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FIG. |

James Ensor (Belgian, 1860-1949),
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in
1889, 1888. Oil on canvas, 252.5 x
430.5cm (99% x 169% in.).

Los Angeles, J. Paul Getty Museum
(87.r2.96).

A PAINTING AND

ometime in 1888, the young Belgian painter

James Ensor (1860-1949) tacked a giant canvas
to his studio wall and created one of the most important
and enigmatic paintings of the later nineteenth century:
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1). A phantas-
magoria of color and motion, the painting represents the
imagined entry of Jesus into the city of Brussels during
Mardi Gras, the grand new boulevards of the city choked
with grotesque masked figures who are too involved in their
own strutting and revelry to acknowledge the presence
of the Christian savior. The crowd snakes around in a huge
phalanx that begins in the upper right of the composition
and marches into, and seemingly breaks through, the
extreme foreground. Buildings and viewing stands, deco-
rated with bunting and flags, frame the composition
like a proscenium, and the tide of people fills the street,
balconies, and windows. -

The painting’s grand scale (8% x 14 feet), the gro-
tesque caricatures of the military, clergy, and business
class, and the incorporation of texts, including the vast
banner surmounting the composition reading Vive la
Sociale (Long Live the Social), proclaim this a polemical
work. The carnival masks, viewing stand at the right,
banners, and bunting all suggest a popular spectacle, the

ITS PARADOXES

subject of a genre painting. Its religious imagery, parti-
cularly the fragile representation of Jesus riding a donkey
in the center of the composition, also seems to place the
painting within a tradition of sacred art. The extraordinary
crowd of figures pressed into the foreground, and swelling
into the background, indicates a commentary on the
burgeoning urban scene. Yet the painting is not any one
of these things, but, rather, a kaleidoscopic amalgamation
of them all. Ckrist’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 is a bitter,
eloquent, and satirical painting, and its manifold themes,
like its cryptic form, narrate modernity itself.!

The canvas is so large and sprawling, so encrusted
with detail, and so garishly colored that it demands of
its viewers that they move back and forth to see the whole
and read the details. A close-up view is dominated by the
great variety and theatricality of the masks and faces in
the foreground, many of them life size or greater, and by
the dazzling virtuosity of Ensor’s brushwork. Flouting '
contemporary practices of peinture claire, Ensor troweled
on paint using a palette knife, scored it with the end of a
paintbrush, applied it wet-on-wet and dry-on-dry, and
delicately feathered it. Yet from the intimate view needed
to discern such a variety of techniques, the overall compo-
sition is impossible to digest. From close-up, the painting
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ceiling onto the painting. I attribute to this sprinkling
the freshness which the canvas has retained.?

It may be that the artist’s differing proximate relationships
to the canvas (on the upper wall and at floor level) assisted
him in his exploitation of variable perspectives, points of
view, and contrasts between near and far. As Getty Museum
conservator Mark Leonard has noted, the careful under-
drawing, visible in many passages where the paint is thin,
or in interstices between areas of pigment, reveals how
systematically Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1)
was planned and executed. What at first appears to be an
anarchic and spontaneous composition is in fact the result
of great discipline and order. Moreover, as chaotic and
unconventional as the canvas looks in terms of its form and
techniques, Ensor actually executed the painting using
traditional procedures.?

Ensor’s strategy of organizing his composition around
a mobile audience parallels the compositional strategies
of the giant Naturalist paintings that populated the Euro-
pean Salons of the 1880s. Theatrical formulae often used
by Salon painters to engage their audiences—pushing a
dramatic or sentimental scene into the extreme foreground
of a life-size or over-life-size composition, exaggerating the
contrast between the scale of figures in the fore- and back-
ground, and reducing the degree of detail from front to
back—were deployed to arrest the viewer’s attention within
the context of a large, crowded exhibition. By orchestrating
a spectator’s assimilation of the painting through a succes-
sion of views (walking toward and away from the compo-
sition to see the whole and read the details), Salon painters
enacted in art the audience’s experiences on the street.
The heterogeneous texture of events that conditioned the
observer’s daily experiences: new urban spaces, new tech-

nologies, and a rapid proliferation of images in every
aspect of daily life had begun to undermine the possibility
of a contemplative viewer:

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 aestheticisolation ... butas one
of many consumable and fleeting elements within an ex-
panding chaos ofimages, commodities, and stimulation.*

At the Salon, the observer operated as a fldneur, a mobile
consumer of a succession of commodity-like images, just as
she or he did on the boulevard.

Indeed, itis likely that at least one of the sources of
inspiration for this vertiginous canvas was Belgian Salon
painting itself, a tradition that Ensor invoked only to parody
and subvert. A prominent example is 7%e Review of the
Schoolchildren in 1878 (fig. 3), one of the most popular
paintings in 1880s Belgium and the masterpiece of its now-
obscure author, Jan Verhas. This vast painting depicts a
parade of 23,000 schoolchildren from all districts of the
newly modernized city of Brussels and all parts of Belgium,
organized on August 23, 1878, to celebrate the golden wed-
ding anniversary of King Léopold IT and Queen Marie-
Henriette. As we shall see, Léopold was a strong promoter
of such unifying public spectacles throughout Belgium, a
nation comprising two distinct cultures (French and Flem-
ish) that had only achieved independence in 1830. With
its emphasis on a smooth, immaculate depiction, Verhas’s
canvas describes this superbly orchestrated public spec-
tacle with photographic fidelity. In it, schoolgirls march in a
disciplined line into the extreme foreground of the compo-
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and Archduke of Austria, in 1520. In this and other his-
torical works of this genre, a reigning monarch or duke
enters the city through a ritual gateway, is symbolically
given keys to the city, and is celebrated through a spectrum
of festivities. This ritual of the joyous entry bound national
and regional alliances, reenacted the historical relationships
between the city and the dukes and kings, and reinscribed
the legitimacy of the monarchy.? Parodying and under-
mining the control asserted by such national and civic ritu-
als as represented by Makart and Verhas, Ensor’s canvas
paraphrases and fragments the conventions of Belgian civil,
religious, and political festivals. Defying traditional
invocations to a unified future and references to a glorious
past, the painting subverts the placidity and prosperity of
Léopold II’s Belgium. Cacophonous where in conventional
Salon painting there was order, ambiguous in perspective
and composition where there was surety, extravagant in
technique and iconography where there was restraint and
predictability, and unstable in meaning, Christ’s Entry into
Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) dispensed with the rules of taste,
narrative, and technique that operated in 1880s Belgium.
Even in 1888, a year in which Paul Gauguin, Vincent van
Gogh, and Paul Cézanne ventured into radical new pictorial
experiments, Christ’s Entry stands as one of the most
extraordinary and prophetic works of art produced any-
where in Europe.

James Sidney Edouard Ensor was twenty-eight years
old when he executed this audacious painting. Born in
1860 to a Flemish mother and an English father raised in
Belgium, Ensor spent most of his life in his hometown of
Ostend, whose population in the 1880s was around sixteen
thousand. A small fishing town seventy-seven miles west
of Brussels, Ostend became a resort community catering to
tourists from England and elsewhere in the summer. King

Léopold was a frequent visitor. Ostend also was, and
remains, famous for its pre-Lenten Carnival festivities, cul-
minating in a citywide masquerade and parade, balls, and
raucous tavern rituals. Ensor’s family ran a curio shop in
the center of the town that catered to both of these annual
events with souvenirs for the summer clientele and masks
for Carnival (fig. 5). Ensor and his biographers attributed
the formation of his vision 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 amonkey. . . . My childhood is filled with marvelous
dreams and visits to my grandmother’s shop, with its
Iuminous 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 inspiration. . . .°

Ensor lived with his family throughout his life, which, in his
early years, included his parents, his maternal grandmother,
his maternal aunt, and his younger sister Marie, nicknamed
“Mitche.” All served as his chief models through the mid-
1880s.

By all accounts Ensor was a man with a rebarbative
personality and a great capacity for parody and satire.!® His
writings, a blend of high mysticism, puns worthy of James
Joyce, and prankish humor, are packed with mythologizing
stories about his life.!! For example, in 1928 he recounted
a “formative event” that was remarkably similar to Sigmund
Freud’s 1910 analysis of Leonardo da Vinci’s famous child-
hood memory of a bird of prey:




FIG. 5

James Ensor Standing in Front

of the Souvenir Shop Operated

by His Mother and Aunt,

Corner of Rampe de Flandre

and the Rue Du Nord (Now
Boulevard Van Iseghem), Ostend.
Photo: From Patrick Florizoone,
James Ensor: Les Bains a Ostende
(Brussels, 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 I can still
see that horrible apparition and still feel the strong
impact of the black bird.1?

Such poetic autobiography extended to Ensor’s state-
ments about his training, which suggest that he was auto-
didactic. Taking his early artistic studies in Ostend with
two local landscape painters, Ensor later distanced himself
from this training by labeling these painters as provincial.
From 1877 to 1880 Ensor enrolled at the Royal Academy
of Fine Arts in Brussels, which was a prestigious training
ground for the kind of precise technique that made Jan
Verhas so popular, and the conduit for a successful Salon
career. Again Ensor repudiated his training, particularly in
an article that he wrote in 1884 entitled “Three Weeks at
the Academy™:

“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 well”. . . . “But you
ruin everything you do”. . .. Moral: The pupil quits the
Academyandbecomes a Vingtiste [see below]. Further
Moral: The Salon rejects his paintings.1%

Following his formal studies, Ensor engaged in a sustained
dialogue with master painters and draftsmen, copying
reproductions of works by old masters such as Rembrandt,
Jan Steen, Jacques Callot, Honoré Daumier, and Eugéne
Delacroix, and contemporaries including Jules Bastien-
Lepage and Jan Verhas, that were published in such sources

as the Gazette des Beaux-Arts (Paris) and The Studio (Lon-
don).1* While these works were echoed in Ensor’s mature
painting, he nevertheless stated in his later writings that
he was innocent of inspiration from other artists: “I evolve
freely and not exposed to influences, I ignore the great
Gallic schools, the Frankish, the German, the shabby, the
Photo-specific, and the success of the painters of the
moment from the land of madness.” 1> Ensor traveled little,
making only two trips to England in 1886 and 1892, three
trips to France in the 1880s, and two trips to Holland in
the 1880s and early 1890s.16 He spent considerable time in
Brussels, the capital of Belgium and the center of much
avant-garde artistic and literary activity in the latter nine-
teenth century, and he traveled to Ghent and Antwerp,
both towns with burgeoning artistic scenes and substantial
collections of old master paintings. As we shall see,
although Ensor did live a relatively secluded life in Ostend,
his claims to artistic isolation must be viewed as a strategic
reworking of his career and intellectual sources. He was
strongly connected to the artistic communities of late nine-
teenth-century Belgium and was well versed in the history
of art. Indeed, in 1883 he was one of the founding members
of the avant-garde exhibition society Les XX (Les Vingt,
The Twenty), Belgium’s, and one of Europe’s, premier asso-
ciations for the advancement of new art.

Between 1880 and 1886 Ensor was engaged primarily
in the recording of his immediate environment, including
seascapes, still lifes, and interior scenes.!” By the early
1880s he had made a substantial, if controversial, reputation
as a colorist and a promising Naturalistic painter. His
works shown with the exhibiting societies L’Essor, Le Cercle
Artistique, La Chrysalide (The Chrysalis), and Les XX had
garnered Ensor some favorable reviews, including at least a
few acknowledgments of genius. More frequently, however,







FIG. &

James Ensor, Woman Eating
Opysters, 1882. Oil on canvas,
207 x 105 cm (81'% x 41%in.).
Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum
of Fine Arts (2073).

glass, draped linen, porcelain, and flowers. The large scale
of the painting, the homey detail, and the relaxed attitude
of the model may be seen today as echoes of the moody
domestic genre painting popular throughout Europe at the
time. Yet on the basis of this painting, Ensor was strongly
rebuffed by his conservative critics for alack of decorum
and finish and hailed by Octave Maus and other members of
the avant-garde as Belgium’s breakthrough into radical art.
Throughout the 1880s, Ensor continued his investi-
gations into mood painting, injecting his atmospheric
naturalism with increasingly uncanny elements. In 1883 he
painted Scandalized Masks (fig. 7), the first work in which
he replaced human faces with carnival masks. In what
seems to be a working-class bar, a masked male figure leans
desolately against a rough wooden table as he is approached
by another masked figure menacingly waving a cane or
club. Art historian Libby Tannenbaum first identified these
figures as symbolic representations of Ensor’s father and
grandmother, the former an acute alcoholic, and the
latter the family matriarch.2? Exhibited in 1884 as Masks,
the painting represents a critical turning pointin Ensor’s
career. Beginning in that year, he explored the ambiva-
lence, strangeness, humor, and grotesquery of masks as
human dopplegingers:

Hounded by those on my trail, 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.?!

In The Astonishment of the Mask Wouse (fig. 8), he inter-
posed a mask on a standing female figure, surrounding

her with a pile of masks, carnival costumes, skulls, musical
instruments, a puppet, two animated figures who are per-
haps themselves masked, and a length of Chinese fabric.22
The mound of skulls, masks, and costumes that lies on the
bare wooden floor were Ensor’s actual studio props, many
of which appear repeatedly in his paintings. The mask with
dark glasses playing the clarinet, for example, is the one
worn by the standing figure in Scandalized Masks (fig. 7)
and by figures that appear in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in
1889 (fig. 9).23 From the mid-1880os until Ensor’s death,
these masks and props offered the artist a kind of repertory
of images and characters that he first used as his weapons
against middle-class propriety and complacency, and
then increasingly as lyrical decorative elements. As the
Symbolist poet Emile Verhaeren noted in 1908, it was
on the basis of these images that Ensor became known as
“the painter of masks.” 24 In the decades that followed,
Ensor mined the shocking innovations that he had injected
into his work in the later 1880s: masks, skeletons, figures
from the commedia dell’arte, a bright and luminous palette,
and thick, dramatic applications of paint.

By the latter 18gos Ensor was an established figure
in Belgian modernism. In 1898-99, a one-man exhibition at
the Salon des Cent in Paris was a signal event in the artist’s
careef. A book of essays published to coincide with the
exhibition (and which Ensor helped to orchestrate) provided
critical and poetic exegeses on his work that positioned
the artist as one of Belgium’s, and Europe’s, most radical
and authentic artists.2> Within a few years, however, just at
the time that he began to achieve wide recognition, Ensor’s
work became repetitive. In the first decades of this century
his palette softened, and he reworked older compositions
to the point where he drained them of vivacity. These inclu-
ded, in 1925 to 1930, small oil paintings that recapitulate










Although Ensor never gave away clues to any fixed
meaning in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, in a letter to
his early biographer, Emile Verhaeren, in 1892, he referred
to the painting in formal terms as “my great canvas of
Christ and masks, full of motion and of tumultuous patterns
accented by an intensity of color.” 27 In his 1908 mono-
graph on Ensor, Verhaeren likened the brightness of Ensor’s
palette—an “exaltation of raw tones”—to lithographic
posters.22 There is, in fact, an affinity between Ensor’s
painting and the grand scale, brilliant coloration, carica-
tural linearity, and compressed space of the large color
lithographic advertisements for products and entertain-
ments that French graphic artist Jules Chéret had begun to
produce in Paris in the 1870s, and which had become wide-
spread and much emulated in Paris by the late 1880s. In
such works as his advertisement for a Lenten masked
ball at the Palace-Théiter, created between 1881 and 1890
(fig. 11), Chéret created colorful, strongly articulated,
mural-size images that were intended to be assimilated by
passersby on the city street. Exuding a kind of refined
vulgarity and exaggeration, “artistic” lithographic posters
by Chéret and others furnished the city of Paris with instant
and ephemeral murals, introducing color and entertain-
ment onto the gray walls of the bustling city, and creating
memorable visual form for passing events such as exhi-
bitions, balls, and carnivals. Identified as the most sensi-
tive and talented of all the French poster artists in an
influential 1886 study by Ernest Maindron,?® Chéret had a
vast following among advertisers and lithographic artists
throughout Europe and North America. By likening Ensor’s
flat, unsaturated color palette to that of the poster artists,
Verhaeren alluded to the ways that the vernacular nature of
these images, which covered city walls throughout Europe,
carried over into Ensor’s painting.3°

Ensor also claimed that his paints were not themselves
conventional artists’ pigments, but common house paints.
As recounted by art historian Paul Haesaerts, these unortho-
dox pigments released an inchoate creativity in him: after
Ensor told a housepainter that he was suspicious of the
quality and permanence of commercial artists’ pigments
purchased in tubes, the painter mixed fresh pots of color
for the artist.3! Ensor reports that when he painted Christ’s
Entry into Brussels in 1889, “1 found myself pushed by a
large demon. These large containers inspired me toward
great subjects, and it was without constraint that I drew
my work from [these] generous vases.” 32 However, analysis
of the pigments performed by Mark Leonard at the Getty
Museum has revealed that they were standard artists’ pig-
ments from the period. This same analysis confirms Ensor’s
procedure of laying the pigments down directly throughout
the painting, only mixing them occasionally.3® Whether
his paints had their mythic origins in the utilitarian medium
of house paint, or in more expensive and elite artists’ pig-
ments, the purity and vibrancy of their colors remained the
aspect of the painting of which Ensor seemed the most proud:

In 1888, I glimpsed my future, I made my act of faith
in light, in my light, my composition, my imagination
and my freedom. [ 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. Vivid red. Green green. Raw yellow. . . .34

Ensor’s invocations of directness and an almost primal
spontaneity, free of the trappings of academic procedure
and accepted artistic taste, trace a genesis story for Christ’s
Entry into Brussels in 1889 in a kind of pan-European
discourse of radicalism that will be discussed presently.
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eighteenth-century physiognomic studies, most promi-
nently Johann Caspar Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy,
first published in Leipzig in 1774-78, and the Dutch
physiologist Pieter Camper’s Essay on the Natural Varieties
that Characterize the Physiognomy of Men (1791). In
Lavater’s physiognomy, a vast range of human faces and
heads, often likened to animal features, was provided

as an index of character and social status. The belief that
facial structure was also a measure of human develop-
ment, with facial angles operating as indices of “advanced”
or “primitive” stages of the human race, was put forth

by Camper.4” In the early nineteenth century, a period of
emerging European-wide nationalist consciousness, these
studies in turn supported treatises on national and ethnic
“types,” such as Gottfried Schadow’s National Physiog-
nomies (1835), a systematic study that helped to shape

the terms of racial and ethnic coding in the later nineteenth
century.*® The Positivist underpinnings of this discipline
provided the basis for much nineteenth-century anthropo-
logical and ethnographic investigation, and for a range

of sciences founded on a belief in human taxonomy.*® With
their sources in part in this determinist science, the popu-
lar grimaces mapped class, ethnicity, occupation, gender,
nationality, and health, providing humorous panoramas of
contemporary society while also enforcing social stereo-
types.?* Indeed, the very notion of the stereotype (repeated
facial and other bodily features so familiar that they can

be read like texts) was the stock and trade of caricature that
circulated in mass-media publications.®! Such codes of
human appearance, read as keys to human character,
became especially significant during Europe’s most rapid
period of industrialization and colonial expansion.®2 With
the movement of rural populations into urban centers,

the growth of urban cosmopolitanism, the displacement of
Jews and other persecuted populations from Eastern and
Southern Europe, and an increase in racial consciousness
stemming from the growth of empire into Africa, Asia, and
Oceania, such indices provided reassurance to the Euro-
pean audience in the form of humor and satire.

The carnival masks that Ensor used as props in his
paintings were also shaped by such typologies. The masks
in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) represent both
stock carnival masks, masks drawn from Asian and other
world traditions,5? and caricatures of both famous and
obscure contemporary Belgians.>* As Legrand notes, masks
allowed Ensor the freedom to play with the appearance,
and to tweak the social positions, of his contemporaries.>?
So strong was the association between the masks and
contemporary personalities that as late as the 1930s, their
identification was a kind of parlor game practiced by
Ensor’s neighbors in 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 alarge part of the
wall. They are looking for similarities with or refer-
ences to the famous and not so famous people in their
small orin their large circle of acquaintances. Thus the
head, as Ensor himselfhad pointed out to me, hasbeen
called Stresemann. In the case of another one, similar-
ities with Herriot have been detected, which, however,
have eluded me. And if a visitor has succeeded in finding
yet another new similarity among all of these faces, he
will feel proud and happy having understood the entire
artistic and spiritual content of this picture. By the way,

18



Belgian artists told me that still today every visitor
directs his ambition towards enriching this list of iden-
tifications with new names.5¢

Art historians have also ventured to decode the meaning of
this painting by associating specific masks with figures from
Ensor’s intimate life.5” However, it appears that Ensor him-
self did not wish to fix his work by identifying individuals,
signs, symbols, or any other element of his composition.
While Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 is now uni-

versally regarded as one of the most radical and important

. achievements in European art of the nineteenth century,
it was seen and known only to a few of Ensor’s intimates
until late in his life. The catalogue of the exhibition society
Les XX for 1889 lists the painting as one of Ensor’s many
submissions that winter. Had it been exhibited in February
1889, it would have been on view just before Brussels’s
Mardi Gras, in which case the painting would have acted as
a kind of distorting mirror held up to the “real-life” rev-
elry, masquerade, and street politics of the city of Brussels.
Its multiple satires, parodies, and critiques would have
had immediate and bitter currency. However, whether due
to the artist’s ill health in the winter of 1888, his possible
qualms about exhibiting the canvas, or, most likely, to the
fact that the painting was not finished in time, it was not
sent to the exhibition.*® While it has been taken for granted
in the Ensor literature that Christ’s Entry-was rejected
by Les XX, Stephen McGough has pointed out that Ensor

- himself may have held the canvas back.>® “Unsullied by

exhibition,” in Ensor’s later words, the pairiting Temained

in the artist’s studio, rolled up because no wall was large

enough to support it until his move to the home he inheri-

ted from his uncle in 1917.% There, the painting was

installed in the artist’s sitting room for the rest of his life.
With the exception of two large retrospective exhibitions,
one in 1929 at the Palais des Beaux-Arts in Brussels and
the other in the galleries of the Gazette des Beaux-Arts in
Paris in 1939, Christ’s Entry was seen only by the artist’s
visitors during his lifetime. These included some of the
leading Expressionist artists in Europe, among them Emile
Nolde in 1911 and Wassily Kandinsky in 1917. By Ensor’s
death in 1949, the painting was understood by his biogra-
phers and admirers to be his artistic testament, a manifesto-
like demonstration of his thoughts and opinions, his training
and experimentation, and a radically new formulation of
painting as a medium of emotion and invention.

Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 is a political
painting without a clear political message; a panorama of
Belgian society with ambiguous references to individual
identities; a parade that is simultaneously Mardi Gras
festival, political demonstration, and religious spectacle;
an artistic manifesto with a hidden program; a religious
painting that is resolutely secular; a vertiginous display of
perspectival systems, multiple brush techniques, and
garish colors that challenges prevailing tastes; and a curi-
ous hybrid of poster, caricature, and history painting.
From the tiny confines of his attic studio and the mytholo-
gizing bent of his imagination, Ensor invoked the con-
sensus, comfort, and reassurance of a vision like Jan
Verhas’s parade of schoolchildren in order to invest it with
the anxieties and transformations of his age. Castigating
those playing at Empire—within personal, political,
religious, and artistic arenas—and asserting an indepen-
dent, satirical, and moral vision of modernity, Ensor
created a grandiose grimace that resonated with the aspir-
ations of his generati;)n to remake the world.
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THE CITY, THE STREET, AND THE URBAN SPECTACLE

he setting for Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889

(fig. 1) is a vast boulevard, “the modern artifact par
excellence,” according to urban historian Anthony Vidler.¢!
The panoramic foreground and radically telescoping
perspective of Christ’s Entry, the painting’s dizzying mobil-
ity of viewpoint, and above all its throngs that threaten to
engulf the viewer, articulate the experience of the modern
city. By setting his monumental satirical paintingin a
vast boulevard, Ensor selected one of the most potent sym-
bols of Belgium’s new urban order, for the Brussels that
Ensor’s Christ entered was a city in remarkable physical
transformation in the 1880s. As urban historians Henri and
Paul Hymans stated in that decade, when Léopold 11
assumed the throne in 1865, a new chapter in the history
of modern Belgium was initiated.®? Under the influence of
Napoleon III’s Paris, Léopold II transformed Brussels from
a sleepy town into a modern imperial city. Even before
he became king, Léopold developed plans for grand boule-
vards flanked by unified beaux-arts facades; punctuated
by parks, monuments, and monumental new civic buildings;
and connected by new transportation and sanitation sys-
tems, rendering Brussels the material representation
of the power and prosperity he envisioned for his reign. By

1887 the Hymanses could write, “Contemporary Brussels
changes every day. And it would take an infinite sequence
of instantaneous views to fix its mobile physiognomy.” 63

It is this new, changeable, scenographic Brussels that Ensor
gives us in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, and its

many street spectacles and manifestations that he conflated
into his phantasmagoric urban vista.

However, it is not Léopold’s controlled, orderly,
authoritarian Brussels (fig. 19) that Ensor represents, but
its nightmarish double, the maelstrom described by
Victor Hugo in Les Misérables (1862), a place of turmoil
and anxiety.®* In Ensor’s painting, the lack of any reference
to a skyline or distinguishable architectural monuments;
the visual movement suggested by the multiple flags, ban-
ners, and bunting that snake their way throughout the
composition; and the jarring colors create the sense of the
street as both chaotic and amorphous. In particular, the
perspectival lines that converge high in the background
reinforce the sense of claustrophobia caused by the improb-
ably condensed crowd in the foreground. Like Gustave
Caillebotte’s monumental canvas Paris Street; Rainy Day
of 1877 (fig. 20), Ensor pictures an orthogonal view of a
vast boulevard, splayed open in the extreme foreground,
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perspectives, implacable in their straight lines; no longer
feeling like the world of Balzac, but bringing to mind some
American Babylon of the future.” 7!

This sense of an “American Babylon,” the symbol
of an imminent collapse of social integrity, was stimulated
by the density of crowds that populated these new urban
spaces, and by the transformation of social life into spec-
tacle. The term “spectacle,” as examined by Guy Debord,
refers to the replacement of the tangible world by repro-
duced images, lived human relations by public perform-
ances, and social exchanges by material commerce.
Debord identifies the society of spectacle as one in which
society itself becomes a commodity and intimate experi-
ence is embedded in, and shaped by, images of mass
diffusion.” In the later nineteenth century, participation
in the urban spectacle fundamentally changed cognitive
patterns as multiplying and overlapping sensory infor-
mation—photographs, advertisements, department store
commodities, mass transportation, rallies, parades,
artificial lighting, etc.—shifted norms and practices of
attention and perception.”® The increasingly heteroge-
neous and dynamic environment of the modern boulevard,
itself conceived as spectacle, reshaped and dissolved inti-
macy and memory.

Between 1860 and 1890, with large demographic
changes in Belgium as its population shifted from agricul-
ture to industry, Belgian cities experienced overcrowding,
as well as new social and health problems that resulted
from the concentration of industrial workers. The overall
growth in the national population from 4,827,833 in 1860
to 6,069,321 in 1890, with a thirty-five percent increase
in the population of Brussels alone, demanded the rapid
creation of new housing.” This situation proved propi-
tious for speculators, who provided substandard housing

at usurious prices. The greater the urban congestion, the
poorer the construction of workers’ housing, which was
a gold mine for real estate speculators.” With few sanitary
facilities to accommodate the new urban density, the inner
core of Belgium’s cities became increasingly vulnerable to
contagious disease. A cholera epidemic in Brussels in
1866 convinced the city fathers to undertake the immense
public works program that changed the face of the city."®
In 1867, Léopold II assigned the mayor, Jules-Victor
Anspach, the task of covering over the heavily polluted
Senne River, which ran through the center of Brussels,
and which routinely overflowed its banks. Already by 1861
Léopold had called for a master plan to build up Belgium,
and in 1865 Brussels city architect Leon Suys was asked
to prepare a redevelopment scheme for the city, rerouting
the river into two ducts, laying down central sewer lines,
and opening up land for a network of wide, modern boule-
vards.”” A plan for the restructuring of Brussels by city
surveyor Victor Besme inaugurated the unified pattern for
the boulevards.” The task of covering over the Senne,
begun in 1867, served as the basis for a grand restructuring
of the heart of the city. The work was carried out by Anspach,
in communication with Napoleon III's Baron Haussmann,
the Prefect of the Seine.” In place of the small winding
streets that had grown along the river since the Middle
Ages, wide straight boulevards were cut through, amount-
ing to what historian Yvon Leblicq calls a “massacre.” 8%
His comment refers to the controversies over the demoli-
tion of historical architecture that unfolded even as
Brussels was under transformation. With the razing of the
neighborhoods adjacent to the Senne, along the boule-
vards running over and near it (and in sites of other large
urban projects), much of Brussels’s medieval and Renais-
sance urban fabric was destroyed. Charles Buls, the mayor
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of Brussels after Anspach, came into conflict with King
Léopold because of Buls’s desire to protect historical
architecture and his opposition to the use of the city as a
mechanism of control. During his tenure as mayor, Buls
was an ardent preservationist, initiating the renovation of
the Grand Place and the gardens of the Petit Sablon, estab-
lishing the “Committee for Old Brussels,” and even
resigning his post over Léopold’s plans for the “Mountain
of the Arts,” a grand complex of cultural institutions

that threatened to (and finally did) supplant the neighbor-
hood on the slopes of the Coudenberg.8!

Two issues drove the controversies over architectural
preservation versus modernization: the contest of memory
and the displacement of Brussels’s urban poor. For many
social commentators, the new thoroughfares and neighbor-
hoods were out of scale with the surrounding urban spaces,
and in their gigantism and vast vistas, they represented
an “alien, empty, memory-free new ambience,” in the
words of architectural historian Spiro Kostof.52 Although
congested and polluted, the old neighborhoods slated for
demolition were inhabited by a stable population that had
resided in Brussels for generations. The winding streets,
alleys, and impasses were the repositories of local collec-
tive memory and sites of localized commerce and control.
With the demolition of these areas, local “pocket” history
and identity were erased, historical domestic architecture

~was destroyed, and in their places were erected light-filled
spaces and grand homogenous architectural ensembles.

Demolition also displaced Brussels’s poor and politi-
cally disenfranchised who, moreover, tended to be the
city’s Flemish-speaking population. Largely relocated to
new neighborhoods on the western fringes of the city,
they were replaced by a new bourgeois population that took
up residence along the boulevards. Composed largely of

professionals (drawn by Brussels’s growing banking and
business opportunities), this better-educated, more
financially adept, cosmopolitan, and consumer-oriented
population helped to transform the center of the city

into a francophone, white-collar quarter.83 Many were
non-Belgians, and by 1890, nearly one in nine residents of
Brussels was foreign born. The majority were German,
French, or from the Low Countries.®* The lack of memory
and texture was evoked in modern districts on the margins
of the city as well. Emile Leclercq, writing around 1890,
described the Quartier Léopold, a wealthy district to the
east of the town center laid out in 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 if 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. It is the triumph of
mediocrity . . . of industrial design, of depressing

sumptuousness.8

In addition to the construction of Brussels’s new
boulevards, Léopold fostered the development of individ-
ual monuments and public buildings. Because he favored
historicist architecture that evoked associations with tri-
umphalism, the city became increasingly embellished with
Neoclassical and Neo-Renaissance edifices.3¢ The most
grandiose of these was architect Joseph Poelaert’s Palais de
Justice, begun in 1866 and completed in 1883. This behe-
moth, described by poet Paul Verlaine as “Babel-like,” 87
required the demolition of nearly 26,000 square meters of
old neighborhoods, and the displacement of all of their
working-class inhabitants.?® As suggested by Jean Baes’s
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The banners and signs included in Christ’s Entry into
Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1) repeat the forms and bombastic
content of the ubiquitous props used in such celebrations.
The banner that reads Hail Jesus, King of Brussels in the
right foreground provides the satirical double for official
“joyous entries,” and the standard bearing the words
Doctrinaire Fanfares Always Succeed, in the center of the
composition to the left of Jesus, is surmounted by a deco-
ration that repeats the guild symbols historically borne
in civic parades. Finally, the red, white, and blue banners
and bunting, and the black, red, and gold banner to the
immediate left of the viewing platform, bear the colors of
the French and Belgian states. These are all references
to officialdom.

The red banner announcing Vive la Sociale at the
top of Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, painted in
the signifying red color of the Socialist party, lampoons the
anti-authoritarian forces that challenged the imperial
authority of the boulevards. At the same time that the new
boulevards embodied the official character of the govern-
ment, they also operated as vehicles of subversion. Their
size accommodated large manifestations just at the time
when Socialist organizations began to agitate for political
participation in Brussels and Anarchist groups rallied to
dissolve the government. A mass demonstration for
universal suffrage held on August 15, 1886, for example,
one of the first and largest Socialist actions.in Belgium,
was enacted on the grand boulevards of the city. Held on
Belgium’s national independence day, this political
intervention undermined the imperial messages of unity
and reassurance conveyed by the parades, floats, banners,
and spectacle of the national celebration. This collision
between the symbols of imperial nationalism and the
left-wing appropriation of the boulevards was probably

witnessed, and perhaps even attended, by Ensor.2° Susan
Canning speculates that the commingling of political sym-
bols and slogans in Christ’s Entry might have been directly
inspired by these simultaneous dissonant celebrations of
August 15, 1886. Ensor’s enigmatic term “Vive la Sociale”
or “Long Live the Social,” in place of a more direct appeal
to Socialism, confuses and flattens the meaning of any
political doctrine. Within Ensor’s urban setting, all politi-
cal messages are contradictory.

Just as the new boulevards provided scenographic
backdrops for imperial and dissident demonstrations, they
were also sites of religious festivals. During religious
observances throughout Belgium, urban streets became the
backdrops for processional reenactments of sacred events,
framing fictive scenes of Christ’s Passion and other sacred
tableaux. In the Procession of the Holy Blood in Bruges,
dating to the twelfth century, biblical characters are
depicted in floats and tableaux, accompanied by bands and
military escorts, and on banners representing parishes,
guilds, and local societies.”® Throughout Belgium, there
are today a profusion of festivals that include similar
tableaux vivantes and historical reenactments. Rich in
pageantry, costuming, elaborately painted flags and back-
drops, and including enormous figures rising well above
human height, such festivals provide spectacles in which
the historical, the political, the sacred, and the commercial
intermingle. In the town of Furnes (Veurne), for example,
representations of the Passion of Christ, including an actor
dressed as Jesus riding a donkey, sanctify public space
through the Procession of the Penitents (fig. 25), while also
providing an opportunity for a street fair and its attendant
commercial interests.!

There are numerous references to these festivals
in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889. The most notable, of
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In Ensor’s painting, the city remains generalized
and nearly featureless, lacking the signifying buildings of
Munch’s or Zumbusch’s cities, or the street and commer-
cial signs of Cruikshank’s London. A strong sense of irony
emerges from the collision between the specificity of the
painting’s title and the vague depiction of the city: “Brus-
sels” is not identified by recognizable landmarks or histori-
cal references, but by spectacle, the kinetic environment
of its new boulevards. Other than the generalized references
to the new Brussels, only a small gray and white portico,
directly under the o in the banner bearing the phrase Vive
la Sociale, is readable as an individual building. Its presence
helps to make the otherwise abstract architectural environ-
ment legible. Although dwarfed by the human throng
and the surrounding cityscape, the specificity of this por-
tico, likely referring to Léopold II’s predilection for grand
classical facades (like that of the Bourse) is cited here. As
a shorthand reference to Léopold’s increasing allegiances
with Belgium’s Church, financiers, and military, the classi-
cal edifice, like the boulevard itself, is a critical symbol of
the kingdom. Ensor’s implied analogy, between the vision-
ary Jesus entering into Jerusalem and the secular throng
populating the new materialist city, underlies the painting’s
commentary on the bankruptcy of Léopold’s spectacular city.

Christ's Entry into Brussels in 1889 was intended to
be exhibited in the year that France was to celebrate the
centenary of the Revolution and host its international
exposition, and less than two decades following the Paris
Commune. As historian Susanna Barrows has observed,
the reverberations of these events were the focus of scien-
tific study in the 1880s as officials in France, and through-
out Europe, became acutely concerned about the role
of mobs and mass movements in political life. Hippolyte
Taine’s influential multivolume Origins of Contemporary

France (1876-1894), which emphasized the role of the
mob in the French Revolution, drew attention to the
notion of the urban crowd in its pathological dimensions
just at the time when mass manifestations were increas-
ingly part of political life.?® His notion of a crowd was

one of mental and physical disease: “mutual contagion. ..
[ending] in a state of drunkenness, from which nothing
can issue but vertigo and blind rage.” %4

Throughout Europe, social scientists attempted to
theorize about the crowd in biological or anthropological
terms. Gustave Le Bon’s 1895 book 7%e Crowd: A Study
of the Popular Mind summarized and elaborated on much
of this research, providing a popular study for an anxious
middle-class readership. Elitist and authoritarian, Le Bon
proposed that “the substitution of the unconscious action
of crowds for the conscious activity of individuals is one
of the principal characteristics of the present age. . . .

The age we are about to enter will in truth be the era of
crowds.” %5 In this work, the urban boulevard, with its
opportunity for assembly, provided the vehicle for the mass
contagion and suggestion that transformed the individual
into a bestial unit of a mob. Ensor’s painting, preceding
Le Bon’s publication by nearly a decade, articulates this
sense of anxiety about mass behavior. Its crowd, swelling
into every space within the composition, transforms
Léopold’s coherent city into a site of chaos. In many ways,
itis the gulf between the architecture and the crowd,

the orderly city that is known and the dystopia asserted by
Ensor, that gives the painting much of its force.

The threat of the dehumanizing city was also the focus
of increasing concern in the fledgling fields of sociology,
psychology, and anthropology in the 1880s and 189o0s.
Indeed, the morphology and cultures of the modern city
were the preconditions of much new Positivist writing,
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including César Lombroso’s criminology and Emile
Durkheim’s studies of French depopulation. In scientific
and pseudo-scientific writing of the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the underside of the city, the necessary link to urban
material progress, was understood to be contagion and
degeneration. Max Nordau, the Hungarian-born physician
who published the notorious anti-modernist tract Degener-
ation in 1894, proposed in many of his writings that the
modern city bred immorality and a contempt for tradition,
preconditions of cultural 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 malaria. . . . At 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

Urban crowding was even identified by the American
physician George M. Beard in 1869 as a cause of neurasthe-
nia, a disorder of the nervous system resulting in enerva-
tion, lassitude, and a diminution of vigor. His popular 1879
book The Treatment of Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia)
proposed that the disease was brought about by a surfeit
of stimulation in the modern urban milieu.®”
By1gogs,however, sociologist Georg Simmel proposed
that the variety of stimuli and the rapid pace of situational
change of the modern city, along with its pathologies
and anomie, forged a new, more intensified individualism:

The mutual reserve and indifference, and the intellec-
tual conditions oflife in large social units are never more

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 aresult, 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.%8

Out of the crucible of mass homogenization and conformity
engendered by the society of spectacle and its deracinated
boulevards, a new cult of intellectualism and affectation was
born.

Although Ensor’s painting preceded these landmark
publications by as much as a decade, his representation
of the city, as Susan Canning has demonstrated, is drawn
from some of the same sources, including the Naturalist
writings of Baudelaire, Dickens, Flaubert, and Zola.*®
This anti-modern attitude toward metropolitan life was a
ubiquitous theme in the literature of the period. In
Belgium, the theme of the modern materialist city as an
agent of social dissolution reached an apogee in Georges
Eekhoud’s Nouvelle Carthage (1888). Hailed as a break-
through in Belgian vanguard literature, Eekhoud’s novel
used the physical setting of Antwerp and vignettes from
the lives of its working class to narrate the debasement of
contemporary life and mores. Factories, the port, the
Bourse, the new bourgeois appurtenances, and the debased
revelry of Carnival all traced the “superb, rich, Darwinist”
city, whose “opulence” masked its decay, promiscuity,
and destruction.!% Presaging the theme of Georges Roden-
bach’s influential Bruges-la-Morte (1892), Eekhoud’s
anti-modernism is allied with an intense nostalgia for the
lost medieval fabric of the city and with it, a vanished
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Christian spiritualism. Like Ensor’s painting from the
same year, Eekhoud’s novel asserts that the loss of historical
urban patterns and relationships narrates the more pro-
found revocation of moral, spiritual, and humane values.°!
The great social and scientific anxieties about the adverse
effects of the city on human consciousness, and on the
formation of mobs, that drove members of the Symbolist
generation, such as Rodenbach, into nostalgic reverie,
were the crucible for Ensor’s radical new treatment of the
cityin Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889. However, rather
than escaping the shifting political, class, and cultural
identities of the boulevard, Ensor found the means to trans-
mit their complexity.

In Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, Ensor asserts
an anti-urban vision, rebelling against the real crowds and
symbolic meanings of the new city. He later expressed
this view repeatedly in regard to his hometown of Ostend,
which, like Brussels, was “modernized,” in part through
plans originating with 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

Ensor even represented Ostend itself as a kind of displaced
urban spectacle, in which urbanites seeking rest and
renewal flocked to his coastal home in the summer only to
sully it with their frenetic activity. 7/e Baths at Ostend
from 1890 (fig. 29) satirizes the concentration of follies
embodied by local residents, urbanites, and other tourists

on their vacations.!%3 The site of one of Léopold’s residences,
and of a casino that opened in 1878, Ostend was the desti-
nation of tourists from throughout Europe, in the words of
Ensor, “Le rout elegant Brussels and the less elegant masses
from Ghent . . . bathers promenading their elephantine
shapes on large flat feet. . . . Arapacious tribe that sickens
all sensitive souls and pollutes the lovely, delicately toned
beach.” 194 In his writings of the 189os and thereafter,
Ensor professed to deplore the development schemes for
Ostend, in which Léopold ceded land to expand the park
Marie-Henriette, to create new public squares, and, most
egregiously, to restructure the dunes surrounding the town.!%
In The Baths at Ostend, the undulating dunes, like the
anonymous boulevard, become the indifferent site of mass
folly; the crowd, oblivious to its surroundings, transforms
the dunes of Ensor’s elegiac imagination into a repro-
duction of urban congestion, consumption, and excess.%¢
Whether on the beaches of his beloved hometown or the
boulevards of modern Brussels, Ensor represented

urban culture as a collection of debased mass behaviors.

If Carnival provided the license for Ensor to 1nsult
Belgium’s ruling elite, then the city—the physical display of
its hegemony—provided the ideal stage for his parody.

In Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, the mob that moves
unheedingly forward, swept away by the excesses of Car-
nival, the architecture that is subsumed by banners and
slogans, and the grand imperial vista that collapses

on itself subvert the sanitation and imperial control of
Léopold’s Brussels. At the same time, the rapid acceleration
of public life, and the bureaucratization of all aspects of
private experience (as categorized in the new sciences

of psychology and sociology), gave rise to Ensor’s private
fantasy, and to the gestures toward resistance, which he
acted out in this painting.
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and vomits copiously onto the crowd below. To his right, a
large rounded pink rump protrudes over the balcony’s
edge, and to his left stands a red-nosed man wearing what
appears to be either a fool’s cap or a bishop’s miter, echoing
that worn by the porcine bishop who leads the parade

in the painting’s foreground. These bawdy details mark the
gap between the pious Salon representations of Belgium’s
nationalistic street spectacles, such as Jan Verhas’s Review
of the Schoolchildren in 1878 (fig. 3), and Ensor’s parody of
them. Implicating Les XX in his anarchic inversion of
Léopold’s Brussels, these figures also chart Ensor’s increas-
ing disaffection with that organization.

At the time that Ensor began to paint Christ’s Entry
into Brussels in 1889, his relations with Les XX were
strained. Ill during the winter of 1887-88, Ensor had not
yet submitted his paintings and drawings by the opening of
the organization’s 1888 annual exhibition. Two days after
the opening, he wrote to the organization’s guiding spirit,
Octave Maus: “The illness which for two weeks has kept
me absolutely in bed has made it impossible for me to send
you before the opening of the exhibition the canvases
and drawings that I have proposed to show there. I deeply
regret this delay.” 197 He further requested that works by
emerging French artist Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec be
removed to accommodate his late submission. Eventually
some of Ensor’s drawings and prints were exhibited, but
his paintings were not. Years later Ensor recast this event
as an act of censorship when he stated, “In 1888, before a
cabal fomented by jealous colleagues today forgotten,
I'had to withdraw all my works already listed in the cata-
logue. . ..” 198 As Susan Canning speculates, Maus may
have used Ensor’s illness as an excuse to screen some of
his work.1%? According to reports in the contemporary
press, it seems that Ensor’s enormous composite drawing

The Temptation of Saint Anthony (fig. 72) may have been
rejected from the exhibition for indecency, although it was
exhibited with Les XX in the following year.!!0 However,
Canning notes, Ensor seems to have interpreted and
reported these incidents as acts of institutional aggression
against his art, establishing himself as an outsider, even
within his own organization.!!! Ensor’s sardonic reference
to Les XX in his polemical painting was in part conditioned
by what he understood to be his inferior treatment at

the 1888 exhibition, but also rooted in the artist’s longer-
standing agitation about his critical profile within the
organization and the larger Belgian avant-garde.

E nsor was a rebellious and impressionable seventeen
years of age when he traveled from Ostend to Brussels
to study at the Royal Academy in 1879. As suggested by his
satirical 1884 essay “Three Weeks at the Academy,” he
felt that his real learning took place not because of the aca-
demic system itself, but in spite of it. While at the Academy,
he met a number of young artists who, like himself, were
more attracted to the radical art produced by Belgian and
French Naturalists and Impressionists than anything they
could learn from older academic professors. Four years
later, in 1883, some of these students joined Ensor in found-
ing Les XX, an artist-run organization dedicated to “an
independent art, detached from all official connections,”
and to the undermining of the Academy and the official Salon
system.!2 The stated intention of the organization was to
hold an exhibition during February of each year (one
month prior to the Salon) that included works by its twenty
members, and by invited foreign and domestic artists.

Under the guidance of Octave Maus and Edmond
Picard, both of whom were lawyers, writers, and promoters
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of modern art, Les XX became the leading forum for the
exchange of new ideas and images in Brussels. Its annual
exhibitions were also sites of artistic exploration in various
media: lectures, poetry readings, and musical perform-
ances all took place within the galleries, providing unique
opportunities for the fruitful interchange among art forms.
Indeed, the organization became so important and presti-
gious internationally that Paul Gauguin, James McNeill
Whistler, and Auguste Rodin lobbied to become members.!!3
Les XX was founded on the notion that it would not pro-
mote any particular style, but would specifically embrace
eclecticism, enabling all artists with progressive visions
to display their work. Ensor was one of the members most
stridently attached to radical change. In 1886, when
Whistler was proposed as a member, Ensor wrote to Octave
Maus: “Why admit Whistler? His painting already smells
moldy and musty. . .. Let’s seek out the young, and only
grow old as late as possible. Make way for those who seek—
not for those who have arrived.” 114 '

Since its establishment in 1883, appeals to anarcho-
socialism had run throughout the public rhetoric of
Les XX. Red flags were hung outside of its annual exhibi-
tions, and in 1888, the year before Christ’s Entry into
Brussels in 1889 was intended to be exhibited, the cover of
its catalogue was printed in the same red-orange ink that
would be associated with Socialism.!? Picard and Maus were
both Socialists. Picard in particular had strong left-wing
beliefs that he expressed in his publications on art, law, and
religion, as well as in his bids for Parliament, and he poli-
ticized the group’s rhetoric through his belief that art could
transform society. Emile Verhaeren made an explicit con-
nection between the objectives of the artists’ organization
and anarcho-socialism: “It is ardent, young, rough, vio-
lent; it encounters the same tendencies, the same enemies,

the same aspirations, the same objectives, the same
obstacles.” 116

The organization’s aspirations for the radical trans-
formation of art and politics were most consistently
expressed in the journal L’Art Moderne that Maus and
Picard had founded in 1881, and which became the platform
for Les XX. One of the more than twenty-five journals of
arts and ideas that were launched in the burgeoning
art and literary scene in late nineteenth-century Belgium,
L’Art Moderne was a forum for essays on the arts and
poetry, and for the reporting on new ideas appearing
throughout Europe.!!7 Its polemical reviews, unsigned
articles, and a masthead that did not reveal the composition
of its editorial board established the journal as the voice
of aradical collective, making any disagreements among
the editorial board invisible to oppositional critics or
the public.!1® L’Art Moderne proclaimed that the one uni-
fying feature of Les XX was its rejection of “the formulas
passed on from generation to generation by the dubious
ateliers of the academies. . . .” 1'% Further securing the far
left political identity of Les XX, Picard used L’Art Moderne
as a vehicle for Anarchist political theory. For example,
in 1886, following a series of workers’ uprisings throughout
Belgium, he published a three-part article entitled “Art
and Revolution” in which he reviewed Peter Kropotkin’s
Words of a Rebel and Jules Vallé’s The Insurgent.'?° In the
first installment, he attempted to galvanize artists into
radical action: “The hour has come to dip our pens in red
ink.” 121

From the time that L’Art Moderne was first published
in 1881, it established itself as an organ associated with
“L’Art Social,” Social Tendency Art, one of the galvanizing
movements of the later nineteenth century. Inspired by
writer Camille Lemonnier (“I appeal to artists: be part of
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your century. It behooves you to be historians of your

time. ...”122), “I’Art Social” was embraced by writers and
visual artists who believed that their art should serve a
higher moral purpose than “art for art’s sake,” and that it
could effect social transformation. In the early 1880s,
“L’Art Social” was associated with the promulgation of
subject matter drawn from the lives of the working class,
and with an emphasis on literary and artistic Realism.123
Renowned for his portrayal of laborers, the sculptor and
painter Constantin Meunier created some of the most
enduring images from the period. At the 1885 exhibition of
Les XX, he exhibited wax models for his sculptures Puddler
and Stevedore, announcing a new social agenda for modern
monumental sculpture. Ensor was closely affiliated with
this movement of artists and writers throughout the 1880s.
However, he later professed disdain for such didactic work
as Meunier’s: “I have never cared for the subjects which our
sculptor of genius, Constantin Meunier, portrays . . . his
emaciated miners, so superficial, so dull . . . a vast metallic
lie.” 124 Although parodying the seriousness of “L’Art
Social,” Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 is nonetheless
rooted in its social agenda.

By the mid-1880s, L’Art Moderne and Les XX promoted
the notion that such revolutionary social aims were linked
with progressive artistic practices.!2° In 1886, L’Arz
Moderne took up the cause of Symbolism, and in that jour-
nal, as in the practice of literati throughout Belgium,
“L’Art Social” and Symbolism became intermingled.!26
Les XX had been organized with the commitment to exhibit
diverse new tendencies in the arts. Nonetheless, its exhi-
bitions did demonstrate some stylistic uniformity. When the
organization was founded, Ensor’s brooding interiors
and bold sense of touch had earned him leadership within
the group, and by 1885-86, his built-up surfaces, agitated

brushwork, and lightened color palette were emulated
throughout his circle. However, Les XX’s general orienta-
tion toward Impressionism gave way to a rapid assimilation
of French Pointillism, inspired by Georges Seurat in 1887;
then to a moody Symbolism in 1888; and in its last years,
to Art Nouveau. When Ensor sensed that his preeminence
was eclipsed by these other tendencies, his response was
often brutal.

For example, Ensor used his art as a satirical weapon
of reprisal after Les XX disbanded against his will. In 1893,
Octave Maus decided to dissolve Les XX, of which he was
the secretary, and to found in its place La Libre Esthétique
(The Free Aesthetic), a society of one hundred collectors
and art enthusiasts from all parts of Belgium, of which
he became the director. Ensor complained to Maus that he
had never been contacted about the two meetings to dis-
cuss the group’s dissolution.!?” When the members of Les
XXvoted to disband, Ensor’s was the only negative vote.
The Dangerous Cooks, from 1896 (fig. 32), chronicles
Ensor’s reaction to these events. In this painting, Maus and
Picard are represented as having executed their artists and
served them up to the critics Edouard Fétis, Eugéne
Demolder, Camille Lemonnier, Max Sulzberger, and Emile
Verhaeren, who sit at a table in the background, eating
and regurgitating. Ensor includes a representation of his
own head served on a platter by Maus. A sign neatly driven
into his skull reads Ar¢ Ensor, a pun (when read aloud in
French) on “Haereng Saur,” pickled herring, as suggested
by Ensor’s small, fish-like body. Other Vingtistes, such as
Anna Boch as the plucked chicken hanging from the ceiling
at left, or Guillaume Vogels, whose head sits in the pan held
over the stove by Picard, are depicted as victims of betrayal
and gluttony. Like Ensor’s other paintings of the period that
pilloried the professions in contemporary Belgium (see
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Ensor’s parody of “joyous entries” and other imperial festi-
vals encoded in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 falls
into this tradition.!38

In The Great “Zwans” Exhibition and subsequent
exhibitions, including L ’Exposition Universelle burlesque,
held from February through April of 1887 (coinciding with
the 1887 exhibition of Les XX and commenting on the 1885
Universal Exposition in Antwerp), members of L ’Essor,
including Ensor, had the opportunity to parody their local
art establishment.!?® Among those artists parodied were
members of Les XX. Like their Parisian counterparts, the
Brussels zwanze artists were associated with left-wing
causes, donating funds from performances allied with their
1887 exhibition to benefit victims of a mining disaster.!4°

Ensor’s politics are not clear-cut, although in such
works as his 1885-86 series The Aureoles of Christ or the
Senstbility of Light, he seems to have reflected Picard’s and
Verhaeren’s belief in the alliance of progressive art and
Socialist politics (see “The Artist as Rebel and Redeemer,”
pPP- 71-90). By 1888-89, as we shall see, Ensor’s art
reflected a vision closer to Anarchism than Socialism, and
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 seems to both reflect
and parody the Socialist affiliations of Les XX. In 1879, two
years after Ensor entered the Royal Academy, one of his
new friends, the painter and poet Théo Hannon, had intro-
duced him to his sister Mariette Rousseau, a mycologist,
her husband Ernest Rousseau, a physicist and the rector of
the Free University of Brussels from 1884-86, and their
son Ernest. The Rousseau home operated as a kind of salon
for the emerging intellectual, political, and artistic elite
of Brussels and was dedicated to left-wing politics. Through
the Rousseaus, the young Ensor was introduced to activists
associated with the newly founded Belgian Socialist move-

ment, including Picard, Verhaeren, Belgian Workers’ Party
founder and leader Edward Anseele, and writer Camille
Lemonnier. It was also through the Rousseaus that Ensor
was introduced to Anarchist writings.!4! The circle’s belief
that art was critical to the lives of working people, and their
promise that intellectuals could overthrow the old order,
stood out in stark contrast to Ensor’s experience at the
Academy. In many ways, the Rousseaus’s home was Ensor’s
genuine academy. As we shall see, the political messages
builtinto 7%e Aureoles of Christ or the Sensibility of Light,
the starting point for Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889,
were indebted to this circle.

The Rousseau home also adjoined the museum
dedicated to the work of Anton Wiertz, one of the leading
painters of mid-nineteenth-century Belgium. Wiertz’s
The Apotheosis of Queen Louise Marie (fig. 35), which
hangs at the Wiertz Museum, was the sketch for what was
intended to be a massive, dizzying work of ephemeral
public art, a 150-foot-tall painting intended to hang outside
of the Royal Palace during the Silver Jubilee in Brussels
in 1856. Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 is indebted to
this canvas for its ambitions, the formal massing of its
crowds, the idiosyncratic organization of both compressed
and expansive spaces, and its spectacular content.42 It
is also possible that this painting’s intended venue, as the
backdrop for a public spectacle, also found echoes in
Ensor’s canvas. Had Ensor’s painting been shown at the
1889 exhibition of Les XX, it would have meshed with
the gallery walls by using the organization’s symbols and
rhetoric to celebrate and lampoon it from within its own
exhibition space. Echoing the red banners hung outside
of the real exhibition, the streamer surmounting Ensor’s
composition declaring Long Live the Social parodied
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FIG. 36

Georges Seurat (French, 1859-
1891), A Sunday Afternoon on the
Island of the Grande Jatte, 1884.
Oil on canvas, 207.6 x 308 cm
(81% x 121%1in.). The Art Institute
of Chicago, Helen Birch Bartlett
Memorial Collection (1926.224).

In Seurat’s “Pointillist” technique, areas of color are
fragmented into minute paired spots of purer comple-
mentary hues (red-green, blue-orange, yellow-violet), cre-
ating a sense of color “vibration.” Based on research into
the science of optics by Charles Henry and others, this
sense of vibration was defined by Fénéon in an 1888 article
in L’Art Moderne as: “The individual brushstrokes com-
bine on the retina in an optical mixture. It so happens that
the luminous intensity of the optical mixture is much
higher than that obtainable through the [physical] mixture
of pigments. . ..” 146 In contrast, according to Fénéon, “the
works of the Impressionists had the look of improvisation:
their overall effect was summary, brutal, and approxi-
mate.” 147 Like many artists of his generation, Seurat took
advantage of the scientific literature that had appeared
since the 1830s on the behavior of light and color in nature
(and of human perceptions of it), superseding previous
associative color theories of the Romantics. Most notable
are Michel-Eugene Chevreul’s On the Law of Simultaneous
Contrast of Colors (1839), reproduced in artists’ manuals
throughout the nineteenth century; and later, Ogden
Rood’s study of the physics of color optics, Modern Chro-
matics (1879); and Charles Henry’s applications of experi-
mental psychology to aesthetics in [nzroduction a une
esthétique scientifique (Introduction to a Scientific Aes-
thetics, 1885).14% The claim that Fénéon made for Seurat
and his followers was that their “rigorous technique. ..
produce the very effect of life; this is because to them
objective reality is simply a theme for the creation of a
superior, sublimated reality in which their personality is
transformed.” 1% According to Fénéon, Seurat could
bridge art and science, making him the most modern of
artists.

Octave Maus’s wife, Madelaine, chronicled the appear-
ance of Seurat’s painting at the exhibition 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. In front of La Grande Jatte . . . it was a
revolution.!%0

The repercussions continued to be felt throughout the
Belgian art world, and particularly in Les XX and L’Art
Moderne. In 1887, for example, L’Art Moderne identified
Seurat’s work as “a new earth, fertile and young,” 15! and in
1888 it claimed that “a new window had been opened on
art” by Seurat,!5? and that opposition to Neo-Impressionism
was tantamount to living in the past.!53

Ensor’s response was not reverential like Maus’s, nor
did he absorb the principles and touch of Pointillism into
his work as did many of his colleagues in Les XX (especially
Willy Finch, Henry van de Velde, Théo van Rysselberghe,
and Georges Lemmen). On the contrary, according to
Verhaeren, Ensor eschewed Seurat’s technique and the
scientific principles that it embodied:

The research of the Pointillists leaves me indifferent. . . .
Indeed, they apply their points coldly and methodically
between cold, correct outlines. Moreover, this uniform
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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 light—vibration—but fail
to present its form.154

The highly theorized principles of Pointillism, or “Neo-
Impressionism,” as defined by Fénéon, were antithetical to
the more subjective and spiritual approach to painting
held by Ensor. Noting elsewhere that “[a]ll rules, all canons
of art, vomit death,” Ensor was resolute in his disdain
for doctrinaire attitudes toward art movements, or for orga-
nized and tightly defined theories that shaped the appear-
ance and production of works of art.!5° It is also likely
that the idealizing vision of Seurat, in which the island of
the Grande Jatte provided a quiet, classicizing respite
for Parisian workers, was antithetical to Ensor’s more rau-
cous and dystopic view of the modern city. In Christ’s
Entry into Brussels in 1889, the city is inescapable both for
its inhabitants and for the audience absorbed by the paint-
ing’s scale and viewpoint. Even Ensor’s representations
of leisure from the period, such as The Baths at Ostend (fig.
29), are permeated with the commotion of the city.
Although it would be an overstatement to claim that
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 was created as a direct
answer to Seurat’s masterpiece, Ensor himself cited
Seurat as part of a chronology of his career that he sketched
in the mid-189o0s, suggesting that the exhibition of
Seurat’s painting was both a landmark event in Belgian
art circles and in his memory of his own work.1%¢ In an 1887
review in La Natione, Emile Verhaeren had likewise singled
out Seurat and Ensor as flash points in the exhibition of
Les XX: “There was a riot in front of 4 Sunday Afternoon
on the Island of the Grande Jatte by Seurat, and a revolution

in front of the Vision of Ensor.” 157 Seurat’s analysis of light
and color, and the sensational response to it within the
critical community (ranging from the hostile equation of
Seurat’s small marks with the bubonic plague to Octave
Maus’s declaration of Seurat as the “Messiah of the New
Art”158) must have incensed Ensor. As noted earlier,
Ensor’s rebelliousness, and his martyrdom at the hands of
conservative critics, was one of the foundational stories of
Les XX. The notion that this French artist now triumphed
in the arena of color struck at the one arena in which Ensor
had previously received critical accolades, and it chal-
lenged some of the artist’s deeply held beliefs both about
color and light, and about his status as aradical.

From his earliest exhibitions, Ensor had been noted
as a strong colorist, even among critics who otherwise
disparaged his work. In fact, the analysis of color and light
had been central to Ensor’s objectives as a revolutionary
throughout the 1880s: “I threw away the rules that are the
enemy of invention . . . the possibilities of the line seemed
artificial to me, whereas those of light could accommodate
the greatest of aspirations. . . .” 15 In 1882 Ensor wrote
a statement of his intentions as an artist, in which he
claimed that an artist’s concentration on color over line
was a highly evolved, and spiritual, preoccupation:

Vision is altered by observation. The first type of vision,
the common kind, is the simple line—dry 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

48



subordinate. . . . This is how art has evolved from the
Gothic line through the color and movement of the
Renaissance to arrive at modern light. 160

Implicit in this text is Ensor’s assertion of himself as the
logical next innovator within this tradition. The narrative
about the triumph of color over line also has nationalist
implications. Since the late seventeenth century, the con-
trol and aesthetic direction of the French Academy had
turned on the question of whether line or color was the pri-
mary formative element in painting. In the seventeenth
century, the theoretical defense of color prevailed, largely
due to the passionate writings of Roger de Piles about Peter
Paul Rubens. In his theoretical defense of color, de Piles
established Rubens’s reputation as the predominant col-
orist, and the greatest artist, in the European tradition.16!
His followers, the “Rubénistes,” upheld his advocacy of
color, the expression of the senses, while the “Poussin-
istes” argued for the superiority of line, the symbolic agent
of reason. In the early nineteenth century, the academic
debates between the Neo-Classicists and the Romantics
built upon the earlier debates, enhancing the Flemish mas-
ter’s reputation in France. At the same time, following
Belgian unification in 1830, Rubens became a symbol of
the new Belgian state. For Ensor, who understood himself
to be revising the “Flemish” tradition of color and sensu-
ality, and to whom critics ironically referred as “the Rubens
of Modernity,” 162 the Belgian critical reception of Seurat,
the master of color as reason, must have seemed traitorous.
Ensor’s 1882 text had also asserted the literal nobility
of such investigation into light and color: “Such vision
will not be widely understood. It requires long observation
and attentive study. The common man will merely see
disorder, chaos and impropriety.” 1% Later he elaborated

on this notion of the alienation of the visionary: “Why
satisfy the vile desire of the crowd . . . a desire without
nobility, a curiosity that weighs heavily upon us, the super-
sensitive. Let us resist communion with the mob! To be
artists, let us live in hiding!” ¢4 In these statements, as in
Ensor’s claim to have “evolved freely” (see “A Painting
and Its Paradoxes,” pp. 1-19), he describes himself as iso-
lated from both the “masses” and the art-world elites. Such
a claim to alienation repeats some of the central ideas of
the European-wide Symbolist movement, and a widespread
tenet of early modern art, in which the conscious strategy
of exclusion guarantees artistic authenticity through his
alienation.1%

Ensor’s appeals to alienation, and to the artist’s need
to resist modernity, had been formulated in part in the
1860s, 1870s, and 1880s in the writings of the literary
Decadents in Paris, including Charles Baudelaire, Stephane
Mallarmé, Paul Verlaine, and Joris-Karel Huysmans. The
Decadents advocated a rejection of scientific Positivism in
art and literature in favor of the cultivation of their own
subjective and often irrational experience. Further, they
maintained a rhetoric of pain as a source of artistic
redemption. In turn, the authors were themselves accorded
attributes of a cultivated alienation and disintegration.!6®
Such states of poetic affliction became the hallmarks of
Symbolism, the artistic movement that acknowledged that
an internal, psychological world has primacy over material
reality, and that the world of the interior can be expressed
through symbols or linguistic signs. As we shall see, this
generation’s doctrine of alienation and divination fostered
a spiritual revival in which religious images and references
came to play a significant role. Ensor was among the artists
who most consistently worked in this direction.
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bodied from the material world. The pale, dreaming
woman in the foreground who kisses her reflection in a
mirror denotes the languorousness and solipsism of this
sensibility. The title expresses the desire to retreat into
the past not through any physical action, but through
sensations of loss, desire, and nostalgia. Establishing
an affinity with the poet Grégoire Le Roy, whose first col-
lection of poems was entitled My Heart Cries for the
Past, Khnopff solidifies a partnership between the arts.
Founded on the notion that visual images could escape
their ties to materialism, such links with poetry, music, or
other non-mimetic arts proposed the visual arts as spring-
boards for the imagination, and for ambiguity, rather
than as Positivist mirrors of the material world.
Verhaeren’s elevation of Khnopff to revolutionary
leader of this new tendency must have been especially bit-
ter for Ensor. At the 1886 exhibition of Les XX, Ensor
received little critical notice when he exhibited his canvas
Russian Music (1881; Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Brus-
sels), an interior scene representing a woman playing
a piano for an attentive listener. Khnopff also showed Orn
Listening to Schumann (1883; Royal Museum of Fine Arts,
Brussels), a painting that Ensor considered a plagiarism
of Russian Music, in the same exhibition.1”® Ensor com-
plained in a letter to Octave Maus that Khnopff’s compo-
sition was a direct derivation of his own, and he developed
a deep antipathy for Khnopff and his defenders following
that incident.!?! Verhaeren’s three-part exegesis on
Khnopft’s work, appearing within months of these events,
certainly served to alienate Ensor from his organization.
Seurat’s triumph in the following year further exacerbated
Ensor’s sense of rivalry and injustice, as well as his sense
of opposition to prevailing tastes.

Ensor’s sardonic, earthy, and fractious work is in
many ways antithetical to the elegiac vision of Khnopff.
Nonetheless, in his desire to use art as a conduitto a
deeper understanding of human experience, Ensor helped
to shape the terms of Symbolism as a social as well as an
aesthetic tendency. In Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889,
one of the few paintings that can be associated with Sym-
bolism that overtly confronts and gives image to the
modern city, Ensor critiques modernity while embracing
its changeability and chaos.!” Abetted by the oppositional
spirit of Les XX, the satirical vitality of Zwanze Art, the
luminous palette of Impressionism, and Symbolism’s disen-
gagement from pure mimesis, Ensor created Christ’s Entry
as an anarchic intervention into the tastes, beliefs, and
social practices of his generation, and as a send-up of his
organization. Inscribing the painting with the banner bear-
ing the statement Fanfares Doctrinaires Toujours Reussi
(Doctrinaire Fanfares Always Succeed), Ensor borrowed
a topical social critique from the realm of politics to parody
what he surely saw as “doctrinaire” movements within
his own artistic community that had seemingly displaced
his own prominence. Claiming himself to be free of influ-
ence, separate from any vogue, and intent upon a quest for
the spiritual, Ensor positioned himself as the enlightened
outsider by virtue of whose isolation he could critique, and
amend, the cultural circles within which he worked. The
vomiting and defecating figures on Ensor’s green balcony
(fig. 30) embody his sense of bemusement at the personal,
cultural, and even global duplicity that he perceived. Min-
ing his position as enlightened social outsider, claiming
a distance from Les XX, and dedicated to a spiritual and
artistic Anarchism, Ensor painted Christ’s Entry into
Brussels in 1889 as a burlesque theater of the contemporary
art scene within the broader panorama of civic life.
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UNHOLY ALLIANCES:

THE POLITICS OF CHURCH AND STATE

IN LEOPOLD’S BELGIUM

n Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), Ensor

uses Carnival, in all of its reversals and subversions,
as the excuse to venture potentially reckless opinions
of contemporary Belgian politics. Through its evocation
of Mardi Gras, the painting operates as a manifesto of
denunciation in the tradition of Francisco Goya, Honoré
Daumier, Hieronymous Bosch, and other moralizing artists
who used the visual arts to expose abuses of power.!7 The
street in the foreground is not occupied by the disempow-
ered, as one would expect from a Carnival celebration,
but by the alliance of the Church, the military, merchants,
and politicians. As Ensor’s Jesus enters Brussels, he is
preceded by what appears to be a solid wall of caricatures
representing the military, religious, and political authori-
ties of the nation. Bracketed by the grotesquely inflated
bishop in the front and the vacuous marching band in the
rear, this throng incorporates farcical references to indi-
viduals and circumstances that comprised both Ensor’s
private world and the broader political arena of the nation.

Within this group, carnival masks take the place
of many of the characters’ faces, lampooning and exagger-
ating their features. Masks transform the military march-
ing band into a phalanx of wooden, puppet-like drones who
puff and beat ludicrously on their instruments. Members

of the professional elite wear masks (and in some cases seem
to reveal their own flesh-and-blood features) that sport
improbably elongated noses, goggle eyes or empty eye
sockets, fat cheeks, or protruding chins that are intended
to disclose their deformed characters. On the left side of
the composition, the winsome politician (wearing a sash of
honor) to the left of the bishop, the figure of Death wear-
ing a beaver skin hat, the ungainly adolescent facing him,
amask representing an owl, stock characters from the
commedia dell’arte, and a kissing couple, transform the
entourage into a carnivalesque menagerie. In both the
1886 drawing Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into
Jerusalem (fig. 66), which preceded this painting, and the
1898 etching that reprised it (fig. 12), members of this mob
hold signs hailing Edward Anseele, a leader of the Socialist
Workers’ Party. Ensor’s mingled references to Socialism,
the military, the Church, and the bourgeoisie reflect the
chaotic state of Belgium in 1889, and more specifically, the
artist’s jaundiced view of it.

Belgium had a remarkably robust economy in the
1880s. With unprecedented wealth accumulating by the
upper classes, monumental public works projects raising
Brussels to the level of an international cosmopolitan capi-
tal, the infusion of new industrial wealth, and the king’s
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recent colonial claim to Congo, the bourgeoisie of Belgium
felt that it had much to celebrate in 1889. In less than
sixty years since its consolidation as an independent state,
Belgium had risen from a cultural backwater to one of
Europe’s great Capitalist powers. At the same time, inequali-
ties between the elites and the laboring classes were threat-
ening to rend the fabric of the nation. A depression that
had begun in 1873, with its attendant decline in wages and
prices, put extreme pressure on the laboring classes. These
strains were made worse by alliances formed among the
king, the Liberal Party, the military, and the Catholic Church,
all of which encouraged social policies that negatively
affected the poor and the progressive initiatives of the left.
The 1880s was also a decade of unprecedented poli-
tical instability in Belgium. During this period, the Liberal
left had become disenfranchised, the right-wing Catholic
Party came to command parliamentary politics, and an
opposition between the religious, clerical point of view and
anti-clerical forces intensified.!” Indeed, Belgian public
life had become polarized by clashes between the policies
of secularization promulgated by the left, and the heavy
enforcement of right-wing policies by the Catholic govern-
ment. In January 1879, an education bill had been intro-
duced to provide funding for lay schools in an attempt
to democratize and secularize the Catholic-dominated soci-
ety. Within five years, this program, which was viewed as
a threat to the Catholic establishment, stimulated a strong
right-wing reaction, and in 1884, the Catholic Party came
into power in Belgium using the liberal education initiative
as its platform. The left-wing Liberals had also agitated for
universal male suffrage; in contrast to its neighbors France
and Germany, only ten percent of Belgians could vote in
the 1880s.175 The establishment Liberals, known as the
doctrinaires, resisted, as did the Catholic Party, and on the

basis of these contentious initiatives toward democratiza-
tion, the Liberal party split into two often-oppositional
factions. A further issue to dominate Belgian politics of
the 1880s was the debate over the terms of national military
service. The old system of remplacement assured that
young men with means, unlucky in the conscription
lottery, could pay substitutes to enter the army on their
behalf. The question of a mandatory military service—
“personal service,” supported by Socialists, left-wing Lib-
erals, and even the military and the king, but opposed by
the Catholics and conservative Liberals—further polarized
the bourgeoisie and the laboring classes, and helped
to shape increasingly complicated political coalitions.!7¢
At the same time, the nation, divided between
Flemish-speaking Flanders, which extends just north from
French-speaking Brussels, and francophone Wallonia to
the south, engaged in an intensifying dispute over language
and identity. The language of the Belgian elites—the
government, the courts, the military, commerce, and the
fine arts—was French, in part a reaction against the
Dutch government from which Belgium had gained inde-
pendence in 1830.177 Belgium’s intelligentsia, and its urban
bourgeoisie, was largely French-identified, and its rural
population, Flemish-identified. In the 1880s, the linguistic
divide was, consequently, increasingly seen as a demarca-
tion of power, class, and even race.!”® By the end of the
1880s, the Flemish Movement, fostered by intellectuals as
well as the laboring classes, had exerted enough pressure
on the government to legislate the use of Flemish in court
cases involving Flemings, and in bilingual street signs and
other official inscriptions. Although the Catholic Church
was particularly strong in rural Flanders and encouraged
the use of Flemish in schools and within the Church, it
came into conflict with the more radical Flemish Move-
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FIG. 38

“Cinquante-sept années de
bonheur et de prospérité.” Cartoon
appearing in La Bombe, August
20, 1887. Brussels, Bibliotheque
Royale Albert 1er, microfilm PERM
270, 1887 (1-3, IX).

ment, which agitated for social as well as linguistic reform.
The disenfranchisement of the Flemings, the lack of
responsiveness of the government, the ambivalence of the
Catholic Church, and a reactionary francophone move-
ment initiated in 1886 created another layer of political dis-
cord in Ensor’s Belgium of 1889. Although the Catholics in
rural Flanders remained strong, the rise of Socialist and
Anarchist movements fueled a powerful anti-clericalism in
industrialized Flanders and Wallonia.

The Belgian Socialist Party had been formed in 1877.
It was followed by several sister organizations, including
the Belgian Workers’ Party, the country’s leading Socialist
party, which was founded in 1885 and impelled by events
of the following year.17® In 1886, a series of strikes broke
out in the industrial regions of Belgium, culminating
in a mass strike in March that was unprecedented in its
scale and violence. Although order was restored within a
few days by the deployment of some twenty thousand
troops, this was the largest and most far-reaching strike
that Belgium, or Europe, had yet seen. Edward Anseele, a
founder of the Belgian Worker’s Party (and the man to
whom Ensor referred in Alive and Radiant: The Entry into
Jerusalem) (see “The Artist as Rebel and Redeemer,”
PP- 71-90), was one of the supporters of this action. The
increasing size and strength of the Socialist parties
and other radical movements, and the specter of mobs
bearing placards reading Down with Capital and Death to
the Middle Classes in 1886, reinforced the bourgeois
electorate’s support of the Catholic Party.80

A cartoon from the newspaper La Bombe of August
1887 articulates the anger and disillusionment of the
left with the political and economic disenfranchisement
of Belgium’s working class (fig. 38). Above the caption
“Fifty-five years of happiness and prosperity” floats a small

representation of a patriotic motif from the rebellion
against the Dutch (which culminated in Belgium’s inde-
pendence), dated 1830, and the scene of a wounded male
being ministered to by his wife, and lamented by his cower-
ing child, dated 1887. The words “Glory!” and “Misery!”
frame the scene. In the center, juxtaposed against national
flags, are the familiar grouping of a skull and crossbones.
Resting jauntily atop the skull is a crown surmounted by an
orb and a cross, the regalia of Léopold II.

The degree to which Ensor mused on these contem-
porary events can be discerned from two bitter polemical
works dating from 1889 in which Léopold II, King of
Belgium since 1865, is likewise at the center of a satirical
condemnation of contemporary politics. The messages
conveyed by these works, and other political works by Ensor
from the period, do much to elucidate the artist’s contempt
for the military, the Church, the government, and all
institutional authority that is mirrored in Christ’s Entry
into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), with its bitter invocation of the
“Doctrinaire Fanfares” that “always succeed.”

The first, entitled Belgium in the Nineteenth Century
(fig. 39), is a minutely detailed drawing rendered in
graphite and red, white, and blue colored pencil whose
stage-like composition echoes that of Christ’s Entry into
Brussels in 1889. Léopold, in the guise of God the Father,
looks down from a bull’s-eye window in the sky onto a
massive demonstration. The crowd is composed of civilian
workers who, through the use of a large red standard,
demand “national military service,” “compulsory free
education,” and “universal suffrage,” the chief political
debates then occurring in Belgium. Their exhortations
are met by brutal military retaliation. The background is
composed of a solid mass of soldiers, their sabers and
swords bristling as they move forward through the crowd.
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Léopold’s foreign investments within the artist’s carnival-
esque atmosphere.

Even before Léopold II assumed the throne of
Belgium, he had held aspirations to be an imperial mon-
arch, planning grand public works within his country
(see “The City, the Street, and the Urban Spectacle,”

Pp- 20-36) and colonial expansion wherever it might be
most propitious: “Only on the day when we possess an
overseas policy will we be able to cauterize the appalling
cancer of liberal-clerical conflict that is eating us away
and wastefully diverting both our energy and the living
strength of the nation.” 25 In addition to recommending
imperial expansion because of such internal divisions
within Belgium, he legitimized it through the fact that
Belgium’s territory had been diminished by war and
treaties: “In the East we must win for our fatherland what
we cannot reconquer for her in Europe.” 2% In 1876
Léopold had hosted the Brussels Geographical Conference
and founded the International African Association, osten-
sibly a humanitarian venture, out of which eventually grew
the Congo Free State.2°” In 1880, explorer Henry Morton
Stanley embarked on the first of several expeditions for
Léopold “to secure . . . a slice of this magnificent African
cake.” 208 Stanley was one of Europe’s most famous and
admired African adventurers, whose book Through the Dark
Continent (1878), a best-seller in numerous languages,
had helped to secure in the European mind the imagined
barbarism of Africa. Over the course of a few years,
Léopold became the sole financier of, and exerted com-
plete control over, the vast Congo Free State.

Although Léopold negotiated many of his dealings in
Congo in secrecy,?% his claim to Congo was widely publi-
cized by the late 1880s. Following the Berlin Conference
0f 1884 -85, and the founding of the Congo Free State,

Léopold advertised his Congo venture in order to raise
money. The king helped to finance his project by offering
150,000,000 francs of premium bonds, which came

on the market in 1888, the year in which Ensor painted
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889. At the same time, he
organized well-reported expeditions up tributaries of the
Congo River.21% Until Congo was wrested from his brutal
control in the early twentieth century, the Congo Free
State was the only colony in the world claimed by one man.2!!
Although it would be another decade before the money
from Léopold’s slave labor would finance Brussels’s extra-
ordinary efflorescence of art nouveau architecture, and
another still before the atrocities committed by his officers
and agents were revealed, Congo was increasingly pres-
ent in the Belgian press in the late 1880s. In such specialty
publications as Le Moniteur du Congo, founded in 1885,
bureaucratic reports and travel narratives were joined by
the occasional satirical image. The cartoon that appeared
on the cover of the July 19, 1885, edition, for example,
entitled “The Two Kings” (fig. 52), pictures Léopold’s
imaginary arrival in his new territory. Accompanied by
symbols of his civilization (a herring, vegetable puree, and
akeg of rum), a scrawny and near-naked Léopold is greeted
by the grotesquely stereotyped image of a local royal

who stoops to kiss his foot. Invoking European rumors of
African cannibalism, the presence of the menu in the im-
mediate foreground suggests that the Congolese king’s
subservience masks other motives. In mainstream publica-
tions such as Le Patriote Illustré and Revue de Belgique
(which reviewed Stanley’s publications), Congo was part of
daily discourse. An 1888 issue of Le Patriote Illustré pro-
vides a typical formula for the reporting on the Congo Free
State, including accounts of the adventures of European
explorers, the allure of exotic flora and fauna, lurid tales of
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vanity displayed by the dense field of metals and ribbons
that decorate his chest. Behind him march the members of
the military band, each figure’s face made absurd or vacu-
ous through the agency of the mask that it wears. “When

I see soldiers parading on formal occasions,” stated Ensor,
“my imagination divests them of their decorations, and

I see them in their shirttails.” 21* The bishop leading the
parade, parodied by the bawdy figures on the balcony to the
left of the scene, and the caricatures that Ensor created

in Doctrinal Nourishment are at the heart of this approach
to parody. In this formulation, Léopold’s investment in
Congo becomes another vehicle of parody. Ensor’s masks
carry with them a mockery of Léopold and his minions
akin to those illustrated in Le Moniteur du Congo and Le
Patriote Illustré (figs. 52 and 53).

Ensor employed such vehicles of subversion and de-
nunciation against institutional authority throughout the
following decade, lampooning the leaders of Les XX after
his falling-out with them, as we have seen, in 7%e Dan-
gerous Cooks (fig. 32); the faculty of medicine at the Free
University of Brussels in 7%e Bad Doctors (1892); the
teachers at the Royal Conservatory of Music in Az the Con-
servatory (1902); and the legal profession in 7%e Good
Judges (fig. 54). In The Good Judges, Ensor even lampoons
himself as a lawyer addressing five judges seated at a dais
and six attorneys standing behind them in a satirical com-
position strongly reminiscent of Honoré Danmier’s 1845
series Men of Justice. All eleven wear mask-like faces
suggesting various stages of impassivity, imbecility, and
boredom. Two of the lawyers have clearly been immobilized
for some time: a spider has woven her web between their
heads. The pustulent and ruddy Ensor drips sweat from his
beard and snot from his nose as he addresses the court; flies
swarm from his open mouth. In the foreground stand two

accused men with the severed head of their female victim,
and on the dais, before the judges, are scattered detached
human body parts. A cropped representation of the
Crucifixion, embellished by an enterprising spider, in the
upper register of the canvas, and of the scales of justice—
which are out of balance—point to the outcome of the
trial. The condemned men represent two Flemish laborers
falsely accused of murder in 1860, the year of Ensor’s birth.
The trial was held in French, which the two prisoners
did not speak. They were executed but later acquitted post-
humously following a lengthy political intervention by
a Flemish member of Parliament. Inserting himself into
such a contested and politicized historical trial, Ensor calls
into question the morality of the legal profession and the
dynamics of class and linguistic politics in contemporary
Belgium. The fact that his painting also ridiculed the occu-
pations of jurists Octave Maus and Edmond Picard, the
leaders of Les XX, provided additional ironic impact when
it was shown in the 1892 exhibition of that organization.

Similarly, Ensor represents the Catholic authority,
the bishop at the head of the parade in the foreground of
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, as a buffoon. Zealously
leading the parade, performing a decidedly profane rather
than a religious task, the bishop seems unaware of the
Christian‘savior who trails behind him on the street. Fol-
lowing in a long tradition of moralizing artists who satirize
the Church, such as Hieronymous Bosch, who transformed
a group of clerics into animal-headed devils in the left
panel of his triptych The Temptation of Saint Anthony
(fig. 55), Ensor represents the clergy as diabolical 216

In Ensor’s painting, Mardi Gras provided the oppor-
tunity for the artist to lampoon all aspects of his social
landscape. With its suspension of normal power relations
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THE ARTIST AS REBEL AND REDEEMER

tis not possible to know precisely what Ensor’s

religious convictions were at the time that he painted
Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1). There are no
documents or texts that testify to a particular set of beliefs.
However, Ensor created a large body of biblical imagery
in the 1880s, in particular in the years 1885 to 1888, that
provides insight into his sense of religiosity.22! As sug-
gested by his satirical attacks on the Church as an institu-
tion, Ensor approached organized religion with antipathy.
In the tradition of Voltaire, and perhaps in sympathy
with contemporaries such as Leo Tolstoy and members of
Belgium’s Anarcho-Socialist movements, he seems to have
viewed the Church as reinforcing an oppressive social
and political structure on which the well-to-do depended.
At the same time, Ensor emerges in his religious works
as a spiritual person who believed in the redemptive power
of art. Indeed, it is generally understood that the image
of Jesus included in Christ’s Entry is a self-portrait of the
artist (fig. 59). As such, Ensor inserts himselfinto the
middle of the composition as an expression of his anticleri-
calism and his romantic belief in the artist as the spiritual
mediator of culture.

At the core of the painting resides an enigma. The
painting’s epic title, cast of thousands, and extravagant
spectacle all point to the Christian savior as the venerated
figure in the composition, his presence representing
not just the culmination of the “joyous entry,” but an apoc-
alyptic “second coming.” Yet despite his yellow nimbus,
his is an elusive presence. When the painting was fresh, the
figure of Jesus would have been heightened by the layer
of chrome yellow paint laid down in a triangle around him,
but the paint has now faded and Ensor’s intended color
vibration has been lost.222 The artist’s intensification of the
figure, however, was abrogated by the compositional
strategies that he used to direct the viewer’s gaze away from
the figure of Jesus. The black perspectival lines that Ensor
incorporated into the painting’s underdrawing, and the
painted forms that overlay them, lead to a vanishing point
above the figure of Jesus that suggests, but does not pin-
point, his position in the canvas. Further, the representa-
tion of Jesus seems at first to occupy the center of the
composition, below the convergence of Ensor’s orthogonal
lines. But he is, in effect, off axis, located above and slightly
to the left of center. Finally, as described earlier, the
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in outdoor light, a vast crowd of onlookers swarms around
the window, looking inward toward the figural group.
Ensor’s insertions of exaggerated earthiness and local
anecdote strip the event of metaphysical meaning. Only the
light radiating from the Child denotes a supra-human
presence.

A heightened emphasis on luminosity 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. 66), with sacred meaning. In their enormous
size (respectively 5 and 6% feet in height), density of detail,
and amalgamation of historical 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 in part on motifs by Rembrandt (1655;
Bartsch 76) in which Jesus has been accused of claiming to
be King of the Jews. Vulnerable, looking almost like the
unwilling actor in a theatrical spectacle, Jesus stands above
a curious throng on a high viewing platform. Below him
are a horde of historical and contemporary figures, includ-
ing Octave Maus, whose bearded profile is seen in the
lower left corner, artist Willy Finch, below the stage at the
right, and Ensor himself along the right edge of the draw-
ing.23¢ Other carefully delineated faces, some with exag-
gerated noses, eyes, and modern accessories, make clear
Ensor’s connection between the biblical setting and his
contemporary milieu. Here, light radiates more strongly
from the figure of Jesus, decomposing the forms in the cen-
ter of the composition.

Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem
(fig. 66) likewise blends old master allusions with contem-
porary references. However here, as in the later painting,
Ensor playfully conflates biblical text and contemporary
custom. A raised platform in the right foreground of the

composition is drawn from Rembrandt’s Christ Before
Pilate (1635; Bartsch 77).237 This quotation, along with the
Rembrandtesque stippling and chiaroscuro effects
throughout, imbue the drawing with an old master quality.
Ensor ingeniously revises these valorized motifs and meth-
ods by incorporating them into a drawing of astonishing
size and polemical content. Here, the Jesus of the old mas-
ters is engulfed by a parade and surrounded by contempo-
rary Belgian slogans, flags, and placards that vie for
attention along the parade route. In the foreground, mem-
bers of the crowd wear the name Jesus on their foreheads
and hats, as they might a favored politician. Crowning the
vast scene are banners bearing the phrases Hail the Social
and Liberty, Equality, Fraternity. Underneath is a giant
streamer reading Hail Jesus King of the Jews, whose form is
repeated in the red 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 painting’s lower
right. As noted earlier, slogans advertising products
(Colman’s Mustard and the disturbing Pork Butchers of
Jerusalem) and contemporary artistic politics (Les XX,
Noisy Wagner Phalanx, The Belgian Impressionists, The
Symbolists, and The Decadents) intermingle with left-
wing slogans referring to the urgent social issues of the
1880s (S€e “Unholy Alliances: The Politics of Church and
State in Léopold’s Belgium,” pp. 52-70): Amnesty, Send
the Clergy Away, The Flemish Movement, ‘ca ira’(“It must
go,” or “work”), and Hail Anseele (referring to the Flemish
Socialist politician Edward Anseele). At least one critic
emphasized this last dimension of the motif, interpreting
the drawing as an Anarcho-Socialist action and describing
the crowd as “deformed by physical labor, convulsed by
the fatigue of the march, distorted by hatred, vengeance,
cravings. . ..” Ensor represents every person “who wishes
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to ameliorate, reform, overthrow, turn upside down, with
his flags, standards, emblems, symbols, cartels. . . .” 238
Other critics viewed the drawing as a less overtly
political metaphor of modernism. One described it as “a
gigantic carnival, symbolizing the modern street.” 239
Like the urban boulevard, the drawing provides the space
for the encounters, and collisions, among national identity,
class politics, fashion, art, and religion within the modern
secular city. Emile Verhaeren described the drawings in
terms that his contemporaries used to describe the
phenomenon of the boulevard (see “The City, the Street,
and the Urban Spectacle,” pp. 20-36): “They stupefy
at first, then they impress. They carry [one] off toward
vertigo, toward chaos. . . .”24% Like the boulevard, Ensor’s
incorporation of the many slogans, texts, and references
to local parades and spectacles produced an open-ended
work of art, one whose meaning was likely intended to
remain ambiguous. For example, the procession that winds
its way through the compressed urban architecture
includes placards identifying various hometowns (Jesus
precedes the contingent from Nazareth), suggesting the
vernacular form of an official parade, a “joyous entry.” In a
small sketch for Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ
into Jerusalem (fig. 66), in addition to the above elements,
Ensor inscribed the dates 7404 and 7453 near the placard
reading Nazareth in the same black Conté crayon or chalk
that he used for several other inscriptions and to highlight
the architecture. Bracketing a period in European history
when the Burgundian empire (incorporating much of
contemporary Belgium) was at the height of its prestige,
the inscription is a curious and playful allusion to the
Burgundian-led defense of Christianity in the fifteenth
century.>4! Although these dates do not appear in the final
drawing or in the painting, they add one more layer of

complexity to the meaning of this parade that is, simultane-
ously, occurring in biblical Jerusalem and contemporary
Brussels; in the name of Jesus, wars have been waged
(in this case, the Crusades of the mid-fifteenth century),
violences committed, and fortunes immorally amassed.

The drawings comprising Visions: The Aureoles of
Christ or the Sensibility of Light (figs. 64-69) were of
exceptional meaning to the artist.242 They were rendered
at a time when, following his sustained study of old master
work, Ensor increasingly grappled with the problem of
seeking his own expressive means. Julius Kaplan has noted
that Ensor in part achieved this end by investing personal
meanings in traditional biblical subjects as well as by
seeking unusual episodes from religious literature that had
not been treated before.243 But his most significant achieve-
ment was his realization of light as a symbolic agent of
spirituality and moral authority. From a concern with the
effects of light dissolving the material contours of objects,
like the French and Belgian Impressionists with whom he
was aligned in the earlier 1880s, he became preoccupied
with light as the essence of art, a position that he reiterated
in speeches in the 1930s: “I have no children, but light is
my daughter, light one and indivisible, light, the painter’s
bread, light, the painter’s crumb, light, queen of our
senses . . . strike us! vitalize us, show us the new routes
leading to joy and bliss. . . .7 244

Having grappled with the psychological and sacral
dimensions of light as explored formally and thematically
in The Aureoles of Christ, it must have been particularly
vexing to Ensor to witness the apotheosis of Georges
Seurat as the “Messiah of the new art” at the 1887 exhibi-
tion of Les XX. Ensor’s Rembrandtesque analysis of light,
as expressed in 7he Aureoles of Christ, was resistant to
science and intellect, but was instead a romantic attempt to
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monumentality of this edifice. The foreground of this etch-
ing, a full third of the image, is taken up with the exquis-
itely rendered representation of the crowd. Susan Canning
has pointed out the heterogeneous composition of this
crowd, which includes representations of members of the
working class and bourgeoisie, the military, a marching
band, and exotic figures wearing turbans.2%® She also notes
that the crowd is subtly divided between the marshal regu-
larity of the marching band and the military, which forms a
distinctly geometric phalanx extending in a subtle diagonal
across the middle of the crowd, and the preceding disor-
derly mob of deftly articulated faces. The Church remains
majestic regardless of what transpires on the ground,
perhaps reflecting Balzac’s moral: the uncorrupted church
of the working class can generate the goodness of religion,
in contrast to the debased church of the rich and power-
ful.269 As we shall see, such a contrast between good religion
and bad, or in Littré’s terms “religion” and “theology,”
is reflected in Ensor’s suggestion of two distinct elements
within the vulgar, airless urban assembly in Christ’s Entry
into Brussels in 1889.

In his cramped attic studio, Ensor extracted details
from all of these works from 1885 to 1887 to formulate
his phantasmagoric composition of 1888. In particular,
he drew upon Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into
Jerusalem (fig. 66) for his central motifs. However, the
differences in conception and execution from the 1885
drawing to the painting of three years later are radical. For-
mally, the transformation from a vertical to a horizontal
format changes the dynamic of the street setting. In the
painting, the lateral expanse of the boulevard is empha-
sized, rather than the vertical compression exerted
by the drawing’s architectural setting. In the drawing, the
crowd snakes through an environment that is more con-

ventionally representative of a city, whereas the vertigi-
nous expansiveness of the wide boulevard in the painting
is clearly embedded in the bodily experience of being
absorbed by the modern urban crowd. A small, informal
drawing that combines Raw: Christ Presented to the People
(fig. 65) and Alive and Radiant: The Entry of Christ into
Jerusalem (fig. 66), probably created after the completion
of the two large drawings, points toward this pictorial
structure (fig. 75).27° From this casual conflation of his two
motifs, Ensor laid out the painting’s expansive foreground,
its proscenium-like expanse of bunting, and even its
multiple points of view that compete for focal attention.
Within the grand urban expanse of the painting, the num-
ber of conflicting political slogans is reduced, and instead
their meanings are dispersed throughout the canvas as
caricatures. Finally, the judges who are the conventional
occupants of the viewing platform in £Zcce Homo motifs
have been transformed into a red-nosed politician, two
clowns, and a figure in a Chinese costume. In a gesture of
the most vulgar hilarity, Ensor translated the large judge
with his back turned toward us in Alive and Radiant:
The Entry of Christ into Jerusalem into a clown whose
star-emblazoned behind pushes toward the audience (see
p. v). But the most astonishing transformation from the
monumental drawing to the even larger painting is Ensor’s
translation of the parade into a colorful evocation of Carni-
val. In his painting, Carnival becomes the discursive frame
for the artist’s encyclopedic parody of Belgium’s cultural,
religious, and political institutions and for his considera-
tions of Christ’s meanings and messages.

In Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), there
is a distinct contrast between the crowd of officialdom who
precede Christ, and the sea of people who follow him.
As noted earlier, the crowd in the foreground is composed
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of masks, caricatures, and portrayals of Belgium’s ruling
elite (its military, clergy, politicians, speculators, and bour-
geoisie), interspersed with non-Western masks, and pre-
sented with the taxonomic ordering of a grimace. This
foreground mass seems like a self-enclosed world, in which
the paraders engage with one another, but seem oblivious
to, or blasé about, the figure of Jesus who parades behind
them. The vacuity and marshal regularity of the military
marching band terminating this section of the procession
adds to its sense of cohesiveness.

However, as soon as the military has passed, a motley
collection of costumed figures gathers around Jesus, their
puppet- and insect-like faces raised toward him (fig. 76).
The multitude of people following Jesus in the parade seem
less formal and more celebratory than the foreground
group: several break rank to dance or cheer (as do the
yellow-clad man just to Jesus’ left, the masked woman to his
left bearing a parasol, and the portly man to their left
whose arms are raised in a robust cheer). The faces in this
background crowd, at least in the front section, are less
tightly compressed than the phalanx in the front of the
painting, giving them a greater sense of movement and
freedom. As the members of the crowd funnel back into
space, they retain a remarkable degree of detail. Ensor
meticulously painted in eyes and mouths, even on some
figures who are otherwise represented by dots of paint, cre-
ating the uncanny sense of individuation also suggested by
detailing in his etching The Cathedral (fig. 74).

The front rank of this crowd is composed largely of
costumed figures resembling those of the commedia
dell’arte, the sixteenth-century theatrical tradition that was
famously revitalized in nineteenth-century Paris. In part,
this cast of characters represents a convention of Belgian
Carnival masquerades. Characters from the commedia

dell’arte were, and continue to be, familiar participants in
Carnival processions. In the nineteenth century, the
Boulevard Anspach was described, for example, as a crush
of Pierrots, Harlequins, Colombines, babies, and clowns
during Mardi Gras.2”! However, Ensor’s figures also carry
with them other identities that ally them with the artistic
avant-garde. By the 1880s characters from the commedia
dell’arte were also interpreted as avatars of artistic alien-
ation and martyrdom akin to the Symbolists’ fantasies
about Christ.

In particular, the figure of Pierrot became the blank
canvas for the projected desires and beliefs of the liter-
ary vanguard of Paris, including Gustave Flaubert, Paul
Verlaine, J.-K. Huysmans, and the Goncourts.?” The
sixteenth-century characters of Harlequin, Columbine,
Pantalon, Cassandre, and Pierrot were revived in Paris
in the early nineteenth century at the Thédtre des Funam-
bules, performing short satirical morality tales before
working-class audiences. Toward the middle decades of the
century, the popularity and prestige of the theater’s mime
artist Jean-Baptiste Gaspard Deburau began to attract
members of Paris’s Bohemian intellectual circles, and by
mid-century Deburau had become a cult figure among
the literary intelligentsia. Even after his death, his reani-
mation-of the character of Pierrot had become a metaphor
for Paris’s Bohemia. Traditionally downtrodden, passive,
and the object of others’ scorn, Pierrot had been re-imagined
by Deburau as a wise fool, an identity that tallied with the
aspirations of the artistic avant-garde. Moreover, Deburau
began to use his character as a way of commenting on
contemporary politics.2?® By the end of the 1850s,
Théophile Gautier projected onto Pierrot the fantasies and
self-definition of Bohemian Paris: “Pierrot, pallid, slender,
dressed in sad colors, always hungry and always beaten,

87



is the ancient slave, the modern proletarian, the pariah,
the passive and disinherited being, who, glum and sly,
witnesses the orgies and follies of his masters.” 274

By the 1850s, the figures of the commedia dell’arte
had been fully reinterpreted by the literati as artists and
poets of the street. The poverty, marginality, and inventive-
ness attributed to them by Baudelaire and others invested
in them the Romantic attributes of the poéte maudit that
came to shape the 1880s Symbolist generation. Alienated,
performing out of desperation and ecstasy, clustered for
safety and sympathy into marginal subcultures, the street
performers, or saltimbanques, became potent symbols of
Bohemian marginality at mid-century.2?> The 1880s was a
particularly rich decade for the multiplying personae of
Pierrot. A Bohemian Pierrot made his appearance in Jules
Laforgue’s Pierrot fumiste (1883); in Albert Giraud’s 1884
Pierrot lunaire, Pierrot suffered from ennui and became
the agent of society’s rituals of sacrifice; and the sensitive,
poetic clown was serialized in Paul Willette’s stories and
caricatures for Montmartre publications and perfor-
mances, and in his short-lived periodical Le Pierroz (1888-
89, 1891).27% In 1880s Paris, Pierrot had become a conven-
tional symbol for the artist and the martyr.

As Stephen McGough pointed out, the Parisian rein-
vention of Pierrot as a figure of romantic alienation was
absorbed by those in Ensor’s circle who published L’Ar:
Moderne.?" Ensor’s colleague Théo Hannon created
Pierrot macabre in 1886, a ballet and mime in which Pierrot
is killed and resurrected, echoing themes of violence and
sacrifice popular in Paris at the time.2?® Characters from
the commedia dell’arte were routinely adopted by satirists
in the Belgian press to lampoon politicians and social
organizations. In particular, the artists of Les XX were
caricatured as members of the commedia dell’arte in the

1880s and 189o0s, carrying with them the Parisian asso-
ciations of the vanguard artist as clown.2? The mob that
trails Jesus in Christ’s Entry in to Brussels in 1889 conse-
quently played out both the popular role of commedia
dell’arte characters in Carnival parades and the more elite
associations of the intelligentsia.

Two representations of Pierrot also appear in the fore-
ground of Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889. In the lower
right, at the base of the viewing platform under Ensor’s
signature, is the profile of a man whose aquiline features,
whiteface, blackened eyebrows, red lips, and black cap
repeat the mime artist Jean-Baptiste Gaspard Deburau’s
signature makeup and much-reproduced face. In the center
of the canvas, near the left side, is a tall ocher-clad figure
wearing a pointed red hat, whose features resemble Ensor’s
own and whose costume allies him with the commedia
dell’arte.?® By inserting himself in the foreground mass of
officialdom in this guise, and by peppering the throng sur-
rounding and following Jesus with the familiar costumes
and theatrical gestures, Ensor allies two coded representa-
tions of the artist, as Pierrot and as Jesus. Both figures were
adopted by the literary vanguard of the nineteenth century
as displaced symbols of their own objectives, and in the
work of some authors, the two figures were conflated.
Adolphe Willette’s 1926 portfolio of cartoons from the
1880s and 1890s, Pauwvre Pierrot (fig. 77), used the motif of
Pierrot as a self-martyred saint, his halo framing the rope
with which he has hanged himself, as a way of making this
relationship manifest.

The contrast between the distorted representations
of the foreground elite and the more exuberant representa-
tion of the background rabble articulates the divisions
of class and power as Ensor saw them in the late 1880s. The
commitment that Ensor made to the invention and adapta-
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Il’s grand boulevard, Ensor offered up a view from the
margins in Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889, and that view
was most likely allied with Anarchism.

The principles of Anarchism (the rejection of author-
ity) were well known to Ensor through political work and
theories of his social circle. Canning makes the important
connection that through the Rousseaus Ensor probably
became familiar with the writings of, and perhaps even
met, geographer Elisée Reclus, one of Europe’s leading
Anarchist theorists.2%% In his 1884 pamphlet An Anarchist
on Anarchy, Reclus provided a synthetic analysis of bour-
geois hegemony by identifying the ways in which all elite
institutions reinforce one another’s power.2#¢ In his intro-
duction to the 1885 publication of Peter Kropotkin’s Words
of a Rebel, Reclus also made the distinction between the
oppressive Church and the liberationist ministry of Jesus
that seems to be reflected in Ensor’s religious critiques:

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 if they have to pass
through the bars of a prison cell.2%7

Like his predecessors and colleagues in the movement,
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Mikhail Bakunin, and Peter
Kropotkin, Reclus proposed that a moral life is lived
outside of organized social institutions, and that every
decision to resist institutional authority strikes a blow
for individuality.

Because of its emphasis on individual freedom, such
rhetoric had great appeal to artists throughout Europe
in the late nineteenth century. Oscar Wilde, for example,
published his essay “The Soul of Man Under Socialism” to
advance what he called a doctrine of “Individualism.”
In contrast to Socialism, which threatened to become as
doctrinaire and dictatorial as any other political system
(according to Wilde), Individualism provided a moral
system that could accommodate both collective needs
and individual desires. The artist held a privileged place in
this system: “Art is the most intense mood of Individualism
that the world has known. I am inclined to say that it is the
only real mode of individualism that the world has
known.” 288

If there is a political “program” to Christ’s Entry into
Brussels in 1889 (fig. 1), it is likely akin to Reclus’s notion
of the freedom of the individual as a moral imperative, and
Wilde’s belief that artists have the responsibility to open
the space for that freedom. In the tradition of Bosch,
Bruegel, and Goya, Ensor created this painting as an attempt
to lampoon those institutions that confused authority
with greater human laws. Ensor’s representation of Jesus
intervenes in the guise of that moral presence in an
extraordinarily sweeping critique of Belgian officialdom.
Yet his ambiguous figure of Jesus (who is just as likely to be
an actor in a Carnival parade, or a marginalized artist, as
the Christian savior) provides one of the many paradoxes in
the composition that saves it from becoming programmatic.
Like the multiple contradictory celebrations that are
quoted in this painting (Carnival, a political rally, a joyous
entry, an imperial spectacle), the unknown street, and
the unidentifiable genre (Cartoon? Caricature? History
painting?), Ensor’s Jesus contains the suggestion and not
the narration of meaning.
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he brash young artist James Ensor painted

Christ’s Entry into Brussels in 1889 during
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political foment in his native Belgium. It is under-
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Museum’s paintings collection. This book exam-
ines Christ's Entry in light of Belgium’s rich
artistie, social, political, and theological debates
in the late nineteenth century, and in the context
of James Ensor’s exceptional career, in order
to decipher some of the painting’s messages and
meanings.
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which is designed to introduce individual works
of art or small groups of related works to a broad
public with an interest in the history of art.
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and cultural context in which the work was created.
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intended to give readers a sense of the range of
approaches that can be taken in analyzing works
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