Top Ten Must-See Artworks in Belgium
By Noah Charney
Jean Fouquet

Madonna and Child 
from the Melun Diptych (1450)

Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten, Antwerp

Fouquet (1420-1481) was the leading French painter of the 15th century, a period in which Italian and Flemish painting outshone all others.  But France could boast mastery of manuscript illumination.  Fouquet began his career as an illuminator, and brought his talent for detail and precision to his panel painting.

Little is known about Fouquet's life beyond the fact that he was born in Tours and went on an artistic pilgrimage to Italy in 1437.  This panel is the right half of the so-called Melun Diptych.  The accompanying left-hand panel, on display at the Gemaldegalerie in Berlin, depicts the donor, Etienne Chevalier, being presented by his patron saint, Saint Stephen.  Chevalier was a knight from Melun in France, and was French Ambassador to England in 1445.  In 1451 he would become the Treasurer to Charles VII of France.  An important and wealthy official, Chevalier commissioned this diptych (two-panel altarpiece) for his native town.

The vivid color of this altarpiece, broad swaths of pigment with little in the way of light suggested, is indicative of a medium that was in its death throes.  Tempera, a painting technique in which ground pigments are bound with egg white, was the dominant painting medium up until this point, when it was replaced by oil paints, which use linseed and nut oils as the binder.  Oil paints are translucent, and permit greater detail and the illusion of painted light, refraction, and layering.  Tempera on the other hand is essentially opaque, one layer blotting out the layer beneath it.  Jan van Eyck's Ghent Altarpiece, also on this list, was the first monumental artwork in oil, and led a painterly revolution.  While tempera would remain the medium for frescoes, oil took over for works on panel or canvas.  Fouquet's Madonna and Child is one of the last important monumental panel paintings to have been executed in the dying medium of tempera.

Strangely enough, the original frames of this painting were covered in blue velvet wound with silver and gold threads decorated with the donor's initials spelled out in clusters of pearls.  This would have made a striking resonance with the blue of the patterned angels behind Mary's throne.

The painting itself is strikingly modern.  The skin tone of the Madonna and child has been bleached into a marble-like whiteness with none of the warmth of humanity.  This is a painting of an impossible stone sculpture, complete with gravity-defying breasts slipping out of loosely-fitted blue leather garments.  Mary is far too sexy.  The angels behind her are like wallpaper emerging and surrounding her throne.  Red angels represent seraphim, the warrior angels, while the blue angels are the messengers, cherubim, each interlocked so that their illusory three-dimensional forms become a two-dimensional surface.  The angelic backdrop, like a stage curtain, recalls M. C. Escher prints, made five centuries later.

A love story is woven into the fabric of this altarpiece.  The model for the Madonna was Charles VII's mistress, the renowned beauty Agnes Sorel.  Something fishy may have gone on between Chevalier and Sorel, because an 18th century inscription on the back of this panel reads that Chevalier commissioned the diptych after having promised Sorel that he would do so, as she lay on her deathbed.
Hugo van der Goes

Death of the Virgin (1480)

Groeninge Museum, Bruges

Perhaps there is something to the oft-said dictum that only melancholic souls create great art.  The list of unhappy, marvelous artists is endless, while it’s rarity to find a happy-go-lucky artistic genius.  Poor old Hugo van der Goes glumly lurks at the extreme end of the unhappiness meter.  

Hugo (1440-1482) was born near Ghent, where he entered the painter’s guild and later became its dean.  He was part of a decoration team that decked out the city for the marriage celebration of Charles the Bold and Margaret of York.  The couple were so impressed with his work that they would later hire him.  This brings up an overlooked medium in artistic history—the creation of temporary decorations for festivities.  Much money and artistic time was spent in designing and building elaborate stage sets to celebrate military triumphs or marriages.  That would not be a problem, except that such decorations were not built to last, nor were they cared for as artworks of merit beyond the celebration.  So many works of reported genius, as described by contemporary viewers, from the likes of Hugo to Leonardo da Vinci and Raphael, had the longevity of wondrous sand castles.

Hugo’s lifelong depression was probably indicative of a more severe mental illness.  It is unclear as to whether Hugo was born with the problem, or developed it, perhaps the result of venereal disease.  The love of his life was a nun of the Order of Our Lady of the Rose of Jericho in Brussels, who served as his primary model and with whom he carried on a life-long affair.  His most famous work is the Portinari Altarpiece, displayed at the Uffizi in Florence, which displays Hugo’s talent for painting elegant detail, and his love for disguised symbolism—naturalistic objects placed in the scene for their reference to ideas, metaphors, allegories, or literature.  In 1478, Hugo sequestered himself in a monastery called the Red Cloister, just outside of Brussels, hoping that a meditative life would ease his bitter, constant depression.  It did not, and he attempted suicide in 1480, the same year in which he created this painting.  Though he failed to kill himself, he died of natural causes two years later.
Hugo's Death of the Virgin shows a scene apocryphal to the New Testament.  Nowhere in the New Testament is Mary's life explored in any detail, and her death is only discussed in the apocrypha.  Here we see the apostles gathered around to mourn the passing of Mary, who ascends directly to Heaven.  Christ in an orb of light above his mother's head awaits her.  The apostles are sad because they will miss her, but they do not feel grief.  Indeed, they are there more to keep her company than to mourn.  Anachronistically, a priest is there in ecclesiastical garments to give Mary extreme unction.  Hugo has chosen to depict Mary in an unusual, and difficult to execute, angle in bed, her foreshortened body creating a diagonal with pockets of apostles clustered around it.  It is tempting to imagine the unhappy Hugo admiring such a quiet death, surrounded by loved ones, never lonely, slipping gently into the arms of Heaven.
Jan van Eyck  
The Ghent Altarpiece (1432)
Sint Baafskathedraal, Ghent
This monumental altarpiece, one of the most important works in the history of art, also has the dubious distinction of being the most frequently stolen artwork of all time.  It is therefore the most desired and victimized painting in history.
Since its completion in 1432, this twelve-panel oil painting has disappeared, been looted in three different wars, burned, dismembered, copied, forged, smuggled, illegally sold, painted over, censored, attacked by iconoclasts, hidden away, hunted by Nazis and Napoleon, prized by The Louvre and a Prussian king, damaged by conservators, returned as war reparations, stored in castle vaults and secret salt mines, used as a diplomatic tool, nearly been blown up, ransomed, rescued by Austrian double-agents, and stolen a total of thirteen times.

Perhaps the single most influential painting in the history of art, it is certainly the most important object in the history of art theft.  No other artwork has been subject to so many adventures and crimes, both attempted and successful.  Though an inanimate object, the enormous altarpiece in all its intricacies and intrigues develops a personality of its own.  Indeed, this disappearing masterpiece seems loathe to stand still for too long.
There is even a mystery around its creation.  Everyone has heard of Jan van Eyck (1395-1441), but what about Hubert van Eyck?  An inscription was discovered in the 19th century which reads that this artwork was begun by Hubert van Eyck and finished by Jan, the painter’s brother.  But while evidence exists that a painter called Hubert van Eyck lived in Ghent at the time that the Ghent Altarpiece was painted, not a single authenticated painting by Hubert exists today.  Some think that the inscription was a contemporary forgery, while others think that Hubert van Eyck is a lost genius.  Art historians are still divided.
What makes this painting so important to the history of art?  What, beyond its beauty, made it so desired as to have been the victim of so many crimes?  
It is the first major work by the young genius, Jan van Eyck.  While Jan did not invent oil painting, as has been popularly misconceived, he was the first to take full advantage of the capabilities of the new medium, which permitted infinitely greater detail than the previous painting method, tempera, which used opaque egg white to bind pigment, rather than translucent oil.  After this painting, oil would become the universal preferred medium.  Jan’s advances in oil were for painters what the first use of steel was for architects.
Art historians love to recite “firsts.”  So while Jan was not the first oil painter, he was the first to paint:

· monumental works with an intricate level of detail usually reserved for portrait miniatures and illuminated manuscripts.

· observed naturalistic details, such as the effect of water seen through glass, the light reflecting in a horse’s eye, and botanically-identifiable plants.

· the unidealized human nude, in the figures of Adam and Eve.

· individually detailed faces in a massive crowd scene with over one-hundred figures, taking the time to render vivid portrait-like expressions, if not actual portraits.

· articulated bodies beneath painted clothing, the people wearing the clothes rather than the clothes floating around the people.

· using disguised symbolism, imbuing realistically-realized and situated objects with a covert Christian symbolism.

The following other statements will clarify what may be said historically about Jan and Hubert:

· Hubert van Eyck was indeed a painter and brother to Jan.  He was commissioned to paint the Ghent Altarpiece, but he died so soon after having received the commission that his presence is all but inarticulate.  The painting as we see it is therefore wholly the work of Jan.

· Jan did not invent oil painting, but did bring it to an unprecedented level of excellence, turning the mere binding of pigments with oil into a masterful medium that would be preferred by every painter from his day forth.

· Along with Giotto in Italy, Jan may be considered the first Renaissance artist.

· In his unprecedented realism, Jan may be considered a forefather of Realism as an artistic movement.

· The Ghent Altarpiece being Jan’s premiere major artwork may be seen as the first instance of his many “firsts” as an artist.

· Because it is the most frequently stolen painting in history, it follows that the Ghent Altarpiece is also the most desired painting in history.
For historians of art and art crime, the Ghent Altarpiece should be number one on the list of what must be seen.
Peter Paul Rubens
The Raising of the Cross (1611)
Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekathedraal, Antwerp

There’s a game that art historians like to play when standing before a Rubens painting.  Successful artists used to have studios full of apprentices who would collectively work on commissions.  Most countries had an official maximum number of apprentices per artist, to ensure that the artist was indeed supervising the creations of his studio, and the studio was not merely a factory churning out artworks for the artist to sign.  Rubens’ studio was a factory, with far more than the legal limit of apprentices.  The question is how much of each painting did Rubens actually paint?  Depending on how much a commissioner paid for an artwork, the master would himself paint a relative portion of the final product.  If someone paid the minimum, then the master would design and supervise the painting, but not actually touch his own brush to the canvas.  Pay the most, and the master would design and paint every aspect of the work.  There were various increments in between.  Rubens’ studio is particularly notorious for having created an astonishing number of artworks, and of substantial size.  Rubens (1577-1640) cannot have painted all of them.  So which section of Rubens’ paintings did Rubens himself paint?

Art historians like to scan Rubens paintings to detect which portions were painted by the master, and which were assigned to his pupils.  Some of his pupils would grow into brilliant artists themselves (Anthony van Dyck, for example) so this treasure hunt is not mrerely a case of the well-painted portions versus poorly-painted portions.  The masters of large painting studios would normally paint the elements considered most difficult to get right—specifically faces and hands.  Anything related to the background, still-life elements that are not the focus of the work, animals, architecture—these were all regularly assigned to apprentices.

As one of the most important commissions of his career, and having been painted when Rubens was a relatively young 34 year-old freshly back from an inspiring sojourn in Italy, Rubens painted most of this monumental triptych.  He had not yet developed his over-sized Antwerp studio (which is worth a visit, across town at the beautifully-restored Rubenshuis).  Rubens certainly painted all of the figures in the central panel, though the background was probably made by an apprentice, and elements of the lateral panels are questionable as well.

In this triptych, and its sister altarpiece, The Descent from the Cross, on the far side of the cathedral, we can see Rubens’ handiwork, roused by what he had seen by his contemporaries, Caravaggio and the Caracci family, the most prominent artists in Rome.  Caravaggio’s works taught him chiaroscuro, the dramatic play of light rising out of a shadowy background, and a dynamism that would become quintessential to the Baroque period in which he worked.  This captured movement is most evident in the central panel, the raising of the cross, in which we can feel the tension in the muscles of those involved, heightened by the diagonal of the cross itself (a geometry of movement, as opposed to the static feeling of horizontal or vertical lines).  Rubens employed his notes on Caravaggio from his time in Rome.  Caravaggio liked to portray the moment of highest dynamism in any one action.  That is to say he did not depict an action just before it begins, nor just as it has ended (such as the Way to Cavalry or Christ on the vertical cross), but the moment after an action has begun, but before the action has concluded.  The cross is neither horizontal (in preparation for being raised), nor vertical (after having been raised, the most common artistic rendition), but when it is halfway through the raising process.  The gerund is the key.  The result is a snapshot of motion, as if a film were paused.  Imagine un-pausing the scene.  All sorts of movement would take place.  There are no static figures.  Un-pause an idyllic, balanced, harmonious Raphael painting, for example, and nothing would change.  Un-pause Rubens’ Raising of the Cross, and watch the figures strive and tumble.
Hans Memling 
Shrine of St Ursula (1482)
Memling Museum, Bruges

Memling’s best-known work is one of art history’s oddities.  The unusual painted “shrine” is actually a miniature chapel made of gilded wood, containing the relics of Saint Ursula.  Reliquaries of gold, silver, or other metals, often embellished with sculptural designs or precious gems, were common means of commemorating the shards of bone of long-dead saints.  The purported miracle-working properties of such relics, which resulted in prayer to them and the saints they stood in for, would become one of the major objections Protestants would raise against Catholics.  Trade in relics was a major Medieval market, often a black one.  There were so many splinters from the True Cross that one could build a small village if you gathered them together, and if one is to believe that every finger bone of Saint Francis enshrined in a reliquary is real, then the poor many surely had at least seventeen hands.  But a painted wooden shrine such as this one decorated by Memling (1430-1494) is almost unique.  In fact, Memling’s painted shrine replaced an older, more common metal shrine that used to contain Saint Ursula’s relics.
Each painted panel shows a scene from the life of Saint Ursula.  Ursula was a beautiful princess from Brittany in northern France.  The King of England asked her to marry his son.  She said that she would accept on condition that she be permitted to make a pilgrimage to Rome before the wedding, accompanied by 11,000 virgins.  The King accepted this proposal, and Ursula and her chaste army trekked through Basel, across the Swiss Alps, and down to Rome, where they were welcomed by Pope Cyriacus.  This was not the blissful picnic it was meant to be, however, for on the way back, the group got as far as Cologne, when they were stopped by the rampaging Huns.  The Huns demanded that the virgins denounce Christianity and marry them.  For refusing they were all killed.
The shrine of Saint Ursula must be seen in person.  No photograph can do it justice, as it is a three-dimensional sculptural object painted on all sides, in such detail that it requires close examination.  Though often forgotten because of the renown of the meticulous, precious Memling, a measure of awe must be directed towards the sculptor of this Gothic cathedral in miniature, the wooden shrine itself.  Memling was the darling of late 19th-century academic art historians, particularly in England.  His incredibly precise detailing owes much to the innovations of the first master of oil painting, a generation his senior, Jan van Eyck, also a resident a Bruges.  Take the time to examine the details of this wondrous artwork, and don't be afraid to bring a magnifying glass—its the best way to appreciate Memling's marvelous minutiae.
Hieronymous Bosch 
Christ Carrying the Cross (1500)
Ghent Museum of Art, MSK Ghent

It is hard to imagine Bosch painting this work without a smile on his face.  It may be a dramatic moment in Christ’s Passion, but what fun Bosch must have had depicting the grotesques caricatures parading Jesus to his death.
The painter Hieronymous van Aachen (1450-1516) was born in the Dutch town of ‘s-Hertogenbosch, from which he took the nickname Bosch.  His precise birth date is unknown, 1450 having been estimated by inference—a self-portrait of Bosch exists dated 1516, in which he looks about sixty years old.  His art has been described as prefiguring Surrealism, as allegorical representations of alchemy, as Freudian projections of the libido, and as nightmarish morality plays.  He was fascinated with illustrations of sin and its punishment in the afterlife.

That external beauty and cleanliness was indicative of moral purity and goodness was a common Medieval belief.  With that in mind, it is easy to see the juxtaposition between the peaceful Christ and Mary Magdalene and filthy humanoid creatures involved in Christ’s execution, their hearts as distorted and festering as their faces.  Those taunting Christ, and one of the two thieves to be executed along with him, are not meant to be read as portraits or even plausible likenesses.  They are caricatures: contortions for effect, normally humorous, but in this case both frightening and amusing.  It would be century before the concept of caricature became commonplace.  Around 1600 caricatures became a popular pastime for artists, particularly those at the Bologna painting academy run by the Caracci family.  In that setting, drawing was stressed above all, and assignments were given to pupils in which they were meant to draw a human and an animal, and then combine features of the two into a human with attributes of that animal.  An example might be a man and an eagle mixed together to form a man with an aquiline (literally meaning “eagle-like”) nose.  In Bosch’s caricatures, the artist was far ahead of his time.
Less amusing is the target of his mocking caricatures.  Most of the grotesque figures have heightened attributes associated in the Middle Ages with Jews.  According to Medieval theology, blame was focused on the Jews collectively for having brought about the death of Christ.  This is in no way accurate to the writings of the Bible, but rather reflects some prejudiced apocryphal writings designed when Judaism was seen as competition to the young religion of Christianity.  These apocrypha exempted Pontius Pilate (one sect even made him a saint), while others exempted Judas from guilt (Judas was only doing what Jesus asked of him, as Jesus’ only purpose on earth was to die in order to reverse Original Sin).  The apocrypha made no distinction between the “bad guys” of the New Testament, a particular Jewish cult called the Pharisees, and the Jews collectively.  Thus we see that this one painting raises issues as diverse as the origin of caricature and misinterpretations of the New Testament, but all in a manner both playful and horrible that is quintessential Bosch.
Josef Hoffman and Gustav Klimt
Palais Stoclet (1907-1911)
279-281 Avenue de Tervueren, Brussels
Brussels boasts a wealth of Art Nouveau architecture.  The Horta Museum is certainly a must-see, to take in the work of Brussels’ own master architect.  But an infrequently-visited treasure house is in the midst of the city, and warrants indication, while most tourists will find the Horta Museum on their own.

Palais Stoclet is an exemplary Secessionist monument.  Secessionism was a movement formed in Vienna, inspired by and in response to the parallel contemporary movements, Art Nouveau and Art Deco.  The ideal day, from an architectural history standpoint, is the begin at the Horta Museum, then after lunch wind your way to the privately-owned Palais Stoclet (call ahead for admission information).  The Palace was conceived as a gesamkunstwerk, the complete work of art advocated by Secessionists and Art Nouveau architects, in which every element of the building and its decoration is carefully considered and designed by an the architect and direct collaborators.

Hoffman (1870-1956) and Klimt (1862-1918) were among the founders of Secessionism.  The building’s architecture and its design must be considered as the collaborative concept of the two artists (with the added help of Fernand Khnopff).


Adolphe Stoclet was a civil engineer and director of the Societé Generale.  He met Josef Hoffman while on business in Vienna.  Stoclet was so impressed with Hoffman and the Vienna Secession that he gave Hoffman free rein and an unlimited budget to create a monumental palace that would be a complete artistic masterpiece, exemplary of the period and the movement.

The resulting building has a muscular elegance that became one of the traits of Secessionist architecture.  Rectangular towers, bowed window bays, glass oculae, and the contrast of light stone with dark details provide a gorgeous aesthetic monumentality.  But the building must be entered to be appreciated.  Attention to detail and refinement of material may be found throughout.  The crown jewel is an expansive mosaic on the dining room wall referred to as The Tree of Life, designed by the great Gustav Klimt and executed in semi-precious stones.  This building is a rare glimpse at a no-holds-barred plunge into a Secessionism, a 20th century Baroque palace in which each element feeds and compliments its neighbor—and astonishes the privileged viewer.
Rene Magritte

Empire of Lights
Royal Museum of Art, Brussels

Rene Magritte (1898-1967) is one of those rare artists, like Michelangelo and Leonardo, whose work has become iconic even for those who do not give art a second thought.  A variety of Magritte’s paintings, and elements of them, appear so often in popular culture and advertising that even those who don’t think they’ve heard of Magritte have encountered his work.  If one has watched television in the United States, one has come across the CBS logo, an eye inspired by a Magritte painting, The False Mirror.  If one has read Michel Foucault, one has probably noted that an entire book by the philosopher is dedicated to Magritte’s Treachery of Images.  And vying with Dali’s melting clocks for the most famous Surrealist image of all time, is Magritte’s anonymous businessman in a bowler hat.  Few artists have had so universal an effect, have inspired so many new ideas and variations on their themes.  


The Magritte Museum, in the outskirts of Brussels, should be visited, though it does not contain any of Magritte’s artworks that are themselves worth a journey and fully indicative of his oeuvre.  The museum was once Magritte’s own home.  From there, the artist saw the businessmen, all dressed alike, drag their way to and from work every day, their souls decaying from prolonged exposure to that suburban plague—routine.  Magritte believed that the majority of the population suffered from listlessness, a repetitive routine that resulted in a sort of living death.  The world, so potentially full of joys and wonders, was ignored by the tunnel-vision of suburban commuters.  Magritte felt it his duty to re-inject a sense of wonder and awe into the world.


His primary method for accomplishing this feat was to create naturalistic paintings in which he juxtaposed everyday objects, the sort you’d never think twice about, in a new and startling way.  This forced the viewer to rethink the traditional use and conception of the everyday.  A green apple has been expanded to fill an entire room with its girth.  A train motors out of a fireplace.  The sky fills with identical bowler-hatted businessmen, perhaps raining down or floating up.  A couple kiss, though their faces are covered in sheets.  In the case of this painting, it is night in the street, but day in the sky above.


The buildings in the street scene of this painting are particularly reminiscent of Magritte’s own home.  This painting is best admired after a visit to the Magritte Museum to see the facade that inspired it.  What at first looks like a simple effect of twilight, with a lamp illuminated on the dusky street and the darkening blue of the sky above it, requires further examination.  The quality of the sky is brighter, sunnier than twilight.  The darkness of the street is one of sleep and midnight hours.  In examining this work, like so many of Magritte’s, our expectations are not met—they are exceeded, rewired, and we are left in a state of wonder.  Just as Magritte would have wanted it.
Jacques-Louis David

Death of Marat (1793)
Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Brussels

One of the most symbolically resonant paintings of the French Revolutionary period, this monumental work by Napoleon’s favorite painter is a must-see for its artistic merit and historical importance.

Jean-Paul Marat (1743-1793) was a Swiss political theorist and doctor turned radical journalist and politician during the French Revolution.  He famously suffered from a skin ailment, originally thought to have been contracted during the times when Marat had to hide from enemies in the Paris sewers (though his condition is now, less-romantically, considered the result of celiac disease, allergy to gluten).  To ease the pain and itching of his skin condition, Marat would sit in a cold bath in which he would dissolve a medicated powder.  He would spend as much time each day as he could in the bath, writing and doing the administrative work he undertook along with Robespierre and the leaders of the revolution and the Terror.
The painter Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) was a friend of Marat's.  David was stirred by their capacity as orators, rousing crowds with their speeches.  David himself was reticent, and in fact had trouble speaking due to a facial deformation he'd suffered during a duel.
Marat was assassinated by Charlotte Corday, who gained admission to speak with the revolutionary leader by writing a note requesting the honor of meeting him—a fan letter with an ulterior motive.  She visited him on July 13, concealing a knife on her person, and stabbed him in the chest in his bath.  She, too, would become a martyr for her murder of Marat, as it is known that she did not try to escape but accepted arrest by Marat's guards, the knife still lodged in the corpse beside her.
There are artistic resonances with Michelangelo's Pieta and Christ in Caravaggio's Entombment, interesting references which frame Marat, a martyr of the French Revolution but truly a venomous and charismatic conductor of The Terror, as a Catholic martyr/saint.  David claimed to have visited Marat the day before he was killed, and drew from memory the elements in his apartment.  David's style exemplifies the Neo-Classical, taking the morally didactic and elevating elements of Greek and Roman art and literature and re-inventing them in a naturalistic contemporary form.
David spoke at the National Convention held upon Marat's death, and said that he would create the painting with clear propagandistic intent.  In fact, Marat's body was displayed to the people for weeks after his death, surrounded by perfume and incense to mask the stench of decay in the hot summer.  David presented the painting a mere four month's after his friend's death.
It is perhaps a surprise that this dramatically French historical painting should be in Brussels.  This is due to Brussels having housed David at the end of his life, after he had been exiled following the death of his patron, Napoleon.  Visitors to Belgium would do well to take advantage of the good fortune of seeing an artwork of such importance to revolutionary French and indeed word history.
Paul Delvaux

Nos Vieux Trams Bruxellois (1978)

Bourse Metro Station, Brussels

Wonderful works by the Belgian Surrealist Paul Delvaux (1897-1994) may be found in museums throughout Belgium and at the elegant Paul Delvaux Foundation.  But the chance to see an original work in situ is a rare treat, and this one is both easy to overlook and easy to stumble upon, as it decorates a bustling Brussels metro station.

While primitive in technique, Delvaux’s works are haunting, evocative in their somewhat awkward naturalism.  It should be noted that Delvaux was a graduate of the Academie Royale des Beaux-Arts in Brussels, and his artistic technique was a decision, not borne of necessity.  He was wildly prolific, executing eighty paintings between 1920 and 1925 alone.  And though his artistic peak, during which he created the works for which he is best known, was the 1920s and 30s, he lived a century—no doubt fueled by the excellent Belgian beer and moules-frites.  He was influenced by fellow Surrealists De Chirico and Magritte, and one might see in his work a combination of the two: De Chirico’s palpable presence of ghosts and Magritte juxtaposition of irregularities.  The result is a manifestation of dreams, often in a smoky twilight blue, perhaps the best example of the influence of Freud and Jung on Surrealism.  His vocabulary of images includes nude stupefied women, skeletons, men in bowler hats, and confused scientists.  Of De Chirico, Delvaux himself said “with him I realized what was possible, the climax that had to be developed, the climate of silent streets with shadows of people who can’t be seen.”  

This quotation from the artist himself beautifully exemplifies the mood projected by his metro station mural.  In the 1950s Delvaux produced a number of nocturnes in which a young girl, whose face we cannot see, observes night trains.  This theme is reflected in Nos Vieux Trams Bruxellois, which was Delvaux’s last major public commission.  As a child he had been fascinated by the introduction of the electric tram system into Brussels.  Here was a chance for him to reflect on that fascination near the end of his career.

While there is nothing inherently Surrealistic about his mural, which shows a street scene contemporary to the introduction of the tram system, the Surrealist element is in fact what is happening around it.  The mural floods out into the space of the contemporary metro station, busy with people passing to and fro, rushing to work, rushing home, dressed in the clothes of the moment.  These people of today pass by the frozen moment of history, the painting of who they might have been, had they been born fifty years previous.  There is a ghostly quality to all of Delvaux’s works, but it is a wondrous feeling to see his painted ghosts as you stand among the hustle and bustle of contemporary life, of people who fifty years from now will themselves become but ghosts in the painting of our memories.
