h e 

p a i n t i n g , t h e m o d e l b e c o m e s i n c r e a s i n g l y i d e a l i z e d as 

t h e m a s k c o n c e a l i n g t h e r e a l Jeanne takes shape : t h e fea

t u r e s b e c o m e f i n e r , t h e face r o u n d e r , t h e l i p s n a r r o w e r , 

t h e e y e l i d s l i g h t e r , a n d t h e gaze i t s e l f i n t e n s i f i e s . As 

W h i s t l e r h a d a l r e a d y i n d i c a t e d , t h e c h i l d n o l o n g e r b e 

l o n g s t o i t s e l f : i t is n o w p a r t o f a n e x c l u s i v e l y p i c t o r i a l 
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opposite, top 

Figure 35 

Fernand Khnopff, Study 

for the "Portrait of 

Jeanne Kefer," 1885. 

Pencil on paper, 20 x 

13 cm (77s x 5V8 in.). 

Location unknown. 

Reproduced from R. L. 

Delevoy, C. de Croes, 

and G. Ollinger-Zinque, 

Fernand Khnopff, 

2nd ed. (Brussels, 

1987), p. 231, no. 81 . 

opposite, bottom 

Figure 36 

Photograph Used for 

the Portrait of Monsieur 

Neve's Children, 

1893. Private collection. 

l o g i c t o w h i c h i t oppose s t h e f u n d a m e n t a l res i s tance t h a t m a d e C e c i l y A l e x 

a n d e r [ F I G U R E 2 4 ] g l u m a n d su lky . 

K h n o p f f does n o t f o l l o w t h e a n e c d o t a l p a t h t h a t c o r r e s p o n d s m o r e t o 

t h e a u t h o r o f The Gentle Ar t of Making Enemies—James M c N e i l l W h i s t l e r — t h a n 

t o h i s sense o f e x t r e m e reserves. T h e idea o f i s o l a t i o n pa r t i c ipa t e s i n t he p a i n t e r ' s 

Figure 37 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Monsieur 

Neve's Children, 1893. 

Oil on wood, 49.5 x 

40 cm (19V 2 x 15% in.). 

A handwritten note 

in the margin gives the 

names of the models, 

stating that they 

have been grouped 

following the sketch of 

Khnopff's painting. 

Private collection. 
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v e r y m e t h o d . T h e m o v e f r o m d r a w i n g t o t h e a t r i c a l i z e d c o m p o s i t i o n is based o n 

a s y m b o l i c d i s t a n c i n g . G r a p h i c a l l y r e c o m p o s e d , t h e face has e n c o u n t e r e d t h e 

t y p e a n d isolates i t s e l f f r o m any c o n t e x t . I d e a l i z e d , i t b e l o n g s t o a n o t h e r space: 

t ha t o f t h e i m a g e . 

A P H O T O G R A P H I C I C O N 

Figure 38 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Three Photographs of 

Marguerite Khnopff 

Used for Composing 

Memories, 1759-1761. 

Brussels, Archives de 

I'Art Contemporain, 

M usees royaux des 

Beaux-Arts de Belgique. 

Photo: Photographs 

Babilon, Brussels. 

R e m o v e d f r o m r e a l i t y a n d h a v i n g b e c o m e a m a s k , Jeanne's face s l ides i n t o 

a n a r c h i t e c t u r e o f o f f - c e n t e r h o r i z o n t a l a n d v e r t i c a l l i n e s t ha t d e f i n e t h e 

f o c a l p o i n t o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n [ F I G U R E i J . T h e l a y o u t uses a d i s t a n c i n g p r i n 

c i p l e t h a t i n e v i t a b l y evokes p h o t o g r a p h y . Has K h n o p f f u s e d t h i s m e d i u m here? 

Q u i t e p r o b a b l y . T h e press o f t h e t i m e w a s q u i c k t o a l l u d e t o t h e p o s s i b i l i t y . I n 

h i s a c c o u n t o f t h e s a l o n o f Les X X , Georges V e r d a v a i n e desc r ibes t h e p o r t r a i t 

o f Jeanne Kefe r : "Place y o u r s e l f i n t h e r i g h t l i g h t a n d l o o k at t h i s l i t t l e g i r l 

w i t h h e r f l a m i n g b l o n d h a i r a n d l a rge , s u r p r i s e d eyes w h o seems t o be s t a n d 

i n g i n a d o o r w a i t i n g f o r t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r t o a r r i v e w i t h h i s c a m e r a . " 6 3 

T h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h p h o t o g r a p h y 6 4 c o n s t i t u t e s a v i t a l e l e m e n t i n 

K h n o p f f ' s m e t h o d . T h e c a t a l o g u e o f t h e s t u d i o sale t h a t t o o k p l a c e o n 

N o v e m b e r 27 , 1922, a f e w m o n t h s after t he pa in t e r ' s dea th , i n f o r m s us tha t t h e 

d i s p e r s e d ob jec t s i n c l u d e d a S t e i n h e i l c a m e r a w i t h a t r i p o d , s ix d o u b l e f r ames , 

a n d a l l t h e necessary p a r a p h e r n a l i a . 6 5 W h a t w a s t h i s h i g h - q u a l i t y appara tus 

i n t e n d e d for? T h e a r ch ive s i n h e r i t e d f r o m K h n o p f f h i m s e l f 6 6 c o n t a i n a series 

o f f o r t y - f o u r p h o t o g r a p h s t ha t , f r o m 1889 t o a b o u t 1902, s e r v e d as m o d e l s f o r 

S y m b o l i s t c o m p o s i t i o n s , s u c h as Memories [ F I G U R E S 38 , 3 9 ] a n d The Secret. A f e w 
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p h o t o g r a p h i c p r i n t s have also b e e n p r e s e r v e d b y t h e p a t r o n s o f h i s p o r t r a i t s . 

A c a d e m i c p a i n t e r s , i n c l u d i n g Jan v a n Beers i n Brusse ls a n d F r a n z L e n b a c h 6 7 i n 

M u n i c h , d i d n o t e m p l y p h o t o g r a p h y as a t o o l i n c o m m e r c i a l p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g , 

a n d t h e p r a c t i c e w a s , m o r e o v e r , t h e b u t t o f severe c r i t i c i s m i n t h e press. H o w 

ever, K h n o p f f , w h o k e p t h i s d i s t ance f r o m b o t h c r i t i c s a n d the o u t s i d e w o r l d , 

f a v o r e d i t s use i n p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g . A v o i d i n g t h e r e b y t h e p r o x i m i t y i n h e r e n t i n 

l o n g s i t t i n g s , t h e p a i n t e r d i s c o v e r e d i n p h o t o g r a p h y a m e d i u m t h r o u g h w h i c h 

t o q u e s t i o n r e a l i t y : i n s c r i b e d i n t h e i n s t a n t , p h o t o g r a p h y of fe rs an o b j e c t i v e 

r e n d i t i o n . As i f t u r n e d i n t o s tone , l i f e is i m m o b i l i z e d i n t o a d r a w i n g t h a t t h e 

act o f p a i n t i n g w i l l r e n d e r f i n a l . 

B y i t s m e c h a n i c a l n a t u r e , t h e p h o t o g r a p h a l l o w e d t h e p a i n t e r t o p l ace 

a n i n t e r m e d i a t e stage b e t w e e n t h e m o d e l a n d t h e f i n a l i m a g e t h a t f i x e d t h e 

p o s e , p r o v i d e d a p r e l i m i n a r y u n d e r d r a w i n g , e s t a b l i s h e d t h e s e t t i n g , a n d i m 

p o s e d d i s t ance . I t seems t h a t t h e p r e p a r a t o r y d r a w i n g takes p lace at t h i s es

s e n t i a l stage o f t h e c r ea t i ve p rocess , a d h e r i n g t o r e a l i t y w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n i n g 

the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . S t a r t i ng w i t h a p h o t o g r a p h , K h n o p f f w a s able t o c o m e closer 

t o h i s m o d e l w i t h o u t q u e s t i o n i n g t h e p r i n c i p l e o f o t h e r n e s s , w h i c h r e m a i n e d , 

Figure 39 

Fernand Khnopff, Lawn 

Tennis or Memories, 

1889. Pastel on canvas-

backed paper, 127 x 

200 cm (50 x 78% in.). 

Brussels, Musees 

royaux des Beaux-Arts 

de Belgique, 3528. 

Photo: Speltdorn. 
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i n h i s eyes, c e n t r a l t o t h e p o r t r a i t . I n t h e c l o s e - u p l i n k i n g o f t h e d r a w i n g t o 

i t s p h o t o g r a p h i c s u p p o r t , K h n o p f f s c r u t i n i z e d h i s m o d e l . 

T h e i n s t a n t a n e o u s l y c a u g h t p h o t o g r a p h is t h e n r e w o r k e d , d e v e l o p e d , 

a n d s c r a p e d b a r e u n t i l t h e f i n a l i m a g e e m e r g e s . U n d e r c o v e r o f i t s i m i t a t i v e 

p e r f e c t i o n , t h e p h o t o g r a p h e l i m i n a t e s t h e f a s t i d i o u s exerc i se o f r e p r o d u c t i o n 

i n f avor o f a n i m a g e c o n c e i v e d f r o m t h e o u t s e t as " t h e i m p r e s s i o n o f a m e m 

o r y . " A m i r r o r o f r e a l i t y f i x e d at t h e sur face o f t h e paper , t h e p h o t o g r a p h 

b e c o m e s m e m o r y , p r o v i n g t h e ex i s t ence o f w h a t o n c e w a s . B u t t h i s i m a g e is 

n o t an e n d i n i t se l f . I n t h e p a i n t e r ' s eyes, i t is n o m o r e t h a n a t o o l i n se rv ice 

t o m e t a m o r p h o s i s , j u s t as t h e r e c o l l e c t i o n o f s o m e o n e exis ts o n l y t h r o u g h t h e 

a c t i o n o f t h e f a c u l t y o f m e m o r y . 6 8 T h i s f a c u l t y def ines t h e v a l u e t h a t K h n o p f f 

a s s i g n e d t o t h e d r a w i n g . T h e s o u g h t - f o r m i m i c r y finds i n t h e p h o t o g r a p h a 

m o d e l w h o s e a m b i g u i t y creates m e a n i n g : a ves t i ge o f t h e past , i t is n o less 

i n d i s p u t a b l y p r e sen t . 

K h n o p f f s l a rge p a i n t i n g Memories [ F I G U R E 3 9 ] is v e r y l i k e l y w h e r e 

t h e a r t i s t reveals w i t h greates t f o r c e t h e s y m b o l i c v a l u e h e a s s igned t o p h o t o g 

raphy . H e r e t h e i m a g e is m a d e u p o f a t o - a n d - f r o m o v e m e n t , f r o m f r a g m e n t s 

o f p e t r i f i e d r e a l i t y c a p t u r e d b y t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c " e y e " t o t h e i r d r e a m l i k e 

m e t a m o r p h o s i s u n d e r t h e a l c h e m i c a l a c t i o n o f t h e d r a w i n g . T h i s fills o u t t h e 

o r i g i n a l o u t l i n e fixed b y t h e a c t i o n o f t h e l i g h t a n d d e p l o y s t h o s e s ensa t i ons 

t h a t t h e a c t i o n o f m e m o r y favors . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p u n i t i n g t h e d r a w i n g t o t h e 

p h o t o g r a p h j u s t i f i e s t h e w o r k ' s t i t l e as m u c h as does t h e " abs t r ac t " c o m p o s i 

t i o n o f these seven s i m u l t a n e o u s p o r t r a i t s o f h i s sister i n d i f f e r e n t , i f n o t c o n 

f l i c t i n g , c l o t h e s a n d p o i n t s i n t i m e . I n t h i s Recherche du temps perdu — l i k e t h e 

o n e l a t e r u n d e r t a k e n b y M a r c e l P r o u s t — t h e act o f w r i t i n g t h a t d r a w i n g i n 

duces a l o n e seems able t o r e o r g a n i z e t h e f u z z y past . 

T h e a c a d e m i c d o c t r i n e o f t h e " h a p p y m e d i u m " (juste milieu) h a d f o u n d 

i n p h o t o g r a p h y t h e s p e c i a l p l a c e w h e r e d r a w i n g h a p p e n s i n a n e p i p h a n a l 

m o v e m e n t — i n t h e p h y s i c a l sense o f t h e t e r m — l e a d i n g n a t u r a l l y t o t h e cap

t u r i n g o f t h e i c o n i c d i m e n s i o n o f t h e i m a g e . I m p o r t a n t t h o u g h i t i s , h o w 

ever, t h e p h o t o g r a p h r e m a i n s n o m o r e t h a n a t o o l . B y u s i n g i t , K h n o p f f has 

h i m s e l f d i s p u t e d the v a l i d i t y o f the s t a tement tha t "s ince p h o t o g r a p h y fu rn i shes 

us w i t h every des i r ed guaran tee o f exactness . . . , ar t is p h o t o g r a p h y . " 6 9 L i k e Lady 

E l i z a b e t h Eastlake i n 18^7 a n d Char les B a u d e l a i r e t w o years later, K h n o p f f v a l 

u e d t e c h n i c a l i n n o v a t i o n s i m p l y f o r i t s u t i l i t a r i a n f u n c t i o n , w h i c h f r e e d t h e 

p a i n t e r f r o m t h e s e r v i l e tasks i n h e r e n t i n t h e exe rc i s e o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . As 

E a s t l a k e — t h e w i f e o f t he d i r e c t o r o f L o n d o n ' s N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y — h a d p o i n t e d 

o u t , p h o t o g r a p h y is u n a b l e t o t o u c h " t h i s m y s t e r y k n o w n as A r t , i n t he e l u c i 

d a t i o n o f w h i c h p h o t o g r a p h y can p r o v i d e p r e c i o u s assistance s i m p l y b y s h o w -

4 4 



i n g w h a t i t is n o t . " 7 0 I n 1898 K h n o p f f t o o k u p t h e a r g u m e n t at a s y m p o s i u m 

h e p a r t i c i p a t e d i n w i t h R o b e r t de La S ize ranne , A l f r e d Lys Ba ld ry , H e n r y Peach 

R o b i n s o n , a n d G. A . Storey, o r g a n i z e d i n L o n d o n b y t h e Magazine of A r t . 7 1 

F o r K h n o p f f , p h o t o g r a p h y , h o w e v e r m u c h i t f o r m a l l y shares t h e same 

i d e a l as p a i n t i n g — " t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f n a t u r e w i t h t h e l a rges t p o s s i b l e 

N " 7 2 — c a n n o t b e c o n f u s e d w i t h t h e a s p i r a t i o n t o t r a n s c e n d e n c e i n h e r e n t i n 

a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n . T h e c a m e r a lens is u n a b l e t o t r ave l t he p a t h tha t the a r t i s t does , 

w h i c h , c r e a t i n g a c r i s i s i n t h e act o f l o o k i n g , t r a n s f o r m s o u t w a r d r e a l i t y 

R e l a y i n g i n t h i s w a y t h e ideas o f D e La S ize ranne t h a t h a d a p p e a r e d i n t h e Revue 

des Deux-Mondes i n 1897 a n d b e e n p i c k e d u p at t h e o p e n i n g o f t h e 1898 s y m 

p o s i u m , t h e p a i n t e r r e c o g n i z e d p h o t o g r a p h y as h a v i n g o n l y t h r e e f r e e d o m s : 

c h o i c e o f sub jec t , c h o i c e o f f r a m i n g , a n d c h o i c e o f p r i n t i n g . 

For K h n o p f f , " t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r ' s i n t e r v e n t i o n goes n o f u r t h e r t h a n 

i m m o b i l i z i n g h i s m o d e l s i n tableau vivant p o s e s . " 7 3 These tableaux vivants w e r e 

a i m e d at a b o l i s h i n g the d i s tance tha t , w h a t e v e r t he degree o f i l l u s i o n i s m i n t he 

w o r k , separates any i m a g e f r o m r e a l i t y B l u r r i n g t h e l i m i t s o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , 

t h e tableau vivant seeks t o be b o t h p a i n t i n g ( t a b l e a u ) — t h a t is t o say, t h e r e p r e 

s e n t a t i o n o f a s m a l l p a r t o f r e a l i t y f r o m w h i c h i t r e m a i n s at a d i s t a n c e — a n d l i f e 

i t s e l f i n i t s i n n a t e i r r e p r o d u c i b i l i t y [ F I G U R E S 4 0 , 4 1 ] . T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

is m o v i n g t o w a r d t h i s a m b i g u i t y , w h i c h K h n o p f f elevates t o a p o e t i c f o r m . 

T h e r e f e r ence t o t h e p r a c t i c e o f t h e tableau vivant, c u r r e n t at t h e t i m e , 7 4 

tes t i f ies t o t h e " m a r k e r " r o l e a t t r i b u t e d t o p h o t o g r a p h y I ts task is t o f i x , f o r 

ever, a s i n g l e , s taged m o m e n t o f t i m e i n i t s sma l l e s t de ta i l s . T h e i m p o r t a n c e 

K h n o p f f a t taches t o f r a m i n g is e x p l a i n e d b y t h i s n e e d f o r a t h e a t e r l i k e s t a g i n g , 

w h i c h def ines t h e i m a g e b y d i s t a n c i n g i t f r o m rea l i ty . I n s t a n t a n e i t y cap tu res 

n o t a p rocess b u t a t e c h n i c a l r ea l i ty . T h e s t a g i n g t h a t p recedes t h e t a k i n g o f t he 

p h o t o g r a p h places t he usefulness o f p h o t o g r a p h y v e r y c l ea r ly o n the s ide o f t h e 

i d e a a n d t h e " a r r a n g e m e n t . " 

T h e last f r e e d o m is t ha t o f m a n i p u l a t i n g t h e i m a g e as a c h e m i c a l p r o 

cess. H e r e t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r can d i s t u r b t h e l i g h t s a n d shades, b l u r t h e i r r e l a 

t i o n s h i p s , d e s t r o y t h e m o d e l i n g , r e n d e r t h e e n t i r e effect heavier . T h i s is c l e a r l y 

p r o v e d b y t h e p r o o f s b o t h b e f o r e a n d af ter t h e b i c h r o m a t e g u m process t h a t 

c e r t a i n m a n i p u l a t o r s have f u r i o u s l y o r g l o r i o u s l y e x p o s e d . 7 5 B u t K h n o p f f is 

q u i c k t o l i m i t t h e ar t i s t ' s f i e l d o f a c t i o n : " E v e n t h e m o s t s k i l l f u l p h o t o g r a p h e r 

w i l l a t t e m p t i n v a i n , w i l l n e v e r succeed i n d o m i n a t i n g t h e shape a n d t h e l i g h t 

i m p o s e d o n h i m b y h i s m o d e l . " 7 6 R e l e g a t e d t o t h e same l e v e l as t h e engraver , 

t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r c a n n o t , t h e r e f o r e , c l a i m a f r e e d o m o f e x p r e s s i o n . 

I f K h n o p f f c o n f i n e s p h o t o g r a p h y t o R e a l i s m , " w i t h i t s s u p e r f i c i a l 

aspects o f l i f e i n a c t i o n , " 7 7 h e does n o t c o n d e m n i t . F i r s t o f a l l , h e a c k n o w l -
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edges t h a t i t has a d o c u m e n t a r y v a l u e t h a t goes f a r t h e r t h a n t h e s i m p l e surface 

appearance . I n d e e d , t h e p h o t o g r a p h s t a k e n b y K h n o p f f ( o r u n d e r h i s g u i d a n c e , 

as h e states t h a t h e u n d e r s t a n d s n o n e o f t h e t e c h n o l o g i c a l p r o c e s s h i m s e l f ) 

t e s t i f y t o a c a p a c i t y f o r s t a g i n g t h a t p r o f o u n d l y r e n e w s t h e p a i n t e r ' s v o c a b u 

l a r y w i t h i ts d y n a m i c l a y o u t . I t is t r u e tha t K h n o p f f d i d n o t t h i n k o f t he p r i n t s as 
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Figure 40 

Albrecht de Vriendt 

(Belgian, 1843-1900), 

Homage to the Young 

Charles V, 1886. 

Oil on canvas, 125 x 

300 cm (49V 4 x 118Vs 

in.). Brussels, Institut 

royale du Patronomie 

Artistique, 3046. 

Figure 41 

Homage to the Young 

Charles V, tableau 

vivant presented at the 

1913 Ghent Universal 

Exhibition. Postcard, 

Ghent, Het Huis van 

Alijn. 



w o r k s o f ar t i n themse lves . T h e y n o n e t h e l e s s r e m a i n o f s u p r e m e i m p o r t a n c e i n 

fixing t h e i d e a , immobi l i z ing t h e sub j ec t i n a r a d i c a l l y n e w i m a g e . As i l l u s t r a t e d 

b y t h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der Hecht [ F I G U R E 1 9 ] , w h i c h reveals a n o t h e r 

t y p e o f r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e m o d e l , p h o t o g r a p h i c v i s i o n t r a n s f o r m s t h e t r a d i 

t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s o f t h e p a i n t e d p o r t r a i t . 

I n m a k i n g p h o t o g r a p h y a t o o l t h a t is f o r h i m n e i t h e r t h e last r e s o u r c e 

n o r a c r u t c h f o r a p o o r h a n d o r eye, K h n o p f f has d r a w n f r o m i t a n e w f ree 

d o m o f i n v e n t i o n . T h e d y n a m i s m o f t h e f r a m i n g , t h e i n t e l l i g e n t c u t t i n g a n d 

p a s t i n g t o f o r m a c o l l a g e t e s t i f y t o a p h o t o g r a p h i c des i r e : K h n o p f f has p u s h e d 

Jeanne Kefe r b a c k aga ins t t h i s b a c k g r o u n d , w h e r e , immobilized, she is d e l i v e r e d 

t o t h e gaze o f t h e lens . She does n o t pose f o r t h e p a i n t e r i n n u m e r o u s , t i r i n g 

s i t t i n g s b u t b r i e f l y i n t e r r u p t s h e r l i f e t o pose f o r t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r , w h o has 

f o c u s e d h i s l ens o n t h e c h i l d ' s face, l e a v i n g v a g u e e v e r y t h i n g b e h i n d o r r e 

f l e c t e d i n t h e glass. K h n o p f f does n o t l i e : i n h i s p a i n t i n g h e is n o t s e e k i n g t h e 

i l l u s i o n o f a p o s i n g sess ion w i t h i t s s t a g i n g , i t s r e q u i r e m e n t s f o r p l a s t i c i t y , a n d 

i t s p i c t o r i a l re fe rences so dear t o W h i s t l e r . H e " chea t s " w i t h respec t t o t h e i l l u 

s i o n o f s p o n t a n e i t y p r o d u c e d b y t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c act: t h e t a k i n g o f t h e p h o 

t o g r a p h is i t s e l f a c o n s t r u c t i o n — a tableau v i v a n t — t h a t obeys a s t a g i n g c h a r g e d 

w i t h re fe rences t h a t c u l m i n a t e i n an " a r r a n g e m e n t . " 

T h e w a y t h a t K h n o p f f v i e w s p h o t o g r a p h y , t h e r e f o r e , is n o t l a c k i n g i n 

m o d e r n i t y . H e e m p h a s i z e s a n d e x p l o i t s t h e s m a l l e s t d e p a r t u r e s f r o m t h e 

m i m e t i c p r i n c i p l e t o w h i c h t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c act h a d b e e n t o o q u i c k l y r e 

d u c e d . I n fact , t h e l i m i t a t i o n s i n h e r e n t i n p h o t o g r a p h y tha t K h n o p f f exposes 

— t h e a r b i t r a r y n a t u r e o f fixed m o n o c u l a r v i s i o n a n d t h e d i s t ance tha t places 

t h e o b s e r v e r o u t s i d e t h e spectacle o f f e r e d t o t h e c a m e r a l ens ; t h e f r a m i n g tha t 

i m m e d i a t e l y d i r e c t s t h e m e a n i n g o f t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ; t h e r e d u c t i o n o f sen

sa t ions t o t h e v i s u a l p re sence a l o n e ; t h e t r o m p e l ' o e i l t h a t s u m m a r i z e s t h r e e 

d i m e n s i o n s i n t w o ; a n d , finally, t h e r e d u c t i o n o f t h e pa l e t t e t o a d i a l o g u e tha t , 

b e t w e e n b l a c k a n d w h i t e , r educes t h e v a r i o u s shades o f g r a y i n t o a t o n e o f 

s e n t i m e n t c h a r g e d w i t h m e l a n c h o l y — s e r v e t o s u p p o r t t h e ar t i s t ' s q u e s t i o n 

i n g o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n h i s l andscapes , s t i l l l i f e s , a n d p o r t r a i t s . B e i n g m i m e t i c , 

t h e p h o t o g r a p h takes advan tage o f t h e r u l e s o f p e r s p e c t i v e t o b e t t e r r evea l t h e 

a r t i f i c i a l i t y o f t h e i m a g e c o n c e i v e d as an i c o n . 7 8 K h n o p f f r e c o g n i z e s p h o t o g 

r a p h y as possess ing a q u a l i t y based o n t h i s s i m p l e e f fec t o f a r t i f i c e t h a t d e l i v 

ers u p o n l y t h e " m a r k e r " o f r ea l i t y , w i t h t h e s i m p l i c i t y a n d b a n a l i t y o f w h a t 

is j u d g e d t o be a " m i d d l i n g " a r t . 7 9 

I n t h i s c o n t e x t t h e p o r t r a i t en joys a s i n g u l a r status t h a t enables us t o 

p l ace K h n o p f f at t h e h e a r t o f a g r o w i n g p r a c t i c e at t h e e n d o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y . B y m a k i n g l o n g p o s i n g sessions unnecessary , t h e p h o t o g r a p h r educes 
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t h e ar t i s t ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e sub jec t t o a m e c h a n i c a l act p r o d u c i n g n o m o r e 

t h a n a surface effect o n a t h i n f i l m . D e v e l o p e d c h e m i c a l l y , t h e p h o t o g r a p h e d 

b o d y b e c o m e s a m a s k . I n t h e p l ace w h e r e K h n o p f f c a n c o n s t r u c t t h e t y p e b y 

r e c o m p o s i n g a f r a g m e n t e d i d e a l i t y — a spec i f i c m o u t h j o i n e d t o a c e r t a i n 

f o r e h e a d , assoc ia ted w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r set o f eyes, a n d so f o r t h — p h o t o g r a p h y 

r e m a i n s d e p e n d e n t o n t h e hazards o f t h e m o m e n t , o n t h e " t r u t h " o f t h e 

m o d e l , a n d o n t h e ob jec t ' s a b i l i t y t o speak. I t r e n d e r s c o n d i t i o n a l t h e ar t i s t ' s 

a b s o l u t e m a s t e r y o f t h e act o f c r e a t i o n . K h n o p f f seems t o savor t h i s i n s t a n t t h a t 

focuses t h e eye o n a r e f l e c t i o n , b e h i n d w h i c h a n i n n e r l i f e exis ts . 

O n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c r e f e r ence concea l s d e e p r e a l i t y 

u n d e r t h e t h i n surface o f appearance . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , i t a l l o w s t h e p a i n t e r 

t o g ra sp t h i s r e f l e c t i o n a n d t o g i v e i t a n e w aura . F u n c t i o n i n g l i k e a p r e p a r a 

t o r y d r a w i n g — a " p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g " (dessin pho togen ique )—pho tog raphy 

f ixes t h e tableau vivant f r o m w h i c h t h e p a i n t e r c a n d e p l o y h i s i m a g i n a r y v i s i o n . 

I n t h i s way , M o n s i e u r Neve ' s c h i l d r e n have b e e n p h o t o g r a p h e d n o t as t h e y 

h a p p e n e d t o be p o s i t i o n e d at a p a r t i c u l a r m o m e n t b u t a c c o r d i n g t o a s t a g i n g 

p r e e s t a b l i s h e d b y K h n o p f f [see F I G U R E S 36 , 3 7 ] . T h e h a n d w r i t t e n n o t e at t h e 

b o t t o m o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h seems t o c o n f i r m t h i s . L i k e M a r g u e r i t e p o s i n g f o r 

Memories, t h e y have t a k e n u p t h e p o s i t i o n s t h a t t h e p a i n t e r has d i c t a t e d . T h e 

p h o t o g r a p h is t h e r e f o r e n o t t h e o b j e c t i v e r e f l e c t i o n o f a natural i n s t a n t , b u t t h e 

c o n c l u s i o n o f a p rocess o f thought-out c o n s t r u c t i o n t h a t m a k e s e a c h p a r t i c i p a n t 

t h e a c t o r i n a scene t h a t has a l r eady b e e n p l a y e d o u t i n t h e ar t i s t ' s m i n d . W h i l e 

a l l o w i n g t h e a r t i s t t o d e v e l o p h i s w o r k w i t h o u t h a v i n g t o w o r r y a b o u t h i s 

m o d e l s , p h o t o g r a p h y has also p r o v i d e d h i m w i t h a m e d i u m o f r e f l e c t i o n t h a t 

is n o l o n g e r r ea l i t y , b u t a l r eady an i m a g e . I m p e r c e p t i b l y , t h e m o d e l leaves r ea l 

t i m e a n d space a n d en te rs t h e i m a g i n a r y w o r l d o f t h e p a i n t e r , w h o takes h o l d 

o f t h e m o d e l ' s fea tures a n d b o d y : m o u t h s c lose , fea tures b e c o m e p u r e r , a n d 

faces are m o r e r e f i n e d u n t i l t h e y c o r r e s p o n d t o K h n o p f f ' s i d e a l t y p o l o g y . 

A P H O T O G R A P H I C E Y E 

I n h i s t w o essays, p u b l i s h e d n e a r l y t w e n t y yea r s a p a r t ( 1 8 9 8 a n d 1 9 1 6 ) , 

K h n o p f f b e t r a y e d scant i n t e r e s t i n t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c act o f s ee ing , a l t h o u g h 

f o r h i m t h i s w a s a t o p i c o f m a j o r c o n c e r n . I f h e spen t so l i t t l e t i m e o n t h e 

s u b j e c t , i t is because t h e s i n g u l a r n a t u r e o f t h i s f o r m o f s e e i n g c o n t r a d i c t s 

t h e r e s e r v a t i o n s h e r e p e a t e d b e t w e e n 1898 a n d 1916. S u b j e c t , f r a m i n g , a n d 

p r i n t i n g w e r e n o m o r e t h a n s e c o n d a r y aspects; K h n o p f f d e n i e d t h e v a l u e o f 

p h o t o g r a p h y as a r t [ F I G U R E 4 2 ] . H e b e l i e v e d , h o w e v e r , t h a t t h e a c t u a l p h o -
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t o g r a p h i c act o f s ee ing [ F I G U R E 4 3 ] c o n s t i t u t e d t h e v e r y o r i g i n a l i t y o f t h e 

p h o t o g r a p h i c i m a g e a n d , t h r o u g h i t , o f t he p a i n t e d p o r t r a i t . A c o n v e n i e n t t o o l , 

p h o t o g r a p h y also reveals m u c h m o r e t h a n a s i m p l e r e f l e c t i o n . I t d e l i v e r s u p a 

s i n g u l a r p r e s e n c e t h a t R o l a n d B a r t h e s w o u l d l a t e r r e f e r t o as t h e p u n c t u m — 

u n d e r s t o o d as t h e p o i n t t h a t fixes a n d i m m o b i l i z e s m e w h e n I l o o k , a n d t h a t 

t r a n s f o r m s f o r e v e r m y r e a d i n g o f t h e i m a g e . T h e d e t a i l t h a t " j u m p s " at t h e eye 

a t tacks , ga the r s t o i t se l f , a n d upse ts t h e m e a n i n g w i t h o u t necessa r i ly m a k i n g 

sense . 8 2 

As ea r ly as 185-7, L a d y Eastlake h a d e m p h a s i z e d t h i s " f o r c e o f i d e n t i t y " 

t h a t t h e d e t a i l — a b u c k l e d shoe o r a n e g l i g e n t l y h e l d t o y — c o n f e r s o n t h e 

m o d e l . T h i s punctum de t rac t s f r o m w h a t t h e p o r t r a i t i n t e n d s i n o r d e r t o p r e s e n t 

s o m e t h i n g t o o u r v i e w . D i s e n g a g e d f r o m i t s o r n a m e n t a l f u n c t i o n , f r e e d 

f r o m i t s s u b m i s s i o n t o t h e sub jec t , t h e m i n o r d e t a i l reveals m o r e t h a n c o n 

v e n t i o n i n t e n d e d . 8 3 I t b e c o m e s s o m e t h i n g i n e x p r e s s i b l e t h a t t h e p a i n t e r p lays 

w i t h i n t h e p o r t r a i t . T h i s d e t a i l is v e r y m u c h p r e s e n t i n t h e p o r t r a i t o f Jeanne 

Kefe r : t h e t h u m b p i n c h i n g t h e b r o w n b o w o f t h e coa t a n d t h e b l a c k k n o t s o f 

t h e shoes q u e s t i o n t h e eye a n d , b y f o r c i n g i t t o c o n c e n t r a t e o n de t a i l s , b l u r t h e 

g e n e r a l o b v i o u s n e s s o f t h i s " s i m p l e " p o r t r a i t . 

Figure 42 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail 

of Jeanne Kefer's face. 

Figure 43 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail 

of Jeanne Kefer's eye. 

Microphotograph, 

JPGM Paintings Conser

vation Department. 
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I n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e h i s t o r y o f p h o t o g r a p h y , w h i c h K h n o p f f is m o r e 

a p a r t o f t h a n h e w o u l d have c a r e d t o a d m i t , t h i s w o r k s h o u l d be seen w i t h 

r e f e r ence t o t h e B r i t i s h c u l t u r e t o w h i c h t h e a r t i s t w a s , as w e k n o w , v e r y sen

s i t i ve . F r o m W i l l i a m H e n r y Fox T a l b o t t o T h o m a s H a r d y , a n d n o t f o r g e t t i n g 

L e w i s C a r r o l l , B r i t i s h c u l t u r e e x a l t e d t h e p h a n t a s m a g o r i c o p e n n e s s o f p h o t o g 

r a p h y tha t , m e t a p h o r i c a l l y , a l l o w e d t h e m t o q u e s t i o n t h e p r i n c i p l e o f c r e a t i v 

i ty . A l t h o u g h i n h i s w r i t i n g s h e d i s t a n c e d h i m s e l f f r o m t h i s p r a c t i c e , K h n o p f f 

i n fact p a r t i c i p a t e d f u l l y i n t h e des i r e t o ana lyze t h e r e a l i t y seen, w h i c h , o n c e 

o n p a p e r a n d f i x e d as a n i m a g e , l e n t i t s e l f t o v i s u a l ana lys is a n d e x p l a n a t i o n . 

I n p h o t o g r a p h y , t h i s p h e n o m e n o n u n f o l d e d as " g a m e s o f w r i t i n g w h i c h sat

u r a t e t h e r e a l i s t i c i m a g e w i t h i m a g i n a r y a d d i t i o n s . " 8 2 I n t h i s way , p h o t o g r a p h y 

w a s t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a n e n i g m a t h a t Ta lbo t ' s " p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g s " a l r eady 

c e l e b r a t e d as " m a g i c . " 8 3 

K h n o p f f a lso appears d e p e n d e n t o n a n o t h e r f ea tu r e o f t h e r e l a t i o n 

s h i p o f B r i t i s h c u l t u r e w i t h p h o t o g r a p h y , t h a t o f possess ion . As ea r ly as 1830, 

b e f o r e s t a r t i n g h i s t e c h n i c a l r e sea rch , T a l b o t h a d r a i s e d t h e q u e s t i o n i n a p o e m 

e n t i t l e d " T h e M a g i c M i r r o r . " I n t h i s v a m p i r e l i k e t r ans fe r f r o m o n e s e l f t o t h e 

o the r , t h e m i r r o r i n d u c e s a f e e l i n g o f pos ses s ion t h a t w o u l d i n p a r t d e t e r m i n e 

t h e w a y p h o t o g r a p h y , a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c p o r t r a i t , w a s seen 

a n d u n d e r s t o o d . 8 4 I n t h e case o f Jeanne Kefer [ F I G U R E I ] , t h i s s e n s a t i o n o f p o s 

session is a c h i e v e d b y the m e t h o d i c a l w o r k o f t he pa in te r , w h o , step b y step, 

m o v e s away f r o m the r e a l i t y r e f l ec t ed b y the p h o t o g r a p h w i t h o u t ever r e n o u n c 

i n g h i s m a s t e r y o f t h i s o r i g i n a l act o f se izure . T h e p a i n t b r u s h takes ove r f r o m 

the camera lens , m e t a m o r p h o s i n g an a n e c d o t a l pose i n t o a p h i l o s o p h i c a l m e d i 

t a t i o n o n t h e o the rnes s e m b o d i e d b y t h i s c h i l d i m p r i s o n e d i n a p i c t o r i a l space. 

T h e a s s o c i a t i o n o f t h e m i r r o r w i t h p h o t o g r a p h y i n v o l v e s t h e e l i m i n a 

t i o n o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r as i n t e r m e d i a r y T a l b o t ' s theses c o n c u r w i t h t h i s , 

r e d u c i n g p h o t o g r a p h y t o a " n a t u r a l " m e c h a n i s m g o v e r n e d b y t h e s u n . I n t h i s 

process , t he s u s p e n s i o n o f t i m e gives t he o b j e c t an o p p o r t u n i t y t o " t race i ts o w n 

o u t l i n e w i t h o u t t h e h e l p o f t h e ar t i s t ' s p e n c i l , " 8 5 i n t h e same w a y t h a t t h e face 

l i g h t l y t o u c h e s t h e su r face o f a m i r r o r . W e w i l l see tha t , i n K h n o p f f ' s case, 

t h i s c o n c e p t i o n ties i n w i t h h i s f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h t h e p a i n t i n g o f t h e F l e m i s h 

p r i m i t i v e s , w i t h i t s s m o o t h surfaces a n d glazes t h a t a l l o w t h e l i g h t t o d e p l o y 

i t s e l f f r o m t h e d e p t h s o f t h e i m a g e as i f i t w e r e n o m o r e t h a n a r e f l e c t i o n 

i m p r i s o n e d i n t h e m i r r o r . 

I n a s m a l l s e l f - p o r t r a i t d a t i n g f r o m 1882, K h n o p f f a l r eady h a d e x p e r i 

ence w i t h t h i s p h o t o g r a p h i c act o f s e e i n g t h a t is at w o r k i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne 

Kefer. I t s h o w s h i m l o o k i n g at h i m s e l f i n t h e m i r r o r w i t h a f i x e d eye, a n eye 

l i k e t h e o n e t h a t , t h r o u g h t h e c a m e r a l e n s , m e t a p h o r i c a l l y seizes h o l d o f 
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r e a l i t y . T h i s p a r a l l e l is far f r o m i r r e l e v a n t i n t h e case o f 

K h n o p f f , w h o r e t u r n e d r e g u l a r l y t o t h i s m i r r o r m o t i f . 

I n 1889 W i t h Gregoire Le Roy: M y Heart Cries for the Past 

[ F I G U R E 4 4 ] stages t h i s n o t i o n i n i t s p l u r a l d i m e n s i o n . 

T h i s t h e m e is p resen t i n t he c o n s t i t u t i o n o f t he " m e " i n t he 

r e f l e c t i o n , l e a d i n g i t astray d o w n na rc i s s i s t i c avenues, c o n 

f i r m i n g t h e e n g u l f i n g p o w e r o f t h e p r i n c i p l e o f i m a g e . 

T h e m i r r o r is o n e a n c h o r i n g p o i n t o f t h e v i r t u a l t h e 

a ter t h a t K h n o p f f stages. I t t u r n s i n t o a s c r e e n w h e n t h e 

eye p r o j e c t s o n t o i t t h e r e f l e c t i o n o f i t s e x t e r i o r , a n d i t 

b e c o m e s p o r o u s w h e n m e m o r y inves ts i t w i t h s u l l e n 

m e l a n c h o l y . Fo r K h n o p f f t h e m i r r o r is n o t l i m i t e d t o t h e 

surface effect , as c a n be seen i n t h e v a r i a n t s o f M y Heart 

Cries for the Past. O n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e w o m a n seeks t o fuse 

w i t h h e r r e f l e c t i o n , a f f i r m i n g t h e u n i t y o f t w o o p p o s i n g 

r ea l i t i e s . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h e i m a g e set i n t h e f r a m e 

t ends t o a b o l i s h i t s o w n o u t l i n e t o r e s to re t h e f a d e d sen

s a t i o n . T h e spa t i a l u n i t y t h a t is r e n e w e d t h r o u g h t h e n a r 

c i s s i s t i c k i s s r e s t o r e s t h e l i n k s b i n d i n g t h e pas t t o t h e 

present . As i n s t an t aneous as a p h o t o g r a p h , the i m a g e b o r n 

o n t h e m i r r o r ' s surface r e t a in s i t s p s y c h o l o g i c a l d e p t h . 

W h i l e p a y i n g a t t e n t i o n t o t h e la t ter , K h n o p f f c o u l d n o t 

r e m a i n i n s e n s i t i v e t o t h e f o r m e r . 

T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer is w i t n e s s t o K h n o p f f ' s 

r e f l e c t i o n o n the act o f p h o t o g r a p h y . I t m a y even have b e e n 

t h e l a b o r a t o r y i n w h i c h t h i s r e f l e c t i o n w a s c a r r i e d o u t , 

w i t h t h e p a i n t e r s e e k i n g t o m o v e away f r o m a m o d e r n i s t 

r e a d i n g s h a c k l e d t o Real i s t aes the t ics , w i t h t h e i r m a t e r i a l 

effects a n d l y r i c ges tures . F o l l o w i n g t h i s r e a d i n g , K h n o p f f 

u s e d p h o t o g r a p h y p r e c i s e l y t o r e d i s c o v e r t h e d e e p m e a n 

i n g o f p a i n t i n g . 

A C O D E D S C R I P T 

B e t w e e n t h e s i m p l e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e m o d e l a n d 

t h e e n g u l f i n g e f fec t o f t h e i m a g e , K h n o p f f also p lays 

w i t h p h o t o g r a p h i c references. C h i l d p o r t r a i t u r e r a p i d l y b e 

c a m e a s p e c i a l t y o f m o d e r n p h o t o g r a p h y [ F I G U R E 4 5 " ] . 8 6 

5l 

Figure 44 

Fernand Khnopff, 

With Gregoire Le Roy: 

My Heart Cries for the 

Past, 1889. Pencil, 

color crayons, and white 

chalk on gray-blue 

paper, 25.5 x 14.5 cm 

(10 x 5% in.). New York, 

The Hearn Family Trust. 



Figure 45 

Postcard, early 

twentieth century. 

Reproduced with the 

kind assistance of 

Messrs. Couvreur and 

Smyers. 

T h e s t a g i n g o f t h e Portrai t of Jeanne Kefer re f lec t s t h e d e m a n d s o f a r a p i d l y ex 

p a n d i n g p h o t o g r a p h i c i n d u s t r y A p l a y t h i n g f o r t h e l e i s u r e d classes, t h e p r a c 

t i c e a lso f o u n d r e a l mas t e r s i n L e w i s C a r r o l l a n d J u l i a M a r g a r e t C a m e r o n . 

W h i l e n o t neces sa r i l y s h a r i n g t h e i r v i s i o n o f c h i l d h o o d , 8 7 K h n o p f f is n o n e 

theless i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e i r c o n c e p t i o n s o f t h e i m a g e . 

K h n o p f f has r e t a i n e d t h e o r i g i n a l i t y o f C a r r o l l ' s f r a m i n g as w e l l as h i s 

e m p h a s i s o n t h e c h e m i c a l r e a l i t y o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c i m a g e , w h i c h revea l s 

i t s e l f i n s l o w deg rees . K h n o p f f m a k e s p a i n t i n g a n e q u i v a l e n t o f C a r r o l l ' s 

" b l a c k a r t . " 8 8 L i k e C a r r o l l , K h n o p f f uses a d y n a m i c f r a m i n g t h a t tes t i f ies t o a 

m a g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h r e a l i t y . T h i s i n c l u d e s t h e s t r i p p i n g o f s e t t i n g a n d a 

s y m b o l i c use o f accessories . Several o f C a r r o l l ' s p h o t o g r a p h s c a n be s h o w n t o 

p a r a l l e l K h n o p f f ' s p a i n t i n g s [ F I G U R E S 4 6 , 4 7 ] . B o t h K h n o p f f a n d C a r r o l l 

m a k e t h e i m a g e — p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g f o r t h e f i r s t , p h o t o g r a p h i c t hea t e r 



Figure 46 

Lewis Carroll (Charles 

Dodgson; English, 

1832-1898), Alice 

Liddell Lying on a Sofa, 

Summer 1858. 

Albumen print. Photo 

courtesy Sotheby's 

Picture Library, London. 

Figure 47 

Fernand Khnopff, 

In Summer, 1889. 

Oil on wood, 

24 x 31 cm 

(9V 2 x 12V 4 in.). 

Private collection. 



Figure 48 

Lewis Carroll, A Scan

dinavian Xie, 1873. 

Reproduced from 

Morton N. Cohen, 

Reflections in a Looking 

Glass: A Centennial 

Celebration of Lewis 

Carroll, Photographer 

(New York, 1998), p. 70. 

Figure 49 

Julia Margaret Cameron 

(English, 1815-1879), 

[Alethea] Alice Liddell, 

[1872]. Albumen print, 

32.5 x 23.7 cm (12 1 3/ie 

x 95/i6 in.). Los Angeles, 

J. Paul Getty Museum, 

84.XM.443.18. 

f o r t h e s e c o n d — i n t o a " p h i l o s o p h i c a l t o o l " 8 9 tha t operates t he w a y a m i r r o r 

does. T h e s ame r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e tableau vivant passes n a t u r a l l y f r o m t h e 

p a i n t e r t o t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r . L i k e C a r r o l l , K h n o p f f w a n t s h i s figures t o have 

t h i s g r a p h i c e l e g a n c e — a n a t t r a c t i v e d e s i g n — a n d h e p r e f e r s f u l l - l e n g t h p o r 

t r a i t s a n d expres s ive e f f e c t s . 9 0 

K h n o p f f also aspires t o express t h e i n n o c e n c e o f t h e sub j ec t [ F I G 

U R E 4 8 ] . T h e r e f e r ence is n o t t o b o u r g e o i s c o n v e n t i o n s , h o w e v e r , b u t t o t hose 

i n h e r e n t i n t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . W h e r e a s i n C a r r o l l ' s w o r k t h i s i m m e d i a c y o f 

t h e b a r e d s u b j e c t is b a s e d i n p h o t o g r a p h i c p h a n t a s m a g o r i a , i n t h e case o f 

K h n o p f f i t cal ls f o r an exerc i se o f d e c o d i n g t ha t takes t h e v i e w e r b e y o n d t h e 

m a s k o f appearances . Fo r C a r r o l l , t h e p r i s o n e r o f V i c t o r i a n p u r i t a n i s m , i n n o 

cence is t h e p r o d u c t o f a n i m a g i n a r y e l s e w h e r e . Fo r K h n o p f f , i t cons i s t s o f a n 

i n t e r i o r e x p e r i e n c e d e r i v i n g f r o m a n d d e p e n d i n g o n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b i n d i n g 

t h e p a i n t e r t o t h e m o d e l , a n d t h e sub jec t o f t h e p a i n t i n g t o t h e p a i n t i n g i t se l f . 

K h n o p f f shares t h i s p r i m a c y o f t h e i m a g e i n i t s p l a s t i c s e n s i b i l i t y w i t h 

J u l i a M a r g a r e t C a m e r o n . She c o n f e r r e d o n p h o t o g r a p h y a p s y c h i c d i m e n s i o n 

t h a t m a d e t h e i m a g e t h e r e f l e c t i o n o f a sensa t ion . T h e t r e a t m e n t o f t h e surface 
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p l a y s a less i m p o r t a n t r o l e h e r e t h a n t h e d e c o d i n g , 

w h i c h , u n d e r t h e e x t e r i o r f o r m , a l l o w s e x i s t e n c e t o r i s e 

t o the surface. For C a m e r o n , the p h o t o g r a p h e r — l i k e the 

p a i n t e r — s h o u l d seek t o seize t h e i n n e r w o r k i n g s o f t h e 

s o u l [ F I G U R E 4 9 ] . B r e a k i n g t h e u n i t y o f t h e sur face , 

C a m e r o n re jec t s t h e f i n i t e t h a t is t r a d i t i o n a l l y s h a c k l e d t o 

t he o b j e c t i v i t y o f t he p h o t o g r a p h i c r e n d e r i n g . C a m e r o n 

p h o t o g r a p h s h e r s u b j e c t c l o s e - u p , c o m b i n i n g a w i d e 

a p e r t u r e w i t h l o w levels o f l i g h t . 9 1 T h r o u g h i t s q u i v e r 

i n g , " t r e m o l o " e f fec t , t h e i m a g e t ies t h e t a c t i l e q u a l i t y 

o f the close v i e w t o the " u n c e r t a i n t y " e n d e m i c t o the expe 

r i e n c e o f the senses. Far f r o m an i d e a l i t y r e d u c e d t o c o n 

c e p t u a l i z e d f o r m , Cameron ' s a p p r o a c h m e e t s t h e n e e d t o 

see t h e m o d e l u p c lose , w i t h a p r o x i m i t y t h a t r e s to re s 

t he i m m e d i a c y o f t he sensa t ion . K h n o p f f re ta ins o n l y a f e w 

o f these q u i v e r i n g ef fec ts , w h i c h inves t t h e act o f l o o k i n g 

w i t h a des i re t o t o u c h : t h e vagueness o f t h e l i t t l e g i r l ' s 

h a i r , t h e v a p o r o u s s e n s a t i o n o f t h e f l e s h , a n d t h e p a r t i a l 

e f f a c e m e n t o f t h e o u t l i n e t e s t i f y t o t h e same sensua l i ty . 

B u t a f t e r t h i s , C a m e r o n , l i k e K h n o p f f , is c a r e f u l 

t o d i s t a n c e h e r s e l f f r o m t h i s " i n s t i n c t i v e act o f l o o k i n g . " 

T h e m e a n i n g she is s e e k i n g is t he f i n a l o u t c o m e o f a w o r k 

o f p u r i f i c a t i o n a n d s t a g i n g , w i t h t h e sense o f t o u c h g i v i n g 

w a y t o t he t h e a t r i c a l i t y o f t he pose. T h e u n c e r t a i n t y o f the 

c o n t o u r is " c o r r e c t e d " as t he i m a g e b e c o m e s m o r e d i s t a n t 

a n d t h e p l a y o f l i g h t c o m p o s e s i t s o w n r h e t o r i c . K h n o p f f 

w o u l d f o l l o w the same p a t h . I n t h i s w a y , i n Memories [see 

F I G U R E 3 9 ] , e a c h p l a y e r has h e r o w n r o l e a n d e a c h ges

t u r e b e c o m e s t h e p a r a d i g m o f a s t o r y r e v e a l e d b y t h e 

l i g h t . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p e n t e r e d i n t o w i t h e a c h i n d i v i d u a l 

i n s t a n t o f t h i s u n i q u e m o d e l is r e c o m p o s e d i n t h e u n i t y 

o f t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n . 

F r o m C a m e r o n , K h n o p f f has p r e s e r v e d the m e l a n 

c h o l y o f a pose t h a t escapes i n t o m e m o r y , i m p a r t i n g t o 

t h e i m a g e t h e loss o f tautness cha rac t e r i s t i c o f w o r k s o f t he 

i m a g i n a t i o n [ F I G U R E $o]. T h e p o r t r a i t g i v e s w a y t o a 

face m i n u s t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e m o d e l s t i l l b e i n g e x 

p e r i e n c e d as an o b l i g a t i o n . F r o m the Portrait of Jeanne Kefer t o 

A r u m L i l y [see F I G U R E 7 6 ] , t h e s a m e face e v o l v e s f r o m 

r e a l i t y t o d r e a m , f r o m w o r k based o n a m o d e l t o fantasy. 
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A N I N S T A N T A N E I T Y L I K E T H A T O F 

T H E F L E M I S H P R I M I T I V E S 

overleaf 

Figure 50 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Acrasia: The Faerie 

Queen, 1892. Oil on 

canvas, 150.8 x 

45 cm (59% x 17 3A in.). 

Anne-Marie Gillion 

Crowet Collection. 

D i s q u a l i f i e d f r o m t h e r e a l m o f a r t i n t e r m s o f m e n t a l c o n s t r u c t i o n , p h o 

t o g r a p h y — r e d u c e d t o a n i n d u s t r i a l p r o c e s s — w a s also c r i t i c i z e d f r o m 

t h e v i e w p o i n t o f h a n d l i n g . I n an a r t i c l e p u b l i s h e d b y L ' A r t Moderne i n 1881, a n 

a n o n y m o u s c r i t i c c o m p l a i n s , f o r e x a m p l e , o f t h e l a c k o f any trace o f t h e art is t 's 

h a n d — a n d h e n c e the absence o f g e n i u s — i n p h o t o g r a p h y . I t is t h e p r e sence o f 

t h i s h a n d , t h e " i n t e r p r e t e r o f t he s o u l , " 9 2 t ha t is seen as g u a r a n t e e i n g a u n i q u e 

p resence tha t t h e c a m e r a w i p e s o u t . T h e t h e m e o f t h e n a t u r a l i m a g e is a c c o m 

p a n i e d , as w e have seen, b y t h e o b l i t e r a t i o n o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r t o a c h i e v e 

a n act t h a t is seen as o b j e c t i v e f o r b e i n g s p o n t a n e o u s . T h e a r g u m e n t r a d i c a l l y 

o p p o s e s t h e s m o o t h , m e c h a n i z e d t e x t u r e o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h t o t h e l y r i c a l , 

m a t t e r - b a s e d h a n d l i n g i n a p a i n t i n g . I t is t h e m o v e m e n t o f t h e ar t is t ' s h a n d — 

s w e e p i n g , f ree , a n d a n c h o r e d i n m a t t e r — t h a t a l o n e g u a r a n t e e s t h e a r t i s t ' s 

p resence . I n t h i s way, i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer, t h e m o t i f o f t h e p a n e o f glass 

takes o n a p e r s o n a l q u a l i t y , m a k i n g t h i s p o r t r a i t w i t h i n a p o r t r a i t i n t o a s i g n a 

t u r e tha t repeats t he o n e i n c i s e d at t he b o t t o m o f t he canvas [see F I G U R E S 23 , 

2 4 ] . T h e l a t t e r n a m e s ; t h e f o r m e r de s igna t e s . 

T h e q u e s t i o n o f h a n d l i n g r e t u r n s us o n c e a g a i n t o p h o t o g r a p h y . T h e 

c o n d e m n a t i o n o f p h o t o g r a p h y as a s t r i c t l y t e c h n i c a l process places o n t r i a l 

b o t h t h e p r a c t i c e o f c o p y i n g a n d t h e i d e a o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n as l a c k i n g any 

t e m p e r a m e n t . T h e fac t is t h a t t h i s l y r i c i s m , w h i c h a n i m a t e s t h e s e n t e n c e o r 

passes t h r o u g h t h e b r u s h , u n d e r m i n e s t h e N a t u r a l i s t a p p r o a c h . 9 3 T h e c r i t i 

c i s m e x p r e s s e d i n L'Art Moderne, w h i c h sees p h o t o g r a p h y as a ser ies o f t e c h 

n i c a l processes t h a t " d i m i n i s h l i f e , . . . cause t h e p e r s o n a l i t y t o v a n i s h , [ a n d ] 

d e p r i v e t h e w o r k o f i t s p s y c h o l o g i c a l s u b s t a n c e , " 9 6 is t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a r g u 

m e n t s i n f avor o f t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f t h e N a t u r a l i s t i m a g e . 

F o r K h n o p f f , t h e i m p e r s o n a l c h a r a c t e r o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c d r a w i n g 

is a s p i r i t u a l r e q u i r e m e n t , o f w h i c h t h e Portrai t of Jeanne Kefer is o n e o f t h e first 

resul t s . R e f l e c t i n g rea l i ty , t h e i m a g e speaks an u n k n o w n l a n g u a g e tha t i t is o u r 

task t o d e c i p h e r w i t h o u t l o s i n g t o u c h w i t h w h a t has b e e n d e p i c t e d . T h e 

m i m e t i c i l l u s i o n c o n s t i t u t e s a n i m p e r a t i v e : t ha t o f a l l o w i n g n a t u r e t o " p r i n t 

i t s e l f " o n t o t h e canvas , w h e r e i t c a n b e d e c o d e d , u n d e r s t o o d , a n d r e c o m -

p o s e d i n t o s o m e t h i n g b e y o n d w h a t is a c c i d e n t a l a n d t h a t c o r r e s p o n d s t o t h e 

p r o j e c t t h a t t h e p a i n t e r has d e v e l o p e d i n h i s m i n d [ F I G U R E 5 1 ] . A p o r t r a i t 

s h o u l d t h e r e f o r e t e n d t o w a r d pe r f ec t m i m e t i c i l l u s i o n , t he b e t t e r t o e m p h a s i z e 

the distances separa t ing the final i m a g e f r o m the m o d e l , w h o is subject t o r e a l i t y 

T h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f p h o t o g r a p h y is r o o t e d i n a p h i l o s o p h y o f p a i n t i n g 

tha t K h n o p f f w a s c o n s t a n t l y e x p l o r i n g . I n t h i s w a y the " p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g " 
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r e s p o n d s t o t h e engraver ' s i n c i s i o n i n t o t h e c o p p e r p l a t e . 

T h e la t te r p r o d u c e s a sharp l i n e tha t causes the w h i t e o f the 

paper t o v i b r a t e . T h e f o r m e r dissolves t he l i n e i n t o a l u m i 

n o u s c o n t i n u i t y t h a t i g n o r e s t h e v a c u u m [ F I G U R E gl]. I n 

i t s t r a n s p a r e n c y t h e l a t t e r t e n d s t o w a r d n a r r a t i v e i n t h e 

d e p l o y m e n t o f t h e a r t i s t ' s h a n d . I n i t s d e n s i t y i t d e l i v e r s 

i t s e l f as a u n i q u e presence . T h e p o r t r a i t expresses t h i s c o n 

stant t o - a n d - f r o w i t h subt le ty , r e t a i n i n g f r o m t h e p r e p a r a 

t o r y d r a w i n g o n l y a f e w s t r o k e s t h a t d e f i n e t h e s u b j e c t 

a n d p o s i t i o n t h e c o m p o s i t i o n . F r o m t h e so lar a p p a r i t i o n 

d e l i v e r e d b y p h o t o g r a p h y , K h n o p f T has r e t a i n e d t h e i n d e 

s c r i b a b l e m o v e m e n t o f l i g h t , t h e i n f o r m a l fluidity o f ha i r . 

F o r K h n o p f f , t h e " e l o q u e n c e o f a r t " i n v o k e d b y 

t h e c r i t i c f o r L 'Ar t Moderne l ies n e i t h e r i n t o r m e n t e d 

b r u s h s t r o k e s n o r i n p a i n t h a n d l i n g tha t in jec t s t h e ar t i s t ' s 

s u b j e c t i v i t y i n t o t h e d e p i c t e d c o l o r s a n d shapes. Ra the r , 

t h e w o r k o f t h e h a n d cons i s t s o f a m e t h o d i c a l exerc i se o f 

d e c o d i n g , w h i c h p r o d u c e s a w o r k tha t is at o n c e clear a n d 

s y m b o l i c , b i n d i n g i n a s i n g l e pe r spec t ive m o d e r n p h o t o g 

r a p h y a n d t h e p a i n t i n g s o f t h e F l e m i s h p r i m i t i v e s . 

R i g h t f r o m h i s first a p p e a r a n c e o n t h e B r u s s e l s 

a r t i s t i c scene, K h n o p f f w a s d e s c r i b e d as a " m o d e r n - d a y 

M e m l i n g . " 9 5 C o m p a r e d t o t he m i n i a - t u r i s t s , t h e e p i t h e t o f 

" G o t h i c " a p p l i e d t o h i s w o r k p o i n t s t o a n e w v i e w o f t h e 

F l e m i s h i d e n t i t y as s o m e t h i n g less R u b e n s i a n a n d rea l i s t , 

a n d m o r e s y m b o l i c a n d " p r i m i t i v e " [ F I G U R E 5 3 ] . 9 6 W r i t i n g 

o f t h e f e m a l e face K h n o p f f e x h i b i t e d at t h e 1883 L'Essor 

Sa lon , t h e c r i t i c f o r La Jeune Belgique d r e w h i s readers ' 

a t t e n t i o n t o t h e p a r a l l e l : " [ K h n o p f f ] appea r s t o seek t o 

r e n e w , b y m o d e r n i z i n g i t , t h e a r t o f t h e p r i m i t i v e s . F r o m 

t h e m h e has a l r e a d y t a k e n t h a t s e l f - c o n f i d e n t l i n e a n d 

t h a t m e t i c u l o u s t o u c h i n w h i c h t h e v a l u e o f h i s w o r k s 

l i e s . " 9 7 T h e r e f e r e n c e t o G o t h i c is a l l t h e m o r e i n s i s t e n t 

g i v e n tha t t he fifteenth-century F l e m i s h p r i m i t i v e s w e r e 

ju s t t h e n b e i n g r e d i s c o v e r e d , m a r k e d b y a R o m a n t i c des i re 

t o m o v e a w a y f r o m c l a s s i c i s m . T h e m o v e m e n t p a r a l l e l e d 

t h a t o f t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y E n g l i s h P r e - R a p h a e l i t e s , w h o 

w e r e t hemse lves f a sc ina ted b y H a n s M e m l i n g ' s e m b l e m 

at ic p e r s o n a l i t y . I t w a s M e m l i n g i n p a r t i c u l a r w h o c a u g h t 

t h e p u b l i c ' s a t t e n t i o n . P e r c e p t i o n o f h i s w o r k w a s v e i l e d 

Figure 51 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail 

of the layers of glazes 

on the girl's thumb. 

Figure 52 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne 

Kefer [Figure 1]. 

Detail revealing 

the underlying drawing. 

Micrographs, JPGM 

Paintings Conservation 

Department. 
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i n s e n t i m e n t a l i s m : i n h i m w a s seen t h e e x p r e s s i o n o f a "sense o f d e v o t i o n , 

o f i d e a l p u r i t y i n w h i c h R o m a n t i c Sehnsucht r e c o g n i z e s a l o s t n a i v e t e . " 9 8 T h e 

a r t i s t ' s p e r s o n a is c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e H o s p i t a l o f Sa in t J o h n , " w h e r e 

h e spen t a l a r g e p a r t o f h i s l i f e a n d w h e r e h e c r ea t ed s o m e o f h i s m a s t e r p i e c e s . 

K h n o p f f la ter p o r t r a y e d these w o r k s i n a series o f d r a w i n g s l i n k e d t o h i s r e a d 

i n g o f Bruges la Mort , Georges R o d e n b a c h ' s S y m b o l i s t n o v e l ( 1 8 9 2 ) . 

Far f r o m r e j e c t i n g t h e f l a t t e r i n g c o m p a r i s o n w i t h M e m l i n g , K h n o p f f 

p a i d h i m h i s d u e i n D e c e m b e r 1893 b y p r e s e n t i n g l e c tu r e s t o t h e A r t s S e c t i o n 

o f t h e M a i s o n d u P e u p l e o n h i s c o n c e p t o f t h e F l e m i s h G o t h i c p a i n t e r s , Jan 

v a n E y c k , Q u e n t i n M e t s y s , a n d H a n s M e m l i n g i n p a r t i c u l a r . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , t h e 

t e x t o f these l e c t u r e s is l o s t . I n a l l l i k e l i h o o d t h e p a i n t e r e v o k e d h i s a d m i r a 

t i o n f o r t h e p r e c i s i o n o f d e t a i l , t h e c r y s t a l l i n e p u r i t y o f t h e d r a w i n g , a n d t h e 

" p r e c i o u s e x e c u t i o n " 1 0 0 o f t h o s e j e w e l s i m p r i n t e d w i t h m y s t i c i s m , w h i c h 

l e d h i m t o s t u d y a n d d r a w i n s p i r a t i o n f r o m several o f M e m l i n g ' s f i g u r e s . 1 0 1 

K h n o p f f ' s i n t e r e s t i n t h e ea r ly F l e m i s h p a i n t e r s s h o u l d be seen as p a r t 

o f a vast m o v e m e n t o f r e d i s c o v e r y t h a t b e g a n i n t h e 185-os, w h e n t h e A n t w e r p 

p a i n t e r H e n r i L e y s 1 0 2 s k e t c h e d o u t a d e f i n i t i o n o f a F l e m i s h s e n s i b i l i t y , 

p a s s ing n o l o n g e r t h r o u g h R u b e n s a n d t h e v a r i e g a t e d p a t t e r n s o f t h e B a r o q u e 

b r u s h b u t t h r o u g h t h e i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n o f a t i g h t h a n d l i n g c lo se t o t h e aca

d e m i c sense o f " f i n i s h . " I n t h i s w a y t h e m o v e m e n t b e g u n i n B e l g i u m j o i n s 

t h e o n e t h a t , i n E n g l a n d , l e d c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s l y t o t h e c r e a t i o n o f t h e P r e -

R a p h a e l i t e B r o t h e r h o o d . 

I n 1871 t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f W i l l i a m H e n r y James W h e a l e ' s b o o k o n 

M e m l i n g c a l l e d f o r a n i n i t i a l r e v i s i o n o f t h e a r t i s t ' s o e u v r e , f r e e d f r o m 

R o m a n t i c m y t h o l o g y . 1 0 3 A l o n g s i d e tha t o f t he E n g l i s h Pre-Raphael i tes , t he p a i n t 

i n g o f the f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y F l e m i s h p r i m i t i v e s p r o v i d e d the basis f o r r e f l e c t i o n 

o n the i m a g e a n d i ts c o d i f i c a t i o n . C o n d i t i o n e d b y the p h o t o g r a p h i c o b j e c t i v i t y 

t h e n at the hea r t o f the debate, the reference t o the ear ly F l e m i s h artists t ouches 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y o n t h e o r y a n d p r a c t i c e . S a d d e n e d b y t h e p r e s e n t , S y m b o l i s t 

a r t i s t s , l e d b y K h n o p f f , t o o k r e f u g e i n t h e past t h a t R o d e n b a c h ' s Bruges la M o r t 

( D e a d B r u g e s ) w o u l d l a t e r c r y s t a l l i z e . F r o m a t e c h n i c a l v i e w p o i n t , t h e v e r y 

i l l u s i o n i s m o f t he f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y F l e m i s h p r i m i t i v e s def ines a c o n c e p t o f t he 

i m a g e t h a t s u p e r i m p o s e s i t s e l f o n t h e a c a d e m i c va lues o f f i n i s h a n d p r e c i s i o n 

o f d r a w i n g . 

T e c h n i q u e is a c e n t r a l e l e m e n t i n t h i s s ea rch f o r a u t h e n t i c i t y , w h i c h 

can be i m m e d i a t e l y se ized w i t h p h o t o g r a p h y a n d f o r w h i c h M e m l i n g ' s p a i n t 

i n g w a s t h e p i c t o r i a l re fe rence . P h o t o g r a p h i c m i m e s i s o p e n s u p n e w pe r spec 

t ives , w h i c h t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer r e c o r d s . T h e p a i n t i n g presents i t s e l f as a 

vast " p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g . " O n t o p o f a w h i t e g r o u n d , w i t h a l i g h t p e n c i l , 

Figure 53 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Incense, 1898. Oil on 

canvas inside the altar 

frame designed by 

Khnopff, 86 x 50 cm 

(33% x 19% in.). 

Tokyo, Art Point, Inc. 
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Figure 54 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail 

of Khnopff's signature. 

Figure 55 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

[Figure 1]. Detail 

revealing how the color 

has been scraped to 

render the texture 

of the child's stockings. 

Microphotographs, 

JPGM Paintings Conser

vation Department. 

K h n o p f f t r a c e d a p a r t i c u l a r l y d e t a i l e d c o m p o s i t i o n a l d r a w i n g . These de ta i l s are 

n o t c a r r i e d t h r o u g h i n t h e subsequen t stages, b e i n g p resen t so le ly i n t h i s u n d e r 

d r a w i n g , w h i c h r e m a i n s v i s i b l e . T h e d r a w i n g d o e s n o t u n d e r l i e t h e e n t i r e 

c o m p o s i t i o n . C lose e x a m i n a t i o n s h o w s t h a t K h n o p f f c o n c e n t r a t e d o n l y o n t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n t d e t a i l s — i n t h e case o f t h e c h i l d , t h e s i l h o u e t t e , eyes, a n d l i p s — 

a n d o n t h e o v e r a l l a r c h i t e c t u r e . H a v i n g i n t h i s w a y d e f i n e d t h e g e o m e t r i c p o s i 

t i o n i n g o f h i s c o m p o s i t i o n a n d t h e s i g n i f i c a n t l i n e s o f h i s f i g u r e , K h n o p f f 

passes t o t h e c o l o r i n g stage. H i s l i m i t e d pa l e t t e m a k e s r e f e r ence t o W h i s t l e r ' s 

h a r m o n i e s : e m e r a l d a n d gray, as i n the p o r t r a i t o f Cec i ly A l e x a n d e r [ F I G U R E 2 4 ] . 

C o m p a r e d w i t h W h i s t l e r , K h n o p f f gives h i s " a r r a n g e m e n t " a h a r m o n i c 

v a l u e t h a t is a p p a r e n t less i n t h e u n i t y o f t h e c o l o r s t h a n i n t h e t o n a l i t i e s . T h e 

s i m p l i f i e d p a l e t t e t e n d s t o w a r d w h i t e . T h e s c i e n t i f i c ana lys i s c a r r i e d o u t b y 

M a r k L e o n a r d , h e a d o f t h e P a i n t i n g s C o n s e r v a t i o n D e p a r t m e n t o f t h e J. Pau l 

G e t t y M u s e u m , 1 0 4 s h o w s tha t K h n o p f f has u n i f i e d t h e i m a g e v i s u a l l y b y m i x 

i n g h i s c o l o r s w i t h l e a d w h i t e , t h e r e b y e m p h a s i z i n g t h i s a t m o s p h e r e o f h a r 

m o n y , w h i c h passes f r o m t h e m o d e l t o t h e s u r r o u n d i n g space as i f b o t h w e r e 

m a d e o f t h e same subs tance [ F I G U R E 5 4 ] . T h i s e c o n o m y o f m e a n s p o i n t s t o 

a d e s i r e t o m o d u l a t e i n a m i n o r key. S t a r t i n g f r o m t h e w h i t e , t h e ef fects are 

t o be r e n d e r e d b y p l a y i n g o n t h e i n f i n i t e s i m a l : t h e c o l o r o f t h e l i t t l e g i r l ' s 

coa t , o b t a i n e d b y m i x i n g p i g m e n t s r i c h i n i r o n o x i d e w i t h t h e w h i t e . P l a y i n g 

o n t h e c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f t h e p i g m e n t , K h n o p f f r e n d e r s t h e s e n s a t i o n o f d i f f e r 

e n t m a t e r i a l s w i t h a success ion o f glazes. W i t h o u t r e a l l y c h a n g i n g h i s pa l e t t e , 

a n d m o v i n g w i t h p e r f e c t m a s t e r y f r o m t h e p i n k o f t h e b o n n e t t o t h e b r o w n 

o f t h e coa t , h e contras ts t he s i l k o f t he b o w s w i t h t h e ve lve t o f t he coat , t he h a r d 

g l e a m o f t h e b u t t o n s , t he r o u g h m e s h o f t he s t o c k i n g s , t he p o l i s h o f t h e shoes . 
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I n 1886 t h e c r i t i c s p r a i s e d t h i s t e c h n i c a l m a s t e r y as g i v i n g 

t he i m a g e t h e effect o f a m i n i a t u r e . V i r t u o s o - l i k e , K h n o p f f 

e x p l o i t s the f u l l r ange o f h i s t e c h n i c a l sk i l l s t o r e n d e r v i s u 

a l l y t h e t a c t i l e s e n s a t i o n o f m a t t e r , r e f l e c t i n g , i n d o i n g 

so, o n e o f t h e cha rac t e r i s t i c s o f f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y F l e m i s h 

p a i n t i n g . I n t h e p a i n t i n g s o f K h n o p f f , as i n those o f D i e r i c 

B o u t s o r M e m l i n g , a t a n g i b l e q u i v e r c a n be sensed across 

t h e surface: i t is h i s b r u s h e x a l t i n g s u b t l e nuances b y seiz

i n g o r r e f l e c t i n g t h e l i g h t . 

I f h i s glazes enab le t h e l i g h t t o g l o w f r o m i n s i d e 

t h e p a i n t i n g , w i t h t h e p a i n t e r ' s h a n d h i d d e n b e h i n d t h e 

" n a t u r a l " d i scour se o f t he m a t e r i a l r e p r e s e n t e d , t h e s t o c k 

i n g s are a d i f f e r e n t s t o r y [ F I G U R E H e r e , K h n o p f f p lays 

as a v o c a l i s t . H e r e , t o o , h e seeks t o r e n d e r t h e effect o f t h e 

m a t e r i a l . To d o t h i s , h e a b a n d o n s h i s s m o o t h h a n d l i n g t o 

p l a y v i s u a l l y w i t h t h e r o u g h n e s s o f a s c r a t c h e d su r f ace , 

r e v e a l i n g t h e l i g h t e r c o l o r e d u n d e r l a y e r s . 

These effects o f p a i n t h a n d l i n g r e p r e s e n t a t a c t i l e 

q u a l i t y i n h e r e n t i n v i s i o n . T h e observer ' s gaze g l i de s across 

t h e i r r e g u l a r , w a v y f i n i s h o f t h e surfaces , is a b s o r b e d b y 

t h e v e l v e t t e x t u r e s [ F I G U R E 5 6 ] a n d g r a z e d b y t h e r o u g h 

p a i n t . T h e t e c h n i q u e d e p e n d s o n t h e d e s i r e d effect . T h e 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e glass p a n e i n t e r r u p t s t h e m u r m u r 

i n g o f t h i s l i g h t s c u m b l i n g i n w h i c h t h e p a i n t e r ' s ges tu re 

is d i s s o l v e d . H e r e , w i t h o u t s t r a y i n g f r o m t h e e c o n o m y o f 

h i s pa l e t t e , K h n o p f f has r e m a i n e d f a i t h f u l t o t h e Real i s t 

l e s sons o f h i s e a r l y days as a p a i n t e r . T h e p a l e t t e k n i f e 

a v o i d s Enso r ' s " f e r o c i o u s t r o w e l i n g s , " i n w h i c h C a m i l l e 

L e m o n n i e r saw, i n 1880, the " b l u n t i n s t r u m e n t o f a m a n u a l 

w o r k e r , " 1 0 5 e x p r e s s i n g less t h e d e n s i t y o f t h e m a t t e r t h a n 

t h e t r a n s i e n c e o f t h e s e n s a t i o n . K h n o p f f r e m a i n s f r u g a l 

i n h i s e f fec t s , c o n t e n t t o d i s t u r b t h e s t i l l su r f ace o f t h e 

glazes as i f t h e l i g h t , a r i s i n g f r o m o u t s i d e , has b r o k e n t h e 

i m m u t a b i l i t y o f t h e r e f l e c t i o n i n s c r i b e d o n t h e canvas. 

T h e e c o n o m y o f t h e pa l e t t e goes h a n d i n h a n d 

w i t h t h e v e r y m e a s u r e d m a n u a l ges tu re tha t leads K h n o p f f 

t o p r e f e r t i g h t b r u s h w o r k . T h i s aspect d i d n o t f a i l t o s t r i k e 

t h e c r i t i c s a s soc i a t ed w i t h t h e p a i n t e r . As e a r l y as 1886, 

V e r h a e r e n p o i n t e d t o t h i s s i n g u l a r t e c h n i q u e : 
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Figure 56 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne 

Kefer [Figure 1]. 

Detail of the velvet bow. 



[ K h n o p f f ] scarcely moves, nor does he get excited. Met iculous , w i t h 

b r i e f l i t t l e strokes and a scarcely w o r r i e d slowness, his p o i n t , b rush , 

or penc i l scratches the panel or the paper. But his eye is extremely 

acute. We sense a c r u e l d e t e r m i n a t i o n , w e perce ive i n i t a tense, 

implacable, and incessant observat ion o f things. There is no move

m e n t o f his hand that his t h o u g h t has no t de t e rmined or con t ro l l ed . 

His hand does no t hesitate, bu t there is no panache, no fury, rather , 

an evident reserve and prudence. N o beautiful l iber ty o f d rawing , no 

s t rong , d i s t i nc t i ve pa in t h a n d l i n g , rather, t h i n , f e r re t l ike , strokes, 

decisive, bu t almost l ike h a n d w r i t i n g . 1 0 6 

V e r h a e r e n is c a r e f u l t o d i s t i n g u i s h t h e p a i n t e r ' s canvases f r o m t h e a c a d e m i c 

" l i c k e d sur faces" w i t h w h i c h K h n o p f f ' s w o r k h a d b e e n c o m p a r e d b y c e r t a i n 

u n f a v o r a b l e c r i t i c s . R e f e r r i n g t o t h e p a i n t i n g s s h o w n at Les X X i n 1886 — 

w h i c h i n c l u d e d the Portrait of Jeanne Kefer—Lucien Solvay h i m s e l f h a d d e s c r i b e d 

K h n o p f f ' s w o r k s as p l a g i a r i s m s o f t h e " p h o t o - p a i n t i n g s " 1 0 7 o f Jan v a n Beers 

[ F I G U R E £ 7 ] . 1 0 8 T h i s pa ra l l e l was i n t e n t i o n a l l y p r o v o c a t i v e . Solvay a n d Van Beers 

h a d c r o s s e d p a t h s i n t h e l a w c o u r t s f o u r years e a r l i e r , t h e f o r m e r a c c u s i n g 

t h e l a t t e r o f b e i n g i n c a p a b l e o f p a i n t i n g w i t h o u t t h e s u p p o r t o f p h o t o g r a p h y . 

T h i s a c c u s a t i o n w a s a i m e d at d i s c r e d i t i n g a f o r m o f i n d u s t r i a l l y p r o d u c e d 

p a i n t i n g tha t Solvay b e l i e v e d he w a s also e n c o u n t e r i n g i n K h n o p f f ' s w o r k . 

Figure 57 

Jan van Beers (Belgian, 

1852-1927), Portrait of 

Sarah Bernhardt, 1888. 

Oil on wood, 38 x 

28 cm (15 x 11 in.). 

Brussels, Musees 

royaux des Beaux-Arts 

de Belgique, 3640. 
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Far f r o m c o m m e r c i a l p r a c t i c e s t h a t a s p i r e t o p h o t o g r a p h i c f i n i s h , 

K h n o p f f d r e w i n s p i r a t i o n f r o m t h e ea r ly F l e m i s h p a i n t e r s t o d i s t i n g u i s h h i m 

se l f f r o m t h e " i m p e t u o u s c o l o r i s t s " s p a w n e d b y t h e R u b e n s i a n t r a d i t i o n . Pat ient 

a n d i n t e n s e , h e d e r i v e d h i s t e c h n i q u e f r o m h i s o w n t e m p e r a m e n t , t o t he e x t e n t 

o f m a k i n g i t i n t o a m o r a l i m p e r a t i v e far r e m o v e d f r o m c o n v e n t i o n a l a c a d e m i c 

p o r t r a i t u r e . V e r h a e r e n is o u r w i t n e s s : 

His pat ient concent ra t ion detached i t se l f dai ly f r o m cont ingency 

and fact. The observed detai l , the scene sketched l i v e l i l y and gaily, 

the anecdotal and i n d i v i d u a l reci tal , were bu t the f r o t h o f the 

obse rva t ion . The task was to t end as far as possible t o w a r d the 

def in i t ive , the f r u i t o f ardent ref lec t ion and h igher w i l l . 1 0 9 

A B S O R P T I O N A N D C O N T E M P L A T I O N 

T h e r e n d e r i n g o f m a t t e r tes t i f ies t o a des i r e f o r s e n s o r i a l c o n f u s i o n : s ee ing 

aspires t o t o u c h i n g i n a c l o s e - u p t h a t favors d e t a i l . K h n o p f f s p o r t r a i t s , 

d e s c r i b e d as " G o t h i c , " m a i n t a i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e w o r k o f t h e f i f t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y F l e m i s h p r i m i t i v e s t h a t is n o t c o n f i n e d s i m p l y t o t h e p a i n t h a n d l i n g . 

T h e m o d e r n p a i n t e r shares w i t h t h e m a n e x t r e m e l y m e t i c u l o u s r e n d e r i n g t h a t 

m a k e s each d e t a i l i n t o b o t h a n act o f d e v o t i o n a n d a q u e s t i o n . B e y o n d t h e 

f i n i s h o f t h e i m a g e , " h i d d e n s y m b o l i s m " c o n s t i t u t e s t h e l i n k b e t w e e n K h n o p f f 

a n d h i s f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y m o d e l s . T h e same use o f a p p a r e n t l y n a t u r a l i s t i c e l e 

m e n t s f o r s y m b o l i c ends p r o d u c e s a c o d e d s y s t e m o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n t o w h i c h 

w e sha l l r e t u r n . A m b i g u i t y u n i t e s t h e m i n t he same des i re t o i l l u m i n a t e r e a l i t y 

w i t h m e a n i n g s v e i l e d b y n a t u r a l i s t i c appearance . " A l l r e a l i t y ca r r i e s m e a n i n g , " 

E r w i n P a n o f s k y w o u l d w r i t e o f V a n E y c k . 1 1 0 T h e p e r f e c t i o n o f t h e r e n d e r i n g 

gua ran tees t h e f u l l l e g i b i l i t y o f t h e e l e m e n t s t h a t m a k e u p t h e i m a g e . K h n o p f f 

does n o t l i m i t h i m s e l f t o r e p r o d u c i n g e v e r y d e t a i l a c c o r d i n g t o t h e p h o t o 

g r a p h i c m o d e l t h a t h e u s e d a n d w h o s e p r o d u c t i o n h e c o n s i d e r s m e c h a n i c a l , 

n o t c rea t ive . H e r ep resen t s these e l e m e n t s b y g i v i n g t h e m a p i c t o r i a l e x i s 

t ence . T h e p l a y o f t he glazes, t he c o m i n g t o t he surface o f t he de l ica te u n d e r 

d r a w i n g , a n d t h e m o d u l a t i o n s o f t h e p a i n t h a n d l i n g s u g g e s t a v i s i o n t h a t 

i n s i s t s o n b o t h a n a t u r a l aspect , t h r o u g h t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f t h e i l l u s i o n i s m , 

a n d i t s q u a l i t y o f a r t i f i c e , as a c l e a r l y a f f i r m e d p a i n t e d o b j e c t . 

T h i s s ea rch r e q u i r e s t h e p a i n t e r t o r e t r ea t b e h i n d t h i s t i g h t , s m o o t h 

h a n d l i n g t h a t , i n V e r h a e r e n ' s eyes, p r o d u c e s m e a n i n g . T h i s appea r s c o n t r a 

d i c t o r y : w h e r e a s t h e t a c t i l e s e n s a t i o n p r o d u c e d b y t h e h a n d l i n g o f t h e p a i n t 

i n v i t e s t he observer ' s eye t o pene t ra t e t he i m a g e i n o r d e r t o b e c o m e o n e w i t h 
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i t , the desi re f o r o b j e c t i v i t y i n h e r e n t i n the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n r e so lu t e ly seeks t o keep 

h i m at a d i s t a n c e . A b s o r p t i o n a n d c o n t e m p l a t i o n are i n m u t u a l o p p o s i t i o n . 

T h e sensua l t e c h n i q u e tha t K h n o p f f d e r i v e d f r o m t h e ea r ly F l e m i s h 

p a i n t e r s also u n d e r l i n e s t h e sacred n a t u r e o f t h e i m a g e v i s - ä - v i s t h e m a t e r i a l 

w o r l d . T h i s d e t a c h m e n t , w h i c h j u s t i f i e s r e c o u r s e t o p h o t o g r a p h i c d i s t a n c i n g , 

is exp re s sed p l a s t i c a l l y a n d m a t e r i a l l y i n t h e t r e a t m e n t o f t h e p a i n t i n g as a n 

o b j e c t . T r a d i t i o n a l l y , t h e i n t e n s i t y o f t h e glazes f i n d s i t s u l t i m a t e r e s o l u t i o n i n 

the layer o f v a r n i s h tha t h e i g h t e n s t h e i r l u m i n o u s dep ths . K h n o p f f d i d n o t , h o w 

ever, v a r n i s h h i s p o r t r a i t o f Jeanne Kefer . E x a m i n a t i o n o f o t h e r w o r k s i n t h e 

same v e i n s h o w s t h i s t o be a sys temat ic p r ac t i c e o f h i s . K h n o p f f assigns the p r o 

t e c t i v e , g l a z i n g a c t i o n s p e c i f i c t o v a r n i s h t o t h e w i n d o w p a n e s i n h i s p a i n t 

i n g s . T h i s r e j e c t i o n o f v a r n i s h has v a r i o u s p o s s i b l e e x p l a n a t i o n s . F i r s t o f a l l , 

K h n o p f f w a n t e d t o p re se rve t h e de l i c a t e n a t u r e o f t h e effects o f t e x t u r e , w h i c h 

v a r n i s h w o u l d t e n d t o s u b m e r g e u n d e r t h e same u n i f o r m aspect . T h i s a l l o w s 

t h e a r t i s t t o e x p l o i t t h e f u l l r a n g e o f p o s s i b i l i t i e s , f r o m b r i l l i a n t t o m a t t e , t o 

expres s i n c e r t a i n p laces t h e l u m i n o u s e x p a n s i v e n e s s o f t h e m i n i a t u r e a n d at 

o t h e r s t h e s o b e r f l a tness s p e c i f i c t o f r e s c o . A t t h e s a m e t i m e , K h n o p f f d i s 

t r u s t e d v a r n i s h because i t c a n d i s c o l o r as i t ages. W h i s t l e r ' s e x p e r i e n c e m a y 

w e l l have s e r v e d as a r e fe rence . A t each o f h i s e x h i b i t i o n s at Les X X , t h e A m e r i 

c a n p a i n t e r asked Oc tave M a u s t o m a k e sure tha t h i s w o r k s w e r e v a r n i s h e d so 

tha t t h e i r f u l l s p l e n d o r w a s a p p a r e n t w h e n h u n g . 1 1 1 R e p e a t e d t o o f r e q u e n t l y , 

t h i s o p e r a t i o n s o m e t i m e s p r o d u c e d d i s a s t rous r e su l t s , as f o r e x a m p l e w i t h t h e 

Portrait of Pablo Sarasate, e x h i b i t e d i n 1886. W h i l e p r a i s i n g t h e h a r m o n y o f t h e 

p a l e t t e a n d t h e c o m p o s i t i o n , t h e j o u r n a l i s t f o r La Reforme expres sed r e g r e t 

t h a t t h e w o r k h a d b e e n " d u l l e d b y s eve ra l l aye r s o f c o a g u l a t e d v a r n i s h . " 1 1 2 

A sarcast ic q u a t r a i n i n La Chronique r e c o r d e d t h e same effec t : 

N o t beaut i fu l , our Pablo! It's saddening 

Varnished i n this obscure range 

One w o u l d t h i n k he was back 

F r o m a silver ni t rate cure. 

Pas beau, Pablo! C'est affligeant 

Verni dans cette gamme obscure, 

On croirai t qu ' i i sort d 'une cure 

Au n i t ra te d ' a r g e n t . 1 1 3 

F i n a l l y , v a r n i s h is a p r a c t i c e o f a p a i n t e r t ha t does n o t c o r r e s p o n d t o 

t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f t h e d r a f t s m a n . F e l i c i e n R o p s , f o r e x a m p l e , w h e n w r i t i n g 
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h i s d r a f t s m a n ' s " r e c i p e s " a b o u t 1 8 7 7 - 7 9 , d e v o t e d n u m e r o u s passages t o t h e 

v a r n i s h e s h e u s e d t o p r o d u c e t h e " s o l i d " e f f ec t o f p a i n t i n g . 1 1 4 

Assoc ia t ed w i t h the u n i t y o f a pa le t t e d o m i n a t e d b y w h i t e — a reference 

as m u c h t o the i m m a c u l a t e pape r as t o W h i s t l e r ' s " a r r a n g e m e n t s " — t h e re jec 

t i o n o f v a r n i s h is t h e m a r k o f a " d r a f t s m a n ' s p a i n t i n g , " a ph ra se t h a t cha rac 

t e r i zes K h n o p f f ' s o e u v r e . K h n o p f f d i d n o t r e n o u n c e c e r t a i n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f 

v a r n i s h b u t t r a n s f e r r e d t h e m t o t h e p a n e o f glass t h a t w a s p a r t o f t h e f r a m i n g 

s t r u c t u r e h e d e v e l o p e d b e t w e e n 1886 a n d 1888. R e l i n q u i s h i n g v a r n i s h i n favor 

o f glass is o f a p i ece w i t h the d e v e l o p m e n t o f a p a i n t e r w h o d r e w h i s i n s p i r a 

t i o n as m u c h f r o m h i s p r a c t i c e as a d r a f t s m a n as f r o m t h e w o r k o f t he E n g l i s h 

P r e - R a p h a e l i t e s . 1 1 5 W h e r e v a r n i s h u n d e r l i n e d t h e s o l i d i t y o f t h e p a i n t i n g , a lso 

r e n d e r i n g i t m o r e b r i l l i a n t , t h e p a n e o f glass is c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f r o m 

t h e p a i n t layer, p r o v i d i n g a f o i l f o r i t s t w o d i m e n s i o n a l i t y a n d t h i n n e s s . T h e 

f r a m e a n d t h e p a n e o f glass c o n t a i n t h e e x p a n s i o n o f t h e p a i n t i n g a n d i s o 

l a t e i t f r o m t h e w o r l d , b o l d l y d e c l a r i n g i t s status as a p r e c i o u s o b j e c t . 

A C I R C U M S C R I B E D P E R F E C T I O N 

A t t h i s l e v e l , t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer c o n f r o n t s us w i t h a p r o b l e m . W h e n 

p l a c e d o n the a r t m a r k e t i n t h e ea r ly i ^ o s , t h e w o r k h a d l o s t i t s o r i g i 

n a l f r a m e . A t p re sen t , t h e r e is n o w a y o f t e l l i n g w h a t k i n d o f f r a m e K h n o p f f 

o r i g i n a l l y c h o s e f o r t h i s p a i n t i n g . E v e n so, c e r t a i n fea tures enab le us t o f i l l i n 

t h e gaps. T h e r o l e t h a t K h n o p f f a s s i g n e d t o t h e f r a m e is p a r t o f h i s c o n c e p t i o n 

o f the i m a g e as an i c o n . I n t h i s w a y the f r a m e c o n c l u d e s a p rocess o f d e v e l o p 

m e n t t h a t b e g a n w i t h t he p r e p a r a t o r y d r a w i n g . T h e f r a m e s ignals t h e c o m p l e 

t i o n o f a process o f r e f l e c t i o n o n t h e i m a g e , w h o s e d e v e l o p m e n t w e have b e e n 

ab le t o f o l l o w , s tep b y s tep , i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer [ F I G U R E I ] . G i v e n i t s 

s y m b o l i c n a t u r e , t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n n e e d s t o f i n d c o n f i r m a t i o n o f i t s v a l u e 

i n t h e f r a m e : a c o m p l e m e n t a r y i t e m tha t closes t h e i m a g e i n o n i t s e l f so as t o 

r e n d e r i t inaccessible . F r o m t h e n o n , t h e f u n c t i o n t h e p a i n t e r a s s i g n e d t o t h e 

f r a m e r e f l e c t e d t h e e v o l u t i o n o f h i s t h o u g h t . W h e r e a s The Crisis [ F I G U R E 7 ] , 

p a i n t e d i n 1882, is s t i l l s u r r o u n d e d b y a h e a v y f r a m e , t h e w o r k s c o m p l e t e d i n 

1886 p r e s e n t n e w s o l u t i o n s t ha t r e f l e c t t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f a S y m b o l i s t i c o n . 

T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer is p i v o t a l l y p o s i t i o n e d b e t w e e n these t w o stages. 

B e f o r e a d o p t i n g a t y p e o f f r a m e t h a t m a k e s r e f e r e n c e t o a n a l t a r -

p i e c e , 1 1 6 K h n o p f f e x p e r i m e n t e d w i t h v a r i o u s d e c o r a t i v e f o r m u l a s t h a t l i n k e d 

s y m b o l i c a l l y a n d p l a s t i c a l l y w i t h t h e i m a g e . U n d e r W h i s t l e r ' s i n f l u e n c e , o n 

severa l o c c a s i o n s h e o p t e d f o r a J a p a n i z i n g f r a m e i n s p u n c o p p e r , t o i m i t a t e 
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Figure 58 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Gabrielle 

Braun, 1886 [Figure 29 

with frame]. 

Figure 59 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Gabrielle 

Braun, mock-Japanese 

frame [detail of 

Figure 58]. 

l e a t h e r , w i t h m o t i f s i n s p i r e d b y Japanese c u r i o s i t i e s t a k e n f r o m Le Magasin 

Pittoresque. A h a n d f u l o f examples have c o m e d o w n t o us: the p o r t r a i t s o f G a b r i e l l e 

[ F I G U R E S 2 9 , 5 8 ] a n d M a u r i c e B r a u n or , a g a i n , Evening at Fosset, p a i n t e d i n 1886, 

p r e sen t t h e same w i d e f r a m e d e c o r a t e d w i t h c o n s t e l l a t i o n s o f flowers, m o l l u s k 

she l l s , a n d fish,117 e v o k i n g t h e c i r c u l a r m o t i f s o f Japanese tsuba saber g u a r d s 

[ F I G U R E 6 0 ] — w h i c h W h i s t l e r s ca t t e r ed across c e r t a i n o f h i s f rames , i n c l u d 

i n g tha t o f The L i t t l e W h i t e G i r l [ F I G U R E 1 8 ] . 

T h e W h i s t l e r i a n d i m e n s i o n o f t he Portrait of Jeanne Kefer, i t s i c o n i c d e n 

sity, i n t e n s i f i e d b y the square canvas a n d t h e u n i t y o f i t s pa le t t e , makes t h i s 
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p a i n t i n g a p i v o t a l w o r k : t h e l a b o r a t o r y o f a S y m b o l i s t 

w o r l d t ha t c u l m i n a t e s i n t he f r a m e . H a d K h n o p f f a l ready 

c a r r i e d h i s t h i n k i n g t o t h i s l eve l o f m a t u r i t y ? E v e r y t h i n g 

suggests tha t he h a d . N o t ready i n t i m e f o r the sa lon o f Les 

X X i n 1885-, the Portrait of Jeanne Kefer w a s p r e s e n t e d a yea r 

la ter , at a t i m e w h e n K h n o p f f h a d a l r eady u s e d "Japan

ese" f r a m e s f o r seve ra l o f h i s p o r t r a i t s . I f t h i s k i n d o f 

f r a m i n g is e s s e n t i a l l y a response t o f a s h i o n , at the same 

t i m e i t u n d e r s c o r e s t h e " a r r a n g e m e n t " q u a l i t y o f these 

canvases b y m a g n i f y i n g t h e i r p r e c i o s i t y . I t is v e r y l i k e l y 

t h a t t h e " a r r a n g e m e n t i n e m e r a l d a n d g r a y " o f t h e Portrait 

of Jeanne Kefer w a s c o m p l e t e d , l i k e t h o s e o f G a b r i e l l e a n d 

M a u r i c e B r a u n , w i t h a Japanese - s ty le f r a m e . T h e r e s t o r a 

t i o n t e a m a n d t h e G e t t y M u s e u m ' s p a i n t i n g s c u r a t o r s 

s p e c u l a t e t h a t t h e w o r k w a s a c c o m p a n i e d b y a s i l v e r e d 

f r a m e w i t h l i t t l e a p p l i q u e d p a l m m o t i f s l i k e t h e o n e 

o r n a m e n t i n g the S y m b o l i s t e f f i g y o f h i s s is ter i n 1887, o r 

t h a t o f M a d e l e i n e M a b i l l e i n 1888 [ F I G U R E 6 1 ] . 1 1 8 

W h a t e v e r i t s t y p o l o g y , t h e f r a m e e n c l o s e s t h e 

i m a g e i n i t s t i m e l e s s p e r f e c t i o n . W h i l e t h e Japanese r e f e r 

ence stresses i ts q u a l i t y as an o b j e c t , t he i c o n i c m o d e l c o n 

f i r m s t h e s p i r i t u a l u n i t y o f t h e i m a g e ; t h e c r a f t s m a n l i k e 

p r e c i o s i t y o f t h e f o r m e r is c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e S y m b o l i s t 

s t r i p p i n g o f t h e la t ter . H i s t o r i c a l l y , o n e seems t o have f o l 

l o w e d the o ther , s h o w i n g tha t b y 1886 K h n o p f f h a d m o v e d 

b e y o n d t h e W h i s t l e r i a n m o d e l . 

A P O R C E L A I N I C O N 

F r o m t h e c l o s e - u p s k e t c h t o t h e f i n a l p o s i t i o n i n g w i t h 

i t s p h o t o g r a p h i c d i s t a n c i n g , K h n o p f f w o r k s b y suc 

cess ive d e g r e e s t o i s o l a t e t h e i m a g e f r o m i t s p h y s i c a l 

r e a l i t y . T h e " p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g " f ixes t h e f o r m i n a 

s p o n t a n e o u s ep iphany , w h i l e the b r u s h w o r k def ines i t i n a 

process o f i d e a l i z a t i o n . T h e p a i n t e r evolves f r o m o n e t o 

t h e o t h e r . S u s p e n d e d i n t i m e , t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c i n s t a n t 

favors t he c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n o f a space tha t , b y t he p l a y o f t he 

glazes, possesses i ts o w n l u m i n o s i t y . H e r e , t o o , t he c h e m i -
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Figure 60 

Japanese Open-work 

Tsuba Saber Guard, 

with an Arrangement of 

Shellfish and Bivalves 

on Both Sides, 

nineteenth century. 

Gilded bronze, Diam: 

7.5 cm (3 in.). Paris, 

Musee des Arts 

Decoratifs, inv. 6541. 

Photo: Laurent Sully 

Jaulmes. 



Figure 61 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Madeleine 

Mabille, 1888. Oil with 

pencil highlights 

on wood, 70 x 35 cm 

(27V 2 x 13% in.). 

Pittsburgh, Carnegie 

Museum of Art, 

93120. Heinz Family 

Acquisition Fund. 

Photo: Richard Stoner. 



ca l process tha t g ives substance t o the p h o t o g r a p h i c i m a g e j o i n s the t e c h n i c a l 

process o f p a i n t i n g . T h e ideas tha t f eed o n e refer us t o t he o ther , e v o k i n g a u n i t y 

o f v i s i o n . I t is as i f t he p o r t r a i t is b r o u g h t i n t o b e i n g b y t h e p l a y o f l i g h t o n t h e 

canvas, i n t h e same w a y t h a t t h e p h o t o g r a p h appears o n l i g h t - s e n s i t i v e paper . 

T h e i d e a l i z a t i o n p rocess i m p o s e d b y t h e p a i n t e r o n t h e m o d e l r educes 

t h e m i m e t i c fidelity t o a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n t h a t e v o l v e s b y f o r m a l likeness a n d 

s y m b o l i c homonymy. 1 1 9 B e y o n d t h e p a i n t h a n d l i n g , t h e S y m b o l i s t p o r t r a i t refers 

t o t he t r a d i t i o n o f t he i c o n , w h i c h c o n t i n u e d t o ex is t i n F landers t h r o u g h o u t t he 

la te G o t h i c p e r i o d , p r o d u c i n g a p r a c t i c e o f p o r t r a i t u r e t h a t e x t e n d s t o i n c l u d e 

K h n o p f f . T h e " p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g " c o n f i r m s t h e " n a t u r a l " appea rance o f a 

face tha t , b e y o n d the l ikeness , s y m b o l i c a l l y reveals t he i n v i s i b l e . P h o t o g r a p h i c 

p r e c i s i o n , j u s t l i k e t h e i l l u s i o n i s m o f t h e fifteenth-century mas t e r s , uses a r t i 

fice t o s y m b o l i c a l l y " d e e p e n " t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . T h e o b j e c t i v i t y o f t h e act o f 

l o o k i n g is n o t e x h a u s t e d w i t h t h e Rea l i s t d o g m a o f t h e p r e s e n t a t i o n b u t m a n i 

fests t h i s " l i v i n g a n d i n t e n t i o n a l i n t i m a c y " o f t h e v i s i b l e a n d t h e i n v i s i b l e . 

I n p a i n t i n g as i n p h o t o g r a p h y , t h e act o f l o o k i n g p lays a d e c i s i v e r o l e . 

E x p r e s s i n g t h e " s p i r i t u a l n a t u r e o f t h e c o n t e m p l a t o r ' s v i s i o n " 1 2 0 i n t h e i c o n 

t r a d i t i o n , i t a l so c o n s t i t u t e s a d o o r o n a w o r l d b e y o n d : g i v i n g access t o a 

f o r m o f b e i n g t ha t " m a k e s h o l e s " i n t h e m a s k t o w h i c h t h e p h o t o g r a p h e d face 

is r e d u c e d . T h e o b s e s s i o n w i t h t h e act o f l o o k i n g w a s a c o m m o n p l a c e o f 

S y m b o l i s m . For K h n o p f f , i t is t h e eyes tha t resis t t he r o l e soc i e ty assigns t o t h e 

m o d e l . M a d e m o i s e l l e v a n d e r H e c h t s M e d u s a - l i k e gaze [ F I G U R E S 19, 6 3 ] 

p r o t e c t s h e r f r o m t h e i n v a s i o n o f t h e v i e w e r . G a b r i e l l e P h i l i p p s o n ' s eyes [ F I G 

U R E 7 1 ] take r e f u g e , m e l a n c h o l i c a l l y , i n an i n n e r w i t h d r a w a l . Jeanne Kefer ' s 

l o o k takes o n a n o t h e r s i g n i f i c a n c e : less i n t e n t i o n a l a n d p r o v o c a t i v e t h a n t ha t 

o f V a n d e r H e c h t , less m e l a n c h o l y a n d absent t h a n t ha t o f P h i l i p p s o n , Jeanne 

Kefe r 's s t a r i n g eyes c o n s t i t u t e the s y m b o l i c " v a n i s h i n g p o i n t " o f a c o m p o s i t i o n 

tha t a f f i r m s t h e i m p e n e t r a b i l i t y o f a n i m a g e i n s c r i b e d i n a s i n g l e p l a n e a n d set 

i n a f r a m e [ F I G U R E S 62 , 6 3 ] . W h i l e r e s p e c t i n g t h e u n i t y o f t h e pa l e t t e , t h e 

m i x e d P r u s s i a n b l u e a n d g ray glaze suggests a d e p t h i n w h i c h ex i s t ence is c o n 

c e n t r a t e d . W h i l e t h e c o m p o s i t i o n sugges ts a n a l m o s t i m m o r t a l i m m o b i l i t y , 

t h e m o d e l ' s eyes r evea l p a l p i t a t i n g l i f e . 

T h i s t e n s i o n c o n s t i t u t e s o n e o f t h e l i t e r a r y s t i m u l i o f t h e m y t h o f t h e 

gaze i n fin-de-siecle a r t . T h i s gaze c ry s t a l l i z e s t h e m y s t e r y o f l i f e . I t is o p p o s e d 

t o t h e m a s k , r e p r e s e n t i n g o u t w a r d a p p e a r a n c e , a r t i f i c e , a n d l i e s . I f t h e m a s k 

c o n f i r m s t h e i s o l a t i o n o f s o c i a l l i f e , c o n t e m p l a t i n g t h e gaze awakens a des i r e 

f o r f u s i o n t h a t t h e N a r c i s s u s m y t h e g o t i s t i c a l l y e x a l t s . 1 2 1 R e s p o n d i n g t o t h e 

r e p r e s e n t e d gaze is t h e gaze tha t effects t h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . T h e eye K h n o p f f 

p a i n t s is n o t passive. H e e n d o w s i t w i t h a f o r c e tha t , f o r h i m , d i s t i n g u i s h e s i t 
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Figure 62 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Jeanne 

Kefer [Figure 1]. 

Detail of the eyes. 

Figure 63 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Mademoiselle 

Van der Hecht [Figure 

19]. Detail of the eyes. 

f r o m t h e pas s ive v i s i o n o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r . I t i s t h i s w a y o f l o o k i n g t h a t 

m a k e s t h e a r t i s t : " ana lys i s , t h e o m i s s i o n o f c e r t a i n de t a i l s , t h e d i s p o s i n g o f t h e 

h a r m o n y " 1 2 2 are p r e s e n t e d b y K h n o p f f as v a r i o u s processes e n d o w e d w i t h a n 

a r t i s t i c m e a n i n g n o t ava i lab le t o t h e p h o t o g r a p h e r . 

L i k e a c a m e r a o b s c u r a , t h e p h o t o g r a p h " r e c e i v e s " t h e i m a g e t h a t is 

p r i n t e d o n i t . T h e c rea tor ' s act o f l o o k i n g , o n t h e c o n t r a r y , is p r o j e c t e d o n t o 

t h e w o r l d i n o r d e r t o i m p o s e h i s w i l l o n i t b y a m e c h a n i s m t h a t is less o b j e c 

t i v e t h a n m e t a p h y s i c a l . F r o m t h e d r a w i n g t o t h e p h o t o g r a p h , f r o m t h e p l a y o f 

t h e glazes t o t h e a r c h i t e c t u r e o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n , K h n o p f f has m e t h o d i c a l l y 

p i n n e d d o w n h i s sub j ec t t o abs t rac t i t f r o m t h e w o r l d . I n t h i s w a y t h e i m a g e 

h a r k s b a c k t o a p rocess o f p e t r i f i c a t i o n , r o o t e d i n t h e a n c i e n t m y t h o f M e d u s a , 

w h i c h K h n o p f f i l l u s t r a t e d o n several o c c a s i o n s . 1 2 3 T h r o u g h i t s f r o n t a l i t y , t h e 

gaze c o n s t i t u t e s t h e sole l i n k b e t w e e n t h e c h i l d a n d t h e spec ta to r at t h e same 

t i m e t h a t i t c r y s t a l l i z e s t h e p r e sence o f t h e m o d e l , m a d e r e a l b y t h e p a i n t e r . 

I n s t r u m e n t a l i z e d b y p h o t o g r a p h y , r e d u c e d t o a d r a w i n g , t h e b o d y has b e e n 

t u r n e d i n t o a s i g n w h o s e m e a n i n g is d e p e n d e n t o n t h e act o f l o o k i n g . 

T h i s d i s t ance b e t w e e n t h e o b j e c t d e p i c t e d a n d t h e gaze, b e t w e e n t h e 

f o r m t h a t is a r r e s t e d a n d t h e l i f e t h a t is t o t a l l y s u m m a r i z e d i n t h e g l i n t o f t h e 

eye, g ives Jeanne K e f e r t h e appea rance o f o n e o f t h e c h i n a d o l l s t h e n i n f a sh 

i o n [ F I G U R E 6 4 ] . T h e p l a y o f t h e glazes i m m e d i a t e l y suggests t h i s t r anspa r -
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e n c y o f s k i n t h a t m a r k s t h e q u a l i t y o f b i s q u e c h i n a p r o d u c e d i n G e r m a n y a n d 

France i n t h e la te n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y K h n o p f f d e l i c a t e l y m o d u l a t e s h i s p a l e t t e 

t o b r i n g t h e s k i n t o l i f e w i t h o u t b r e a k i n g t h e u n i t y o f t h e c o l o r s . As w i t h d o l l s 

w h o s e heads a n d h a n d s are p l a c e d o n w o o d e n o r l e a the r b o d i e s [ F I G U R E 6 ^ ] , 

t h e face p r o t r u d e s f r o m t h e c o s t u m e w i t h o u t s u g g e s t i n g t h e ex i s t ence o f a r e a l 

b o d y . 1 2 4 R e d u c e d t o t he effect o f m a n n e q u i n o r a u t o m a t o n , t h i s b o d y is h i d d e n , 

b o t h i n r e sponse t o t h e d r e s s i n g h a b i t s o f t h e t i m e a n d t o f u r t h e r e m p h a s i z e 

t h e i s o l a t i o n o f t h e m o d e l . 

D e p r i v e d o f a c t i o n , r e d u c e d t o a n o b j e c t o f c o n t e m p l a t i o n , Jeanne 

Kefe r is t r e a t e d l i k e a d o l l t ha t has b e e n d ressed b e f o r e b e i n g s u b m i t t e d t o t h e 

p a i n t e r ' s gaze. T h e s o b e r c l o t h i n g , d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e g a r m e n t s t h a t K h n o p f f 

w a s t o use f o r c e r t a i n o f h i s a d u l t f e m a l e m o d e l s , s u c h as Y v o n n e Suys o r 

G e r m a i n e W i e n e r , de f ines t h e m o d e l as a c h i l d . Jeanne Kefer 's coat is c o n s p i c 

u o u s l y m u t e d , u n l i k e t h e o n e w o r n b y Y v o n n e Suys [see F I G U R E 7 0 ] . H e r e t h e 

a r t i s t d o e s n o t e c h o t h e i m p e r a t i v e s o f a c o m m i s s i o n e d p o r t r a i t , w h i c h 

r e q u i r e s t h e m o d e l t o b e d i s t i n g u i s h e d s o c i a l l y b y t h e e l e g a n c e o f h e r g a r 

m e n t s a n d t h e n o b i l i t y o f h e r p o s e . O n t h e c o n t r a r y , K h n o p f f has c o n c e n 

t r a t e d o n t h e e n v i r o n m e n t o f t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , s t r i p p i n g t h e sub jec t o f m o s t 

o f h e r w o r l d l y a r t i f i c e . H a v i n g b e c o m e an i n s t r u m e n t , t h e p o r t r a i t reveals m o r e 

t h a n i t s s i m p l e a n e c d o t a l sub jec t . Escap ing p a r t l y f r o m t h e soc i a l p e r s p e c t i v e , 

Figure 64 

Girl Doll, France, late 

nineteenth century. 

H: 35 cm (13 3A in.). 

Body: porcelain head, 

glass eyes, closed 

mouth, blond hair, com

position body and 

limbs. Clothing: cotton 

underclothes, woolen 

dress with satin panels, 

long-sleeved velvet 

jacket, straw hat with 

large bow. Antwerp, 

Volkskundemuseum, 

VM 62.73.1. Photo © 

Collectiebeleid, Bart 

Huysmans. 

Figure 65 

Doll, late nineteenth 

century. H: 73 cm 

(28 3A in.). Porcelain 

head with blue glass 

eyes, open mouth with 

teeth, painted eyebrows, 

pierced ears, blond 

woolen wig. Body: 

leather upper arms and 

legs, porcelain lower 

arms. Antwerp, 

Volkskundemuseum, 

VM 92.63.24. Photo © 

Collectiebeleid, Bart 

Huysmans. 
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i t re f lec ts o n t h e h u m a n c o n d i t i o n . T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer [ F I G U R E I ] is n o t 

m e r e l y a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f a c h i l d f r o m t h e l a t e - n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y Brusse ls 

b o u r g e o i s i e . I t poses b r o a d e r q u e s t i o n s a b o u t i d e n t i t y a n d s e l f h o o d , as c o n 

t a i n e d i n a p e r s o n ' s face a n d b o d y . 

T h e b o d y i t s e l f does n o t d i r e c t l y i n t e r v e n e . Shaped b y t h e g a r m e n t , i t 

appears c a r e d for , " r e -d re s sed , " a n d d i s c i p l i n e d b y e d u c a t i o n . K h n o p f f p lays 

o n t h i s s ta te o f c o n c e a l m e n t w i t h a m a s t e r y t h a t , t h r e e years l a te r , w a s t o 

i m p o s e i t s e l f as a c l o s i n g - o f f i n t h e e m b l e m a t i c p o r t r a i t o f h i s s is ter . I f w e 

a p p l y a f e m i n i s t ana lys is t o t h e p i c t u r e , t h e c h i l d ' s d e p o r t m e n t p a r t i c i p a t e s 

f u l l y i n t h e s t r u c t u r e s o f a p a t r i a r c h a l socie ty , w h i c h den i e s t h e g i r l any des i r e 

f o r e m a n c i p a t i o n . T h e p a i n t e r ' s b r u s h fixes t h e g i r l i n a c o n v e n t i o n a l a t t i t u d e 

i n o r d e r t o d e m o n s t r a t e — i n a w a y p e r h a p s s i m i l a r t o t ha t o f W h i s t l e r ' s Cecily 

Alexander [ F I G U R E 2 4 ] — a f o r m o f res i s tance t o t h e m a l e v i s i o n o f i n f a n t i l e 

f e m i n i n i t y . W h i l e a d o p t i n g t h e p o s i t i o n e x p e c t e d o f her , t h e l i t t l e g i r l o f fe r s 

res i s tance i n t h e f o r m o f i n t e r n a l w i t h d r a w a l . D i d K h n o p f f r e a l l y i n t e n d t o 

p o r t r a y t h i s reserve? I f t h e q u e s t i o n m u s t r e m a i n u n a n s w e r e d , i t i n v i t e s us first 

o f a l l t o e x a m i n e m o r e d e e p l y t h e i m a g e o f w o m a n i n t h e p a i n t e r ' s w o r k . 

A g a i n w e n e e d t o d i s t i n g u i s h t h e c o m m i t m e n t o f t h e m a n f r o m t h e i m a g e f o r 

m u l a t e d b y t h e p a i n t i n g . W h i l e a p p e a r i n g t o s u b s c r i b e t o a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c fin-

d e - s i e c l e m i s o g y n y , K h n o p f f ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e m o v e m e n t i n f a v o r o f 

w o m e n ' s s u f f r a g e 1 2 5 calls o n us t o be p r u d e n t a n d t o e x a m i n e the sub jec t f r o m 

v a r i o u s v i e w p o i n t s . I n t h e p r e s e n t p o r t r a i t , K h n o p f f o p p o s e s t h e r e s i s t a n c e 

o f t h e gaze t o t h e s u b m i s s i o n o f t h e b o d y ; t h e c h i l d s u b m i t s p h y s i c a l l y b u t 

n o t p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y . 

O n c e a g a i n , t h e p a r a l l e l w i t h t h e d o l l refers us b a c k t o t h e p h o t o g r a p h 

[ F I G U R E 6 6 ] . K h n o p f f uses h i s m o d e l l i k e a m a r i o n e t t e p l a c e d i n t h e m i d d l e 

o f a tableau vivant, s u b m i s s i v e t o t h e p a i n t e r ' s w i l l w i t h t h e same f o r c e t ha t 

M a u r i c e M a e t e r l i n c k assigns t o des t iny , w h i c h m o v e s t h e p u p p e t s i n h i s Death 

of Tintagiles (Mort de Tintagiles). F r o m t h e p u p p e t t r a g e d y t o p h o t o g r a p h y , t h e same 

process o f a l i e n a t i o n is at w o r k . T h e d o l l r e s t r i c t s t h i s r e d u c t i o n o f b e i n g t o i t s 

o u t e r appearance , w h i c h W h i s t l e r e v o k e d i n h i s p o r t r a i t o f C e c i l y A l e x a n d e r . 

R e t r e a t i n g b e h i n d h e r m a s k , t h e c h i l d appears c l o s e d i n o n herse l f . A c r e a t i o n , 

she exis ts o n l y i n m e t a p h o r i c f o r m : a p h o t o g r a p h i c d r a w i n g a n d a d o l l m a d e 

i n t o a f e t i s h , b o t h o f w h i c h are w i t n e s s e s t o t h e s ame p r i v a t i o n o f w i l l . R e 

d u c e d t o g r a p h i c s i g n o r passive a u t o m a t o n , she b e l o n g s t o t h e p a i n t e r j u s t as 

t he d o l l C o p p e l i a , i n t he o p e r a o f tha t n a m e , exists so le ly t h r o u g h h e r i n v e n t o r . 

T h e s o c i a l l o g i c c o n n e c t s w i t h t h e s o c i a l codes o f t h e t i m e . I n t h i s sys

t e m , t h e act o f l o o k i n g p lays a m a j o r r o l e : t h e p a i n t e r ' s l o o k has f r o z e n w h a t 

t h e p h o t o g r a p h i c eye h a d r evea l ed b y t h e s y m b o l i c a c t i o n o f l i g h t . C o n t r o l l e d 
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b y t h e a r t i s t , t h e p a i n t i n g goes w e l l b e y o n d t h e a c t i o n o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h , 

c o n f i r m i n g t h i s t o t a l m a s t e r y d e s i r e d b y K h n o p f f , t h e l i v i n g p i c t u r e (tableau 

vivant) j o i n i n g h a n d s w i t h t h e s t i l l l i f e (nature morte). 

T h i s p e t r i f i c a t i o n , w h i c h appears t o have o v e r t a k e n t h e e n t i r e c o m p o 

s i t i o n r i g h t d o w n t o t h e pa l e t t e , d o m i n a t e d b y m a r m o r e a l w h i t e , is n o n e t h e 

less n e g a t e d at o n e p o i n t : t h e c h i l d ' s gaze revea ls t h e h u m a n b e i n g h i d i n g 

b e h i n d t h e o b j e c t i v e appearance o f t h e d o l l a n d t h e m a s k . 

Figure 66 

Lewis Carroll, Alice 

Liddell Wreathed, 

1860. Albumen print. 

Reproduced from 

Morton N. Cohen, 

Reflections in a Looking 

Glass: A Centennial 

Celebration of Lewis 

Carroll, Photographer 

(New York, 1998). 

T H E D I S A P P E A R I N G D E T A I L 

T h e f o c u s o n t h e l o o k , a l r eady e v i d e n t i n t h e Portrait of Mademoiselle van der 

Hecht, f i n d s h e r e i t s r a d i c a l f o r m u l a t i o n t h r o u g h t h e a r t i f i ces t h a t K h n o p f f 

has m u l t i p l i e d t o r e a c h t h e state o f a b s t r a c t i o n t h a t cha rac t e r i ze s t h e w o r k : 

p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g , s u b l i m a t i o n o f t h e h a n d l i n g , a n d c r e a t i o n o f t h e b o d y 

t o g e t h e r p r o d u c e t h a t i m m o b i l i t y o f t h e v i s i b l e t h a t t h e gaze t r a n s c e n d s t o 

revea l t h e i n v i s i b l e . T h e s y m b o l i s m u n d e r g o e s a s t r i p p i n g - d o w n tha t has p e r 

haps j u s t i f i e d a s i g n i f i c a n t c h a n g e i n c o m p o s i t i o n . 
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Figure 67 

X-radiograph of Fernand 

Khnopff, Portrait of 

Jeanne Kefer [Figure 1]. 

JPGM Paintings 

Conservation 

Department. 

opposite 

Figure 68 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Nemesia, 1895. 

Watercolor, pastel, and 

pencil on cardboard, 

41.8 x 12.5 cm 

(167 2 x 47/s in.). 

Private collection. 

T h e e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer b y M a r k L e o n a r d a n d h i s 

c o l l e a g u e s i n t h e G e t t y M u s e u m s P a i n t i n g s C o n s e r v a t i o n s t u d i o u n c o v e r e d a 

m a j o r s u r p r i s e [ F I G U R E 6 7 ] . T h e X - r a d i o g r a p h s reveal a d e t a i l — i n v i s i b l e t o t h e 

n a k e d eye d e s p i t e t h e f ineness o f t h e glazes — t h a t t h e p a i n t e r h a d r e m o v e d . I n 

t h e o r i g i n a l v e r s i o n o f t h e w o r k , Jeanne Kefe r h e l d i n h e r le f t h a n d a b o u q u e t 

o f w h i t e flowers, o r p o s s i b l y a s i n g l e l a r g e flower. 

W e f i n d th i s floral t r e a t m e n t i n several o f K h n o p f f ' s p o r t r a i t s . Was t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r v e r s i o n d e s i r e d b y t h e a r t i s t o r r e q u e s t e d b y w h o e v e r c o m m i s 

s i o n e d t h e p a i n t i n g ? I t m a y b e t h a t K h n o p f f d e e m e d t h e floral s y m b o l i s m 

i n a p p r o p r i a t e f o r a l i t t l e g i r l o f f ive . U n t i l t h i s r e v e l a t i o n , i t h a d b e e n t h o u g h t 

t h a t a flower first a p p e a r e d i n K h n o p f f s p o r t r a i t u r e i n 1890, i n t h e Portrait of 

Yvonne Suys [see F I G U R E 7 0 ] . H o w e v e r , t h e m o t i f w a s n o t u n k n o w n t o t h e 

p a i n t e r w h e n h e s t aged l i t t l e Jeanne Kefer . I n 1884, w i t h A Hydrangea, h e h a d 
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c o m p o s e d a n a r r a t i v e based o n the s y m b o l i s m o f f l o w e r s . 

A t t h e f i r s t l e v e l , t h e d i a l o g u e b e t w e e n t h e b l u e h y d r a n 

gea a n d the r o s e b u d can be r ead as a m e t a p h o r f o r t he re la 

t i o n s h i p tha t t he p a i n t e r m a i n t a i n e d w i t h t h e e n i g m a t i c 

w o m a n a b s o r b e d b y h e r r e a d i n g . 1 2 8 

F l o w e r s r e t u r n e d t o f a s h i o n i n t h e n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y , t h e i r p o p u l a r i t y e n h a n c e d b y i n d u s t r i a l a n d c o m 

m e r c i a l a t t e n t i o n . 1 2 9 T h e 1878 Paris E x p o s i t i o n U n i v e r s e l l e 

h a d d e v o t e d an e n t i r e s e c t i o n t o flower g r o w i n g , b o t h i n 

d u s t r i a l a n d d o m e s t i c . E x h i b i t e d t he r e w e r e t h e n e p l u s 

u l t r a o f g r eenhouses , flowers a n d o r n a m e n t a l p l a n t s , v e g 

etables, f r u i t s a n d trees, seeds a n d p l a n t s , n o t t o m e n t i o n 

h o t h o u s e p l a n t s a n d a r t i f i c i a l flowers.128 I n t h e i m m e n s e 

g r e e n h o u s e s o f t h e C h a m p s d e M a r s , K h n o p f f , l i k e t h e 

w r i t e r s H u y s m a n s a n d V i l l i e r s de L ' I s l e - A d a m , d i s c o v e r e d 

the m y s t e r i o u s c h a r m s o f t h e flower tha t B a u d e l a i r e h a d 

i n t i m a t e l y associa ted w i t h e v i l . A m o n g t h e a t t r a c t i o n s , w e 

s h o u l d a lso m e n t i o n t h e g r e e n h o u s e r u n b y M . L i n d e n , a 

g a r d e n e r f r o m G h e n t o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e n o w n w h o s e rare 

species i m p o r t e d f r o m L a t i n A m e r i c a a r o u s e d t h e e n t h u s i 

a s m o f b o t h t h e p u b l i c a n d s p e c i a l i s t s . 1 2 9 T h e same L i n d e n 

h a d f o u n d e d i n t h e m a g a z i n e ^Illustration Horticole i n 185-4, 

w h i c h , u n t i l 1896, i n f o r m e d i t s readers o f ra re species, o f 

t he h i d d e n m e a n i n g s o f d i f f e r e n t p l a n t s , a n d o f t h e i r spe

c i f i c features . T h e r e v i e w also p r o v i d e d a r i c h r e p e r t o r y o f 

s y m b o l i c m o t i f s t h a t K h n o p f f w a s t o d r a w o n , i n p a r t i c u 

l a r f o r h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f v e n g e a n c e i n a pa s t e l o f 1895-

e n t i t l e d Nemesia [ F I G U R E 6 8 ] . H e r e t h e w o m a n n o l o n g e r 

p lays w i t h t h e flower as a n e m b l e m — s h e has b e c o m e i t s 

a l l e g o r i c a l i n c a r n a t i o n . 

T h e w h o l e o f E u r o p e w a s s w e p t w i t h a n e n t h u 

s i a s m f o r t h i n g s floral, a n d t h e c u l t u r e o f flowers w a s r a p 

i d l y e n d o w e d w i t h i t s o w n l a n g u a g e , b e g i n n i n g w i t h 

E m i l e Galle's p o s t u l a t i o n tha t flowers reveal the s t r u c t u r e o f 

h u m a n t h o u g h t . 1 3 0 T h e l a n g u a g e o f flowers w a s u n d e r 

s t o o d as a u n i v e r s a l one , based o n a l o n g t r a d i t i o n . P i c k i n g 

u p t h e h e r i t a g e o f pas t c e n t u r i e s , b o o k s o f f e r i n g t h e k e y 

t o t h e s y m b o l i c m e a n i n g o f flowers p r o l i f e r a t e d . I n 1811 

B e r t r a n d D e l a c h e n a y e p u b l i s h e d h i s Floral Primer, or the 

75 



Figure 69 

The White Drawing 

Room in the House that 

Khnopff Had Built 

in Brussels in 1902. 

On the chimney piece, 

a reproduction of 

Edward Burne-Jones's 

Wheel of Fortune. 

To its left, At Fosset: 

Under the Pine Trees, 

and to the right, 

a series of drawings 

among which is 

recognizable, to the 

right, The Necklace of 

Medals. In the corner, 

a vase of flowers hangs 

at the height of the 

pictures so that the 

viewer can breathe 

in the fragrance of the 

flowers while con

templating the images. 

Language of Flowers (Abecedaire de flore, ou langage des fleurs); i t 

w a s f o l l o w e d , i n 1819, b y The Language of Flowers (Le langage 

des fleurs) b y C h a r l o t t e de La tou r . T i t l e s a p p e a r e d o n e after 

a n o t h e r i n a n a m b i g u o u s m i x o f b o t a n y a n d s y m b o l i s m 

w i t h m o r a l i s t i c o v e r t o n e s . M u c h o f t h i s w a s b a s e d o n 

m y t h o l o g i c a l references, w i t h f l o w e r s ' m e a n i n g s e x p l a i n e d 

b y r e f e r e n c e t o f o u n d a t i o n m y t h s . B o t a n i c a l o b j e c t i v i t y 

w a s t w i n n e d w i t h a r c h e t y p a l m e a n i n g s , p e r m i t t i n g a 

g r a d u a l a n d i m p e r c e p t i b l e s h i f t f r o m s c i e n t i f i c r e p r e s e n 

t a t i o n t o s y m b o l i c e v o c a t i o n . T h i s c o d i f i e d f l o w e r l anguage 

opens the w a y t o a h e r m e t i c d i s c o u r s e , c a r r y i n g o n t h e 

" h i d d e n s y m b o l i s m " o f t h e e a r l y F l e m i s h p a i n t e r s . I n 

t h i s w a y f l o w e r s are i m b u e d w i t h t h e a b i l i t y t o express 

ideas a n d f e e l i n g s w i t h o u t d i s t u r b i n g a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n tha t 

at f i rs t s i gh t is l i m i t e d t o o u t w a r d f o r m s . 

T h i s l a n g u a g e does n o t o p e r a t e u n e q u i v o c a l l y . 

B e h i n d these c o d e d messages, a c c o r d i n g t o de La tour , the re 

l ies l o v e : n o t jus t the l anguage o f the sexes, b u t tha t o f p u r e 

f ee l i ng . I n the a u t h o r ' s w o r d s , " F l o w e r s l e n d t h e i r c h a r m s 

t o t he l anguage o f a m i t y , r e c o g n i t i o n , a n d f i l i a l a n d m a t e r 

n a l t e n d e r n e s s . " 1 3 1 

S y m b o l i c a n d sensual , flowers cast a s p e l l ; c o n 

sc iousness a n d s t andards g i v e w a y u n d e r t h e l i g h t n a r c o 

sis o f t h e i r p e r f u m e s . K h n o p f f p o r t r a y s h i s i m a g e o f t he 

s o l i t a r y a r t i s t as b e i n g i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y r e n o w n e d , a m e m 

b e r o f m a n y e l i t e g r o u p s a n d a p a r t i c i p a n t i n p o w e r f u l 

c o m m e r c i a l c i r c l e s , b u t n o n e t h e l e s s an aesthete s e c l u d e d 

i n h i s i v o r y t o w e r , w h o p a i n t s w h i l e i n h a l i n g t h e p e r 

f u m e s o f a f e w rare spec i e s . 1 3 2 T h e p h y s i c a l m a k e u p o f t he 

i m a g e is e l o q u e n t i n t h i s respec t . I t s task is t o create a n 

" i n d u s t r y o f r a r i t y " t ha t , m a r r y i n g h e r m e t i c i s m o f m e a n 

i n g w i t h p r e c i o s i t y o f s e n s a t i o n , attests t o a n e x c e p t i o n a l 

s i t u a t i o n . T h e h o u s e t h a t K h n o p f f h a d b u i l t f o r h i m s e l f i n 

Brusse ls i n 1902 is t h e final p o i n t o f t h i s ques t . H o u s e — 

b u t w h o w i l l r e a l l y l i v e t h e r e ? — t e m p l e , s e t t i n g , p e r s o n a l 

m u s e u m , a n d p e r s o n a l stage, t h i s " d r e a m cas t le" appears 

l i k e a k i n d o f a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g c r e a t i o n . F l o w e r s have 

t h e i r r o l e h e r e , b l o s s o m i n g h i e r a t i c a n d s o l i t a r y i n a m i n 

i m a l i s t g a r d e n b e f o r e b e i n g t r a n s f i g u r e d i n t o f r ag rance 
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[ F I G U R E 6 9 ] . K h n o p f f c a r e f u l l y o r g a n i z e d t h e spaces, p r o v i d i n g each r o o m 

w i t h p e r f u m e di f fusers t o " a c c o m p a n y " c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f the w o r k s h u n g o n the 

w a l l s — a n e a r l y f o r m o f t o d a y ' s a r o m a t h e r a p y . E l s e w h e r e t h e f l o w e r is asso

c i a t e d w i t h t h e m a s k o f H y p n o s t o p resen t , i n a l l e g o r i c a l m o d e , t h i s " w o m a n 

a b s e n t f r o m e v e r y b o u q u e t " dea r t o M a l l a r m e . M e a n i n g is a m a t t e r less o f 

c o d e a n d m o r e o f s e n s a t i o n . T h e flowers are t o be o r g a n i z e d i n e m b l e m a t i c 

t ab leaux , each species associated w i t h a state o f t he s o u l , t o be c o m p l e t e d b y t h e 

s y m b o l i s m o f t he c o l o r s . T h i s eso te r ic s y s t e m o f floral e m b l e m s testifies t o a 

des i re f o r h e r m e t i c i s m tha t , i n K h n o p f f , shares i n t he same a r i s toc ra t i c f e e l i n g . 1 3 3 

W i t h h i s k n o w l e d g e o f E n g l i s h a n d t r a n s p l a n t e d E n g l i s h p a i n t e r s s u c h 

as D a n t e G a b r i e l R o s s e t t i a n d J o h n S i n g e r Sa rgen t , K h n o p f f i n t r o d u c e d t h e 

flower m o t i f i n 1885" i n t he f i rs t v e r s i o n o f t he Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. W h a t s i g 

n i f i c a n c e s h o u l d w e a t t r i b u t e t o i t ? G i v e n o u r i n a b i l i t y t o d e t e r m i n e w h a t 

flower t he c h i l d is h o l d i n g , desp i t e t he q u a l i t y o f t h e X - r a d i o g r a p h , i t is i m 

p o s s i b l e t o r e f e r t h e r e a d e r t o o n e o r a n o t h e r floral d i c t i o n a r y . A t bes t , w e 

c a n p l ace t h e m o t i f i n K h n o p f f s d i s c o u r s e . To d o t h i s , w e m u s t m a k e c o m 

p a r i s o n s w i t h o t h e r p o r t r a i t s . 

I n 1890 K h n o p f f p a i n t e d t h e Portrait of Yvonne Suys [ F I G U R E 7 0 ] . O n c e 

a g a i n t h i s w a s a c h i l d f r o m t h e a r t i s t i c a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l c i r c l e s o f B r u s s e l s , 

h e r f a t h e r n o n e o t h e r t h a n L e o n Suys, o n e o f t h e m a i n c i t y p l a n n e r s , r e s p o n 

s ib le f o r t he Stock E x c h a n g e ( 1 8 6 8 - 7 3 ) a n d the Ha l l e s Centra les ( c o v e r e d m a r 

ke t , 1 8 7 2 - 7 4 ) , a m o n g o t h e r b u i l d i n g s . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , h e r e K h n o p f f d i d n o t t r y 

t o cast t h e c h i l d i n t o an u n a p p r o a c h a b l e d i s tance as he h a d d o n e w i t h Jeanne 

Kefer . T h i s m o r e - w o r l d l y p o r t r a i t attests t o a c o n v e n t i o n a l p r o x i m i t y . T h e face 

re ta ins i ts per fec t r eadab i l i ty , w i t h the g i r l ' s h a i r a n d bangs d e l i n e a t i n g h e r i n d i 

v i d u a l i t y . T h e c h i l d is n e i t h e r m y s t e r i o u s n o r d r e a m y . Ra ther , she y i e l d s t o a 

s o c i a l exe rc i s e w i t h a n ease r e n d e r e d e x p l i c i t b y t h e b l o o d - c o l o r e d i r i s she 

h o l d s . T h e flower c o m p l e t e s t h e y o u n g g i r l , s a y i n g m o r e a b o u t h e r t h a n she 

h e r s e l f reveals t o us. 

I n t h e l a n g u a g e o f flowers, t h e i r i s m e a n s " m e s s a g e . " 1 3 4 W i t h o u t p r e 

j u d g i n g the l i b e r t i e s t a k e n w i t h t r a d i t i o n a l i c o n o g r a p h y , K h n o p f f has s o u g h t 

r a r i t y : t h e i r i s is n o t t h e b l u e b e l o v e d o f M o n e t o r V a n G o g h , b u t a c o l o r 

o b t a i n e d a r t i f i c i a l l y b y t h e h o r t i c u l t u r a l i s t . 1 3 5 I t s s y m b o l i s m o r i g i n a t e s i n 

m y t h o l o g y . B e f o r e t a k i n g m a l e g e n d e r , I r i s w a s a w o m a n . D a u g h t e r o f 

T h a u m a s , h i m s e l f a s o n o f t h e e a r t h , she w a s t h e m e s s e n g e r o f J u n o , w h o , i n 

r e w a r d f o r h e r se rv ices , p l a c e d h e r i n h e a v e n , w h e r e she p e r s o n i f i e d t h e r a i n 

b o w . 1 3 6 C h a n g i n g gende r , t h e i r i s t r a n s f o r m e d i t s s y m b o l i s m o f e l o q u e n c e 

i n t o a m a l e p r i n c i p l e . Was i t K h n o p f f s i n t e n t i o n t o attest t o h i s p r ac t i c e o f p o r 

t r a i t p a i n t i n g t h r o u g h t h e e m b l e m a t i c v a l u e a c c o r d e d t h e i r i s ? 
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T h e ra re c o l o r i n g o f t h e f l o w e r appears t o l i n k i t m o r e t o t h e o r c h i d , 

t o w h i c h t h e i r i s is r e l a t e d i n p o p u l a r speech , w h e r e i t is k n o w n as t h e " g a r 

d e n o r c h i d . " 1 3 7 O f C h i n e s e o r i g i n , o r c h i d s sp read r a p i d l y i n E u r o p e . 1 3 8 I n t h e 

la te n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , G h e n t b e c a m e f a m o u s f o r i t s o r c h i d s , w h i c h w e r e 

s o l d a l l across E u r o p e . Even so, t h i s f l o w e r d i d n o t d i r e c t l y e n t e r t h e c o l l e c 

t i o n s o f f l o r a l s y m b o l i s m r e f e r r i n g t o w o m e n . 1 3 9 T h e l i t e r a t i — f r o m t h e deca

dents t o P r o u s t — w o u l d a t t r i b u t e t o i t a sexua l m e a n i n g based o n i ts shape a n d 

an Eastern t r a d i t i o n d i s s e m i n a t e d b y the v o g u e f o r t h i n g s Japanese. K h n o p f f , 

w h o s e i n t e r e s t i n o r i e n t a l c u l t u r e s w a s n o u r i s h e d b y h i s r e a d i n g o f L'lllustration, 

Le Magasin Pittoresque, a n d La Gazette des Beaux-Arts, appears h e r e t o be i n s p i r e d b y 

C h i n e s e s y m b o l i s m — w e l l k n o w n at t h e e n d o f t h e c e n t u r y — w h i c h m a k e s 

t h e o r c h i d t h e e m b l e m o f w o m a n pa r e x c e l l e n c e . B l o o d r e d , t h e o r c h i d s y m 

b o l i z e s m a r r i a g e a n d f e c u n d i t y . 1 4 0 As a p r e c i o u s f l o w e r , i t also expresses s p i r i 

t u a l w i t h d r a w a l i n t o o n e s e l f a n d a des i r e t h a t g r o w s a n d a f f i r m s i t s e l f . 1 4 1 

T h e l a n g u a g e o f e m b l e m a t i c flowers c l e a r l y d i r e c t s o u r r e a d i n g o f t h e 

Portrait of Yvonne Suys a l o n g t h e p a t h o f s exua l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . U n l i k e Jeanne Kefe r 

[ F I G U R E I ] , t h i s y o u n g g i r l has n o t h i n g o f the submis s ive d o l l a b o u t her, r a d i 

a t i n g an assurance e m p h a s i z e d b y h e r less c h i l d i s h c l o t h i n g . T h e flower exalts th i s 

a m b i g u i t y so tha t t h e p o r t r a i t o f t he c h i l d f o r e s h a d o w s the p o r t r a i t o f a w o m a n . 

I n h i s Interpretation of Dreams, S i g m u n d F r e u d analyzes a d r e a m o f flowers 

i n w h i c h eve ry s y m b o l i c figure b e c o m e s a " w o r d b r i d g e " t o t h e u n c o n s c i o u s , 

t h e flower e v o k i n g d e f l o w e r i n g , t h e b l u s h o f t h e rose , des i re . F r e u d adds : 

I t shou ld be ind ica ted . . . that f lower s y m b o l i s m is very widespread: 

f lowers, as the reproduct ive organs o f plants, t end natura l ly to rep

resent the h u m a n organs: flowers offered by lovers have perhaps i n 

par t icular this unconscious m e a n i n g . 1 4 2 

Figure 70 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Yvonne 

Suys, 1890. Oil on 

wood, 72.1 x 47.9 cm 

(28% x 18% in.). 

Private collection. 

A s i m p l e o r n a m e n t g o v e r n e d b y t h e c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y o f hues a n d t h e a l l u s i o n 

t o t h e l a n g u a g e o f flowers, t h e i r i s Y v o n n e Suys h o l d s c o n s t i t u t e s t h i s d o u b l e 

m e t a p h o r , r e v e a l i n g the des t i ny o f a c h i l d s o o n to b e c o m e a w o m a n . I t def ines a 

s y m b o l i c passage tha t , i n t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , h a d i t s o w n r u l e s . 1 4 3 Y v o n n e 

Suys is n o t e n t e r i n g i n t o w h a t o u r c o n t e m p o r a r y era refers t o as adolescence ; 

i n h e r day t h i s w a s r e se rved f o r boys . For g i r l s , p u b e r t y i m m e d i a t e l y c h a n g e d 

t h e i r s o c i a l status. T h e onse t o f m e n s t r u a t i o n s i g n i f i e d an i n i t i a t i o n i n t o a d u l t 

h o o d , t u r n i n g the g i r l i n t o a w o m a n . T h i s n e w status, n e a r l y as i m p o r t a n t as tha t 

o f m o t h e r , at o n c e c o n f e r r e d o n h e r elegance, a h a r m o n i o u s shape, a n d a reserve 

a n d m o d e s t y tha t are r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t f r o m the t u r b u l e n c e a n d i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n 

o f b o y s . W h a t K h n o p f f d e l i v e r s i n t h e Portrait of Yvonne Suys [ F I G U R E 7 0 ] i n 

v o l v e s t h i s s y m b o l i c passage f r o m c h i l d t o w o m a n . 
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I t is l i k e l y t h a t t h e o b v i o u s l i n k b e t w e e n t h e f l o w e r a n d s e x u a l i t y 

e x p l a i n s i t s r e m o v a l f r o m t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. T h e w h i t e c o l o r o f t h e f l o w e r 

w o u l d have u n d e r l i n e d t h e p u r i t y o f t h i s c h i l d , w h o w a s j u s t f i ve . A n e m b l e m 

o f v i r g i n i t y , t h e b l o o m c o n s t i t u t e d a v i s u a l t r u i s m . T h e r e c o u r s e t o t h e s y m b o l 

w a s n o t j u s t i f i e d ; o n t h e c o n t r a r y , i t s r e d u n d a n c y i n t h e a r g u m e n t c o u l d have 

w e a k e n e d t h e effect . 

T h e s e c o n d a r g u m e n t i n f a v o r o f r e m o v i n g t h e f l o w e r l i e s i n t h e 

l o g i c o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n . J u d g i n g f r o m t h e X - r a d i o g r a p h o f t h e flower, i t 

f o r m e d a n a t u r a l f o c a l p o i n t f o r t h e obse rve r ' s eye. As a s y m b o l i c o r n a m e n t , i t 

i n t r o d u c e d a n a c t i o n t h a t r e n d e r e d e m b l e m a t i c Jeanne's v e r y pose i n f r o n t o f 

t h e c l o s e d d o o r . T h e a m b i g u i t y t h a t w a s i n s e r t e d i n o r d e r t o i n t e r r o g a t e t h e 

a p p a r e n t l y s e l f - e v i d e n t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n l o s t i t s s t r e n g t h . T h e r e m o v a l o f t h e 

d e t a i l l e d K h n o p f f t o r e t h i n k h i s s taging. T h i s r e s t ag ing is n o less r e v e a l i n g t h a n 

t h e o b l i t e r a t i o n o f t h e l a n g u a g e o f flowers, a l l o w i n g t h e p a i n t e r t o e m p h a s i z e 

a c e r t a i n p a s s i v i t y t h a t takes t h e b o d y i n t h e d i r e c t i o n o f o b j e c t . T h e c h i l d ' s l e f t 

a r m does n o t m a k e sense i n i t s ea r l i e r p o s i t i o n . H o w e v e r , t he p a i n t e r refuses t o 

r e d r a w i t en t i r e ly . I n s t ead h e " f i x e s " t h i s n o w - e m p t y a r m b y p l a c i n g the f i n g e r 

t i p s i n s i d e t h e coat . A l t h o u g h l o g i c a l , b e a r i n g i n m i n d t h e d i f f e r e n t stages o f 

t h e p a i n t i n g , t h e effect is n o less s u r p r i s i n g , as i t seems t o consec ra te t h e ene r 

v a t i o n o f t h i s b o d y e n t i r e l y c l o s e d i n o n i t se l f . T h e d o l l m o t i f b e c o m e s c learer : 

the g i r l ' s b o d y is as i f t raversed b y the energe t i c gaze tha t magne t i zes the v i ewer . 

T h e gaze is n o w t h e sole s p i r i t u a l f ocus o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n . T h e flower l e d t o 

t h e a l l e g o r i c a l a n e c d o t e , d i v e r t i n g t h e spec ta tor ' s a t t e n t i o n f r o m t h e t r u e s u b 

jec t o f t he i m a g e , w h i c h is t he gaze. O n c e e l i m i n a t e d , t h e m e a n i n g a t t ached t o 

t h e floral m o t i f c a n be r o o t e d m o r e d e e p l y i n t h o s e g r a y - b l u e eyes t h a t d e f i n e 

t h e " b e y o n d " o f t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

T h u s , t h e a b o l i t i o n o f the s i g n i f y i n g d e t a i l real izes K h n o p f f s i n t e n t i o n : 

t o ach ieve an essent ial r e p r e s e n t a t i o n tha t , u n d e r cover o f a pe r fec t m a s t e r i n g o f 

appearances , m a k e s t h e i m a g e s u b m i t t o t h e p o w e r o f t h e gaze. T h i s a s p i r a t i o n 

de f ines i n K h n o p f f s w o r k — b u t a lso m o r e w i d e l y r i g h t across t h e S y m b o l i s t 

m o v e m e n t — a m o d e r n c o n c e p t o f t h e i m a g e as l a b o r a t o r y . T h e i c o n is n o t 

o n l y t h i s i m m a t e r i a l space w h e r e t h e i n v i s i b l e m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n i d e a l i z e d 

f o r m ; i t c o n s t i t u t e s , at t h e same t i m e , a p o i n t o f passage tha t uses t h e v i s i b l e t o 

a r r i v e at a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e i n v i s i b l e . Part o f t h e a l l e g o r i c a l t h e a t e r o f a 

c e r t a i n s y m b o l i s m is t h i s m e t h o d o f d e c i p h e r i n g a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g tha t def ines 

t h e S y m b o l i s t m e t h o d , d e l i v e r i n g w h a t M a l l a r m e cal ls t h e " p u r e c o n c e p t . " 
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T H E P O R T R A I T I N P E R S P E C T I V E 

D i g d e e p i n t o t h e verse ," M a l l a r m e i n v i t e s h i s readers . F o l l o w i n g t h i s 

a d v i c e , K h n o p f f " d u g d e e p " i n t o r ea l i t y , d r a w i n g a n i m a g e f r o m i t 

t h a t suggests s o m e t h i n g far f r o m o b v i o u s . T r a c i n g t h e act o f l o o k 

i n g b a c k t o i t s s o u r c e , K h n o p f f a r r i v e s at t h e c e n t r a l v a c u u m t o w h i c h t h e 

m y t h o f M e d u s a r e f e r s . K h n o p f f ' s S y m b o l i s t i m a g e c o n s t i t u t e s a t r a p . T h e 

message i n s c r i b e d at t h e c e n t e r o f t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer refers t o t h e i c o n o g 

r a p h y — s t i l l e x p l i c i t — o f The Crisis [ F I G U R E 7 ] . 

T h i s a s p i r a t i o n , c h a r g e d w i t h n e g a t i v i t y , echoes l i k e a n a b s o l u t e r e 

n u n c i a t i o n o f any r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . I t e x p l a i n s t h e t o n e o f m e l a n c h o l y t h a t c h a r 

ac ter izes t h e f i g u r e s i n K h n o p f f ' s w o r k , as i f t h e i r s is t he task o f d o c u m e n t i n g 

the i m p o s s i b l e p o s i t i o n i n w h i c h t he p a i n t e r f i nds h i m s e l f , tha t o f s t i l l b e l i e v 

i n g i n w h a t h e is r e p r e s e n t i n g . V e r h a e r e n w a s t o s u m m a r i z e t h i s state o f c o n 

sciousness b y e v o k i n g " t h e rea l i t ies t o o v i v i d l y p e r c e i v e d " b y the pa in te r . Rever ie 

abo l i shes a l l d i s t ance , w h e r e a s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n r e q u i r e s d i s t a n c i n g . F r o m h e r e 

o n , t h e i m a g e o p e r a t e s i n r e l a t i o n t o these t w o i n s t a n t s : t h a t o f v o l u p t u o u s 

a b s o r p t i o n a n d t h a t o f o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n , w h i c h f o r b i d s any access even t o t h a t 

w h i c h takes shape w i t h t h e act o f l o o k i n g . T h e w h o l e w o r k t ends t o w a r d r e p 

r e s e n t i n g Jeanne Kefer. She, h o w e v e r , c a n n o t ex is t i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f t he pa in te r , 

w h o uses h e r t o p r o j e c t h i m s e l f . T h e c o n t o u r tha t " n a m e s " eve ry p a i n t e d o b j e c t 

f l awless ly evokes b o t h t he o b j e c t r e p r e s e n t e d a n d the p e r s o n p a i n t i n g i t . 

T h i s i n d u c e s , i n t h e v e r y h e a r t o f t h e p r a c t i c e o f p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g , a n 

a m b i g u i t y t h a t K h n o p f f e x p l o i t e d t o i t s f u l l e s t . S y m b o l i s t b y c o n c e p t i o n , h i s 

p o r t r a i t s o r i g i n a t e w i t h i n t h e n a r r o w c o n f i n e s o f Brusse ls h i g h socie ty . I n p o r 

t r a y i n g t he c h i l d r e n a n d t h e n the w o m e n o f t h i s class, s u c h as M a d e l e i n e M a b i l l e 

o r I sabe l l e E r r e r a , M a d a m e d e Baue r o r M a d a m e F r a n z P h i l i p p s o n , K h n o p f f 

reveals a m a s t e r y tha t , u n d e r t h e glaze o f appearances , w a s t o f la t te r t he taste o f 

a t h e n - t r i u m p h a n t b o u r g e o i s i e . H i s w o r k l i e s at t h e c e n t e r o f a s o c i a l s y s t e m 
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t h a t K h n o p f f e x p l o i t e d c o m m e r c i a l l y , d e v e l o p i n g a n a m e f o r h i m s e l f t h a t 

w o u l d s o o n b e k n o w n b e y o n d t h e b o r d e r s o f B e l g i u m . U n l i k e Jeanne Kefer , 

w h o , t h r o u g h h e r fa ther , b e l o n g e d t o t h e same a r t i s t i c m i l i e u as K h n o p f f , t h e 

m o d e l s w h o m t h e p a i n t e r p o r t r a y s f r o m 1 8 8 7 / 8 8 o n w a r d b e l o n g t o t h e h i g h 

s o c i e t y w i t h i n w h i c h h e n o w w o r k e d . 

C r i t i c s w e r e q u i c k t o r a i l aga ins t t h i s s o c i a l success, w h i c h K h n o p f f 

appears t o have a c q u i r e d i n 1886 w i t h t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. F r o m t h e n o n , 

K h n o p f f w a s h o n o r e d w i t h m a j o r c o m m i s s i o n s i n B e l g i u m , i n France , a n d 

across E u r o p e , w h i l e h i s n a m e w a s h e l d i n e s t eem b y t h e m a i n Secessionis t 

g r o u p s , so m u c h so t h a t i n 1900 , t h e A u s t r i a n e m p e r o r F ranc i s Jo seph I ( 1 8 3 0 -

1916) asked K h n o p f f t o p a i n t a p o s t h u m o u s p o r t r a i t o f Empress El i sabe th . 

T h i s p r a c t i c e o f p a i n t i n g p o r t r a i t s o n c o m m i s s i o n d i d n o t , h o w e v e r , 

i n t e r f e r e w i t h K h n o p f f ' s S y m b o l i s t research. P r o o f o f th i s is the fact tha t K h n o p f f 

c o n t i n u e d t o s h o w h i s p o r t r a i t s at e x h i b i t i o n s w h e r e h e also p r e s e n t e d " l o g o -

g r i p h i c " w o r k s s u c h as Memories [ F I G U R E 3 9 ] a n d Silence. T h i s m i x t u r e is j u s 

t i f i e d f i r s t o f a l l b y t he i n d e p e n d e n c e o f p o r t r a i t s s u c h as those o f Jeanne Kefer 

a n d M a d e l e i n e M a b i l l e f r o m t h e i r m o d e l s . K h n o p f f t r a n s c e n d e d t h e exe rc i s e 

o f p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g t o m a k e i t a w o r k c o m p l e t e i n i t s e l f [ F I G U R E 7 1 ] . A t t h e 

s ame t i m e , i t e m p h a s i z e d t h e a r t i s t ' s s ta tus o n t h e B e l g i a n a n d E u r o p e a n 

c u l t u r a l scenes. 

K H N O P F F V E R S U S V A N R Y S S E L B E R G H E 

I n 1886, o n t h e sub j ec t o f t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer, L u c i e n S o l v a y — w h o , i n 

1883, h a d b e e n asked t o be sec re t a ry o f Les X X — c r i t i c i z e d K h n o p f f 's d i z -

z i n g l y successful p r o d u c t i o n : 

One day he exh ib i t ed a chi ld 's po r t r a i t that de l igh ted every mother . 

Since then he spends al l his t i m e p a i n t i n g chi ldren 's por t ra i ts , and 

all these c h i l d r e n are pre t ty ( they have to be; i f no t , he w o u l d no t 

agree to paint t h e m ) and al l these por t ra i ts are de l i gh t fu l . The suc

cess o f these t w o or three n e w b o r n infants at the e x h i b i t i o n o f Les 

X X is deplorably u n a n i m o u s . . . . I w o u l d be fur ious to be admi red 

by everybody and to see so many mothers come and beg me to do 

their bab ie s . 1 4 4 

T h e w o r k s K h n o p f f p r o d u c e d a r o u n d 1 8 8 ^ — o f w h i c h t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer 

is a m o n g t h e f o r e m o s t — w e r e t o c o n s i d e r a b l y i n f l u e n c e t h e ar t i s ts w h o , i n h i s 

w a k e , w e r e i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e p o r t r a i t s p r e s e n t e d b y W h i s t l e r . T h e o v a n Rysse l -

Figure 71 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Madame 

Franz Philippson, 

1899. Oil on canvas, 

75 x 67 cm 

(29V 2 x 263/s in.). 

Private collection. 
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Figure 72 

Theo van Rysselberghe 

(Belgian, 1862-1926), 

Portrait of Marguerite 

van Möns, 1886. Oil 

on canvas, 90 x 70 cm 

(35% x 277 2 in.). 

Ghent, Museum 

voor Schone Künsten, 

1979-C 

berghe ' s p o r t r a i t s o f t he sisters M a r g u e r i t e [ F I G U R E 7 2 ] a n d C a m i l l e v a n M ö n s , 

p a i n t e d i n J u n e 1886, pay t h e i r d e b t t o W h i s t l e r v i a a n e s sen t i a l ly K h n o p f f i a n 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . H e r e V a n R y s s e l b e r g h e has m o v e d away f r o m t h e e s sen t i a l ly 

Real i s t cha rac t e r o f h i s p r o d u c t i o n — s t i l l t a n g i b l e i n h i s Portrait of the Schlobach 

Sisters, p a i n t e d i n 1884 a n d e x h i b i t e d at t he s e c o n d Sa lon o f Les X X , as w e l l as i n 

t h e Portrait of Octave Maus, p a i n t e d i n 1 8 8 5 " — t o w a r d a m o r e d e c o r a t i v e f o r m u l a . 

As Jane B l o c k has s h o w n , 1 4 5 t h e p o r t r a i t b e c a m e a m a j o r e l e m e n t o f 

V a n Rysse lbe rghe ' s c r ea t ive w o r k . N o f e w e r t h a n e i g h t o f t h e e l even p a i n t i n g s 

h e s h o w e d at t h e 1886 s a l o n o f Les X X w e r e i n t h i s g e n r e . L i k e K h n o p f f , V a n 

R y s s e l b e r g h e w a s n o t ye t , h o w e v e r , r e c o g n i z e d as a s o c i e t y p o r t r a i t i s t . L i k e 

K h n o p f f , h e c h o s e h i s m o d e l s f r o m h i s i m m e d i a t e c i r c l e . 1 4 6 H i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

i n Les X X i n 1886 p r o b a b l y also i n d i c a t e s a des i r e t o b u i l d u p a c u s t o m e r base 
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i n t h e p o p u l a r g e n r e o f p o r t r a i t u r e . T h e f a s h i o n effect d o m i n a t e s h e r e w i t h o u t 

ever f a l l i n g i n t o r a d i c a l i s m . 

T h e Portrait of Marguerite van Möns [ F I G U R E 7 2 ] reflects W h i s t l e r ' s i n f l u 

ence , b u t i t also reveals t h e effect o n V a n R y s s e l b e r g h e o f K h n o p f f ' s i n t e r p r e 

t a t i o n o f W h i s t l e r i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. T h e s e t t i n g is c o m p a r a b l e i n eve ry 

p a r t i c u l a r : a c h i l d , c a p t u r e d i n a b o u r g e o i s i n t e r i o r , is p r e s e n t e d w i t h a 

f r o n t a l i t y t h a t de f ines i t s e l f s p a t i a l l y i n t h e f r a m i n g o f t h e d o o r . V a n Rysse l 

b e r g h e , h o w e v e r , refuses t h e d i s t a n c i n g i m p o s e d b y K h n o p f f i n o r d e r t o r e t a i n 

t he p o r t r a i t ' s n a r r a t i v e p r e t e x t . P r e f e r r i n g a c l o s e - u p v i s i o n m o r e i n c o n f o r m i t y 

w i t h t he p o r t r a i t t r a d i t i o n , he gives the c h i l d a ges ture tha t r ende r s e x p l i c i t — 

a n d i n so d o i n g w e a k e n s — h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e d o o r . A ges tu re o f t h e 

r i g h t h a n d a l l o w s t h e g i r l t o o p e n o r c lose t h e d o o r . T h e m o v e m e n t b reaks t h e 

s t r i c t i n s c r i p t i o n w i t h i n t h e p l a n e , a n d t h e flat, r i g o r o u s l a y e r i n g o f space 

g ives w a y t o an a m b i g u o u s sense o f d e p t h . T h i s s t r a n g e l y d i s t o r t e d a r m seems 

t o have b e e n d e p r i v e d o f v o l u m e t o fit i n t o t h e l o g i c o f t h e p l a n e . T h e f o l d i n 

t h e b e n d o f t h e a r m , as w e l l as t h e s l i g h t s h a d o w , t e s t i f y t o t h i s i n c o n s i s t e n c y , 

r e v e l a t o r y o f t h e c o n f l i c t o p p o s i n g t h e r e a l i s m o f t h e a c t i o n t o t h e l o g i c o f t h e 

space t r e a t e d i n flat p lanes . 

I n r e d u c i n g a n a l o g y t o n a r r a t i v e , V a n R y s s e l b e r g h e r e n d e r s e x p l i c i t 

w h a t w i t h K h n o p f f r e m a i n e d s u g g e s t i o n . T h e f o r m e r ' s c o n c e r n f o r r e a l i s m ga ins 

t h e u p p e r h a n d . H e m u l t i p l i e s t h e de ta i l s o f t h e f r a m i n g e l e m e n t s — w i t h t h e i r 

o r n a m e n t a l f o l i a g e a n d b o u r g e o i s i r o n m o n g e r y — a t t h e r i s k o f d i l u t i n g h i s 

sub jec t i n a p r o f u s i o n o f effects. C o m p a r i s o n b e t w e e n t h e t w o ar t i s t s h i g h 

l i g h t s b o t h K h n o p f f ' s o r i g i n a l i t y a n d h i s des i re t o e l i m i n a t e f r o m r e a l i t y eve ry 

t h i n g tha t does n o t re f lec t h i s i d e a l . W i t h Van Rysse lberghe , t h e e l e m e n t s respect 

t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n t o t h e d e t r i m e n t o f t h e m e a n i n g . C o m p a r i s o n w i t h t h e 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer g i v e s s i g n i f i c a n c e t o c e r t a i n o m i s s i o n s o f K h n o p f f s. F o r 

e x a m p l e , b y e l i m i n a t i n g t h e s e c o n d k e y h o l e , K h n o p f f has c o n c e n t r a t e d t h e 

o b s e r v e r ' s eye o n t h e r e m a i n i n g o n e , w h e r e a s V a n R y s s e l b e r g h e has s i m p l y 

r e n d e r e d f a i t h f u l l y a c o n v e n t i o n a l d e c o r a t i v e i t e m . 1 4 7 

T O W A R D T H E S Y M B O L I S T P O R T R A I T 

A c k n o w l e d g e d as a special is t p a i n t e r o f c h i l d r e n i n the same w a y tha t o the r s 

are p a i n t e r s o f " c i v i l g u a r d o f f i ce r s a n d c o m p a n y c h a i r m e n , " 1 4 8 K h n o p f f 

p r o v i d e s a s y m b o l i c p o r t r a i t t y p o l o g y f r eed f r o m the soc ia l exercise at w o r k i n 

m a n y o f h i s p o r t r a i t s . T h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer b e c o m e s i n t h i s w a y a m i l e s t o n e 

i n t h e e v o l u t i o n o f K h n o p f f ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f S y m b o l i s m . 
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I n t h e p o r t r a i t o f a c h i l d , a p e r s o n a l i t y s h o w s t h r o u g h an appearance , 

f i r s t o f a l l i n t h e c r y s t a l l i n e p u r i t y o f t h e gaze, w h i c h resists t h e w i l l o f t h e 

a r t i s t , t h e n , as t h e c h i l d g r o w s t o w a r d a d u l t h o o d , i n a n a t t i t u d e t ha t a f f i r m s 

t h e f e m i n i n i t y t h a t t h e floral e m b l e m reveals a n d e m p h a s i z e s . T h e r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h t h e p a i n t e r is t r a n s f o r m e d . N o l o n g e r r e s i s t i n g , t h e w o m a n b e c o m e s a 

t e m p t r e s s . T h e gaze does n o t re jec t ; ra ther , i t a t t racts w i t h a s i n u o u s m o v e m e n t 

t ha t is p r o l o n g e d i n t h e a rabesque o f t h e b o d y . T h e t h e m e o f t e m p t a t i o n , 

w h i c h t h e a r t i s t h a d a l r eady e x p l o r e d i n 1883 i n h i s Queen of Sheba, b e c o m e s a 

c o n s t i t u e n t p a r t o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e o the r . Burne-Jones ' s Vivien serves as a 

m o d e l he re . M o v i n g f r o m p a i n t i n g t o s c u l p t u r e , K h n o p f f rever ts t o t h i s t h e m e 

o f t e m p t a t i o n t h r o u g h t h e gaze. H e h i m s e l f desc r ibes t h i s i n p o e t i c f o r m : 

W i t h a l o n g gaze, he fo l lows the at tract ing spiral 

A n d the u n d u l a t i o n o f the beaut i fu l , balanced body. 

She sees the E n c h a n t e r — w i t h his condensed knowledge 

Y i e l d to her power and lose h i m s e l f i n a d y i n g groan. 

D'un long regard, il suit 1'attirante spirale 

Et l 'ondulation du beau corps balance. 

Elle voit l 'Enchanteur—au savoir condense 

Ceder d sa puissance et se perdre en un r a l e . 1 4 9 

F r o m the eyes t o t he body , t he gaze concen t ra tes t h i s r o u t o f o b j e c t i v e 

c o n sc iousnes s a l r eady expres sed i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. W i t h t h e c h i l d i n 

f r o n t o f h i m , K h n o p f f g ives us a r e f l e c t i o n tha t , b y i t s q u e s t i o n i n g o f t h e act 

o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , a n t i c i p a t e s t h e d e f i n i t i o n s o f S y m b o l i s m f o r m u l a t e d b y s u c h 

w r i t e r s as M o r e a s , K a h n , a n d V e r h a e r e n i n 1886. I n t h i s respect , t he lat ter 's essay 

o n K h n o p f f c o n s t i t u t e s a f u l l - f l e d g e d m a n i f e s t o . 1 5 0 T h e " o b j e c t i v i z a t i o n o f t h e 

s u b j e c t i v e " t h a t K a h n p reaches i n c l u d e s r e c o u r s e t o p h o t o g e n e t i c d r a w i n g , t h e 

m o v i n g away f r o m " a c a d e m i c " f i n i s h , a n d the g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f t he i m a g e i n t o an 

aes the t i c o b j e c t , a l l p r a c t i c e d b y K h n o p f f i n h i s Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. 

A F A C E F O R A N I D E A L 

T h e i d e a l i z a t i o n o f t h e face r e s p o n d s t o t h e des i r e t o have t h e m o d e l adhere 

t o a s k i l l f u l l y c o n s t r u c t e d t y p o l o g y . I t w a s t h i s n e e d tha t i n 188^ p r o d u c e d 

the " C a r o n affair ." T h e face o f t h i s s inge r at the Thea t r e r o y a l de la M o n n a i e , i n 

a p o r t r a i t b y K h n o p f f , b y degrees m o v e s f r o m tha t o f Rose C a r o n t o t h e e n 

c h a n t i n g f ea tu re s o f L e o n o r a d 'Es t e i n J o s e p h i n Pe ladan ' s The Supreme Vice 
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[ F I G U R E S 7 3 , 7 4 ] . T h e s c a n d a l i z e d actress c a l l e d f o r t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e 

p a i n t i n g 1 5 1 o u t o f r espec t f o r h e r o w n i m a g e . K h n o p f f a c q u i e s c e d , b u t t h e 

scanda l a r o u s e d b y t h e a f fa i r c o n t i n u e d u n a b a t e d . 1 5 2 

T h e p o r t r a i t o f Rose C a r o n — w h i c h a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y r e m a i n e d u n 

c o m p l e t e d — w a s p r o d u c e d s i m u l t a n e o u s l y w i t h t h a t o f Jeanne Kefe r [ F I G 

U R E 1 ] , a n d q u i t e p r o b a b l y i n r e l a t i v e l y s i m i l a r c o n d i t i o n s . I n t h e a r t i c l e s t ha t 

h e p u b l i s h e d t o j u s t i f y h i m s e l f , K h n o p f f a t t e m p t e d t o separate t h e exerc i se o f 

t h e p o r t r a i t f r o m w h a t h e u n d e r t o o k i n The Supreme Vice. Fo r h i m , t h e w o r k as 

e x h i b i t e d d i d n o t r e s e m b l e a p a i n t e d p o r t r a i t ; i n s t e a d , i t w a s t h e f r u i t o f a n 

exerc i se o f f i l t e r i n g u n d e r t a k e n b y m e m o r y a n d b y t h e ar t i s t ' s des i re . K h n o p f f 

c o n c l u d e s , " I f I h a d w a n t e d t o ' t ake ' M r s . Ca ron ' s h e a d , i t w o u l d have b e e n 

easier, a n d c e r t a i n l y faster, t o g r a b a p h o t o g r a p h . " 1 5 3 K h n o p f f ' s r e p l y d i d n o t h -

Figure 73 

Photograph of Rose 

Caron in the Role 

of Salambö in 1892. 

Figure 74 

Fernand Khnopff, After 

Josephin Peladan: The 

Supreme Vice or Venus 

Renascens, 1885. 

Pastel, crayon, charcoal, 

and highlights on 

paper, 23 x 12.2 cm 

(9 x 4% in.). 

Private collection. 
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i n g t o p laca te h i s d e t r a c t o r s a n d b r o u g h t i n t o t h e f ray h i s d e f e n d e r s , l e d b y 

Pe ladan h i m s e l f — w h o sa id t h a t h e w a s h u r t b y t h e loss o f a m a s t e r p i e c e b o r n 

o f h i s o w n w o r k 1 5 4 — a n d i n c l u d i n g M a u s 1 5 5 a n d P i c a r d . 1 5 6 

K h n o p f f s o p e n l e t t e r is n o t w i t h o u t i n t e r e s t i n t ha t i t reveals t h e 

m e c h a n i s m s o f t h e p o r t r a i t . H e r e w e find a d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e p rocess t h a t i s o 

lates t h e face f r o m t h e b o d y . W h i l e a c k n o w l e d g i n g a g u i l t y l i keness , K h n o p f f 

r e d u c e s t h i s t o a p l a y o f a n a l o g i e s a n d c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s based o n m e m o r y . 

T h a t t h e m o d e l h a u n t i n g h i m as h e p a i n t e d o n e o f h i s r e c e n t p o r t r a i t s h a d 

a s s u m e d i t s fea tures w h i l e h e w a s r e a d i n g Pe ladan 's n o v e l w a s a n a r g u m e n t 

t h a t P i c a r d p i c k e d u p d u r i n g h i s p l e a d i n g s i n c o u r t . D o n n i n g a s o c i o l o g i s t s 

ha t , h e q u e s t i o n e d t h e m e c h a n i s m l e a d i n g t o t h e i n c i d e n t . K h n o p f f h a d j u s t 

finished r e a d i n g a s t range a n d u p s e t t i n g b o o k , " t h e m o s t m o v i n g scenes o f w h i c h 

he translates i n t e l l e c t u a l l y i n t o p i c t o r i a l i m a g e s . " 1 5 7 T h i s act o f t r a n s l a t i o n p r o v e s 

v i t a l : i t t r a n s p o s e d t h e m o d e l ' s face i n t o a d i f f e r e n t s y s t e m o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

tha t r e s p o n d e d t o i ts o w n m e c h a n i s m s . I n t h i s p l ay o f p o e t i c analogy, t he figure 

o f t he w o m a n — w h i c h P i c a r d descr ibes as " h e r o i c a n d f r ag i l e , b e a u t i f u l a n d te r 

r i b l e , caress ing a n d f u n e r e a l , a n d m o r e t h a n a n y t h i n g , e n i g m a t i c " — i s s e e k i n g 

i t s " l i n e a r figuration." T h e a r t i s t is obsessed b y t h i s w o m a n a n d , p a r a l l e l w i t h 

t h i s , analyzes w i t h h i s b r u s h the " t r a g i c , g e n t l e " face o f a f ema le s p h i n x n a m e d 

C a r o n . T h e m o d e l takes o n t h e features o f t h e a n t i q u e G o r g o n , p e t r i f y i n g t h e 

p a i n t e r ' s i m a g i n a t i o n : "She poses i n f r o n t o f h i m , a n d d u r i n g t h e s i l e n t , s t u 

d i o u s s i t t i n g s , h e r a d m i r a b l e , pa le , a c c e n t u a t e d , a n d i m m o b i l e h e a d de taches 

i t s e l f v i o l e n t l y f r o m h e r d a r k t o i l e t . " 1 5 8 T h i s s y m b o l i c " b e h e a d i n g " a l l o w s t h e 

a u t h o r t o i so l a t e t h e h e a d f r o m i t s e v e r y d a y e n v i r o n m e n t a n d i d e n t i f y i t w i t h 

t h e m y t h i c a l figure o f L e o n o r a d 'Este , w h i l e P i c a r d seeks t o d e m o n s t r a t e t ha t 

t h i s d e f l e c t i o n d e r i v e s f r o m a p i c t o r i a l r e a d i n g p r e s e n t i n Peladan's n o v e l . 1 5 9 

T h e p a i n t e r w a s obsessed w i t h t h e h e r o i n e at t w o d i s t i n c t l eve ls : t h a t 

o f a l e g e n d tha t finds i t s face i n Rose C a r o n a n d the e n c o u n t e r w i t h w o r k s o f ar t 

k n o w n t o K h n o p f f a n d t h a t h e feels t h e n e e d t o e q u a l i n a n e w face. F r o m t h e 

gaze t o t h e i d e a l , f r o m t h e s y m b o l t o r ea l i t y , f r o m t h e stage set t o r ea l l i f e , a n d 

f r o m t h e c i t y t o t h e ar t i s t ' s s t u d i o , K h n o p f f f o l l o w s t h e l i n k e d series o f ideas 

t h a t m i x e s i n t e r i o r e x a l t a t i o n w i t h t h e c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f t h e w o m a n , t h e n a r 

r a t i v e w i t h t h e i c o n , t h e i d o l w i t h t h e d i v a . P i c a r d ins i s t s o n t h e w o r k t h a t 

seamless ly c o n n e c t s t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f K h n o p f f s w i d e o e u v r e w i t h t h e p r o 

g r e s s i o n o f t h e p o r t r a i t . T h e l a w y e r p lays o n s i n g u l a r con t r a s t s , p a s s i n g f r o m 

t h e s i l ence r e i g n i n g d u r i n g t h e m o d e l i n g sessions t o t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e 

n a r r a t i v e t o w h i c h t h e w o m a n is less a n d less f o r e i g n . U n d e r h i s p e n , Rose 

C a r o n i m p e r c e p t i b l y b e c o m e s L e o n o r a d 'Este , r i g h t d o w n t o h e r p e r s o n a l fea

tu re s : r a re beau ty , e n e r g e t i c p e r s o n a l i t y , i m p a s s i v e d i g n i t y . I n t u r n S a l a m m b o , 
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S a l o m e , J u d i t h , a n d V i v i e n , t h e s i n g e r is u n a b l e t o res is t t h e r o l e t h a t P i c a r d 

o f fe r s h e r i n a c c o r d w i t h K h n o p f f ' s m u l t i p l e i m a g e s . T h e faces fuse i n t o o n e 

a n o t h e r , w h i l e t h e w o m a n o f flesh m u t a t e s i n t o a "severe s ta tue." B e y o n d t h e 

scanda l , t h e K h n o p f f - C a r o n " c o u p l e " e n t e r e d h i s t o r y i n t h e c o m p a n y o f P rax 

i t e l e s a n d t h e A t h e n i a n b e a u t i e s w h o s e r v e d h i m as m o d e l s : R a p h a e l a n d 

F o r n a r i n a , A n t o n i o C a n o v a a n d P a u l i n e B o r g h e s e . 

B e g i n n i n g w i t h K h n o p f f ' s c l u m s y j u s t i f i c a t i o n s , P i c a r d s a c c o u n t d e 

ta i l s t h e u n c o n s c i o u s m e c h a n i s m s t h a t a n i m a t e d t h e p a i n t e r ' s i m a g i n a t i o n as 

h e m o v e d f r o m t h e r e a l i t y o f t h e m o d e l t o t h e i l l u s o r y m y t h p r o j e c t e d o n t o 

canvas o r paper. T h e p r o b l e m , as p o s e d , makes p a r t i c u l a r re ference t o t he eso

t e r i c m a c h i n e r y t h a t t h e c r i t i c q u a l i f i e s as e n i g m a s , r i d d l e s , o r " l o g o g r i p h s . " 

These take t h e i r i n s p i r a t i o n i n t h e l i t e r a r y w o r l d a n d t h e i r f o r m u l a t i o n i n t h e 

fantasy w o r l d s o f Gustave M o r e a u o r t h e P re -Raphae l i t e s . T h e " C a r o n a f f a i r " 

refers us b a c k t o Jeanne Kefer , w h o c o n s t i t u t e s t h e s t a r t i n g p o i n t o f a p rocess 

t h a t t ends t o w a r d t h e l i t e r a r y i d e a l as p u r e i n v e n t i o n . K h n o p f f def ines i n t h i s 

w a y t w o f o r m s o f l ikeness: the first is based o n the m i m e t i c fidelity i n h e r e n t i n 

a f o r m r e d u c e d t o i ts o u t e r appearance; the s e c o n d def ines the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

b e t w e e n t h e " p u r e c o n c e p t " a n d t h e f o r m t h a t i t takes. U n d e r t h i s h e a d i n g t h e 

Portrait of Rose Caron a n d After Josephin PeJadan:The Supreme Vice c o n s t i t u t e t w o p o r 

t r a i t s o f t h e s ame r e a l i t y , t h e first d e s c r i b i n g o u t w a r d l y w h a t t h e s e c o n d 

reveals i n w a r d l y . I n r e s o l v i n g t o d e s t r o y h i s w o r k , K h n o p f f h a d t o b e c o n 

sc ious o f t h i s c o n n e c t i o n , w h o s e j u s t i f i c a t i o n r e s ides i n t h e a r t i f i c i a l n a t u r e 

o f t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 

T H E S Y M B O L I S T P O R T R A I T 

A s w e m o v e b e y o n d t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e i m a g e , t h e f u n c t i o n o f p o r t r a i t 

p a i n t i n g i n K h n o p f f ' s w o r k b e c o m e s clearer . I t is an e x p e r i m e n t a l p lace , 

w h e r e t h e m o d e l ' s fea tures n o u r i s h a l i t e r a t u r e - b a s e d i m a g i n a r y w o r l d t ha t 

t h e p a i n t e r excavates, a m p l i f i e s , a n d c o r r e c t s i n o r d e r t o t r a n s f o r m a n a r r a t i v e 

i n t o v i s i o n . I t w o u l d , h o w e v e r , be a n o v e r s i m p l i f i c a t i o n t o d e s c r i b e a p a t h 

l e a d i n g f r o m t h e a c t u a l fact t o m y t h i c a l i n v e n t i o n . 

A c c o r d i n g t o h i s o w n e x p l a n a t i o n , t h e f a s h i o n a b l e p a i n t e r w a s seek

i n g less a n i n d i v i d u a l i t y a f f i r m i n g i t s e l f b e f o r e h i m t h a n t h e s l o w e l a b o r a t i o n 

o f a f e m i n i n e t y p e t h a t , i m p e r c e p t i b l y , steals f r o m o n e w o m a n a n d t h e n 

a n o t h e r t h e f r a g m e n t s o f a n a b s o l u t e p e r f e c t i o n , w i t h w h i c h t h e a r t i s t creates 

a n i d e a l f e m i n i n i t y . B e f o r e h e c o n c e n t r a t e d o n t h e a d u l t w o m a n , t h e q u e s t 

s t a r t e d w i t h t h e c h i l d . T h i s sea rch is n o t i m m e d i a t e l y e v i d e n t , h i d d e n b e h i n d 
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t h e p r e t e x t o f t h e p o r t r a i t , d e p e n d e n t o n p h o t o g r a p h s , a n d w i t h re fe rences t o 

t h e m o d e l s h a n d e d d o w n b y t r a d i t i o n . F r o m t h e p r e p a r a t o r y d r a w i n g t o t h e 

c o m p l e t e d w o r k , t h e p o r t r a i t evolves t o w a r d a necessa r i ly a r t i f i c i a l p e r f e c t i o n . 

T h e " C a r o n a f f a i r " w a s a d r a m a t i c e p i s o d e f o r t h e p a i n t e r , w h o c o u l d 

n o t bear t o see h i s secrets e x p o s e d i n t h e press f o r a l l t o r e a d . I t p r o f o u n d l y 

c h a n g e d h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o h i s m o d e l s . I n s p i r a t i o n w o u l d n o l o n g e r b e se i zed 

w h e r e v e r h e f o u n d i t b u t w o u l d be l i m i t e d t o t h e fea tures o f a c c o m p l i c e s l i k e 

h i s s is ter o r a f e w select m o d e l s s u c h as t h e sisters Els ie , L i l y , a n d N a n c y 

M a q u e t , w h o s e features h e w o u l d d r a w , m o d i f y , a n d p u r i f y u n t i l h e r e a c h e d 

t h e i d e a l t y p e t h a t Ensor w a s t o d e r i d e : 

Mr . Khnopf f ' s Venus-l ike effigies are a d i g n i f i e d ce lebra t ion o f the 

Eternal Feminine, a m i l i e u o f Medusas, reptiles, panthers, prawns and 

eels, w h e r e carp and female rabb i t s i n t e r t w i n e any o l d h o w . . .. 

Platonic dissector o f the occiputs [ back part o f the head ] o f w o r m -

eaten mannequins , tenacious grisai l le-painter overstuffed w i t h sple

netic banalities. A latecomer M o n a Lisa painter, extra-superannuated, 

Mr. Khnopf f remains first and foremost the uncontested cantor o f enig

mat ic female sphinxes w i t h unfathomable undergarments smel l ing 

o f the m y s t e r i o u s . 1 6 0 
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Figure 75 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Portrait of Marguerite 

Khnopff, 1887. Oil on 

canvas, 96 x 74.5 cm 

(37% x 29% in.). 

Brussels, King Baudouin 

Foundation, given 

in safekeeping to the 

Musees royaux de 

Beaux-Arts de Belgique. 

A bs t r ac t a n d s t r i p p e d bare , t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer i n a u g u r a t e d a f o r m u l a 

t h a t K h n o p f f c o n t i n u e d t o p l u m b . T h e Portrait of Mar ie Monnom [see F I G 

U R E 2 8 ] , p r o d u c e d i n 1887, w a s t a s first p o r t r a i t o f a n a d u l t w o m a n . T h e 

s t a g i n g r e m a i n s c o n v e n t i o n a l . M a r i e w a s t h e d a u g h t e r o f t h e p u b l i s h e r w h o , 

t h a t year, h a d b r o u g h t o u t t h e a r t i c l e s t h a t V e r h a e r e n h a d d e v o t e d t o K h n o p f f 

o n e year b e f o r e i n a separate v o l u m e . T h e p a i n t i n g o f fe r s t h e m o t i o n l e s s r e c i t a l 

o f these s i t t i n g s d e v o t e d t o a n " a r r a n g e m e n t " i n g ray a n d b l u e . To t h i s m i n i 

m a l n a r r a t i o n , K h n o p f f w o u l d s o o n o p p o s e a n i c o n i c c o n s t r u c t i o n t a k e n 

d i r e c t l y f r o m t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. 

T h e face o f K h n o p f f ' s s i s te r M a r g u e r i t e r a p i d l y t o o k h o l d o f h e r 

b r o t h e r ' s i m a g i n a t i o n . A l m o s t c e r t a i n l y i t is a l r eady p r e s e n t i n t h e a n o n y m o u s 

f ea tu r e s o f t h e s k e t c h b o o k s f r o m 1875" t o 1880 . I n t h e years a f t e r t h e " C a r o n 

af fa i r , " M a r g u e r i t e ' s fea tures c i r c u m s c r i b e t h e f e m i n i n e t y p e t h a t t h e p a i n t e r 

d e v e l o p e d , w i t h o u t any necess i ty f o r p s y c h o a n a l y t i c e x p l a n a t i o n s . 1 6 1 She l e n d s 

h e r s e l f t o t h e w o r k o f s i m u l a t i o n tha t K h n o p f f e l a b o r a t e d , s t a r t i n g w i t h p h o 

t o g r a p h y I n 1887 t h e A n t w e r p v i e w i n g p u b l i c d i s c o v e r e d h e r h i e r a t i c p o r t r a i t 
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at t h e e x h i b i t i o n L'Art Independant, a p o r t r a i t t h a t w o u l d h e n c e f o r w a r d c o n s t i t u t e 

t h e a r c h e t y p e o f K h n o p f f i a n p o r t r a i t p a i n t i n g . 1 6 2 

T h i s p a i n t i n g f o l l o w s d i r e c t l y f r o m t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer. T h e 

c o m p o s i t i o n f o l l o w s t h e s a m e m e c h a n i s m s , w h i l e r a d i c a l i z i n g t h e m . M a r 

g u e r i t e ' s s i l h o u e t t e s tands o u t aga ins t an abs t rac t b a c k g r o u n d [ F I G U R E 7 5 ] . I n 

t he s t u d i o , t he p a i n t e r has p l a c e d the w o m a n w i t h i n the o u t l i n e s o f a d o o r tha t 

appears t o c o n t a i n h e r e n t i r e l y . W h a t w a s o n l y s u g g e s t e d i n t h e case o f Jeanne 

Kefer becomes e x p l i c i t : the b o d y is the p r i s o n e r o f th i s f r ame , w h i c h compresses 

i t s s i l h o u e t t e . A s o l i t a r y f i g u r e , M a r g u e r i t e b e c o m e s t h e s y m b o l o f c o n f i n e 

m e n t . T h i s i n c l u d e s t h e w a y she is d ressed . M a r g u e r i t e appears i m p r i s o n e d b y 

h e r dress . B e g l o v e d , b e g i r d l e d , b e d r a p e d , a l l w e see is h e r face, a n n o u n c i n g 

t h e Mask of a Young English Gi r l , w h i c h K h n o p f f p r o d u c e d i n gessoduro a b o u t 1893. 

T h e c l o t h i n g m a r r i e s t o t a l l y t h e b o d y t h a t i t h i d e s . O p a q u e l i k e a s u i t o f 

a r m o r , i t r epu l ses t h e gaze a n d defies any des i re . K h n o p f f p lays s k i l l f u l l y w i t h 

de ta i l s . As t h e Portrait of Madeleine Mabille s h o w s , M a r g u e r i t e ' s dress o u g h t t o lace 

u p t h e back . P laced i n t h e f r o n t , t h i s c l o s u r e f u n c t i o n s l i k e an obsess ive p h o 

t o g r a p h i c punctum. C l o s e d t i g h t l i k e a f i n e l y s u t u r e d w o u n d — a t least t h i s is t h e 

r e a d i n g t h a t Jean de Pa lac io p r o p o s e s based o n a r i c h set o f a r g u m e n t s t a k e n 

f r o m d e c a d e n t l i t e r a t u r e 1 6 3 — t h e laces c o n f u s e c l o t h i n g a n d s k i n i n a s i n g l e 

i m p e n e t r a b l e surface . T h i s s k i n has t a k e n o n a m a r b l e l i k e c o l o r a t i o n t h a t t h e 

Portrait of Jeanne Kefer r e s e r v e d f o r t h e decor . O u g h t w e t h e n t o f o l l o w t h i s spe

c i a l i s t o f fin-de-siecle l i t e r a t u r e a n d associate t h i s s u t u r e , i n a F r e u d i a n v e i n , 

w i t h an i n v i o l a b l e v i r g i n i t y ? T h e scar u n v e i l e d i n t h i s w a y — l o o k i n g c l o s e l y at 

t h e canvas, o n e has t o a c k n o w l e d g e , apar t f r o m i t s v e r t i c a l p o s i t i o n i n g at t h e 

v e r y c e n t e r o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n , t h e f e t i s h - l i k e , a l m o s t p a i n f u l , care w i t h 

w h i c h i t w a s p a i n t e d — e m p h a s i z e s i n p a r t i c u l a r t h e r e c l u s i o n o f t h i s s o l i t a r y 

f i g u r e . I n t e l l e c t u a l l y t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n is a l l t h e m o r e s e d u c t i v e f o r m a k i n g 

t h e Portrait of Marguerite a r e sponse t o W h i s t l e r ' s Li t t le W h i t e G i r l [ F I G U R E 1 8 ] , 

w h i c h o s t e n s i b l y s e rved as i t s m o d e l . 1 6 4 

To u n d e r l i n e t h e u n i t y o f t h e i m a g e w i t h t h e surface, K h n o p f f does 

n o t r e p r e s e n t t h e w o m a n at f u l l l e n g t h . H e n o l o n g e r feels t h e n e e d t o p u s h 

h e r o u t o f t h e f o r e g r o u n d b y t h e a r t i f i c e o f p l a c i n g t h e f l o o r i n p e r s p e c t i v e . 

T h i s d i s t a n c i n g , s t i l l e x p l i c i t i n Jeanne Kefer, is e n t i r e l y i n c l u d e d i n t h e i m a g e 

i t se l f , w h i c h f r o m n o w o n c o n s t i t u t e s a u n i v e r s e t h a t is i naccess ib l e t o t h e 

spec ta to r : a n u n c h a n g i n g w o r l d d e d i c a t e d t o a n a r c h e t y p a l t r u t h , t h e sacred 

n a t u r e o f w h i c h is f u r t h e r e m p h a s i z e d b y t h e f r a m e i n s p i r e d b y a l t a rp ieces . 

K h n o p f f has r e t u r n e d also t o t h e q u e s t i o n o f t h e gaze. W h e r e a s Jeanne 

Kefer ' s eyes c o n s t i t u t e d t h e u l t i m a t e p o i n t o f res i s tance o f a n i n t e r i o r w o r l d 

t h r e a t e n e d b y r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , M a r g u e r i t e ' s gaze t u r n s away f r o m s t r i c t f r o n t a l -
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i t y , r e f u s i n g any c o n t a c t w i t h t h e v i e w e r . H e r eyes s l i p past h e r l e f t s h o u l d e r , 

l o s i n g t h e m s e l v e s b e y o n d t h e f r a m e . T h e a p p a r i t i o n w i t h d r a w s f r o m o u r gaze. 

Just l i k e t h e c l o s e d d o o r , t h e w o m a n r e m a i n s a r ec luse i n a d r e a m t h a t f o r b i d s 

any a c t i o n a n d p e r m i t s us o n l y t o w a i t . 

I n a s t r a t i f i e d a n d v i t r i f i e d space l i k e t h e o n e t h a t Jeanne Kefe r i n h a b 

i t s , M a r g u e r i t e ' s b o d y has t a k e n i t s p l ace as o n e surface a m o n g o t h e r s , f i x e d 

a n d m o t i o n l e s s as a h i e r o g l y p h . T h e l e f t a r m , b e h i n d her , c i r c u m s c r i b e s t h e 

s l ice o f space t h a t t h e f e m a l e figure o c c u p i e s : a n a r r o w layer i n t h e f o r e g r o u n d 

o f t h e i m a g e . D e s p i t e a p o s t u r e t ha t o u g h t t o m a k e h e r ches t s t a n d o u t , 

M a r g u e r i t e lacks any r ea l d e p t h . H e r l e f t a r m a c c o m p a n i e s , as i t s vec to r , t h e 

v e r t i c a l m o v e m e n t o f t h e b o d y . O n l y t h e h e a d breaks f r o m t h i s s t r i c t a x i a l i t y , 

f u r t h e r e m p h a s i z e d b y t h e obsess ive m o v e m e n t o f t h e laces o f t h e b o d i c e . She 

escapes f r o m f r o n t a l i t y i n t o a t h r e e - q u a r t e r p r o f i l e . T h e m o v e m e n t appears 

u n c o m f o r t a b l e . Is i t h i n d e r e d b y the c u t t i n g r i g i d i t y o f the co l l a r o r b y s o m e v i o 

l e n t i n t e r i o r m o v e m e n t ? H e r f e i g n e d d i s d a i n o f t h e v i e w e r testif ies t o a thea t 

r i c a l i t y f e l t s i nce D i d e r o t , a i m e d at n e u t r a l i z i n g t h e spec t a to r ' s p r e s e n c e a n d 

i m p o s i n g t h e fiction t h a t t h e r e is never , a n d n e v e r c a n be , a n y o n e l o o k i n g at 

t he i m a g e . 1 6 5 T h e a p p a r i t i o n l o o k s o n l y at herself . H e r l o o k avoids us, d i r e c t e d , 

n o t at t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d , b u t at t h e p a i n t e r h i m s e l f . K h n o p f f w a s t o stage t h i s 

i s o l a t i o n a l l e g o r i c a l l y i n a series o f w o r k s i l l u s t r a t i n g an eso te r ic c u l t o f f e r e d t o 

t h e i m a g e v i a t h e act o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i t s e l f : A Gesture of Offering, t he d i f f e r e n t 

v e r s i o n s o f Incense [ F I G U R E 5-3], Secret, a n d Silence are a l l v i s u a l t e s t i m o n i e s o f a 

r i t u a l t h a t takes t h e i c o n f o r i t s sub j ec t a n d o b j e c t . These d r a w i n g s , r e c o g n i z e d 

t o d a y as t h e v e r y e x p r e s s i o n o f S y m b o l i s m i n p a i n t i n g , are i n fact o n l y t h e n a r 

r a t i v e — l i t e r a r y — d e v e l o p m e n t o f a stat ic p resence tha t t h e p o r t r a i t t r a n s f o r m s 

i n t o an i c o n . A n e w c o n c e p t i o n o f r e p r e s e n t a t i o n d e r i v e s f r o m t h i s e n c o u n t e r . 

B E Y O N D T H E P O R T R A I T 

T h i s n a t u r a l p r o g r e s s i o n f r o m t h e i n t e r r o g a t i o n o f r e a l i t y t o t h e a f f i r m a 

t i o n o f t he idea is based o n a p r o d u c t i o n o f t he i m a g e f o l l o w i n g t he codes 

a t t a c h e d t o i t s t h e a t r i c a l s t ag ing . T h e i m p a c t o f A l f r e d Stevens's Lady in Pink is 

v i t a l i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e s e t t i n g , m a r k i n g t h e o r i g i n o f w h a t V e r h a e r e n 

cal ls " t h e g rea t evoca t i ve d e c o r s " i n t h a t w o m e n revea l t h e m s e l v e s n o t o n l y i n 

t h e i r Pa r i s i an m o d e r n i t y b u t also i n t h e i r m e l a n c h o l i c w i t h d r a w a l i n t o a secret 

i n t i m a c y . A m i m e t i c p r e c i s i o n is a t t a c h e d t o t h e r e n d e r i n g o f t h e m a t e r i a l s , t o 

t h e t a c t i l e s e n s i b i l i t y o f a f o r m o f l o o k i n g , t h a t does n o t so m u c h o b s e r v e t h e 

ob jec t s as a t t e m p t t o p e n e t r a t e t h e i r s o u l . T h e surface awakens an i n t e r i o r 
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d r e a m b u r i e d b e n e a t h t h e appearance . W o m a n o f t h e w o r l d , w i t h a s t r o n g l y 

c o n f i r m e d soc ia l sense, the f i g u r e also reveals i t s e l f as the bearer o f a secret l i f e , 

a n acu te s e n s i b i l i t y r e v e a l e d b y t h e a n i m i s t w h i t e n e s s a n d i t s s y m b o l i c v a r i a 

t i o n s . T h e t e n d e r c o l o r i n g o f Stevens's p a i n t i n g w o u l d r e m a i n i n K h n o p f f ' s 

m i n d , a n d , w i t h t i n y a n a l o g i e s , w o u l d l i n k t h e p r o f u s i o n o f m u s l i n t o t h e 

d r e a m e d - o f scen t o f a c a m e l l i a . 1 6 6 

T h e m i m e t i c p r e c i s i o n is e v i d e n c e o f a m a s t e r y o f a r t i f i c e t ha t R o g e r 

de Piles h a d a l ready p o i n t e d o u t . K h n o p f f ' s p a i n t i n g attests t o h i s " h a r m o n i o u s 

e c o n o m y tha t arrests t h e observer , e n t e r t a i n s h i m , a n d i n v i t e s h i m t o e n j o y t h e 

p a r t i c u l a r b e a u t y f o u n d i n t h e p a i n t i n g . " 1 6 7 T h e g l a z i n g t e c h n i q u e n o t o n l y p r o 

duces a pe r fec t , a c a d e m i c f i n i s h b u t also guaran tees t h e e c o n o m y o f t he surface 

o n w h i c h t h e eye f ixes i n a c l o s e - u p r e a d i n g . T h e m i n i a t u r i s t ' s w o r k be t rays an 

obse s s ion w i t h t h e act o f l o o k i n g , l e a d i n g t o t h e f r e n z y o f t o u c h . 

K h n o p f f has e x t r a c t e d M a r g u e r i t e ' s i naccess ib l e i m a g e f r o m r e a l i t y i n 

an i n i t i a l d r a w i n g tha t n o w n o u r i s h e s t he S y m b o l i s t p r o j e c t : t o d i sengage f r o m 

t h e n a t u r a l spectacle a " p u r e c o n c e p t " t h a t t h e i m a g e w i l l r e n d e r sacred. T h e 

process o f p r o d u c i n g t h e p a i n t i n g , as i n t r o d u c e d i n t h e Portrait of Jeanne Kefer, 

n o w t u r n s i n t o a r i t u a l , s u b s t i t u t i n g t h e t r u t h o f t h e w o r l d o f t h e i m a g i n a t i o n 

f o r t h e i l l u s i o n o f r ea l i t y . 

P a i n t e d i n 1895, A r u m L i l y [ F I G U R E 7 6 ] c a n b e seen as t h e e m b l e m 

at ic s t a g i n g o f M a r g u e r i t e ' s p o r t r a i t . I t is t h e same f e m i n i n e t y p e o f f e r i n g h e r 

s e l f i n a n i d e n t i c a l pose . T h e s y m b o l i s m is exp re s sed i n t h e m i r r o r i n g o f t h e 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , w h i c h p a r a l l e l s t h e i d e a l i z e d f i g u r e o f t h e w o m a n a n d t h e 

f l o w e r w h o s e n a m e sets o f f a series o f s u g g e s t i o n s : i n i t s E n g l i s h f o r m u l a t i o n , 

t h e a r u m , a n o l d w o r l d p l a n t w i t h a r r o w - s h a p e d leaves a n d a s h o w y spathe , 

evokes t h e l i l y a n d refers t o t he f i r s t n a m e o f o n e o f t h e t h r e e M a q u e t sisters, 

L i l y , w h o s e fea tures w e f i n d h e r e . K h n o p f f p l ays o n f l o r a l s y m b o l i s m t o s u g 

gest a n a n a l o g y b e t w e e n t h e w o m a n a n d t h e f l o w e r . B o t h d e p l o y t h e i r p a r a l 

l e l m y s t e r i e s i n s u g g e s t i n g a r e c o v e r e d h a r m o n y . T h e i r j u x t a p o s e d shapes set 

i n p l ace a c h a i n o f s y m b o l i c m e a n i n g s w i t h o u t i t s b e i n g p o s s i b l e t o r e d u c e t h e 

o n e t o t h e l e v e l o f o r n a m e n t o f t h e o the r . O t h e r e l e m e n t s appear w i t h n o p r e 

cise i n t e r p r e t a t i o n : a c o l u m n , a g a r l a n d , a n d even t h e s t r ange f o r e g r o u n d , 

w h e r e a c u t - o f f face i n d e m i - g r i s a i l l e (a p e t r i f i e d h e a d o r a n i m a t e d s c u l p t u r e ) 

is v i s i b l e i n p r o f i l e , w h i l e a s t r a n g e u t e n s i l (a w e a p o n o r s a c r i f i c i a l o b j e c t ) 

cu t s across t h e dress. T h e h e r m e t i c c o m p o s i t i o n attests t o a d e g r e e o f r e a l i t y 

t h a t m a i n t a i n s w i t h t h e m a t e r i a l w o r l d a r e l a t i o n s h i p o f a p p e a r a n c e o n l y . T h e 

l o g o g r i p h l e n d s i t s e l f t o exegesis i n a n e n i g m a t i c ges tu re o f o f f e r i n g . T h r o u g h 

t h e i m a g e , K h n o p f f d e l i v e r s a m e a n i n g ; t h e m e c h a n i s m s f o r r e p r e s e n t i n g t h i s 

m e a n i n g s e e m t o o r i g i n a t e f r o m a d i f f e r e n t w o r l d w i t h a d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f 

Figure 76 

Fernand Khnopff, 

Arum Lily, 1895. 

Photograph by Arsene 

Alexandre, highlighted, 

29.5 x 19.5 cm 

( l l 5 / 8 x 75/s in.). 

Private collection. 
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l o g i c . T h e spec ta to r s tands i n f r o n t o f t h e c o m p o s i t i o n l i k e a n a r c h a e o l o g i s t i n 

f r o n t o f a s te le c o v e r e d w i t h i n d e c i p h e r a b l e i n s c r i p t i o n s . I t is n o w n o t j u s t 

t h e m o d e l ' s l o o k t h a t resis ts , b u t t h e e n t i r e c o m p o s i t i o n t h a t i n c a r n a t e s a t r u t h 

t ha t has b e e n l o s t forever . 

I n 1898, at t h e first e x h i b i t i o n o f t h e V i e n n a Secession t h a t w o u l d p r o 

m o t e K h n o p f f ' s t r i u m p h , t h e c r i t i c s p o i n t e d t o t h i s s e n s a t i o n o f i m p e n e t r a 

b i l i t y o f a n i m a g e , w h o s e s m o o t h h a n d l i n g a n d p h o t o g r a p h i c i l l u s i o n i s m 

n o n e t h e l e s s s e e m e d t o p r o m i s e a s t r i c t l e g i b i l i t y . " N o b o d y , " L u d w i g H e v e s i 

w r o t e , " w o u l d have b e l i e v e d tha t t h e Brusse ls s u p e r - m y s t i c w o u l d have c a r r i e d 

o f f s u c h a success i n V i e n n a , even c o n f i r m i n g i t w i t h s e r i a l pu rchases . K h n o p f f 

t h e o b s c u r e i n t h e V i e n n a o f l i g h t . " 1 6 8 T h e a m b i g u i t y o f t h e p o e t i c i m a g e 

a t t a i n s i t s p a r o x y s m : K h n o p f f n o l o n g e r m a k e s a n y d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e 

m a t e r i a l w o r l d f o u n d e d o n a v o i d a n d t h e w o r l d o f h i s l i t e r a r y i m a g i n a t i o n 

e r e c t e d i n t o a r e a l i s t i c fiction. O n e is o n l y t h e f r o t h o f t h e o the r . T h e l a t t e r 

reveals t h e a r c h e t y p a l m e c h a n i s m s r i s i n g t o t h e surface o f t h e f o r m e r . I n t h e 

h e r m e t i c i m a g e t h a t K h n o p f f d e l i v e r e d , s h e l t e r e d b y a f r a m e t h a t has b e c o m e 

a n i m p a s s a b l e t h r e s h o l d , " e v e r y t h i n g appears l i n k e d b y a secret r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h o u t t h i s neces sa r i l y b e i n g s o . " 1 6 9 T h e sma l l e s t d e t a i l c o n t a i n s b o t h m e a n 

i n g a n d a n u n s o l v a b l e r i d d l e . T h e r e c a n be n o d o u b t t h a t t h e Portrait of Jeanne 

Kefer p r o v i d e s a v i t a l k e y t o o u r r e a d i n g o f t h i s g a m e . As t h e l a b o r a t o r y o f t h e 

K h n o p f f i a n i m a g e , t h e p a i n t i n g attests t o a s p i r a t i o n s a n d t e n s i o n s t h a t h e r a l d 

t h e a d v e n t o f t h e S y m b o l i s t i c o n . 
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