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I. Press release 
 

 
 

RIK WOUTERS : opening of a long-awaited retrospective 
 

From 10 March to 2 July 2017, the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium (RMFAB), in 

partnership with the Royal Museum of Fine Arts Antwerp (KMSKA), are organizing an 

exceptional retrospective exhibition dedicated to Rik Wouters. Rik Wouters 

mastered painting, sculpting and drawing: his extraordinary career made him an 

essential representative of Modern Art in Belgium. Rik Wouters brought us brilliant 

and colourful art, far from the dramas that marked his existence until his early death in 

1916 at the age of 33. 

For the first time, this exhibition brings together the most important collection of his 

works. 200 paintings, drawings and sculptures immerse the visitor in Wouters’ 

radiant and spontaneous world, between Fauvism and Avant-garde. Over 30 

national and international museums, institutions and art collectors entrusted the 

RMFAB with their precious artworks – some of them never exhibited before. This 

major exhibition closes the series of tributes linked to the centenary of the artist’s 

death. 

   

Rik Wouters’ art is above all an abundance of colors and authentic, simple, touching 
subjects. Through his visual language, the construction of his subjects and the 
luminous richness of his palette, he developed an avant-garde style, while also being 
associated with artists like Ensor, then Cézanne and even Renoir. Rik Wouters was 
quickly appreciated by his contemporaries; his amazing talent, despite being 
obstructed early on by the Great War and his illness, bequeaths to us a fascinating 
and masterful artistic legacy. 
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After exhibitions devoted to the works of Ensor, Khnopff, Spilliaert, Magritte, Delvaux, 
and Alechinsky, the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium continue their 
monographic exploration of leading modern and contemporary Belgian artists. 
 

A UNIQUE CREATIVE WORKSHOP 
 
Every visitor, tall or small, is invited to be creative in a unique Rik Wouters inspired workshop, 
situated at the start of the exhibition. A large table, easels and mirrors allow you to play with 
Wouters’ subjects. The workshop is accessible for free during the opening hours of the 
exhibition and there will be staff to help visitors with your artistic endeavours every Saturday 
and Sunday between 2 and 6 p.m. 
 
This workshop room was made possible thanks to the support of the Maecenas Circle. 

 The support during the weekends is provided by Become a Friend. 

 In partnership with Recyclart - FABRIK 

 

VERBATIMS 
 

“The two hundred works assembled here – some of which have never been exhibited in 
public – attest to the richness of Wouters’ oeuvre as well as the heritage held in our Belgian 
museums.” 
Michel Draguet, General Director, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 

 
“Rik Wouters is (inter)nationally one of the greatest artistic talents of his generation – whose 
promise was never quite fulfilled due to his untimely death. 
At the same time, the artist has garnered an almost legendary reputation, particularly in 
Belgium – and more specifically in Flanders, where he remains a public favourite to this day. 
And rightly so.” 
Manfred Sellink General Director, Royal Museum of Fine Arts  Antwerp 
 
“It is in the first place an aesthetic experience that is difficult to capture in words. What he 
painted was not in itself decisive, but rather how the subject was painted.” 
Frederik Leen, Head of the Modern Art department, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium  
 
“With Wouters, a painting was an open message. No other artist invited the audience to take 
part in his creative activity so explicitly.  
Since 1914 he or she can seize Wouters’ message and complete it according to his or her own 
insights. This is why the art of Rik Wouters still appeals to the twenty-first-century spectator.” 
Frederik Leen, Head of the Modern Art department, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium  
 
 “Wouters was even more obsessed with painting than with his beloved Nel, as evidenced 
by the many letters he wrote to his fellow artist and mainstay Simon Lévy. El Greco, Cézanne 
and the Bruegels at the museum in Brussels continued to inspire him.“ 
Herwig Todts, Curator and researcher, Royal Museum of Fine Arts  Antwerp 
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PRESS PICTURES 
High-resolution pictures can be downloaded here: 
http://down.fine-arts-museum.be/wouters.zip  

 

PRACTICAL INFORMATION 
10.03 > 02.07.2017 
www.fine-arts-museum.be 
 

Opening hours 

Tuesday > Friday  |  10:00-17:00 
Saturday > Sunday  |  11:00-18:00 
Closed on Mondays and 1st May 
 

Entrance fees 

AUDIOGUIDES (EN, FR, NL) INCLUDED  
 
€ 14,50  adult 
€ 12,50  senior (+65 y.o.) 
€ 8  youth (-26 y.o.) 

Belgian teacher 
person with a physical or mental disability + assisting person 

€ 0 child -6 y.o. (with adult) 
Friends of the RMFAB, ICOM member, press 
 

Groups: 
€ 10,50  adults (min. 15 participants) 
€ 3,50  school group (-26y.o.) 
 

Online Ticketing: https://onlineticketing.fine-arts-museum.be 
 
Catalalogue 

Authors: Frederik Leen, Francisca Vandepitte, Stefaan Hautekeete,  
Michel Draguet, Manfred Sellink, Herwig Todts, Olivier Bertrand 
Co-edition Somogy Art Publishers  - RMFAB 
304 pages,  250 illustrations, € 39 
Digital edition available on www.musebooks.world   

 
Curators of the exhibition 

Frederik Leen 

Head of the Modern Art department, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium  
Francisca Vandepitte 

Curator of modern sculptures, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium  
Inga Rossi-Schrimpf 

Curator works on paper (modern art), Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 
Herwig Todts 

Curator and researcher, Royal Museum of Fine Arts  Antwerp 
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II. Preface 
 
After exhibitions devoted to the works of Ensor, Khnopff, Spilliaert, Magritte, Delvaux, 
and Alechinsky, the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium are continuing their 
monographic exploration of leading modern and contemporary Belgian artists. 
More than a century after the artist’s death, Rik Wouters’ paintings still have that 
hedonistic quality that conveys his passionate love for Nel, the sole model for his 
paintings, who gave meaning to both his life and his oeuvre. It is as though the man 
behind the painter had very quickly sensed the brevity of his life and the fleeting 
nature of existence, prolonged only by the artistic act. Some of his work has an 
unfinished quality – a mise en abyme for a life that was tragically cut short. 
 
The insistent desire for happiness conveyed by Wouters’ painting goes beyond 
bibliographical anecdote. It is part of a general aesthetic endeavour that was unique 
in historic avant-garde movements. Attributing colour with an expressive value 
devoid of mere impressionist notation, Wouters contributed to a general movement 
of emancipation from representation based on observation. Hence, when he 
painted Woman in blue, he combined the jubilatory notion of the amorous instant 
with the fragmentation of representation. This explains his taste for the motif of the 
picture within the picture that enabled him – without having to broach the delicate 
question of the subject’s death – to allow his painting to represent the very 
completion of his quest: a landscape or figurative image, the work hanging on the 
wall and captured in the reflection of the mirror is transformed into a purely formal 
exercise. The sensuality of this abstraction does not preclude formal rigour. Hence, 
behind Nel’s face, Wouters has created a dialogue between two pure forms, one 
red and the other blue, against an immaculate ground that evokes – quite 
unknowingly – the Supremacist Icons that Kasimir Malevich would later paint. 
Complementing this immutable presence that enhances the painting, the woman’s 
face is captured in a sensual snapshot. As she leans towards her own fragmented 
face, she inscribes a trajectory which, extending from her body to her reflected 
image, suggests a kiss. Here is a promise of instantaneous fusion and simultaneous 
effusion that determines the very order of the painting. It is a demonstration of love 
and joy. 
 
Like Matisse, Wouters used light as a hedonistic vector devoid of the scientific 
pretext of neo-impressionism. Elevated to an artistic act in itself, his treatment of light 
opened up new horizons in modernism, on the margins of that of the twentieth 
century, which, developing from abstraction, initially resulted in a conceptual 
approach dedicated to the disappearance of painting through painting itself: 
Constructivism and Productivism on the one hand, and Minimalism and 
Conceptualism on the other. Perhaps Wouters’ form of modernism is more relevant to 
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the twenty-first century. A post-radical modernism linking pleasure with desire may 
open up new horizons. Perhaps this exhibition, which brings together the teams of 
the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium and those of the Koninklijk Museum voor 
Schone Kunsten Antwerpen, will be a decisive contribution to this process. 
 
The two hundred works assembled here – some of which have never been 
exhibited in public – attest to the richness of Wouters’ oeuvre as well as the heritage 
held in our Belgian museums. Their dissemination in the dual form of an exhibition and 
a catalogue is the fruit of close collaboration between the two institutions. At a time 
when divisions and exclusions are so rife, we are delighted to see our teams 
working together to present the Belgian and international publics this ode to shared 
intimacy that also underlines the value of an artist who, until now, has only been 
famous in Belgium. This exhibition aims to highlight the quality of his oeuvre and the 
integrity of an artistic approach that, while experimenting with the codes of 
modernity implemented as an avant-garde movement, succeeded in transmitting the 
values of a unique personality. This is a joyous experience in the grisaille of a 
dystopian world – a world that is far removed from simple happiness and its colours. 
Michel Draguet 

(excerpt from the catalogue) 

 
It is remarkable that the two largest art museums of Belgium have rarely joined forces 
to realise a common project. Although contact at the executive level as well as at that 
of the staff is no doubt excellent, the last time both institutions organised an exhibition 
together was 1992, with Avant-garde in België (1917–1929). That is (too) long ago. 
 
That it pays to bring together collections, research and expertise from two leading 
European museums is amply demonstrated in this retrospective of the oeuvre of Rik 
Wouters. Together, the two museums have an incredible ensemble of works by this 
artist – (inter) nationally one of the greatest artistic talents of his generation – whose 
promise was never quite fulfilled due to his untimely death. At the same time, the artist 
has garnered an almost legendary reputation, particularly in Belgium – and more 
specifically in Flanders, where he remains a public favourite to this day. And rightly so. 
 
The two museums have a long tradition of researching Belgian art from the twentieth 
century, and both can rely on a considerable store of relevant in-house expertise. 
Moreover, the express wish of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium to co-
organise a retrospective on Rik Wouters came at an opportune time for the Koninklijk 
Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen. The museum is closed at present – on its 
way to becoming an entirely new, renovated museum that will reopen in 2019. For this 
reason, now more than ever, our collection is available for important and 
substantively meaningful projects. 
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In fact we have been particularly active with respect to Rik Wouters over the last two 
years. Together with partner museums in Belgium and abroad, we organised three 
exhibitions: Colour unleashed. Modern art in the Low Countries (1885–1914) 

(Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, from 3 October 2015 to 3 January 2016), Zot geweld / 

Dwaze maagd (Hof van Busleyden in Mechelen, from 26 August to 11 December 2016) 
and Rik Wouters & the private utopia (MoMu in Antwerp, from 17 September 2016 to 
26 February 2017). In these exhibitions, the artistic and cultural-historical context as well 
as the surprising topicality of Wouters’ art have been re-examined and placed in a 
different light, each time afresh. Rather strikingly, the exhibition in The Hague 
managed to introduce Wouters (once again) as an artist of major importance to a 
broad Dutch public.  
 
Finally, all of these presentations, and certainly the retrospective in Brussels, have 
been important to us in terms of preparing the groundwork for the presentation of 
the collection in our renewed museum. It is already certain that Wouters, together 
with James Ensor, will be presented as one of the anchors of the twentiethcentury art 
collection. 
 
The Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen has not only an important 
but also a large collection of Wouters: no less than 26 paintings, 19 sculptures, and 63 
drawings and watercolours. Almost immediately after the death of the artist and after 
the end of the First World War, the museum began actively collecting his work. 
Nearly all the chief curators have been able to add works to the collection: Paul 
Buschmann, Arthur Cornette, Ary Delen (a friend of the artist) and Walther 
Vanbeselaere, up to and including Lydia Schoonbaert. In addition, my predecessors 
succeeded in  convincing art-lovers and collectors from the association Kunst van 
Heden (1905–50) to give donations and bequests, among them Frans and Charles 
Franck and Enrique Mistler. Later, the extensive legacy of Baron Dr. Ludo Van Bogaert-
Sheid (Sheid is the name of his wife) in 1989 was of exceptional significance: among 
other things, 13 paintings, including iconic works such as The ravine and Self-portrait 

with a black eye patch. 
 
The Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen is delighted with this 
collaboration. On behalf of the management and all employees, I would like to 
sincerely thank Michel Draguet and his staff, and extend our compliments. A heartfelt 
word of thanks goes to Frederik Leen and Herwig Todts, who guided the 
substantive content of this project from Brussels and Antwerp, respectively. But of 
course countless employees in both museums were involved – and I would like to 
thank them here as well. A special thanks goes to all the lenders who were willing to 
enrich our combined collections with just as many important works from other 
museums and private collections. 
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The Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen hopes that this cooperation 
is the herald of new projects in which our common cultural heritage and combined 
collections will continue to be highlighted and explored. Our public stands only to 
gain. 
Manfred Sellink 

(excerpt from the catalogue) 

III. Rik Wouters: Well-Tempered Avant-Gardist 
 
‘Experience teaches us that all works which are meant to be viewed from a distance – whether 

they be paintings, sculptures or any similar thing whatsoever – are more impressive and 

powerful if they are made after the fashion of beautiful sketches than if they are highly finished.’ 

Giorgio Vasari, 1550 

 
In March 1914, Sander Pierron wrote of Rik Wouters in L’Indépendance belge: ‘He 
changes his subjects and tools constantly. He sets aside a barely finished painting to 
start on a sculpture, which he leaves behind in the design stage to make an etching.’ 
Pierron, an alert and critical observer of contemporary art, was positively inclined 
towards Wouters, in spite of the prickly remarks interspersed throughout the text. 
Even with the snippy remarks in the margins, the article is still one of the most 
competent contemporary syntheses of Wouters’ art. This is evident from the fact that 
Pierron, apart from a few indirect jabs at Ensor, Forain, Cézanne, Vuillard, Van Gogh 
and Gauguin – all in one sentence! – nonetheless concentrates on the intrinsic 
qualities of Wouters’ art. 
 
Pierron seems to address his reservations concerning Wouters’ artistic potential to 
the artist himself, rather than his readers. His sage advice is scarcely concealed as he 
sums up the strengths and weaknesses of Wouters’ art: ‘The qualities are numerous: 
brilliant, luxurious colours, splendid fusion of the objects in radiant daylight, mobility 
of the animate as well as inanimate forms, the truthfulness of things and rightness of 
their positioning. Among the defects we mention: a meagre and summary technique, 
a too rigorous juxtaposition of colours, a lack of depth, and objects poorly anchored 
in their surroundings. In general we would like to see a bit more backbone. 
Everything is always a bit spineless, if we may say so, and this reproach is aimed in 
particular at his paintings.’ 
 
‘To Rik Wouters himself’, the critic actually meant. Although not averse to new ideas, 
Sander Pierron was scarcely enamoured of the generation of modernists to which 
Wouters belonged and which threatened ‘la culture de la Beauté’. But he evidently 
found Wouters, two years earlier still ‘at odds with everything that fixes the harmony 
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and the relief of human form’, worth the trouble of following. The undertone of his 
criticism was: ‘Do something about it and you’re headed in the right direction.’  
 
But Wouters did not listen. ‘He instinctively liked the new rhythms’, wrote his friend 
Jean-François [Jules] Elslander many years later. What for Pierron needed 
improvement are qualities that we now see as distinguishing Wouters from his 
contemporaries, who according to Pierron practiced ‘la culture de la Beauté’. Of 
course, it is true that today Wouters’ paintings seem rather temperate in comparison 
to the artistic provocations that the contemporary avant-garde iconoclasts, of the 
Fauves, Die Brücke and Der blaue Reiter, the cubists, the futurists and abstract painters, 
unleashed on the initially unsuspecting public. Pierron was positively inclined 
towards the ‘moderns’; he wrote that ‘… his painting…[is] nevertheless so joyous and 
brilliantly modern that one allows oneself to be seduced and conquered by it.’ Even 
the relatively conservative art press did not pronounce any ukases on Wouters, while 
progressive critics such as Franz Hellens showered the artist with praise: ‘Mr. Rik 
Wouters reveals no less originality in his paintings than in his sculpture, […]. Voilà: what 
seems to me to be a genuinely “futurist” art and better than all this vague and 
incoherent anticipation.’ The artist himself was also devoted to a tradition – albeit a 
recent one – as is evident from his admiration for and emulation of the artistic 
innovations of James Ensor and Paul Cézanne, which were then already a few 
decades old. Wouters was not interested in the artistic modernism of the Fauves, 
cubists and expressionists, which he found dreadful. In fact he was not entirely 
confident when he stepped outside the vague boundaries of contemporary artistic 
expectations. It is also not surprising that the real – if less radically formulated – 
innovations that Wouters concealed in his paintings were rarely mentioned in the 
literature on the painter, because Wouters’ work did not fit the slogans of fauvism, 
expressionism, cubism or futurism, but quickly and insightfully assimilated the core 
innovations reflected in various forms in these currents. 
 
These innovations can be reduced to two complementary characteristics that make 
Wouters’ painterly pictorial language so exceptional and, certainly for Belgium, so 
innovative: on the one hand, the open character of his paintings and, on the other, the 
use of a new form of local colour in a two-dimensional space. These are the central 
characteristics of the fundamental artistic choices with which art in the early years of 
the twentieth century radically opposed that of the past, seeking to connect with the 
revolutions in science, psychology and technique. In the decades that preceded 
1900, the study of X-ray radiation, radioactivity and psychiatry revealed the existence 
of a world that until then was invisible to the senses. With Charles Darwin, mankind 
was thrust from his exclusive pedestal. He was no longer the goal of nature. Our 
senses seemed to permit little more than a superficial and certainly inadequate 
impression of the surrounding world and of ourselves. The visible world seemed to 



   

 

11 

 

 

be little more than a veil concealing a more complex reality, and mankind no more 
than a fleeting link in a complex development process involving countless living 
organisms. In the arts, some progressive artists answered this challenge by 
relinquishing the hitherto largely unquestioned requirement that they imitate, or even 
improve upon, nature. Was it not true that nature, which we experienced without the 
aid of technical means, presented little more than a superficial impression of reality? 
And had not science produced technology that could record the visible and 
audible world at the press of a button? It was not just material reality that was 
unspeakably more complex than had been supposed. Psychology too revealed a 
human being whose motives and drives were still vastly underestimated. Some 
artists threw themselves into the portrayal of the dark and bottomless depths of the 
human spirit. But the most exploratory artists would, intuitively, devote themselves to 
investigating the aesthetic and expressive possibilities of their visual means, such that 
the descriptive function was increasingly suppressed. We shall see that Rik Wouters, 
Ferdinand Schirren and Jules Schmalzigaug, who lived abroad, were the only Belgian 
protagonists of the pre-war historical avant-garde, and then only in the final years 
before the interruption of the First World War. 
Frederik Leen  

(excerpt from the catalogue) 

IV. Exhibition trail 
 

This exhibition seeks to focus attention on the exceptional artistic qualities of the 
artworks. We did not add any explanatory captions, as we deem them unnecessary. 
Rik Wouters did not portray mythological or religious scenes, nor political or social 
subjects. He found his subjects in his immediate surroundings: home interiors, still lifes, 
his wife Nel in front of the living room window, landscapes from his living area, 
portraits of friends. His works do not require substantive explanations to be 
understood. The audio guide trains the visitors’ eyes to capture Wouters’ unique 
artistic refinement.  
(Frederik Leen) 

 
Introduction from the audioguide: 

Dear Visitor, 
This Rik Wouters exhibition is all about ‘seeing’. The audio guide helps you look more 
closely at his paintings, sculptures and drawings. Consequently, you won’t find any 
texts in the galleries, just artworks. The visual experience will make it easier for you to 
penetrate the artist’s graphic decisions. Every line, every surface, every volume was 
thought of by the artist. 
In the first gallery you’ll find Rik Wouters’ biography. We will then look in detail at the 
composition of some twenty works, analyzing them in such a way that your attention 
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is drawn to the complexity of each image. For Rik Wouters the subject was merely a 
pretext for the visual experiment on canvas, paper or in clay. Each work sets out to 
communicate and justify those graphic decisions, which is why careful examination 
will ensure you engage with the artwork and get the most out of your visit.     

V. Curators 
 

Frederik Leen is head of the department of Modern Art and curator of modern 
painting at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, and teaches theory, 
methodology and the history of art history at the university of Brussels. He studied at 
the Vrije Universiteit Brussel and holds a PhD in art history and archeology with a 
dissertation on the Theory of the Avant-Garde. He organized exhibitions on the 
Belgian Avant-Garde in the 1920s, Informe and Marcel Broodthaers, as well as major 
retrospective exhibitions of Paul Delvaux, René Magritte, Fernand Khnopff and 
Panamarenko. His current interdisciplinary research  project concerns the digital 
analysis of complex imaging processes and their application in the conservation of 
paintings. 
 
Francisca Vandepitte, PhD, Art History, (University of Ghent, 1996); Senior Curator of 
Modern Sculpture & Constantin Meunier Museum at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts 
of Belgium, Coordinator of restorations modern art. She organized and co-organized 
several exhibitions on 19th and 20th Century Belgian art, among them comprehensive 
retrospectives of the work of Panamarenko  and Constantin Meunier. She teaches 
Material Aspects of the Visual Arts and Techniques of the Visual Arts  at the Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel. 
 
Inga Rossi-Schrimpf studied history of art, French literature and applied cultural 
studies/cultural management in Münster, Germany and Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium 
and holds a PhD in art history with a dissertation on the Belgian sculptor-draughtsman 
George Minne (1866-1941) and his reception in Germany and Austria. She is curator of 
modern works on paper at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium and 
coordinating curator of the Fin-de-Siècle Museum. Her research is mainly focused on 
Belgian and German Visual Culture from late 19th to early 20th century and the 
interbellum as well as the cultural transfer between Belgium and the Germanic 
countries. 
 
Herwig Todts is a graduate in the History of Art and Archaeology from the University 
of Ghent (UGent). He obtained his doctorate in 2013 with a dissertation entitled Ensor, 

occasioneel modernist. Een onderzoek naar James Ensors artistieke en 

maatschappelijke opvattingen en de interpretatie van zijn kunst (Ensor, occasional 
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modernist. A study of James Ensor’s artistic and social views and the interpretation of 
his art).  He worked for the newspaper De Standaard from 1986 to 1993, after joining 
the Collection research team in 1984. From 2001 to 2005, he was the ad interim head of 
the PR department. He organises exhibitions, both in the museum and at host venues, 
and he publishes on 19th and 20th century art. Since 2013, he directs the Ensor Research 
Project, launched by the KMSK of Antwerp and the Mu.Zee of Ostend. 

VI. Lenders 
 

Over 30 museums, institutions and (inter)national private collectors contributed to this 
important retrospective exhibition.  
 

� Amsterdam, Rijksprentenkabinet 

� Amsterdam, Stedelijk Museum 

� Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen 

� Antwerp, Museum Plantin-Moretus, UNESCO World Heritage 

� Belfius Art Collection 

� Olivier Bertrand 

� BNP Paribas Fortis 

� Bruges, Musea Brugge- Groeningemuseum 

� Brussels, Royal Library of Belgium 

� Brussels, Museum and Gardens van Buuren 

� Brussels, Museum of Ixelles 

� Deurle, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens 

� Ghent, Museum voor Schone Kunsten 

� Liege, Musee des Beaux-Arts de La Boverie 

� Mechelen, Stad Mechelen – Musea & Erfgoed 

� Paris, Centre Georges Pompidou, – Musee national d’Art moderne – Centre 

de Creation industrielle 

� The Louis & Evelyn Franck Collection 

� The Phoebus Foundation 

As well as those wishing to remain anonymous. 
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VII. The exhibition in a few figures 
 

� With a total of 210 works, the largest retrospective exhibition ever dedicated 

to the artist 

� 72 paintings 

� 33 sculptures 

� 94 works on paper (watercolours, gouaches, etchings, …) 

� 37 works of influencers and contemporaries of Rik Wouters 

� 30 lenders (museums, institutions, (inter)national private collectors) 

� 1 unique creative workshop space that immerses every visitor in Rik Wouters’ 

universe: easels, tables and chairs for the inspired drawers 

� 1 audio guide in 3 languages (FR, NL, EN) to dissect compositions, colours and 

techniques 

VIII. Biographical elements 
 

TRAINING 

Born in Mechelen on 21 August 1882, Rik Wouters began his artistic training at the age 
of twelve with his father, who ran a furniture business. He focused on the ornamental 
elements. In 1897, he enrolled at the Fine Arts Academy in Mechelen. In 1900 he 
attended the ‘life sculpture’ course held by Charles Van der Stappen at the Academy 
in Brussels. Wouters subsequently met Ferdinand Schirren, Edgard Tytgat, Anne-Pierre 
de Kat and Jean Brusselmans. 
 
WOUTERS MEETS NEL 

In 1904, Rik met Nel (Hélène Duerinckx), who was sixteen. She posed for famous artists 
such as Philippe Wolfers and Jacques de Lalaing. They were married on 15 April 1905 
and moved to Watermael, in the suburbs of Brussels. 
 
WATERMAEL - MECHELEN 

Their living conditions there were so miserable that they were forced to go to 
Mechelen and move in with Wouters’ father. Here, Rik worked in part of his father’s 
workshop. He took part in his first exhibition, with the De Distel (The Thistle) circle of 
artists, in February 1906. The exhibition was not successful. Only his large sculpture The 

nymph survived this destructive phase. 
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THE RETURN TO BRUSSELS AND BOITSFORT 

They decided to return to Brussels where Rik was obliged to take on commissioned 
work, such as decorative painting on porcelain. In his studio in Saint-Josse-ten- 
Noode he worked during the winter of 1906–1907 with the aim of presenting the 
sculpture Meditation in the Godecharle competition. Unfortunately Nel became 
seriously ill. On the doctor’s recommendation they moved to Boitsfort in June 1907. 
Life at Boitsfort was pleasant enough, but poverty was ever present. 
 
SIMON LÉVY & PAUL CÉZANNE 

At the beginning of 1909, Wouters participated in the ‘Prix de Rome’ and came in 
sixteenth. Art critics began to mention his name regularly, highlighting the originality 
of his works. That year, Wouters met Simon Lévy, a great admirer of Paul Cézanne and 
Vincent Van Gogh. He sent him reproductions of Cézanne’s pictures. Wouters 
exhibited works in the Exposition Universelle et Internationale on 1910 in Brussels and 
in the 1911 Salon des Indépendants. Despite encouragement from art critics, sales 
were rare. 
 
GALLERIST IN QUEST OF ARTIST 

Jean-François (Jules) Elslander, a writer from Brussels, brought Georges Giroux and his 
wife Gabrielle to meet Wouters at his house. Giroux was planning to open a gallery 
that would adjoin his wife’s fashion shop, and he was looking for promising artists. The 
two men got on well together and Giroux opened an account for him at the 
Établissements Mommen, where the artist would be able to buy all the materials he 
desired. 
 
THE MAD VIRGIN 

In 1909 Wouters had begun work The Mad Virgin, also known as The Crazy Dancer, a 
tempestuous and dynamic sculpture. It was cast in bronze at the beginning of 1912. His 
favourite model was  Nel, who conveniently was constantly available, and the 
district’s children also liked to come and pose for the sculptor. These children’s heads 
were sculpted in Rodin’s impressionist manner or in that of the heads by the Italian 
sculptor Medardo Rosso, which he discovered at the 1909 Salon des Indépendants 
in Brussels. 
 
A PERIOD OF PROSPERITY 

In April 1912, after his gallery’s inaugural exhibition, Giroux offered Wouters a contract 
that would enable him to work with better materials, and free of financial worries, 
because he would receive a monthly income and a percentage of the sales 
revenues. In exchange, the artist would have to work exclusively for the art dealer. 
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HEADING FOR PARIS! 

He left for Paris at the end of April 1912, accompanied by Nel and two other artists, 
Frans Smeers and Ernest Wijnants. With Simon Lévy, they explored exhibitions, 
private collections, galleries, salons and museums. He was finally able to discover 
Cézanne’s work for real. Until that point he had only seen black and white 
reproductions. He appreciated Matisse, Van Gogh and Renoir though he hardly liked 
Picasso, Gris and Kandinsky. 
 
THE RETURN TO BOITSFORT 

Upon returning to Boitsfort, Wouters decided to paint outdoors. He adopted a 
radically new way of painting: his palette became lighter and his colours more vivid. 
He abandoned absorbent canvas for finer or semi-fine canvas, which highlighted the 
brightness of the colours. The canvas was only lightly touched with the brush, and 
often the weave of the canvas showed through the layer of paint. 
 
FOND OF TRAVELLING 

Wouters participated in the Venice International Exhibition of 1912, sending two of his 
sculptures. With his friend Anne-Pierre de Kat, he went to Cologne and Düsseldorf, 
where he visited the International Art Exhibition, the museums, and the Marczell de 
Nemes collection. On this trip he also discovered the paintings of the German 
expressionists Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff. 
 

THE GREAT WAR AND ILLNESS 

War broke out. Wouters was mobilised on 31 July 1914 and sent to the front in the 
Liégeois region. Wouters’ correspondence was bitter. He could not understand the 
war, and found it very difficult to be far away from his wife, and was perturbed by the 
horrors he witnessed. He increasingly complained about headaches. 
 
IN CAPTIVITY: AMERSFOORT AND ZEIST 

When part of the Belgian army crossed the Dutch border, Wouters was interned at 
Amersfoort. At the beginning of November 1914, he was sent to the camp at Zeist. His 
friends supplied him with materials and he began to work again, producing drawings 
and watercolours of the camp and the surrounding countryside. In February 1915, 
complaining of terrible headaches, he was operated on in Utrecht for what was 
believed to be sinusitis. Mr and Mrs Eppo Roelfs Harkema payed for all his medical 
care and for moving with Nel into an apartment in Amsterdam in June 1915. 
 
THE MUSEUMS OF AMSTERDAM TAKE THE INITIATIVE 

In October 1915, the Rijksmuseum organised an exhibition of Wouters’ works on 
paper. From 22 January to 15 February 1916, in a gesture of unexpected recognition, 
the Stedelijk Museum mounted the very first exhibition of his entire oeuvre in a 
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museum, which comprised 80 works. The visitors were enchanted. A smaller version 
of the exhibition was held the following month in the Kunstkring in Rotterdam. 
 
THE LAST ORDEAL 

The last months of his life were ones of great suffering and despair. He lost an eye and 
a significant part of his jaw following one more operation. He had to wear an eye 
patch while speaking and eating normally was no longer possible. Rik Wouters 
passed away on 11 July 1916 in Amsterdam. 

IX. Activities in and around the exhibition 
 
The RMFAB are organising a lot of activities within the context of the Rik Wouters 
retrospective exhibition. 
 
Starting point of all activities: the large Forum of the Museums 
Entrance for individual visitors: Rue de la Régence 3, 1000 Brussels 
Entrance for groups : Place Royale 3 (Gresham), 1000 Brussels 
Booking required:  
reservation@fine-arts-museum.be 
T +32 (0)2 508 33 33 (Tue-Fri, 9h30-12h & 14h-16h) 

 

CREATIVE STUDIO (FREE WORKSHOP: Do it yourself!) 
 

Every visitor, tall or small, can get creative in a unique Rik Wouters inspired workshop, 
situated at the start of the exhibition. Easels, a large table and mirrors allow you to play 
with Wouters’ subjects. The workshop is accessible for free during the opening 
hours of the exhibition and there will be staff helping you with your artistic 
endeavours every Saturday and Sunday between 2 and 6 p.m. 
 

 
 

This workshop area was made possible thanks to the support of the Maecenas Circle. 

The support during the weekends is provided by Become a Friend. 

In partnership with Recyclart - FABRIK 
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About RECYCLART-FABRIK 

 
Fabrik is a craft production center within Recyclart developing 
a professional transition program (PTP) and exploring the link 
between economy and culture (s) in an urban context. This 
program offers low-skilled job-seekers a stepping stone to the 
labor market through the acquisition of work experience 
combined with specific training. 
Fabrik's activities cover many challenges and objectives that 

the team strives to pursue and execute daily: ensuring quality production, being a 
place of learning and technical and social transition, developing expertise for 
interventions and urban planning in the public space, to be a place of cultural and 
social mix, ... 
The technical teams of carpentry and 
metal fabrication realize customised 
projects. Our workshops take 
charge of the realization, and in 
some cases the design, of indoor 
and outdoor furniture, artistic 
installations and public space 
projects. Fabrik pays particular 
attention to the opening of the 
workers to the cultural world, partly through their achievements and on the other 
hand by the proximity to the cultural activities of Recyclart. 
Each team is made up of 3 to 4 workers profiting from the Professional Transition 
Program (PTP) and is supervised by an experienced foreman. A coordination unit is 
responsible for the management of the workshops and the design of projects, 
supported by the Recyclart administrative unit. 

 
www.recyclart.be/fr/fabrik  
 

ACTIVITIES FOR GROUPS 

Guided tours and creative workshops for school groups  
(primary, secondary, higher education) 
Guided tour (1h30): €60 / group of max. 15 students (WE: €65) + € 3,5/student + € 12,5 for English 

Creative workshop (1h30): €65 / group of max. 12 students (WE: €75) + € 3,5/student + € 12,5 for 

English 

Free admission for1 accompanying person per group 

 

Guided tour for adults 
Lasts 1,5 hours 
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€75 / group of max. 15-20 people (WE: €95) + € 10,5/person + € 12,5 for English 

 

The Museums’ Made to Measure programme adapts the guided tours and creative 
workshops in the Rik Wouter exhibition for those in need of assistance and for social 
associations.   
 

 
Conditions and bookings for groups at request, at least 3 weeks beforehand.  

museumopmaat@fine-arts-museum.be  

 

ACTIVITIES FOR THE INDIVIDUAL PUBLIC 

Guided tours for adults and families (FR+NL) 
Sunday 26/03, 23/04 and 21/05 at 15h 

Fee incl. exhibition ticket: €16 / €8 (Friends of the Museum) – Kids € 9,5 

 

Meet the Curators (FR or NL) 

Meet the curators with Francisca Vandepitte and Inga Rossi-Schrimpf � FR  
Saturday 19 March at 15h 

Meet the curators with Herwig Todts (KSMKA) and Frederik Leen (KMSKB) � NL 
Saturday 25 March 2017 at 15h 
Fee incl. exhibition ticket: €16 / €8 (Friends of the Museum) / € 9,5 (- 26 y.o.) 
 

Broodje Brussel (NL) 

Guided tour during lunch break 
Fee incl. exhibition ticket : € 10,50 

 

Creative workshop for adults (FR) 
Tuesday 28, Thursday 30 and Friday 31 March 2017 from 10 to 16h 

Fee: €135 for 3 days 

 

3-day workshop for children during Easter Holidays (FR or NL) 
NL: From Wednesday 5 April to Friday 7 April 2017 

FR: From Wednesday 12 April to Friday 14 April 

Fee: €65 for 3 days 

 

Cinema: « Rik Wouters, le testament amoureux de Nel »  (FR) 
(André Dartevelle) 
Thursday23 March at 11h30, 12h30, 13h30 and 14h30. 

Fee: € 5 
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Poetry: « Rik & Nel : correspondance » (FR) 

In collaboration with Midis de la poésie  
Saturday 20May at 15h 

Fee: only recital €8 or €6 (Friends & -26 y.o.) 

Recital + exhibition ticket: €16/8 (Friends), €9,5 (-26 y.o.) 

 

Guided tours for the blind and visually impaired (FR or NL) 
Fee incl. exhibition ticket: € 11,5 (adults), € 9,5 (-26 y.o.) 

 

Guided tours in sign language (FR) 
Fee incl. exhibition ticket: € 11,5 (adults), € 9,5 (-26 y.o.) 
 

Promenade contée, promenade signée (In French and in sign language)  
Stories simultaneously told in French and in sign language; accessible for  everyone, 
children from 5 years. 
Sunday 26 March at  11h15 

Fee: €8 (adults), €6 (-26 y.o.) 

X. Publications 
 

This edition by the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 
gives a complete overview of the works exhibited during 
this unique retrospective exhibition.  
Title      

RIK WOUTERS. A Retrospectieve 
Authors 

Frederik Leen, Francisca Vandepitte, Stefaan Hautekeete, 
Michel Draguet, Manfred Sellink, Herwig Todts, Olivier 
Bertrand 

Technical information  
Co-edition Somogy Art Publishers  - RMFAB 
304 pages,  250 illustrations, € 39 
 
Digital edition available on www.musebooks.world 

 

XI. Press images 
 

The images (in high resolution) can be found here:  
http://down.fine-arts-museum.be/wouters.zip  
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cat. 19 
 

Portrait of Rik (without a hat), (1911), oil on canvas, 30 × 32 cm, Private Collection 
© photo Vincent Everarts Photographie, Brussels 
 

 
 

cat. 36 
 
Woman with the yellow necklace [Interior D], 1912, oil on canvas, 121.5 × 109.8 cm, Brussels, 
Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 4741, gift Mme Gabrielle Giroux, 1928 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
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cat. 26 
 
Ironing, (1912), oil on canvas, 108.5 x 124.8 × 2.2 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone 
Kunsten Antwerpen, inv. 1932 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 

 

 
 
cat. 30 
 
Reflections, (1912), oil on canvas, 54.8 × 45.5 cm, Private Collection 
© Olivier Bertrand 
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cat. 38 
 
Woman in black reading a newspaper, (1912), oil on canvas, 101.1 × 97 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk 
Museum voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen, inv. 3296, gift Dr. Ludo van Bogaert-Sheid, 1989 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
 

 
 

cat. 50 
 
Autumn, (1913), oil on canvas, 135.5 × 140.5 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone 
Kunsten 
Antwerpen, inv. 3293, gift Dr. Ludo van Bogaert-Sheid, 1989 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
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cat. 53 

Self-portrait with cigar, (1913), oil on canvas, 66.4 × 55.8 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor 
Schone Kunsten Antwerpen, inv. 2062 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
 

 
 
cat. 57 

Nude seated on the edge of a bed (sketch), 1914, oil on canvas, 99.5 × 96.5 cm, Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 11567, gift Province of Brabant, Brussels, 1995 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
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cat. 61 

The flute player, (1914),oil on canvas, 133.5 × 115 cm, Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of 
Belgium, inv. 4742 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
 

 
cat. 62 
 

Lady in blue before a mirror, (1914), oil on canvas, 121 × 123 cm, Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine 
Arts of Belgium, inv. 8660, Mme Delporte-Livrauw and Dr. Franz Delporte bequest, Brussels, 
1973 -1976 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
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cat. 173 
 

Meditation, (1907), bronze, 190 × 55 × 85 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone 
Kunsten 
Antwerpen, inv. 2056, gift Enrique Mistler, 1927 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
 

 
cat. 182 
 

Leaning bust [Leaning bust with chignon], (1909), plaster, 49.5 × 38 × 29.5 cm, Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 11621, gift Province of Brabant, Brussels, 1994 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
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cat. 191 
 
Woman in the sun [In the sun], (1911), bronze, 62.5 × 45.5 × 44.5 cm, Brussels, Royal Museums of 
Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 4746 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
 
 

 
 

cat. 192 
 

Contemplation, (1911), bronze, 44 × 52.5 × 50.5 cm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone 
Kunsten Antwerpen, inv. 2775 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
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cat. 196 
 

Mad virgin, (1912), bronze, 195 × 115 × 130 cm, Brussels, Musée d’Ixelles 
© photo Mixed Media 
 

 
cat. 200 
 

Domestic cares, (1913-1914), plaster, 227 × 79.5 × 80.5 cm, Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts 
of Belgium, inv. 7720, gift Mr. Marcel Mabille 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
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cat. 79 
 

Woman resting, n. d., Conté crayon and pencil on invitation card, 119 × 181 mm, Brussels, Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 9256 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
 

 
cat. 84 
 

Woman, n. d., India ink on paper, 228 × 180 mm, Brussels, The Royal Library of Belgium, 
Printroom, inv. S.V.64646 
© Brussels, The Royal Library of Belgium, Printroom 
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cat. 89 
 

Nude in a cane chair, (1911), charcoal on paper, 990 × 680 mm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum 
voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen, inv. 3309/11, gift Dr. Ludo van Bogaert-Sheid, 1989 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
 

 
cat. 102 
 

Sketch for a portrait of Madame Rik Wouters, 1912, watercolour on paper, 329 × 248 mm, 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, inv. RP-T1954-29 
© Rijksmuseum Amsterdam 
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cat. 108 
 

Woman with a mantilla, (1913), pastel on cardboard, 760 × 555 mm, Liège, Musée des Beaux-
Arts de La Boverie, inv. AW 2190 
© Liège, Musée des Beaux-Arts de La Boverie 
 

 
 

cat. 113 
 

Conifers in the forest, n. d., pencil and watercolour on paper, 216 × 355 mm (clear width), 
Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 11575, gift Province of Brabant, Brussels, 
1994 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
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cat. 115 
 
Resting under the trees, (1913), pencil and Conté crayon on Van Gelder paper, 366 × 494 mm, 
Brussels, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, inv. 11606, gift Province of Brabant, Brussels, 
1994 
© Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels / photo : J. Geleyns - Ro scan 
 

 
cat. 125 
 

Nightmare, war, (1914), watercolour on paper, 175 × 248 mm, Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum 
voor Schone Kunsten Antwerpen, inv. 3303, gift Dr. Ludo van Bogaert-Sheid, 1989 
© Lukas - Art in Flanders vzw. Photo Hugo Maertens 
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cat. 143 
 

Portrait of Rik Wouters seated, n. d., etching, 163 × 148 mm, Brussels, The Royal Library of 
Belgium, 
Printroom, inv. S. III 135782 
© Brussels, The Royal Library of Belgium, Printroom 
 

 
cat. 147 
 

Edge of forest, n. d., etching, 150 × 202 mm, Antwerp, Museum Plantin-Moretus, Printroom, 
UNESCO World Heritage, PK.MP. 09967 
© Museum Plantin-Moretus (collectie Printroom), Antwerp – UNESCO World Heritage 
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cat. 160 
 

The sculptor of masks, n. d., etching and dry-point, 134 × 169 mm, Brussels, The Royal Library of 
Belgium, Printroom, inv. S. III 135779 
© Brussels, The Royal Library of Belgium, Printroom 
 
 

 
cat. 165 
 

Carnival at Bosvoorde, 1911, proof on Van Gelder paper on verso of drawing, 202 × 252 mm, 
Brussels, The Royal Library of Belgium, Printroom, inv. SIII 135787 
© Brussels, The Royal Library of Belgium, Printroom 
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XII. Practical information 
 

10.03 > 02.07.2017 
www.fine-arts-museum.be 
 

Opening hours 

Tuesday > Friday  |  10:00-17:00 
Saturday > Sunday  |  11:00-18:00 
Closed on Mondays and 1st May 
 
Entrance fees 

AUDIOGUIDES (EN, FR, NL) INCLUDED  
 
€ 14,50  adult 
€ 12,50  senior (+65 y.o.) 
€ 8  youth (-26 y.o.) 

Belgian teacher 
person with a physical or mental disability + companion 

€ 0 child -6 y.o. (with adult) 
Friends of the RMFAB, ICOM member, press 
 

Groups: 
€ 10,50  adults (min. 15 participants) 
€ 3,50  school group (-26y.o.) 
 
Online Ticketing: https://onlineticketing.fine-arts-museum.be 
 
Curators of the exhibition 

Frederik Leen 

Head of the Modern Art department, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium  
Francisca Vandepitte 

Curator of modern sculptures, Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium  
Inga Rossi-Schrimpf 

Curator works on paper (modern art), Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 
Herwig Todts 

Curator and researcher, Royal Museum of Fine Arts  Antwerp 
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XIII. Contact 
 
 

 

Press 
Samir Al-Haddad 
T + 32 2 508 34 08  |  M + 32 472 50 00 14 
samir.al-haddad@fine-arts-museum.be 
 

Communication 

Isabelle Bastaits 
T + 32 2 508 34 09  |  M + 32 479 24 99 04          
Isabelle.bastaits@fine-arts-museum.be 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Véronique Van Passel 
T +32 3 224 95 68  |  M +32 485 49 31 27 
veronique.vanpassel@kmska.be 

 

Birgit Pluvier 
T +32 3 224 95 67  
birgit.pluvier@kmska.be 
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XIV. Sponsors & Partners 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

XV. Attachments 
 

Information on the exhibition Pierre LAHAUT, The 60s 

Information on the exhibition Angel VERGARA, From Scene to Scene 

Information from our sponsors and partners  

 


