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Introduction

Today, statues of great men and the occasional commemorated woman adorn the streets and squares of Belgium. The majority of these monumental depictions of characters from the pages of the nation’s history books date back to the nineteenth century. They have now merged into the historical scenery of our cities, often silent stone or bronze witnesses of daily life that only overzealous tourists seem to notice. Perhaps serving as a subject to the occasional student prank, a lucrative source for thieves, or as a substructure for contemporary artists’ designs, these monuments have become memories of a sovereign long deprived of power, a scientist respected but outdated, or a painter whose strokes dried centuries ago.1 This is of course by no means an exclusively Belgian phenomenon. Today, the case of the bluntly ignored statues is a rule rather than an exception for the majority of sculptures spread across the European continent.

However, history has taught us on numerous occasions the way and enormous speed in which this situation can change. In 2014, anti-Russian protesters in the Ukrainian city Charkov went to great effort to bring down the colossal, 8.5 m high, statue of Vladimir Lenin (1963), claiming this sculpture, depicting the former head of State of a now neighboring country, was an insult.2 While prior to the Russian-Ukrainian conflict, the presence of these Lenin-statues all over the country was tolerated without question, their existence became problematic the very moment matters of national identity and Russian supremacy over Ukrainian sovereignty became a political reality. While the creator, subject matter, iconography, or style of these sculptures remained the same, tilting political circumstances changed their significance nonetheless. This way, their role as testimonies of a historical and artistic tradition was abolished, by turning them into symbols of a newly risen foreign supremacy.

These violent actions against statues demonstrate how public sculptures can often shift from the periphery of our consciousness to its very center, becoming the focalization point of an insurgent attack on the underlying principles or anterior identity of the statue.3 In these instances, it becomes most clear how the nationality of art can become more than just a way of categorizing art and its creators.

Returning to the Belgian situation, the question may rise which Belgian nineteenth-century statues would be subject to annihilation in the case of a national identity crisis. Would it be the French General Augustin Belliard (1769–1832), who, despite his French origins, was the first man to be commemorated by the newly founded Belgian state? Would the monument of the Flemish Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640) be more susceptible to Walloon attacks? Or would the sculptures by Constantin Meunier (1831–1905), whose portrait was printed on the former national 500 francs bill, and is today probably still the best-known nineteenth-century Belgian sculptor, be targeted? In other words, what elements—subject matter, composition, sculptor, style, reception—contribute to the creation of a ‘national sculpture’? And which sculptures, common characteristics, and sculptors can therefore be considered truly ‘national’, and why?

This book acknowledges the nineteenth-century artists, who have now often been diminished to ‘producers of the background noise of cultural banality’.4 It questions the constitution, role, and influence of the national, regional, local, and international identity of sculptors in Belgium during the nineteenth-century, and discerns its impact on different levels of the artistic practice, from exhibitions and education to politics and public monuments. The influence of questions concerning national identity on both sculpture and sculptor, ranging from material, iconographic, and compositional to stylistic implications, are evaluated by means of thoroughly selected case studies that are combined with the nineteenth-century discourse on national culture.

This way, the emphasis within this book is on the actual implications of foreign and mainly French influences, comprising both Belgian sculptors’ trajectories abroad as well as the presence of foreign sculptors or sculptures in Belgium. As a leitmotiv through this research, stylistic evolution and innovation by Belgium’s leading sculptors are reviewed. This way, this research aims to elucidate on the development of sculpture in Belgium during the nineteenth century, and answers the question of whether there was such a thing as a nineteenth-century, ‘Belgian sculpture school’.

1 A Time and a Place for Everything: Geographical and Temporal Demarcations

As the Ukrainian case, as well as many others, has demonstrated, the national identity of sculptures and sculptors is by no means a static premise, pointing out the importance of a temporal as well as a geographical framing. The focus here lies with nineteenth-century Belgium, taking the founding of Belgium in 1830 as the starting point, and reaching well into the twentieth century.5

In the newly founded nation Belgium, nationality seems to have been of particular importance to artists choosing to pursue a career in sculpting. In order to legitimize the nation from an artistic viewpoint, Belgian politicians and art critics reaffirmed the Early-Netherlandish paintings by Jan Van Eyck (c. 1395–1441) or Hans Memling (c. 1430–1494), and the Antwerp Golden Age led by Peter Paul Rubens and Anthony Van Dyck (1599–1641) as the nation’s pinnacles of artistic brilliancy. However, the position of sculpture in this excellent artistic tradition often remained vague, or even unsolicited.

In consequence, nineteenth-century Belgian sculptors were, at least initially, unable to rely on a former tradition that confirmed their style or unity as a ‘school’. Even those sculptors who, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, had attained an international career were considered isolated cases and incapable of truly exceptional creations. Oscar Roelandts pointed out in his “Considération sur l’Influence de l’Art Français en Belgique” (1941) that, despite the international career of some late-eighteenth-century Belgian sculptors, such as Gilles-Lambert Godecharle (1750–1835), Jean-François Van Geel (1756–1830) and his son Jean-Louis (1787–1852), Jean-Baptiste De Bay (1779–1864), or Mathieu Kessels (1784–1836), they had only seldom demonstrated innovation or originality detached from academic rules. According to Roelandts, even the presence of the French sculptor François Rude (1784–1855), who resided in Brussels from 1815 until 1827, did not leave a substantial mark on Belgian sculpture, as none of his Belgian contemporaries adopted Rude’s style, sculpture, or innovative education system.6

It is therefore perhaps not surprising that both art critics and politicians of the newly founded Belgium had little confidence in the sculptors of their own nation. Art critical journals at the beginning of the year 1830 barely mention Belgian sculpture. This, however, significantly changes over the course of the century, and is in grave contrast to the numerous appreciative reviews almost a century later. The symbolic end of this book is therefore the exhibition Belgian Art in Exile, organized in London in 1916, with a remarkably numerous participation of 23 sculptors compared to 61 painters. In the catalogue of the exhibition, the symbolist painter and Brussels Academy professor Jean Delville (1867–1953) explicitly mentioned the ‘national character’ of the Belgian school, in contrast to the French, English, and German schools, and emphasized precisely the international reputation of, among others, Godefroid Devreese, George Minne (1831–1905), Egide Rombaux (1865–1942), and Jules Lagae (1862–1931).7 By including the 1916 exhibition, its ambition to demonstrate ‘the characteristic of our school of sculpture, one of the finest of the world’, can be evaluated.8 In addition, the exhibition serves as a final point of reflection to assess the way in which the formation of a national Belgian identity influenced the development of sculpture in Belgium.

The geographical scope of this book is restricted to Belgium, but also elaborates on the role and influence of Belgian sculptors abroad, mainly in France. In order to demarcate this research, the foreign trajectories of over 400 Belgian sculptors were collected, revealing that Paris, Rome, and Florence were the most crucial destinations for Belgian sculptors.9 Because this research focuses on the implications of ‘foreign influences’ for the national identity of sculptors in Belgium, rather than the actual exhaustive study of their travels, the more obscure Belgian sculptors, who traveled and worked in peripheral, sometimes even exotic places, and who can be considered exceptions, are not elaborately included.10

Instead, the focus lies with the stylistic evolution and innovation by Belgium’s leading sculptors, the influence of foreign sculptors or sculptures in Belgium on their oeuvre, as well as the impact of their trajectories abroad. Consequently, next to Belgium, the influence of the Paris art scene, geographically and intellectually close to Brussels, and to a lesser degree that of Rome and Florence as an inspiration for sculptors, are included. International exchanges and the urge to manifest oneself were generally metropolitan phenomena. In particular, the role of cities like Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent, and to a lesser extent Bruges, or Liège, may enlighten the often—but not necessarily—contradictory ambitions and interests of local and national authorities.

2 Statu(e)s Quaestionis

2.1 International Mobility and National Schools

Throughout this book, the Belgian borders, and therefore the edges of its fixed ‘national school’, are occasionally breached in order to survey the presence of the nation’s sculptors abroad. The means of classification of artists in national schools, originating in the nineteenth century and expanding into modern art historical scholarship, has been increasingly though not systematically scrutinized. Clearly, the use of this category of ‘national schools’ cannot be ignored as a historical reality, or as a useful means of classification, even for current research. Present scholars do propose a more inclusive vision of national schools as fluid entities, part of a symbiotic system, and have devoted increasing attention to their intellectual particularity, as well as the role and impact of mobility and exchange.

The last decade saw numerous research initiatives on the voyages, careers, and reception of specific nineteenth-century artists departed from their native country. Recent publications, conferences, and exhibitions considered, for example, the travels and career of Paul Cézanne11 (1839–1906), Auguste Rodin12 (1840–1917), and Jules Dalou13 (1838–1904) in Britain; Henri Fantin-Latour14 (1836–1904) in Australia; and Gustave Courbet15 (1819–1877) in Belgium, or focused on the international identities of artists abroad, such as Rachel Esner and Margriet Schavemaker in their book about Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890) abroad,16 Saskia de Bodt in her various works about Dutch painters in Belgium,17 in Dutch Utopia: American Artists in Holland, 1880–1914 by Annette Stott and Nina Lübbren,18 in Tatiana Mojenok Ninin’s Les peintres Russes et la Normandie au XIXe siècle,19 or in Les peintres Italiens à Paris en quête d’identité (1855–1909)20 by Marion Lagrange.

Other recent scholarly works do not specifically elaborate on artists or particular case studies, but take the more general attraction and impact of foreign nations, for instance France and the Paris art scene as a subject, such as Tom Verschaffel’s work on the reception of Belgian artists in France,21 or Gaëtane Maes and Jan Blanc’s Les échanges artistiques entre les anciens Pays-Bas et la France.22 A similar transnational approach between Belgium and France is incorporated in the impressive exhibition catalogues Parijs-Brussel, Brussel-Parijs: realisme, impressionisme, symbolisme, art nouveau: de artistieke dialoog tussen Frankrijk en België, 1848–1914,23 and Brussel, Kruispunt van culturen, in which sculpture is occasionally threated.24

Generally, however, almost all the aforementioned works take the ‘central’ Western countries and main metropolises as their central scope, and, with the exception of the mentioned exhibition catalogues, take painters as primary protagonists. Notwithstanding, the aforementioned literature about artists traveling and working in a different country than their homeland, as well as the more general publications on transnational exchange, may serve as useful comparisons, even though the particularities of the sculpting discipline, for instance working with often bulky and weighty materials and a less direct production process, cannot be overlooked.25 In general, sculpture is a less studied discipline than painting, although nineteenth-century Belgian sculpture is not entirely unsolicited.

2.2 Sculpture in Belgium

Already in 1923, Marguerite Devigne, the first woman to hold a PhD in art history in Belgium and curator of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, published her Catalogue de la Sculpture, containing numerous nineteenth-century Belgian sculptors.26 She continued to publish on Belgian sculptors,27 as did contemporary author Sander Pierron, who offered an extensive overview of the development of nineteenth-century sculpture in the country.28

After Devigne and Pierron, research stagnated, leaving a substantial gap until 1990, when Jacques Van Lennep edited an impressive book with essays concerning the development of nineteenth-century sculpture, including some thematic chapters and a biographic catalogue of the most important sculptors.29 Even fifteen years after its publication, this book still offers a strikingly representative overview of nineteenth-century sculpture. It remains an important work of reference, together with some of Van Lennep’s other publications, such as his chapter on the Belgian sculpture education in Académie Royale des Beaux-Arts de Bruxelles, 275 Ans d’Enseignement, and in De Beelden van Brussel, which all served as a basis for this research.30 Alain Jacobs (2006) has contributed to scholarship on Belgian sculpture through his book on sculptors from Malines,31 while some influencing books originate from a historical approach and mention specific public monuments and the nineteenth-century context of ‘statuomania’, such as Duurzamer dan Graniet. Over Monumenten en Vlaamse Beweging32 and België, Een Parcours van Herinnering, Plaatsen van Geschiedenis en Expansie.33

The impact of international mobility of sculptors in Belgium in this context remains unsolicited in these publications. However, some scholars have included useful insights on the impact of foreign trajectories of sculptors within their monographs or thematically based publications on sculptures and their makers, such as June Hargrove on Albert-Ernest Carrier-Belleuse (1824–1887),34 Sura Levine on Constantin Meunier,35 Anne Pingeot on French sculptors,36 Antoinette Le Normand-Romain on Rodin,37 Inga-Rossi Schrimpf on Minne,38 etcetera. In some cases, authors did scrutinize the phenomenon of transnational exchange and mobility while taking sculptors as a subject. The work of Micheline Hanotelle39 and Marjan Sterckx40 proved significant in this respect, as well as the edited volume published on the occasion of the conference France/ Belgique: Sculpture organized and published by Frederic Chappey and François Robichon in 2007.41

This book uses these last publications as a starting point and targets to move beyond existing research. Within the restraints of the earlier sketched geographical and temporal framework, it aims to elucidate the national, and in extension also local and international, identities of sculptors in Belgium. The mechanisms and strategies characteristic of the cultural and artistic policies of nation-states, artistic movements and organizations, and of individual artists and art critics are researched in order to understand their meaning and role for the development of national culture, and its relation to sculpture in Belgium.

By analyzing these mechanisms for the specific yet representative domain of sculpture, and geographic case Belgium, the role of an artist’s identity in both a nationalized and internationalized context can be discerned. Rather than focusing on an exhaustive mapping of the diaspora of Belgian sculptors abroad and of foreign sculptors in Belgium, the emphasis within this research is on the actual implications of ‘foreign influences’, comprising both Belgian sculptors’ trajectories abroad as well as the presence of foreign sculptors or sculptures in Belgium.

A thorough analysis of the impact of this foreign agency for sculptors in Belgium may shed a new light on the role nationality, national culture, national identity, and character played in the creation of a ‘Belgian sculpture school’. The influence of questions concerning national identity on both sculpture and sculptor, ranging from material, iconography, composition to style, are evaluated by means of case studies that are confronted with the nineteenth-century discourse on national culture and ‘schools’.

3 In Theory

3.1 Matters of National Identity

Before plunging into the depths of the nineteenth-century art world, the research questions posed above may demand a certain degree of definition. When questions about national identity are posed, an interdisciplinary approach presents itself and therefore directly implies the necessity to define certain elements and concepts from outside the field of art history. The anthropological, social, and political sciences have offered an impressively diverse array of definitions for concepts, such as ‘nationalism’, ‘nationality’, ‘national character’, and ‘national identity’. Joep Leerssen assembles these concepts with the common denominator ‘national thought’.42 This book accommodates some of the accomplishments from these disciplines, and combines them with the principles from its primary discipline, art history. Therefore, at the beginning and end of all theory, the foundation of any hypothesis in this research is the work of art itself, comprising possible meanings granted by the artist, public, critic, commissioners, and other factors.

Generally, the development of nationality and nationalism during and after the nineteenth century has been extensively researched. Scholars from various disciplines and ideological perspectives have devoted elaborate studies to the mechanisms of nationhood, national identity, and character and nationalism, such as Marxist historians Eric Hobsbawm and Benedict Anderson, philosopher Etienne Balibar, sociologist Anthony D. Smith, social anthropologist Ernest Gellner, post-structuralist linguist Homi Bhabha, and many others.43

Already in the nineteenth century, Ernest Renan (1823–1892) questioned, ‘Qu’est-ce qu’un nation?’. Renan, who first introduced his book with the same title in 1882, proposed that modern nations were not established on a basis of natural principles, such as common language, race, or geographical borders, but rather by a resolve to nationhood. By means of this common ‘will’, or ‘consent’ as Renan calls it, to constitute a nation, a set of negotiations, both social and affective, were instigated. In order to adequately establish the nation, every member is therefore obliged to ‘forget’ certain aspects of its past that could prevail the forging of a common historical memory. By means of these oblivions, the myth of nationhood can be secured.44 According to Renan, the function of practices of representation in this process cannot be underestimated. Representing the past, or as Renan suggested ‘the erroneous past’, for instance by means of sculpture, is essential to create and perpetuate a collective national character.45

Recent scholarship pays growing attention to the construction, role, and function of national identity. A common ground between almost all authors is the attention devoted to the construction and importance of national consciousness, as well as its relation to modernity.

According to Anthony Smith (1991) in his book on national identity, three crucial components constitute a standard Western nation, the presence of a historic territory, a legal-political community and equality of members, and a common civic culture and ideology.46 Closely associated with these characteristics are some fundamental features, that allow the existence of a national identity, namely a historic ground or ‘homeland’, often constructed through myths and recollections, shared legal rights and duties, an economic system based on internal mobility, and a communal public culture.47 These last two elements constituting national identity are of crucial importance to this research, since sculptures, as a part of public culture, could both be the object and product of international mobility.

Because both national identity and the nation are complex constructs, consisting of various interrelated components, it is almost impossible to pinpoint their exact function. One of the most obvious functions of national identity is the socialization of the members of the nation as ‘nationals’ or ‘citizens’. This goal is achieved by means of a repertoire of shared values, symbols, and traditions, such as flags and anthems, but also artworks and monuments.48 The realization of a national identity offers an important means of positioning the individual self in the world, thanks to the premises of a collective personality and its idiosyncratic culture, which may constitute an ‘imagined community’.49

These ‘imagined communities’, as Benedict Anderson (1983) first defined them, were supposedly constructed by the gradual unification of centers and peripheries, thanks to the emergence of ‘print capitalism’.50 Anderson explains that ‘print capitalism’—the emergence of capitalism combined with innovating print technologies recurring parallel to the Industrial Revolution—created a common language and temporality that stimulated new forms of unity around cultures and shared histories. Eventually, these ‘imagined cohesions’ resulted in a shared identity, characterized by a political and cultural consciousness and expressed in nationalism. The nation, and its conscious experience, are therefore a ‘performance’ of cultural identity, and remain a continuous, ever-developing process.51

This is in contrast to Ernest Gellner’s synchronous research (1983), in which he envisions national identity as a fixed plight.52 Gellner bases his theory on Max Weber’s thesis on modernization, and explains that the increased industrialization rationalized social life and increased bureaucracy, regulations, and efficiency.53 His functionalist interpretation envisions nationalism as an artificial, constructed, top-down movement used to perpetuate social cohesions. Gellner points out the fundamentally illusory qualities of national identities—‘the cultural shards and patches used by nationalism are often arbitrary historical inventions’—and sketches a clear connection between identity, culture, and nationality, by stating,


If a man is not firmly set in a social niche, whose relationship as it were endows him with his identity, he is obliged to carry his identity with him in his whole style of conduct and expression. In other words, his ‘culture’ becomes his identity. And the classification of men by ‘culture’ is of course the classification by ‘nationality’.54



Just like Gellner and Anderson, Eric Hobsbawm (1991) considers capitalism as a conditio sine qua non for the presence of nationalism and national consciousness, although their analysis of the means in which this occurs greatly differs. Hobsbawm elaborates on the construction of the nation and a national consciousness, and stresses the crucial role of the systems of representation in order to ‘turn subjects into citizens’, and therefore securing symbolic identification.55

Parallel to certain aspects first posed by the Marxist theoretician Antonio Gramsci (1935), Hobsbawm states that a national consciousness is formed by, on the one hand, ‘cultural institutions’, generally managed by the state, such as language and education,56 and on the other hand, by ‘invented traditions’ characterized by visual symbols and common cultural practices that envision the nation as a unit, creating variations of popular consciousness and securing the loyalties of ‘citizens’ to the nation-state. Within this framework, the process of ‘turning subjects into citizens’, and therefore perpetuating their national identification, was activated during the late nineteenth-century with the rise of a participatory democracy. Simultaneously, however, local and regional identities became increasingly complex and evolved into nationalist movements by the early twentieth century, sometimes endorsing extreme chauvinist patriotism.57

The existence and importance of local and at the same time international identities are described by Anne-Marie Thiesse (2001), who elaborates on the possibilities of parallel identities. A common international identity of present Europeans, for instance, consists exactly of the fact that their forbears endeavored the creation of national identities, ‘Rien de plus international que la formation des identités nationales’.58

Although all these theories situate the formation of national consciousness within the nineteenth century, art and other cultural expressions are almost always reduced to the status of side-products of social behavior. Most scholars define national identity as a social construction, and, when mentioning sculpture—usually by means of public monuments—define it both as symptomatic of as well as functionalist for national expression.

This is in line with Pierre Nora’s concept of lieu de memoire (1990), which he defines as ‘a meaningful entity of a real or imagined kind, which has become a symbolic element of a given community as a result of human will or the effect of time’.59 As Nancy Wood (1994) explains, this encompasses the foundation of a community’s symbolic repertoire. Nora devotes particular attention to monuments, as he considers them as the most materialized expression of lieu de mémoire, which contributes as well as originates from the nation-building process.60

In Belgium, Jo Tollebeek and Tom Verschaffel (1994) have published on the nation-building process and ‘national schools’, mainly during the nineteenth century, and its impact on several aspects of historic culture, such as the constitution of a Belgian history, as well as a national pantheon.61 As they state, national identity constituted the cohesion of a national culture, and implied the existence of certain independent characteristics that transcended individual members in their time.62 These nation-specific features were supposedly also present in art, resulting in the constitution and distinction of ‘national schools’.

3.2 The Image and Beyond

In general, the question of the usage of images and art in this debate—as both illustrations as well as actual sources—has been the subject of a far less wide array of studies. Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen (2007) were among the first to introduce the discipline of ‘Imagology’, which they defined not as a form of sociology, but as a way of understanding a discourse rather than a society.63 Focusing almost exclusively on literary works instead of visual representations, they argue that these ‘images’ unambiguously demonstrate that national characterizations mostly consist of commonplace and hearsay, rather than empirical observation or statements of fact.64 The study of these ‘images’ of a nation could therefore single out the significantly active prejudices, stereotypes, and clichés from the total complex of imaginary images.65

While Beller and Leerssen mainly focus on literary representations, the book Narrating the Nation (2008), edited by Stefan Berger, Linas Eriksonas, and Andrew Mycock, offers a broader vision on the different media narrating the nation, and next to literature comprises film, art, and music.66 In one particularly relevant chapter in this book, historian Michael Wintle states that the narratives of national identity are perhaps most commonly mediated by print, but can also be communicated through visual media.67 However, as Wintle rightly notes, when exploring these alternative ‘carriers’ of narration, ranging from prints, cartoons, paintings, sculptures, films, to even flags and maps, questions should not be limited to the content of the studied image, but should include alternative inquiries after who made these images, when, why, who read them, and how.68

This book offers a view on these different aspects that may contribute to an artist’s as well as an artwork’s national identity, and their grouping in ‘national schools’, focusing on the specific case of sculpture. Although an artist’s identity does not necessarily differ from that of any other random member of the nation, his or her persona and especially art are often functionalized to shape and perpetuate that very identity. This also implies the existence of an identity of art, which may be national, but in some cases also local, international, or none of the aforementioned. Since an image can never operate in isolation, images, or in this case sculptures, are at all times combined and confronted with a diverse array of written evidence, originating from both the artists and the public as art critics, in order to come to a well-balanced conclusion.69

While Wintle’s main question centers on whether artists merely reflect contemporary politics and social relationships, or if they can be considered ‘ideological crusaders’, pursuing their own or their commissioners’ ambitions about how they think things should be, this research proposes to go one step further and include an art historical approach. In order to understand fully the place and impact of a work, the artwork as a whole, and therefore all questions proposed by Wintle, as well as the artistic impact, are taken into account. The artworks, as well as the artist, are considered a compendium both containing and engendering national identity. Instead of considering nationalism and national identity as mere sociological processes, this book proposes to study their impact on artistic developments. The focus on romanticism and the usage of the past in order to perpetuate national identity for instance, dominates current debates, while the incorporation of a national identity by means of the contemporary tradition and culture, and by means of other stylistic and iconographic developments, has too often been ignored.70 In order to sketch a more inclusive overview of the national identity of both sculpture and sculptors in Belgium, particular attention is paid to the connection and circulation of artists, artworks, ideas, and theory. This is to understand the impact of foreign influences and their importance for the national culture of Belgium and its sculpture school.

4 In Practice

In addition to this theoretical framework, the reconstruction of Belgian sculptors’ national and international careers, as well as their commissions, artworks, education, and reviews in contemporary press, are of crucial importance. As has been pointed out in recent scholarship, and was confirmed by the study of contemporary press, nineteenth-century society and culture were characterized by a growing importance of nationality, which coincided with an increased internationalization of cultural and artistic practices. Contradictory as it may seem, these two dimensions of national identity on the one hand, and a growing internationality on the other, were not incompatible. In fact, a culture could only establish its own national identity by positioning itself in the international field. Consequently, the success of nationalization depended greatly on its recognition from abroad. Just like it is still the case in present days, the status of a nineteenth-century artist in his or her homeland was greatly influenced by the attained success abroad. A prosperous national career often required an international trajectory, as experiences abroad were considered a valuable necessity by different parties involved in the artistic practice and reception. The national administrations and institutions had a substantial impact on discourse and debates considering national culture and identity in art theory, criticism, and history, and are therefore included in this book.71

Reviews and opinions by art critics, and in some cases also commissioners, buyers, or the artists themselves, were greatly responsible for the way in which artists and their works were often inserted in this mechanism of nationalization, as well as the creation and molding of their ‘national image’, and were therefore of crucial importance to this research. By assigning artists to ‘national schools’, generally based on their place of birth, the nation’s own national culture was promoted. As this book demonstrates, this strategy involved complex mechanisms both on an individual as well as an institutional level because an artist’s nationality turned out to be an ambiguous and flexible category.72

Artists responded to their ‘nationalization’ in a pragmatic and even opportunistic way, playing various roles simultaneously depending on the specific commission, exhibition, or public. The impact of the artist’s own (inter)national network and nepotism, mainly through individual contacts, in order to obtain advanced training facilities, additional exhibition and sales opportunities, or further commissions cannot be underestimated. These mechanisms and strategies were essential for the organization of nineteenth-century (national) culture, and are the subject of study in this book.

5 The Matrix Has You—Follow the White Rabbit

By means of a four by four ‘matrix’, consisting of temporal and thematic axes, this book offers a dual reading.73 On the one hand, this research consists of four chronologically devised parts, grouping the years 1830–1850, 1850–1880, 1880–1895, and 1895–1916. Although each part communicates those tendencies dominant to the specific period, some propensities may overflow the temporal restrictions offered here.

On the other hand, four thematic divisions are offered, for which the role of nationality and national identity for sculptors within this specific field are determined. National identity was constituted by a combination of different elements and in a diverse array of fields within the artistic practice. This was already voiced during the nineteenth century by art critic Pierre Petroz, who stated in 1855, ‘Partout en Europe, la marche de l’art est expliquée et justifiée par le caractère national, par les tendances sociales. Son développement est toujours en rapport avec l’état de la science, de l’industrie, de la politique’.74 Therefore, each chronological part encompasses a thematic chapter labeled as ‘Politics’, ‘Education’, ‘Exhibitions’, and ‘Public Commissions’, each comprising one or several case studies. Although alternative themes, for instance considering the art market or specific sculptural practices, can be offered, they, for now, remain the possible subject for valid and interesting future research.

A short mathematical sum reveals that this structure results in sixteen ‘case studies’, four for each period, and four for each theme, and that readers may consult this book according to theme or period. These case studies were chosen in such a way that they may be considered representative for a certain point within the chosen period and theme. Alternative case studies, and no doubt cases that would even contradict the presented ones, may be found, but therefore do not necessarily endanger posed conclusions. The presented case studies, including their specific peculiarities, each make their point, and are at all times presented either as rule or exception, or as belonging to the most likely zone in between these extremes.

Whether readers endeavor to seize the full story, or decide on a chronological or thematic reading, the white rabbit guiding us through this tangle of storylines, are the posed research questions.

As this book demonstrates, the local, national, and international identity of sculptors in Belgium had great implications for their careers and artistic practice, even though the ascribed characteristics to their sculptures were often inconsistent and irreconcilable with artistic reality. This book unravels the role and impact of national identity on different aspects of the art scene, public commissions, education, or exhibitions. The trajectories of Belgian sculptors and their foreign, mainly French, colleagues in Belgium are incorporated and confronted with art critics’ response. By scrutinizing the implications of this discourse by art critics, the discrepancy between theory and practice is unveiled. Conclusions may extend the demarcations posed in this book and raise more general questions on all aspects of the identity of artists and art, as well as the discrepancy between theories on art and artistic reality. With questions of national identity as a red thread, this book sheds a new light on the development of sculpture between 1830 and 1916, and the evolution of different criteria that supposedly constituted a ‘national sculpture’ in Belgium throughout the nineteenth century.

This book is the result of a four-year PhD project conducted at the Department of Art, Music, and Theatre Sciences at Ghent University, supervised by Prof. Dr. Marjan Sterckx and Prof. Dr. Tom Verschaffel, and funded by BOF, Special Research Fund, Ghent University (Wijnsouw, In Search of a National (S)cul(p)ture: The Local, National, and International Identity of Sculptors in Belgium (1830–1916) (Unpublished dissertation, Ghent University, 2015)).
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