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Henri Evenepoel 
A journey 
to Algeria
On 4 November 1897, the Belgian artist Henri Evenepoel (Nice 1872 – Paris 
1899) arrived in Algeria. There he spent the winter, for health and other 
reasons, visiting the cities of Algiers, Blida and Tipaza respectively, before 
travelling on with his father to Tunisia and finally returning to his place of 
residence Paris via the Italian and French Riviera on 9 May 1898. Even though 
this was a difficult period for the artist himself, both the drawings and 
paintings from this journey are considered to be among the best of his 
works. Around fifty known sketches and watercolours show that, here too, 
it is the human figure in particular that fascinates him. This relatively small 
number can be explained, on the one hand, by the fact that the people he 
wanted to use as models refused to be portrayed, due to religious reasons 
and on the other hand, by his frequent use of his photographic camera. 
Evenepoel took more than 400 photographs during his four months stay on 
the African continent.



Henri Evenepoel, Figure Studies, Conté pencil on paper, s.d., RMFAB, inv. 7585



Henri Evenepoel, Figure Studies, Conté pencil on paper, s.d., RMFAB, inv. 7581



Henri Evenepoel, Portrait of the Painter, 
Oil on canvas, 1895, 
RMFAB, inv. 4050

Henri Evenepoel, Self-portrait of Henri Evenepoel in the mirror of his room at the Hôtel 
Moderne in Algiers, November 1897 inv. ACAB 76613/250A 



Expectations 
& disappointment
Upon arrival in Algiers, Henri watches local life as an aloof 
observer. In his letters we read how ‘factory chimneys were 
replacing the minarets everywhere’, giving the capital a rather 
European feel. Yet there is no sign of this Europeanization in his 
work. During his travels, Henri prefers to use small oil sketches 
for his landscapes, which explains why little work on paper is 
known in this genre. His painting Koubba Of Sidi Yacoub, Blida 
is clearly done under the influence of a photo taken on the 
spot. Occasionally we can identify a particular drawing as a 
direct preparatory study for a specific painting, but more often 
than not, like the lion’s share of his sketches from Paris, they are 
snapshots and spontaneous observations, the precise location 
of which is unknown and which, moreover, can only rarely be 
dated. An exception is the sheet with the Sidi Embarek mosque, 
which the artist drew on 20 March 1898 in Koléa. After his stay in 
the capital Algiers, Blida, around 50 km inland, represented for 
Henri the great confrontation with the authentic Algeria as he 
knew it from old prints and documents. 



Henri Evenepoel, Koubba Of Sidi Yacoub, Blida, 
inv. AHKB 76613/054A

Henri Evenepoel, Koubba Of Sidi Yacoub, Blida,
Oil on canvas, 1898, RMFAB, inv. 4318



Henri Evenepoel, Henri Evenepoel in His Studio in Front of the work in progress 
“Koubba Of Sidi Yacoub, Blida II” (detail)
(RMFAB, inv. 4318), inv. ACAB 76613/112A



Optimism 
& inspiration
With the arrival of his Arabic-speaking friend and painter Raoul 
du Gardier (1871-1952), Henri participated more in the daily 
activities of the local Blida population. In addition his studio, 
overlooking the city market, enables him to observe the 
merchants and visitors at his ease. Henri also makes frequent use 
of his photographic camera here. The prints serve as references 
for the paintings he produces around this theme. The creation 
of the first large canvas, Orange Market in Blida, proves a slow 
and difficult task, but results also in a new way of painting, 
characterized by a drastic simplification of the formal language 
and the use of pure colours, with light and shadow playing only 
a minor role in the modelling. Not only did Henri have trouble 
depicting the bright light and finding the right colour contrasts, 
but he was also unhappy with the composition. His photograph 
of an initial sketch in his studio informs us that the figure that 
forms the centre of the composition has been replaced in the 
final version by a standing man, depicted in profile and with 
a walking stick, his image fleetingly stolen from one of his 
photographs in which he is the central figure. One of the figures 
in the left foreground and the man bending forward on the right 
are also close copies from his photographs. On returning to Paris, 
Henri continues using photography solely to document the 
development process of his paintings.



Henri Evenepoel, The Market (Blida), inv. ACAB 76613/247A



Henri Evenepoel, Street Scene, the Market in Blida, inv. ACAB 76613/256A



Henri Evenepoel, Orange Market at Blida, Oil on canvas, 1898, RMFAB, inv. 6171



A 
masterpiece
In Blida, Henri Evenepoel was allowed to attend a local ceremony, 
which inspired him to produce a series of drawings and paintings. 
The titles that the artist gave his artworks, such as La Danse ‘nègre’ 
à Blidah, are perceived today as discriminatory and very hurtful. 
They reflect the stereotypes that emerged under colonialism and 
in Algeria under French rule, and still leave their mark on society 
today. In order to better interpret this depiction, a thorough 
investigation needs to be carried out, with the historical context in 
mind, into who and what is depicted in the painting. 

 From the artist’s correspondence with his father Edmond, 
can be concluded that La Danse ‘nègre’ à Blidah, represents the 
procession that passed through the city prior to a ritual dance 
that took place on 13 January 1898. To the right are two men, each 
beating a drum. They give the rhythm to which the three figures 
in front of them, each with a pair of metal castanets, are shown 
dancing. These are traditional instruments are used in various 
rituals within possession cults in North Africa. The practitioners of 
these rituals belonged to a small minority of black brotherhoods 
consisting of descendants of black enslaved people who were 
imported to Algeria from the Sub-Saharan region for centuries 
and well into the late 1800s. The traditional rituals and beliefs 
they brought with them fused over the centuries with the local 
traditions of the Maghreb. From there developed among the 
black societies various dance rituals, part of a widespread cult in 
which participants were healed of their possession in a trance. 

 



 Henri Evenepoel’s oeuvre synthesizes, as it were, all the 
modernist movements of the late 19th century. Influenced by 
the Parisian avant-garde, and especially by the modernity of 
Les Nabis, Evenepoel broke away from the Impressionist vision. 
Struck by the intense light of North Africa, he began using warm 
colours in a limited chromatic range. A photo by him of the canvas 
during the creation process in his studio clearly shows how he 
simplified the already scantily depicted décor at a later stage. The 
simplification of the contours and the design as well as the use of 
coloured areas are features that presage the arrival of Fauvism.



Henri Evenepoel, La danse ‘nègre’ à Blidah,in the Studio of Henri Evenepoel, inv. ACAB 76613/122A



Henri Evenepoel, La danse ‘nègre’ à Blidah, Oil on canvas, 1898, RMFAB, inv. 4317



Letters
Henri Evenepoel’s attitude in his letters towards the local population is, 
to say the least, somewhat complex and ambivalent. On the one hand, he 
is curious and is sensitive to the beauty of the country and its inhabitants. 
On the other hand, he has little understanding of the local mentality and 
his letters are characterized by the social distance that by definition 
existed between the European artist and the Algerian population under 
French rule. Although this recedes somewhat into the background due 
to the power of synthesis in his Algerian art, the anecdotal and caricatural 
aspect with which Evenepoel sought in Paris to propagate his socialist 
sympathies is also present here. In that sense, Evenepoel approaches 
the local population in Algeria with a similar interest as he displays for 
the (poor) working-class types and genteel (greedy) bourgeoisie from 
Paris. The stories told by the North African drawings, watercolours and 
paintings can even be found again word for word in his letters. His view 
is undoubtedly also related to the fact that the artist was not, like so 
many others, driven by the call of the South, but rather was sent away 
by his family against his will. While the many artists who preceded him 
continued, years after their journeys, to conjure up in their work the 
details and scenes they had observed of life in the Orient, Henri had not 
only been relatively indifferent to the local culture during his journey, but 
would never return to the subject on his return to Paris.



Henri Evenepoel, Self-portrait in profile in his studio, Paris, winter 1898-1899, inv. ACAB 76613 / 400
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