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The Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium possess a rich collection 
of works on paper, which mainly consists of drawings, pastels and 
watercolours from the years 1868-1914. Our structural partner institutions, 
the print room and the music department of the KBR, the collection of 
20th-century art from the Art & History Museum and the archives of la 
Monnaie, also have a rich and specific collection that is complementary to 
ours. All these collections demonstrate the importance of the techniques 
on paper during this period. Because of their sensitivity to light, these 
works cannot be permanently shown to the public. That is why these 
works are shown in specific parts of the exhibition route, each time 
on a specific theme, and the set-up is replaced every six months, in 
accordance with the strict protection guidelines.

This temporary exhibition will highlight the work on paper of the 
Belgian artist Henri Evenepoel (Nice, 1872- Paris, 1899) throughout several 
themes. Thanks to his talent for drawing, a skill that he had already 
discovered as a child and that almost became an obsession, and despite 
his premature death at the age of 27, Henri Evenepoel left behind a 
considerable body of drawings. While Paris was preparing for the 1900 
World Fair, the young Henri traversed the city on a daily basis carrying 
a sketchbook in his pocket. He seems to have recorded everything he 
saw. This resulted in thousands of works, from quick sketches to more 
elaborate drawings. Silhouettes of passers-by, city scenes, portraits of 
unsuspecting family members, nothing escaped his watchful eye.  

While these seemingly effortless impressions were in reality 
preceded by many years of practice, from 1897 a new pocket Kodak 
camera ironically enabled Evenepoel to capture fleeting moments in the 
blink of an eye. “One Button Does It” headlined the advertising posters 
of Kodak. The many hundreds of photographs he took in around two 
years’ time are, like his sketches, mainly snapshots of family, friends and 
everyday life. Yet photography would never take over the role of his 
sketches. Both the drawings and the photographs play a role in his search 
for a way to immortalize his observations in a contemporary way, while 
respecting the artistic tradition.

The Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium hold 16 paintings, over 
thirty drawings, a sketchbook and some prints to which hundreds 
of letters from the artist to his father as well as 877 negatives of his 
photographs were added in 1970. On the occasion of this temporary 
exhibition, part of these photographs - after a digitization of the 
negatives carried out by the Royal Institute for Cultural Heritage, within 
the framework of the programme “DIGIT” for the digitization of the 
cultural and scientific heritage of the Federal Scientific Institutions, 
financed by BELSPO - is now printed in its original state.
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Henri Jacques Edouard Evenepoel (Nice, 1872 - Paris, 1899) grew up in 
Brussels but worked most of his life in Paris. While his father Edmond 
repeatedly insisted on a career as a decorative painter, Henri believed this 
would not be likely to produce a particularly innovative form of art [Image 
1]. Instead, he rather served as a witness to his era. This not only required a 
different style, but also contemporary subjects. Through Ernest Blanc-Garin 
(1843-1916), whose Brussels studio he frequented for a year, Henri ended up 
in the workshop of the decorator Adolphe Crespin (1859-1944). The latter 
immediately noticed his artistic tendencies and convinced his father of the 
importance of moving to Paris and making his way there. On 21 October 
1892 Henri travelled to the French art metropolis where he continued 
his education with the decorator Pierre-Victor Galland (1822-1892) at the 
École nationale des Beaux-Arts. He moved in with the family of his cousin 
Louise van Mattemburgh (1869-1941). Later she would also become his 
lover [Image 2]. The sudden death of Galland in November offered Henri 
an opportunity to change direction. Due to his talent for drawing, he gets 
accepted into the workshop of the French master Gustave Moreau (1826-
1898) in March 1893. The self-willed symbolism of the critical Moreau did not 
appeal to Henri. But in spite of the biblical and mythological subjects that 
Moreau imposes upon him against his will, he appreciates the freedom he 
is given in the quest to find his own place within painting.

Thanks to his culture-loving father and his Brussels entourage of liberal-
minded upper bourgeois, Evenepoel quickly established a cultivated 
network in Paris. He encountered various musicians and composers, visited 
Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864-1901) and, through his friend Paul Baignères 
(1869-1945), came into contact with the debutant writer Marcel Proust 
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(1871-1922) [Image 3]. His fellow students also featured future celebrities, 
including Georges Rouault (1871-1958), as well as Henri Matisse (1869-1954), 
with whom he became quite close. In 1886 he would portray his daughter. 
Although Evenepoel admired Matisse for his daring use of colour, his 
experimental art ultimately ended their friendship; the Impressionists 
and their successors did not approach reality purely enough for Henri. 
Evenepoel’s work, however, does lie in the tradition of Manet, Degas and 
Toulouse-Lautrec and post-impressionism in general. Because of his ability 
to express his feelings through colour, a skill he learned from Moreau, he is 
often described as a pioneer of Fauvism. The designs for posters, etchings 
and illustrations - which he made in addition to the subtle portraits and city 
scenes, in the hope of earning some money and making name for himself – 
however are more comparable to the character studies and urban scenes 
of the illustrators Forain, Willette, Chéret and Steinlen, whose work he also 
collected.

‘Dans la figure, ce qui me préoccupe, m’obsède, c’est d’en trouver 
la caractéristique, le côté particulier, inattendu.’ 

Evenepoel’s fascination for the Parisian street life resulted in thousands 
of sketches. Moving about among the people on the boulevards and in 
public parks gave him a great pleasure, but not being able to capture the 
city in all its beauty frustrated him. Therefore he never left home without a 
sketchbook. He drew in the margins and between the lines of his letters, or 
scribbled a hasty observation on an old piece of paper. They are striking 
representations of sharp observations in a fluent style. Mostly drawn 
in pencil, ink or charcoal, less often in red chalk, watercolour or pastel. 
Occasionally he combined the techniques, as can be seen in a sketch 
with pencil and watercolour of a Baby Playing (1896) [Image 4]. Although 
his sketches served as reference works for his paintings, for Evenepoel 
they had no artistic value on their own. For us these works are all the more 
important, since they allow us to look through the eyes of an artist who 
documented a completely new world without having any aesthetic or 
commercial motives. On his daily walks along the Seine to the academy on 
the rue Bonaparte or across the Pont des Arts towards the Louvre, every 
silhouette that caught his eye was quickly captured on paper [Image 5]. 
His ongoing quest for a place in the art world in which he could represent 
the actualities of his time in an original manner while respecting the artistic 
tradition, provides us with a very speaking and vivid image of this fin de 
siècle. 



The year 1894 was an eventful one for Evenepoel. Not only did 
he debut his work at the Salon des Artistes Français, where he would 
continue to exhibit, just as he did with the Société Nationale, moreover, 
his niece Louise gave birth to his illegitimate son Charles (1894-1964) on 28 
November. Although Henri kept the fact that he was the father of Louise’s 
youngest son a secret for a long time, it did not go unnoticed that Charles 
was a great source of joy and inspiration to him. Evenepoel’s father gets 
suspicious and sends him on a study trip through Algeria in 1897. Meanwhile 
his work is exhibited in Brussels and Paris and he begins to make a name for 
himself as a painter. When Henri returns six months later, he decides to live 
with Louise and the children in Brussels. In December 1899 he finishes a few 
more canvases when he falls ill. Less than three weeks later he dies. As his 
father Edmond later wrote: ‘Hardly had his career begun, or it had already 
broken down. He did not have the time to reap the fruits of his efforts’.



Henri Evenepoel (image 1) 
Edmond Evenepoel, Reading,
Oil on canvas, s.d.
RMFAB, inv. 6170

Henri Evenepoel (image 2)
Head of a Young Woman 
(Louise van Mattenburgh), 
Pencil on paper
RMFAB, inv. 7606

Henri Evenepoel (image 3)
Man in Red or Portrait 
of Paul Baigneres
Oil on canvas, (1894)
RMFAB, inv. 3753



Henri Evenepoel (image 4)
Playing Baby
pencil and watercolour on paper, (1896)
RMFAB,  inv. 7600

Henri Evenepoel (image 5)
Drowning Man at the Pont des Arts
Conté pencil and watercolour on paper,(1893)
RMFAB, inv. 7591
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Towards the end of the nineteenth century, photography 
underwent a true revolution with the arrival of new, handy 
cameras. Previously, taking photographs was a costly, technical 
and above all time-consuming affair, only accessible to 
professional photographers or serious amateurs. The new user-
friendly and affordable devices made professional knowledge 
no longer necessary and enabled virtually the entire middle 
class to take snapshots. Among the new users of the medium 
were many artists, of whom Henri Evenepoel was one.

“Un véritable bijou” is how Henri describes his new pocket 
Kodak camera in a letter to his father from 8 July 1897. He buys 
the camera for 27 francs after selling the painting The Basement 
of the Soleil d’Or (1896) [Image 6]. Photography was a godsend 
for Evenepoel, who saw so much every day that he could 
hardly process it in his sketchbooks. In some two and a half 
years he took more than 800 photographs. The fact that these 
shots remained unknown to the general public for a long time is 
remarkable given their quality, but not surprising since - like his 
drawings - he did not make them with the intention of exhibiting 
them. In the pleasure he derives from observing and recording 
the human figure, he also saw a subject for his photography. From 
the letters to his father, it appears that his main incentive was the 
desire to preserve intimate moments of family life.

These experiments gave the artist surprising perspectives, 
as can be seen in a number of photographs which show little 
Charles sitting and playing on the ground [Image 7]. Because 
of the extremely low camera angle, the viewer in a way enters 
the boy’s world of experience. This is sometimes reinforced by 
keeping the camera low to the ground so that we can imagine 
ourselves to be among the toy soldiers on the ground [Image 8]. 
The camera allowed Henri to look at the world in an entirely new 
way. Given the spontaneity and speed to capture a moment, it 
is not surprising that some of the photographs he developed, 
although subordinate to the painter’s vision, would later serve 
as the basis for painted portraits. The new twist that the use of 
the camera gives to his painting manifests itself as an impression 
of coincidence and dynamism. In the painting Festival at Les 
Invalides, for example, this can be found in the framing and the 



arbitrary focus that is reinforced by the sudden cropping of the 
picture edges and the couple that is rendered very blurry in the 
foreground while the depth is actually sharpened [Image 9].

In a photograph from 1897 Henri distinguishes himself by 
an unusual modern self-awareness, looking not only at the 
spectator but also at himself as a photographer in the mirror 
[Image 10]. In the course of the nineteenth century the academic 
tradition was gradually replaced by artistic autonomy, which 
resulted in a growing interest in the figure of the artist. The 
artists’ portrait became a very popular genre. While artists 
often created their own likenesses to hone their skills, they 
also made these works to present themselves as creators as 
well as individuals. By portraying his relatives, Evenepoel tried 
to understand the personality and character of his sitters, but 
it is in his self-portraiture that he really looked inwards and 
captured moments of true introspection. Interestingly enough, 
in this photograph, he also showcases the camera itself. This is 
reminiscent of the painter’s self-portrait behind the easel [Image 
11]. In both cases the act of creation is part of the subject matter, 
demystifying the technique while amplifying the artistic genius 
behind it.



Henri Evenepoel (image 7)
Charles De Mey Playing with Toy Soldiers, 
rue St-Dominique Paris, may 1898
RMFAB, inv. ACAB 76613/187 

Henri Evenepoel (image 6)
The Cellar at the Soleil d’Or
Oil on canvas, (1896)
RMFAB, inv. 7668

Henri Evenepoel (image 8)
Charles De Mey Sitting on the 
Ground, rue St-Dominique Paris
RMFAB, inv. ACAB 6613/118  



Henri Evenepoel (image 10)
Self-portrait of Henri Evenepoel in the mirror of his room at 
the Hôtel Moderne in Algiers, november 1897
RMFAB, inv. ACAB 76613/250A 

Henri Evenepoel (image. 9)
Festival at Les Invalides
Oil on canvas, (1898)
RMFAB, inv. 4316

Henri Evenepoel (image 11)
Portrait of the Artist
Oil on canvas, (1895)
RMFAB, inv.4050



Charles Milcendeau

An artists’ portrait, a portrait of and by an artist, also includes portraits that 
artists make of each other, often as a sign of friendship. Charles Milcendeau 
(1872-1919) spent his youth in the Vendée and settled in Paris in 1891 [Image. 
12]. During a visit to the Louvre, his path crossed that of Gustave Moreau, 
who had just been appointed professor and head of the studio at the École 
des Beaux-Arts, and accepted the young artist into his studio in 1892. A 
year later it was Henri Evenepoel’s turn to join the prestigious workshop. 
The two men developed a close friendship. It is through Milcendeau 
that Evenepoel comes into contact with the French politician Georges 
Clémenceau (1841-1929), an art lover with many contacts who would later 
promote his work and also have a few portraits of him drawn. These 
portraits are the only drawings that Evenepoel made that weren’t for his 
own use.

Charles drew this portrait of Henri in 1899, without knowing that his 
best friend from the Moreau workshop would die shortly afterwards 
[Image 13]. This portrait reveals Henri’s passion for music, a passion he 
shared with his father Edmond Evenepoel: an amateur pianist, a music critic 
and a fervent admirer of Wagner’s work, to which he dedicated a book 
[Image 14]. The pastel drawing by Milcendeau, exhibited on this occasion, 
rarely leaves our reserves because of its fragility. It can be compared with 
the full-length portrait made the same year by Evenepoel, exhibited in 1900 
at the Salon de La Libre Esthétique and now kept in the collections of the 
Musée d’Orsay in Paris [Image 15].



Henri Evenepoel (image 12)
Charles Milcendeau posing in front of the ‘Promenade du dimanche au Bois de Boulogne’ 
in Henri Evenepoel’s studio, 21bis avenue de La Motte-Picquet in Paris, 
RMFAB, inv. ACAB 76613 / 457

Charles Edmond Théodore Milcendeau  
(image 13)
Portrait of the Painter Evenepoel
pastel and watercolour on paper, 1899
RMFAB, inv. 4338



Henri Evenepoel (image 14)
Music session with Raoul du Gardier, Fernand Lotz and 
Pierre du Gardier in Henri Evenepoel’s studio, 
avenue de la Motte-Picquet in Paris
RMFAB, inv. ACAB 76613/128A

Henri Evenepoel (image15)
Charles Milcendeau,  
oil on canvas, 1899
Musée d’Orsay, Paris
inv. RF1977-169
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