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A P A I N T I N G A N D I T S P A R A D O X E S 

F I G . 1 

James E n s o r ( B e l g i a n , 1 8 6 0 - 1 9 4 9 ) , 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 

1889, 1888. O i l on canvas , 252.5 x 

430 .5 c m (99½ × 169½ i n . ) . 

L o s Ange les , J . P a u l Get ty M u s e u m 

( 8 7 . P A . 9 6 ) . 

S 
omet ime i n 1888 , the y o u n g Be lg ian painter 

James E n s o r ( 1 8 6 0 - 1 9 4 9 ) tacked a giant canvas 

to h i s studio w a l l and created one of the most i m p o r t a n t 

and en igmat ic pa int ings o f the later n ineteenth century : 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1). A phantas

m a g o r i a of color and m o t i o n , the p a i n t i n g represents the 

imag ined e n t r y of Jesus into the city of Brusse ls d u r i n g 

M a r d i G r a s , the grand new boulevards of the city choked 

w i t h grotesque masked figures who are too invo lved i n the i r 

own s t ru t t ing and r e v e l r y to acknowledge the presence 

of the C h r i s t i a n savior. T h e c rowd snakes around i n a huge 

p h a l a n x that begins i n the upper r i g h t of the compos i t ion 

and marches i n t o , and seemingly breaks t h r o u g h , the 

extreme foreground. Bu i ld ings and v i e w i n g stands, deco

rated w i t h b u n t i n g and flags, frame the compos i t ion 

l i k e a p r o s c e n i u m , and the t ide of people fills the street, 

ba lconies , and windows . 

T h e paint ing 's grand scale (8¼ x 14 feet) , the gro

tesque car icatures of the m i l i t a r y , clergy, and business 

c lass , and the i n c o r p o r a t i o n of texts , i n c l u d i n g the vast 

banner s u r m o u n t i n g the compos i t ion read ing Vive la 

Sociale ( L o n g L i v e the S o c i a l ) , p r o c l a i m this a po l emica l 

w o r k . T h e c a r n i v a l m a s k s , v i e w i n g stand at the r i g h t , 

banners , and b u n t i n g a l l suggest a popular spectacle , the 

subject of a genre pa int ing . I t s re l ig ious imagery, p a r t i 

cu lar ly the fragile representat ion of Jesus r i d i n g a donkey 

i n the center of the compos i t ion , also seems to place the 

p a i n t i n g w i t h i n a t rad i t ion of sacred art . T h e ext raord inary 

c rowd of figures pressed into the foreground, and swel l ing 

into the background, indicates a c o m m e n t a r y on the 

burgeoning urban scene. Yet the p a i n t i n g is not any one 

of these th ings , but , rather , a kale idoscopic amalgamat ion 

of t h e m a l l . Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 is a bitter , 

e loquent, and s a t i r i c a l p a i n t i n g , and its mani fo ld themes , 

l i k e its c r y p t i c f o r m , narrate moderni ty itself. 1 

T h e canvas is so large and sprawl ing , so encrusted 

w i t h deta i l , and so gar i sh ly colored that i t demands of 

its v iewers that they move back and forth to see the whole 

and read the detai ls . A close-up v i e w is dominated by the 

great v a r i e t y and theatr ica l i ty of the masks and faces i n 

the foreground, many of t h e m life size or greater, and by 

the dazz l ing v i r t u o s i t y of E n s o r ' s b rushwork . F l o u t i n g 

contemporary pract ices of peinture c la i re , E n s o r t roweled 

on pa int u s i n g a palette k n i f e , scored i t w i t h the end of a 

p a i n t b r u s h , appl ied i t wet-on-wet and dry-on-dry, and 

del icately feathered i t . Yet f rom the in t imate v i e w needed 

to d i scern such a v a r i e t y of techniques , the overa l l compo

s i t ion is impossible to digest. F r o m close-up, the p a i n t i n g 

I 

© J. Paul Getty Trust. See additional copyright notices and illustration captions to confirm copyright information for individual texts and images

http://87.PA.96


F I G . 2 

Photographer u n k n o w n , 

James E n s o r p a i n t i n g Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889, 1887-88, 

G e l a t i n s i l ver p r i n t . O s t e n d , 

M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s . 

Photo © S A B A M — B e l g i u m 2 0 0 2 . 

can only be read episodically, one boldly rendered mask , 

or one complex mass ing of shapes or brushst rokes , at 

a t i m e . F r o m the distance required to assimilate the whole 

canvas , the immediacy of E n s o r ' s t o u c h , and the psycho

log ica l presence of h i s m a s k s , i s d imin i shed . 

F r o m many yards away, the compos i t ion assumes the 

appearance of a w i d e , enclosed boulevard i n w h i c h the vast 

process ion moves forward through a radica l ly te lescoping 

and u l t imate ly unstable a rch i tec tura l landscape. T h e paint

i n g seems to have one r a t i o n a l v a n i s h i n g point . Carefu l ly 

constructed orthogonal l i n e s , t raced by the balconies at left 

and the r e v i e w i n g stand at r i g h t , and echoed by the p e r i m 

eters of the receding parade, seem to guide the v iewer 's eye, 

and the parade, to a point below the o on the banner reading 

Vive la Sociale. Yet the great rose-colored pha lanx actual ly 

disappears f rom v i e w at a po int j u s t to the r i g h t of the w o r d 

Sociale. T h e subtle distance between these two points , and 

the oddly vectored l ines that lead the v iewer ' s at tent ion to 

t h e m , create a v i s u a l paradox i n w h i c h a one-point perspec-

t i v a l system collapses, emulat ing the sensation of move

ment through the crowd. F r o m a distance, the observer also 

experiences the dizzying effects of the mult iple points of v iew 

that E n s o r careful ly embedded i n h i s pa in t ing . T h e spec

tator v iews the boulevard as though from the height of the 

p lat form to the r i g h t , on w h i c h four pr iv i l eged figures (one 

of w h o m bends over to show us h i s r u m p ) w a t c h the pro

cession. T h e figures i n the extreme foreground, meanwhi le , 

are v i ewed from eye l e v e l ; so ins is tent is this perspect ive 

that we are able to see into the m o u t h of the bloated c l e r i c 

i n the center foreground as he throws back h is head. 

E n s o r did not have the l u x u r y of such a complete v i e w 

i n h i s studio. L o c a t e d i n the att ic of h is family 's home i n 

the windswept seaside town of Ostend , E n s o r ' s studio was 

barely large enough to accommodate the large canvas , and 

the ar t i s t had to paint the ambit ious composit ion piecemeal 

and under great phys ica l constra ints . A photograph t a k e n 

of the ar t i s t at w o r k (fig. 2) shows the canvas c o v e r i n g the 

ent i re studio w a l l and presumably extending downward to 

the floor. I t also reveals that E n s o r first covered the p r i m e d , 

unstretched canvas w i t h an extensive and detai led under

drawing u s i n g colored crayon: 

I drew with great precision, both with pencil and color, 

he wrote. The canvas, as large as the wall of my old studio, 

where I attacked it , lay on the floor. I worked on the lower 

part of it sitting on the floor. Water seeped through the 
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ceiling onto the painting, I attribute to this sprinkling 

the freshness which the canvas has retained. 2 

I t m a y b e that the art ist ' s di f fer ing prox imate re lat ionships 

to the canvas (on the upper w a l l and at floor level) assisted 

h i m i n h i s explo i ta t ion of var iab le perspect ives , points of 

v iew, and contrasts between near and far. A s Getty M u s e u m 

conservator M a r k L e o n a r d has noted, the careful under

d r a w i n g , v i s ib le i n many passages where the pa int is t h i n , 

or i n interst ices between areas of p igment , reveals h o w 

systematical ly Christs Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) 

was p lanned and executed. W h a t at first appears to be an 

anarch ic and spontaneous compos i t ion is i n fact the resu l t 

of great d i sc ip l ine and order. Moreover , as chaot ic and 

u n c o n v e n t i o n a l as the canvas looks i n terms of i ts form and 

techniques , E n s o r actual ly executed the p a i n t i n g u s i n g 

t rad i t iona l procedures. 3 

E n s o r ' s strategy of organiz ing h i s composi t ion around 

a mobi le audience paral le ls the compos i t iona l strategies 

of the giant Natura l i s t pa int ings that populated the E u r o 

pean Salons of the 1880s. T h e a t r i c a l formulae often used 

by Sa lon painters to engage the i r a u d i e n c e s — p u s h i n g a 

dramat ic or sent imenta l scene into the extreme foreground 

of a l ife-size or over-life-size compos i t ion , exaggerat ing the 

contrast between the scale of figures i n the fore- and back

ground , and r e d u c i n g the degree of deta i l f rom front to 

b a c k — w e r e deployed to arrest the v iewer 's attent ion w i t h i n 

the context of a large , crowded exh ib i t ion . B y orchestrat ing 

a spectator's a s s imi la t ion of the p a i n t i n g through a succes

s ion of v iews ( w a l k i n g toward and away from the compo

s i t ion to see the whole and read the deta i l s ) . Sa lon painters 

enacted i n ar t the audience's exper iences on the street. 

T h e heterogeneous texture of events that condit ioned the 

observer 's dai ly exper iences : new urban spaces, new tech

nologies , and a r a p i d pro l i ferat ion of images i n every 

aspect of dai ly life had begun to u n d e r m i n e the poss ibi l i ty 

of a contemplat ive v iewer : 

The observer of paintings in the nineteenth century was 

always also an observer who simultaneously consumed a 

proliferating range of optical and sensory experiences... 

paintings were produced and assumed meaning not in 

some impossible kind of aesthetic isolation. . . but as one 

of many consumable and fleeting elements within an ex

panding chaos of images, commodities, and stimulation.4 

A t the Sa lon , the observer operated as a flâneur, a mobi le 

consumer o f a succession of commodity- l ike images , jus t as 

she or he d id on the boulevard. 

I n d e e d , i t is l i k e l y that at least one of the sources of 

i n s p i r a t i o n for this ver t ig inous canvas was Be lg ian Salon 

pa int ing itself, a t radit ion that E n s o r invoked only to parody 

and subvert . A p r o m i n e n t example is The Review of the 

Schoolchildren in 1878 (fig. 3 ) , one of the most popular 

pa int ings i n 1880s B e l g i u m and the masterpiece of its now-

obscure author, Jan Verhas . T h i s vast p a i n t i n g depicts a 

parade of 2 3 , 0 0 0 schoolchi ldren from a l l d is tr icts of the 

newly modern ized city of Brusse ls and a l l parts of B e l g i u m , 

organized on August 23, 1878, to celebrate the golden wed

ding anniversary of K i n g L é o p o l d I I and Q u e e n M a r i e -

H e n r i e t t e . A s we sha l l see, Léopold was a strong promoter 

of such uni fy ing publ ic spectacles throughout B e l g i u m , a 

nat ion c o m p r i s i n g two dis t inct cul tures ( F r e n c h and F l e m 

ish) that h a d only achieved independence i n 1830. W i t h 

its emphasis on a smooth, immacula te dep ic t ion , Verhas's 

canvas describes this superbly orchestrated publ ic spec

tacle w i t h photographic fidelity. I n i t , schoolgirls m a r c h i n a 

d isc ipl ined l ine into the extreme foreground of the compo-

3 
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F I G . 3 F I G . 4 

Jan Verhas ( B e l g i a n , 1834- 1896) , 

The Review of the Schoolchildren 

in 1878 (La Revue des écoles 

en 1878), 1880. O i l on canvas , 

24 1 × 423 c m ( 9 4 ⅞ × 1 6 6 ½ i n . ) . 

B r u s s e l s , M u s é e s royaux des 

beaux-arts de Be lg ique (2821) . 

H a n s M a k a r t ( A u s t r i a n , 1 8 4 0 -

1884) , The Entry of Charles V 

into Antwerp, 1878. 

O i l on canvas , 520 x 952 c m 

( 2 0 4 ¾ × 374¾ i n . ) . 

H a m b u r g , K u n s t h a l l e (1515). 

s i t ion. T h e y are unif ied by their white dresses and golden hats 

and indiv iduated by the meticulous render ing of faces. A s 

the parade approaches the middle g round , i t arcs subtly to 

the left , a l lowing the audience to see both the front ranks 

en face and the seemingly endless procession more obliquely 

as i t moves into the far distance. F l a n k i n g the girls are the 

k i n g and queen and members of Belg ium's elite: the mayor of 

the t o w n ; lead ing w r i t e r s , a r t i s t s , and architects ; and m e m -

bers o f the business and educat ional c o m m u n i t y assigned 

the task of t rans forming B e l g i u m into a modern urban state. 

The Review of the Schoolchildren in 1878 was a paint-

i n g of the most extravagant reassurance. T h e spectacle 

i t represents symbolized the future hea l th and un i ty of the 

country. One commentator noted, " T h e generat ion of 

students presents a sight that gratifies pat r io t ic h e a r t s . . . . 

L o o k ! I t is the twent ie th century that passes b y ! " 5 B r i n g i n g 

together the themes of family, p a t r i o t i s m , cont inuity , a 

fami l iar and h e a r t e n i n g modernity , and identif iable i n d i -

v i d u a l s , the p a i n t i n g became a bourgeois i c o n . I t was also 

r e a s s u r i n g i n its fidelity to nature : space is mapped, the 

locale (the esplanade and p laza i n front of the royal palace) 

is recognizable , the t ime of day and weather are specif ied 

by the c la r i ty of l ight and shadows, and the c rowd is orderly, 

reg imented , sent imenta l , t r i u m p h a n t l y middle c lass , and 

elegantly t u r n e d out. So popular , comfor t ing , and Be lg ian 

was this w o r k , that an author w r i t i n g i n 1896 reported 

that the ubiquitous reproduct ions of i t were enough to 

evoke the event i t se l f through its t i n y details. 6 E p i t o m i z i n g 

Be lg ian academic taste and nat ional i s t p r inc ip le s i n the 

1880s̶a grand Natura l i s t " m a c h i n e " depic t ing a publ ic 

spectacle w i t h pat r io t i c o v e r t o n e s ̶ t h i s popular p a i n t i n g 

made Verhas one of the most celebrated art ists i n B e l g i u m ; 

through the sale of photomechanica l reproduct ions , the 

m o t i f created a " g o l d m i n e " for the art ist . 7 

Christs Entry into Brussels in 1889 can be seen as a 

complete i n v e r s i o n of this concept ion. I t is a p a i n t i n g that 

resists the t id iness , ease, and comfort of Verhas and h is 

Natura l i s t colleagues. E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g also invokes , and 

parodies , the old t rad i t ion of the " joyous e n t r y , " one of 

the grand nat ional i s t themes i n n ineteenth-century Be lg ian 

p a i n t i n g , perhaps most famously represented by A u s t r i a n 

painter H a n s Makart ' s Entry of Charles Vinto Antwerp 

(fig. 4 ) , a h i s tory p a i n t i n g represent ing the t r i u m p h a l 

entry of C h a r l e s , the H o l y R o m a n E m p e r o r , K i n g of S p a i n , 

© J. Paul Getty Trust. See additional copyright notices and illustration captions to confirm copyright information for individual texts and images



and A r c h d u k e o f A u s t r i a , i n 1520. I n this and other h is 

t o r i c a l w o r k s of th i s genre , a r e i g n i n g m o n a r c h or duke 

enters the c i ty through a r i t u a l gateway, is symbol ica l ly 

g iven keys to the city, and is celebrated through a spectrum 

of fest iv i t ies . T h i s r i t u a l o f the joyous entry bound nat iona l 

and regional a l l iances , reenacted the h i s tor ica l relat ionships 

between the c i ty and the dukes and k i n g s , and r e i n s c r i b e d 

the leg i t imacy of the monarchy. 8 Parodying and under

m i n i n g the contro l asserted by such nat iona l and c iv i c r i t u 

als as represented by M a k a r t and Verhas , E n s o r ' s canvas 

paraphrases and fragments the conventions of Be lg ian c i v i l , 

r e l ig ious , and p o l i t i c a l festivals . Defy ing t rad i t iona l 

invocat ions to a uni f ied future and references to a g lor ious 

past , the p a i n t i n g subverts the p lac id i ty and prosper i ty of 

Léopold I I ' s B e l g i u m . Cacophonous where i n convent iona l 

Sa lon p a i n t i n g there was order, ambiguous i n perspect ive 

and compos i t ion where there was surety, extravagant i n 

technique and iconography where there was res t ra int and 

predictabi l i ty , and unstable i n m e a n i n g , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) dispensed w i t h the ru les of taste , 

n a r r a t i v e , and technique that operated i n 1880s B e l g i u m . 

E v e n i n 1888, a year i n w h i c h P a u l G a u g u i n , V i n c e n t v a n 

G o g h , and P a u l Cézanne ventured into rad ica l new p i c t o r i a l 

e x p e r i m e n t s , Christ's Entry stands as one of the most 

ex t raord inary and prophet ic w o r k s of a r t produced any

w h e r e i n E u r o p e . 

James Sidney E d o u a r d E n s o r was twenty-eight years 

o ld w h e n he executed this audacious pa int ing . B o r n i n 

1860 to a F l e m i s h mother and an E n g l i s h father ra i sed i n 

B e l g i u m , E n s o r spent most of h i s l i fe i n h i s hometown of 

O s t e n d , whose populat ion i n the 1880s was a round s ixteen 

thousand. A s m a l l fishing town seventy-seven mi les west 

of B r u s s e l s , Ostend became a resor t c o m m u n i t y ca ter ing to 

tour is ts f rom E n g l a n d and elsewhere i n the summer. K i n g 

6 

L é o p o l d was a frequent v is i tor . Ostend also w a s , and 

remains , famous for its pre-Lenten C a r n i v a l festivit ies, cu l 

m i n a t i n g i n a citywide masquerade and parade, ba l l s , and 

raucous t a v e r n r i t u a l s . E n s o r ' s family r a n a c u r i o shop i n 

the center of the town that catered to both of these a n n u a l 

events w i t h souvenirs for the summer c l ientele and masks 

for C a r n i v a l (fig. 5) . E n s o r and h is biographers at t r ibuted 

the format ion of h i s v i s i o n to the town and the shop: 

My grandparents had in Ostend . . . a shop selling sea 

shells, lace, rare stuffed fish, old books, prints, jams, 

china, an inextricable assortment of objects constantly 

being knocked over by a number of cats, noisy parrots, 

and a monkey. . . . My childhood is filled with marvelous 

dreams and visits to my grandmother's shop, with its 

luminous glow from the reflections of the shells, sump

tuous lace, strange stuffed animals and terrible savage 

weapons that terrified me. . . . This exceptional milieu 

without doubt developed my artistic faculties and my 

grandmother was my great inspirat ion. . . 9 

E n s o r l i ved w i t h h is family throughout his l i fe , w h i c h , i n h is 

early years , inc luded his parents , h is materna l grandmother, 

h i s m a t e r n a l aunt , and h is younger sister M a r i e , n i c k n a m e d 

" M i t c h e . " A l l served as h is ch ie f models through the m i d -

1880s. 

B y a l l accounts E n s o r was a m a n w i t h a rebarbative 

personal i ty and a great capacity for parody and satire. 1 0 H i s 

w r i t i n g s , a b lend of h igh m y s t i c i s m , puns w o r t h y of James 

Joyce, and p r a n k i s h humor , are packed w i t h mythologiz ing 

stories about h i s l ife. 1 1 F o r example , i n 1928 he recounted 

a " format ive event" that was remarkably s imi lar to S igmund 

Freud ' s 1910 analysis of Leonardo da V i n c i ' s famous ch i ld 

hood m e m o r y of a b i r d of prey: 
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James E n s o r S t a n d i n g i n F r o n t 

o f the S o u v e n i r Shop Operated 

by H i s M o t h e r and A u n t , 

C o r n e r o f R a m p e de F l a n d r e 

and the R u e D u N o r d (Now 

B o u l e v a r d V a n I s e g h e m ) , Ostend . 

Photo : F r o m P a t r i c k F l o r i z o o n e , 

James Ensor: Les Bains à Ostende 

( B r u s s e l s , 1996) , p. 55. 

One night, as I lay in my cradle in my lighted room, all 

the windows open and given over to the ocean, a large 

sea bird, undoubtedly attracted by the light, flew in 

before me and knocked over my cradle. An unforget

table impression, I was crazed with terror and 1 can still 

see that horrible apparition and still feel the strong 

impact of the black bird. 

S u c h poet ic autobiography extended to E n s o r ' s state

ments about h i s t r a i n i n g , w h i c h suggest that he was auto-

didact ic . T a k i n g h is ear ly a r t i s t i c studies i n Ostend w i t h 

two loca l landscape pa inters , E n s o r later distanced h i m s e l f 

f rom this t r a i n i n g by labe l ing these painters as p r o v i n c i a l . 

F r o m 1877 to 1880 E n s o r enro l led at the R o y a l Academy 

of F i n e A r t s i n B r u s s e l s , w h i c h was a prest igious t r a i n i n g 

ground for the k i n d o f precise technique that made Jan 

Verhas so popular , and the conduit for a successful Sa lon 

career. A g a i n E n s o r repudiated h is t r a i n i n g , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 

an a r t i c l e that he wrote i n 1884 ent i t led " T h r e e Weeks at 

the A c a d e m y " : 

"You don't want to learn ! To paint like that is positively 

mad, wicked! " . . . . "You do the opposite of what you 

are told" . . . . "You started out so w e l l " . . . . " B u t you 

ruin everything you do".... Moral: The pupil quits the 

Academy and becomes a Vingtiste [see below]. Further 

Moral: The Salon rejects his paintings. 1 3 

F o l l o w i n g h i s formal studies , E n s o r engaged i n a susta ined 

dialogue w i t h master pa inters and draf tsmen, copying 

reproduct ions of w o r k s by o ld masters such as R e m b r a n d t , 

Jan Steen, Jacques C a l l o t , H o n o r é D a u m i e r , and E u g è n e 

D e l a c r o i x , and contemporar ies i n c l u d i n g Jules Bas t i en-

Lepage and Jan Verhas , that were publ i shed i n such sources 

7 

as the Gazette des Beaux-Arts (Par i s ) and The Studio ( L o n 

don), 1 4 W h i l e these w o r k s were echoed i n E n s o r ' s mature 

p a i n t i n g , he nevertheless stated i n his later w r i t i n g s that 

he was innocent of i n s p i r a t i o n from other art i s ts : " I evolve 

freely and not exposed to inf luences , I ignore the great 

G a l l i c schools , the F r a n k i s h , the G e r m a n , the shabby, the 

Photo-specif ic , and the success of the painters of the 

m o m e n t f rom the l a n d of madness . " 1 5 E n s o r t raveled l i t t l e , 

m a k i n g only two t r ips to E n g l a n d i n 1886 and 1892, three 

t r ips to F r a n c e i n the 1880s, and two t r ips to H o l l a n d i n 

the 1880s and ear ly 1890s. 1 6 H e spent considerable t ime i n 

Brusse l s , the capi ta l o f B e l g i u m and the center of m u c h 

avant-garde a r t i s t i c and l i t e r a r y act iv i ty i n the latter n ine

teenth century, and he t raveled to G h e n t and A n t w e r p , 

both towns w i t h burgeoning a r t i s t i c scenes and substant ia l 

col lect ions of o ld master pa int ings . A s we sha l l see, 

a l though E n s o r d id l ive a re lat ive ly secluded life i n Ostend , 

h i s c la ims to a r t i s t i c i so la t ion must be v i e w e d as a strategic 

r e w o r k i n g of h is career and inte l l ec tua l sources. H e was 

strongly connected to the a r t i s t i c communi t i e s of late n ine

teenth-century B e l g i u m and was w e l l versed i n the h i s tory 

of ar t . Indeed , i n 1883 he was one of the founding members 

of the avant-garde exh ib i t ion society Les XX (Les Vingt, 

T h e T w e n t y ) , Be lg ium's , and one of E u r o p e ' s , p remier asso

ciat ions for the advancement of new art . 

Between 1880 and 1886 E n s o r was engaged p r i m a r i l y 

i n the record ing of h i s immediate e n v i r o n m e n t , i n c l u d i n g 

seascapes, s t i l l l i fes , and i n t e r i o r scenes. 1 7 B y the early 

1880s he had made a substantia l , i f controvers ia l , reputat ion 

as a co lor i s t and a p r o m i s i n g Natura l i s t i c painter. H i s 

w o r k s shown w i t h the exh ib i t ing societies L ' E s s o r , Le Cercle 

Artistique, La Chrysalide ( T h e C h r y s a l i s ) , and Les XX had 

garnered E n s o r some favorable rev iews , i n c l u d i n g at least a 

few acknowledgments of genius. More frequently, however , 
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he was c r i t i c i z e d by the ar t press for w h a t was v i ewed 

as h i s poor execut ion and unorthodox style. However , i n 

1884, w h e n a l l o f h i s submissions were re jected from the 

a n n u a l Sa lon , E n s o r was recast by the avant-garde j o u r n a l 

L ' A r t Moderne, the publ i ca t ion associated w i t h Les XX, 

as the most rad ica l of B e l g i a n painters : 

Ensor is the leader of a clan. Ensor is in the limelight. 

Ensor sums up and concentrates certain principles 

which are considered to be anarchistic. I n short, Ensor 

is a dangerous person who has great chances. . . . He 

is consequently marked for blows. I t is at him that all 

the harquebuses are aimed. I t is on his head that are 

dumped the most aromatic containers of the so-called 

serious critics. 1 8 

S u c h r h e t o r i c , w r i t t e n by Octave M a u s , one of the leaders 

of Les XX and a publ i sher of L ' A r t Moderne, he lped to 

establ ish the idea of E n s o r ' s opposi t ional s tanding i n the 

a r t w o r l d as the rad ica l against whose career others w o u l d 

be measured. 1 9 

B y that year, E n s o r ' s interest i n the effects of l ight and 

atmosphere h a d led h i m to begin the process of d issolv ing 

the m a t e r i a l objects he pa inted i n order to convey a sense 

o f mood rather than locat ion . I n 1882 he had painted a 

master ful compos i t ion , re f lect ing th is appeal to the careful 

study of l ight effects and a d issolut ion of form. E n t i t l e d 

Woman Eating Oysters (fig. 6 ) , th is p a i n t i n g is a domestic 

genre scene represent ing a life-size female (modeled by his 

s i s te r ) , seated at a table and engaged i n the consumpt ion 

o f a smal l repast. T h e ent i re lower h a l f o f the p a i n t i n g 

is dominated by a dazz l ing foreground s t i l l l i fe . Composed 

largely i n pale creamy shades punctuated by strong accents , 

i t i s a b r a v u r a representat ion of l ight a n i m a t i n g l iquids , 
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James E n s o r , Woman Eating 

Oysters, 1882. O i l on canvas , 

2 0 7 × 105 c m (8½ × 41⅜ i n . ) . 

A n t w e r p , K o n i n k l i j k M u s e u m 

of F i n e A r t s ( 2 0 7 3 ) . 

glass, draped l i n e n , p o r c e l a i n , and flowers. T h e large scale 

of the p a i n t i n g , the homey deta i l , and the re laxed att itude 

of the mode l may be seen today as echoes of the moody 

domest ic genre p a i n t i n g popular throughout E u r o p e at the 

t i m e . Yet on the basis of this p a i n t i n g , E n s o r was strongly 

rebuffed by h i s conservat ive c r i t i c s for a l a c k of decorum 

and f i n i s h and ha i led by Octave Maus and other members of 

the avant-garde as Be lg ium's breakthrough into rad ica l ar t . 

T h r o u g h o u t the 1880s, E n s o r cont inued h is inves t i -

gations into mood p a i n t i n g , i n j e c t i n g h i s a tmospher ic 

n a t u r a l i s m w i t h increas ing ly u n c a n n y elements . I n 1883 he 

pa inted Scandalized Masks (fig. 7 ) , the first w o r k i n w h i c h 

he replaced h u m a n faces w i t h c a r n i v a l masks . I n w h a t 

seems to be a working-c lass bar, a m a s k e d male figure leans 

desolately against a rough wooden table as he is approached 

by another m a s k e d figure menac ing ly w a v i n g a cane or 

c lub . A r t h i s t o r i a n L i b b y T a n n e n b a u m first identi f ied these 

figures as symbol ic representat ions of E n s o r ' s father and 

grandmother , the former an acute a lcohol ic , and the 

lat ter the family m a t r i a r c h . 2 0 E x h i b i t e d i n 1884 as Masks, 

the p a i n t i n g represents a c r i t i c a l t u r n i n g point i n E n s o r ' s 

career . B e g i n n i n g i n that year , he exp lored the ambiva-

l ence , strangeness, h u m o r , and grotesquery of masks as 

h u m a n dopplegängers : 

Hounded by those on my trai l , I joyfully took refuge in 

the solitary land of fools where the mask, with its vio-

lence, its brightness and brilliance, reigns supreme. The 

mask meant to me: freshness of color, extravagant dec-

oration, wild generous gestures, strident expressions, 

exquisite turbulence. 2 1 

I n The Astonishment of the Mask Wouse (fig. 8 ) , he inter-

posed a m a s k on a s tanding female figure, s u r r o u n d i n g 

her w i t h a p i le of m a s k s , c a r n i v a l costumes, s k u l l s , m u s i c a l 

i n s t r u m e n t s , a puppet , two animated figures who are per-

haps themselves m a s k e d , and a length of Chinese fabric. 2 2 

T h e m o u n d of s k u l l s , m a s k s , and costumes that l ies on the 

bare wooden floor were E n s o r ' s actual studio props , many 

of w h i c h appear repeatedly i n h i s pa int ings . T h e m a s k w i t h 

dark glasses p lay ing the c l a r i n e t , for example , is the one 

w o r n by the s tanding figure i n Scandalized Masks (fig. 7) 

and by figures that appear i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 

1889 (fig. 9 ) . 2 3 F r o m the mid-1880s u n t i l E n s o r ' s death, 

these masks and props offered the ar t i s t a k i n d of reper tory 

of images and characters that he first used as h i s weapons 

against middle-class propr ie ty and complacency, and 

t h e n increas ing ly as l y r i c a l decorative e lements . A s the 

Symbol ist poet E m i l e Verhaeren noted i n 1908, i t was 

on the basis of these images that E n s o r became k n o w n as 

" t h e painter of m a s k s . " 2 4 I n the decades that fol lowed, 

E n s o r m i n e d the shock ing innovat ions that he had in jected 

into his w o r k i n the later 1880s: masks , skeletons, figures 

from the commedia de l l ' a r te , a br ight and luminous palette, 

and t h i c k , dramat ic appl icat ions of pa int . 

B y the latter 1890s E n s o r was an establ ished figure 

i n Be lg ian m o d e r n i s m . I n 1 8 9 8 - 9 9 , a one-man e x h i b i t i o n at 

the Sa lon des C e n t i n P a r i s was a s ignal event i n the art ist 's 

career. A book of essays publ i shed to coincide w i t h the 

exhibi t ion (and w h i c h E n s o r helped to orchestrate) provided 

c r i t i c a l and poetic exegeses on h is w o r k that pos i t ioned 

the ar t i s t as one of Be lg ium's , and E u r o p e ' s , most rad ica l 

and authent ic art ists . 2 5 W i t h i n a few years , however , jus t at 

the t i m e that he began to achieve wide recogni t ion , E n s o r ' s 

w o r k became repet i t ive . I n the first decades of this century 

h i s palette softened, and he r e w o r k e d older composit ions 

to the point where he dra ined t h e m of vivacity. T h e s e i n c l u -

ded, i n 1925 to 1930, s m a l l o i l pa int ings that recapitulate 
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James E n s o r , Scandalized Masks, 

1883. O i l on canvas , 135 x 

112 c m ( 5 3 ⅛ × 4 4 ⅛ i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , 

M u s é e s r o y a u x des beaux-arts 

de Be lg ique ( 4 1 9 0 ) . 
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James E n s o r , The Astonishment 

of the Mask Wouse, 1889. 

O i l on canvas , 109 x 131 c m 

( 4 2 ⅞ × 5 1 ⅝ i n . ) . 

A n t w e r p , K o n i n k l i j k M u s e u m 

of F i n e A r t s ( 2 0 4 2 ) . 

F I G . 9 

James E n s o r , 

Christ's Entry into Brussels 

in 1889 (deta i l of fig. 1). 

F I G . 10 

James E n s o r , Singing Masks, 

1925-29. O i l on w o o d , 

32 × 4 0 c m ( 1 2 ⅝ × 15¾ i n . ) . 

P r i v a t e co l l ec t ion . 

details f rom Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), 

such as Singing Masks (fig. 10). A t the same t i m e , E n s o r , 

the once-savage c r i t i c o f pol ite Be lg ian society, began to be 

v a l u e d as a na t iona l t reasure . H e was made a K n i g h t o f 

the Order of Léopold i n 1902 by roya l decree, and i n 1929, 

K i n g A l b e r t I conferred a baroncy on h i m . E n s o r l i te ra l ly 

became a m o n u m e n t i n 1930 w h e n a bronze bust of the 

ar t i s t was ins ta l l ed i n Ostend. I n 1942, w h e n he heard 

a radio broadcast mistakenly announcing his death, E n s o r 

v i s i t e d this m o n u m e n t to pay his respects . 

However , the years a round 1888, w h e n E n s o r began to 

pa int Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, were the art ist 's 

most chal lenging , e x p e r i m e n t a l , and product ive . H i s father 

had died under tragic circumstances related to his alcoholism 

i n 1887, and ear l ier i n the same year, h is materna l grand-

mother h a d passed away. T h i s i n t e r v a l of m o u r n i n g , and 

of E n s o r ' s own i l lnesses , prec ip i tated a p e r i o d of h ig h crea-

tivity. H a v i n g t a k e n up the technique of e t c h i n g i n 1886, 

he produced 133 p r i n t s , most of t h e m between the years 

1886 to 1889 and 1895 to 1899. H e also produced a large 

n u m b e r of drawings and paint ings i n the m i d - to late 1880s, 

i n c l u d i n g numerous motifs taken from the Bible . Many of 

these were sa t i r i ca l , quite a few were p o l i t i c a l , and he in t ro-

duced into h i s w o r k the m a s k s , skeletons, and commedia 

de l l ' a r te figures that w o u l d populate h i s paint ings for 

decades to come. 

F r o m 1888 to 1889, E n s o r ' s w o r k also underwent a 

profound formal t rans format ion as he pushed his inves t i -

gations of l ight and color into a new and rad ica l d i rect ion : 

A development was apparent in my way of working. To 

achieve r ich and varied tones, 1 had always mixed my 

colors. Unfortunately, these mixtures sometimes caused 

discoloration and several paintings subsequently dark-

ened. I thus changed tack and began to paint with pure 

colors. Logically I looked for powerful effects̶espe-

cially masks with their bright colors. I liked these masks, 

because they offended the public who had given me such 

a poor reception. 2 6 

L i k e h is contemporar ies V i n c e n t v a n Gogh and P a u l 

G a u g u i n , E n s o r began to use color as an expressive rather 

than a descr ipt ive or natura l i s t i c e lement i n h is w o r k . 

H i s palette and touch i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 

are among the most rad ica l of h i s career. T h e t h i c k t r a i l s , 

masses , and dots of unblended colors , and h is use of 

intense , sca lding colors and dissonant contrasts convey a 

sense of the art ist 's i n s p i r a t i o n before his composi t ion . 

O n the basis of h is free and expressive use of color and his 

explorat ion of m a s k s , skeletons, and other devices as 

h u m a n equivalents , he has been identi f ied as a leading 

member of Europe ' s Symbolist generat ion and a forerunner 

of twent ie th-century E x p r e s s i o n i s m . 

I I 
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A l t h o u g h E n s o r never gave away clues to any fixed 

m e a n i n g i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, i n a letter to 

h i s ear ly biographer , E m i l e Verhaeren , i n 1892, he re ferred 

to the p a i n t i n g i n fo rmal terms as " m y great canvas of 

C h r i s t and masks , fu l l o f mot ion and of tumultuous patterns 

accented by an intens i ty of co lor . " 2 7 I n h i s 1908 mono

graph on E n s o r , Verhaeren l i k e n e d the br ightness of Ensor ' s 

p a l e t t e — a n " e x a l t a t i o n of r a w t o n e s " — t o l i thographic 

posters. 2 8 T h e r e i s , i n fact, an affinity between E n s o r ' s 

p a i n t i n g and the grand scale , b r i l l i a n t co lorat ion , car ica 

t u r a l l inear i ty , and compressed space of the large color 

l i thographic advert isements for products and enter ta in

ments that F r e n c h graphic ar t i s t Jules Chére t h a d begun to 

produce i n Par i s i n the 1870s, and w h i c h had become wide

spread and m u c h emulated i n P a r i s by the late 1880s. I n 

such w o r k s as h i s advert i sement for a L e n t e n masked 

b a l l at the Palace-Théâter , created between 1881 and 1890 

(fig. 11), Chére t created co lor fu l , strongly a r t i cu la ted , 

mural -s ize images that were intended to be ass imi lated by 

passersby on the city street. E x u d i n g a k i n d of ref ined 

v u l g a r i t y and exaggerat ion, " a r t i s t i c " l i thographic posters 

by Chére t and others furn ished the c i ty of Par i s w i t h ins tant 

and ephemera l m u r a l s , i n t r o d u c i n g color and enter ta in

m e n t onto the gray wa l l s of the bus t l ing city, and creat ing 

memorable v i s u a l form for pass ing events such as exh i 

b i t i o n s , ba l l s , and carn iva l s . Ident i f ied as the most sensi

t ive and ta lented of a l l the F r e n c h poster art ists i n an 

in f luent ia l 1886 study by E r n e s t M a i n d r o n , 2 9 Chére t had a 

vast fo l lowing among advert isers and l i thographic art ists 

throughout E u r o p e and N o r t h A m e r i c a . B y l i k e n i n g Ensor ' s 

flat, unsaturated color palette to that of the poster a r t i s t s , 

Verhaeren a l luded to the ways that the v e r n a c u l a r nature of 

these images, w h i c h covered city wal ls throughout E u r o p e , 

c a r r i e d over into E n s o r ' s pa int ing . 3 0 

12 

E n s o r also c la imed that h i s paints were not themselves 

convent iona l art ists ' p igments , but c o m m o n house paints . 

A s recounted by art h i s tor ian P a u l Haesaerts , these unortho

dox pigments released an inchoate creat iv i ty i n h i m : after 

E n s o r to ld a housepainter that he was suspicious of the 

qual ity and permanence of c o m m e r c i a l art ists ' p igments 

purchased i n tubes, the painter m i x e d fresh pots of color 

for the art ist . 3 1 E n s o r reports that w h e n he painted Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889, " I found myse l f pushed by a 

large demon. T h e s e large containers i n s p i r e d me toward 

great subjects , and i t was w i t h o u t constra int that I drew 

m y w o r k from [these] generous vases . " 3 2 However , analysis 

of the pigments per formed by Mark L e o n a r d at the Getty 

M u s e u m has revealed that they were standard art ists ' pig

ments f rom the per iod . T h i s same analysis conf irms E n s o r ' s 

procedure of l ay ing the pigments down direct ly throughout 

the p a i n t i n g , only m i x i n g t h e m occasionally. 3 3 W h e t h e r 

his paints had their mythic origins i n the u t i l i t a r i an medium 

of house pa int , or i n more expensive and elite art is ts ' p ig

ments , the p u r i t y and v ibrancy of the i r colors r e m a i n e d the 

aspect of the pa int ing of w h i c h E n s o r seemed the most proud: 

I n 1888, I glimpsed my future, I made my act of faith 

in light, in my light, my composition, my imagination 

and my freedom. I worked for the long term. I chose my 

colors. White! More white! The fresh color. The pure 

color. The one that brings things to the fore, without 

betraying it . V iv id red. Green green. Raw ye l low. . . . 3 4 

E n s o r ' s invocat ions of directness and an almost p r i m a l 

spontaneity, free of the trappings of academic procedure 

and accepted a r t i s t i c taste, trace a genesis story for Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889 i n a kind of pan-European 

discourse of r ad ica l i sm that w i l l be discussed presently. 
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Ju les C h é r e t ( F r e n c h , 1836-1932) , 

Palace-Théàtre-Bal masqué. 

Mi-carême. 15, rue Blanche. 

Cavaliers 3 Fr. Dames 1 Fr., 

between 1881-90. C o l o r l i t h o 

graph. C h a u m o n t , F r a n c e , H e n r y 

D u t a i l l y co l l ec t ion (A 1377). 

Photo courtesy B ib l io thèque m u n i 

c ipale de C h a u m o u t . 
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Despi te the size and complex i ty of the p a i n t i n g , and 

the extreme care w i t h w h i c h the details are w o v e n together, 

there are remarkab ly few drawings that can be considered 

preparatory w o r k s for the compos i t ion . T h e idea for i t 

seems to have begun w i t h a series of s ix ambit ious black-

and-white re l ig ious drawings that E n s o r made i n 1885-86 

and exhib i ted i n 1887, w h i c h he ent i t led Visions: The 

Aureoles of Christ or the Sensibility of L i g h t . 3 5 One of t h e m , 

a s ix and one h a l f foot t a l l d rawing ent i t led Alive and 

Radiant: The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) , pro

vides the rud iments of the compos i t ion , the m i n g l i n g of 

h i s t o r i c a l and contemporary references, and even some of 

the specific details of Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 

(fig. 1). U n d e r a sweeping banner i n s c r i b e d w i t h the mock

i n g words Hail Jesus, King of the Jews, a parade moves 

forward into the extreme foreground, enve loping the figure 

of Jesus, w h o is rad ia t ing l ight and is seated astr ide h i s 

donkey. T h e parade snakes to the left and then to the r i g h t , 

a round the elevated v i e w i n g stand that occupies h a l f 

of the extreme foreground. O n this pod ium stands a smal l 

c luster of figures whose backs are t u r n e d to the audience , 

the tal lest of w h o m wears a turban- l ike hat. T h e crowd 

i n the foreground is compr i sed of a mass of faces that m e l d 

together to form a h u m a n sea. R i d i n g a donkey and sur

rounded by a n imbus of l ight , the figure of Jesus is larger, 

darker , and more detai led than the figures a round h i m , 

and he therefore stands out above the crowd. Before and 

b e h i n d h i m are members of m i l i t a r y m a r c h i n g bands. I n 

the distant c rowd m a r c h delegations b e a r i n g banners from 

the i r hometowns i n a m a n n e r m i r r o r i n g the convent ions 

of contemporary Be lg ian parades and spectacles. Banners 

and flags b e a r i n g the ins ign ia of Les XX, adver t i s ing 

Colman's Mustard, a n n o u n c i n g the t roub l ing and oxy-

m o r o n i c Pork Butchers of Jerusalem, and p r o c l a i m i n g the 
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F I G . 12 

James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels, 1898. Cop per e t c h i n g on 

paper he ightened w i t h co lored 

p e n c i l , 24 .8 × 35.5 c m (9¾ x 14 i n . ) , 

P r i v a t e c o l l e c t i o n . Photo courtesy 

M u s é e s royaux des beaux-arts de 

Be lg ique , Brusse l s . 

slogans and leaders of Be lg ium's Socia l is t movement (see 

" T h e A r t i s t as R e b e l and R e d e e m e r , " pp. 7 1 -90) , adorn 

the archi tecture that frames the composi t ion . T h e s e con

temporary references transpose the t r i u m p h a l ent ry 

of Jesus into Jerusa lem on P a l m Sunday, descr ibed i n the 

N e w Testament (Matthew 21 : 1-11), into a complex modern 

and loca l parable. E v e n the archi tecture of " J e r u s a l e m , " 

i n c l u d i n g caryat id figures to the r i g h t and a n ineteenth-

century boulevard-style bu i ld ing to the left, generally 

reflect the grandiose architecture of the Boulevard A n s p a c h , 

one of the vast new arter ies cut through Brusse l s as par t 

of Léopold I I ' s p l a n to modernize the city. 3 6 
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T h i s c o m m i n g l i n g of the contemporary w i t h the h i s 

t o r i c a l , and socia l c o m m e n t a r y w i t h re l ig ious process ion, 

is c a r r i e d over into the pa int ing . I t seems that several 

of the or ig ina l insc r ip t ions were at first repeated i n the 

p a i n t i n g as w e l l . E n s o r modif ied and repa inted sections 

of Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, p a r t i c u l a r l y some 

of the banners , obl i terat ing the ear l ier i n s c r i p t i o n s . I n 

1898 E n s o r created an intagl io ve r s ion of the m o t i f (fig. 12), 

i n w h i c h the paint ing 's composi t ion is reversed into a 

m i r r o r image and re interpreted w i t h great fidelity. I n i t , 

several of the p o l i t i c a l , c u l t u r a l , and c o m m e r c i a l slogans 

that are inc luded i n the 1886 drawing Alive and Radiant: 

The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem (fig. 66) are repeated. 

Because of the re i terat ion of these texts , i t has been specu

lated that several of the banners i n the p a i n t i n g once also 

c a r r i e d these i n s c r i p t i o n s . F o r example , the r e d , w h i t e , 

and blue banderole or p lacard borne by the figure at the 

bottom center of the p icture l i k e l y c a r r i e d the words Vive 

Anseele et Jesus ( r e fe r r ing to one of Be lg ium's Socia l is t 

l eaders) , as i t d id i n the 1898 p r i n t , but i t was reported to 

have been painted over by the artist. 3 7 L i k e w i s e , the standard 

c a r r i e d i n the extreme r i g h t of the p a i n t i n g , w h i c h now 

reads Vive Jesus Roi de Bruxlles [s ic] ( L o n g L i v e Jesus K i n g 

of B r u s s e l s ) , once h e l d a longer phrase that is barely legible 

through scrawled l ines of red paint. 3 8 T h e large ye l low flag 

at the left center of the p a i n t i n g has recent ly been discov

ered to have c a r r i e d the words Inventeur des insectes belges 

invincibles (Creator of the I n v i n c i b l e Belg ian Insects ) , a 

sat i r ica l reference to the Belg ian nat ional anthem (fig. 13).3 9 

I t has been suggested by a number of scholars that E n s o r 

pa inted out these slogans i n order to depol i t ic ize the paint

i n g , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the early par t of the twent ie th century 

w h e n he was be ing considered for a baroncy. 4 0 
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James E n s o r , Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889 (deta i l 

of fig. 1). D i g i t a l scan: M i c h a e l 

S m i t h , J . P a u l Get ty M u s e u m . 

F I G . 14 

James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (deta i l of fig. 1). 

F I G . 15 

F e r n a n d Pélez ( F r e n c h , 1843-

1913), La Mí-Carême: 

Le Carnival des enfants, 

c i r c a 1888. O i l on canvas , 265.8 x 

201.7 c m ( 1 0 4 ⅝ × 7 9 ⅜ i n . ) . 

P a r i s , © Phototeque des m u s é e s 

de l a v i l l e de P a r i s (PPP00596) . 

Photo : P e i r r a i n . 

Despite these cont inui t ies , the differences between the 

first drawings and the 1888 p a i n t i n g are considerable. T h e 

nar ra t i ve elements of the t r i u m p h a l e n t r y ̶ t h e log ica l 

and comprehensib le flow of the parade, the p r o m i n e n t and 

densely populated v i e w i n g p la t form, the accented figure 

of J e s u s ̶ h a v e been suppressed i n favor of a more i con ic 

representat ion of the c rowd, and the crowd i t se l f has been 

t rans formed into a sea of masked and costumed figures, 

rendered i n vu lgar " p o s t e r - l i k e " colors , and strongly i n d i -

v iduated . A s revelers i n a p r e - L e n t e n fest iva l , these figures 

assume unstable and fictive ident i t ies through the i r masks 

and out landish outfits. I n such a spectacle , one's dai ly 

ident i ty is traded for an a r t i f i c i a l , fantast ic , and often satir-

i c a l persona. Because the m a s k is such a m u l t i v a l e n t image 

( i t i s at once a s ign of the person w e a r i n g i t , an assumed 

and a l ien character , and an emblem of power or otherness) , 

i t demands recogni t ion as a costume. E n s o r enhances the 

d izzy ing effect of this masquerade by dramat iz ing the 

ar t i f i c ia l i ty of the masks w o r n by some characters through 

the device of emphas iz ing the differences i n size and color 

between the figures' false and " r e a l " faces (fig. 14). H e 

also sets off the obvious ar t i f i c ia l i ty of masks by suggesting 

the presence of h u m a n faces through a more uni f ied 

use of color and texture ( such as the two heads that appear 

i n the paint ing 's bottom r ight -hand c o r n e r ) . I n this amal -

gam of n a t u r a l i s m and fantastic effects, of a lmost compre-

hensible h u m a n faces and b izar re masks , E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g 

shares affinities w i t h such w o r k s as F r e n c h painter F e r n a n d 

Pélez 's La Mi-Carême: Le Carnival des enfants (fig. 15), 

a large canvas f rom the t u r n of the century. I n this 

Natura l i s t p a i n t i n g , masks and costumes l end an e lement 

of the u n c a n n y to a convent iona l genre street scene, the 

representat ion of a chi ldren's p r e - L e n t e n festival . 1 4 H o w -

ever, E n s o r ' s t e c h n i c a l exaggeration of color, l i n e , form, 

15 

© J. Paul Getty Trust. See additional copyright notices and illustration captions to confirm copyright information for individual texts and images



F I G . 16 

James E n s o r , Series of Masks, 

c i r c a 1885. D e t a i l f rom a larger 

sketchbook page, 22 .4 x 17.5 c m 

( 8 ⅞ × 6 ⅞ i n . ) . A n t w e r p , 

K o n i n k l i j k M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s 

(27 12/69) . 

and composit ion invests his pa int ing w i t h a far greater sense 

of symbolic and expressive meaning . R a t h e r than depic t ing 

a scene drawn from C a r n i v a l , he rendered his ent i re compo-

s i t ion i n the m a n n e r of C a r n i v a l itself : a n a r c h i c , chaot ic , 

acerbic , and w i l d l y exaggerated. 

Many o f E n s o r ' s masks were based on those sold i n h is 

family 's shops, w h i c h were used for the C a r n i v a l i n Ostend , 

and w h i c h E n s o r l i k e n e d to carapaces: 

Oh the animal masks of the Ostend Carnival: bloated 

vicuna faces, misshapen birds with the tails of birds of 

16 

paradise, cranes with sky-blue bills gabbling nonsense, 

obtuse sciolists with moldy skulls, peculiar insects, hard 

shells giving shelter to soft beasts.42 

C a r n i v a l , w h i c h takes place jus t before the C h r i s t i a n popu-

la t ion must retreat into the sobriety of L e n t , provides the 

opportunity for its par t ic ipants to escape en masse into dis-

guise and revelry. E n s o r ' s wr i t ings suggest the buffoonery 

i n this act , but also a k i n d of desperat ion endemic i n the 

crowds, street mani festat ions , and socia l s t ructure of mod-

e r n urban life: 

A h , one must see the masks, beneath our great opal 

skies, and when they are daubed with cruel colors, they 

develop, miserable . . . pitiful in the ra in , what a 

lamentable disorder, terrified characters, at the same 

time insolent and t imid, grumbling and yelping, high 

squeaky voices or raging, macabre animal heads. . . . 

I have experienced this and my heart has palpitated 

and my bones have shaken and I have felt the enormity 

of the distortions and anticipated the modern spirit; a 

new world took shape.43 

I n the i r quixot ic and b izarre appearance, some of Ensor ' s 

masks suggest this moderni ty i n a genera l way. O t h e r s , 

however , seem to al lude to indiv idua ls or socia l types w h o 

compr i sed Be lg ian society of the 1880s and who were 

car i ca tured and parodied rout ine ly i n the popular press. 

E n s o r ' s interest i n car icature is c lear f rom his many 

ambit ious w o r k s that examine the appearance and opera-

t ions of m a s k s , and from i n f o r m a l jott ings i n h is sketch-

books (fig. 16). A r t h i s t o r i a n X a v i e r T r i c o t notes that early 

i n h is career, E n s o r showed an interest i n the art of c a r i -
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Probab ly E u g è n e P h i l i p o n , 1865, 

A l b u m Page w i t h M o u n t e d 

P h o t o g r a p h o f B u s t s o f M e m b e r s 

o f P a r l i a m e n t by H o n o r é 

D a u m i e r ( F r e n c h , 1808- 1879) , 

photograph . Photo : F r o m Jeanne 

L . W a s s e r m a n , Daumier Sculpture: 

A Critical and Comparative Study 

( C a m b r i d g e , M a s s . , 1969) . 

A n t o n v a n C u y c k , A l m a n a c h 

of Grimaces, 1858. L i t h o g r a p h . 

P u b l i s h e d by J . Buf fa , B r u g e s . 

B r u g e s , C o l l e c t i o n A . D e B l i e c k . 
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cature , w h i c h l i k e l y l ed h i m to the study of E n g l i s h art is ts 

such as W i l l i a m H o g a r t h and T h o m a s Rowlandson. 4 4 I n 

later years , he wrote to one of h i s c r i t i c s : 

Under the works of Botticelli , the majority of today's 

artists turn their noses up utterly at the great masters 

and satirists like Turner, Constable, Crome, Gainsbor

ough, Hogarth, Rowlandson etc. Do you not agree with 

me . . . that my vision, my style and my painterly quali

ties give me something in common with these artists, 

in landscape painting as well as in satire? I feel more 

English than most of the English artists now slavishly 

imitating the early Italians. 4 5 

Typical ly , car icature is a m e d i u m intended for mass c i r c u 

l a t i o n , i n some ways an ephemera l a r t form s a t i r i z i n g 

c u r r e n t events , po l i t i ca l developments , and p r o m i n e n t 

personal i t ies at a specific h i s t o r i c a l moment . W i t h some 

notable except ions , i n c l u d i n g the parodic clay busts o f 

the members of the F r e n c h legis lature created by H o n o r é 

D a u m i e r i n the 1830s ( later cast i n bronze) (fig. 17), c a r i 

catures rare ly appeared on a grand scale or i n permanent 

and elevated mater ia l s such as o i l pa int and canvas. 

O n e of E n s o r ' s feats i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 

was to erode the d is t inct ions between these categories of 

p r o d u c t i o n , c reat ing a car icature of Be lg ian society 

on the grand, even bombast ic , scale of a h i s tory pa int ing . 

I n the i r d istort ions and references to animals and 

the i r v a r y i n g expressions of emot ion or vacuousness , 

E n s o r ' s masks also reflect grimaces, a popular form of i l l u s 

t ra t ion that mapped the traits and expressions of va r ious 

socia l types through distort ions of the i r features (fig. 18). 4 6 

S u c h mass-produced images ( i n this case, a w o r k by one 

of E n s o r ' s first teachers) re l i ed on the broad popular i ty of 
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eighteenth-century phys iognomic studies, most p r o m i 

nent ly Johann Caspar Lavater ' s Essays on Physiognomy, 

first publ i shed i n L e i p z i g i n 1774-78, and the D u t c h 

physiologist P ieter Camper ' s Essay on the Natural Varieties 

that Characterize the Physiognomy of Men (1791). I n 

Lavater ' s physiognomy, a vast range of h u m a n faces and 

heads, often l i k e n e d to a n i m a l features, was provided 

as an index of character and socia l status. T h e be l ie f that 

facial s t ructure was also a measure of h u m a n develop

m e n t , w i t h facial angles operat ing as indices of " a d v a n c e d " 

or " p r i m i t i v e " stages of the h u m a n race , was put forth 

by Camper. 4 7 I n the early n ineteenth century, a p e r i o d of 

emerg ing European-wide nat ional i s t consciousness , these 

studies i n t u r n supported treatises on nat iona l and ethnic 

" t y p e s , " such as Got t f r ied Schadow's National Physiog

nomies (1835), a systematic study that he lped to shape 

the terms of r a c i a l and ethnic coding i n the later n ineteenth 

century. 4 8 T h e Pos i t iv i s t underp innings of this d isc ip l ine 

prov ided the basis for m u c h n ineteenth-century anthropo

logica l and ethnographic inves t igat ion , and for a range 

of sciences founded on a be l ie f i n h u m a n taxonomy. 4 9 W i t h 

the i r sources i n p a r t i n this determinis t sc ience , the popu

lar grimaces mapped class , ethnicity , occupat ion , gender, 

nat ional i ty , and h e a l t h , p rov id ing humorous panoramas of 

contemporary society w h i l e also enforc ing socia l stereo

types. 5 0 I n d e e d , the v e r y not ion of the stereotype (repeated 

facial and other bodi ly features so fami l iar that they can 

be read l i k e texts) was the stock and trade o f car icature that 

c i rcu la ted i n mass-media publ icat ions . 5 1 S u c h codes of 

h u m a n appearance, read as keys to h u m a n character , 

became especial ly s ignif icant d u r i n g Europe ' s most r a p i d 

p e r i o d of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n and co lonia l expansion. 5 2 W i t h 

the movement of r u r a l populat ions into urban centers , 
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the growth of urban cosmopol i tan i sm, the displacement of 

Jews and other persecuted populat ions f rom E a s t e r n and 

Southern E u r o p e , and an increase i n r a c i a l consciousness 

s t e m m i n g from the growth of empire into A f r i c a , A s i a , and 

O c e a n i a , such indices provided reassurance to the E u r o 

pean audience i n the form of h u m o r and sat ire . 

T h e c a r n i v a l masks that E n s o r used as props i n h i s 

paint ings were also shaped by such typologies. T h e masks 

i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) represent both 

stock c a r n i v a l masks , masks drawn from A s i a n and other 

w o r l d t radi t ions , 5 3 and car icatures of both famous and 

obscure contemporary Belgians. 5 4 A s L e g r a n d notes, masks 

a l lowed E n s o r the freedom to play w i t h the appearance, 

and to tweak the socia l pos i t ions , o f h is contemporar ies . 5 5 

So strong was the associat ion between the masks and 

contemporary personal i t ies that as late as the 1930s, the i r 

ident i f icat ion was a k i n d of par lor game pract iced by 

E n s o r ' s neighbors i n Ostend and beyond: 

The inhabitants of the little town of Ostend and its sur

roundings—and I think that these reach all the way to 

Brussels—are looking for the hundreds of faces that are 

visible in this picture, which takes up a large part of the 

wall . They are looking for similarities with or refer

ences to the famous and not so famous people in their 

small or in their large circle of acquaintances. Thus the 

head, as Ensor himself had pointed out to me, has been 

called Stresemann. I n the case of another one, similar

ities with Herriot have been detected, which, however, 

have eluded me. And i f a visitor has succeeded in finding 

yet another new similarity among all of these faces, he 

wi l l feel proud and happy having understood the entire 

artistic and spiritual content of this picture. By the way, 
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Belgian artists told me that st i l l today every visitor 

directs his ambition towards enriching this list of iden

tifications with new names.56 

A r t h i s tor ians have also v e n t u r e d to decode the m e a n i n g of 

this p a i n t i n g by associat ing specific masks w i t h figures from 

E n s o r ' s in t imate life. 5 7 However , i t appears that E n s o r h i m 

sel f d id not w i s h to fix h i s w o r k by ident i fy ing ind iv idua l s , 

s igns, symbols , or any other e lement of h i s composi t ion . 

W h i l e Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 i s now u n i 

versa l ly regarded as one of the most rad ica l and i m p o r t a n t 

achievements i n E u r o p e a n ar t of the n ineteenth century, 

i t was seen and k n o w n only to a few of E n s o r ' s int imates 

u n t i l late i n h is l i fe . T h e catalogue of the exh ib i t ion society 

Les XX for 1889 l ists the p a i n t i n g as one of E n s o r ' s many 

submissions that winter . H a d i t been exhibited i n F e b r u a r y 

1889, i t w o u l d have been on v i e w jus t before Brussels 's 

M a r d i G r a s , i n w h i c h case the p a i n t i n g w o u l d have acted as 

a k i n d of d i s tor t ing m i r r o r he ld up to the " r e a l - l i f e " rev

elry, masquerade, and street pol i t ics of the c i ty of Brusse l s . 

I t s m u l t i p l e sat i res , parodies , and cr i t iques w o u l d have 

had immediate and bi t ter currency. However , whether due 

to the art ist ' s i l l hea l th i n the w i n t e r of 1888, h i s possible 

qualms about e x h i b i t i n g the canvas , or, most l ike ly , to the 

fact that the p a i n t i n g was not finished i n t i m e , i t was not 

sent to the exhib i t ion . 5 8 W h i l e i t has been t a k e n for granted 

i n the E n s o r l i terature that Christ's Entry was re jected 

by Les XX, S tephen M c G o u g h has pointed out that E n s o r 

h i m s e l f may have he ld the canvas back. 5 9 " U n s u l l i e d by 

e x h i b i t i o n , " i n E n s o r ' s later w o r d s , the p a i n t i n g r e m a i n e d 

i n the art ist ' s s tudio, ro l led up because no w a l l was large 

enough to support i t u n t i l h i s move to the home he i n h e r i 

ted from his unc le i n 1917.60 T h e r e , the p a i n t i n g was 
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ins ta l led i n the art ist 's s i t t ing room for the rest of h i s l i fe . 

W i t h the except ion of two large retrospect ive exh ib i t ions , 

one i n 1929 at the Palais des Beaux-Ar t s i n Brusse ls and 

the other i n the gal ler ies of the Gazette des Beaux-Ar t s i n 

Par i s i n 1939, Christ's Entry was seen only by the art ist ' s 

v i s i tors d u r i n g his l i fet ime. T h e s e inc luded some of the 

leading E x p r e s s i o n i s t art ists i n E u r o p e , among t h e m E m i l e 

Nolde i n 1911 and Wass i ly K a n d i n s k y i n 1917. B y E n s o r ' s 

death i n 1949, the p a i n t i n g was understood by h i s biogra

phers and admirers to be his art is t ic testament, a manifesto

l ike demonstration of his thoughts and opinions, h is t ra in ing 

and e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n , and a radica l ly new formulat ion of 

p a i n t i n g as a m e d i u m of emot ion and i n v e n t i o n . 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 is a po l i t i ca l 

p a i n t i n g w i t h o u t a clear po l i t i ca l message; a panorama of 

Be lg ian society w i t h ambiguous references to i n d i v i d u a l 

ident i t ies ; a parade that is s imultaneously M a r d i Gras 

fest iva l , p o l i t i c a l demonstrat ion , and re l ig ious spectacle; 

an a r t i s t i c manifesto w i t h a h idden program; a re l ig ious 

p a i n t i n g that is resolutely secular ; a ver t ig inous display of 

perspect iva l systems, mul t ip le b r u s h techniques , and 

gar i sh colors that challenges preva i l ing tastes; and a c u r i 

ous h y b r i d of poster, ca r i ca ture , and h i s tory pa int ing . 

F r o m the t i n y confines of h is at t ic studio and the mytholo

g iz ing bent of h i s i m a g i n a t i o n , E n s o r i n v o k e d the con

sensus, comfort , and reassurance of a v i s i o n l i k e Jan 

Verhas's parade of schoolchi ldren i n order to invest i t w i t h 

the anxiet ies and transformations of h is age. Cast igat ing 

those p lay ing at E m p i r e — w i t h i n personal , p o l i t i c a l , 

re l ig ious , and ar t i s t i c a r e n a s — a n d assert ing an indepen

dent, s a t i r i c a l , and m o r a l v i s i o n of modernity , E n s o r 

created a grandiose grimace that resonated w i t h the aspir

ations of h i s generat ion to remake the w o r l d . 
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T H E C I T Y , T H E S T R E E T , A N D T H E U R B A N S P E C T A C L E 

he sett ing for Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 

(fig. 1) is a vast boulevard , " t h e modern art i fact par 

e x c e l l e n c e , " according to urban h i s tor ian A n t h o n y Vid ier . 

T h e panoramic foreground and radica l ly te lescoping 

perspect ive of Christ's Entry, the paint ing 's d izzy ing mobi l 

i ty of v iewpoint , and above a l l i ts throngs that threaten to 

engul f the v iewer , a r t icu late the exper ience of the m o d e r n 

city. B y set t ing h i s m o n u m e n t a l s a t i r i c a l p a i n t i n g i n a 

vast boulevard , E n s o r selected one of the most potent sym

bols of Be lg ium's new urban order, for the Brusse ls that 

E n s o r ' s C h r i s t entered was a c i ty i n remarkable phys ica l 

t rans format ion i n the 1880s. A s urban h i s tor ians H e n r i and 

P a u l H y m a n s stated i n that decade, w h e n L é o p o l d I I 

assumed the throne i n 1865, a new chapter i n the h i s t o r y 

of m o d e r n B e l g i u m was in i t ia ted . 6 2 U n d e r the inf luence of 

Napoleon I l l ' s P a r i s , L é o p o l d I I t ransformed Brusse l s f rom 

a sleepy town into a modern i m p e r i a l city. E v e n before 

he became k i n g , L é o p o l d developed plans for grand boule

vards flanked by uni f ied beaux-arts facades; punctuated 

by parks , monuments , and monumenta l new c iv ic bui ldings; 

and connected by new t ranspor ta t ion and sani tat ion sys

tems , r e n d e r i n g Brusse l s the m a t e r i a l representat ion 

of the power and prosper i ty he envis ioned for h i s re ign . B y 

1887 the Hymanses could w r i t e , " C o n t e m p o r a r y Brusse l s 

changes every day. A n d i t w o u l d take an inf ini te sequence 

of instantaneous v iews to fix i ts mobi le physiognomy." 6 3 

I t is this new, changeable, scenographic Brusse ls that E n s o r 

gives us i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, and its 

many street spectacles and manifestations that he conflated 

into h i s phantasmagor ic urban v i s ta . 

However , i t i s not Léopo ld ' s contro l l ed , orderly, 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n Brusse ls (fig. 19) that E n s o r represents , but 

its n i g h t m a r i s h double, the maels t rom descr ibed by 

V i c t o r Hugo i n Les Misérables ( 1862) , a place of t u r m o i l 

and anxiety. 6 4 I n E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g , the l a c k of any reference 

to a skyl ine or dist inguishable a rch i tec tura l monuments ; 

the v i s u a l movement suggested by the mul t ip le flags, ban

ners , and b u n t i n g that snake the i r way throughout the 

compos i t ion ; and the j a r r i n g colors create the sense of the 

street as both chaot ic and amorphous . I n par t i cu la r , the 

perspect iva l l ines that converge h igh i n the background 

reinforce the sense of c laustrophobia caused by the improb

ably condensed crowd i n the foreground. L i k e Gustave 

Cai l lebotte 's m o n u m e n t a l canvas Paris Street; Rainy Day 

of 1877 (fig. 2 0 ) , E n s o r p ictures an orthogonal v i e w of a 

vast boulevard , splayed open i n the extreme foreground, 

2,0 
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F I G . 19 

Photographer u n k n o w n , View of 

the Boulevard du Nord at the 

Place De Brouckère. A r c h i v e s de 

S a i n t - L u c , Brusse l s . R e p r o d u c e d 

i n Y v o n L e b l i c q et. a l . , Bruxelles, 

construire et reconstruire: 

Architecture et aménagement 

urbain 1780-1914, e x h . cat. 

( B r u s s e l s , Créd i t C o m m u n a l 

de Belg ique) , 1979, p. 62 . 

2 1 

funne l ing rapid ly b a c k w a r d , and rendered as though from 

the perspect ive of a flâneur. However , i n rad ica l contrast 

to the complex geometries and orderly recess ion into the 

background that ar t iculate the modern city of Cai l lebotte 's 

r igorously organized canvas, Ensor ' s urban v i s ta is obscured 

by crowds, banners , and placards , m a k i n g i t u l t imate ly 

unlocatable. 6 5 A n d i n even more dramatic contrast to Cai l le 

botte's canvas , w h i c h is dominated by a bourgeois couple 

and includes other figures engaged i n unremarkab le dai ly 

activity, E n s o r ' s mob approximates the cacophonous 

descr ipt ion of C a r n i v a l offered by Be lg ian w r i t e r A l b e r t 

M o c k e l i n 1887: 

People went down to the fair, from which the boom-boom 

hovering over the center of the city was an echo of rum

bling cacophony. An enormous surge of idlers was 

strolling confusedly on the boulevards . . . thousands of 

lights penetrating the darkness of their blinking eyes, 

separated in a bizarre splendor the sparkling crudeness 

of the gilding and the soiled banners. A deep din swelled 

in the air, interrupted incessantly by the bumping noises 

of the orchestras, whose rhythmic racket was haltingly 

seconded by harsh shouts of the clowns: a doubtful har

mony. Here and there was lighted obstinately the cruelty 

of several electric beacons varnishing with a pallid light 

the faces of the blind bourgeois and streaking the air 

with long, slender, powdery rays. And in among the 

storm of the tom-tom and the lights peacefully moved 

the wave of strollers whose placid faces take on a sinis

ter and cadaverous air under the bluish flash of the elec

tric lamps . . . beneath their eyes all the sickness and 

morally hideous sights of the old world. Unfair lawyers, 

infamous bakers, priests, rabbis, and cooks, a great lady 

hiding a tumor in the fullness of her skirt , butchers, 
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F I G . 2 0 ( O P P O S I T E ) 

Gustave Cai l lebotte ( F r e n c h , 

1848- 1894) , Paris Street; 

Rainy Day, 1877. O i l on 

canvas , 212.2 x 276.2 c m 

( 8 3 ½ × 108¾ i n . ) . A r t I n s t i t u t e 

of C h i c a g o , C h a r l e s and M a r y 

Worces ter C o l l e c t i o n ( 1964.336) . 

F I G . 21 

James E n s o r , Brussels Town Hall, 

1885. O i l on canvas , 100 x 81 c m 

(39⅜ × 31⅞ i n . ) . L i è g e , 

M u s é e d ' A r t moderne et d ' A r t 

contempora in (AM 64/218) . 

pastry- cooks, journalists, and hypocrites, all went to the 

footlights under the jeering that indignation brought to 

the public, all passed penitent and burning without pity, 

whereas, from the height of its bloody tribunal the clown 

bellowed in order to curse them with great bursts of re-

sounding imprecat ions . . . . 6 6 

T h e urban space that E n s o r creates is one of mass spectacle 

and phys ica l confusion. L i k e Mockel ' s descr ipt ion of Car-

n i v a l , i t represents the c laustrophobic , a r t i f i c ia l landscape 

of the boulevard teeming w i t h the most base and i r o n i c of 

c i v i c v i r t u e s embodied by c a r n i v a l revelers . 

C a r n i v a l is t rad i t iona l ly understood to represent a 

reversa l of power, a t i m e w h e n the c o m m o n people assume 

contro l and n o r m a l author i ty breaks down. Celebrated 

before the beg inn ing of L e n t , i t is an extravagant last 

fling i n w h i c h a l l appetites are expressed, and s laked, i n 

publ ic . I t is also a t ime w h e n , according to M i k h a i l B a k h t i n , 

laughter , festivity, and base bodi ly funct ions operate as 

i m p o r t a n t agents of socia l release and renewal . 6 7 I n this 

Rabe la i s ian sense, i t is the m o m e n t that the h ierarch ies of 

c h u r c h and state are subverted through a mass display 

of excess. C a r n i v a l is a fest ival o f i r reverence . No phys ica l 

act is too grotesque to m i m e , no person too sacrosanct to 

parody, no taboo too s tr ingent to name. Represent ing 

Léopold's orderly city, the symbol of Be lg ium's apotheosis 

as a E u r o p e a n power, as profoundly out of contro l i n the 

throes of C a r n i v a l , E n s o r c l a imed the street as a site of 

res istance to the new urban order. 

E n s o r first l i ved i n Brusse l s w h i l e he was a student at 

the R o y a l Academy of F i n e A r t s i n the late 1870s. I t is 

not h a r d to imagine the amazement of the smal l - town ado-

lescent at the spectacle , scale, and congest ion of the urban 

scene. W h e n E n s o r r e t u r n e d to Ostend i n 1880 , he began 

to pa int v iews of h i s hometown from the bird's-eye perspec-

t ive that Impress ionis ts C laude Monet , C a m i l l e P i s s a r r o , 

and Gustave Cai l lebotte had used to represent Par i s i n the 

1870s, i m b u i n g the smal l town w i t h an urban quality. 

W h e n E n s o r moved temporar i l y back to Brusse l s i n 1885, 

accompanied by h i s mother , sister, and aunt , he l i v e d 

on the B o u l e v a r d A n s p a c h , one of Brussels 's new ar te r ie s , 

across f rom the B o u r s e , one of Léopold I I ' s new publ ic 

monuments . I n that year, the ar t i s t pa inted a v i e w of the 

city ent i t led Brussels Town Hall (fig. 21). L o c a t i n g h i m s e l f 

and h is v iewers at the l eve l of the boulevard rooftops, he 
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F I G . 2 2 

James E n s o r , House on the 

Boulevard Anspach, 1888. 

D r y p o i n t , 13.4 x 8.5 c m 

(5¼ × 3 ⅜ i n . ) . G h e n t , M u s e u m 

of F i n e A r t s (1988-B20-1) . 

again assumed the perspect ive that had been employed i n 

several v iews of P a r i s by Cai l labotte i n 1878.6 8 A l t h o u g h 

populated by a few figures w h o add anecdotal deta i l to th is 

ear ly m o r n i n g v iew, the r e a l subject of E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g 

seems to be the opalescent l ight that radiates f rom the 

c loudy sky and flattens the urban archi tecture below. T h e 

steeple of the city h a l l i n the background, extending beyond 

the upper edge of the canvas , dominates the s u r r o u n d i n g 

bui ldings . I n this pa in t ing , Brusse ls is represented as an 

Impress ionist cityscape, its early m o r n i n g commerce quietly 

an imated through the agency of l ight . 

E n s o r again took a r o o m on the B o u l e v a r d A n s p a c h 

from late 1887 to early 1888, a locat ion that he m e m o r i -

a l ized i n an e tch ing of 1888 (fig. 22,). T h e b u i l d i n g , extend-

i n g almost the ent i re height of the compressed space, 

appears m o n u m e n t a l and i m p o s i n g i n re la t ion to the t i n y 

figures w h o m a r c h i n a reg imented fashion past i t a long 

the boulevard i n the extreme foreground. L a r g e awnings , 

shading the shops on the bui lding 's ground floor, extend 

u p w a r d from the crowd. I n contrast , the side street repre-

sented to the left o f the b u i l d i n g is near ly empty. I n the 

distance , a long this ax i s , the smaller-scale bui ld ings of 

older Brusse ls can be seen, m i n i a t u r i z e d by the impos ing 

giant i n the foreground. T h e Beaux-Ar t s deta i l ing is r e n -

dered w i t h fidelity by E n s o r , down to the decorative i r o n 

balconies that sur round two of the stories, a stone cartouche 

i n the center of the facade, and the bull 's-eye windows i n 

the att ic story. A banner b e a r i n g E n s o r ' s name hangs from 

the lowest c o r n i c e , on the bui lding 's corner , jus t over the 

water b a r r e l . I n th is p r i n t , i n contrast to the 1885 p a i n t i n g , 

archi tecture seems m o n u m e n t a l and author i tat ive i n re la-

t i o n to the c rowd, w h i c h is dwarfed at i ts vast base. 

I n a rad ica l departure f rom the ear l ier Impress ion i s t 

v i e w of the city, or the emphasis on arch i tec tura l scale and 

ornament i n the 1888 e tch ing , Christ's Entry into Brussels 

in 1889 (fig. 1) exaggerates the c i ty as a place of crowds 

and chaos. A s opposed to the h i s t o r i c a l growth of c it ies 

u n t i l the mid-nineteenth century, w h i c h developed by 

accret ion w i t h i n neighborhoods and d i s t r i c t s , the p l a n n i n g 

and eng ineer ing of long , wide boulevards systematized 

and homogenized the urban landscape. E n v i s i o n e d and 

i m p l e m e n t e d by B a r o n Georges E u g è n e H a u s s m a n n i n 

Napoleon I l l ' s Par i s of the 1850s and 1860s, w i d e , gaslit 

boulevards , s t retching as far as the eye could see, l i n e d w i t h 

trees and prov id ing open space for mass t ranspor ta t ion , 

became the artifacts and avatars of urban m o d e r n i s m and 

progress. 6 9 P r o v i d i n g new opportunit ies for centra l ized 

business (for example i n the new department stores) , nove l 

enter ta inments , r ap id t rans i t , and , as attested to i n Natu-

ra l i s t l i terature and Impress ion i s t p a i n t i n g , new forms 

of pedestrian v i sua l and psychological experience, the boule-

v a r d t ransformed urban life and consciousness. Char les 

Baudela i re wrote about the new sensations of mobi l i ty and 

anonymity offered by the boulevard , its implacable a r t i -

ficiality s t i m u l a t i n g a new m o d e r n ident i ty and pat tern of 

socia l re lat ions. 7 0 T h e crowded boulevard , a t r i u m p h 

of socia l and m e c h a n i c a l eng ineer ing , also engendered the 

sense of displacement and a l ienat ion: " I am a stranger to 

these new boulevards wi thout t u r n s , w i thout inc idents of 
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perspect ives , implacab le i n t h e i r s tra ight l i n e s ; no longer 

fee l ing l i k e the w o r l d o f B a l z a c , but b r i n g i n g to m i n d some 

A m e r i c a n Baby lon of the f u t u r e . " 7 1 

T h i s sense of an " A m e r i c a n B a b y l o n , " the symbol 

o f an i m m i n e n t col lapse of soc ia l integr i ty , was s t imula ted 

by the density of crowds that populated these n e w u r b a n 

spaces, and by the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of soc ia l l i fe into spec

tac le . T h e t e r m " s p e c t a c l e , " as e x a m i n e d by G u y D e b o r d , 

refers to the rep lacement o f the tangible w o r l d by repro

duced images , l i v e d h u m a n re la t ions by pub l i c per form

ances , and soc ia l exchanges by m a t e r i a l c o m m e r c e . 

D e b o r d identi f ies the society of spectacle as one i n w h i c h 

society i t s e l f becomes a commodi ty a n d i n t i m a t e e x p e r i 

ence is embedded i n , a n d shaped by, images of mass 

diffusion." 7 2 I n the la ter n i n e t e e n t h century , p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

i n the u r b a n spectacle fundamenta l ly changed cogni t ive 

pat terns as m u l t i p l y i n g and over lapp ing sensory infor

mat ion—photographs , adver t i sements , depar tment store 

c o m m o d i t i e s , mass t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , r a l l i e s , parades , 

a r t i f i c i a l l i g h t i n g , etc.—shifted n o r m s and pract ices o f 

a t tent ion and percept ion . 7 3 T h e increas ing ly heteroge

neous and dynamic e n v i r o n m e n t of the m o d e r n b o u l e v a r d , 

i t s e l f conce ived as spectac le , reshaped and dissolved i n t i 

m a c y and memory . 

B e t w e e n 1860 a n d 1890, w i t h large demographic 

changes i n B e l g i u m as i t s p o p u l a t i o n shifted f rom a g r i c u l 

ture to industry , B e l g i a n c i t ies e x p e r i e n c e d o v e r c r o w d i n g , 

as w e l l as n e w socia l a n d h e a l t h problems that resu l ted 

f rom the c o n c e n t r a t i o n o f i n d u s t r i a l w o r k e r s . T h e overa l l 

g rowth i n the n a t i o n a l p o p u l a t i o n f rom 4,82,7,833 i n 1860 

to 6 , 0 6 9 , 3 2 1 i n 1890 , w i t h a thir ty- f ive percent increase 

i n the popula t ion of B r u s s e l s a lone , demanded the r a p i d 

c r e a t i o n of new hous ing . 7 4 T h i s s i tuat ion proved prop i 

t ious for speculators , w h o prov ided substandard h o u s i n g 
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at u s u r i o u s p r i c e s . T h e greater the u r b a n congest ion , the 

poorer the c o n s t r u c t i o n of w o r k e r s ' h o u s i n g , w h i c h was 

a gold m i n e for r e a l estate speculators . 7 5 W i t h few san i ta ry 

fac i l i t ies to accommodate the new u r b a n density, the i n n e r 

core o f B e l g i u m ' s c i t ies became increas ing ly v u l n e r a b l e to 

contagious disease. A cho lera ep idemic i n B r u s s e l s i n 

1866 c o n v i n c e d the c i ty fathers to u n d e r t a k e the i m m e n s e 

p u b l i c w o r k s p r o g r a m that changed the face o f the city. 7 6 

I n 1867, L é o p o l d I I ass igned the mayor , Ju le s -V ic tor 

A n s p a c h , the ta sk of c o v e r i n g over the heav i l y po l lu ted 

Senne R i v e r , w h i c h r a n through the center of B r u s s e l s , 

and w h i c h r o u t i n e l y overf lowed i ts b a n k s . A l r e a d y by 1861 

L é o p o l d h a d ca l led for a master p l a n to b u i l d up B e l g i u m , 

and i n 1865 B r u s s e l s c i ty a rch i tec t L e o n Suys was asked 

to prepare a redeve lopment scheme for the city, r e r o u t i n g 

the r i v e r into two ducts , l a y i n g down c e n t r a l sewer l i n e s , 

and o p e n i n g up l a n d for a n e t w o r k of w i d e , m o d e r n boule

vards . 7 7 A p l a n for the r e s t r u c t u r i n g of Brusse l s by c i ty 

surveyor V i c t o r B e s m e i n a u g u r a t e d the uni f ied p a t t e r n for 

the boulevards . 7 8 T h e ta sk of c o v e r i n g over the S e n n e , 

begun i n 1867, se rved as the basis for a g rand r e s t r u c t u r i n g 

of the hear t of the city. T h e w o r k was c a r r i e d out by A n s p a c h , 

i n c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h Napoleon I l l ' s B a r o n H a u s s m a n n , 

the Prefect o f the Seine. 7 9 I n place o f the s m a l l w i n d i n g 

streets that h a d g r o w n a long the r i v e r s ince the Middle 

Ages , w ide stra ight boulevards w e r e cut t h r o u g h , amount

i n g to w h a t h i s t o r i a n Y v o n L e b l i c q cal ls a " m a s s a c r e . " 8 0 

H i s c o m m e n t refers to the controvers ies over the demol i 

t i o n of h i s t o r i c a l a rch i tec ture that unfolded even as 

Brusse l s was under t rans format ion . W i t h the r a z i n g of the 

neighborhoods adjacent to the Senne , a long the boule

vards r u n n i n g over and near i t ( and i n sites of other large 

u r b a n p r o j e c t s ) , m u c h of Brussels 's m e d i e v a l and R e n a i s 

sance u r b a n fabric was destroyed. C h a r l e s B u l s , the mayor 
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of Brusse l s after A n s p a c h , came into confl ict w i t h K i n g 

L é o p o l d because of Buls 's desire to protect h i s t o r i c a l 

archi tecture and h is opposit ion to the use of the city as a 

m e c h a n i s m of contro l . D u r i n g h i s tenure as mayor, B u l s 

was an ardent preservat ionis t , i n i t i a t i n g the renovat ion of 

the G r a n d Place and the gardens o f the Pet i t Sablon, estab

l i s h i n g the " C o m m i t t e e for O l d B r u s s e l s , " and even 

res ign ing h is post over Léopold ' s p lans for the " M o u n t a i n 

of the A r t s , " a grand complex of c u l t u r a l ins t i tut ions 

that threatened to (and finally did) supplant the neighbor

hood on the slopes of the Coudenberg. 8 1 

T w o issues drove the controvers ies over a rch i tec tura l 

p reserva t ion versus modern iza t ion : the contest o f m e m o r y 

and the displacement of Brussels 's urban poor. F o r many 

socia l commentators , the new thoroughfares and neighbor

hoods were out of scale w i t h the s u r r o u n d i n g urban spaces, 

and i n the i r g igant ism and vast v i s tas , they represented 

an " a l i e n , empty, memory-free new a m b i e n c e , " i n the 

words of a rch i tec tura l h i s t o r i a n Spiro Kostof. 8 2 A l t h o u g h 

congested and po l lu ted , the old neighborhoods slated for 

demol i t ion were inhabi ted by a stable populat ion that h a d 

res ided i n Brusse l s for generat ions. T h e w i n d i n g streets, 

a l leys , and impasses were the repositor ies of loca l col lec

t ive m e m o r y and sites of loca l ized commerce and contro l . 

W i t h the demol i t ion of these areas, loca l " p o c k e t " h i s tory 

and ident i ty were erased, h i s t o r i c a l domestic archi tecture 

was destroyed, and i n the i r places were erected l ight-f i l led 

spaces and grand homogenous a rch i tec tura l ensembles. 

D e m o l i t i o n also displaced Brussels 's poor and po l i t i 

ca l ly d isenfranchised w h o , moreover , tended to be the 

city's F l e m i s h - s p e a k i n g populat ion . L a r g e l y re located to 

new neighborhoods on the wes te rn fr inges of the city, 

they were replaced by a new bourgeois populat ion that took 

up res idence a long the boulevards . Composed largely of 

2 6 

professionals (drawn by Brussels 's g rowing b a n k i n g and 

business oppor tun i t i e s ) , this better-educated, more 

financially adept, cosmopol i tan , and consumer-or iented 

populat ion he lped to t rans form the center of the city 

into a f rancophone, white-col lar quarter. 8 3 Many were 

non-Belg ians , and by 1890, near ly one i n n ine residents of 

Brusse l s was foreign b o r n . T h e ma jor i ty were G e r m a n , 

F r e n c h , or f rom the L o w Countr ies . 8 4 T h e l a c k of m e m o r y 

and texture was evoked i n modern distr icts on the margins 

of the city as w e l l . É m i l e L e c l e r c q , w r i t i n g around 1890, 

descr ibed the Q u a r t i e r L é o p o l d , a weal thy d is t r ic t to the 

east of the town center l a i d out i n the 1850s, as 

a checkerboard cut by pieces, at right angles, with streets 

without end fringed by houses and mansions without 

character or beauty. The pedestrian, who becomes lost 

as i f in a great maze, searches in vain for some corner, 

some curving lines, some sign which would help him to 

get out of this annoying labyrinth. I t is the triumph of 

mediocrity . . . of industrial design, of depressing 

sumptuousness.85 

I n addit ion to the const ruct ion of Brussels 's new 

boulevards , L é o p o l d fostered the development of i n d i v i d 

u a l monuments and publ ic bui ld ings . Because he favored 

h i s tor i c i s t archi tecture that evoked associations w i t h t r i -

u m p h a l i s m , the city became increas ing ly embel l i shed w i t h 

Neoclass ica l and Neo-Renaissance edifices. 8 6 0 T h e most 

grandiose of these was architect Joseph Poelaert 's Palais de 

Jus t i ce , begun i n 1866 and completed i n 1883. T h i s behe

m o t h , descr ibed by poet P a u l Ver la ine as " B a b e l - l i k e , " 

requ i red the demol i t ion of near ly 2,6,000 square meters of 

old neighborhoods, and the displacement of a l l of the ir 

working-c lass inhabitants . 8 8 A s suggested by Jean Baes's 
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Jean Baes ( B e l g i a n , 1848-1914), 

La Palais de Justice, late 

n i n e t e e n t h century . O i l on canvas . 

M u s e u m of the C i t y of Brusse l s . 
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" F ê t e s N a t i o n a l e s , " c a r t o o n 

a p p e a r i n g i n Le Patriote Illustré, 

September 18, 1887, p . 3 0 0 . 

B r u s s e l s , B i b l i o t h è q u e Roya le 

A l b e r t Ier . 

painting La Palais de Justice (fig. 23 ) , the b u i l d i n g was 

radica l ly out of character w i t h its ne ighbor ing urban t issue. 

I t s m o n u m e n t a l scale and ec lect ic c lass ica l deta i l ing 

imposed a t o w e r i n g i m p e r i a l presence , and a sense of 

official s u r v e i l l a n c e , over the abutt ing medieva l , w o r k i n g -

class d i s t r ic ts . Other projects , such as the m o n u m e n t a l 

neo-Roman Bourse , bu i l t on the Boulevard Anspach between 

1871 and 1873 by L é o n Suys , and the Passage d u N o r d 

(1882,), caused the hear t of the city to be i n a perpetua l state 

of demol i t ion and const ruct ion around the t ime that E n s o r 

first v i s i t e d Brusse l s . A l t h o u g h located to the east, the 

e x h i b i t i o n h a l l s , m o n u m e n t , and arcade o f the C inquante

na i re ( 1880; later expanded for the 1897 Brusse l s In ter 

n a t i o n a l E x p o s i t i o n ) , the celebrat ions m a r k i n g Be lg ium's 

fiftieth ann iver sa ry of independence , also represented 

a new u r b a n complex that expanded and changed the char

acter o f the city. A re lat ive backwater at the t u r n of the 

n ineteenth century , Brusse l s h a d become an i m p e r i a l 

and bourgeois c i ty by the t i m e E n s o r portrayed i t i n 1888. 

A s B a r o n H a u s s m a n n h a d demonstrated i n P a r i s , 

the broad boulevards assisted officials i n the i r d irect sur

ve i l l ance of the pub l i c . T h e new boulevards of Brusse l s 

supported a more subtle form of contro l i n the i r accom

modat ion o f the numerous official street spectacles and 

manifestat ions that punctuated Léopold's re ign . T h e k i n g 

recognized the va lue of pub l i c spectacles that re inforced 

n a t i o n a l and c iv i c devot ion, and he encouraged and 

insp i red such publ ic events as the parade of schoolchi ldren 

represented by Jan Verhas (fig. 3 ) , c o m m e r c i a l parades, 

and the annual independence day celebrations. F o r example , 

the boulevard A n s p a c h served as the parade route for the 

independence day fest ivit ies of 1887. A s a cartoon from the 

September 18, 1887, Le Patriote Illustré portrays (fig. 2 4 ) , 

on the boulevard , merchants and mus ic ians b e a r i n g com

m e r c i a l and c iv i c regal ia consorted w i t h a c rowd composed 

of m i l i t a r y personne l , bourgeois m e n and w o m e n , "peas

ants" (according to the accompanying c o m m e n t a r y ) , and 

tour is ts of indeterminate national ity . S u c h a m i n g l i n g 

of socia l classes, genders, and nat ional i t ies was moni tored 

i n these c i rcumstances by official authority. W i t h i n the 

context o f an i m p e r i a l spectacle , the boulevard became an 

i n s t r u m e n t of socia l management . 

27 
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T h e banners and signs i n c l u d e d i n Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) repeat the forms and bombast ic 

content of the ubiquitous props used i n such celebrat ions. 

T h e banner that reads Hail Jesus, King of Brussels i n the 

r i g h t foreground provides the s a t i r i c a l double for official 

" joyous e n t r i e s , " and the standard b e a r i n g the words 

Doctrinaire Fanfares Always Succeed, i n the center of the 

compos i t ion to the left of Jesus, is surmounted by a deco

r a t i o n that repeats the gu i ld symbols h i s tor i ca l l y borne 

i n c i v i c parades. F i n a l l y , the r e d , w h i t e , and blue banners 

and b u n t i n g , and the b lack , r e d , and gold banner to the 

immediate left of the v i e w i n g p la t form, bear the colors of 

the F r e n c h and B e l g i a n states. T h e s e are a l l references 

to officialdom. 

T h e r e d banner a n n o u n c i n g Vive la Sociale at the 

top of Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, pa inted i n 

the s ignifying r e d color of the Socia l i s t party, lampoons the 

a n t i - a u t h o r i t a r i a n forces that chal lenged the i m p e r i a l 

author i ty of the boulevards. A t the same t i m e that the new 

boulevards embodied the official character of the govern

m e n t , they also operated as vehic les of subvers ion. T h e i r 

size accommodated large manifestat ions jus t at the t i m e 

w h e n Socia l i s t organizat ions began to agitate for p o l i t i c a l 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n Brusse l s and A n a r c h i s t groups r a l l i e d to 

dissolve the government . A m a s s demonstrat ion for 

u n i v e r s a l suffrage h e l d on August 15, 1886, for example , 

one of the first and largest Socia l i s t act ions i n B e l g i u m , 

was enacted on the grand boulevards of the city. H e l d on 

Be lg ium's na t iona l independence day, this p o l i t i c a l 

i n t e r v e n t i o n u n d e r m i n e d the i m p e r i a l messages of un i ty 

and reassurance conveyed by the parades, floats, banners , 

and spectacle of the nat iona l ce lebrat ion. T h i s co l l i s ion 

between the symbols of i m p e r i a l n a t i o n a l i s m and the 

le f t -wing appropr ia t ion of the boulevards was probably 
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wi tnessed , and perhaps even attended, by Ensor . 8 9 Susan 

C a n n i n g speculates that the c o m m i n g l i n g of po l i t i ca l sym

bols and slogans i n Christ's Entry might have been direct ly 

i n s p i r e d by these s imultaneous dissonant celebrations of 

August 15, 1886. E n s o r ' s enigmat ic t e r m " V i v e l a S o c i a l e " 

or " L o n g L i v e the S o c i a l , " i n place of a more direct appeal 

to S o c i a l i s m , confuses and flattens the m e a n i n g of any 

p o l i t i c a l doctr ine . W i t h i n E n s o r ' s urban set t ing , a l l p o l i t i 

ca l messages are contradictory. 

Just as the new boulevards prov ided scenographic 

backdrops for i m p e r i a l and dissident demonstrat ions , they 

were also sites of re l ig ious festivals. D u r i n g re l ig ious 

observances throughout B e l g i u m , urban streets became the 

backdrops for process ional reenactments of sacred events , 

f r aming fictive scenes of C h r i s t ' s Pass ion and other sacred 

tableaux. I n the Process ion of the H o l y B l o o d i n Bruges , 

dat ing to the twel f th century , b ib l i ca l characters are 

depicted i n floats and tableaux, accompanied by bands and 

m i l i t a r y escorts , and on banners represent ing par i shes , 

gui lds , and loca l societies. 9 0 T h r o u g h o u t B e l g i u m , there 

are today a profusion of festivals that inc lude s imi la r 

tableaux vivantes and h i s t o r i c a l reenactments . R i c h i n 

pageantry, cos tuming , elaborately pa inted flags and back

drops, and i n c l u d i n g enormous figures r i s i n g w e l l above 

h u m a n height , such festivals provide spectacles i n w h i c h 

the h i s t o r i c a l , the p o l i t i c a l , the sacred, and the c o m m e r c i a l 

i n t e r m i n g l e . I n the town of F u r n e s ( V e u r n e ) , for example , 

representat ions of the Pass ion of C h r i s t , i n c l u d i n g an actor 

dressed as Jesus r i d i n g a donkey, sanctify publ ic space 

through the Process ion of the Penitents (fig. 25), w h i l e also 

prov id ing an opportuni ty for a street fair and its attendant 

c o m m e r c i a l interests . 9 1 

T h e r e are numerous references to these festivals 

i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889. T h e most notable , of 
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U n k n o w n photographer , Christ 

Entering Jerusalem [Procession in 

Furnes, Belgium], c i r c a 1900 . 

V i g n e t t e d photographic postcard , 

9 × 14 c m (3 × 5½ i n . ) . C o l l e c t i o n 

of the author. 

course , i s the representat ion of Jesus at the center of the 

compos i t ion . T h e r e is the suggestion that , l i k e the actor 

p e r f o r m i n g i n the Process ion of the Penitents i n F u r n e s , or 

h i s coro l lar ies i n the m u l t i p l e B e l g i a n festivals of re l ig ious 

reenactment , the appearance of Jesus on a c i ty street has 

been r o u t i n i z e d through masquerade, ant ic ipated rather 

t h a n m i r a c u l o u s to the blasé urban dweller. I n addit ion 

to the i n a t t e n t i o n of the c rowd i n the foreground, such an 

a l lus ion is made through E n s o r ' s other references to r e l i 

gious tableaux. A l o n g the left side of the p a i n t i n g , severely 

cropped by the edge of the canvas , i s a large banner that 

contains the image of a smal l c h i l d w e a r i n g a ha lo , a famil iar 

type of prop h e l d aloft d u r i n g re l ig ious processions. T h e r e 

are also ambiguous details i n the p a i n t i n g that may refer 

to re l ig ious reenactments . One is a s m a l l group of figures i n 

the foreground that seems p a r t i c u l a r l y staged, v i ewed jus t 

over the bishop's r i g h t shoulder and preceding the m a r c h 

i n g b a n d , that E n s o r later adapted as the m o t i f Singing 

Masks i n the 1920s (fig. 10) . A figure i n a w h i t e m a s k is one 

of the few characters i n the foreground w i t h enough space 

around i t to revea l i ts torso , separat ing i t f rom the crowd. 

F o u r others , i n c l u d i n g one i n blackface set against a r e d 

v e i l and one i n whiteface w e a r i n g a c r o w n , form a semi

c i r c u l a r frame for th is centra l figure. T h e conf igurat ion of 

this group, and the ind ica t ion of a gap around i t , suggests 

that i t is suspended w i t h i n the m u l t i t u d e , resembl ing a 

tableau vivant of a L a m e n t a t i o n scene. S u c h a recogn i t ion , 

i n concer t w i t h the reference to the re l ig ious banner , r e n 

ders the nature of Jesus' per formance enigmat ic . A s we 

sha l l see, the ambiguity of Chr i s t ' s ident i ty is a c r u c i a l com

ponent of the pa int ing , and of Ensor ' s parody of Be lg ian l i fe. 

D i a n e L e s k o has demonstrated that Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889 is indebted to the t rad i t ion of car ica 

ture both for its sardonic content , and for its formal struc

ture . Representat ions of c i t ies f rom the B r i t i s h s a t i r i c a l 

t r a d i t i o n , such as George C r u i k s h a n k and H e n r y Mayhew's 

London in 1851 (fig. 26), suggest the chaos and t u m u l t 

of the city through the condensed p a c k i n g of the c rowd, 

the o v e r w h e l m i n g number of s imultaneous anecdotal i n c i 

dents , the un-natura l skyless c laustrophobia of the urban 

arch i tec ture , and the presence of c o m m e r c i a l and c iv i c 

texts , a l l v i ewed from a bird's-eye perspect ive . B y l o w e r i n g 

the v i ewpoint on this tumul tuous scene of c rowding , E n s o r 

establ ished a v i s u a l trope that w o u l d be played out w i t h 

increas ing frequency i n the fo l lowing decade. I t is the v i e w 

of w h a t M a r s h a l l B e r m a n calls " t h e archetypal modern 

m a n . . . a pedestr ian t h r o w n into the maels t rom of modern 

city traffic . . . a m a n alone contending against an agglomer

at ion of mass and energy that is heavy, fast, and l e t h a l , " 9 2 

as descr ibed i n the w o r k of Char les Baudela i re and É m i l e 

Zo la . I n both E d v a r d Munch ' s o i l p a i n t i n g Evening on 

Karl Johan (fig. 27 ) , and L u d w i g v o n Zumbusch ' s s a t i r i c a l 

representat ion of the c o m i n g of s p r i n g p r i n t e d on the 

cover of the G e r m a n j o u r n a l Jugend (fig. 2 8 ) , several of the 
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George C r u i k s h a n k ( E n g l i s h , 

1793-1878) and H e n r y M a y h e w 

( E n g l i s h , 1812-1887), London 

in 1851. I l l u s t r a t i o n From 1851, 

or, The Adventures of Mr and 

Mrs Sandboys and Family, 

Who Came up to London to 'Enjoy 

Themselves, 'and to See the Great 

Exhibition. P u b l i s h e d by D a v i d 

Bogue ( L o n d o n , 1851). C a m b r i d g e 

Massachuset ts , by p e r m i s s i o n 

o f the H o u g h t o n L i b r a r y , H a r v a r d 

Univers i ty . 

3 0 

formal devices that E n s o r used to suggest c rowding are 

repeated: i n each case, the mindless and conformist c rowd 

is suggested by the close prox imi ty of bodies to one another, 

compressed so t ight ly that they appear as a sea of heads 

floating on a t ide of barely undif ferentiated figures. I n both 

the o i l p a i n t i n g and the s a t i r i c a l l i thograph, h u m a n faces 

are replaced by mask- l ike representat ions : i n Munch ' s 

p a i n t i n g , by flat, sku l l - l ike appearances, and i n the Jugend 

car toon , w i t h l inear c a r i c a t u r a l exaggerations of facial 

features. B o t h later w o r k s suggest the forward mot ion of 

the i r h u m a n tides by pos i t ion ing the v iewpoint above the 

immediate foreground and by compress ing the crowd into 

a sharply reced ing funnel that converges and disappears 

into the background. 

T h e inev i tab i l i ty o f the mob m o v i n g forward a r t i c u 

lates the sense o f conformity and mindlessness that socia l 

theorists at the t ime at t r ibuted to urban l i fe. I n the case 

of M u n c h , the vacuous skeleta l faces, the contrast between 

the c rowd on the left and the empty boulevard on the r i g h t , 

and the overa l l blue tonal i ty of the w o r k ar t icu late a sense 

of m o r b i d a l ienat ion . B y contrast , Zumbusch ' s mob sug

gests a festive conformity, as M u n i c h ' s moldy professional 

class follows the y o u n g s i ren P r i m a v e r a out of the city 

gates and into the countrys ide . However , both of these 

works locate their crowds i n specific re lat ion to their famil iar 

c ity landscapes: Munch ' s gaunt bat ta l ion moves a long 

K a r l Johan Street i n centra l C h r i s t i a n i a (the n ineteenth-

century name for contemporary O s l o ) , and its locat ion 

is mapped by the t r i p a r t i t e facade of the Par l i ament bu i ld

i n g , w h i c h occupies the r i g h t center of the pa int ing . 

I n the Jugend ca r toon , the rooftops and c h u r c h spires of 

M u n i c h l ine the upper edge o f the l i thograph. I n both 

of these w o r k s , the cit ies m a i n t a i n the i r d is t inct ident i t ies 

even i f the i r crowded inhabitants have shed the i rs . 
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L u d w i g v o n Z u m b u s c h ( G e r m a n , 

1861-1927), Spring, cover 

i l l u s t r a t i o n f rom Jugend Magaz ine , 

June 5, 1897 (11 J a h r g . , nr . 23 ) . 

B o s t o n P u b l i c L i b r a r y . 
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E d v a r d M u n c h ( N o r w e g i a n , 1863-

1944), Evening on Karl J o h a n , 

1892. O i l on canvas , 84.5 x 121 c m 

(33¼ × 47½ i n . ) . Norway, B e r g e n 

A r t M u s e u m , R a s m u s Meyer 

C o l l e c t i o n (RMS.M.245). 

Photo : G e i r S. Johannessen . 
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I n E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g , the c i ty remains general ized 

and near ly featureless, l a c k i n g the s ignifying bui ld ings o f 

Munch ' s or Zumbusch 's c i t ies , or the street and commer

c ia l signs o f C r u i k s h a n k ' s L o n d o n . A strong sense of i r o n y 

emerges f rom the co l l i s ion between the specif icity of the 

paint ing 's t i t le and the vague depict ion of the city: " B r u s 

se ls" i s not ident i f ied by recognizable l andmarks or h i s t o r i 

ca l references , but by spectacle , the k i n e t i c env i ronment 

of its new boulevards. Other than the general ized references 

to the new B r u s s e l s , only a s m a l l gray and w h i t e p o r t i c o , 

d i rect ly under the o i n the banner b e a r i n g the phrase Vive 

la Sociale, is readable as an ind iv idua l bui ld ing . I ts presence 

helps to make the otherwise abstract a rch i tec tura l env i ron

m e n t legible. A l t h o u g h dwarfed by the h u m a n t h r o n g 

and the s u r r o u n d i n g c i tyscape, the specif icity of th is por

t i c o , l i k e l y r e f e r r i n g to L é o p o l d I I ' s pred i lec t ion for grand 

c lass ica l facades ( l ike that of the Bourse) is c i ted here . A s 

a shor thand reference to Léopold's i n c r e a s i n g allegiances 

w i t h Belg ium's C h u r c h , financiers, and mi l i tary , the c lass i 

ca l edif ice, l i k e the boulevard itself , is a c r i t i c a l symbol of 

the k i n g d o m . E n s o r ' s i m p l i e d analogy, between the v i s i o n 

ary Jesus e n t e r i n g into Jerusa lem and the secular t h r o n g 

populat ing the new mater ia l i s t city, underl ies the painting's 

commentary on the bankruptcy of Léopold's spectacular city. 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 was intended to 

be exhib i ted i n the year that F r a n c e was to celebrate the 

centenary of the R e v o l u t i o n and host its i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

expos i t ion , and less t h a n two decades fo l lowing the P a r i s 

C o m m u n e . A s h i s t o r i a n Susanna B a r r o w s has observed, 

the reverberat ions of these events were the focus of sc ien

t i f ic study i n the 1880s as officials i n F r a n c e , and through

out E u r o p e , became acutely concerned about the role 

of mobs and mass movements i n p o l i t i c a l l i fe . Hippolyte 

Ta ine ' s in f luent ia l m u l t i v o l u m e Origins of Contemporary 
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France ( 1876-1894), w h i c h emphasized the role of the 

mob i n the F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n , drew at tent ion to the 

not ion of the urban crowd i n its pathological d imensions 

jus t at the t ime w h e n mass manifestat ions were increas

ing ly par t of p o l i t i c a l l ife. 9 3 H i s not ion of a crowd was 

one of m e n t a l and phys ica l disease: " m u t u a l contagion . . . 

[ending] i n a state of drunkenness , f rom w h i c h n o t h i n g 

can issue but ver t igo and b l i n d rage . " 9 4 

T h r o u g h o u t E u r o p e , socia l scientists attempted to 

theor ize about the c rowd i n b io logica l or anthropologica l 

t e rms . Gustave L e Bon's 1895 book The Crowd: A Study 

of the Popular Mind s u m m a r i z e d and elaborated on m u c h 

of this research , p rov id ing a popular study for an anxious 

middle-class readership . E l i t i s t and a u t h o r i t a r i a n . L e B o n 

proposed that " t h e subst i tut ion of the unconsc ious act ion 

of crowds for the conscious act iv i ty of ind iv idua ls is one 

of the p r i n c i p a l character i s t ics of the present age.... 

T h e age we are about to enter w i l l i n t r u t h be the era of 

c rowds . " 9 5 I n this w o r k , the urban boulevard , w i t h its 

opportuni ty for assembly, prov ided the veh ic le for the mass 

contagion and suggestion that t ransformed the i n d i v i d u a l 

into a best ia l u n i t of a mob. E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g , preceding 

L e Bon's publ i ca t ion by near ly a decade, ar t iculates this 

sense of anxiety about mass behavior. I t s c rowd, swel l ing 

into every space w i t h i n the compos i t ion , transforms 

Léopold ' s coherent c i ty into a site of chaos. I n many ways , 

i t is the gu l f between the archi tecture and the c r o w d , 

the order ly c ity that is k n o w n and the dystopia asserted by 

E n s o r , that gives the p a i n t i n g m u c h of i ts force. 

T h e threat of the d e h u m a n i z i n g c i ty was also the focus 

of i n c r e a s i n g concern i n the fledgling fields of sociology, 

psychology, and anthropology i n the 1880s and 1890s. 

I n d e e d , the morphology and cul tures of the modern c i ty 

were the precondit ions of m u c h new Pos i t iv i s t w r i t i n g , 
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i n c l u d i n g C é s a r Lombroso ' s c r imino logy and É m i l e 

D u r k h e i m ' s studies of F r e n c h depopulat ion. I n scienti f ic 

and pseudo-scienti f ic w r i t i n g of the late n ineteenth cen

tury , the unders ide o f the city, the necessary l i n k to urban 

m a t e r i a l progress , was understood to be contagion and 

degenerat ion. M a x N o r d a u , the H u n g a r i a n - b o r n phys ic ian 

w h o publ i shed the notor ious ant i -modernis t tract Degener

ation i n 1894, proposed i n many o f h is w r i t i n g s that the 

m o d e r n c i ty bred i m m o r a l i t y and a contempt for t r a d i t i o n , 

precondi t ions of c u l t u r a l disease: 

The inhabitant of a large town . . . who is surrounded by 

the greatest luxury, is continually exposed to unfavor

able influences which diminish his vital powers . . . its 

population falls victim to the same fatality of degeneracy 

and destruction as the victims of ma la r i a . . . .A t the pres

ent time an incomparably larger portion of the whole 

population is subjected to the destructive influences of 

large towns than was the case fifty years ago; hence the 

number of victims is proportionately more striking.... 9 6 

U r b a n c rowding was even ident i f ied by the A m e r i c a n 

phys ic ian George M . B e a r d i n 1869 as a cause of neurasthe

n i a , a disorder of the nervous system r e s u l t i n g i n enerva

t i o n , lass i tude, and a d i m i n u t i o n of vigor. H i s popular 1879 

book The Treatment of Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia) 

proposed that the disease was brought about by a surfeit 

of s t i m u l a t i o n i n the m o d e r n urban m i l i e u . 9 7 

B y 1903 , however , sociologist G e o r g S i m m e l proposed 

that the v a r i e t y of s t i m u l i and the r a p i d pace of s i tuat ional 

change of the m o d e r n city, a long w i t h i ts pathologies 

and anomie , forged a new, more intensi f ied i n d i v i d u a l i s m : 

The mutual reserve and indifference, and the intellec

tual conditions of life in large social units are never more 
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sharply appreciated in their significance than in the 

dense crowds of the metropolis because the bodily close

ness and lack of space make intellectual distance really 

perceivable for the first time.... As a result, in order that 

this most personal element be saved, extremities and 

peculiarities and individualizations must be produced 

and they must be over-exaggerated merely to be brought 

into the awareness even of the individual himself.98 

O u t of the cruc ib le of mass homogenizat ion and conformity 

engendered by the society of spectacle and its deracinated 

boulevards , a new cult of inte l lectua l i sm and affectation was 

b o r n . 

A l t h o u g h E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g preceded these l a n d m a r k 

publ icat ions by as m u c h as a decade, h i s representat ion 

of the city, as Susan C a n n i n g has demonstrated, is drawn 

from some of the same sources , i n c l u d i n g the Natura l i s t 

w r i t i n g s of Baude la i re , D i c k e n s , F l a u b e r t , and Zola . 9 9 

T h i s ant i -modern att itude toward metropol i tan life was a 

ubiqui tous theme i n the l i t e ra ture of the p e r i o d . I n 

B e l g i u m , the theme of the modern mater ia l i s t c i ty as an 

agent of socia l d issolut ion reached an apogee i n Georges 

Eekhoud ' s Nouvelle Carthage ( 1888). H a i l e d as a break

through i n B e l g i a n vanguard l i t e ra ture , E e k h o u d ' s nove l 

used the phys ica l sett ing of A n t w e r p and vignettes f rom 

the l ives of i ts w o r k i n g class to narrate the debasement of 

contemporary l ife and mores . Fac tor ie s , the por t , the 

B o u r s e , the new bourgeois appurtenances , and the debased 

r e v e l r y of C a r n i v a l a l l t raced the " s u p e r b , r i c h , D a r w i n i s t " 

city, whose " o p u l e n c e " m a s k e d its decay, promiscuity , 

and destruct ion. 1 0 0 Presag ing the theme of Georges Roden

bach's influential Bruges-la-Morte ( 1892) , Eekhoud ' s 

ant i -modern i sm is a l l ied with an intense nostalg ia for the 

lost medieva l fabric of the c i ty and w i t h i t , a van i shed 
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C h r i s t i a n s p i r i t u a l i s m . L i k e E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g from the 

same year, Eekhoud ' s nove l asserts that the loss of h i s t o r i c a l 

u r b a n patterns and re la t ionships narrates the more pro

found revocat ion of m o r a l , s p i r i t u a l , and h u m a n e values . 1 0 1 

T h e great socia l and scienti f ic anxiet ies about the adverse 

effects of the c i ty on h u m a n consciousness , and on the 

format ion of mobs , that drove members of the Symbol ist 

generat ion , such as Rodenbach , into nostalgic r e v e r i e , 

were the cruc ib le for E n s o r ' s r ad ica l new t reatment of the 

c i ty i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889. However , ra ther 

t h a n escaping the sh i f t ing p o l i t i c a l , c lass , and c u l t u r a l 

ident i t ies of the boulevard , E n s o r found the means to trans

m i t the i r complexity. 

I n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, E n s o r asserts 

an ant i -urban v i s i o n , rebe l l ing against the r e a l crowds and 

symbol ic meanings of the new city. H e later expressed 

th is v i e w repeatedly i n regard to h i s hometown of Ost end , 

w h i c h , l i k e B r u s s e l s , was " m o d e r n i z e d , " i n par t through 

plans o r i g i n a t i n g w i t h Léopold: 

Poor old Ostend, at the mercy of the depredations of 

lame architects who see no farther than their noses. 

Down with those who are ruining our marvelous land

marks! Unmask those moldy schemes of the improve

ment-mad! Blast those who are filling our wonderful 

ship basins! Public flogging for those who are leveling 

the gentle curves of our sand dunes! 102 

E n s o r even represented Ostend i t se l f as a k i n d of displaced 

u r b a n spectacle , i n w h i c h urbanites seeking rest and 

r e n e w a l flocked to h i s coastal home i n the summer only to 

sul ly i t w i t h the i r f renet ic activity. The Baths at Ostend 

f rom 1890 (fig. 29) sat i r izes the concentrat ion of foll ies 

embodied by loca l res idents , urbani tes , and other tour is ts 
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on their vacations. 1 0 3 T h e site of one of Léopold 's residences, 

and of a casino that opened i n 1878, Ostend was the desti

nat ion of tour is ts f rom throughout E u r o p e , i n the words of 

E n s o r , " L e tout elegant Brussels and the less elegant masses 

f rom G h e n t . . . bathers promenading the i r e lephant ine 

shapes on large flat f e e t . . . . A rapacious t r ibe that s ickens 

a l l sensit ive souls and pol lutes the lovely, del icately toned 

b e a c h . " 1 0 4 I n h i s w r i t i n g s of the 1890s and thereafter, 

E n s o r professed to deplore the development schemes for 

Ostend , i n w h i c h Léopold ceded l a n d to expand the p a r k 

M a r i e - H e n r i e t t e , to create new publ ic squares, and , most 

egregiously, to restructure the dunes surrounding the town. 1 0 5 

I n The Baths at Ostend, the u n d u l a t i n g dunes , l i k e the 

anonymous boulevard , become the indif ferent site of mass 

folly; the c rowd, obl iv ious to its sur roundings , t ransforms 

the dunes of E n s o r ' s elegiac imag inat ion into a repro

duct ion of u rban congest ion, c o n s u m p t i o n , and excess. 

W h e t h e r on the beaches of h i s beloved hometown or the 

boulevards of m o d e r n B r u s s e l s , E n s o r represented 

u r b a n cu l ture as a co l lect ion of debased mass behaviors . 

I f C a r n i v a l prov ided the l icense for E n s o r to i n s u l t 

Be lg ium's r u l i n g e l i te , then the c ity—the phys ica l display of 

its hegemony—provided the idea l stage for h is parody. 

I n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, the mob that moves 

unheedingly forward, swept away by the excesses of Car

n i v a l , the archi tecture that is subsumed by banners and 

slogans, and the grand i m p e r i a l v i s t a that collapses 

on i t se l f subvert the sani tat ion and i m p e r i a l contro l of 

Léopold's Brusse ls . A t the same t i m e , the rap id accelerat ion 

of publ ic l i fe , and the bureaucrat iza t ion of a l l aspects of 

pr ivate exper ience (as categorized i n the new sciences 

of psychology and sociology) , gave r i se to E n s o r ' s pr ivate 

fantasy, and to the gestures toward res i s tance , w h i c h he 

acted out i n this pa in t ing . 
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F I G . 2 9 

James E n s o r , The Baths at Ostend, 

1890. B l a c k p e n c i l , co lored 

p e n c i l , and o i l on w o o d p a n e l , 

37.5 × 45.5 c m (14¾ × 17⅞ i n . ) . 

Photo courtesy G a l l e r y 

R o n n y V a n de Velde , A n t w e r p . 
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F I G . 3 0 

James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (deta i l of fig. 1). 
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E N S O R A N D T H E B E L G I A N A R T W O R L D 

F I G . 3 1 

James E n s o r , Poster for the F i r s t 

Sa lon des X X , 1884. C o l o r e d i n k on 

paper, 87.9 x 6 0 . 1 c m (34⅝ × 23⅝ 

i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , M u s é e s royaux des 

beaux-arts de Be lg ique , A r c h i v e s 

de l ' A r t C o n t e m p o r a i n (11357). 

A 
t the r i g h t of Christs Entry into Brussels in 1889 

(fig. 1), E n s o r appl ied h i s s ignature , J Ensor 

1888, i n r e d pa int to the t o w e r i n g green v i e w i n g p lat form 

that looms i n the foreground. I n the upper left corner of 

the p a i n t i n g , jus t under the w o r d Vive i n the large banner 

spanning the top of the compos i t ion , a balcony, i n par t 

obscured by flags and pennants , provides a counterpoint to 

th i s p r o m i n e n t feature. Pa inted i n the same green color 

and display ing an i n s c r i p t i o n i n the same r e d p igment , the 

balcony bears an over lapping double X s ignifying Les XX 

( T h e T w e n t y ) , the avant-garde art ists ' associat ion that 

E n s o r had he lped to found i n 1883, and that disbanded and 

reorganized a decade later (fig. 3 0 ) . T h e poster for the 

organization's 1884 i n a u g u r a l e x h i b i t i o n , designed by 

F e r n a n d Khnopff , h a d been one of the first venues for this 

logotype on its upper left side (fig. 31). B y the t ime of the 

1889 e x h i b i t i o n of Les XX, the double-X logo had appeared 

for h a l f a decade on the posters , catalogues, and other 

ephemera associated w i t h Les XX's exh ib i t ions , and i t was 

pa inted on the wa l l s of i ts ga l lery spaces. H a d E n s o r ' s 

p a i n t i n g been v i e w e d i n the e x h i b i t i o n , as in tended , the 

i n c l u s i o n of this logotype w o u l d have created a s ignif icant 

echo effect, coup l ing the fictive space of the p a i n t i n g w i t h 

the r e a l e x h i b i t i o n space around i t . 

E n s o r ' s i n s e r t i o n of the group's symbol i n h i s pano-

r a m i c v i e w of Brusse ls also anchored the p a i n t i n g i n the 

pol i t ics of the Be lg ian ar t scene. T h e balcony overflows w i t h 

people v i e w i n g the parade. One of t h e m , w e a r i n g a r e d 

turban-l ike hat , leans down, clutches the edge of the balcony, 
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and vomit s copiously onto the c rowd below. To h is r i g h t , a 

large rounded p i n k r u m p protrudes over the balcony's 

edge, and to h i s left stands a red-nosed m a n w e a r i n g w h a t 

appears to be e i ther a fool's cap or a bishop's miter , echoing 

that w o r n by the porc ine bishop w h o leads the parade 

i n the paint ing 's foreground. T h e s e bawdy details m a r k the 

gap between the pious Sa lon representat ions of Be lg ium's 

nat iona l i s t i c street spectacles , such as Jan Verhas's Review 

of the Schoolchildren in 1878 (fig. 3 ) , and E n s o r ' s parody of 

t h e m . I m p l i c a t i n g Les XX in h i s anarch ic i n v e r s i o n of 

Léopold ' s B r u s s e l s , these figures also c h a r t E n s o r ' s increas

i n g disaffection w i t h that organizat ion. 

A t the t ime that E n s o r began to pa int Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889, h i s re lat ions w i t h Les XX were 

s tra ined. I l l d u r i n g the w i n t e r of 1887-88, E n s o r h a d not 

yet submit ted h is pa int ings and drawings by the opening of 

the organization's 1888 a n n u a l e x h i b i t i o n . T w o days after 

the opening , he wrote to the organization's gu id ing s p i r i t , 

Octave Maus : " T h e i l lness w h i c h for two weeks has kept 

me absolutely i n bed has made i t imposs ible for me to send 

y o u before the opening of the e x h i b i t i o n the canvases 

and drawings that I have proposed to show there . I deeply 

regret th i s delay." 1 0 7 H e further requested that w o r k s by 

emerg ing F r e n c h ar t i s t H e n r i de Toulouse-Lautrec be 

removed to accommodate h i s late submiss ion. E v e n t u a l l y 

some of E n s o r ' s drawings and p r i n t s were exh ib i ted , but 

h i s pa int ings were not. Years later E n s o r recast th is event 

as an act of censorship w h e n he stated, " I n 1888, before a 

cabal fomented by jealous colleagues today forgotten, 

I h a d to w i t h d r a w a l l m y w o r k s already l i s ted i n the cata

logue. . . . " 1 0 8 A s Susan C a n n i n g speculates. Maus may 

have used E n s o r ' s i l lness as an excuse to screen some of 

h i s work . 1 0 9 A c c o r d i n g to reports i n the contemporary 

press , i t seems that E n s o r ' s enormous composite drawing 
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The Temptation of Saint Anthony (fig. 72) may have been 

re jected from the e x h i b i t i o n for indecency, a l though i t was 

exhib i ted w i t h Les XX i n the fo l lowing year. However , 

C a n n i n g notes, E n s o r seems to have interpreted and 

reported these inc idents as acts of i n s t i t u t i o n a l aggression 

against h i s a r t , es tabl i shing h i m s e l f as an outsider, even 

w i t h i n h i s own organizat ion. 1 1 1 E n s o r ' s sardonic reference 

to Les XX in h i s po lemica l p a i n t i n g was i n par t condit ioned 

by w h a t he understood to be h i s in fer ior t reatment at 

the 1888 e x h i b i t i o n , but also rooted i n the art ist 's longer-

s tanding agitat ion about h i s c r i t i c a l profile w i t h i n the 

organizat ion and the larger Be lg ian avant-garde. 

Ensor was a rebel l ious and impress ionable seventeen 

years of age w h e n he t raveled from Ostend to Brusse l s 

to study at the R o y a l Academy i n 1879. A s suggested by h i s 

s a t i r i c a l 1884 essay " T h r e e Weeks at the Academy, " he 

felt that h i s rea l l e a r n i n g took place not because of the aca

demic system itself , but i n spite of i t . W h i l e at the Academy, 

he met a number of y o u n g art ists w h o , l i k e himsel f , were 

more attracted to the rad ica l a r t produced by Be lg ian and 

F r e n c h Natura l i s ts and Impress ionis ts t h a n anything they 

could l e a r n from older academic professors. F o u r years 

later , i n 1883, some of these students j o i n e d E n s o r i n found

i n g Les XX, an a r t i s t - run organizat ion dedicated to " a n 

independent a r t , detached from a l l official c o n n e c t i o n s , " 

and to the undermin ing of the Academy and the official Salon 

system. 1 1 2 T h e stated i n t e n t i o n of the organizat ion was to 

h o l d an e x h i b i t i o n d u r i n g F e b r u a r y of each year (one 

m o n t h p r i o r to the Salon) that inc luded w o r k s by its twenty 

members , and by invi ted foreign and domestic artists. 

U n d e r the guidance of Octave Maus and E d m o n d 

P i c a r d , both of w h o m were lawyers , w r i t e r s , and promoters 
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of m o d e r n a r t , Les XX became the leading forum for the 

exchange of new ideas and images i n Brusse l s . I t s a n n u a l 

exh ib i t ions were also sites of a r t i s t i c exp lorat ion i n va r ious 

media : l ec tures , poetry readings , and m u s i c a l per form

ances a l l took place w i t h i n the ga l ler ies , p rov id ing unique 

opportuni t ies for the f rui t fu l interchange among ar t forms. 

I n d e e d , the organizat ion became so i m p o r t a n t and prest i 

gious in te rnat iona l l y that P a u l G a u g u i n , James M c N e i l l 

W h i s t l e r , and Auguste R o d i n lobbied to become members. 1 1 3 

Les XX was founded on the not ion that i t w o u l d not pro

mote any p a r t i c u l a r style, but w o u l d specif ical ly embrace 

e c l e c t i c i s m , enabl ing a l l art is ts w i t h progressive v i s ions 

to display the i r w o r k . E n s o r was one of the members most 

s t r ident ly attached to rad ica l change. I n 1886, w h e n 

W h i s t l e r was proposed as a member , E n s o r wrote to Octave 

Maus : " W h y admit W h i s t l e r ? H i s p a i n t i n g already smells 

moldy and m u s t y . . . . L e t ' s seek out the y o u n g , and only 

grow old as late as possible. M a k e way for those w h o s e e k — 

not for those who have a r r i v e d . " 1 1 4 

Since i ts establ i shment i n 1883, appeals to anarcho-

soc ia l i sm h a d r u n throughout the publ ic r h e t o r i c of 

Les XX. R e d flags were h u n g outside of i ts a n n u a l exh ib i 

t i o n s , and i n 1888, the year before Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 was intended to be exh ib i ted , the cover of 

i ts catalogue was p r i n t e d i n the same red-orange i n k that 

w o u l d be associated w i t h Social ism. 1 1 5 P i c a r d and Maus were 

both Socia l ists . P i c a r d i n p a r t i c u l a r had strong left-wing 

beliefs that he expressed i n h i s publ icat ions on a r t , law, and 

r e l i g i o n , as w e l l as i n h i s bids for P a r l i a m e n t , and he po l i 

t i c i z e d the group's r h e t o r i c through h is be l ie f that ar t could 

t rans form society. E m i l e Verhaeren made an exp l i c i t con

nect ion between the objectives o f the art is ts ' organizat ion 

and anarcho-socia l i sm: " I t i s ardent , y o u n g , r o u g h , v io 

lent ; i t encounters the same tendencies , the same enemies , 
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the same aspirat ions , the same objectives, the same 
obstacles . " 

T h e organization's aspirat ions for the rad ica l t rans

format ion of a r t and pol i t ics were most consistent ly 

expressed i n the j o u r n a l L'Art Moderne that Maus and 

P i c a r d had founded i n 1881, and w h i c h became the plat form 

for Les XX. One of the more t h a n twenty-five j o u r n a l s of 

arts and ideas that were l aunched i n the burgeoning 

ar t and l i t e r a r y scene i n late n ineteenth-century B e l g i u m , 

L'Art Moderne was a forum for essays on the arts and 

poetry, and for the r e p o r t i n g on new ideas appear ing 

throughout E u r o p e . 1 1 7 I t s po lemica l rev iews , uns igned 

ar t ic les , and a masthead that did not revea l the composi t ion 

of i ts ed i tor ia l board establ ished the j o u r n a l as the voice 

of a rad ica l co l lect ive , m a k i n g any disagreements among 

the ed i tor ia l board inv i s ib le to opposi t ional c r i t i c s or 

the public.118 L'Art Moderne p roc la imed that the one u n i 

fying feature of Les XX was i ts re jec t ion of " t h e formulas 

passed on from generat ion to generat ion by the dubious 

atel iers of the a c a d e m i e s . . . . " 1 1 9 F u r t h e r secur ing the far 

left po l i t i ca l ident i ty of Les XX, P i c a r d used L'Art Moderne 

as a veh ic le for A n a r c h i s t po l i t i ca l theory. F o r example , 

i n 1886, fo l lowing a series of workers ' upr i s ings throughout 

B e l g i u m , he publ i shed a three-part a r t i c le ent i t led " A r t 

and R e v o l u t i o n " i n w h i c h he rev iewed Peter Kropotk in ' s 

Words of a Rebel and Jules Vallè 's The Insurgent . 1 2 0 I n the 

first ins ta l lme nt , he attempted to galvanize art ists into 

rad ica l act ion: " T h e hour has come to dip our pens i n red 

i n k . " 1 2 1 

F r o m the t i m e that L'Art Moderne was first publ i shed 

i n 1881, i t establ ished i t se l f as an organ associated w i t h 

" L ' A r t S o c i a l , " Soc ia l Tendency A r t , one of the ga lvaniz ing 

movements of the later n ineteenth century. I n s p i r e d by 

w r i t e r C a m i l l e L e m o n n i e r ( " I appeal to art is ts : be par t of 
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your century. I t behooves y o u to be h i s tor ians of your 

t i m e . . . " 1 2 2 ) , " L ' A r t S o c i a l " was embraced by w r i t e r s and 

v i s u a l art is ts w h o bel ieved that the i r a r t should serve a 

h igher m o r a l purpose t h a n " a r t for art 's s a k e , " and that i t 

cou ld effect socia l t rans format ion . I n the early 1880s, 

" L ' A r t S o c i a l " was associated w i t h the promulgat ion of 

subject matter drawn from the l ives of the w o r k i n g c lass , 

and w i t h an emphasis on l i t e r a r y and ar t i s t i c R e a l i s m . 

R e n o w n e d for h i s por t raya l of laborers , the sculptor and 

pa inter C o n s t a n t i n M e u n i e r created some of the most 

e n d u r i n g images from the per iod . A t the 1885 e x h i b i t i o n of 

Les XX, he exhib i ted w a x models for h i s sculptures Puddler 

and Stevedore, a n n o u n c i n g a new socia l agenda for m o d e r n 

m o n u m e n t a l sculpture . E n s o r was closely affiliated w i t h 

th is movement of art is ts and w r i t e r s throughout the 1880s. 

However , he later professed disdain for such didact ic w o r k 

as Meunier ' s : " I have never cared for the subjects w h i c h our 

sculptor of genius , C o n s t a n t i n Meunier , portrays . . . h i s 

emaciated m i n e r s , so super f ic ia l , so d u l l . . . a vast meta l l i c 

l i e . " 1 2 4 A l t h o u g h parodying the seriousness of " L ' A r t 

S o c i a l , " Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 is nonetheless 

rooted i n its socia l agenda. 

B y the mid-1880s, L'Art Moderne and Les XX promoted the not ion that such r e v o l u t i o n a r y socia l a ims were l i n k e d 

w i t h progressive a r t i s t i c pract ices . 1 2 5 I n 1886, L'Art 

Moderne took up the cause of Symbol i sm, and i n that jour

n a l , as i n the pract ice of l i t e r a t i throughout B e l g i u m , 

" L ' A r t S o c i a l " and Symbol i sm became interming led . 1 2 6 

Les XX h a d been organized w i t h the c o m m i t m e n t to exhib i t 

diverse new tendencies i n the arts . Nonetheless , i ts e x h i 

bi t ions d id demonstrate some styl ist ic uniformity. W h e n the 

organizat ion was founded, E n s o r ' s brooding in t e r io r s 

and bold sense of touch h a d earned h i m leadership w i t h i n 

the group, and by 1 8 8 5 - 8 6 , h is bui l t -up surfaces, agitated 
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b r u s h w o r k , and l ightened color palette were emulated 

throughout h i s c i rc le . However , Les XX's general or ienta

t i o n toward I m p r e s s i o n i s m gave way to a r a p i d ass imi la t ion 

of F r e n c h P o i n t i l l i s m , i n s p i r e d by Georges Seurat i n 1887; 

t h e n to a moody Symbol i sm i n 1888; and i n its last years , 

to A r t Nouveau . W h e n E n s o r sensed that h is preeminence 

was ecl ipsed by these other tendencies , h i s response was 

often b r u t a l . 

F o r example , E n s o r used h is a r t as a sa t i r i ca l weapon 

of r e p r i s a l after Les XX disbanded against h is w i l l . I n 1893, 

Octave Maus decided to dissolve Les XX, of w h i c h he was 

the secretary, and to found i n i ts place La Libre Esthétique 

( T h e F r e e A e s t h e t i c ) , a society of one h u n d r e d col lectors 

and ar t enthusiasts f rom a l l parts of B e l g i u m , of w h i c h 

he became the director. E n s o r compla ined to Maus that he 

h a d never been contacted about the two meetings to dis

cuss the group's dissolut ion. 1 2 7 W h e n the members of Les 

XX voted to disband, E n s o r ' s was the only negative vote. 

The Dangerous Cooks, f rom 1896 (fig. 3 2 ) , chronic les 

E n s o r ' s react ion to these events. I n this p a i n t i n g , Maus and 

P i c a r d are represented as h a v i n g executed the i r art ists and 

served t h e m up to the c r i t i c s E d o u a r d F é t i s , E u g è n e 

Demolder , C a m i l l e L e m o n n i e r , M a x Sulzberger, and E m i l e 

Verhaeren , who sit at a table i n the background, eat ing 

and regurgi tat ing . E n s o r inc ludes a representat ion of h is 

own head served on a platter by Maus . A sign neatly d r i v e n 

into h i s s k u l l reads Art Ensor, a p u n (when read aloud i n 

F r e n c h ) on " H a e r e n g S a u r , " p i c k l e d h e r r i n g , as suggested 

by E n s o r ' s s m a l l , fish-like body. Other Vingtistes, such as 

A n n a B o c h as the p l u c k e d c h i c k e n hang ing from the c e i l i n g 

at left , or G u i l l a u m e Vogels , whose head sits i n the pan he ld 

over the stove by P i c a r d , are depicted as v i c t i m s of betrayal 

and gluttony. L i k e Ensor ' s other paint ings of the per iod that 

p i l l o r i e d the professions i n contemporary B e l g i u m (see 
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James E n s o r , The Dangerous 

Cooks, 1896. O i l on w o o d , 

38 × 4 6 c m (15 × 1 8 ⅛ i n . ) . P r i v a t e 

c o l l e c t i o n . Photo courtesy 

A x e l Vervoordt , A n t w e r p . Photo 

© Spe l tdoorn . 
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" U n h o l y A l l i ances : T h e Pol i t ics of C h r u c h and State i n B e l -

g i u m , " pp. 5 2 - 7 0 ) , h i s grotesque parody of the fate of 

Les XX employs w i t and evokes revuls ion to vent his opinion. 

T h i s p a i n t i n g was one of many such clever , querulous 

assaults on those w h o m E n s o r v i ewed as h i s antagonists . 

I n 1886, w h e n he rece ived l i t t l e c r i t i c a l a t tent ion at Les XX 

but one of h is r i v a l s was s ingled out for pra ise , he created 

Calvary (fig. 6 0 ) , represent ing h i m s e l f as a l i t e r a l m a r t y r 

to bana l c r i t i c a l and i n s t i t u t i o n a l taste. I n the fo l lowing 

year, after E n s o r ' s d rawing series Visions: The Aureoles of 

Christ or the Sensibilities of Light was labeled by the con-

servat ive press as " L u c u b r a t i o n s of a s i ck m i n d and preten-

t ious products of a m a n who wishes to cause a s c a n d a l , " 1 2 8 

the ar t i s t had responded w i t h The Pisser (fig. 33) . I n this 

e tch ing , E n s o r represents a m a n , shown from b e h i n d , who 

ur inates against a graffiti-covered w a l l on an urban street. 

T h e graffiti inc lude the ch i ld i sh ly drawn images of figures 

s m o k i n g pipes and w a l k i n g a dog (under w h i c h rest " r e a l " 

dog droppings) and the scrawled legend, Ensor is a fool. 

T h e vulgar i ty of this image has a par t icu lar ly local inflec-

t i o n , as i t evokes the image of Mannekin Pis, the beloved 

seventeenth-century publ ic sculpture i n the center of 

Brusse ls that commemorates a l i t t le boy who put out a fire 

threaten ing the c i ty w i t h his ur ine . 1 2 9 I n these, and a group 

of s a t i r i c a l images f rom around 1889 ( i n c l u d i n g Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889), E n s o r deployed loca l scato-

log ica l h u m o r to c r i t i q u e i n s t i t u t i o n s of power, and 

to playful ly poke h is finger i n the publ ic eye. O f such w o r k s , 

and even more s c u r r i l o u s images by E n s o r , Maus later 

noted: " T h e r e were bursts of laughter and some scuffles. 

Imposs ib le to exhib i t such paint ings . T h e Prosecutor would 

descend on us ! T h e government w o u l d close the exh ib i -

t i o n . . . . " 1 3 0 Nonethe less , he i n c l u d e d t h e m i n the e x h i b i -

t ions of Les X X . 1 3 1 
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P r i o r to the appearance of Les XX, B e l g i u m had played 

host to other a r t i s t - run organizat ions that had been formed 

to w e a k e n the author i ty of the Academy. T h e a n n u a l Sa lon , 

w h i c h was the showcase for academic p a i n t i n g and sculp-

t u r e , was he ld a l ternately i n Brusse l s , G h e n t , and A n t w e r p , 

i n order to accommodate the three c h i e f arts centers of 

m u l t i l i n g u a l and b i c u l t u r a l B e l g i u m . W o r k s that appeared 

i n the a n n u a l Sa lon were chosen and ins ta l l ed by a j u r y 

composed of academicians who assured a stabi l i ty of style, 

content , and subject matter. A s at the P a r i s Sa lon , the 

paint ings of y o u n g ar t i s t s , or those whose w o r k s were 

somewhat unorthodox , were ins ta l l ed i n the least favorable 

pos i t ions . I n the 1860s and 1870s, art i s ts inf luenced by 

the model o f the Salon des Refusées and the Impress ion i s t 

group exhib i t ions i n Par i s establ ished art i s ts ' exh ib i t ion 

societies that w o u l d protect and give some measure of con-

t r o l to emerg ing and unconvent iona l ar t i s ts . T h e Société 

Libre des Beaux-Arts ( F r e e Society of F i n e A r t s ) , founded 

i n the 1860s as an a l ternat ive to the a n n u a l Sa lon , La 

Chrysalide ( T h e C h r y s a l i s ) , establ ished i n the 1870s, and 

L'Essor ( D e p a r t u r e ) , w h i c h began e x h i b i t i n g i n 1876, 

a l l prov ided such forums. 1 3 2 I n 1881 E n s o r rece ived his first 

rev iew at the exh ib i t ion of La Chrysalide: 

Among new arrivals, James Ensor seems full of prom-

ise and has attracted attention. His sketches reveal an 

attentive observation to the effects of light and air, a 

finesse in producing certain tonalities, and an extra-

ordinary lack of banality for a beginner. There are the 

makings of a painter here, but there is also scorn for 

drawing, modeling, and perspective. M Ensor should not 

fool himself: talent is not complete without the science 

of form. 
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James E n s o r , The Pisser, 1887. 

E t c h i n g , 14.5 X 10.5 c m 

(5¾ × 4 ⅛ i n . ) . O s t e n d , M u s e u m 

of F i n e A r t s ( T A V 12). Photo 

© H . Kesse l s . 
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Seven years later , E n s o r w o u l d par lay these a t t r i b u t e s ̶ 

his razor-sharp observat ions , h i s sens i t iv i ty to color and 

l ight , and h is departures f rom orthodox drawing and per-

s p e c t i v e ̶ i n t o Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1). 

A r o u n d the t i m e that Les XX held i ts first e x h i b i t i o n 

i n F e b r u a r y 1884, a different reac t ion to academic con-

serva t i sm was fomented by members of L'Essor, one that 

was close to E n s o r ' s s a t i r i c a l sensibil ity. I n 1885, a group of 

rebel l ious art is ts w h o were members of the re la t ive ly con-

servat ive L'Essor organized The Great ''Zwans" Exhibition, 

an e x h i b i t i o n parodying the ar t and mores of the epoch. 

T h e A n g l o - B r u x e l l o i s t i t le refers to the phenomenon of 

zwanze, a mode of mockery , bur lesque , or farce that was 

adopted by art is ts i n Brusse l s i n the 1870s as a t e r m , and an 
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E u g è n e B a t a i l l e ( F r e n c h , 1853-

1891), Mona Lisa with a Pipe, 

1887. Photo- re l i e f i l l u s t r a t i o n 

for " C o q u e l i n C a d e t , " Le Rire, 

22 × 15 c m ( 8 ⅝ x 5⅞ i n . ) . 

N e w B r u n s w i c k , Jane Vorhees 

Z i m m e r l i A r t M u s e u m , R u t g e r s , 

the State U n i v e r s i t y o f N e w Jersey. 

A c q u i r e d w i t h the H e r b e r t D . and 

R u t h S c h i m m e l M u s e u m L i b r a r y 

F u n d . Photo : J a c k A b r a h a m . 

approach to a r t , to use as a weapon against A c a d e m i c 

pomposity. A l l i e d w i t h the ar t generated by the P a r i s i a n 

A n a r c h i s t c i rc le ca l l ing i t se l f the " I n c o h e r e n t s , " zwanze 

ar t has been l i k e n e d to the Dadais t movement of the early 

twent ie th century. 

E m e r g i n g from the P a r i s i a n cafe cu l ture of the late 

1870s, a phenomenon k n o w n as fumisme ( l i teral ly , smoke-

i s m ) became a t e r m that re ferred to a parodic , skept i ca l , 

ant i - ins t i tu t iona l , and anti-academic a r t i s t i c l i festyle 

i n Paris 's famous B o h e m i a n c o m m u n i t y on M o n t m a r t r e . I t s 

m i s s i o n was to counteract the affectation and hypocr i sy 

that i ts par t ic ipants saw i n society a round t h e m by u s i n g 

h u m o r and satire as a means of i n v e r t i n g and transgress ing 

the dai ly order: " A k i n d of disdain for every th ing . . . an 

i n t e r n a l madness evidenced externa l ly by countless buf-

fooner ies . " 1 3 6 A l t h o u g h fumisme was best character ized by 

p r a n k s , happenings , and ephemera l gestures, art is ts asso-

ciated w i t h this c o m m u n i t y produced v i s u a l arts as w e l l . 

O u t of this m i l i e u , P a r i s i a n w r i t e r Jules Lévy founded 

the Incoherents i n 1882. T h i s g r o u p ̶ w h i c h inc luded some 

of the leading members of M o n t m a r t r e l i terary , m u s i c a l , 

and ar t i s t i c c u l t u r e , i n c l u d i n g Rodolphe Sa l i s , founder 

of the famed Chat Noir cabaret, and P a u l W i l l e t t e , publ isher 

of Le Pierrot̶held ar t exhib i t ions between 1882 and 1893. 

T h e first e x h i b i t i o n , organized by Lévy i n h i s apartment 

i n October 1882, was noted and c h r o n i c l e d i n the s a t i r i c a l 

newspaper Le Chat n o i r ; a l l subsequent exhib i t ions had 

catalogues and brochures associated w i t h them. 1 3 7 T h e 

v i s u a l image that perhaps best summar izes the group's par-

odic and sometimes regressive s a t i r i c a l h u m o r is E u g è n e 

Bata i l le ' s Mona Lisa with a Pipe (fig. 3 4 ) , publ i shed i n 

an 1887 issue of Le Rire, I t undermines the F r e n c h academic 

reverence for genius and or ig inal i ty by outfitt ing Leonardo's 

i c o n w i t h a déclassé clay pipe and an evanescent halo . 
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E n s o r ' s parody of " joyous e n t r i e s " and other i m p e r i a l festi

va ls encoded i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 falls 

into th is t rad i t ion . 1 3 8 

I n The Great "Zwans" Exhibition and subsequent 

e x h i b i t i o n s , inc luding L'Exposition Universelle burlesque, 

h e l d f rom F e b r u a r y through A p r i l of 1887 (co inc id ing w i t h 

the 1887 e x h i b i t i o n of Les XX and c o m m e n t i n g on the 1885 

U n i v e r s a l E x p o s i t i o n i n A n t w e r p ) , members of L'Essor, 

i n c l u d i n g E n s o r , h a d the opportuni ty to parody the i r loca l 

a r t establ ishment. 1 3 9 A m o n g those art is ts parodied were 

members of Les XX. L i k e the i r P a r i s i a n counterparts , the 

Brusse l s zwanze ar t i s ts were associated w i t h le f t -wing 

causes , donat ing funds f rom performances a l l ied w i t h the i r 

1887 e x h i b i t i o n to benefit v i c t i m s of a m i n i n g disaster. 

E n s o r ' s po l i t ics are not c lear-cut , a l though i n such 

w o r k s as h i s 1885-86 series The Aureoles of Christ or the 

Sensibility of Light, he seems to have ref lected Picard 's and 

Verhaeren's be l i e f i n the a l l iance of progressive ar t and 

Socia l i s t po l i t i cs (see " T h e A r t i s t as R e b e l and R e d e e m e r , " 

pp . 7 1 -90) . B y 1 8 8 8 - 8 9 , as w e s h a l l see, E n s o r ' s a r t 

ref lected a v i s i o n closer to A n a r c h i s m t h a n S o c i a l i s m , and 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 seems to both reflect 

and parody the Socia l i s t affi l iations of Les XX. I n 1879, 

years after E n s o r entered the R o y a l Academy, one of h i s 

new f r iends , the pa inter and poet T h é o H a n n o n , had in t ro 

duced h i m to h i s sister Mar ie t te R o u s s e a u , a mycologist , 

her husband E r n e s t R o u s s e a u , a phys ic i s t and the rector of 

the F r e e U n i v e r s i t y of Brusse l s f rom 1884-86 , and the i r 

son E r n e s t . T h e Rousseau home operated as a k i n d of salon 

for the emerg ing i n t e l l e c t u a l , p o l i t i c a l , and a r t i s t i c el ite 

of Brusse l s and was dedicated to le f t -wing po l i t i cs . T h r o u g h 

the Rousseaus , the y o u n g E n s o r was in t roduced to act iv ists 

associated w i t h the newly founded Be lg ian Socia l i s t move-
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m e n t , i n c l u d i n g P i c a r d , Verhaeren , Be lg ian W o r k e r s ' Par ty 

founder and leader E d w a r d Ansee le , and w r i t e r C a m i l l e 

L e m o n n i e r . I t was also through the Rousseaus that E n s o r 

was int roduced to A n a r c h i s t w r i t i n g s . 1 4 1 T h e c irc le ' s be l ie f 

that a r t was c r i t i c a l to the l ives of w o r k i n g people , and the i r 

promise that inte l lectuals could over throw the old order, 

stood out i n s tark contrast to E n s o r ' s exper ience at the 

Academy. I n many ways , the Rousseaus's home was E n s o r ' s 

genuine academy. A s we sha l l see, the p o l i t i c a l messages 

b u i l t into The Aureoles of Christ or the Sensibility of Light, 

the s t a r t i n g point for Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, 

were indebted to th is c i rc le . 

T h e Rousseau home also adjoined the m u s e u m 

dedicated to the w o r k of A n t o n W i e r t z , one of the leading 

painters of mid-nineteenth-century B e l g i u m . W i e r t z ' s 

The Apotheosis of Queen Louise Marie (fig. 35) , w h i c h 

hangs at the W i e r t z M u s e u m , was the sketch for w h a t was 

intended to be a mass ive , d izzy ing w o r k of ephemera l 

publ ic a r t , a 150-foot-tall p a i n t i n g intended to h a n g outside 

of the R o y a l Palace d u r i n g the S i lver Jubi lee i n Brusse ls 

i n 1856. Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 is indebted to 

th is canvas for i ts ambi t ions , the formal mass ing of i ts 

crowds, the id iosyncrat ic organizat ion of both compressed 

and expansive spaces, and its spectacular content. 1 4 2 I t 

i s also possible that this paint ing 's intended v e n u e , as the 

backdrop for a publ ic spectacle , also found echoes i n 

E n s o r ' s canvas. H a d E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g been shown at the 

1889 e x h i b i t i o n of Les XX, i t w o u l d have meshed w i t h 

the ga l lery wa l l s by u s i n g the organization's symbols and 

r h e t o r i c to celebrate and lampoon i t f rom w i t h i n its own 

e x h i b i t i o n space. E c h o i n g the r e d banners h u n g outside 

of the r e a l e x h i b i t i o n , the streamer s u r m o u n t i n g E n s o r ' s 

compos i t ion dec la r ing Long Live the Social parodied 
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A n t o i n e W i e r t z ( B e l g i a n , 1 8 0 6 -

1865), The Apotheosis of Queen 

Louise Marie, 1856. O i l on fabr ic , 

100 × 70 c m ( 3 9 ⅜ × 27½ i n . ) . 

B r u s s e l s , M u s é e s r o y a u x des 

beaux-arts de Be lg ique ( 1939) . 

the organization's p o l i t i c a l r h e t o r i c by sa lut ing socia l l ife 

( " V i v e le Sociale''), ra ther than Soc ia l i sm ( " V i v e le 

Socialisme''). 

S u c h a parodic v i e w of the Les XX's p o l i t i c a l or ienta-

t i o n was l i k e l y prompted by E n s o r ' s sense of h a v i n g been 

marg ina l i zed by the organizat ion. B y 1888, the year i n 

w h i c h he c la imed to have been censored by a " c a b a l , " the 

I m p r e s s i o n i s m pract iced by members of Les XX, w h i c h 

had been i n par t p ioneered by E n s o r , was no longer seen as 

progressive: " T h e s e bold w o r k s that perhaps long ago were 

new seem near ly t i m i d today. T h e y are weakened by the i r 

heavy and disagreeable f o r m s . " 1 4 3 T h i s statement was to 

some extent i n s p i r e d by the ga lvaniz ing effect that Georges 

Seurat 's m o n u m e n t a l canvas , A Sunday Afternoon on the 

I s l a n d of the Grande Jatte (fig. 3 6 ) , had on Les XX w h e n i t 

was exhib i ted i n that organization's 1887 e x h i b i t i o n . E n o r -

mous i n scale (6¾ x 10 feet) , methodica l ly pa inted i n t i n y 

dots and crosshatched and para l l e l strokes of br ight color, 

austere i n its geometry, and seemingly Utopian i n its repre-

sentat ion of Par i s ians at le i sure on a b l i n d i n g Sunday after-

n o o n , Seurat 's canvas announced for the Belg ians a radical 

departure from Impress ionism. I n 1886, Octave Maus had 

seen the canvas at the e ighth and last Impress ion i s t e x h i -

b i t i o n i n P a r i s . H e had been gu id ing Les XX toward 

an increas ing ly in ternat iona l i s t , and p a r t i c u l a r l y F r e n c h , 

o r i e n t a t i o n , and i n F e b r u a r y of that year, several F r e n c h 

art ists (notably R e n o i r , Ca i l lebotte , and Monet) had exhib-

i ted w i t h the organizat ion. Maus then traveled to Par i s 

to identify new w o r k for the 1887 exhib i t ion . 1 4 4 E x h i l a r a t e d 

by Seurat 's p a i n t i n g , he i n v i t e d P a r i s i a n c r i t i c Fé l i x F é n é o n 

to pub l i sh an ar t ic le on Seurat 's technique i n a September 

1886 issue of L'Art Moderne, and he arranged to have Seurat 

exh ib i t w i t h Les XX i n the fo l lowing year. 
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Georges Seurat ( F r e n c h , 1859-

1891), A Sunday Afternoon on the 

lsland of the Grande Jatte, 1884. 

O i l on canvas , 207 .6 x 308 c m 

(81¾ × 1 2 1 ¼ i n . ) . T h e A r t I n s t i t u t e 

of C h i c a g o , H e l e n B i r c h B a r t l e t t 

M e m o r i a l C o l l e c t i o n ( 1926 .224) . 

I n Seurat 's " P o i n t i l l i s t " technique , areas of color are 

fragmented into m i n u t e pa i red spots of purer comple

m e n t a r y hues (red-green, blue-orange, ye l low-v io le t ) , cre

a t ing a sense of color " v i b r a t i o n . " Based on research into 

the science of optics by Char le s H e n r y and others , th is 

sense of v i b r a t i o n was defined by F é n é o n i n an 1888 ar t i c le 

in L'Art Moderne as: " T h e i n d i v i d u a l brushstrokes com

bine on the r e t i n a i n an opt ica l m i x t u r e . I t so happens that 

the l u m i n o u s intens i ty o f the opt ica l m i x t u r e is m u c h 

h igher than that obtainable through the [physical ] m i x t u r e 

of p i g m e n t s . . . . " 1 4 6 I n contrast , according to F é n é o n , " t h e 

w o r k s of the Impress ion is t s h a d the look of i m p r o v i s a t i o n : 

t h e i r overa l l effect was summary , b r u t a l , and approx i 

m a t e . " 1 4 7 L i k e m a n y art i s ts of h i s generat ion , Seurat took 

advantage of the sc ient i f ic l i terature that h a d appeared 

s ince the 1830s on the behavior of l ight and color i n nature 

(and of h u m a n percept ions of i t ) , superseding prev ious 

associative color theor ies o f the R o m a n t i c s . Most notable 

are Michel-Èugene Chevreu l ' s On the Law of Simultaneous 

Contrast of Colors ( 1839), reproduced i n art is ts ' manua l s 

throughout the n ineteenth century ; and later, Ogden 

Rood's study of the physics of color optics , Modern Chro

matics ( 1879); and Char le s H e n r y ' s appl icat ions of e x p e r i 

m e n t a l psychology to aesthetics i n Introduction à une 

esthétique scientifique ( I n t r o d u c t i o n to a Sc ient i f ic Aes

thet i c s , 1885). 1 4 8 T h e c l a i m that F é n é o n made for Seurat 

and h i s followers was that the i r " r i g o r o u s technique . . . 

produce the v e r y effect of l i fe ; th is is because to t h e m 

objective rea l i ty is s imply a theme for the creat ion of a 

super ior , subl imated rea l i ty i n w h i c h the i r personal i ty i s 

t r a n s f o r m e d . " 1 4 9 A c c o r d i n g to F é n é o n , Seurat could 

br idge ar t and sc ience , m a k i n g h i m the most m o d e r n of 

art i s ts . 

Octave Maus's w i fe , Made la ine , c h r o n i c l e d the appear

ance of Seurat 's p a i n t i n g at the e x h i b i t i o n of Les XX as an 

epiphany: 

Absolute newness, sudden clarity, unheard-of translu-

cence! The most celestial and the most contemplative 

poetry expressed by means of the utmost precision; 

painting washed clean of all untruth, resistant to all 

trickery; so much nobility, so much sweetness, and the 

genius of the painter at the service—not in any way 

restrictive to himself—of a principle: we were only a 

few for whom these landscapes marked an indescrib

able moment. I n front of L a Grande Jatte . . . it was a 

revolution. 

T h e repercuss ions cont inued to be felt throughout the 

B e l g i a n ar t w o r l d , and p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Les XX and L'Art 

Moderne. I n 1887, for example , L'Art Moderne ident i f ied 

Seurat 's w o r k as " a new e a r t h , fert i le and y o u n g , " and i n 

1888 i t c l a i m e d that " a new w i n d o w h a d been opened on 

a r t " by Seurat, 1 5 2 and that opposit ion to Neo-Impress ionism 

was tantamount to l i v i n g i n the past. 1 5 3 

E n s o r ' s response was not r e v e r e n t i a l l i k e Maus's , nor 

did he absorb the p r i n c i p l e s and touch of P o i n t i l l i s m into 

h i s w o r k as d id m a n y of h i s colleagues i n Les XX (especial ly 

W i l l y F i n c h , H e n r y v a n de Velde, T h é o v a n Rysselberghe, 

and Georges L e m m e n ) . O n the contrary, according to 

V e r h a e r e n , E n s o r eschewed Seurat 's t e c h n i q u e and the 

sc ient i f i c p r i n c i p l e s that i t embodied: 

The research of the Pointillists leaves me indifferent.... 

Indeed, they apply their points coldly and methodically 

between cold, correct outlines. Moreover, this uniform 

4 6 
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and overly restrictive procedure prohibits extending 

[their] research, which results in an absolute imper

sonality in their works, so that the Pointillists only 

achieve one of the aspects of l ight—vibration—but fail 

to present its form. 1 5 4 

T h e h igh ly theor ized p r i n c i p l e s of P o i n t i l l i s m , or " N e o -

I m p r e s s i o n i s m , " as defined by F é n é o n , were ant i thet ica l to 

the more subject ive and s p i r i t u a l approach to p a i n t i n g 

h e l d by E n s o r . N o t i n g elsewhere that " [ a ] l l r u l e s , a l l canons 

o f a r t , v o m i t d e a t h , " E n s o r was resolute i n h is d isdain 

for doctr ina i re attitudes toward art movements , or for orga

n ized and t ight ly defined theor ies that shaped the appear

ance and product ion of w o r k s of art . 1 5 5 I t i s also l i k e l y 

that the idea l i z ing v i s i o n of Seurat , i n w h i c h the i s l a n d of 

the Grande Jatte prov ided a quiet , c l a s s i c iz ing respite 

for P a r i s i a n w o r k e r s , was ant i thet i ca l to E n s o r ' s more r a u 

cous and dystopic v i e w of the m o d e r n city. I n Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889, the c i ty is inescapable both for 

i ts inhabi tants and for the audience absorbed by the paint

ing's scale and v iewpoint . E v e n E n s o r ' s representat ions 

of le i sure f rom the p e r i o d , such as The Baths at Ostend (fig. 

2 9 ) , are permeated w i t h the c o m m o t i o n of the city. 

A l t h o u g h i t w o u l d be an overstatement to c l a i m that 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 was created as a direct 

answer to Seurat 's masterpiece , E n s o r h i m s e l f c i ted 

Seurat as p a r t of a chronology of h i s career that he sketched 

i n the mid-1890s , suggesting that the exh ib i t ion of 

Seurat 's p a i n t i n g was both a l a n d m a r k event i n Be lg ian 

a r t c i rc les and i n h i s m e m o r y of h i s own work . 1 5 6 I n an 1887 

rev iew i n La Natione, É m i l e Verhaeren h a d l ikewise s ingled 

out Seurat and E n s o r as flash points i n the e x h i b i t i o n of 

Les XX: " T h e r e was a r i o t i n front of A Sunday Afternoon 

on the Island of the Grande Jatte by Seurat , and a revo lu t ion 
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i n front of the Vision of E n s o r . " Seurat 's analysis of l ight 

and color, and the sensat ional response to i t w i t h i n the 

c r i t i c a l c o m m u n i t y ( rang ing from the host i le equat ion of 

Seurat 's smal l m a r k s w i t h the bubonic plague to Octave 

Maus's dec larat ion of Seurat as the " M e s s i a h of the N e w 

A r t " 1 5 8 ) must have incensed Ensor . A s noted ear l ier , 

E n s o r ' s rebel l iousness , and h is m a r t y r d o m at the hands of 

conservat ive c r i t i c s , was one of the foundat ional stories of 

Les XX. T h e not ion that this F r e n c h ar t i s t now t r i u m p h e d 

i n the arena of color s t ruck at the one arena i n w h i c h E n s o r 

had prev ious ly rece ived c r i t i c a l accolades, and i t cha l 

lenged some of the art ist ' s deeply h e l d beliefs both about 

color and l ight , and about h i s status as a rad ica l . 

F r o m his earl iest exh ib i t ions , E n s o r had been noted 

as a s trong co lor i s t , even among c r i t i c s who otherwise 

disparaged h is w o r k . I n fact, the analysis of color and l ight 

had been centra l to E n s o r ' s objectives as a revo lut ionary 

throughout the 1880s: " I t h r e w away the ru les that are the 

enemy of i n v e n t i o n . . . the poss ibi l i t ies of the l ine seemed 

ar t i f i c i a l to m e , whereas those of l ight could accommodate 

the greatest of a s p i r a t i o n s . . . . " 1 5 9 I n 1882, E n s o r wrote 

a statement of h i s intent ions as an a r t i s t , i n w h i c h he 

c la imed that an art ist ' s concentrat ion on color over l ine 

was a h igh ly evolved, and s p i r i t u a l , preoccupat ion: 

Vision is altered by observation. The first type of vision, 

the common k i n d , is the simple l i n e — d r y with no 

attempt at color. The second is where a keener eye makes 

out the value and delicacy of the different shades. This 

type is already less comprehensible to the common man. 

The final kind is where the artist discerns the subtleties 

and manifold effects of the light, its planes and gravita

tional fields. These progressive investigations alter 

primitive vision, undermining the line and rendering it 
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subordinate. . . . This is how art has evolved from the 

Gothic line through the color and movement of the 

Renaissance to arrive at modern light. 

I m p l i c i t i n th is text is E n s o r ' s assert ion of h i m s e l f as the 

log ica l next innovator w i t h i n th is t rad i t ion . T h e nar ra t i ve 

about the t r i u m p h of color over l ine also has nat ional i s t 

i m p l i c a t i o n s . S ince the late seventeenth century , the con

t r o l and aesthetic d i rec t ion of the F r e n c h Academy h a d 

t u r n e d on the quest ion of whether l ine or color was the p r i 

m a r y formative e lement i n pa int ing . I n the seventeenth 

century , the theoret ica l defense of color preva i l ed , largely 

due to the passionate w r i t i n g s of Roger de P i les about Peter 

P a u l R u b e n s . I n h i s theoret ica l defense of color, de P i les 

establ ished Rubens's reputat ion as the predominant co l 

or i s t , and the greatest a r t i s t , i n the E u r o p e a n t radi t ion . 1 6 1 

H i s fol lowers , the " R u b é n i s t e s , " uphe ld h i s advocacy of 

color, the express ion of the senses, w h i l e the " P o u s s i n -

i s tes " argued for the super ior i ty of l i n e , the symbolic agent 

of reason. I n the early n ineteenth century , the academic 

debates between the Neo-Class ic is ts and the R o m a n t i c s 

b u i l t upon the ear l ier debates, enhanc ing the F l e m i s h mas

ter 's reputa t ion i n F r a n c e . A t the same t i m e , fo l lowing 

B e l g i a n uni f i ca t ion i n 1830, Rubens became a symbol of 

the new B e l g i a n state. F o r E n s o r , who understood h i m s e l f 

to be r e v i s i n g the " F l e m i s h " t rad i t ion of color and sensu

ality, and to w h o m c r i t i c s i r o n i c a l l y re ferred as " t h e Rubens 

of Modern i ty , " 1 6 2 the B e l g i a n c r i t i c a l recept ion of Seurat , 

the master of color as reason , must have seemed tra i torous . 

Ensor ' s 1882, text had also asserted the l i tera l nobi l i ty 

of such invest igat ion into l ight and color: " S u c h v i s i o n 

w i l l not be wide ly understood. I t requires long observat ion 

and attentive study. T h e c o m m o n m a n w i l l mere ly see 

disorder, chaos and i m p r o p r i e t y . " 1 6 3 L a t e r he elaborated 
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on this not ion of the a l ienat ion of the v i s ionary : " W h y 

satisfy the v i l e desire of the crowd . . . a desire w i t h o u t 

nobil i ty , a cur ios i ty that weighs heav i ly upon u s , the super

sensit ive . L e t us res ist c o m m u n i o n w i t h the mob! To be 

ar t i s t s , let us l ive i n h i d i n g ! "164 I n these statements , as i n 

E n s o r ' s c l a i m to have " e v o l v e d f ree ly" (see " A P a i n t i n g 

and I t s Paradoxes , " pp. 1-19), he describes h i m s e l f as iso

lated from both the " m a s s e s " and the ar t -wor ld el ites. S u c h 

a c l a i m to a l ienat ion repeats some of the centra l ideas o f 

the European-wide Symbol ist movement , and a widespread 

tenet of early m o d e r n a r t , i n w h i c h the conscious strategy 

of exc lus ion guarantees a r t i s t i c authent ic i ty through h is 

a l ienat ion. 1 6 5 

E n s o r ' s appeals to a l i enat ion , and to the art ist 's need 

to resist modernity , had been formulated i n par t i n the 

1860s, 1870s, and 1880s i n the w r i t i n g s of the l i t e r a r y 

Decadents i n P a r i s , i n c l u d i n g Char les Baudela i re , Stephane 

M a l l a r m é , P a u l V e r l a i n e , and J o r i s - K a r e l H u y s m a n s . T h e 

Decadents advocated a re jec t ion of sc ienti f ic Pos i t i v i sm i n 

ar t and l i terature i n favor of the cu l t i va t ion of the i r own 

subjective and often i r r a t i o n a l exper ience . F u r t h e r , they 

m a i n t a i n e d a r h e t o r i c of p a i n as a source of a r t i s t i c 

redempt ion . I n t u r n , the authors were themselves accorded 

attr ibutes of a cu l t ivated a l ienat ion and dis integrat ion. 

S u c h states of poet ic affl iction became the h a l l m a r k s of 

Sy mbol i sm, the a r t i s t i c movement that acknowledged that 

an i n t e r n a l , psychological w o r l d has p r i m a c y over m a t e r i a l 

real ity, and that the w o r l d of the i n t e r i o r can be expressed 

through symbols or l ingu i s t i c signs. A s we sha l l see, this 

generation's doctr ine of a l ienat ion and d iv inat ion fostered 

a s p i r i t u a l r e v i v a l i n w h i c h re l ig ious images and references 

came to play a s ignif icant role . E n s o r was among the art ists 

who most consistent ly w o r k e d i n this d i rec t ion . 
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F I G . 3 7 

F e r n a n d K h n o p f f ( B e l g i a n , 1858-

1921), With Grégoire Le Roy. 

My Heart Cries for the Past, 1889. 

G r a p h i t e , co lored p e n c i l , a n d 

w h i t e c h a l k on gray-blue paper, 

25.5 × 14.5 c m (10 ×5¾ i n . ) . 

T h e H e a r n F a m i l y T r u s t . 

E n s o r ' s use of m a s k s , skeletons, and other objects to 

symbolize states of emot ion , and h is explorat ion of formal 

strategies to evoke ideas rather than represent m a t e r i a l 

real ity, also a l l ied h i m w i t h Symbol i sm. Symbol i sm was first 

ident i f ied as a cohesive movement or sensibi l i ty i n a m a n i 

festo publ i shed i n the P a r i s newspaper Le Figaro by Jean 

Moréas i n 1886: " S y m b o l i s t poetry endeavors to clothe the 

Idea i n a form perceptible to the senses . " 1 6 7 I n the same 

year c r i t i c Gustave K a h n wrote : " T h e essent ia l a i m of our 

ar t is to objectify the subjective (the externa l iza t ion of the 

Idea) instead of subjecti fying the objective (Nature seen 

through the eyes of a t e m p e r a m e n t ) . " 1 6 8 I n B e l g i u m , i n an 

1886 ar t i c le about F e r n a n d Khnopff , E m i l e Verhaeren 

defined Symbol i sm as an uneasy retreat f rom the present: 

Modern imagination is strongly drawn toward the past, 

[undertaking] an enormous scientific inquiry into un

familiar passions over a vague and as yet unidentified 

supernatural, which has urged us to reincarnate our 

dreams and even our fear and trembling before the new 

unknown of this strange Symbolism which interprets 

the contemporary soul as antique symbolism did for the 

soul of ancient times. But it is not our faith and our 

beliefs that we put forward; on the contrary, it is our 

doubts, our anxiety, our problems, our vices, our despair 

and probably our agony. 

I n d e e d , i n 1880s and 1890s Brusse l s , Symbol i sm was 

understood to be associated w i t h the re f ined, e l i te , and 

l i t e r a r y p u r s u i t of nostalgia as embodied by such w o r k s 

as Khnopf f ' s 1889 With Grégoire Le Roy. My Heart Cries for 

the Past (fig. 37). I n this drawing , the del icacy o f the art ist ' s 

t o u c h , the images that seem to dissolve, and the empty, 

filmy qual i ty of the background ar t icu late a v i s i o n disem-
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bodied from the m a t e r i a l w o r l d . T h e pale , d reaming 

w o m a n i n the foreground w h o kisses her ref lect ion i n a 

m i r r o r denotes the languorousness and so l ips i sm of this 

sensibil ity. T h e t i t le expresses the desire to retreat into 

the past not through any phys ica l a c t i o n , but through 

sensations of loss , des ire , and nostalgia . E s t a b l i s h i n g 

an affinity w i t h the poet G r é g o i r e L e Roy, whose first co l 

l e c t i o n of poems was entitled My Heart Cries for the 

Past, K h n o p f f solidifies a par tnersh ip between the arts . 

F o u n d e d on the not ion that v i s u a l images could escape 

t h e i r t ies to m a t e r i a l i s m , such l i n k s w i t h poetry, m u s i c , or 

other n o n - m i m e t i c arts proposed the v i s u a l arts as spr ing

boards for the i m a g i n a t i o n , and for ambiguity, ra ther 

t h a n as Pos i t iv i s t m i r r o r s of the m a t e r i a l w o r l d . 

Verhaeren's e levat ion of K h n o p f f to r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

leader o f this new tendency must have been especial ly bit

ter for E n s o r . A t the 1886 e x h i b i t i o n of Les XX, E n s o r 

rece ived l i t t le c r i t i c a l not ice w h e n he exhib i ted h is canvas 

Russian Music (1881; R o y a l M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s , B r u s 

se l s ) , an i n t e r i o r scene represent ing a w o m a n p lay ing 

a p iano for an attent ive l istener. K h n o p f f also showed On 

Listening to Schumann (1883; R o y a l M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s , 

B r u s s e l s ) , a p a i n t i n g that E n s o r considered a p lag ia r i sm 

of Russian Music, in the same exh ib i t ion . 1 7 0 E n s o r com

p l a i n e d i n a letter to Octave Maus that Khnopf f ' s compo

s i t ion was a d i rect der iva t ion of h i s o w n , and he developed 

a deep ant ipathy for K h n o p f f and h is defenders fo l lowing 

that inc ident . 1 7 1 Verhaeren's three-part exegesis on 

Khnopf f ' s w o r k , appear ing w i t h i n months of these events , 

ce r ta in l y served to al ienate E n s o r f rom h i s organizat ion. 

Seurat 's t r i u m p h i n the fo l lowing year further exacerbated 

E n s o r ' s sense of r i v a l r y and i n j u s t i c e , as w e l l as h i s sense 

of opposi t ion to p r e v a i l i n g tastes. 

51 

E n s o r ' s sardonic , earthy, and fractious w o r k is i n 

many ways ant i thet ica l to the elegiac v i s i o n of Khnopff . 

Nonetheless , i n h is desire to use ar t as a conduit to a 

deeper unders tanding of h u m a n exper ience , E n s o r he lped 

to shape the terms of Symbol i sm as a socia l as w e l l as an 

aesthetic tendency. I n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, 

one of the few paint ings that can be associated w i t h Sym

bo l i sm that overt ly confronts and gives image to the 

m o d e r n city, E n s o r cr i t iques moderni ty w h i l e embrac ing 

its changeabi l i ty and chaos. 1 7 2 Abetted by the opposi t ional 

s p i r i t o f Les XX, the s a t i r i c a l v i t a l i t y of Zwanze A r t , the 

l u m i n o u s palette of I m p r e s s i o n i s m , and Symbol ism's disen

gagement f rom pure m i m e s i s , E n s o r created Christ's Entry 

as an anarchic i n t e r v e n t i o n into the tastes, beliefs , and 

socia l pract ices of h i s generat ion , and as a send-up of h i s 

organizat ion. I n s c r i b i n g the p a i n t i n g w i t h the banner bear

i n g the statement Fanfares Doctrinaires Toujours Reussi 

( D o c t r i n a i r e Fanfares A lways Succeed) , E n s o r borrowed 

a top ica l socia l c r i t ique from the r e a l m of pol i t ics to parody 

w h a t he surely saw as " d o c t r i n a i r e " movements w i t h i n 

h i s own ar t i s t i c c o m m u n i t y that had seemingly displaced 

h i s own prominence . C l a i m i n g h i m s e l f to be free of in f lu 

ence , separate f rom any vogue, and in tent upon a quest for 

the s p i r i t u a l , E n s o r pos i t ioned h i m s e l f as the enl ightened 

outsider by v i r t u e of whose i so lat ion he could c r i t i q u e , and 

amend , the c u l t u r a l c i rc les w i t h i n w h i c h he w o r k e d . T h e 

v o m i t i n g and defecating figures on E n s o r ' s green balcony 

(fig. 30) embody h i s sense of bemusement at the persona l , 

c u l t u r a l , and even global dupl ic i ty that he perceived. M i n 

i n g h i s pos i t ion as enl ightened socia l outsider, c l a i m i n g 

a distance f rom Les XX, and dedicated to a s p i r i t u a l and 

ar t i s t i c A n a r c h i s m , E n s o r pa inted Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 as a burlesque theater of the contemporary 

ar t scene w i t h i n the broader panorama of c i v i c l i fe . 
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U N H O L Y A L L I A N C E S : 

T H E P O L I T I C S O F C H U R C H A N D S T A T E 

I N L É O P O L D ' S B E L G I U M 

n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), E n s o r 

uses C a r n i v a l , i n a l l o f i ts reversals and subvers ions , 

as the excuse to venture potent ia l ly reckless opinions 

of contemporary Be lg ian po l i t i cs . T h r o u g h its evocat ion 

of M a r d i G r a s , the p a i n t i n g operates as a manifesto of 

denunc ia t ion i n the t rad i t ion of F r a n c i s c o G o y a , H o n o r é 

D a u m i e r , H i e r o n y m o u s B o s c h , and other m o r a l i z i n g art ists 

w h o used the v i s u a l arts to expose abuses of power. 1 7 3 T h e 

street i n the foreground is not occupied by the disempow-

ered , as one w o u l d expect f rom a C a r n i v a l ce lebrat ion , 

but by the a l l iance of the C h u r c h , the m i l i t a r y , merchants , 

and po l i t i c ians . A s E n s o r ' s Jesus enters B r u s s e l s , he is 

preceded by w h a t appears to be a sol id w a l l o f car icatures 

represent ing the m i l i t a r y , re l ig ious , and p o l i t i c a l author i 

t ies of the n a t i o n . B r a c k e t e d by the grotesquely inf lated 

bishop i n the front and the vacuous m a r c h i n g band i n the 

rear , th i s t h r o n g incorporates farc ica l references to i n d i 

v idua ls and c i rcumstances that compr i sed both E n s o r ' s 

pr ivate w o r l d and the broader p o l i t i c a l a rena of the nat ion . 

W i t h i n th is group, c a r n i v a l masks take the place 

of many of the characters ' faces, l ampooning and exagger

a t ing the i r features. Masks t rans form the m i l i t a r y m a r c h 

i n g band into a p h a l a n x of wooden , puppet- l ike drones who 

puff and beat lud ic rous ly on the i r ins t ruments . Members 

of the professional elite wear masks (and i n some cases seem 

to revea l the i r own flesh-and-blood features) that sport 

improbably elongated noses, goggle eyes or empty eye 

sockets , fat cheeks , or p r o t r u d i n g ch ins that are intended 

to disclose the i r deformed characters . O n the left side of 

the compos i t ion , the w insome p o l i t i c i a n (wear ing a sash of 

honor) to the left of the b i shop, the figure of D e a t h wear

i n g a beaver s k i n hat , the unga in ly adolescent facing h i m , 

a m a s k represent ing an o w l , stock characters from the 

commedia de l l ' a r te , and a k i s s i n g couple , t ransform the 

entourage into a carnivalesque menager ie . I n both the 

1886 drawing Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into 

Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) , w h i c h preceded this p a i n t i n g , and the 

1898 e tch ing that repr i sed i t (fig. 12), members of this mob 

h o l d signs h a i l i n g E d w a r d Ansee le , a leader of the Socia l is t 

W o r k e r s ' Party. E n s o r ' s ming led references to S o c i a l i s m , 

the m i l i t a r y , the C h u r c h , and the bourgeoisie reflect the 

chaot ic state of B e l g i u m i n 1889, and more specifically, the 

art ist 's j aundiced v i e w of i t . 

B e l g i u m h a d a remarkab ly robust economy i n the 

1880s. W i t h unprecedented wea l th a c c u m u l a t i n g by the 

upper classes, m o n u m e n t a l publ ic w o r k s projects r a i s i n g 

Brusse l s to the l eve l of an i n t e r n a t i o n a l cosmopol i tan capi

t a l , the in fus ion of new i n d u s t r i a l w e a l t h , and the k ing 's 
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recent co lon ia l c l a i m to Congo , the bourgeoisie of B e l g i u m 

felt that i t had m u c h to celebrate i n 1889. I n less t h a n 

s ixty years s ince its consol idat ion as an independent state, 

B e l g i u m h a d r i s e n from a c u l t u r a l backwater to one of 

Europe ' s great Capita l i s t powers. A t the same t i m e , inequal i 

t ies between the elites and the l a b o r i n g classes were threat

e n i n g to r e n d the fabric of the nat ion . A depression that 

h a d begun i n 1873, w i t h i ts attendant decl ine i n wages and 

p r i c e s , put extreme pressure on the l a b o r i n g classes. T h e s e 

strains were made worse by a l l iances formed among the 

k i n g , the L i b e r a l Party, the mil i tary , and the Cathol ic C h u r c h , 

a l l o f w h i c h encouraged socia l pol ic ies that negat ively 

affected the poor and the progressive in i t i a t i ves of the left. 

T h e 1880s was also a decade of unprecedented po l i 

t i c a l ins tab i l i ty i n B e l g i u m . D u r i n g this p e r i o d , the L i b e r a l 

left h a d become disenfranchised, the r i g h t - w i n g C a t h o l i c 

P a r t y came to c o m m a n d p a r l i a m e n t a r y po l i t i c s , and an 

opposi t ion between the re l ig ious , c l e r i c a l po int of v i e w and 

a n t i - c l e r i c a l forces intensi f ied. 1 7 4 I n d e e d , Be lg ian publ ic 

l ife h a d become po lar ized by clashes between the pol ic ies 

of secu lar iza t ion promulgated by the left , and the heavy 

enforcement of r i g h t - w i n g pol ic ies by the C a t h o l i c govern

ment . I n J anuary 1879, an educat ion b i l l had been in t ro

duced to provide funding for lay schools i n an attempt 

to democrat ize and secular ize the Cathol ic -dominated soci

ety. W i t h i n five years , th is p r o g r a m , w h i c h was v i e w e d as 

a threat to the C a t h o l i c establ i shment , s t imulated a strong 

r i g h t - w i n g r e a c t i o n , and i n 1884, the Catho l i c Par ty came 

into power i n B e l g i u m u s i n g the l ibera l educat ion i n i t i a t i v e 

as its p la t form. T h e le f t -wing L i b e r a l s had also agitated for 

u n i v e r s a l male suffrage; i n contrast to i ts neighbors F r a n c e 

and Germany , only ten percent of Belg ians could vote i n 

the 1880s. 1 7 5 T h e establ i shment L i b e r a l s , k n o w n as the 

doctrinaires, res i s ted , as d id the Catho l i c Party, and on the 

basis of these contentious in i t i a t ives toward democrat iza

t i o n , the L i b e r a l par ty spl i t into two often-opposit ional 

factions. A further issue to dominate B e l g i a n pol i t ics of 

the 1880s was the debate over the terms of na t iona l m i l i t a r y 

serv ice . T h e old system of remplacement assured that 

y o u n g m e n w i t h means , u n l u c k y i n the conscr ip t ion 

lottery, could pay substitutes to enter the a r m y on the i r 

behalf. T h e quest ion of a mandatory m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e — 

" p e r s o n a l s e r v i c e , " supported by Socia l i s ts , le f t -wing L i b 

era ls , and even the m i l i t a r y and the k i n g , but opposed by 

the Cathol ics and conservat ive L i b e r a l s — f u r t h e r po lar ized 

the bourgeoisie and the l a b o r i n g classes, and he lped 

to shape increas ing ly compl icated p o l i t i c a l coal i t ions. 1 7 6 

A t the same t i m e , the n a t i o n , d iv ided between 

F l e m i s h - s p e a k i n g F l a n d e r s , w h i c h extends jus t n o r t h from 

F r e n c h - s p e a k i n g B r u s s e l s , and francophone W a l l o n i a to 

the south , engaged i n an intensi fy ing dispute over language 

and identity. T h e language of the Be lg ian e l i t e s — t h e 

government , the cour t s , the mi l i t a ry , c o m m e r c e , and the 

fine a r t s — w a s F r e n c h , i n par t a react ion against the 

D u t c h government f rom w h i c h B e l g i u m h a d gained inde

pendence i n 1830. 1 7 7 Be lg ium's inte l l igents ia , and its u rban 

bourgeois ie , was largely French- ident i f i ed , and its r u r a l 

popula t ion , F lemish- ident i f i ed . I n the 1880s, the l ingu i s t i c 

divide was, consequently, increas ing ly seen as a demarca

t i o n of power, c lass , and even race. 1 7 8 B y the end of the 

1880s , the F l e m i s h Movement , fostered by inte l lectuals as 

w e l l as the l a b o r i n g classes, had exerted enough pressure 

on the government to legislate the use of F l e m i s h i n cour t 

cases i n v o l v i n g F l e m i n g s , and i n b i l i n g u a l street signs and 

other official i n s c r i p t i o n s . A l t h o u g h the C a t h o l i c C h u r c h 

was p a r t i c u l a r l y s trong i n r u r a l F l anders and encouraged 

the use of F l e m i s h i n schools and w i t h i n the C h u r c h , i t 

came into confl ict w i t h the more rad ica l F l e m i s h Move-
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F I G . 3 8 

" C i n q u a n t e - s e p t années de 

bonheur et de p r o s p é r i t é . " C a r t o o n 

a p p e a r i n g i n La Bombe, A u g u s t 

20, 1887. B r u s s e l s , B ib l io thèque 

Royale A l b e r t I e r , m i c r o f i l m P E R M 

2 7 0 , 1887 (1-3, i x ) . 

m e n t , w h i c h agitated for socia l as w e l l as l ingu i s t i c re form. 

T h e disenfranchisement of the F l e m i n g s , the l a c k of 

responsiveness o f the government , the ambivalence o f the 

C a t h o l i c C h u r c h , and a reac t ionary francophone move

m e n t i n i t i a t e d i n 1886 created another layer of p o l i t i c a l dis

cord i n E n s o r ' s B e l g i u m of 1889. A l t h o u g h the Cathol ics i n 

r u r a l F l a n d e r s r e m a i n e d s trong, the r i se of Socia l i s t and 

A n a r c h i s t movements fueled a powerful ant i - c l e r i ca l i sm i n 

i n d u s t r i a l i z e d F l a n d e r s and W a l l o n i a . 

T h e B e l g i a n Socia l i s t P a r t y h a d been formed i n 1877. 

I t was fol lowed by several sister organizat ions , i n c l u d i n g 

the B e l g i a n W o r k e r s ' Party, the country ' s leading Socia l i s t 

party, w h i c h was founded i n 1885 and i m p e l l e d by events 

of the fo l lowing year. 1 7 9 I n 1886, a series of s t r ikes broke 

out i n the i n d u s t r i a l regions of B e l g i u m , c u l m i n a t i n g 

i n a mass s t r ike i n M a r c h that was unprecedented i n its 

scale and v io lence . A l t h o u g h order was restored w i t h i n a 

few days by the deployment of some twenty thousand 

troops , th is was the largest and most far-reaching s t r ike 

that B e l g i u m , or E u r o p e , h a d yet seen. E d w a r d Ansee le , a 

founder of the B e l g i a n W o r k e r ' s Par ty (and the m a n to 

w h o m E n s o r re ferred i n Alive and Radiant: The Entry into 

Jerusalem) (see " T h e A r t i s t as R e b e l and R e d e e m e r , " 

pp. 7 1 - 9 0 ) , was one of the supporters of th is act ion . T h e 

i n c r e a s i n g size and strength of the Socia l i s t part ies 

and other r a d i c a l movements , and the specter of mobs 

b e a r i n g placards read ing Down with Capital a n d Death to 

the Middle Classes i n 1886, re inforced the bourgeois 

electorate's support of the C a t h o l i c Party. 

A car toon f rom the newspaper La Bombe of August 

1887 ar t icu lates the anger and d i s i l lus ionment of the 

left w i t h the p o l i t i c a l and economic disenfranchisement 

of Be lg ium's w o r k i n g class (fig. 38) . Above the capt ion 

"F i f ty - f ive years of happiness and p r o s p e r i t y " floats a s m a l l 

representat ion of a pat r io t i c m o t i f f rom the rebe l l ion 

against the D u t c h ( w h i c h cu lminated i n Be lg ium's inde

pendence) , dated 1830, and the scene of a wounded male 

be ing min i s te red to by h i s wi fe , and lamented by h i s cower

i n g c h i l d , dated 1887. T h e words " G l o r y ! " and " M i s e r y ! " 

frame the scene. I n the center, juxtaposed against nat iona l 

flags, are the fami l iar g rouping of a s k u l l and crossbones. 

R e s t i n g j a u n t i l y atop the s k u l l is a c rown surmounted by an 

orb and a cross , the rega l ia of L é o p o l d I I . 

T h e degree to w h i c h E n s o r mused on these contem

p o r a r y events can be d iscerned from two bi t ter po lemica l 

w o r k s dat ing from 1889 i n w h i c h L é o p o l d I I , K i n g of 

B e l g i u m since 1865, i s l ikewise at the center of a s a t i r i c a l 

condemnat ion of contemporary pol i t ics . T h e messages 

conveyed by these w o r k s , and other pol i t ica l works by E n s o r 

f rom the p e r i o d , do m u c h to elucidate the artist 's contempt 

for the m i l i t a r y , the C h u r c h , the government , and a l l 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l author i ty that is m i r r o r e d i n Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), w i t h its b i t ter invocat ion of the 

" D o c t r i n a i r e Fanfares" that "a lways succeed . " 

T h e first, ent i t led Belgium in the Nineteenth Century 

(fig. 3 9 ) , i s a m i n u t e l y detai led drawing rendered i n 

graphite and r e d , w h i t e , and blue colored p e n c i l whose 

stage-like compos i t ion echoes that of Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889. L é o p o l d , i n the guise of G o d the Father , 

looks down from a bull 's-eye w i n d o w i n the sky onto a 

massive demonstrat ion. T h e c rowd is composed of c i v i l i a n 

w o r k e r s w h o , through the use of a large r e d standard, 

demand " n a t i o n a l m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e , " " c o m p u l s o r y free 

e d u c a t i o n , " and " u n i v e r s a l suffrage," the ch ie f p o l i t i c a l 

debates t h e n o c c u r r i n g i n B e l g i u m . T h e i r exhortat ions 

are met by b r u t a l m i l i t a r y re ta l ia t ion . T h e background is 

composed of a sol id mass of soldiers , the i r sabers and 

swords b r i s t l i n g as they move forward through the crowd. 
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F I G . 3 9 

James E n s o r , Belgium in the 

Nineteenth Century, c i r c a 1889. 

C o l o r e d crayon on paper, 

m o u n t e d on p a n e l , 16.3 x 

21.4 c m (6⅜ × 8⅜ i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , 

B ib l io thèque Roya le A l b e r t 1er, 

C a b i n e t des E s t a m p e s (s .v .27367, 

folio C ) . 
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F I G . AO 

C a r i c a t u r e of L e o p o l d I I , K i n g of 

the B e l g i a n s , D i s t r i b u t i n g Medals , 

f rom Cadel-Roussel ( L i è g e ) , 

J u n e 3 , 1877; reproduced i n John 

G r a n d - C a r t e r e t , Popold II: Roi des 

Belges et des Belles ( P a r i s , 1 9 0 8 ) , 

p. 33. C a m b r i d g e , Massachuset ts , 

H a r v a r d U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r i e s , 

W i d e n e r L i b r a r y ( N E T H 411 .2) . 

F I G . 4 1 

James E n s o r , Doctrinal 

Nourishment, 1889. E t c h i n g , z i n c 

p la te , no bevels , first p late , four th 

or fifth state , w i t h addit ions i n 

waterco lor a n d gouache, 17.6 x 

24.5 c m ( 6 ⅞ × 9⅝ i n . ) . G h e n t , 

M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s (1998-B-79-1). 

I n the foreground, pol ice guns are d r a w n , c i v i l i a n blood 

flows, and a w o m a n r u n s f rom the v io lence to protect the 

infant i n her a rms . T h e chaos contrasts marked ly w i t h 

the impass iv i ty o f Léopold, who v iews the fracas through 

h is lorgnette . H i s p a t r i c i a n features r e m a i n detached, 

and below h i m , decorative banderoles bear h i s words : What 

do you want? Aren't you satisfied? Be patient. No violence. 

I'm sure I can see something but I don't know what or why, 

I can't make it out very well. 1 8 1 T a k i n g its form i n par t f rom 

convent iona l p o l i t i c a l c a r i c a t u r e , such as an 1877 depict ion 

of a h iera t ica l ly enlarged Léopold d i s t r ibut ing medals at 

one of h i s roya l festivals (fig. 4 0 ) , this drawing operates as 

overt socia l c r i t ique . U n d e r the banner p r o c l a i m i n g 

Belgium in the Nineteenth Century, the remote k i n g and the 

embatt led populace are descr ibed as po lar ized . 

T h e roya l d i s t r ibut ion of " f avors " is the theme of 

Doctrinal Nourishment (fig. 41) , E n s o r ' s second po lemica l 

w o r k from 1889. U n d e r the legend Belgium in 1889 Doc-

trinal Nourishment, five large figures represent ing , f rom 

r i g h t to left , the mi l i t a ry , the educat ional author i ty , 
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F I G . 4 2 

A n o n y m o u s ( F l e m i s h , e ighteenth 

c e n t u r y ) , We All Shit in the 

Same Pot, f rom F l e m i s h Proverbs . 

F a c s i m i l e of a popular image 

p r i n t e d i n G h e n t i n the e ighteenth 

century , reproduced i n L o u i s 

M a e t e r l i n c k , Le genre satirique 

dans le peinture flamande 

(Brusse l s , 1903) , p . 291 . 

F I G . 4 3 

A n o n y m o u s ( D u t c h , e ighteenth 

c e n t u r y ) . Harlequin as Auctioneer, 

A m s t e r d a m , 1720. E t c h i n g . 

D e p a r t m e n t of P r i n t s , Westfäl isches 

L a n d e s m u s e u m , Münster . 

the k i n g , a b i shop , and a n u n perch inelegantly a round the 

parapet of a w i d e , s e m i c i r c u l a r balcony or v i e w i n g plat

form. Feces , s t reaming from the i r exposed but tocks , fa l l 

onto a c rowd composed of t i n y bourgeois and working-c lass 

figures. A l m o s t a l l members of the c rowd look up expec

tant ly ; m a n y open the i r mouths i n ant ic ipat ion of the gifts 

f rom above. W h i l e L é o p o l d casual ly holds the orb s igni

fying h i s office, h i s compatr iots c lu tch signs b e a r i n g 

the same demands as in Belgium in the Nineteenth Century: 

Universal Suffrage, Mandatory Military Service, and 

Mandatory Free Education. S tephen M c G o u g h and Susan 

C a n n i n g have noted that such scatological imagery has its 

roots i n loca l t r a d i t i o n , i n c l u d i n g proverbs and popular 

pr in t s . 1 8 2 A s they propose, the spectacle of defecation was 

an entrenched p a r t of the popular v i s u a l " f o l k " t rad i t ion of 

F landers (fig. 4 2 ) , i n c l u d i n g the h i s t o r y of C a r n i v a l , and 

E n s o r ' s audacious l a m p o o n i n g of the k i n g reflects this 

earthy her i tage . S u c h r i b a l d imagery was also fami l iar from 

eighteenth-century urban p o l i t i c a l sat ire . O n e example 

is the anonymous D u t c h etching Harlequin as Auctioneer 

(fig. 4 3 ) , a s a t i r i c a l v i e w of the financial market . I n i t , 

traders c lamor for the scr ips for i n t e r n a t i o n a l t rad ing com

panies that are b l o w n out of the n a k e d behinds of " e x p e 

d i t e r s , " the i r desire for cap i ta l outweighing a l l repug

nance. 1 8 3 Doctrinal Nourishment exhibi ts this grotesque 

cr i t ique of cap i ta l , as the requests for progressive socia l 

programs are met w i t h a hideous substitute that i s , none

theless , doci le ly consumed. 

A n ear l ier w o r k , dat ing to 1888, the year i n w h i c h 

E n s o r pa inted Christs Entry into Brussels in 1889, w h i l e also 

h o r r i f i c , i s more pointedly topica l . I n The Strike or The 

Massacre of the Fishermen (fig. 4 4 ) , E n s o r memor ia l i zes 

a contemporary event i n w h i c h the h e r r i n g fishermen of 

h i s hometown of Ostend rose up on August 23 , 1887, 
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F I G . 4 4 

James E n s o r , The Strike or The 

Massacre of the Fishermen, 1888. 

C o l o r e d p e n c i l on paper, 

34 × 67.5 c m (13⅜ × 26⅝ i n . ) . 

A n t w e r p , K o n i n k l i j k M u s e u m of 

F i n e A r t s . © K o n i n k l i j k I n s t i t u u t 

voor het K u n s t p a t r i m o n i u m , 

B r u s s e l s . 

against E n g l i s h fishermen who had v io la ted the i r commer-

c i a l r ights . T h e pol ice and the c i v i c guard were ca l led i n 

to que l l the t u r m o i l that resu l ted , and the confl ict between 

the c i t izens of Ostend and the pol ice resul ted i n numerous 

shootings and several deaths. I n E n s o r ' s large drawing , 

composed of s ix pieces of paper mounted on cardboard, the 

pol ice and c iv i c guard suppress the fishermen's act ion 

on a broad stage-like pub l i c square near the docks. W h i l e 

i m p e r i a l flags wave above, images of bruta l i ty are empha-

sized w i t h i n the sprawl ing crowd: a m a n is bayoneted i n 

the throat on the left and , as Susan C a n n i n g notes , a preg-

n a n t w o m a n , h e r body covered by a B e l g i a n flag, l i e s 

w o u n d e d a n d b l e e d i n g on the r i g h t . 1 8 5 T h e c i t i z e n s of 

O s t e n d , p i c t u r e d i n the bars and taverns that frame the 

compos i t ion , shower the troops w i t h v o m i t , regurgitated 

fish, u r i n e , and feces. T h e contrast between the reg imented 

troops and the earthy c i t i zens , and the r i g i d weapons and 
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the bodi ly effluvia, symbolizes an elite government at w a r 

w i t h its c i t i zens , a theme that in forms Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889. 

A l t h o u g h L é o p o l d does not appear i n Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889, E n s o r p i l lo r ies the elites that propped 

h i m u p ̶ t h e C a t h o l i c C h u r c h , the mi l i t a ry , and the bus i -

ness and bureaucrat ic c l a s s ̶ a n d the socia l condit ions that 

the i r a l l i ance , and the i r cap i ta l , had created. L é o p o l d I I , 

unc le to England ' s Q u e e n V i c t o r i a , ascended the throne 

immediate ly after h i s father's death i n late 1865. I n the year 

of h i s inaugurat ion as k i n g , Léopold t raveled throughout 

B e l g i u m reenact ing the old " Joyous E n t r i e s , " the cere-

monies guaranteeing l ibert ies to the provinces as affirmed 

under the charter k n o w n as the " Joyous E n t r y , " pract iced 

by the dukes of Brabant . 1 8 6 D i s t r i b u t i n g decorations 

throughout the c o u n t r y i n that year, L é o p o l d in i t i a ted one 

of the phenomena that m a r k e d h is re ign : frequent cele-

bratory street spectacles. H e also embarked on campaigns 

to broaden the power and economic wea l th of B e l g i u m : 

" I t i s the first duty of a k i n g to e n r i c h h is country . " 1 8 7 A t 

the t ime w h e n the power of most const i tut iona l monar-

chies i n E u r o p e was d i m i n i s h i n g , Léopold I I consolidated 

h is contro l . H e cont inued his father's pol icy of w e l c o m i n g 

refugees and p o l i t i c a l dissidents into B e l g i u m , 1 8 8 c reat ing 

a cosmopol i tan env i ronment , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Brusse l s , 

that was f r iendly to i n t e r n a t i o n a l business . W i t h a large 

foreign populat ion (around 2 ,06,000 i n 1890) , 1 8 9 and 

strong economic t ies to F r a n c e and Germany, Brusse ls pro-

v i d e d a burgeoning capi ta l m a r k e t through w h i c h F r e n c h 

and G e r m a n businesses borrowed funds (Be lg ian money 

he lped b u i l d the P a r i s M e t r o , for example) . 1 9 0 O n the 

other h a n d , because many members of the Brusse ls bus i -

ness c o m m u n i t y invested the i r capi ta l outside of B e l g i u m , 

a l lowing financiers to t h r i v e d u r i n g a t ime of economic 
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James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (deta i l o f fig. 1). 

F I G . 4 6 

Adolphe W i l l e t t e ( F r e n c h , 1857-

1926) , " L ' h i v e r sera dur pour les 

goymes cette a n n é e . " C o v e r 

of Le Pierrot, A u g u s t 3 0 , 1889. 

C a m b r i d g e , Massachuset ts , 

by p e r m i s s i o n of the H o u g h t o n 

L i b r a r y , H a r v a r d Univers i ty . 

h a r d s h i p , the newly organized Socia l i s t part ies associated 

cosmopol i tan i sm w i t h the d e c l i n i n g condit ions of the 

nation's w o r k i n g class. 

I n B e l g i u m , as elsewhere i n E u r o p e , c r i t iques of C a p i 

t a l i s m often i n v o k e d ant i -Semi t i sm. Perhaps nowhere i n 

B e l g i u m did th is take a more antagonist ic form t h a n i n the 

w r i t i n g s of E d m o n d P i c a r d , the lawyer and Socia l is t po l i 

t i c i a n who helped to lead Les XX. I n 1887-88, he publ i shed 

a series of increas ing ly s t r ident ar t ic les i n L ' A r t Moderne 

about b i b l i c a l scholarship i n w h i c h he enumerated sup

posed differences between the " S e m i t i c r a c e " and the E u r o 

p e a n , " A r y a n r a c e . " After represent ing the Jews of 

ant iqui ty as barbar ic and superst i t ious , he enl is ted contem

porary ethnographic research i n an attempt to prove that 

Semi t i c " r a c i a l character i s t ics p e r s i s t " f rom ant iqui ty u n t i l 

the present , among w h i c h he counted financial rapa-

ciousness and a tendency to " g r o w upon the life forces of 

A r y a n n a t i o n s . " 1 9 2 

T h e s e short essays later formed the basis for two 

lengthy vo lumes by P i c a r d i n the early 1890s, Synthèse de 

l 'Ant isémit isme (1892) and L ' A r y a n o - S e m i t i s m e ( 1898). 

H e began the former book by a t tempt ing to demonstrate 

that the two great socia l problems facing E u r o p e a n s i n the 

late n ineteenth century, " t h e Soc ia l quest ion" and " t h e 

Jewish q u e s t i o n , " were i n t e r t w i n e d , and that Jewish inter

ests threatened to dominate E u r o p e a n ( " A r y a n " ) c u l 

ture . P i c a r d was only the most v o c a l of many members 

of ant i -Capi ta l i s t groups (Octave Maus was another) who 
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" L a farce d u serv ice p e r s o n n e l . " 

C a r i c a t u r e appear ing i n Le Rasoir, 

A u g u s t 16, 1887, p. 1, as reproduced 

i n L u c de Vos , Het effectief van 

de Belgische krijgsmacht en 

de militiewetgeving, 1830-1914 

(Brusse l s : M u s é e R o y a l de l' A r m é e , 

1985), p. 247. C a m b r i d g e , 

Massachusetts , H a r v a r d U n i v e r s i t y 

L i b r a r i e s ( H W K R C R 6 ) . 

6 0 

ca l led for a red i s t r ibut ion of power and resources through 

the deployment of r a c i a l i s m and ant i -Semit i sm. 1 9 4 I n h i s 

s c u r r i l o u s 1891 treatise Jews and Anti-Semites in Europe, 

F r e n c h c r i t i c Jean de L i g n e a u c l a i m e d that the Be lg ian 

press of the 1880s h a d been preoccupied by u s u r y and pr i ce 

fixing, c i t i n g ar t ic les by P i c a r d to demonstrate that this 

p h e n o m e n o n , too, was a " J e w i s h " problem. 1 9 5 T h e topica l 

i ty of these i ssues , buoyed by a r i s i n g t ide of ant i -Semit i sm 

throughout B e l g i u m and the rest of E u r o p e , may have 

condi t ioned some of the car icatures that made the i r way 

into Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1). I n v e s t i n g 

the p a i n t i n g w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r c r i t ique of the modern 

" s o c i a l q u e s t i o n , " the distort ions of the features i n some 

of E n s o r ' s characters , such as the figure i n the immediate 

r i g h t foreground (fig. 4 5 ) , reflect distorted stereotypical 

signifiers of Jewishness (hooked nose, large l i p s , lowered 

brow, facial asymmetry) that were convent iona l signs of 

contemporary ant i -Capi ta l i s t c r i t iques throughout E u r o p e 

(fig. 4 6 ) . 

A s noted ear l ier , the phys iognomic distort ions that 

m a r k E n s o r ' s masks were accustomed tools of popular 

car icature . A cartoon publ i shed i n Le Rasoir i n Ju ly 1887 

(fig. 4 7 ) , for example , i n w h i c h Just ice m i n i s t e r Char les 

Woeste p in ions Auguste B e e r n a e r t , leader of the Catho l i c 

government , over the subject of personal se rv ice , provides 

m a n y of the s ignifying details that E n s o r adapted into 

the pa int ing : the po l i t i c ians ' r i g i d faces, the bloated visage 

of the Catho l i c b i shop, and the elongated noses and 

pointed ch ins of the pr ies t and generals were the stock and 

trade of both car ica tur i s t s and the art ists who made the 

marionettes for Brussels's famous sat i r ica l Toone Theater. 1 9 6 

Faces depicted through such thea t r i ca l exaggeration were 

ins tant ly understood to be analogues for the v ices at tr ib

uted to the figures. H i e r o n y m o u s Bosch 's Christ Carrying 
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H i e r o n y m o u s B o s c h 

( N e t h e r l a n d i s h , 1450-1516), 

Christ Carrying the Cross, 1510-16. 

O i l on p a n e l , 76.7 x 83.5 c m 

(30¼ × 3 2 ⅞ i n . ) . G h e n t , M u s e u m 

of F i n e A r t s , donated by the 

F r i e n d s of the M u s e u m ( 1902-8) . 

the Cross (fig. 4 8 ) , a l i k e l y source for E n s o r ' s musings 

on car icature , 1 9 7 provides an early example o f the ways i n 

w h i c h phys iognomic readings of phys ica l d istort ions were 

used as indices to m o r a l character. T h e face at the lower 

r i g h t o f E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g suggests a direct affinity w i t h the 

t h i r d face from the upper r i g h t i n Bosch 's pa in t ing . I n 

the latter w o r k , a co l lect ion of distorted and b izar re faces 

s u r r o u n d the head of C h r i s t . T h e i r contorted features 

are intended to signify the i r dupl ic i ty as C h r i s t ' s enemies . 

Jewishness had become such a commonplace meta-

phor for bus iness , and the image of the Jew and the C a p i -

ta l i s t h a d so ful ly converged, that by the later n ineteenth 

century , the k i n d s of facial d is tort ions that h a d been 

employed by B o s c h to symbolize t reachery were deployed 

by car ica tur i s t s as signs of a dangerous Cap i ta l i s t cos-

mopol i t an i sm. A s R u t h Mel l inko f f has noted, the bu lg ing 

eyes, d istorted l i p s , and enlarged, hooked noses displayed 

by these faces were already by the fifteenth c e n t u r y 

convent iona l signs for Jewishness . M o u n t i n g ant i- Jewish 

agitat ion i n the late fifteenth and s ixteenth centur ies 

contr ibuted to a consistent and t r o u b l i n g v i s u a l cu l ture 

of deformity that became absorbed by rac ia l i s t theor ies of 

the n ineteenth century. 1 9 8 I n anthropologica l texts o f 

the mid-nineteenth century, p a r t i c u l a r facial features were 

encoded w i t h e thnic and socia l meanings : " T h e J e w i s h , or 

H a w k nose . . . indicates considerable shrewdness i n 

wor ld ly matters ; a deep ins ight into character , and faci l i ty 

of t u r n i n g that ins ight into profitable account . " 1 9 9 S u c h 

representat ions were so entrenched i n E u r o p e a n v i s u a l 

cu l ture by the later n ineteenth c e n t u r y that they were con-

v e n t i o n a l means by w h i c h Cap i ta l i s t avar ice was signif ied 

i n phys iognomic and ethnographic l i terature and the 

popular press. 2 0 0 L i k e the car icatures that appeared i n 

La Rasoir, such stereotypical representat ions provided a 
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James E n s o r , Christ Driving the 

Moneychangers from the Temple, 

1886. B l a c k c h a l k and p e n c i l on 

paper, 22 .6 x 17.2 c m 

( 8 ⅞ × 6¾ i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , p r i va te 

co l l ec t ion . 

6 2 

k i n d of available shor thand for complex sets of ideas. 

B y encoding some of h i s masks as " J e w s , " the ar t i s t p a r t i -

c ipated i n a growing po l i t i ca l discourse that exploited 

these myths and stereotypes to port ray Be lg ium's r u l i n g 

class as rapac ious , a l i e n , and dangerous to the nat ion. 2 0 1 

I t is c lear that E n s o r was preoccupied w i t h the topic of 

cap i ta l i n the m i d - to late 1880s, and that he embedded 

h i s c o m m e n t a r y i n re l ig ious moti fs . One of the many r e l i -

gious composit ions that E n s o r produced at that t ime 

was a s m a l l b lack c h a l k drawing ent i t led Christ Driving the 

Moneychangers from the Temple (fig. 4 9 ) , f rom 1886, i n 

w h i c h a c rowd of about two dozen buffoons are sent 

scut t l ing down the steps of a vast por t ico by a radiant and 

sta lwart figure of Jesus. W i t h i n the crowds are figures who 

are m a s k e d , zoomorphic , or grotesquely exaggerated, 

figures who seem to be gleefully co l laps ing and displaying 

the i r r u m p s to the audience , and one who is i gnominious ly 

v o m i t e d upon . A s one of a series of m o r a l i z i n g re l ig ious 

composit ions that E n s o r created i n the mid-1880s, w h i c h 

w i l l be examined shortly, Christ Driving the Moneychang-

ers from the Temple reflects E n s o r ' s technique o f embed-

d ing contemporary p o l i t i c a l c o m m e n t a r y i n h i s t o r i c a l and 

re l ig ious narra t ives . H e r e h i s denunc ia t ion of the state of 

finance i n Léopold's B e l g i u m is encoded i n the N e w Testa-

ment episode (Matthew 21: 12-13) i n w h i c h Jesus casts 

out the c o m m e r c i a l act iv i ty that has desecrated the temple , 

short ly after h i s t r i u m p h a l ent ry into Jerusa lem. 

A t the t ime that E n s o r pa inted Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889, Léopold I I was on h is way to becoming one 

of the r i c h e s t m e n i n E u r o p e by exp lo i t ing the r i se 

of i n t e r n a t i o n a l t rust C a p i t a l i s m . Léopold was a shrewd 

financier who a l l ied h i m s e l f w i t h Be lg ium's business lead-

ers , some of w h o m became his straw m e n i n his invest-

ment schemes. 2 0 2 H i s most lucra t ive project was h i s c l a i m 
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James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (deta i l of fig. 1). 

F I G . 51 

Photograph o f a v i t r i n e c o n t a i n 

i n g scu lp ture f rom the Peoples 

o f A n g o l a , Portuguese P a v i l i o n , 

U n i v e r s a l E x p o s i t i o n , A n t w e r p , 

1885. M u n i c i p a l L i b r a r y of 

A n t w e r p . 

to the Congo F r e e State, a co lonia l ent i ty const i tuted 

i n 1885, of w h i c h Léopold was the m o n a r c h . Some of the 

masks i n c l u d e d i n Christs Entry into Brussels in 1889 

resonate w i t h this aspect of Léopold ' s B e l g i u m . 

A West A f r i c a n m a s k stares out f rom the left side of 

E n s o r ' s compos i t ion , about two-thirds of the way down 

the canvas (fig. 5 0 ) , r e sembl ing a Songye m a s k f rom south

eastern Congo i n its concentr i c pat tern ing . T h e presence 

of th is m a s k may, on the one h a n d , be seen mere ly as an 

addit ion to the p a i n t i n g " for the sake of color and r h y t h m , " 

or as an example o f the art ist ' s interest i n masks f rom 

a l l cu l tures , w h i c h i n c l u d e d the A s i a n examples sold i n h i s 

family 's shop. 2 0 3 I n this regard alone i t is s ignif icant for 

b e i n g one of the first examples of a E u r o p e a n ar t i s t incor

porat ing West A f r i c a n masks into an exper imenta l p a i n t i n g . 

63 

two decades before the Fauves , E x p r e s s i o n i s t s , and Cubists 

appropr iated t h e m for the i r own w o r k . T h i s mask , and 

the w h i t e faces w i t h b lackened eyebrows and r e d l ips a long 

the left edge of the canvas that resemble T s h o k w e m a s k s , 

may have been based on arti facts that E n s o r had seen i n 

reproduct ion , i n pr ivate co l lect ions , or at the 1885 U n i v e r 

sal E x p o s i t i o n i n A n t w e r p . I n the Expos i t ion ' s Portuguese 

p a v i l i o n , for example , a v i t r i n e c o n t a i n i n g a Kongo figure 

p lay ing a d r u m , and L u b a and Tshokwe figures below 

(fig. 51), displayed arti facts and trophies f rom the expedi

t ions that accompanied the E u r o p e a n co lonia l expans ion 

into the Congo basin. 2 0 4 O n the other h a n d , E n s o r ' s mask 

l i k e l y reflects m o u n t i n g press interest w i t h i n B e l g i u m 

about L é o p o l d I I ' s A f r i c a n empire . I t embeds a r e m i n d e r of 
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Léopold ' s foreign investments w i t h i n the art ist 's c a r n i v a l 

esque atmosphere. 

E v e n before L é o p o l d I I assumed the throne of 

B e l g i u m , he h a d h e l d aspirat ions to be an i m p e r i a l m o n 

a r c h , p l a n n i n g grand publ ic w o r k s w i t h i n h i s country 

(see " T h e City , the Street , and the U r b a n S p e c t a c l e , " 

pp. 2 0 - 3 6 ) and co lon ia l expans ion wherever i t might be 

most propi t ious : " O n l y on the day w h e n we possess an 

overseas pol icy w i l l we be able to cauter ize the appal l ing 

cancer of l ibera l - c l e r i ca l confl ict that is eat ing us away 

and wasteful ly d i v e r t i n g both our energy and the l i v i n g 

strength of the n a t i o n . " 2 0 5 I n addit ion to r e c o m m e n d i n g 

i m p e r i a l expans ion because of such i n t e r n a l d iv is ions 

w i t h i n B e l g i u m , he l eg i t imized i t through the fact that 

Be lg ium's t e r r i t o r y h a d been d i m i n i s h e d by w a r and 

treat ies : " I n the E a s t w e m u s t w i n for our father land w h a t 

we cannot reconquer for her i n E u r o p e . " 2 0 6 I n 1876 

L é o p o l d h a d hosted the Brusse l s Geographica l Conference 

and founded the I n t e r n a t i o n a l A f r i c a n A s s o c i a t i o n , osten

sibly a h u m a n i t a r i a n v e n t u r e , out of w h i c h eventual ly grew 

the Congo F r e e State. 2 0 7 I n 1880, explorer H e n r y M o r t o n 

Stanley embarked on the first o f several expedit ions for 

Léopold " t o secure . . . a s l ice of th is magnif icent A f r i c a n 

c a k e . " 2 0 8 Stanley was one of Europe ' s most famous and 

admired A f r i c a n adventurers , whose book Through the Dark 

Continent ( 1878), a best-seller i n numerous languages, 

h a d he lped to secure i n the E u r o p e a n m i n d the imag ined 

b a r b a r i s m of A f r i c a . O v e r the course of a few years , 

Léopold became the sole financier of, and exerted com

plete contro l over, the vast Congo F r e e State. 

A l t h o u g h L é o p o l d negotiated many of h i s dealings i n 

Congo i n secrecy, 2 0 9 h i s c l a i m to Congo was wide ly pub l i 

c ized by the late 1880s. F o l l o w i n g the B e r l i n Conference 

of 1884-85 , and the founding of the Congo F r e e State, 

6 4 

Léopold advert ised h is Congo venture i n order to raise 

money. T h e k i n g he lped to finance h i s project by offering 

1 5 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 francs of p r e m i u m bonds, w h i c h came 

on the m a r k e t i n 1888, the year i n w h i c h E n s o r pa inted 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889. A t the same t i m e , he 

organized wel l - reported expedit ions up t r ibutar ie s of the 

Congo River . 2 1 0 U n t i l Congo was wrested from his b r u t a l 

contro l i n the ear ly twent ie th century , the Congo F r e e 

State was the only colony i n the wor ld c la imed by one man. 2 1 1 

A l t h o u g h i t w o u l d be another decade before the money 

from Léopold's slave labor w o u l d finance Brussels 's extra

ord inary efflorescence of a r t nouveau arch i tecture , and 

another s t i l l before the atrocit ies commit ted by h i s officers 

and agents were revea led , Congo was increas ingly pres

ent i n the Be lg ian press i n the late 1880s. I n such specialty 

publ icat ions as Le Moniteur du Congo, founded i n 1885, 

bureaucrat ic reports and t rave l narra t ives were j o i n e d by 

the occas ional s a t i r i c a l image. T h e cartoon that appeared 

on the cover of the J u l y 19, 1885, ed i t ion , for example , 

ent i t led " T h e T w o K i n g s " (fig. 5 2 ) , p ictures Léopold's 

i m a g i n a r y a r r i v a l i n h i s new terr i tory . A c c o m p a n i e d by 

symbols of h i s c i v i l i z a t i o n (a h e r r i n g , vegetable puree , and 

a k e g of r u m ) , a scrawny and near-naked Léopold is greeted 

by the grotesquely stereotyped image of a loca l roya l 

w h o stoops to k i ss h i s foot. I n v o k i n g E u r o p e a n r u m o r s of 

A f r i c a n c a n n i b a l i s m , the presence o f the m e n u i n the i m 

mediate foreground suggests that the Congolese k ing 's 

subservience masks other mot ives . I n ma ins t ream publ ica

t ions such as Le Patriote Illustré and Revue de Belgique 

( w h i c h rev iewed Stanley's p u b l i c a t i o n s ) , Congo was p a r t of 

dai ly discourse. A n 1888 issue of Le Patriote Illustré pro

vides a typical formula for the repor t ing on the Congo F r e e 

State , i n c l u d i n g accounts of the adventures of E u r o p e a n 

explorers , the a l lure of exot ic flora and fauna, l u r i d tales of 
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" L e s D e u x R o i s " ( T h e T w o K i n g s ) , 

ca r toon a p p e a r i n g i n Le Moniteur 

du Congo, J u l y 19, 1885. B r u s s e l s , 

B ib l io thèque Roya le A l b e r t Ier . 

F I G . 5 3 

" F e u C a r n a v a l , " car toon 

a p p e a r i n g i n Le Patriote Illustré, 

A p r i l 1 , 1888, p . 167. B r u s s e l s , 

B ib l io thèque Roya le A l b e r t Ier. 

v io lence perpetrated on Congolese by Congolese , and 

mater ia l s of ethnographic interest . 2 1 2 

Congo was not a popular enterpr ise among L i b e r a l s 

because the v e r y concept of a c i v i l Be lg ian state seemed 

to be i n danger, nor among members of the progressive left 

because of t h e i r c o n c e r n w i t h l i v i n g and w o r k i n g condi

t ions on home soi l and , later i n the 1890s, because of 

a concerted offensive against i m p e r i a l i s m . 2 1 3 T h e co lonia l 

enterpr ise i t se l f was appeal ing to some c u l t u r a l theor i s t s , 

however , because i t ra i sed into r e l i e f Europe ' s " o t h e r , " 

p r o v i d i n g an opportuni ty to leg i t imize e x p e r i m e n t a l a r t 

produced by the Vingtistes and other vanguard art is ts 

and w r i t e r s . D i a n e L e s k o has identi f ied E d m o n d P i c a r d 

as the author of an 1887 ar t i c le ent i t led " F a n t a s t i c R e a l i t y " 

that l i k e n s free a r t i s t i c i m a g i n a t i o n w i t h the k inds of 

discourses evoked i n Stanley's w r i t i n g s : " T h e fantastic is 

constant ly evo lv ing everywhere , a l l a round one, and that 

i t is a b l a c k reg ion to explore , l i k e u n k n o w n cont inents , an 

underdeveloped area for a r t and m u s i c . " 2 1 4 B y 1888, refer

ences to Congo , and the phenomenon of A f r i c a n explo

r a t i o n , were standard fare. I n A p r i l 1, 1888, Le Patriote 

i n c l u d e d a parodic reference on the lower left (fig. 

53) to " a n explorer 's r e t u r n f rom C o n g o , " i n c l u d i n g an i 

mals and d i s turb ing car icatures of Congolese, a m i d satires 

of episodes f rom Brussels 's C a r n i v a l . F a c i n g this cont in

gent, on the r i g h t , i s a zwanze (parody) of the m i l i t a r y i n 

w h i c h cadets r u s h forward l i k e a " c o r p s de b a l a i s , " a p u n , 

w h e n spoken, on " a corps of b rooms" and a " b a l l e t c o r p s . " 

I n h i s p u r s u i t of Congo , and i n h i s attempt to con

t r o l the Social ists and A n a r c h i s t s i n the w a k e of the 1886 

s t r i k e , Léopold had consol idated re lat ions w i t h the 

m i l i t a r y , and he h a d increased the prestige of Be lg ium's 

po l i ce , and c iv i c guard , a phenomenon that is parodied 

i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889. L e a d i n g the m i l i t a r y 

m a r c h i n g band i n the center of the composi t ion is a hyper

t rophic general ( resembl ing G e n e r a l Pontus , head of 

the m i l i t a r y ) , h i s pr igg i sh w a x e d mustache enhanc ing the 
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v a n i t y displayed by the dense field of metals and r ibbons 

that decorate h i s chest. B e h i n d h i m m a r c h the members of 

the m i l i t a r y b a n d , each figure's face made absurd or v a c u 

ous through the agency of the m a s k that i t wears . " W h e n 

I see soldiers parad ing on formal occas ions , " stated E n s o r , 

" m y i m a g i n a t i o n divests t h e m of the i r decorat ions , and 

I see t h e m i n the i r s h i r t t a i l s . " 2 1 5 T h e bishop leading the 

parade, parodied by the bawdy figures on the balcony to the 

left o f the scene, and the car icatures that E n s o r created 

i n Doctrinal Nourishment are at the h e a r t of th is approach 

to parody. I n th is f o r m u l a t i o n , Léopold's inves tment i n 

Congo becomes another veh ic l e of parody. E n s o r ' s masks 

c a r r y w i t h t h e m a m o c k e r y of Léopold and h is m i n i o n s 

a k i n to those i l lus t ra ted i n Le Moniteur du Congo and Le 

Patriote Illustré (figs. 52 and 53). 

E n s o r employed such vehic les of subvers ion and de

n u n c i a t i o n against i n s t i t u t i o n a l author i ty throughout the 

fo l lowing decade, l a m p o o n i n g the leaders of Les XX after 

h i s fal l ing-out w i t h t h e m , as we have seen, i n The Dan

gerous Cooks (fig. 32 ) ; the faculty of medic ine at the F r e e 

U n i v e r s i t y of Brusse l s i n The Bad Doctors ( 1892) ; the 

teachers at the R o y a l C o n s e r v a t o r y of M u s i c in At the Con

servatory ( 1902) ; and the legal profession i n The Good 

Judges (fig. 54) . I n The Good Judges, E n s o r even lampoons 

h i m s e l f as a lawyer addressing five judges seated at a dais 

and s ix attorneys s tanding b e h i n d t h e m i n a s a t i r i c a l com

pos i t ion strongly r e m i n i s c e n t of H o n o r é D a u m i e r ' s 1845 

series Men of Justice. A l l e leven wear mask- l ike faces 

suggesting v a r i o u s stages of impassiv i ty , imbeci l i ty , and 

boredom. T w o of the lawyers have c lear ly been i m m o b i l i z e d 

for some t i m e : a spider has w o v e n her web between the i r 

heads. T h e pustu lent and ruddy E n s o r dr ips sweat f rom his 

beard and snot f rom his nose as he addresses the cour t ; flies 

s w a r m from his open m o u t h . I n the foreground stand two 

6 6 

accused m e n w i t h the severed head of the i r female v i c t i m , 

and on the dais , before the judges, are scattered detached 

h u m a n body parts . A cropped representat ion of the 

C r u c i f i x i o n , embel l i shed by an e n t e r p r i s i n g spider, i n the 

upper register of the canvas , and of the scales of j u s t i c e — 

w h i c h are out of b a l a n c e — p o i n t to the outcome of the 

t r i a l . T h e condemned m e n represent two F l e m i s h laborers 

falsely accused of murder i n 1860, the year of E n s o r ' s b i r t h . 

T h e t r i a l was h e l d i n F r e n c h , w h i c h the two pr i soners 

d id not speak. T h e y were executed but later acquitted post

h u m o u s l y fo l lowing a lengthy p o l i t i c a l i n t e r v e n t i o n by 

a F l e m i s h member of Par l i ament . I n s e r t i n g h i m s e l f into 

such a contested and po l i t i c ized h i s t o r i c a l t r i a l , E n s o r cal ls 

into quest ion the mora l i ty of the legal profession and the 

dynamics of class and l ingu i s t i c pol i t ics i n contemporary 

B e l g i u m . T h e fact that h is p a i n t i n g also r i d i c u l e d the occu

pat ions of j u r i s t s Octave Maus and E d m o n d P i c a r d , the 

leaders of Les XX, prov ided addit ional i r o n i c impact w h e n 

i t was shown i n the 1892 exh ib i t ion of that organizat ion. 

S imi lar ly , E n s o r represents the Catho l i c authority , 

the bishop at the head of the parade i n the foreground of 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, as a buffoon. Zealously 

leading the parade, per forming a decidedly profane rather 

t h a n a re l ig ious task , the bishop seems unaware of the 

C h r i s t i a n savior w h o tra i l s b e h i n d h i m on the street. F o l 

l o w i n g i n a long t radi t ion of m o r a l i z i n g art ists who sat ir ize 

the C h u r c h , such as H i e r o n y m o u s B o s c h , who t ransformed 

a group of c le r ics into animal-headed devils i n the left 

pane l of h i s t r i p t y c h The Temptation of Saint Anthony 

(fig. 55) , E n s o r represents the clergy as diabol ical . 2 1 6 

I n E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g , M a r d i Gras provided the oppor

tunity for the art is t to lampoon a l l aspects of his social 

landscape. W i t h its suspension of n o r m a l power re lat ions 
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James E n s o r , The Good Judges, 

1891. O i l on p a n e l , 38 x 46 c m 

(15 × 18⅛ i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , P a t r i c k 

D e r o m Gal lery . 
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H i e r o n y m o u s B o s c h 

( N e t h e r l a n d i s h , 1450-1516), 

The Temptation of Saint Anthony, 

1505-1506. L e f t w i n g o f t r i p t y c h . 

O i l on p a n e l , 131.5 x 53 c m 

(51¾ × 20⅞ i n . ) . L i s b o n , M u s e u 

N a c i o n a l de A r t e A n t i g a ( 1498) . 

Photo : José Pessoa. 

F I G . 5 6 

Peter B r u e g e l the E l d e r ( c i r c a 

1525-1569), The Fight Between 

Carnival and Lent, 1559. 

O i l on p a n e l , 118 x 164.5 c m 

(46½ × 64¾ i n . ) . V i e n n a , 

K u n s t h i s t o r i s c h e s M u s e u m (1016). 
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Benozzo G o z z o l i ( I t a l i a n , 1 4 2 0 -

1497) , The Procession of the Magi 

with Lorenzo de'Medici and His 

Court, 1459-1461. F r e s c o a n d gold. 

F l o r e n c e , Palazzo M e d i c i - R i c c a r d i . 

Photo : S c a l a / A r t R e s o u r c e , 

N e w Y o r k . 

F I G . 5 8 

Jean-Anto ine H o u d o n ( F r e n c h , 

1741-1848), Voltaire, 1778. 

M a r b l e , H : 130 c m ( 5 1 ⅛ i n . ) . 

P a r i s , C o m é d i e F r a n ç a i s e . 

and i ts anarch ic masquerade. C a r n i v a l gave E n s o r the 

l i cense to ar t icu la te w h a t he saw as h idden t ruths . 

I n P ie ter Bruegel ' s Fight Between Carnival and Lent 

(fig. 5 6 ) , th is sense of chaot ic act iv i ty is conveyed through 

the vignettes o f boisterous r e v e l r y scattered across the 

canvas . H e r e , the v i l lage street is a theater of earthy carous-

i n g i n contrast to the austere figure represent ing L e n t , 

i n the r i g h t foreground, and her pious followers flowing out 

of the c h u r c h . A l t h o u g h Bruegel ' s p a i n t i n g was a l i k e l y 

model for E n s o r , 2 1 7 the bu i ldup of faces i n the foreground 

of Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) i s more orga-

n i z e d i n compar i son . Despi te the grotesqueness of the i r 

ind iv idua l features, Ensor ' s masks seem closer i n conformity 

to the c rowd represented i n Verhas's Review of the School-

children in1878 (fig. 3 ) , or i n a fresco by Benozzo G o z z o l i , 

The Procession of the Magi with Lorenzo de'Medici and 

His Court (fig. 57) , pa inted for the chapel of the Palazzo 

M e d i c i i n F l o r e n c e between 1459 and 1461. I t i s not c lear 

that E n s o r k n e w this latter image , a l though G o z z o l i had 

been one of the most popular o f early I t a l i a n Renaissance 

art i s ts i n the ear l ier n ineteenth century , celebrated i n par-

t i c u l a r by the Pre-Raphael i tes i n E n g l a n d . 2 1 8 However , 

i f he d i d , this c i ta t ion w o u l d add an addit ional layer of i rony 

to E n s o r ' s parody of h i s contemporar ies . T h e merchants 

i n Gozzoli 's fresco, members of the Medic i family, parade as 

k i n g s , whereas i n B e l g i u m , the k i n g operated as a merchant . 

W h e t h e r r e p r i s i n g th is process ional image , or others from 

the F l e m i s h t r a d i t i o n , E n s o r ' s panorama o f m a s k s , rep-

resent ing a spectrum of Be lg ian off icialdom, is resolutely 

organized to display every exaggerated facial feature. 

I n th is l ight , i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g that E n s o r inser ted 

w h a t seems to be the p lac id ly s m i l i n g face of Vo l ta i re , 

w e l l k n o w n through Jean A n t o i n e Houdon's por t ra i t sculp-

tures of h i m (fig. 5 8 ) , i n the extreme lower r i g h t corner 

of Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, next to the face that 

has been identi f ied as a representat ion of the marquis 

de Sade. 2 1 9 A l t h o u g h E n s o r i s said to have excor iated other 

E n l i g h t e n m e n t phi losophers ( P a u l Haesaerts reports h i m 

to have stated, "Above a l l else let us condemn the infamous 

doctr ines o f Descar tes , that p lat i tudinous va let to the 

odious C h r i s t i n a of Sweden, and the stupid Malebranche ; 

the doctr ines of these unwholesome m e n tend to ster i l ize 

the hear t i n the name of r e a s o n " 2 2 0 ) , Voltaire 's ant i -

c l e r i c a l i s m and invect ives against abuses of power may 

have seemed congenia l to the art ist ' s project of l ampooning 

Be lg ium's unholy a l l iances between the C h u r c h , the state, 

and the financial market . F r o m his pr iv i l eged pos i t ion 

on the lower r ight corner , Voltaire smiles benignly as C h r i s t 

enters E n s o r ' s Brusse l s and the t h r o n g enacts a b a n k r u p t 

v e r s i o n o f an urban bourgeois c a r n i v a l on the boulevard o f 

the m o d e r n city. 

6 9 
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James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (deta i l of fig. 1). 
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T H E A R T I S T A S R E B E L A N 

t is not possible to k n o w precise ly w h a t E n s o r ' s 

re l ig ious convict ions were at the t ime that he pa inted 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1). T h e r e are no 

documents or texts that testify to a p a r t i c u l a r set of beliefs. 

However , E n s o r created a large body of b ib l i ca l imagery 

i n the 1880s, i n p a r t i c u l a r i n the years 1885 to 1888, that 

provides ins ight into h i s sense of religiosity. 2 2 1 A s sug

gested by h i s s a t i r i c a l attacks on the C h u r c h as an i n s t i t u 

t i o n , E n s o r approached organized re l ig ion w i t h antipathy. 

I n the t rad i t ion of Vo l ta i re , and perhaps i n sympathy 

w i t h contemporar ies such as L e o Tolstoy and members of 

Be lg ium's Anarcho-Soc ia l i s t movements , he seems to have 

v i e w e d the C h u r c h as re in forc ing an oppressive socia l 

and p o l i t i c a l s t ructure on w h i c h the well-to-do depended. 

A t the same t i m e , E n s o r emerges i n h is re l ig ious w o r k s 

as a s p i r i t u a l person who bel ieved i n the redemptive power 

of ar t . I n d e e d , i t is general ly understood that the image 

of Jesus i n c l u d e d i n Christ's Entry is a sel f-portrait of the 

a r t i s t (fig. 59) . A s s u c h , E n s o r inser ts h i m s e l f into the 

middle of the compos i t ion as an express ion of h i s a n t i c l e r i -

ca l i sm and h is r o m a n t i c be l ie f i n the ar t i s t as the s p i r i t u a l 

mediator of cu l ture . 

71 

R E D E E M E R 

A t the core of the p a i n t i n g resides an enigma. T h e 

paint ing 's epic t i t l e , cast of thousands, and extravagant 

spectacle a l l point to the C h r i s t i a n savior as the venerated 

figure i n the compos i t ion , h is presence represent ing 

not jus t the c u l m i n a t i o n of the " joyous e n t r y , " but an apoc

alyptic " s e c o n d c o m i n g . " Yet despite h i s ye l low n i m b u s , 

h i s i s an elusive presence. W h e n the p a i n t i n g was f resh, the 

figure of Jesus w o u l d have been heightened by the layer 

of chrome ye l low pa int l a i d down i n a t r iangle around h i m , 

but the pa int has now faded and E n s o r ' s intended color 

v i b r a t i o n has been lost. 2 2 2 T h e art ist 's intens i f icat ion of the 

figure, however , was abrogated by the compos i t iona l 

strategies that he used to direct the v iewer ' s gaze away from 

the figure of Jesus. T h e b lack perspect iva l l ines that E n s o r 

incorporated into the paint ing 's underdrawing , and the 

pa inted forms that overlay t h e m , lead to a v a n i s h i n g point 

above the figure of Jesus that suggests, but does not p i n 

po int , h i s pos i t ion i n the canvas. F u r t h e r , the representa

t i o n of Jesus seems at first to occupy the center of the 

compos i t ion , below the convergence of E n s o r ' s orthogonal 

l ines . B u t he i s , i n effect, off ax i s , located above and s l ightly 

to the left of center. F ina l l y , as descr ibed ear l ier , the 
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James E n s o r , Calvary (also k n o w n 

as Ensor on the Cross), 1886. 

B l a c k a n d co lored p e n c i l on p a n e l , 

17.2 × 22 .2 c m (6¾ × 8¾ i n . ) . 

Photo courtesy G a l l e r y 

R o n n y V a n de Velde , A n t w e r p . 

reced ing contours of the parade do not convene at the per

spect iva l v a n i s h i n g po int , as a v iewer w o u l d ant ic ipate , but 

w e l l to its r i g h t , at the upper edge of the canvas. T h e sense 

of dissonance that results f rom these compos i t iona l devi

ations sabotages the poss ibi l i ty of any one focal po int i n 

the p a i n t i n g and forces the v iewer to search the crowd for 

the C h r i s t i a n savior. However , the sea of large , br ight ly 

co lored, and strongly del ineated car icatures that inhab i t 

the ent i re lower h a l f of the canvas repeatedly arrest the 

v iewer ' s a t tent ion , c o m p l i c a t i n g the act of locat ing B r u s 

sels's honored guest. 

E n s o r ' s formal v e i l i n g of Jesus i n th is manner operates 

as a metaphor , for the ident i ty of C h r i s t was debated i n 

the later n ineteenth century. Redef ined as a pure ly h i s t o r i 

ca l figure by Pos i t iv i s t phi losophers , a po l i t i ca l leader by 

left-wing theor i s t s , the poète maudit (the suffering art i s t ) 

by l i t e r a r y r o m a n t i c s , a n d , of course , the centra l symbol of 

the increas ing ly po l i t i c i zed Be lg ian Catho l i c Party, the 

d iv in i ty of Jesus was contested. I n Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889, and i n the rel igious drawings and paintings 

re lated to i t , E n s o r interrogated the re levance of Jesus 

to a m o d e r n , secular society. To E n s o r ' s distracted c rowd, 

i n c l u d i n g the bishop i n the extreme foreground, Jesus is 

extraneous , one of many colorful enter ta inments available 

on the crowded c i ty boulevard. To the a r t i s t , Jesus was 

a m o r a l and s p i r i t u a l exemplar and , for the purpose of this 

p a i n t i n g , an alter ego. 

E n s o r ' s ident i f icat ion w i t h Jesus is most direct ly 

expressed i n Calvary, also k n o w n as Ensor on the Cross, 

an 1886 drawing i n colored p e n c i l on prepared panel 

(fig. 6 0 ) . Based i n par t on Rembrandt ' s Christ Crucified 

Between the Two Thieves (The Three Crosses) (1653; 

B a r t s c h 78) , the drawing represents the C r u c i f i x i o n of Jesus 

surrounded by a c rowd of spectators that inc ludes repre-
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P a u l G a u g u i n ( F r e n c h , 1 8 0 8 - 1 9 0 3 ) , 

The Agony in the Garden, 1889. 

O i l on canvas , 73 x 92 . 1 c m 

( 2 8 ¾ × 36¼ i n . ) . West P a l m B e a c h , 

F l o r i d a , N o r t o n M u s e u m of A r t . 

G i f t o f E l i z a b e t h C . N o r t o n ( 4 6 . 5 ) . 

sentat ions of R o m a n soldiers on horseback, exot ic tur-

baned figures, and contemporary Be lg ian m e n and w o m e n 

T h e double-X emblem of Les XX appears on the back of 

one of the spectators i n the immediate foreground. L i g h t 

cascades down from the sky i n three mighty streams i l l u m i 

n a t i n g the three cruc i f ied figures. T h e cent ra l figure of 

E n s o r is also sur rounded by a r a d i a t i n g n imbus of d iv ine 

l ight . H i s cross bears the name Ensor in place of the t rad i 

t i o n a l INRI, the anagram for the bruta l l y m o c k i n g phrase 

73 

" H a i l Jesus, K i n g of the J e w s . " A c lownish figure i n a top 

hat pierces E n s o r ' s side w i t h a lance b e a r i n g the name 

FETIS, r e f e r r i n g to E d o u a r d F é t i s , one of the c r i t i c s who 

also appears i n The Dangerous Cooks (fig. 32) . 2 2 3 I n th is 

d rawing , naked and vu lnerab le , E n s o r is a m a r t y r to h i s 

cr i t i cs and his society, one of the dominant themes i n art ists ' 

sel f-representation at the t u r n of the century. Avant-garde 

ar t i s t s , i n par t i cu la r , imag ined themselves to be the r e v i l e d 

redeemers of c u l t u r e , the c a r r i e r s of an exalted pa in . 2 2 4 

F r o m the R o m a n t i c era onward , a r h e t o r i c about the 

redemptive propert ies of a r t , and of the sacr i f i c ia l blood of 

a r t i s t s , separated the avant-garde f rom the w o r l d of mass 

c u l t u r a l taste. T h e authors who most strongly in f luenced 

the Symbol ist generat ion made mess ianic c la ims for ar t i s ts . 

Char les Baudela i re equated the poète maudit w i t h the 

i so lat ion and miss ion of the redeemer: " I n the poetic and 

ar t i s t i c order, the t rue prophets are seldom preceded 

by forerunners . T h e ar t i s t stems only f rom h i m s e l f . . . . H e 

has been h is own k i n g , h i s own pr ies t , h i s own G o d . " 2 2 5 

Gustave F l a u b e r t i n v o k e d the evangel ica l and redemptive 

narrat ives of Jesus w h e n he w r o t e , " W e must have C h r i s t s 

of a r t to cure the l e p e r s . " I n the v i s u a l arts of the Sym

bol ist generat ion , Jesus became a convent iona l symbol for 

a r t i s t i c i n s p i r a t i o n and i so la t ion . P a u l G a u g u i n portrayed 

his own features i n The Agony in the Garden (fig. 61) , 

e levat ing h i s sense of m i s s i o n by represent ing h i m s e l f i n 

th is controvers ia l i con ic guise. A l o n g w i t h E m i l e B e r n a r d , 

w h o underwent a profound Catho l i c re l ig ious convers ion 

i n the next year, G a u g u i n used the canonica l imagery of 

C a t h o l i c i s m to p r o c l a i m the p r i m a c y of ideas over m a t e r i a l 

reality. 2 2 7 B e r n a r d in terpre ted the ent i re Symbol is t move

m e n t as an attempt to reconc i le C a t h o l i c i s m w i t h moder

nity, moving pa int ing beyond the anecdotal to a transcendent 

sacred r e a l m : " S y m b o l i s m led a r t back to the v e r y reason 
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E d v a r d M u n c h ( N o r w e g i a n , 1863-

1 9 4 4 ) , Golgotha, 1990. O i l on 

canvas , 8 0 x 120 c m (31½ × 
47¼ i n . ) . O s l o , © M u n c h M u s e u m / 

M u n c h - E l l i n g s e n G r o u p / 

A R S , 2 0 0 2 . Photo : A n d e r s e n / 

de Jong. 

F I G . 6 3 

F. H o l l a n d D a y ( A m e r i c a n , 1864-

1933), The Crucifixion [Day posed 

as Christ], 1898. P l a t i n u m p r i n t , 

23 × 14.5 c m (9 × 5¾ i n . ) . 

W a s h i n g t o n , D . C . , L i b r a r y of 

Congress , P r i n t s and Photographs 

D i v i s i o n , F. H o l l a n d D a y C o l l e c t i o n . 

for her existence: the express ion of the i d e a l , the u n r e a l . 

I t r e m i n d e d ar t of her or ig ins and re instated m y s t i c i s m as 

the i n s p i r e r of the super - rea l . " 2 2 8 

A t the end of the century , Norwegian painter E d v a r d 

M u n c h used the c ruc i f i x ion m o t i f as a means of express ing 

h i s sense of m a r t y r d o m to h i s a r t and h is c r i t i c s . I n Gol

gotha (fig. 6 2 ) , the wavy r e d c loud that r u n s across the top 

of the canvas and echoes the arms of the cross resembles 

the sky i n h i s w ide ly reproduced image The Scream (1893; 

N a t i o n a l Ga l le ry , O s l o ) . T h i s e lement , and the car icatures 

of figures f rom his in t imate life that appear i n the s w i r l i n g 

foreground c r o w d , he lp to identify the cruc i f ied figure as 

74 

the ar t i s t himself . 2 2 9 Representat ions of Jesus were also 

v e n t u r e d i n photography, a m e d i u m that was understood i n 

the late n ineteenth century to s lavishly repeat m a t e r i a l 

reality. A m e r i c a n photographer F. H o l l a n d D a y used the 

m o t i f of the c ruc i f i x ion to chal lenge this be l ie f i n photo

graphic fidelity by c reat ing a tableau vivant of the cruci f ied 

C h r i s t and subst i tut ing h i s own body for that of Jesus 

(fig. 63) . 2 3 0 I n these w o r k s , the art ists created images that 

mediate between mess ianic t i m e and the present by reen

act ing the m o m e n t of C h r i s t ' s greatest agony through 

the vehic les of the i r own bodies. S u c h self-portraits func

t ioned as symbolic outlets for these art ists ' romant ic 

objectives for the i r art . W h i l e E n s o r ' s cruci f ied self-image 

part ic ipates i n th is widespread r h e t o r i c , i t also differs 

fundamental ly f rom the other art ists ' w o r k s i n its s a t i r i c a l 

humor . W h i l e there can be no doubt that the ar t i s t l i kens 

h i m s e l f to C h r i s t i n Calvary, there is something parodic i n 

the i n s c r i p t i o n of h i s name on the cross and the c a r i c a t u r a l 

exaggerations of the two cruci f ied thieves and the c rowd 

of witnesses and oppressors. 

F r a n c i n e - C l a i r e L e g r a n d made the c l a i m that other 

drawings that can be associated w i t h Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) are a l l project ions of the personal i ty 

of E n s o r onto that of C h r i s t . 2 3 1 I n 1887, the year i n w h i c h 

Georges Seurat 's Sunday Afternoon on the Island of the 

Grande Jatte (fig. 36) caused a sensation at Les XX, E n s o r 

h a d submitted the p a i n t i n g Christ Walking on Water (1885) 

and an ambit ious series of sacred drawings that he ent i t led , 

i n a letter to Octave M a u s , Visions: The Aureoles of Christ 

or the Sensibilities of L i g h t . 2 3 2 S i x drawings , executed 

i n 1885-86, compr ise th is series : Gay: The Adoration of 

the Shepherds (fig. 64); Raw: Christ Presented to the People 

(fig. 65); Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into 

Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) ; Sad and Broken: Satan and His Fan-
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F I G . 6 4 F I G . 6 5 

James E n s o r , Gay: The Adoration James E n s o r , Raw: Christ Presented 

of the Shepherds, 1886. C h a r c o a l , to the People, 1885. B l a c k crayon 

b l a c k c h a l k , and p e n c i l on paper, and waterco lor on paper o r ig ina l l y 

m o u n t e d on canvas , 76.8 x 61.1 c m m o u n t e d on canvas ; t rans fer red 

(30¼ × 24⅙ i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , to screen i n 1986, 155 x 102 c m 

M u s é e s royaux des beaux-arts (61 x 4 0 ⅛ i n . ) . G h e n t , M u s e u m of 

de Be lg ique (4192) . F i n e A r t s ( 1988-c) . 
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tastic Legions Tormenting the Crucified Christ (fig. 67 ) ; 

Tranquil and Serene: The Descent from the Cross (fig. 6 8 ) ; 

and Intense: Christ Ascending to Heaven (fig. 69). With 

these drawings , E n s o r began to explore the potent ia l of 

b ib l i ca l motifs as vehic les for socia l c r i t ique and personal 

e x p r e s s i o n . 2 3 3 T h e pa i red t i t l e s , r e f e r r i n g to states of m i n d 

(the terms before the colons) and moments i n the life of 

Jesus (the descr ipt ions fo l lowing the co lons) , invest each 

w o r k w i t h h i s t o r i c a l and psychological resonance. A c c o r d 

i n g to Stephen M c G o u g h , these t i t les translate episodes 

from the N e w Testament into a modern psychological 

i d i o m by associat ing the Pass ion of C h r i s t w i t h emot iona l 

states of being. 2 3 4 

T a k e n as a w h o l e , the series presents an id iosyncrat ic 

nar ra t i ve of the life of Jesus, i n c l u d i n g t rad i t iona l and 

invented motifs . T h e manifest theme of the series is the life 

of Jesus as a publ ic presence, extending from his first 

appearance to humble shepherds to the last days of h is m i n 

is try , h i s C r u c i f i x i o n , and his R e s u r r e c t i o n . 2 3 5 Gay: The 

Adoration of the Shepherds (fig. 64) is one of the more 

t radi t ion-bound moti fs , echoing Rembrandt ' s treatments 

of the theme ( c i r c a 1654; B a r t s c h 4 5 ) , and ref lect ing the 

s tructure of Peter P a u l Rubens's Adoration of the Magi 

( R o y a l M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s , B r u s s e l s ) . W i t h i n the dark 

set t ing of a rus t i c s t ructure , the dominant m o t i f i n the 

drawing is the pyramida l compos i t ion formed by Mary , the 

C h i l d , and a compressed group of shepherds who k n e e l 

before t h e m . However , the anecdotal details that s u r r o u n d 

this figurai group far exceed the references to dai ly peasant 

life inc luded i n Rembrandt ' s or Rubens's w o r k . I n addit ion 

to the presence of the pigs , cows, and earthy r u r a l figures 

on the left , a figure h o l d i n g a flea-infested dog on a leash 

squats infel ic itously i n the r ight foreground. Just behind h i m 

is a figure s laughter ing a goose. I n the background, bathed 
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F I G . 6 6 ( O P P O S I T E ) 

James E n s o r , Alive and Radiant: 

The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem, 

1885. B l a c k and b r o w n crayon 

w i t h pasted-on paper, on paper 

o r i g i n a l l y m o u n t e d on canvas ; 

t rans fe r red to screen i n 1986, 

2 0 6 × 150.3 c m (81⅛ × 5 9 ⅛ i n . ) . 

G h e n t , M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s 

( 1 9 6 3 - E ) . 

F I G . 6 7 

James E n s o r , Sad and Broken: 

Satan and His Fantastic Legions 

Tormenting the Crucified Christ, 

1886. C h a r c o a l and C o n t é 

c rayon on paper, 61.3 x 75.8 c m 

( 2 4 ⅛ x 2 9 ⅛ i n . ) . B r u s s e l s , 

M u s é e s royaux des beaux-arts 

de Be lg ique (4-193). 

F I G . 6 8 

James E n s o r , Tranquil and Serene: 

The Descent from the Cross, 

1886. C r a y o n and o i l on p a n e l , 

58 × 46 c m ( 2 2 ⅞ × 1 8 ⅛ i n . ) . 

P r i v a t e c o l l e c t i o n . 

F I G . 6 9 

James E n s o r , Intense: Christ 

Ascending to Heaven, 1885. 

B l a c k crayon on paper m o u n t e d 

on canvas , 150 x 100 c m 

(59 × 3 9 ⅜ i n . ) . P r i v a t e c o l l e c t i o n . 
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i n outdoor l i ght , a vast c rowd of onlookers swarms around 

the w i n d o w , l o o k i n g i n w a r d t o w a r d the figurai g roup . 

E n s o r ' s i n s e r t i o n s of exaggerated ear th iness and l o c a l 

anecdote s t r ip the event of metaphys ica l meaning . O n l y the 

l ight r a d i a t i n g f rom the C h i l d denotes a supra-human 

presence. 

A heightened emphasis on l u m i n o s i t y also invests 

the next two scenes, Raw: Christ Presented to the People 

(fig. 65) and Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into 

Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) , w i t h sacred meaning . I n the ir enormous 

size (respect ively 5 and 6¾ feet i n h e i g h t ) , density of deta i l , 

and amalgamat ion of h i s t o r i c a l and contemporary refer

ences , these two drawings became genesis points for 

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889. Raw: Christ Presented 

to the People is based i n par t on motifs by Rembrandt (1655; 

B a r t s c h 76) i n w h i c h Jesus has been accused of c l a i m i n g to 

be K i n g of the Jews. V u l n e r a b l e , l o o k i n g almost l i k e the 

u n w i l l i n g actor i n a t hea t r i ca l spectacle , Jesus stands above 

a cur ious t h r o n g on a h i g h v i e w i n g p lat form. B e l o w h i m 

are a horde of h i s t o r i c a l and contemporary figures, i n c l u d 

i n g Octave M a u s , whose bearded profile is seen i n the 

lower left corner , a r t i s t W i l l y F i n c h , below the stage at the 

r i g h t , and E n s o r h i m s e l f a long the r i g h t edge of the draw-

i n g . 2 3 6 Other careful ly del ineated faces, some w i t h exag

gerated noses, eyes, and m o d e r n accessories , make clear 

E n s o r ' s connect ion between the b i b l i c a l set t ing and h is 

contemporary m i l i e u . H e r e , l ight radiates more strongly 

f rom the figure of Jesus, decomposing the forms i n the cen

ter of the compos i t ion . 

Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem 

(fig. 66) l ikewise blends o ld master a l lus ions w i t h contem

p o r a r y references. H o w e v e r here , as i n the later p a i n t i n g , 

E n s o r playful ly conflates b i b l i c a l text and contemporary 

custom. A ra i sed p lat form i n the r i g h t foreground of the 
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composi t ion is drawn from Rembrandt ' s Christ Before 

Pilate (1635; B a r t s c h 77). 2 3 7 T h i s quotat ion, a long w i t h the 

Rembrandtesque s t ipp l ing and chiaroscuro effects 

throughout , imbue the drawing w i t h an old master quality. 

E n s o r ingenious ly revises these v a l o r i z e d motifs and meth

ods by i n c o r p o r a t i n g t h e m into a drawing of astonishing 

size and po lemica l content. H e r e , the Jesus of the old mas

ters is engulfed by a parade and surrounded by contempo

r a r y Be lg ian slogans, flags, and placards that v ie for 

at tent ion a long the parade route . I n the foreground, m e m 

bers of the c rowd wear the name Jesus on the i r foreheads 

and hats , as they might a favored p o l i t i c i a n . C r o w n i n g the 

vast scene are banners b e a r i n g the phrases Hail the Social 

and Liberty Equality Fraternity. U n d e r n e a t h is a giant 

streamer reading Hail Jesus King of the Jews, whose form is 

repeated i n the r e d banner at the top of Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889, and whose message was translated 

into Hail Jesus King of Brussels on the paint ing 's lower 

r ight . A s noted ear l ier , slogans adver t i s ing products 

(Colman's Mustard and the d i s turb ing Pork Butchers of 

Jerusalem) and contemporary ar t i s t ic pol i t ics ( L e s XX, 

Noisy Wagner Phalanx, The Belgian Impressionists, The 

Symbolists, and The Decadents) in te rming le w i t h left-

w i n g slogans r e f e r r i n g to the urgent socia l issues of the 

1880s (See " U n h o l y A l l i ances : T h e Pol i t ics of C h u r c h and 

State i n Léopold ' s B e l g i u m , " pp. 52-70) : Amnesty, Send 

the Clergy Away, The Flemish Movement, 'ca ira ' ( " I t must 

g o , " or " w o r k " ) , and Hail Anseele ( r e f e r r i n g to the F l e m i s h 

Socia l i s t p o l i t i c i a n E d w a r d Ansee le ) . A t least one c r i t i c 

emphasized this last d imens ion of the moti f , i n t e r p r e t i n g 

the drawing as an Anarcho-Soc ia l i s t act ion and descr ib ing 

the c rowd as "de formed by phys ica l labor, convulsed by 

the fatigue of the m a r c h , distorted by hat red , vengeance, 

c r a v i n g s . . . . " E n s o r represents every person " w h o wishes 
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to amel iorate , r e f o r m , overthrow, t u r n upside down, w i t h 

h i s flags, standards, emblems , symbols , c a r t e l s . . . . " 2 3 8 

Other c r i t i c s v i e w e d the drawing as a less overt ly 

p o l i t i c a l metaphor of m o d e r n i s m . One descr ibed i t as " a 

gigantic c a r n i v a l , symbol iz ing the m o d e r n street." 2 3 9 

L i k e the urban boulevard , the drawing provides the space 

for the encounters , and co l l i s ions , among nat iona l identity, 

class po l i t i c s , fashion, a r t , and re l ig ion w i t h i n the m o d e r n 

secular city. É m i l e Verhaeren descr ibed the drawings i n 

terms that h i s contemporar ies used to describe the 

p h e n o m e n o n of the boulevard (see " T h e City , the Street , 

and the U r b a n S p e c t a c l e , " pp. 2 0 - 3 6 ) : " T h e y stupefy 

at first, t h e n they impress . T h e y c a r r y [one] off toward 

v e r t i g o , toward c h a o s . . . . " 2 4 0 L i k e the boulevard , E n s o r ' s 

i n c o r p o r a t i o n of the many slogans, texts , and references 

to loca l parades and spectacles produced an open-ended 

w o r k of a r t , one whose m e a n i n g was l i k e l y intended to 

r e m a i n ambiguous. F o r example , the process ion that w inds 

i ts way through the compressed u r b a n archi tecture 

inc ludes placards ident i fy ing v a r i o u s hometowns (Jesus 

precedes the cont ingent f rom N a z a r e t h ) , suggesting the 

v e r n a c u l a r form of an official parade, a " joyous e n t r y . " I n a 

s m a l l sketch for Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ 

into Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) , i n addit ion to the above e lements , 

E n s o r i n s c r i b e d the dates 1404 and 1453 near the p lacard 

read ing Nazareth i n the same b lack Conté crayon or c h a l k 

that he used for several other i n s c r i p t i o n s and to h igh l ight 

the archi tecture . B r a c k e t i n g a p e r i o d i n E u r o p e a n h i s tory 

w h e n the B u r g u n d i a n empire ( incorpora t ing m u c h of 

contemporary B e l g i u m ) was at the height of i ts prest ige , 

the i n s c r i p t i o n is a cur ious and playful a l lus ion to the 

Burgundian- led defense of C h r i s t i a n i t y i n the fifteenth 

century. 2 4 1 A l t h o u g h these dates do not appear i n the final 

d rawing or i n the p a i n t i n g , they add one more layer of 
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complex i ty to the m e a n i n g of this parade that i s , s imultane

ously, o c c u r r i n g i n b ib l i ca l Jerusa lem and contemporary 

Brusse l s ; i n the name of Jesus, wars have been waged 

( i n this case, the Crusades of the mid-f i fteenth c e n t u r y ) , 

v io lences c o m m i t t e d , and fortunes i m m o r a l l y amassed. 

T h e drawings c o m p r i s i n g Visions: The Aureoles of 

Christ or the Sensibility of Light (figs. 6 4 - 6 9 ) were of 

except ional m e a n i n g to the art ist . 2 4 2 T h e y were rendered 

at a t i m e w h e n , fo l lowing h is susta ined study of o ld master 

w o r k , E n s o r increas ingly grappled w i t h the problem of 

seek ing h is own expressive means. Ju l ius K a p l a n has noted 

that E n s o r i n p a r t achieved this end by inves t ing personal 

meanings i n t rad i t iona l b i b l i c a l subjects as w e l l as by 

seek ing u n u s u a l episodes from rel ig ious l i terature that had 

not been treated before. 2 4 3 B u t h i s most s ignif icant achieve

ment was h i s rea l iza t ion of l ight as a symbolic agent of 

sp i r i tua l i ty and m o r a l authority. F r o m a concern w i t h the 

effects of l ight d issolv ing the m a t e r i a l contours of objects, 

l i k e the F r e n c h and Be lg ian Impress ionis t s w i t h w h o m he 

was a l igned i n the ear l ier 1880s, he became preoccupied 

w i t h l ight as the essence of a r t , a pos i t ion that he re i terated 

i n speeches i n the 1930s: " I have no c h i l d r e n , but l ight is 

m y daughter, l ight one and ind iv i s ib le , l i ght , the painter 's 

bread, l ight , the painter 's c r u m b , l ight , queen of our 

senses . . . s t r ike us ! v i ta l i ze u s , show us the new routes 

leading to joy and bl iss . . . ."244 

H a v i n g grappled w i t h the psychological and sacra l 

d imensions of l ight as explored formal ly and themat ica l ly 

i n The Aureoles of Christ, i t must have been p a r t i c u l a r l y 

v e x i n g to E n s o r to witness the apotheosis of Georges 

Seurat as the " M e s s i a h of the new a r t " at the 1887 exh ib i 

t i o n of Les XX. E n s o r ' s Rembrandtesque analysis of l i ght , 

as expressed i n The Aureoles of Christ, was res is tant to 

science and inte l lec t , but was instead a r o m a n t i c attempt to 
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come to terms w i t h the subl ime. T h e art ist ' s s t r i v i n g 

toward the unders tanding of l ight as v i s u a l fact and meta

phys ica l agent, as "p lanes and grav i tat ional fields" (see 

" E n s o r and the Be lg ian A r t W o r l d , " pp. 37-51) may have 

both prompted a p a r t i c u l a r interest i n R e m b r a n d t 

and condit ioned the lessons that he took from his art . 2 4 5 

I n the 1880s, Rembrandt ' s w o r k and reputat ion under

w e n t reassessments as they were re interpreted through 

Symbol ist aesthetics: h i s chiaroscuro effects were increas

ing ly interpreted as a h igh ly m o d e r n nebulousness , the rep

resentat ion of a myst i ca l v i s i o n ( i n opposit ion to the c la r i ty 

and m a t e r i a l i s m of the Natura l i s t t r a d i t i o n ) , and the t r i 

u m p h of i n s t i n c t over intel lect . 2 4 6 E u g è n e Froment in ' s 1875 

study of D u t c h and F l e m i s h p a i n t i n g , The Old Masters of 

Belgium and Holland, prov ided an in f luent ia l foundation 

for th is in terpre ta t ion of Rembrandt : 

He decomposed and reduced everything, color as well 

as light, so that, while eliminating from appearances 

everything that is manifold, condensing what is scat

tered, he succeeded in drawing without outlines . . . in 

coloring without color, in concentrating the light of the 

solar system into a ray. . . . His ideal, as in a dream pur

sued with closed eyes, is light; the nimbus around 

objects, phosphorescence on a black ground." 2 4 7 

Rembrandt ' s chiaroscuro effects, according to F r o m e n t i n , 

were n o t h i n g short of metaphys ica l , v i s ionary , and super

n a t u r a l , revea l ing the h idden depths and the s p i r i t u a l i s m of 

the ar t i s t . T h e echoes of Rembrandt ' s composi t ions , and 

the ref lections of h i s mastery of l ight and shadow i n E n s o r ' s 

drawings for The Aureoles of Christ, c a r r y th is myst i ca l 

read ing into E n s o r ' s w o r k and t i t les . 
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F I G . 7 0 ( O P P O S I T E ) 

James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Jerusalem, 1885. G r a p h i t e and 

C o n t é crayon on off-white w o v e n 

paper, 22.5 x 16.5 c m (815/16 x 

69/16 i n . ) . L o s Ange les , J . P a u l Get ty 

M u s e u m ( 8 9 . G D . 4 2 ) . 

F I G . 71 ( A B O V E ) 

James E n s o r , The Tribulations of 

Saint Anthony, 1887. O i l on canvas , 

117.8 × 167.6 c m ( 4 6 ⅜ × 66 i n . ) . 

N e w Y o r k , M u s e u m of M o d e r n A r t . 

P u r c h a s e . 

Visions: The Aureoles of Christ or the Sensibilities of 

Light was also exhib i ted at Les XX i n the year after E n s o r 

v i s i t e d L o n d o n w i t h fel low Vingtiste G u i l l a u m e Vogels , 

w h e r e he v i e w e d the w o r k s of J . M . W. T u r n e r , a decisive 

inf luence on h is w o r k at the t ime. 2 4 8 T u r n e r ' s canvases, 

w h i c h seemed to mater ia l i ze l i ght , demater ia l ize matter , 

and embody a sense of the sub l ime , h a d the effect of help-

i n g to enhance and concentrate the l u m i n o s i t y of E n s o r ' s 

palette and freeing up h is broad p a i n t i n g techniques i n 

1887. T h e tumul tuous b r u s h w o r k and l u m i n o s i t y of Adam 

and Eve Expelled from Paradise (1887; R o y a l M u s e u m 

8 1 

of F i n e A r t s , A n t w e r p ) , and the episodic compos i t ion and 

radica l ly t h i c k incrusta t ions of pa int i n The Tribulations 

of Saint Anthony (fig. 71) are indebted to Turner . 2 4 9 A t the 

same t i m e , the latter p a i n t i n g is also filled w i t h grotesque 

detai ls , i n c l u d i n g n i g h t m a r i s h animals and the suggestion 

of excrement . 2 5 0 T h e unorthodox compos i t ion , i n w h i c h 

details seem to leap out of the chaos as the v iewer searches 

the p a i n t i n g for some k i n d of cohesive center, was later 

paral le led i n the capric ious space and dense detai l of Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889. 

I n an even more audacious and m o n u m e n t a l compo-

s i t ion on the same theme. The Temptation of Saint Anthony 

(fig. 72 ) , composed of seventy-two sketchbook sheets 

assembled into a gold- and blue-t inged composi t ion that is 

s ix feet i n he ight , E n s o r extended the b ib l i ca l story into an 

encyclopedic c r i t ique of contemporary B e l g i u m . 2 5 1 G l u t -

tonous c l e r i c s , grotesquely exaggerated representat ions of 

the bourgeoisie (some of w h o m wear top hats b e a r i n g 

such achingly bana l slogans as Good Fricasseed Sausages), 

deformed and u n n a t u r a l an imal s , a ske leton, icons drawn 

from w o r l d re l ig ions , and a rch i tec tura l monuments to 

greed are amalgamated i n an id iosyncrat ic and h a l l u c i n a -

tory composi t ion that presaged Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889.252 I t was this drawing that was dec l ined 

f rom the 1888 exh ib i t ion of Les X X for indecency. 2 5 3 T h i s 

act i n par t l ed to E n s o r ' s sense that a " c a b a l " had formed 

against h i m w i t h i n that organizat ion. Over the next year, 

he adapted this composition's sweeping c r i t ique of con-

temporary B e l g i u m into h i s m o n u m e n t a l canvas. T h i s w o r k 

and The Aureoles of Christ were the immediate sources 

for Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889. 

A s R o b e r t Hoozee notes , the re l ig ious m e a n i n g of 

The Aureoles of Christ or the Sensibilities of Light (figs. 

6 4 - 6 9 ) is compl icated by a por t ra i t that E n s o r had drawn 
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of the F r e n c h phi losopher and phi lo logist É m i l e L i t t ré , 

and that he h a d pasted onto the lower r i g h t oí Alive and 

Radiant: The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) . 

Cop ied from a photograph by the P a r i s i a n por t ra i t photog

rapher Nadar (fig. 73) , th is face leads the parade route. 2 5 4 

Lit tré was one of a g rowing number of phi losophers , the

ologians, and w r i t e r s i n the m i d - and later n ineteenth 

cent ury who attempted to reconci le Pos i t iv i s t science w i t h 

C h r i s t i a n faith by r e t r i e v i n g the story of Jesus from its 

uses i n the Catho l i c C h u r c h . I n h i s col lected essays Conver

sation, Revolution, and Positivism (1852,), L i t t ré defined 

the C h u r c h as a decadent form of s p i r i t u a l i s m , an oppres

sive i n s t i t u t i o n that u n d e r m i n e d C h r i s t i a n mora l i ty and 

promoted class strat i f icat ion and oppression. 2 5 5 

Li t t ré was also the F r e n c h translator , i n 1840, of 

D a v i d F r i e d r i c h Strauss's Life of Jesus, first publ i shed i n 

G e r m a n y i n 1835. T h i s in f luent ia l w o r k was one of the first 

to re t r ieve an " h i s t o r i c a l " Jesus, and to re interpret h i s 

life w i t h o u t recourse to the metaphysics or " m y t h o l o g y " o f 

C h u r c h dogma by r e v i e w i n g the " f ac t s " of the N e w Testa

ment . To Strauss , and to those who fol lowed h i m , Jesus was 

a hero and a s tatesman, but not a d iv ini ty : 

His admirable wisdom he acquired by the judicious ap

plication of his intellectual powers, and the conscien

tious use of all the aids within his reach; his moral 

greatness, by the zealous culture of his moral disposi

tions, the restraint of his sensual inclinations and pas

sions, and a scrupulous obedience to the voice of his 

conscience.. . 2 5 6 

Strauss also al leged H e l l e n i s t i c inf luences on Jesus and 

c la imed that he was unre la ted to J u d a i s m , thus l ay ing the 

groundwork for P i c a r d and other ant i -Semit ic theorists to 
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Nadar (Gaspard-Fé l i x T o u r n a c h o n ) 

( F r e n c h , 1820-1910) , Émile Littré, 

c i r c a 1860. G h e n t , M u s e u m of F i n e 

A r t s . 

F I G . 7 2 ( O P P O S I T E ) 

James E n s o r , The Temptation 

of Saint Anthony, 1887. P e n c i l 

on paper, 170 x 150 c m (67 x 

59 i n . ) . K a p e l l e n , C o l l e c t i o n o f 

F r é d é r i c Speth . 

pronounce h i m an " A r y a n . " 2 5 7 E r n s t Renan's Life of Jesus 

(1863) l ikewise attempted to wres t the in terpre ta t ion o f 

Jesus f rom the C a t h o l i c C h u r c h and to define h i m as a 

progressive and c h a r i s m a t i c socia l leader: " A m a n of great 

re l ig ious genius , w h o , through h is d a r i n g or ig ina l i ty and 

the love he had the gift o f i n s p i r i n g , created the object and 

the fixed point of departure of the future faith of h u m a n 

i ty . " 2 5 8 E n s o r was l i k e l y aware of th is biography, because i t 

was rev iewed i n L'Art Moderne i n 1882, preceding a rev iew 

of the s ix th e x h i b i t i o n of L'Essor, i n w h i c h E n s o r showed 

several paint ings . 2 5 9 

B y subject ing Catho l i c mystery and C h u r c h dogma to 

the " c l e a n s i n g " r igors of sc ience , these authors , and oth

ers , establ ished a discourse so powerful that Pope L e o X I I I , 

a s suming the papacy i n 1878, issued Aeterni Patris, the 

encyc l i ca l o f the fo l lowing year that ca l led upon the C h u r c h 

h i e r a r c h y to restore C h r i s t i a n phi losophy by r e c o n c i l i n g 

science w i t h reve lat ion. 2 6 0 G e r m a n theologian M a r t i n 

Käh le r , w r i t i n g i n 1892, identi f ied the Posi t iv ists ' quest to 

rediscover the author i ty of the h i s t o r i c a l Jesus as a theolog

i c a l c r i s i s . I n w h a t he t e r m e d a co l l i s ion between the " Jesus 

of h i s t o r y " and the " Jesus of f a i t h , " K ä h l e r c l a imed that 

ideologues h a d dispensed w i t h C h r i s t i a n dogma only to 

re-create Jesus i n the i r own images: " T h e h i s t o r i c a l Jesus 

of m o d e r n authors conceals f rom us the l i v i n g C h r i s t . 

. . . I regard the ent i re Life-of-Jesus movement as a b l i n d 

alley. "261 L i k e w i s e , i n the fo l lowing decade, A l b e r t 

Schwei tzer ident i f ied the Life-of-Jesus movement as one 

of the s ignal events of n ineteenth-century G e r m a n theol-

ogy.262 E n s o r ' s representat ions of Jesus i n The Aereoles of 

Christ or the Sensibilities of Light and Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889 were created at the height of th is con

troversy. 

I n E u r o p e and N o r t h A m e r i c a , such Pos i t iv i s t 

chal lenges to C h u r c h dogma were echoed i n Natura l i s t 

p a i n t i n g . T h e popular G e r m a n pa inter F r i t z v o n U h d e 

establ ished h is reputat ion through sent imenta l depict ions 

of scenes f rom the Gospels i n contemporary w o r k i n g -

class settings. 2 6 3 A t the same t i m e , other phi losophers and 

authors attempted to reaff irm C h r i s t i a n faith by i m a g i n i n g 

the Second C o m i n g of C h r i s t i n a m o d e r n context . One 

was H o n o r é B a l z a c , about w h o m E n s o r wrote i n the 1920s: 

The great Balzac, the hard working, piercing, and mag

nificent Balzac, the glorious dreamer . . . my father 

admired him and my mother kept him and I myself have 

been reading him since childhood. 2 6 4 

I n a speech del ivered at a round the same t i m e , E n s o r pro

c la imed: " Y o u a l l k n o w the most del ightful of the great 

Balzac ' s stories : ' Jesus C h r i s t i n F l a n d e r s . ' " 2 6 5 R e f e r r i n g to 

Balzac ' s 1831 ta le , E n s o r c i ted a possible source for h i s rep

resentat ions of Jesus. I n Balzac 's short legend, Jesus a r r i ves 

i n E n s o r ' s nat ive Ostend. B l e n d i n g v e i l e d references to 

the pol i t ics of the newly uni f ied B e l g i u m , v i v i d descr ipt ions 

of the t o w n , its seaside set t ing , and its inhabi tants , and a 

v i s i o n a r y appeal to fa i th , the story unfolds at an " indeter 

minate t i m e i n the h i s tory of the B r a b a n t . " 2 6 6 A t the end 

of the ta le , a series of b izar re events unfolds w i t h i n the 

cathedra l , reaf f i rming re l ig ion as the foundation of society. 

D i a n e L e s k o has suggested that th is story provided a l i k e l y 

source of i n s p i r a t i o n for several of E n s o r ' s motifs i n the 

1880s, i n c l u d i n g the 1886 etching The Cathedral (fig. 74). 2 6 7 

I n this w o r k , the cathedral soars above its s u r r o u n d i n g 

landscape, dwarf ing its ne ighbor ing structures and the 

c rowd that carpets its base. T h e upper reaches of the towers 

are cropped by the top of the e tch ing plate , e n h a n c i n g the 
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m o n u m e n t a l i t y of th is edifice. T h e foreground of this etch

i n g , a fu l l t h i r d of the image , is t a k e n up w i t h the exquis

i te ly rendered representat ion of the crowd. Susan C a n n i n g 

has pointed out the heterogeneous compos i t ion of th is 

c r o w d , w h i c h inc ludes representat ions of members of the 

w o r k i n g class and bourgeois ie , the m i l i t a r y , a m a r c h i n g 

b a n d , and exot ic figures w e a r i n g turbans. 2 6 8 She also notes 

that the c rowd is subtly d iv ided between the m a r s h a l regu

l a r i t y of the m a r c h i n g band and the mi l i t a ry , w h i c h forms a 

d i s t inct ly geometr ic p h a l a n x extending i n a subtle diagonal 

across the middle of the c r o w d , and the preceding disor

derly mob of deftly a r t i cu la ted faces. T h e C h u r c h remains 

majest ic regardless of w h a t t ranspires on the ground, 

perhaps re f lect ing Balzac 's m o r a l : the u n c o r r u p t e d c h u r c h 

of the w o r k i n g class can generate the goodness of r e l i g i o n , 

i n contrast to the debased c h u r c h of the r i c h and power-

ful. 2 6 9 A s we shal l see, such a contrast between good re l ig ion 

and bad , or i n Lit tré ' s t e rms " r e l i g i o n " and " theology , " 

is ref lected i n E n s o r ' s suggestion of two d is t inct e lements 

w i t h i n the vulgar , a ir less u r b a n assembly i n Christ's Entry 

into Brussels in 1889. 

I n h i s c ramped att ic studio, E n s o r extracted details 

f rom a l l o f these w o r k s f rom 1885 to 1887 to formulate 

h i s phantasmagor ic compos i t ion of 1888. I n par t i cu la r , 

he drew upon Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into 

Jerusalem (fig. 66) for h i s centra l moti fs . However , the 

differences i n concept ion and execut ion from the 1885 

d r a w i n g to the p a i n t i n g of three years later are rad ica l . For 

mal ly , the t rans format ion f rom a v e r t i c a l to a h o r i z o n t a l 

format changes the dynamic of the street sett ing. I n the 

p a i n t i n g , the l a tera l expanse of the boulevard is empha

s ized , ra ther t h a n the v e r t i c a l compress ion exerted 

by the drawing's a rch i tec tura l sett ing. I n the drawing , the 

c rowd snakes through an env i ronment that is more con-

8 4 

vent iona l l y representat ive of a city, whereas the v e r t i g i 

nous expansiveness of the wide boulevard i n the p a i n t i n g 

is c lear ly embedded i n the bodi ly exper ience of be ing 

absorbed by the m o d e r n urban crowd. A s m a l l , i n f o r m a l 

drawing that combines Raw: Christ Presented to the People 

(fig. 65) and Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into 

Jerusalem (fig. 6 6 ) , probably created after the complet ion 

of the two large drawings , points toward this p i c t o r i a l 

s t ructure (fig. 75). 2 7 0 F r o m this casual conflat ion of h is two 

moti fs , E n s o r l a i d out the paint ing 's expansive foreground, 

its proscenium- l ike expanse of b u n t i n g , and even its 

m u l t i p l e points of v i e w that compete for focal a t tent ion. 

W i t h i n the grand urban expanse of the p a i n t i n g , the n u m 

ber of conf l ic t ing p o l i t i c a l slogans is reduced, and instead 

the i r meanings are dispersed throughout the canvas as 

car icatures . F i n a l l y , the judges who are the convent iona l 

occupants of the v i e w i n g plat form i n Ecce Homo motifs 

have been t ransformed into a red-nosed p o l i t i c i a n , two 

c lowns , and a figure i n a Chinese costume. I n a gesture of 

the most vu lgar h i lar i ty , E n s o r translated the large judge 

w i t h h i s back t u r n e d toward us in Alive and Radiant: 

The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem into a c lown whose 

star-emblazoned b e h i n d pushes toward the audience (see 

p. v ) . B u t the most as tonishing t rans format ion from the 

m o n u m e n t a l drawing to the even larger pa int ing is Ensor ' s 

t rans lat ion of the parade into a colorful evocat ion of C a r n i 

v a l . I n h is p a i n t i n g , C a r n i v a l becomes the discurs ive frame 

for the art ist 's encyclopedic parody of Be lg ium's c u l t u r a l , 

re l ig ious , and p o l i t i c a l ins t i tut ions and for h i s considera

t ions of C h r i s t ' s meanings and messages. 

I n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), there 

is a d i s t inct contrast between the c rowd of officialdom who 

precede C h r i s t , and the sea of people who follow h i m . 

A s noted ear l ier , the c rowd i n the foreground is composed 
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James E n s o r , The Cathedral, 1886. 

E t c h i n g on paper, 23.6 x 17.7 c m 

(9⅜ x 7 i n . ) . A n t w e r p , 

Verzamel ingen Stedel i jk P r e n t e n -

kab inet (MP 0 9 5 2 3 ) . 

James E n s o r , Christ Presented to 

the People and the Entry of Christ 

into Jerusalem, 1887. B l a c k crayon 

on paper, 17.3 x 22. 1 c m (6¾ x 

8 ⅝ i n . ) . G h e n t , M u s e u m of F i n e 

A r t s (1985-M). 
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James E n s o r , Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (deta i l of fig. 1). 
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of m a s k s , ca r i ca tures , and portrayals of Be lg ium's r u l i n g 

el ite ( its m i l i t a r y , clergy, po l i t i c i ans , speculators , and bour

geois ie) , interspersed w i t h non-Western m a s k s , and pre

sented w i t h the taxonomic o rder ing of a grimace. T h i s 

foreground mass seems l i k e a self-enclosed w o r l d , i n w h i c h 

the paraders engage w i t h one another, but seem obl iv ious 

to , or b lasé about, the figure of Jesus who parades b e h i n d 

t h e m . T h e v a c u i t y and m a r s h a l regular i ty of the m i l i t a r y 

m a r c h i n g band t e r m i n a t i n g this sect ion of the process ion 

adds to its sense of cohesiveness. 

However , as soon as the m i l i t a r y has passed, a motley 

co l lect ion of costumed figures gathers a round Jesus, the i r 

puppet- and insect- l ike faces ra i sed toward h i m (fig. 76) . 

T h e mul t i tude of people fo l lowing Jesus i n the parade seem 

less formal and more ce lebratory than the foreground 

group: several break r a n k to dance or cheer (as do the 

ye l low-c lad m a n jus t to Jesus' left , the masked w o m a n to h i s 

left b e a r i n g a paraso l , and the por t ly m a n to the i r left 

whose arms are ra ised i n a robust cheer ) . T h e faces i n this 

background c r o w d , at least i n the front sect ion , are less 

t ight ly compressed t h a n the p h a l a n x i n the front of the 

p a i n t i n g , g i v i n g t h e m a greater sense of movement and 

freedom. A s the members of the c rowd funnel back into 

space, they r e t a i n a remarkable degree of deta i l . E n s o r 

met icu lous ly pa inted i n eyes and m o u t h s , even on some 

figures w h o are otherwise represented by dots of pa int , cre

a t ing the u n c a n n y sense of i n d i v i d u a t i o n also suggested by 

deta i l ing i n h is e tch ing The Cathedral (fig. 74) . 

T h e front r a n k of this c rowd is composed largely of 

costumed figures resembl ing those of the commedia 

de l l ' a r te , the s ixteenth-century theatr ica l t rad i t ion that was 

famously rev i ta l i zed i n n ineteenth-century P a r i s . I n p a r t , 

th i s cast of characters represents a convent ion of Be lg ian 

C a r n i v a l masquerades. Characters f rom the commedia 

de l l ' a r te w e r e , and cont inue to be , fami l iar par t ic ipants i n 

C a r n i v a l processions. I n the n ineteenth century, the 

B o u l e v a r d A n s p a c h was descr ibed, for example , as a c r u s h 

of P i e r r o t s , H a r l e q u i n s , Co lombines , babies, and c lowns 

d u r i n g M a r d i Gras . 2 7 1 However , E n s o r ' s figures also c a r r y 

w i t h t h e m other ident i t ies that a l ly t h e m w i t h the a r t i s t i c 

avant-garde. B y the 1880s characters f rom the commedia 

de l l ' a r te were also interpreted as avatars of a r t i s t i c a l ien

at ion and m a r t y r d o m a k i n to the Symbolists ' fantasies 

about C h r i s t . 

I n par t i cu la r , the figure of P i e r r o t became the b l a n k 

canvas for the projected desires and beliefs of the l i ter

ary vanguard of P a r i s , i n c l u d i n g Gustave F l a u b e r t , P a u l 

V e r l a i n e , J . - K . H u y s m a n s , and the Goncourts . 2 7 2 T h e 

s ix teenth-century characters of H a r l e q u i n , C o l u m b i n e , 

P a n t a l o n , Cassandre , and P i e r r o t were rev ived i n P a r i s 

i n the early n ineteenth century at the Théâtre des Funam

bules, pe r forming short s a t i r i c a l mora l i ty tales before 

working-c lass audiences. T o w a r d the middle decades of the 

century, the popular i ty and prestige of the theater 's m i m e 

ar t i s t Jean-Baptiste Gaspard D e b u r a u began to attract 

members o f Paris 's B o h e m i a n inte l l ec tua l c i r c le s , and by 

mid-century D e b u r a u had become a cul t figure among 

the l i t e r a r y inte l l igents ia . E v e n after h i s death, h i s r e a n i 

m a t i o n o f the character of P i e r r o t had become a metaphor 

for Paris 's B o h e m i a . T r a d i t i o n a l l y downtrodden, pass ive , 

and the object of others' scorn , P ier rot had been re- imagined 

by D e b u r a u as a wise fool , an ident i ty that ta l l i ed w i t h the 

aspirat ions of the a r t i s t i c avant-garde. Moreover , D e b u r a u 

began to use h i s character as a way of c o m m e n t i n g on 

contemporary pol i t ics . 2 7 3 B y the end of the 1850s, 

T h é o p h i l e G a u t i e r projected onto P i e r r o t the fantasies and 

self-definition of B o h e m i a n P a r i s : " P i e r r o t , p a l l i d , slender, 

dressed i n sad colors , always h u n g r y and always beaten. 
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i s the anc ient s lave, the modern p r o l e t a r i a n , the p a r i a h , 

the passive and d i s inher i ted be ing , w h o , g l u m and sly, 

witnesses the orgies and foll ies of h i s m a s t e r s . " 2 7 4 

B y the 1 8 5 0 s , the figures of the commedia de l l ' a r te 

h a d been ful ly re interpreted by the l i t e r a t i as art is ts and 

poets of the street. T h e poverty, marginal i ty , and invent ive

ness a t t r ibuted to t h e m by Baudela i re and others invested 

i n t h e m the R o m a n t i c attr ibutes of the poète maudit that 

came to shape the 1880s Symbol ist generat ion. A l i e n a t e d , 

p e r f o r m i n g out of desperat ion and ecstasy, c lustered for 

safety and sympathy into m a r g i n a l subcul tures , the street 

per formers , or saltimbanques, became potent symbols of 

B o h e m i a n marg ina l i ty at mid-century. 2 7 5 T h e 1 8 8 0 s was a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y r i c h decade for the m u l t i p l y i n g personae of 

P i e r r o t . A B o h e m i a n P i e r r o t made h is appearance i n Jules 

Laforgue 's Pierrot fumiste ( 1 8 8 3 ) ; i n A l b e r t Gi raud ' s 1 8 8 4 

Pierrot lunaire, P i e r r o t suffered from e n n u i and became 

the agent of society's r i t u a l s of sacr i f ice ; and the sens i t ive , 

poet ic c lown was ser ia l ized i n P a u l W i l l e t t e ' s stories and 

car icatures for M o n t m a r t r e publ icat ions and perfor

mances , and i n h i s short- l ived per iod ica l Le Pierrot ( 1 8 8 8 -

8 9 , 1891) . 2 7 6 I n 1880s P a r i s , P i e r r o t had become a conven

t i o n a l symbol for the ar t i s t and the martyr . 

A s Stephen M c G o u g h pointed out , the P a r i s i a n r e i n 

v e n t i o n of P i e r r o t as a figure of r o m a n t i c a l ienat ion was 

absorbed by those i n E n s o r ' s c i rc le who publ i shed L ' A r t 

M o d e r n e . 2 7 7 E n s o r ' s colleague T h é o H a n n o n created 

Pierrot macabre i n 1 8 8 6 , a bal let and m i m e i n w h i c h P i e r r o t 

is k i l l e d and r e s u r r e c t e d , echoing themes of v io lence and 

sacri f ice popular i n P a r i s at the t ime. 2 7 8 Characters f rom 

the c o m m e d i a de l l ' a r te were rout ine ly adopted by sat ir is ts 

i n the B e l g i a n press to l ampoon pol i t i c ians and socia l 

organizat ions . I n p a r t i c u l a r , the art is ts of Les XX were 

ca r i ca tured as members of the commedia de l l ' a r te i n the 
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1880s and 1 8 9 0 s , c a r r y i n g w i t h t h e m the P a r i s i a n asso

c iat ions of the vanguard ar t i s t as c lown. 2 7 9 T h e mob that 

t ra i l s Jesus i n Christs Entry in to Brussels in 1889 conse

quently played out both the popular role of commedia 

de l l ' a r te characters i n C a r n i v a l parades and the more elite 

associations of the inte l l igents ia . 

T w o representat ions of P i e r r o t also appear i n the fore

ground of Christs Entry into Brussels in1889. I n the lower 

r i g h t , at the base of the v i e w i n g plat form under Ensor ' s 

s ignature , is the profi le of a m a n whose aqui l ine features, 

whiteface , b lackened eyebrows, red l i p s , and b lack cap 

repeat the m i m e ar t i s t Jean-Baptiste Gaspard Deburau 's 

s ignature makeup and much-reproduced face. I n the center 

of the canvas , near the left s ide, is a t a l l ocher-clad figure 

w e a r i n g a pointed r e d hat , whose features resemble E n s o r ' s 

own and whose costume al l ies h i m w i t h the commedia 

del l 'ar te . 2 8 0 B y i n s e r t i n g h i m s e l f i n the foreground mass of 

officialdom i n this guise , and by pepper ing the throng sur

r o u n d i n g and fo l lowing Jesus w i t h the fami l iar costumes 

and theat r i ca l gestures, E n s o r al l ies two coded representa

t ions of the a r t i s t , as P i e r r o t and as Jesus. B o t h figures were 

adopted by the l i t e r a r y vanguard of the n ineteenth century 

as displaced symbols of the i r own object ives , and i n the 

w o r k of some authors , the two figures were conflated. 

Adolphe W i l l e t t e ' s 1926 portfol io of cartoons from the 

1 8 8 0 s and 1 8 9 0 s , Pauvre Pierrot (fig. 77) , used the m o t i f of 

P i e r r o t as a sel f-martyred sa int , h i s halo f raming the rope 

w i t h w h i c h he has hanged himsel f , as a way of m a k i n g this 

re la t ionship manifest . 

T h e contrast between the distorted representat ions 

of the foreground elite and the more exuberant representa

t i o n of the background rabble art iculates the divis ions 

of class and power as E n s o r saw t h e m i n the late 1880s. T h e 

c o m m i t m e n t that E n s o r made to the i n v e n t i o n and adapta-
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F I G . 77 

Adolphe W i l l e t t e ( F r e n c h , 1857-

1926) , C o v e r of Pauvre Pierrot, 

1926. C a r d b o a r d covered i n fabr ic . 

C a m b r i d g e , Massachuset ts , 

by p e r m i s s i o n of the H o u g h t o n 

L i b r a r y , H a r v a r d Univers i ty . 

t i o n of C h r i s t i a n themes i n the mid-1880s, and to the ways 

i n w h i c h re l ig ious motifs intersected w i t h socia l c r i t ique 

i n the later 1880s, achieved f ru i t ion i n Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889. I n the art ist ' s own words , the p a i n t i n g 

" c r o w n s the heartfelt series [of w o r k s ] out o f w h i c h pas

sionate declarat ions are b u r s t i n g to be s p o k e n . " 2 8 1 B y the 

t i m e he purchased the vast canvas , drew the met icu lous 

underdrawing , and appl ied h i s pa ints , the grand themes of 

the p a i n t i n g , and even some of its smallest detai ls , had 

been w e l l rehearsed i n h i s re l ig ious moti fs . Not only had 

E n s o r grappled w i t h the ways i n w h i c h C h r i s t i a n narrat ives 

could be modern ized , but the open-endedness of these nar

rat ives were fami l iar and debated w i t h i n h i s socia l c i rc le . 2 8 2 

I n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, E n s o r used 

the image of Jesus, and the anarch ic act iv i t ies of C a r n i v a l , 

to denounce Be lg ium's a l l iances among the C h u r c h , the 

state, and the financiers who helped to solidify w h a t Susan 

C a n n i n g has t e rmed the m o n o l i t h i c power that moved 

the B e l g i a n government i n the 1880s. A l t h o u g h Be lg ian 

C a t h o l i c i s m h a d , i n that decade, attempted a transfor

m a t i o n from a powerful advocacy of papal author i ty and 

host i l i ty to every th ing m o d e r n , to a socia l C a t h o l i c i s m 

intent upon r e c o n c i l i n g dogma w i t h m o d e r n c u l t u r e , the 

C a t h o l i c Par ty was i t se l f reactionary. 2 8 3 Perhaps i n the 

m a n n e r of L e o Tolstoy's condemnat ion of organized r e l i 

g ion i n the 1870s and thereafter, E n s o r assai led the C h u r c h 

for d i s tor t ing C h r i s t ' s teachings w h i l e af f i rming h is com

m i t m e n t to the m o r a l and s p i r i t u a l d imensions of C h r i s t i a n 

belief. 2 8 4 A l i g n i n g his denunc ia t ion of false re l ig ion w i t h 

w h a t surely must have seemed to E n s o r l i k e the false proph

esying o f Les XX, the ar t i s t proposed a s ingular redemptive 

v i s i o n for h i s contemporar ies . A s Jesus, as P i e r r o t , and 

i n sympathy w i t h the saltimbanques who take over L é o p o l d 
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I I ' s grand boulevard , E n s o r offered up a v i e w from the 

margins i n Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889, and that v i e w 

was most l i k e l y a l l i ed w i t h A n a r c h i s m . 

T h e p r i n c i p l e s of A n a r c h i s m (the re jec t ion of author

ity) were w e l l k n o w n to E n s o r through po l i t i ca l w o r k and 

theor ies of h i s socia l c i rc le . C a n n i n g makes the i m p o r t a n t 

connect ion that through the Rousseaus E n s o r probably 

became fami l iar w i t h the w r i t i n g s of, and perhaps even 

met , geographer E l i sée R e c l u s , one of Europe ' s leading 

A n a r c h i s t theorists . 2 8 5 I n h i s 1884 pamphlet An Anarchist 

on Anarchy, R e c l u s prov ided a synthet ic analysis of bour

geois hegemony by ident i fy ing the ways i n w h i c h a l l el ite 

ins t i tu t ions re inforce one another 's power. 2 8 6 I n h is in t ro

duct ion to the 1885 publ i ca t ion of Peter Kropotk in ' s Words 

of a Rebel, R e c l u s also made the d i s t inc t ion between the 

oppressive C h u r c h and the l iberat ionis t m i n i s t r y of Jesus 

that seems to be reflected i n E n s o r ' s re l ig ious cr i t iques : 

As Anarchists and enemies of Christianity, who must 

remind a whole society that pretends to be Christian of 

these words spoken by a man whom they made into a 

God: "Say unto no man Master, Master." Let everyone 

remain his own master. Do not turn towards those who 

sit in office, or to the noisy demagogues in your search 

for a true message of freedom. Listen rather to the 

voices which come from below, even i f they have to pass 

through the bars of a prison cell. 2 8 7 

L i k e h i s predecessors and colleagues i n the movement , 

P ierre- Joseph P r o u d h o n , M i k h a i l B a k u n i n , and Peter 

K r o p o t k i n , R e c l u s proposed that a m o r a l l i fe is l i v e d 

outside of organized socia l i n s t i t u t i o n s , and that every 

decis ion to res ist i n s t i t u t i o n a l author i ty s t r ikes a b low 

for indiv idual i ty . 

9 0 

Because of i ts emphasis on i n d i v i d u a l freedom, such 

r h e t o r i c had great appeal to art ists throughout E u r o p e 

i n the late n ineteenth century. Oscar W i l d e , for example , 

publ i shed h is essay " T h e Soul of M a n U n d e r S o c i a l i s m " to 

advance w h a t he ca l led a doctr ine of " I n d i v i d u a l i s m . " 

I n contrast to S o c i a l i s m , w h i c h threatened to become as 

doctr ina i re and d ic ta tor ia l as any other po l i t i ca l system 

(according to W i l d e ) , I n d i v i d u a l i s m provided a m o r a l 

system that could accommodate both col lect ive needs 

and i n d i v i d u a l desires. T h e ar t i s t he ld a pr iv i leged place i n 

this system: " A r t is the most intense mood of I n d i v i d u a l i s m 

that the w o r l d has k n o w n . I am i n c l i n e d to say that i t is the 

only rea l mode o f i n d i v i d u a l i s m that the w o r l d has 

k n o w n . " 2 8 8 

I f there is a p o l i t i c a l " p r o g r a m " to Christ's Entry into 

Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), i t is l i k e l y a k i n to Reclus 's not ion 

of the freedom of the i n d i v i d u a l as a m o r a l impera t ive , and 

W i l d e ' s be l ie f that art is ts have the responsibi l i ty to open 

the space for that freedom. I n the t rad i t ion of B o s c h , 

Bruege l , and Goya , E n s o r created this pa int ing as an attempt 

to lampoon those ins t i tut ions that confused author i ty 

w i t h greater h u m a n laws. E n s o r ' s representat ion of Jesus 

intervenes i n the guise of that m o r a l presence i n an 

ex t raord inar i l y sweeping c r i t ique of Be lg ian officialdom. 

Yet h is ambiguous figure of Jesus (who is jus t as l i k e l y to be 

an actor i n a C a r n i v a l parade, or a marg ina l ized ar t i s t , as 

the C h r i s t i a n savior) provides one of the many paradoxes i n 

the composit ion that saves i t from becoming programmatic . 

L i k e the m u l t i p l e contradictory celebrations that are 

quoted i n this p a i n t i n g ( C a r n i v a l , a po l i t i ca l ral ly , a joyous 

entry, an i m p e r i a l spectac le) , the u n k n o w n street, and 

the unidenti f iable genre (Car toon? C a r i c a t u r e ? H i s t o r y 

p a i n t i n g ? ) , E n s o r ' s Jesus contains the suggestion and not 

the n a r r a t i o n of meaning . 
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" A K A L E I D O S C O P E G I F T E D W I T H C O N S C I O U S N E S S " 

F I G . 7 8 

Auguste R o d i n ( F r e n c h , 

1840-1917) , The Gates of Hell, 

1880-1917. B r o n z e , H : 618 c m 

(243 5 / 1 6 i n . ) , L : 398 c m 

(156 1 1/ 1 6 i n . ) , D : 118 c m (46½ i n . ) . 

P a r i s , M u s é e R o d i n (s 1 3 0 4 ) . 

hrist's Entry into Brussels in 1889 is a prescr ip 

t ive p a i n t i n g . S i g n i n g the canvas w i t h the 

date 1888 and c o n j u r i n g up a v i s i o n of the immediate future , 

E n s o r used the t i t le of h i s canvas as a prognost icat ion. 

B y i n s e r t i n g h i m s e l f i n the center of a carnivalesque B r u s 

sels as the redeemer of the city 's v ices and transgress ions , 

the ar t i s t projected a perpetual ly l ibera t ing role for h i s 

ar t and its recept ion by a ceaselessly unheeding publ ic . I n 

h i s ambi t ion to produce a g rand , encyclopedic statement, 

E n s o r j o i n e d other art is ts of the Symbol ist generat ion 

who felt that ar t must express grand, synthet ic , u n i v e r s a l 

t ruths . E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g should therefore be understood 

w i t h i n the context of such w o r k s as Auguste Rodin's v e r t i 

ginous Gates of Hell (f ig. 78 ) , P a u l Gauguin's Whence 

Do We Come From? Who Are We? Where Are We Going? 

(1897; M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s , B o s t o n ) , and E d v a r d Munch ' s 

protean p a i n t i n g cycle The Frieze of Life (f irst formulated 

i n the ear ly 1890s) . O n a formal l e v e l , each of these art ists 

o v e r t u r n e d the convent ions of h i s m e d i u m , d issolv ing the 

i l l u s i o n of cont inuous p i c t o r i a l space to express a symbolic 

space of ideas. I n this regard , each ar t i s t can be seen as a 

revo lut ionary , a n n i h i l a t i n g history. I n E n s o r ' s p a i n t i n g , the 

ar t i s t adopted the r o v i n g perspect ive of the flâneur on the 

9 1 

C 
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m o d e r n boulevard , i n a sense t a k i n g the w e l l - k n o w n 

descr ipt ion by Char le s Baudela i re and escalat ing its effect 

to a po int b o r d e r i n g on h a l l u c i n a t i o n : 

We might liken him to a mirror as vast as the crowd 

itself; or to a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, 

responding to each one of its movements and repro

ducing the multiplicity of life and the flickering grace 

of all elements of life. He is an " I " with an insatiable 

appetite for the n o n - " I , " at every moment rendering 

and explaining it in pictures more living than life itself, 

which is always unstable and fugitive.289 

R e v i s i n g the t rad i t ion of the carnivalesque from F l e m i s h 

t rad i t ion to ar t icu late the tumul tuous exper ience of the 

spectacular society, E n s o r pushed the chromat ic intens i ty 

of h i s palette , the phys ica l i ty of h i s l i n e s , and the p r o l i x i t y 

of h i s composi t ion w e l l beyond the threshold of w h a t 

other art is ts had deemed e x p e r i m e n t a l i n order to under

score the paint ing 's rad ica l messages. 

L i k e R o d i n , however , E n s o r was strongly rooted i n art 

h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n , i n p a r t i c u l a r of the F l e m i s h masters 

whose m o r a l i z i n g w o r k s undergirded his own inves

t igat ions . H i s p r i n c i p a l ambi t ion to utter " g e n u i n e , pas

sionate dec la ra t ions , " 2 9 0 and his desire to " m a k e others 

famous, to uglify t h e m , to e n r i c h the i r u g l i n e s s , " 2 9 1 were 

condi t ioned by the s a t i r i c a l socia l v i s ions of B o s c h and 

Bruege l . E n s o r ' s a l lus ions to canonica l w o r k s such as 

Bruegel 's Fight Between Carnival and Lent (fig. 56) and 

Bosch 's Christ Carrying the Cross (fig. 48) must be seen 

as both reverent ia l and strategic. W h e n the ar t i s t h i m s e l f 

i n v o k e d the names of the revered old masters , he often 

used t h e m as a foi l for h i s own credo of exper imenta t ion 

unfettered by ru les or convent ion : " L o n g l ive ignorant 
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F I G . 7 9 ( O P P O S I T E ) F I G . 80 F I G . 8 1 

James E n s o r , Self-Portrait with 

Flowered Hat, 1883/1888. O i l on 

canvas , 76.5 x 61.5 c m (30⅛ x 

24¼ i n . ) . M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s , 

O s t e n d ( 1956/157) . 

Peter P a u l R u b e n s ( F l e m i s h , 1577-

1 6 4 0 ) , Self-Portrait, c i r c a 1 6 3 8 - 4 0 . 

O i l on canvas , 109.5 × 85 c m 

(43⅛ × 33½ i n . ) . V i e n n a , 

K u n s t h i s t o r i c h e s M u s e u m . 

Peter P a u l R u b e n s , Hélène 

Fourment and Her Children, 

Claire-Jeanne and François, 

c i r c a 1636-37. O i l on wood , 115 × 

85 c m (45¼ × 33½ i n . ) . M u s é e 

d u L o u v r e , P a r i s (1795). 

Photo: R M N - H . L e w a n d o w s k i . 

and naive p a i n t i n g . . . . F l e m i s h ar t s ince B r u e g e l , B o s c h , 

R u b e n s , and Jordaens is d e a d . . . . M o d e r n ar t has no 

b o u n d a r i e s . . . . L o n g l ive free, free, free a r t ! " 2 9 2 E n s o r ' s 

acc lamatory references to h i s t o r i c a l F l e m i s h art ists were 

l ikewise suffused w i t h i r reverence . S u c h repet i t ious 

phrases as " B r u e g e l , our god, our f a ther " and " R u b e n s 

93 

our father, creator of the sky and the e a r t h " seem to 

parody the ways i n w h i c h these figures were venerated 

i n the late n ineteenth century as m u c h as they express the 

art ist ' s own admira t ion . A t the same t i m e , h i s v i s u a l and 

v e r b a l references to F l e m i s h masters l eg i t imized h is w o r k 

by p l a c i n g i t w i t h i n an exalted t rad i t ion . 

A self-portrait completed i n year i n w h i c h E n s o r 

pa inted Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 embodies th is 

debt and ambivalence . I n 1883, a round the same t i m e 

that the youthful a r t i s t had begun to copy the w o r k s of 

establ ished art ists f rom magazines and exh ib i t ion cata-

logues (see " A P a i n t i n g and I ts P a r a d o x e s , " pp. 1-19), 

he created a self-portrait i n three-quarter v iew, somewhat 

i n the m a n n e r of Peter P a u l Rubens . F i v e years later , the 

ar t i s t r e t u r n e d to h i s older canvas (as he had done w i t h 

other w o r k s at that t ime) and amended i t w i t h w h i m s i c a l 

addit ions (fig. 79). 2 9 5 A p p l y i n g a s w i r l i n g , upwardly t u r n e d 

blue mustache and a w i d e - b r i m m e d flowered hat w i t h 

sweeping p i n k feathers, E n s o r t ransformed the p a i n t i n g 

into both a t r ibute to and parody of Rubens's Self-Portrait 

f rom about 1 6 3 8 - 4 0 (fig. 8 0 ) . B y subst i tut ing the p l u m e d 

chapeau that emulates Rubens's Hélène Fourment and Her 

Children, Claire-Jeanne and François (fig. 81) 2 9 6 for the 

F l e m i s h master 's large, b lack hat , E n s o r u n d e r m i n e d the 

sober mascu l ine author i ty of R u b e n s , considered the last 

great F l e m i s h genius before the decl ine of that nation's cre-

ativity. I n addi t ion , E n s o r pa inted segments of a gray oval 

onto the surface of the composi t ion that seem to frame 

the ar t i s t as he looks into a mir ror . 2 9 7 R e p r e s e n t i n g h i m s e l f 

m i r r o r i n g , c a r i c a t u r i n g , a n d m a s q u e r a d i n g as R u b e n s , 

E n s o r enacted h is ambiva lent re la t ionship to ar t history , 

and h i s place i n i t . 

E n s o r ' s emula t ion of past D u t c h and F l e m i s h masters , 

and h is invocat ion of nat ive F l e m i s h tradit ions of the car-
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F I G . 8 2 

M a u r i c e A n t o n y ( B e l g i a n , 1883-

1963) . James Ensor Playing the 

Harmonium in His Music Studio, 

B e l g i u m , J u l y 2 8 , 1933. G e l a t i n 

s i lver p r i n t , 23.3 x 29 .6 c m 

(93/16 × 1111/16 i n . ) . L o s Ange les , 

J . P a u l Get ty M u s e u m ( 9 0 . X M . 3 ) . 

niva lesque , not only ar t icu late h is engagement w i t h ar t 

h i s t o r y but w i t h the ways that F l e m i s h p a i n t i n g h a d become 

po l i t i c i zed i n late n ineteenth-century B e l g i u m . A s already 

noted , E n s o r countered the growing not ion that a l l r ad ica l 

a r t i s t i c enterpr ise emanated from F r a n c e by connect ing 

progressive ar t w i t h a F l e m i s h past. Polemics such as " O u r 

F l e m i s h F o r e b e a r s , " publ i shed i n an 1883 issue of L ' A r t 

Moderne, buoyed E n s o r ' s efforts. D e f i n i n g a na t iona l " t e m -

9 4 

p e r a m e n t " for Belg ians more flamboyant than the F r e n c h 

and the " t a c i t u r n " G e r m a n i c peoples, the art ic le attempted 

to consolidate the concept of a na t iona l essence that was 

expressed i n the w o r k s of Peter C a m p i n , the L i m b o u r g 

brothers , R u b e n s , and Jordaens. However , so immense was 

the h i s t o r i c a l inf luence of Rubens on F r e n c h p a i n t i n g that 

to see h i s legacy, l amented the author, one must regrettably 

"go to the L o u v r e . " 2 9 8 T h e ar t i c le was an appeal to avant-

gardists to seek the i r i n s p i r a t i o n , therefore, not i n F r e n c h 

a r t , whose color and sensual i sm were der ived after a l l f rom 

R u b e n s , but f rom the F l e m i s h or ig ina l . R a t h e r than look

i n g outside of B e l g i u m , the ar t ic le exhorted y o u n g art is ts 

to r e c l a i m and transform a b r o k e n , and colonized, heritage. 

S u c h an assert ion of venera t ion for an o ld master as 

a model for the avant-garde was also n o u r i s h e d by F l e m i s h 

ar t -h i s tor ica l research , a preservat ionis t a r m of the B e l 

g ian " r e n a i s s a n c e " of the 1870s and 1880s. S u c h projects as 

Char les Buls 's attempts to preserve the h i s t o r i c a l m o n u 

ments and neighborhoods of Brusse l s and the scholar ly 

compendia of Be lg ium's a r t i s t i c her i tage brought renewed 

attent ion to w h a t increas ingly came to be seen as a coherent 

l ineage. 2 9 9 T h e systematic analysis of Peter P a u l Rubens's 

career was a p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t e lement i n this process , 

for Rubens had been identified as a ra l ly ing point for nat ional 

pr ide at the t i m e of Be lg ium's independence i n 1830. 3 0 0 

E u g è n e Demolder 's 1892, book about Ensor , ha i l ing the art ist 

as a c u l m i n a t i o n of the co lor i s t i c legacy of Rubens and the 

F l e m i s h P r i m i t i v e s , must be read w i t h i n this culture-wide 

attempt to re t r ieve w h a t was perce ived as an i n t e r r u p t e d 

h i s tor i ca l legacy. 3 0 1 Such r h e t o r i c , just i fy ing the product ion 

of an unorthodox contemporary ar t i s t by a l l y ing i t w i t h the 

w o r k of esteemed old masters , was a standard pract ice of 

promoters of the avant-garde by the end of the n ineteenth 
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James E n s o r , Ostend Carnival, 

1931. C o l o r l i t h o g r a p h , 

48 × 33.8 c m ( 18⅞ × 1 2 ⅞ i n . ) . 

L o s Ange les , Get ty R e s e a r c h 

I n s t i t u t e , Spec ia l C o l l e c t i o n s 

( 8 9 0 1 0 2 * ) . 
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century. 3 0 2 I t is prec ise ly the sacra l nature of this legacy, 

and earnest endeavors to preserve i t , that E n s o r sends up i n 

h i s sel f-portrait , and i n Christ's Entry. 

A l t h o u g h Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) 

was not exhib i ted publ ic ly for forty years after its comple-

t i o n , f rom 1917 u n t i l E n s o r ' s death i t h u n g i n the art ist ' s 

s i t t ing r o o m over h i s h a r m o n i u m (fig. 8 2 ) . S ince i t t rave led 

outside of h i s home only twice d u r i n g h is l i f e t i m e ̶ 

i n 1929 for h is retrospect ive exh ib i t ion i n Par i s and i n 

1939 for the retrospect ive of h i s w o r k i n B r u s s e l s ̶ C h r i s t ' s 

Entry prov ided a touchstone for E n s o r ' s ongoing w o r k . 

O v e r t i m e , the socia l c i rcumstances that the ar t i s t sa t i r ized 

i n 1888-89 changed, and the art ist 's responses to pol i t ics 

became less confrontat ional . 

Occas ional ly motifs that were used to b r u t a l advantage 

i n the p a i n t i n g were rendered c h a r m i n g i n E n s o r ' s later 

work . 3 0 3 A s descr ibed ear l ier , between 1925 and 1930, 

E n s o r selected details f rom Christ's Entry into Brussels in 

1889 as the subjects of i n d i v i d u a l canvases [see figure 10] . 

I n t h e m , motifs that had or ig ina l ly contended for at tent ion 

w i t h i n the carnivalesque s w i r l of the p a i n t i n g achieved 

stat ic clarity. I n 1931, E n s o r designed a l i thographic poster 

a n n o u n c i n g Ostend's C a r n i v a l celebrat ions of that year 

(fig. 83) i n w h i c h two masks from the lower r i g h t of Christ's 

Entry into Brussels in 1889 appear (fig. 9 ) . I n c l u d e d i n a 

wreath- l ike arrangement of seashel ls , crustaceans , other 

m a s k s , and a squid that frames the scene of a fisherman and 

h is ca tch , these m a s k s , no longer parodic , assume an 

endear ing eccentr ic ity . A l l o f these recycl ings u l t imate ly 

depol i t ic ized the painting's o r ig ina l messages and redefined 

E n s o r ' s masks as c o m i c a l decorative devices. T h e stories 

that E n s o r later recounted about the paint ing 's genes is̶ 

h i s c la ims to the use of house pa int , h i s spontaneity i n the 

face of phys ica l advers ity̶also served to displace the rad i -
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P a u l Haesaer t s ( B e l g i a n , 1901 -

1974) and James E n s o r , Christ's 

Entry into Brussels, 1929. 

Gouache and o i l on paper, 2 4 0 x 

410 c m (94½ × 161 7/ 1 6 i n . ) . 

B r u s s e l s , K u n s t h a n d e l Jan de 

Boever . 

ca l po l i t i cs of the p a i n t i n g into a c r i t i c a l exegesis on the 

paint ing 's r a d i c a l form and technique. T h e r h e t o r i c that he 

m a i n t a i n e d about h i s i so la t ion from h i s t o r i c a l and contem

p o r a r y ar t enabled h i m to consolidate h i s pos i t ion as a 

v i s ionary : " T h e ar t i s t must invent h is s t y l e , " E n s o r stated, 

" a n d each new w o r k demands its o w n . " Over t i m e , the 

paint ing 's rad ica l content became ent i re ly equated w i t h its 

audacious form. 

I n a twis t of i rony, th is once s a t i r i c a l p a i n t i n g that 

had chal lenged bourgeois propr ie ty was intended to be 

apotheosized into a tapestry, one of the most va luable and 

l u x u r i o u s media i n E u r o p e a n history , one that had a par

t i c u l a r l y s trong i m p e r i a l m e a n i n g for the h i s t o r i c a l 

B u r g u n d i a n dukes. 3 0 5 I n 1929, a round the t i m e that E n s o r 

became a b a r o n , a p l a n was conceived to translate the 
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p a i n t i n g into a tapestry design for the D e Saedeleer tapestry 

firm i n E t i k o v e , B e l g i u m . E n s o r and ar t h i s t o r i a n P a u l 

Haesaerts created a full-scale copy i n gouache and o i l 

(fig. 84) for that purpose, but the project was not c a r r i e d 

out because of i ts h igh cost. Nonetheless , the firm's com

m i s s i o n , and E n s o r ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n , suggest the gu l f that 

separated the i n i t i a l subversive content of the p a i n t i n g from 

its later , more benign identity. 

G i v e n its ex t raord inary v ivacity , bawdiness , scale , and 

cr i t iques of C a p i t a l i s m , i t is further i r o n i c that , fo l lowing 

E n s o r ' s death, Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) 

was ins ta l l ed i n the casino i n K n o k k e - l e - Z o u t , where gam

blers and revelers could extend the pa inted c rowd into a 

larger mass s w i r l i n g around the forgotten C h r i s t (fig. 85) . 

I n 1957 the p a i n t i n g was moved to the M u s e u m of F i n e A r t s 

i n A n t w e r p , and i n 1983 to the K u n s t h a u s i n Z u r i c h . I n 

1987, the Getty M u s e u m purchased the p a i n t i n g , after the 

Be lg ian government gave up its r i ght of first refusal to 

purchase i t . I n w h a t Be lg ian ar t h i s t o r i a n Norber t H o s t y n 

character izes as " o n e of the blackest chapters i n B e l g i a n 

c u l t u r a l p o l i t i c s , " the p a i n t i n g was lost to B e l g i u m . 

Paradoxical ly , w h i l e Jan Verhas's once-fashionable Review 

of the Schoolchildren in 1878 has dr i f ted into re lat ive obscu

r i ty , E n s o r ' s once angry, farc ica l A n a r c h i s t i c i n t e r v e n t i o n 

became a flash point for Be lg ium's nat iona l patr imony. 

W h a t the p a i n t i n g has re ta ined throughout its process 

of p o l i t i c a l san i t i za t ion , and its r e m o v a l f rom its nat ive 

context , is an e n t h r a l l i n g v i s u a l power that was indebted 

to E n s o r ' s opposi t ional po l i t i cs . Poised on the edge o f 

p i c t o r i a l chaos, E n s o r deftly m a i n t a i n e d contro l of h i s com

pos i t iona l means through his grounding i n academic 

technique , h i s intense sc rut iny of past masters ' w o r k , and 

the lessons he extracted from his own audacious w o r k s such 

as Christ's Entry into Jerusalem (fig. 70) and The Tribula-
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H u b e r t de Segonzac , Christs 

Entry into Brussels in 1889 
H a n g i n g on the W a l l of the C a s i n o 

i n K n o k k e - l e - Z o u t , B e l g i u m , 

1951. Photograph . P r o p e r t y 

of P a r i s Match, courtesy P a t r i c k 

D e r o m Ga l l e ry , B r u s s e l s . 

tions of Saint Anthony (fig. 71). T h r o u g h immense d isc i 

p l i n e , E n s o r par layed h is youthful A n a r c h i s t pol i t ics into a 

canvas o f i m m e n s e integr i ty and astr ingent beauty. A syn

thesis of the art ist ' s budding ideology, inchoate spir i tual i ty , 

anger, h u m o r , and sense of loss , the p a i n t i n g encapsulates 

the aspirat ions and discord of late n ineteenth-century 

modernity. A t the same t i m e , i t has m a i n t a i n e d its complex

i ty and freshness throughout the E x p r e s s i o n i s t movements 

of the twent ie th century. B y t rans forming the s p i r i t u a l 

content of The Aureoles of Christ or the Sensibilities of Light 

into a b r u t a l and c o m i c a l t i rade against contemporary art 

and po l i t i c s , E n s o r gave to poster i ty one of the most deeply 

personal and elusive v iews of publ ic l ife from the t u r n o f 

the n ineteenth century. 
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t r a n s l a t e d i n Theatre of Masks ( n o t e 17) , 

I n t r o d u c t i o n , p . 12. 

a a . N o r b e r t H o s t y n s u r m i s e s t h a t t h e 

t i t l e r e fe r s to a l o c a l n a m e or p u n s p e c i f i c 

to O s t e n d . Hostyn, James Ensor: Leven en werk 

( B r u g e s , 1 9 9 6 ) , p . 71 . 

23. H o s t y n ( n o t e 2 2 ) , p . 7 1 . 

24. É m i l e V e r h a e r e n , " S u r J a m e s E n s o r " 

[ 1 9 0 8 ] , i n Emile Verhaeren: Sur James Ensor 

suivi de Peintures par James Ensor, p re face b y 

L u c de H e u s c h ( B r u s s e l s , 1 9 9 0 ) , p . 73. 

25. R o b e r t J e n s e n notes t h i s e x h i b i t i o n 

as a t u r n i n g p o i n t i n t h e p r o m o t i o n o f m o d e r n 

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

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

n e n t m a r k e t p o s i t i o n for t h e a r t i s t a n d a fixed 

c r i t i c a l f r a m e for t h e p u b l i c c o n s u m p t i o n o f 

h i s w o r k . See Jensen 's Marketing Modernism in 

Fin-de-Siècle Europe ( P r i n c e t o n , N . J . , 1 9 9 4 ) , 

p . 133. C a n n i n g ( n o t e 19) d e m o n s t r a t e s E n s o r ' s 

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

b o o k . 

a 6 . E n s o r , l e t t e r to P o l de M o n t , u n d a t e d 

[ 1 8 9 4 - 9 5 ] , p u b l i s h e d i n Ensor ein Maler aus 

dem späten 19, Jahrhundert, e x h . cat . ( S t u t t g a r t , 

9 9 
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W ü r t t e m b e r g i s c h e r K u n s t v e r e i n , 1 9 7 2 ) , t r a n s 

l a t e d i n G i s è l e O l l i n g e r - Z i n q u e , " M e a n d M y 

C i r c l e , " i n Ensor ( n o t e 1 6 ) , p . 18. 

27. E n s o r , l e t t e r to É m i l e V e r h a e r e n 

[ e a r l y 1 8 9 2 ] , i n E n s o r ( n o t e 9 ) , p . 755. 

2 8 . V e r h a e r e n ( n o t e 2 4 ) , p . 72 . 

2 9 . E r n e s t M a i n d r o n , Les affiches illus

trées, 2 v o l s . ( P a r i s , 1 8 8 6 ) . 

3 0 . V e r h a e r e n l a t e r w r o t e e x t e n s i v e l y 

a b o u t C h é r e t i n " L ' A f f i c h e , " L'Art Moderne 8 

( F e b r u a r y 19, 1 8 9 3 ) , p p . 5 7 - 5 8 , i n w h i c h h e 

f a m o u s l y r e f e r r e d to C h é r e t ' s p o s t e r s as h u m a n 

i z i n g t h e " c o l d b a n a l i t y o f m o d e r n c i t y w a l l s . " 

R e p r i n t e d i n É m i l e V e r h a e r e n , Écrits sur l'art 

(1893-1916), P a u l A r o n , e d . ( B r u s s e l s , 1 9 9 7 ) , 

v o l . I , p p . 5 7 0 - 5 7 2 . H e a lso n o t e d S e u r a t ' s debt 

to C h é r e t i n " L e s X X , " La société nouvelle 

( F e b r u a r y 2 8 , 1891) , p p . 2 4 8 - 2 5 5 , r e p r i n t e d i n 

Écrits sur l ' a r t , v o l . 1, p p . 4 0 3 - 4 0 9 ; a n d 

" G e o r g e s S e u r a t , La société nouvelle ( A p r i l 3 0 , 

1891) , p p . 4 3 0 - 4 3 8 , r e p r i n t e d i n Ecrits sur Van, 

v o l . I , p p . 4 0 9 - 4 2 7 . O n S e u r a t a n d C h é r e t , 

see R o b e r t H e r b e r t , " S e u r a t a n d J u l e s C h é r e t , " 

An Bulletin 4 0 ( 1958) . 

3 1 . P a u l H a e s a e r t s , " Q u a n d J a m e s E n s o r 

p e i g n a i t ' L ' E n t r é e d u C h r i s t à B r u x e l l e s , ' " 

L'Oeil 131 ( N o v e m b e r 1 9 6 5 ) , p . 3 0 . 

3 2 . J e a n T e u g e l s , Variations sur James 

Ensor ( O s t e n d , 1931) , p . 6 1 , t r a n s l a t e d i n 

M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 58 . 

3 3 . L e o n a r d a n d L i p p i n c o t t ( n o t e 3 ) , 

p . 2 2 . T h e t e c h n i c a l a n a l y s i s a n d c l e a n i n g o f t h e 

p a i n t i n g w a s a c c o m p l i s h e d b y M a r k L e o n a r d 

a n d 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 

s ta f f at t h e J . P a u l G e t t y M u s e u m . 

3 4 . S p e e c h b y J a m e s E n s o r , p u b l i s h e d b y 

R e n é L y r , i n Les Mots et les couleurs ( T o u r n a i , 

1 9 7 8 ) , p p . 1 20- 12 1 , t r a n s l a t e d i n O l l i n g e r -

Z i n q u e , in Ensor ( n o t e 1 6 ) , p . 22. 

35. T h e s e d r a w i n g s a re e x a m i n e d i n 

d e t a i l i n " T h e A r t i s t as R e b e l a n d R e d e e m e r , " 

p p . 7 1 - 9 0 . 

3 6 . R o b e r t H o o z e e m a d e t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n 

i n H o o z e e et al., Ik James Ensor: Tekeningen en 

prenten, e x h . cat . ( G h e n t , M u s e u m o f F i n e A r t s , 

1 9 8 7 ) , p . 6 8 . 

37. L e g r a n d ( n o t e 1, 1971) , p p . 7 6 - 7 8 . 

F o r a n a n a l y s i s o f t h e l i k e l y c h a n g e s to t h e c o m 

p o s i t i o n , see M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p p . 207-213. 

3 8 . L e o n a r d a n d L i p p i n c o t t ( n o t e 3 ) , 

p . 2 3 , i d e n t i f y Vive Jesus... ces reformes.. . 

libertes doctrinaires as t h e o n l y p h r a s e s 

l e g i b l e i n t h e l a t t e r b a n n e r ' s u n d e r p a i n t i n g . 

3 9 . A t t h e t i m e o f t h i s w r i t i n g , M i c h e l 

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

o n t h i s a n d o t h e r ef faced i n s c r i p t i o n s i n Christ's 

Entry. W o r k i n g c l o s e l y w i t h m e m b e r s 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 G e t t y 

M u s e u m , a n d a s s i s t e d b y d i g i t a l l y e n h a n c e d 

p h o t o g r a p h s , h e i s d e c i p h e r i n g E n s o r ' s o r i g i n a l 

p a i n t e d s logans . T h i s p r o c e s s w i l l s h e d c o n s i d 

e r a b l e n e w l i g h t o n t h e p a i n t i n g . I w o u l d l i k e 

to t h a n k M i c h e l D r a g u e t a n d D e n i s e A l l e n for 

s h a r i n g t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n w i t h m e . 

4 0 . M c G o u g h c i t e s t h e t e s t i m o n y o f 

F r a n k E d e b a u , d i r e c t o r o f t h e C i t y M u s e u m 

o f O s t e n d , a n d a f r i e n d o f E n s o r , to t h a t effect, 

as n o t e d i n M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 2 0 7 . A v i e w 

o f E n s o r ' s s t u d i o t h a t t h e a r t i s t p a i n t e d i n 1917, 

i n w h i c h t h e p a i n t i n g i s s h o w n h a n g i n g i n t h e 

b a c k g r o u n d , s e e m s to suggest t h a t t h e s logans 

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

1917 u n t i l now. My Studio in 1917, f o r m e r l y i n 

t h e W a y e n b e r g c o l l e c t i o n , a n d n o w l o s t , i s 

i l l u s t r a t e d i n M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), fig. 166. 

4 1 . See R o b e r t R o s e n b l u m , " F e r n a n d 

P e l e z , o r T h e O t h e r S i d e o f t h e P o s t - I m p r e s s i o n 

i s t C o i n , " i n Art the Ape of Nature: Studies 

in Honor of H. W. Janson, M o s h e B a r a s c h et a l . , 

eds . ( N e w Y o r k a n d E n g l e w o o d C l i f f s , N . J . , 

1981) , p p . 707-718 . T h e p a i n t i n g h a s m o s t 

r e c e n t l y b e e n d a t e d to 1 9 0 0 - 1 9 0 5 i n D'Ingres 

à Cézanne: La XIXe siècle dans les collections 

du Musée de Petit Palais, e x h . cat . ( P a r i s 

M u s é e s , 1 9 9 8 ) , p . 156. 

4 a . E n s o r , q u o t e d b y P a u l H a e s a e r t s 

( n o t e 1), p . 166. 

4 3 . E n s o r , l e t t e r to A n d r é de R i d d e r , 

d a t e d O s t e n d , A u g u s t a , 1928 , i n E n s o r (note 9 ) , 

p , 192. 

4 4 . X a v i e r T r i c o t , " E n s o r a n d E n g l i s h 

A r t , " i n Theatre of Masks ( n o t e 17) , p . 103 . 

4 5 . E n s o r , n o t e to P o l de M o n t , d a t e d 

O s t e n d , O c t o b e r 4 , 1 9 0 0 , i n t h e c o l l e c t i o n o f 

t h e M u s e u m v o o r S c h o n e K u n s t e n , O s t e n d , 

t r a n s l a t e d i n Theatre of Masks ( n o t e 17) , p . 9 8 . 

4 6 . O c t a v e M a u s m a d e t h i s o b s e r v a 

t i o n i n " L ' o r s q u ' e n 1 8 8 4 , " La Plume ( P a r i s , 

1 8 9 9 ) , p . 3 1 . 

47. F o r a d i s c u s s i o n o f L a v a t e r ' s w o r k 

a n d i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s for l a t e r s c i e n c e a n d a r t , 

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

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

see M a r y C o w l i n g , The Artist and the Anthro

pologist: The Representation of Type and 

Character in Victorian Art ( C a m b r i d g e a n d 

N e w Y o r k , 1 9 8 9 ) , e s p e c i a l l y c h a p t e r 1, " P h y s i 

o g n o m y : T h e L i t e r a l L a w . " 

4 8 . G o t t f r i e d S c h a d o w , Physiognomies 

Nationales, ou observations sur la différence 

des traits du visage et sur la conformation de la 

tête de l ' h o m m e , a v o l s . ( B e r l i n , 1835) . 

1 0 0 
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49. G e o r g e W . S t o c k i n g , J r . , Victorian 

Anthropology ( N e w Y o r k , 1 9 8 7 ) , e s p e c i a l l y 

c h a p t e r 1, " T h e I d e a o f C i v i l i z a t i o n B e f o r e t h e 

C r y s t a l P a l a c e ( 1 7 5 0 - 1 8 5 0 ) . " 

5 0 . See S t e p h e n J ay G o u l d , The Mismea-

sure of Man ( N e w Y o r k , 1981) . 

5 1 . J u d i t h W e c h s l e r h a s d e m o n s t r a t e d 

t h e c o m p l e x r e l a t i o n s h i p s a m o n g t h e a r t o f 

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

a n d o t h e r f o r m s o f s o c i a l i n d e x i n g i n h e r 

s t u d y A Human Comedy: Physiognomy 

and Caricature in Nineteenth-Century Paris 

( C h i c a g o , 1 9 8 2 ) . 

5 2 . S a n d e r G i l m a n , The Jew's Body 

( N e w Y o r k a n d L o n d o n , 1991 ) , e s p e c i a l l y 

c h a p t e r 7. 

5 3 . L e g r a n d sugges ted t h e i m p o r t a n c e 

o f J a p a n e s e m a s k s , a n d t h e t r a d i t i o n o f t h e a t e r 

t h a t t h e y b o r e , as s o u r c e s for E n s o r ' s a d a p t a t i o n 

o f t h e m a s k as a c o n s i s t e n t t h e m e a n d e m b l e m 

i n h i s a r t . S h e n o t e s E n s o r ' s e x p o s u r e to t h e m 

i n h i s f a m i l y ' s s h o p , w h e r e t h e y w e r e s o l d as 

d e c o r a t i v e ob jec t s . L e g r a n d ( n o t e 1, 1971) , p . 7 9 . 

5 4 . S o m e o f t h e s e w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n t h e 

c h a p t e r s " T h e C i t y , t h e S t r e e t , a n d t h e U r b a n 

S p e c t a c l e , " p p . 2 0 - 3 6 , a n d " U n h o l y A l l i a n c e s : 

T h e P o l i t i c s o f C h u r c h a n d S ta te i n L é o p o l d ' s 

B e l g i u m , " p p . 5 2 - 7 0 . 

5 5 . L e g r a n d ( n o t e 1, 1971) , p . 8 0 . 

5 6 . G o t t h a r d J e d l i c k a , Begegnungen 

mit Künstlern der Gegenwart ( Z u r i c h , 1 9 4 6 ) , 

p p . 165- 166 . 

57 . G e r t S c h i f f i d e n t i f i e d t h e g r o u p o f 

m a s k s c l u s t e r e d j u s t b e l o w a n d to t h e le f t o f t h e 

v i e w i n g p l a t f o r m ( f ig . 9 ) a s , f r o m r i g h t to l e f t , 

E n s o r ' s g r a n d m o t h e r ( t h e b e s p e c t a c l e d m a s k 

a lso u s e d i n Scandalized Masks), m o t h e r , s i s te r , 

a n d a u n t . H e also i d e n t i f i e d a p o r t r a i t o f E n s o r ' s 

c lose f r i e n d M a r i e t t e R o u s s e a u a n d c o u n t s 

s e v e n s e l f - p o r t r a i t s i n t h e g u i s e o f a " w h i t e -

f a c e d , h o o k - n o s e d P i e r r o t . " G e r t Schi f f , " E n s o r 

t h e E x o r c i s t , " i n Art the Ape of Nature ( n o t e 

4 1 ) , p p . 7 2 8 - 7 2 9 . S u b s e q u e n t s c h o l a r s h i p h a s 

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

5 8 . X a v i e r Tricot, James Ensor: Cata

logue Raisonné of the Paintings, vol. 1 ( L o n d o n , 

1 9 9 2 ) , p . 257 , dates t h e c o m p l e t i o n o f t h e p a i n t 

i n g to 1 8 8 8 - 8 9 o n t h e b a s i s o f w o r k s f r o m 1889 

t h a t a p p e a r i n t h e p h o t o g r a p h r e p r o d u c e d 

h e r e as figure 2 . H e n o t e s t h a t t h i s p h o t o g r a p h 

" e x p l a i n s w h y . . . [ the p a i n t i n g ] . . . d i d n o t 

figure i n t h e 1889 e x h i b i t i o n o f Les XX: t h e 

w o r k w a s , as y e t , u n f i n i s h e d . " 

5 9 . M c G o u g h n o t e s t h a t E n s o r w a s i l l 

i n t h e w i n t e r o f 1 8 8 7 - 8 8 , at t h e t i m e t h a t t h e 

c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e Les XX e x h i b i t i o n w a s b e i n g 

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

t i m e for i t s F e b r u a r y 4 , 1888 , o p e n i n g . H e t h e n 

w r o t e to O c t a v e M a u s , t h e s e c r e t a r y of Les XX, 

r e q u e s t i n g t h a t h i s w o r k s be i n c l u d e d anyway. 

S o m e o f h i s w o r k s w e r e h u n g , b u t t h e m a j o r i t y 

w e r e n o t . T h e r e i s n o r e f e r e n c e i n E n s o r ' s w r i t 

i n g s t h a t t h e p a i n t i n g w a s r e j e c t e d o r s u p p r e s s e d 

i n t h e 1889 e x h i b i t i o n , n o r w a s t h e r e a m e n t i o n 

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

B e c a u s e , as n o t e d i n " E n s o r a n d t h e B e l g i a n 

A r t W o r l d , " p p . 37 -5 1 , E n s o r a n d M a u s h a d 

p r e v i o u s l y c o m e i n t o c o n f l i c t , a p e r c e p t i o n o f 

L e s X X ' s r e j e c t i o n o f Christ's Entry into 

Brussels h a s b e e n a c o m m o n p l a c e i n m u c h 

o f t h e E n s o r l i t e r a t u r e . See M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), 

p p . 4 4 - 4 6 a n d 2 0 5 - 2 0 6 . 

6 0 . E n s o r , l e t t e r to A n d r é de R i d d e r , 

d a t e d O s t e n d , S e p t e m b e r 3 0 , 1928 , i n E n s o r 

( n o t e 9 ) , p . 195. 

6 1 . A n t h o n y V i d i e r , " T h e S c e n e s o f t h e 

S t r e e t : T r a n s f o r m a t i o n s i n I d e a l a n d R e a l i t y , 

1 750- 187 1 , " i n On Streets, S t a n f o r d A n d e r s o n , 

e d . ( C a m b r i d g e , 1 9 7 8 ) , p . 9 1 . 

6 a . H e n r i a n d P a u l H y m a n s , Bruxelles 

a travers les age, v o l . 3 , Bruxelles Moderne 

( B r u s s e l s , 1974) [ r e p r o d u c t i o n o f e d i t i o n 

B r u y l a n t - C h r i s t o p h e et C i e ] , p . 4 8 1 . 

6 3 . H y m a n s a n d H y m a n s (note 6 2 ) , p . 519. 

6 4 . V i c t o r H u g o , Les Misérables ( P a r i s , 

1 8 6 2 ) , p . 4 8 6 , c i t e d i n B o n n i e L . G r a d a n d 

T i m o t h y A . R i g g s , Visions of City and Country: 

Prints and Photographs of Nineteenth-Century 

France, e x h . ca t . ( W o r c e s t e r A r t M u s e u m , 

1 9 8 2 ) , p . 9 3 . 

6 5 . F o r a n a n a l y s i s o f t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h i s 

c a n v a s , see K i r k V a r n e d o e , Gustave Caillebotte 

( N e w H a v e n a n d L o n d o n , 1 9 8 7 ) , p p . 8 8 - 9 5 ; 

a n d P e t e r C a l a s s i , " C a i l l e b o t t e ' s M e t h o d , " i n 

t h e s a m e v o l u m e , p p . 2 7 - 4 0 . 

6 6 . " L ' H e m m a " [ A l b e r t M o c k e l ] , Les 

Fumistes wallons ( B r u s s e l s , 1887, t r a n s l a t e d i n 

L e s k o ( n o t e 1), p . 112. 

6 7 . Mikhail B a k h t i n , Rabelais and His 

World, H é l è n e I s w o l s k y , t r a n s . ( B l o o m i n g t o n , 

1 9 8 4 ) , e s p e c i a l l y c h a p t e r 1. T i m o t h y H y m a n , i n 

" J a m e s E n s o r : A C a r n i v a l S e n s e o f t h e W o r l d , " 

i n Theatre of Masks ( n o t e 17) , p p . 7 6 - 8 6 , 

e x a m i n e s E n s o r ' s w o r k i n r e l a t i o n to B a k h t i n ' s 

a n a l y s i s o f R a b e l a i s . 

6 8 . See Gustave Caillebotte: Urban 

Impressionist, A n n e D i s t e l et a l . , e d s . , e x h . 

ca t . ( P a r i s , L a R é u n i o n des M u s é e s N a t i o n a u x , 

P a r i s , M u s é e d ' O r s a y , a n d t h e A r t I n s t i t u t e 

o f C h i c a g o , 1 9 9 5 ) , n o s . 6 0 - 6 2 . 

6 9 . O n H a u s s m a n n ' s r e s t r u c t u r i n g o f 

P a r i s , see D a v i d H . P i n k n e y , Napoleon III and 
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137. C a t e a n d S h a w ( n o t e 1 36) , p . 4 0 . 

See a lso L u c e A b é l è s a n d C a t h e r i n e C h a r p i n , 

Arts incohérents, académie du dérisoire, 

e x h . cat . ( P a r i s , M u s é e d 'Orsay , 1 9 9 2 ) , p p . 16-35. 

138. T i m o t h y H y m a n s p e c u l a t e s t h a t 

E n s o r k n e w o f t h e I n c o h é r e n t s i n " J a m e s E n s o r : 

A C a r n i v a l S e n s e o f t h e W o r l d , " i n Theatre of 

Masks ( n o t e 17) , p . 78 . 

139. E n s o r e x h i b i t e d A Study of Christ 

Walking on the Water, l i s t e d as n o . 36 i n t h e 

e x h i b i t i o n c a t a l o g u e Essor-Marçunvins (Caisse 

d'Art Appliqué—Bienfaisance) 1887: Catalogue 

de l ' E x p o s i t i o n Universelle burlesque ouverte 

au Musée du Nord, du 12 Fev. au 30 Avril 1887, 

B r u s s e l s , c i r c a 1887) , p . 2 9 , c i t e d i n V a n L e n n e p 

( n o t e 1 3 4 ) , p . 140 . 

1 4 0 . V a n L e n n e p ( n o t e 1 34) , p . 139. 

141. C a n n i n g ( n o t e 1, 1 9 9 3 ) , p . 51 . 

142 . D i a n e L e s k o ( n o t e 1) d i s c u s s e s 

W i e r t z ' s i n f l u e n c e o n E n s o r o n p . 6 1 . 

143. " L ' a n c i e n et l e n o u v e l i m p r e s s i o n 

i s m e , " L'Art Moderne 6 ( F e b r u a r y 5, 1 8 8 8 ) , 

p . 4 2 , t r a n s l a t e d i n B l o c k ( n o t e 1 0 8 ) , p . 6 3 . 

144. C a n n i n g ( n o t e 19) . 

145. T h e a r t i c l e i s F é l i x F é n é o n , 

" L ' I m p r e s s i o n n i s m e a u x T u i l e r i e s , " L'Art 

Moderne 38 ( S e p t e m b e r 19, 1 8 8 6 ) . 

146. F é l i x F é n é o n , " L e N é o - i m p r e s s i o n -

isme," L'Art Moderne 18 ( M a y 1, 1887) , p p . 

138-139, t r a n s l a t e d i n H e n r i D o r r a , Symbolist 

Art Theories: A Critical Anthology ( B e r k e l e y , 

1 9 9 5 ) , p . 162. 

147. F é n é o n ( n o t e 1 4 6 ) , p . 161. 

148. T h e e x t e n s i v e l i t e r a t u r e e x a m i n i n g 

S e u r a t ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d uses o f c o n t e m p o 

r a r y c o l o r s c i e n c e i s s u m m a r i z e d i n J o h n G a g e , 

Color and Meaning: Art, Science, and Symbol

ism ( L o n d o n , 1 9 9 9 ) , p p . 2 0 9 - 2 2 7 . 

149 . F é n é o n ( n o t e 1 4 6 ) , p p . 138-139. 

L i n d a N o c h l i n ' s t r a n s l a t i o n i s p u b l i s h e d 
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i n Seurat in Perspective, N o r m a B r o u d e , e d . 

( E n g l e w o o d C l i f f s , N . J . , 1 9 7 8 ) , p p . 4 0 - 4 1 . 

150. M a d e l a i n e O c t a v e M a u s , Trente 

années de lutte pour l ' A r t 1884-1914 ( B r u s s e l s , 

1 9 2 6 ) , p . 5 2 , t r a n s l a t e d i n S a r a h F a u n c e , 

" S e u r a t a n d ' T h e S o u l o f T h i n g s , ' " i n Belgian 

Art ( n o t e 112), p . 4 1 . 

151. " L a r e c h e r c h e de l a L u m i è r e , L'Art 

Moderne 2 6 ( J u n e 2 6 , 1 8 8 7 ) , p . 2 0 2 . 

152. " L e S a l o n des XX: L ' A n c i e n et 

l e n o u v e l i m p r e s s i o n i s m , " L'Art Moderne 6 

( F e b r u a r y 5, 1 8 8 8 ) , p . 4 2 . 

153. " L e N é o - I m p r e s s i o n n i s m e , " L'Art 

Moderne 11 ( M a r c h 11, 1 8 8 8 ) , p . 8 5 . 

154. V e r h a e r e n ( n o t e 2 4 ) , p . 6 9 . 

155. E n s o r , Mes écrits ( n o t e 11), p . 13, 

t r a n s l a t e d i n T a n n e n b a u m ( n o t e 1), p . 9 4 . 

156. E n s o r , l e t t e r to P o l de M o n t , a r o u n d 

1894 o r 1895 , i n E n s o r ( n o t e 9 ) , p . 127. 

157. " A u x X X , " La Nation ( F e b r u a r y 6 , 

1 8 8 7 ) , p . 1, q u o t e d i n M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 122. 

T h e " v i s i o n " to w h i c h V e r h a e r e n r e f e r s w a s 

E n s o r ' s s u b m i s s i o n o f t h e s i x d r a w i n g s c o m p r i s 

i n g t h e s e r i e s Visions: The Aureoles of Christ or 

the Sensibility of Light, w h i c h w i l l be d i s c u s s e d 

present ly . 

158. O c t a v e M a u s , " L e s V i n g t i s t e s 

P a r i s i e n s , " L'Art Moderne 2 6 ( J u n e 2 6 , 1 8 8 6 ) , 

p . 2 0 4 , q u o t e d i n F a u n c e ( n o t e 1 5 0 ) , p . 4 4 . 

159. E n s o r , l e t t e r to P o l de M o n t , 

u n d a t e d [ 1 8 9 4 - 9 5 ] , t r a n s l a t e d i n G i s è l e 

O l l i n g e r - Z i n q u e , " M e a n d M y C i r c l e , " i n 

Ensor ( n o t e 1 6 ) , p . 17. 

1 6 0 . E n s o r , " R e f l e c t i o n s d ' a r t " [ 1 8 8 2 ] , 

i n Mes écrits ( n o t e 11), p . 5 0 . 

161 . L'Art du Peinture (1668), Dialogue 

sur le coloris ( 1675) , and La Vie de Rubens 

(1681) are a m o n g h i s m o s t i n f l u e n t i a l w o r k s . 

161. G . L a g y e , ' ' L ' A r t jeune,'' Le Fédéra

tion Artistique ( M a r c h 1, 1 8 8 4 ) , p . 156, q u o t e d 

i n C a n n i n g ( n o t e 19) . 

163. E n s o r , " R é f l e c t i o n s d ' a r t , " [ 1882] 

i n Mes écrits ( n o t e 11), p . 5 0 . 

164. E n s o r , q u o t e d i n H a e s a e r t s ( n o t e 1), 

p . 227 . 

165. A n d r e a s H u y s s e n , After the Great 

Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodern

ism ( B l o o m i n g t o n , 1 9 8 6 ) , p . v i i . 

1 6 6 . W . R a s c h , " L i t e r a r y D e c a d e n c e : 

A r t i s t i c R e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of Decay," Journal of 

Contemporary History 17, n o . 1 ( J a n u a r y 1 9 8 2 ) , 

p . 2 0 5 . 

167. J e a n M o r é a s , " L e S y m b o l i s m e , " 

S u p p l é m e n t l i t t é r a i r e du Figaro ( S e p t e m b e r 18, 

1 8 8 6 ) , p . 150 , t r a n s l a t e d i n D o r r a ( n o t e 1 4 6 ) , 

p . 151. 

1 6 8 . G u s t a v e K a h n , " R é s p o n s e des S y m 

b o l i s t e s , " L'Evénement ( S e p t e m b e r 2 8 , 1 8 8 6 ) . 

1 6 9 . É m i l e V e r h a e r e n , " S i l h o u e t t e s 

d ' a r t i s t e s , F e r n a n d Khnopff , ' ' L'Art Moderne 37 

( S e p t e m b e r 12, 1 8 8 6 ) , p . 2 9 0 , t r a n s l a t e d i n 

F r a n c i n e - C l a i r e L e g r a n d , " T h e S y m b o l i s t 

M o v e m e n t , " in Belgian Art {note 1 12), p p . 57-58 . 

1 7 0 . I n a l e t t e r to O c t a v e M a u s , E n s o r 

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

to t h e a r t i s t C l a u d e L a n t i e r , a n d K h n o p f f to 

F a g e r o l l e s , w h o p l a g i a r i z e d L a n t i e r ' s w o r k a f ter 

h i s s u i c i d e , f r o m É m i l e Z o l a ' s novel L'Œuvre 

( 1 8 8 6 ) . L e g r a n d ( n o t e 1 0 7 ) , p . 2 4 . T h e i n c i d e n t 

i s r e c o u n t e d i n C a n n i n g ( n o t e 19) . 

171. See G i s è l e O l l i n g e r - Z i n q u e ' s 

c a t a l o g u e e n t r y for Listening to Schumann 

i n S t e v e n s et a l . , eds . ( n o t e 118), p . 140 . 

172. See H i r s h ( n o t e 101). 

173. I n a l e t t e r to f e l l o w Vingtiste D a r i o 

de R e g o y o s , d a t e d O s t e n d , D e c e m b e r 1884 , 

E n s o r r e m a r k e d o n h o w s t r o n g l y h e w a s m o v e d 

b y G o y a ' s p a i n t i n g Time and the Old Women 

( c i r c a 18 10- 12) , w h i c h h e s a w at t h e M u s e u m o f 

F i n e A r t s i n L i l l e : " N e v e r h a v e I s e e n m o r e 

f r i g h t e n i n g figures; t h e y i m p r e s s e d m e v i v i d l y . " 

P u b l i s h e d i n E n s o r ( n o t e 9 ) , p p . 153-154. See 

a l so L . S c h o o n b a e r t ( n o t e 1 4 ) , p p . 311-342, for 

E n s o r ' s c o p i e s a f ter G o y a a n d o t h e r s , r e n d e r e d 

i n t h e e a r l y 1 8 8 0 s . 

174. T h i s o p p o s i t i o n h a d b e e n less p r o 

n o u n c e d i n B e l g i u m t h a n e l s e w h e r e i n E u r o p e 

b e c a u s e t h e C h u r c h h a d p a r t i c i p a t e d i n t h e 

r e v o l u t i o n a g a i n s t t h e D u t c h i n 1830 . See L o d e 

Wils, " T h e T w o B e l g i a n R e v o l u t i o n s , " i n 

Nationalism in Belgium: Shifting Identities, 

1780-1995, K a s D e p r e z et a l . , eds . ( L o n d o n a n d 

N e w Y o r k , 1 9 9 8 ) , p . 3 9 . 

175. A l e x a n d e r M u r p h y a n d C a r l 

S t r i k w e r d a , " B r u s s e l s a n d t h e B e l g i a n A v a n t -

G a r d e i n H i s t o r i c a l a n d G e o g r a p h i c a l P e r s p e c 

t i v e , " i n G o d d a r d , ed . ( n o t e 115), p . 21ff. 

176. F o r f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n o n these 

i s s u e s , see E r n s t H e i n r i c h K o s s m a n n , The Low 

Countries 1780-1940 ( O x f o r d , 1 9 7 8 ) , c h a p t e r 6 , 

" T o w a r d s D e m o c r a c y , 1 8 7 9 - 1 8 9 6 . " 

177. M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 75. 

178. See for e x a m p l e " M a n i f e s t o o f t h e 

W a l l o o n L e a g u e o f S a i n t G i l l e s " [ 1 8 8 6 ] , i n The 

Flemish Movement: A Documentary History, 

1780-1990, T h e o H e r m a n s et a l . , eds . ( L o n d o n 

a n d A t l a n t i c H i g h l a n d s , N . J . , 1 9 9 2 ) , p p . 1 70-7 1 . 
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179. M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1) p r o v i d e s a s u m 

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

m e n t s o n p p . 6 3 - 7 9 . 

1 8 0 . D e m e t r i u s G . B o u l g e r , The Reign 

of Leopold II, 1865-1909, vol. 1 ( L o n d o n , 1 9 2 5 ) , 

p . 2 4 5 . 

181. X a v i e r T r i c o t , " E n s o r a n d E n g l i s h 

A r t , " i n Theatre of Masks ( n o t e 17) , p . 114, 

i n t e r p r e t s t h i s i n s c r i p t i o n as a r e f e r e n c e to 

F l o r i a n ' s fable The Monkey and the Magic 

Lantern, i n w h i c h a m o n k e y p r o j e c t s i m a g e s 

t h a t o n l y t h e d i m - w i t t e d t u r k e y , o f a l l o f t h e 

a n i m a l s , c l a i m s to see. T h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s 

m a d e i n H o o z e e et a l . ( n o t e 1), p l . 1 0 9 , p . 155. 

182. M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 197, a n d 

C a n n i n g ( n o t e 1, 1997) . 

183. T h e p r i n t w a s p u b l i s h e d as a t i t l e 

page for a s a t i r i c a l p l a y b y P i e t e r L a n g e n d y k 

i n 1720 . A F r e n c h v e r s i o n o f t h e p r i n t w a s 

a l so p r o d u c e d . O n t h i s i m a g e , see H a n s R i e s , 

Zwischen Hausse und Baisse: Börse und geld 

in der Karikatur ( S t u t t g a r t , 1 9 8 7 ) , p p . 5 3 - 5 5 . 

184. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , a r o u n d t h e t i m e t h a t 

E n s o r b e c a m e a b a r o n , h e a t t e m p t e d to p u r 

c h a s e a n d d e s t r o y as m a n y i m p r e s s i o n s o f t h i s 

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

l o c a t e . A s a r e s u l t , t h i s i s a v e r y r a r e i m a g e . 

A u g u s t e T a e v e r n i e r , Catalogue illustré de ses 

gravures leur description critique et l ' i n v e n t a i r e 

des plaques ( L e d e b e r g - G h e n t , 1973) , p . 199. 

185. C a n n i n g ( n o t e 1, 1 9 9 7 ) , p . 5 6 . 

1 8 6 . N e a l A s c h e r s o n , The King Incorpo

rated: Leopold II in the Age of Trusts ( L o n d o n , 

1 9 6 3 ) , p . 6 2 . 

187. L u d w i g B a u e r , Leopold the Unloved: 

King of the Belgians and of Wealth ( B o s t o n , 

1935) , p . 2 0 4 . 

1 8 8 . F o r e x a m p l e , M a r x a n d E n g e l s m e t 

i n B r u s s e l s , a n d V i c t o r H u g o fled t h e r e a f ter t h e 

P a r i s C o m m u n e . See M u r p h y a n d S t r i k w e r d a 

( n o t e 175). 

1 8 9 . See J e a n S t e n g e r s , " E m i g r a t i o n et 

i m m i g r a t i o n e n B e l g i q u e a u X I X e et a u X x e 

s i è c l e s , " Académie Royale des Sciences d'Outre-

Mer ( B r u s s e l s , 1978) . 

1 9 0 . M u r p h y a n d S t r i k w e r d a ( n o t e 175), 

p . 25 . 

191 . E d m o n d P i c a r d , " L a B i b l e et l e 

C o r a n : A M o n s i e u r F r a n z P h i l i p p s o n , " 

L'Art Moderne 18 ( A p r i l 2 9 , 1 8 8 8 ) , p . 137. 

1 9 2 . " L a B i b l e at l e C o r a n : C o r r e s p o n 

d e n c e , " L'Art Moderne 17 ( A p r i l 2 2 , 1 8 8 8 ) , 

p . 130. T h e o t h e r a r t i c l e s i n t h e s e r i e s a re " L a 

B i b l e : T r a d u c t i o n n o u v e l l e p a r E . L e d r a i n , " 

L'Art Moderne 6 ( F e b r u a r y 6 , 1887) , p p . 4 2 - 4 3 ; 

" L a B i b l e : T r a d u c t i o n p a r M . L e d r a i n , " 

Moderne 8 ( F e b r u a r y 19, 1 8 8 8 ) , p . 6 1 ; " L a 

B i b l e et l e C o r a n , " L'Art Moderne 15 ( A p r i l 8 , 

1 8 8 8 ) , p p . 114-116; a n d " L a l i t t é r a t u r e a n t i -

S é m i t i q u e , " L'Art Moderne 4 6 ( N o v e m b e r 11, 

1 8 8 8 ) , p p . 361 -363 . 

193. E d m o n d P i c a r d , Synthèse de 

l ' A n t i s é m i t i s m e : La Bible et le Coran, Les 

Hymnes Védiques, L'Art a r a b e , Les Juifs au 

Maroc ( B r u s s e l s , 1 8 9 2 ) , p p . 9-14. 

194. K a r l M a r x , A World without Jews, 

D . D . R u n e s , e d . a n d t r a n s . ( N e w Y o r k , 1 9 5 9 ) , 

c i t e d i n D a v i d V i t a l , A World Apart: The Jews in 

Europe, 1789-1939 ( O x f o r d , 1 9 9 9 ) . pp. 194-195. 

P i c a r d b e c a m e m o s t f a m o u s i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y 

as a p o l i t i c a l t h e o r i s t for a n 1897 a r t i c l e i n t h e 

F r e n c h Revue encyclopédique ( J u l y 2 4 , 1 8 9 7 ) , 

p p . 5 9 5 - 5 9 9 , d e s c r i b i n g t h e " l ' â m e b e l g e " as 

t h e d a u g h t e r o f t h e G e r m a n i c a n d L a t i n r a c e s . 

C i t e d i n K o s s m a n n ( n o t e 176) , p . 313. K o s s m a n n 

b e l i e v e s t h a t P i c a r d ' s p o l i t i c a l c a r e e r w a s h a m 

p e r e d b y h i s a n t i - S e m i t i s m . 

195. J e a n de L i g n e a u , Juifs et antisémites 

en Europe ( P a r i s , c i r c a 1891) , p p . 128-131 . 

1 9 6 . L e g r a n d (note 1, 1971) , p . 8 0 . 

197. M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 195. 

1 9 8 . F o r a h i s t o r y o f t h e v i s u a l e n c o d i n g 

o f J ews a n d o t h e r m i n o r i t y g r o u p s i n N o r t h e r n 

E u r o p e , see R u t h M e l l i n k o f f , Outcasts: Signs 

of Otherness in Northern Europe, Art of the Late 

Middle Ages, 2 v o l s . ( B e r k e l e y , 1993) . O n t h e 

b r o a d e r t h e o l o g i c a l a n d p h i l o s o p h i c a l c o n t e x t , 

see J o s h u a T r a c h t e n b e r g , The Devil and the 

Jews: The Medieval Conception of the Jew and 

Its Relation to Modern Anti-Semitism [ 1943] 

( P h i l a d e l p h i a , 1 9 6 6 ) . See a lso M a r g a r e t D . 

C a r r o l l , " D ü r e r ' s C h r i s t A m o n g t h e D o c t o r s 

R e - e x a m i n e d , " i n Shop Talk: Studies in Honor 

of Seymour Slive, C y n t h i a P. S c h n e i d e r et a l . , 

eds . ( C a m b r i d g e , M a s s a c h u s e t t s , 1995) . 

1 9 9 . E d e n W a r w i c k , Notes on Noses 

( L o n d o n : R i c h a r d B e n t l e y , 1 8 6 4 ) , p . 11, r e p r o 

d u c e d i n C o w l i n g ( n o t e 4 7 ) , p . 8 2 . 

200. F o r a s u r v e y o f s u c h i m a g e r y p r i o r 

to t h e D r e y f u s A f f a i r i n F r a n c e , see N o r m a n 

K l e e b l a t t , The Dreyfus Affair: Art, Truth, and 

Justice, e x h . cat . ( B e r k e l e y , 1987) . 

201. M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1) notes t h e a n t i -

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

o f O c t a v e M a u s a n d E d m o n d P i c a r d as w e l l as 

a n t i - S e m i t i c s t a t e m e n t s i s s u e d b y E n s o r l a te i n 

h i s l i f e ( p p . 9 3 - 9 4 ) . 

202. R a n i e r i ( n o t e 7 8 ) , p . 6 6 . 

2 0 3 . I n h e r essay e n t i t l e d " T h e M a s k e d 

S o u l o f J a m e s E n s o r , " in Ensor ( n o t e 1 6 ) , 

D a n i e l l e D e r r e y - C a p o n s tates t h a t E n s o r 

i n c l u d e d m a s k s f r o m A f r i c a , N o r t h A m e r i c a , 
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a n d C h i n a " f o r t h e s a k e o f c o l o r a n d r h y t h m " 

( p . 4 3 ) . S h e a lso quotes a 1937 s t a t e m e n t o f 

E n s o r ' s i n w h i c h t h e a r t i s t d e n i e d a n y i n t e r e s t 

i n n o n - E u r o p e a n m a s k s : " I t h o r o u g h l y d i s a p 

p r o v e o f m a s k s f r o m t h e h e l l o f A f r i c a , A s i a , 

a n d O c e a n i a , f a t a l i a , s o m n o l i a a n d c r o c o s i a " 

( " M a s q u e s d i v e r s , " i n Mes écrits [note 11], 

pp. 2 0 0 - 2 0 1 , t r a n s l a t e d i n D e r r e y - C a p o n 
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1 9 9 8 ) . 

2 0 5 . L . l e F e b v e de V i v y , Documents 

d'Histoire précoloniale beige ( B r u s s e l s , 1955) , 
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217. M c G o u g h ( n o t e 1), p . 195. 
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s t r u c t s t h i s s t o r y t h r o u g h t h e p r e s s r e p o r t s 

o f t h i s i n c i d e n t . 
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T a e v e r n i e r ( n o t e 1 8 4 ) , p . 27 . 

2 5 5 . E m i l e L i t t r é , " D e s p r o g r è s d u 
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