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2.002	La maison aux hiboux
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How to Approach a Hermit Spirit


To introduce a painter, it is customary to trace his ancestry and the environment in which he grew up, in order somehow to “explain” his work. Such a method is indeed relevant for the great majority of painters by profession, but it is far too reductive and can only lead to simplistic conclusions when it comes to understanding the exceptional painter. 1
The painter by profession learns to master techniques and acquires his craft by copying the masters; he follows “movements.” The exceptional painter, on the other hand, creates new ideas and/or new techniques.
Of course, the historical and environmental approach allows one to multiply biographical details to the point of getting lost in a vast and complex exegesis of the painter—attributing to him ideas and intentions, and developing theories about various influences. This generally results in burying the painter beneath a mass of information and theoretical elaborations, producing an image of the author rather than of the painter. Thus, such an approach will teach that an exceptional work is not the product of the painter’s genius, but the outcome of his environment and the artistic currents of his time.
It is a constant in art literature to attempt to “classify” painters and their works.
Starting from the notion that every painter belongs to a movement and is determined by it, a label is affixed to him; this is clearly inappropriate for the exceptional painter: he leads and inspires a movement—or exists entirely outside of any movement; he thereby becomes unclassifiable. One would end up explaining genius by its own genius.
The painter of genius acts under an influence from which he cannot escape: a genetic influence. To express himself, he can resort only to drawing and painting; that is why one must not ask a painter to explain his works. To ask Goya or Redon to explain what emerges from their hands is futile; they themselves are the first to be astonished by it.
It is certainly not new to say that the “exceptional” painter—the one who has a true message, a profound emotion to communicate—works through the subconscious; that he does not construct visions or emotions, but undergoes them.
That is what distinguishes the painter of genius from his less gifted peers. Such a painter frees himself from his surroundings and produces visions that are utterly different, hitherto unknown.
The extraordinary nature of such a painter can no longer be explained by his belonging to a group, a current, or a movement; on the contrary, one might, at most, explain it in opposition to everything that has existed until then. 
Geniuses stand alone before their own talent, the sole judges of their works.
Criticism runs behind developments, but once it has embraced them and raised them to the heavens, the artist must have strong shoulders not to yield to the temptation of ease—that is, of imitating himself—because glory, the acclamation of revolutionary ideas transformed into accepted, bourgeois notions, can destroy the originality of the beginning and kill self-criticism examples: Ensor, Picasso2
It is therefore, in the end, useless and, in our opinion, impossible to explain the painter through historical elements or those drawn from his milieu. Such an account may be interesting, but it belongs not to art, but to history; genius exists outside of, beyond, and even despite history. The best proof of this is, for example, the exceptional painting "L'Enfant au Hiboux" (the Child with the Owl ) on the cover—an early work, and moreover, a work by a self-taught artist!
All this explains why we have preferred to remain close to the “words” of the painter himself, as they emerge from his writings and his works. We have completed the “portrait” by including the critiques written during Degouve’s lifetime by various figures from the art world who knew him. In general, Degouve was regarded as a singular painter, independent of any influence, current, or master.
Finally, there is no need to add to the praise of his works; a multitude of critics and journalists have written pages filled with admiration—and even with emotion—prompted by Degouve’s art. The bibliography in the appendix offers a wide selection of this engaging reading.3
 Before examining Degouve’s work, let us recall that he was first and foremost a landscape painter—but a rather special one.
 Here is an example Lago di Como (plate 2.1897.003): 4
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An (Auto)Biographical Narrative, 1884–1890


It seems to us that, given his inclination toward writing and literature, there could be no better narrator than Degouve de Nuncques himself to explain when and how he became a painter. For indeed, it was he who made himself one. Let us listen, then, to this simple story, which nevertheless conceals a considerable effort: 

[image: ]
Jan Steen
 “Born in Monthermé in 1867 (in the French Ardennes) to French parents. As far back as I can remember, it seems to me that I have always drawn, applying myself as a child to illuminating little notebooks of engravings.
 Having come to Brussels, my school studies were a negligible matter to me; collective teaching, with its imposed assignments, left me totally indifferent. Disregarding all discipline,5 I was that rebellious pupil who walks apart, very absent-minded, fond of solitude, of the fields and woods; then, at a certain moment, utterly seized by the desire to live in constant communion with nature.
 I was always drawing, and at fourteen I made in the Brussels Museum a copy of that beautiful painting The Gallant Offer by Steen; it was difficult and very amusing—so complex, when I knew nothing of how to handle color. The essential thing here is that I never wanted to take painting lessons; I went my own way, taking at most from some vague academy 6whatever models of style they could offer me. Working at home and in the countryside, I was able, in all innocence and greater freedom, to acquire what I wished. Unquestionably, one thus comes to possess a technique that corresponds better to the sensations one perceives, and which is logically personal.  
[image: ]
Portrait de Henri de Groux, 10.1889.001
This may be important for the future—not to have set out burdened with all that baggage of conventional and useless formulas, which one can, I believe, dispense with if gifted with superior talent. Supported by parents whose tenderness and understanding were exceptional, I very early became master of myself, and the path toward my ideal took shape; those were periods of delightful groping and experiment.
I met Henry Degroux, who became my most intimate friend. Then Toorop, and from time to time we would meet together at Machelen, that village near Brussels; the memory of it is exquisite to me—it was the period of our many and charming discussions, of the passion for books, and the innocent hope of self-realization in our first canvases. 7 8
[image: ]
Degouve et Degroux vers 1928
 Around the year 1885, Degroux and I went off to the countryside, where we worked together for two years. From that time dates my first painting, Le Varichet (1.1889.002), and a small landscape in which I sought to capture the character of the Brabant countryside—the little snow landscape owned by Toorop (1.1888.001). Then came the return to Brussels, where Degroux and I rented a studio;9I continued in the same vein, now with an added preoccupation with the fantastic.
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1.1889.002 Le Varichet
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1.1888.001 Ancienne collection Jan Toorop
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2.1896.004 Le cygne
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2.1894.004 La mare de sang
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L'enfant au hibou 2.1892.001
We parted ways, and I went to live again in the countryside near Brussels, at Jette-Saint-Pierre, for four years,10 there began the series of landscapes subdued in color, with the monotonous symmetry of fields, the endlessly repeating straight trees,11the meadows of dry green, the oppressive sadness of still waters (2.1894.004), and the dull skies—the cold, dark enclosures where spring causes to bloom only a few ephemeral flowers, so beautiful in their sorrow; the tall poplars at the crossroads trembling like ghosts.12 From this period date The Brabant Landscape,13"La Maison Aveugle" (The Blind House) (plate 2.1894.001),14"L'enfant au hibou" (The Child with the Owl) (2.1892.001),  "Le Canal" (The Channel),15 "La mare de sang" (The Pool of Blood).
 In 1895, I took a trip to Venice, from which I brought back " Venise la nuit" (Venice at Night ) (the courtyards, 2.1895.002; 2.1895.003; and 2.1895.004), "Lago di Como" (Lake Como) (2.1897.003), etc.16
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2.1895.004 Venise la nuit
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2.1895.003 conciliabule
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2.1895.004 Cour à Venise

In light of the above, and contemplating these works, one cannot help but feel that at this time Degouve, living in solitude, had a tendency toward melancholy and sometimes somber thoughts. He expressed his state of mind clearly when he wrote, regarding the painting The Blind House (plate 2.1894.001, below), to the art critic Bremmer (1911):17 
“...and it (this painting) represents for me a kind of point of departure in the tragic expression that I persist in rendering with the greatest intensity. It was mute, dark nature holding out its mirror to me, in which was reflected the moving life frozen in death.” 
[image: ]
2.1894.001 la maison aveugle
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1.1891.001 Mon jardin
He always sought solitude, bordering somewhat on misanthropy; did he not write:
“Going at times toward our little donkeys, whom I love better than men, who see in them only long ears.” 18
 Yet when settling in Jette in 1891, he wrote to Toorop that he had made “a firm resolution—to withdraw from the city,” to live in “a true cottage” with “a garden filled with nightingales” (My Garden),  19,  where Degouve nonetheless planted a few mushrooms and poppies that some would call sinister. His marriage must ultimately have had a good influence, if we are to believe what Juliette, his wife, wrote in October 1894 to her parents during their honeymoon in Bruges:20
 “William has recovered his joy in living, and even if dark thoughts were to return, it would be intellectually and without bitterness—only from the artistic point of view. I believe and hope so—I shall do everything to help him keep that lovely laughter he has now, those cheerful eyes.” 
The idea for his painting Bruges by Night was perhaps born during that stay; in any case, that work must have held a special place in Degouve’s heart, for he never parted with it. It was finally put up for sale by the son of his second wife in the 1980s for 500,000 Belgian francs (about €12,500); later reoffered by the Galerie De Jonckheere for €200,000, and when a private sale failed, auctioned at Christie’s in 1989—reaching €600,000.
Had the subject, Bruges by Night, been treated differently, it might easily have slipped into the sentimental, postcard-like image; yet it was precisely Degouve’s lack of academic training that saved him from that. The grand, sober gesture here replaces grand technique—and fortunately so, although from a technical point of view the painting is by no means simple.

[image: ]
2. 1897.003 Bruge la nuit
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2.1898.003 Les serviteurs de la mort
As for the success of the “therapy” Juliette advocated, it seems Degouve suffered relapses, as evidenced by the subject  "Les serviteurs de la mort" (The Servants of Death) —a theme he treated twice. Physical and Moral Decline likewise confirms his disposition toward a dark and melancholic mood. 

[image: ]
2.1897.001 La déchéance physique et morale
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I.1 1890-1899


Let us continue Degouve’s own narrative: 
 He returned to Brussels for four years, moving every summer – "Les Flamants roses" (The Pink Flamingos), "La Forêt lépreuse II" (The Leprous Forest, 2.1898.005), "Les Paons Blancs" (The White Peacocks, 2.1896.001), "L'Arc en ciel" (The Rainbow, 1.001), "La Maison rose" (The Pink House, 2.1892.002), dreamlike landscape ("Rêve de voyage" [Travel Dream], 2.1899.001), mentioned in Paris in 1900, "La Déchéance" (Decay, 2.1897.001), a few portraits, for example "Eugène Demolder" (below, 10.1893.001),21 "Bruges la nuit" (Bruges at Night, above, 2.1897.006), "Paysage à Rosières" (Landscape at Rosières), "Brouillard de soir" (Evening Fog), "La boutique à jouets" (The Toy Shop, 2.1898.002), "Les Serviteurs de la mort" (The Servants of Death, 2.1898.004), etc…. "
[image: ]
10.1893.001 Eugène Demolder

[image: ]
2. 1898. 005  La foret lépreuse 

[image: ]
2.1896.001 Les Paons Blancs 
The Peacocks is a striking example of how Degouve succeeds in evoking a real landscape under a particular light, though the scene itself is entirely composed — an artificial creation. This quality, found in his landscapes that seem realistic yet are wholly transformed by Degouve’s peculiar and mysterious vision, has led to the remark that he is in appearance the most realistic of painters, but in truth the least so.
And this does not end with his “symbolism.” His “Dutch period” landscapes, for instance, retain the same real/unreal character. One senses behind these landscapes a solitary, taciturn being — a peaceful soul who feels at one with nature. His work radiates an absence of human activity. His landscapes dream reality.
In The White Peacocks, one can note the self-taught artist’s complete technical mastery of pastel. At this point Degouve’s art is “mature”; there is no trace of the autodidact. It is worth recalling his own words on this subject:
“Unquestionably, in this way one comes to possess a technique that corresponds better to one’s perceived sensations, and that is logically personal. This may perhaps be important for the future.” (He wrote this in 1903). Not to have begun burdened with that baggage of conventional and useless recipes, from which, I believe, one can nevertheless free oneself through superior gifts.”
Here lies the explanation of Degouve’s unique position from his earliest painting onward. No influence can be detected. For seven or eight years, he lived in close contact with Henry Degroux. 
[image: ]
Henry Degroux, Le Christ aux outrages
Let us compare a work by Degroux —  "Le Christ aux outrages" (The Mocking of Christ )(see opposite plate) — with the painting of the same subject (5.1912.010) by Degouve. Degroux feels the need to literally fill his composition with a whirling mass of figures — the “mockery” — but the figure of Christ disappears into the crowd; Degroux loses himself in anecdote, forgetting the symbolic meaning of the scene. To be sure, he had broken away from the “imagery” of the Pre-Raphaelites. Degouve, by contrast, keeps Christ clearly at the center. Moreover, his technique — which some call awkward or even inept 22 — prevents him from falling into the theatrical or the sentimental. 

[image: ]
5.1909/12.010 Le Christ aux outrages
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Jan Toorop "Oh grave where is thy victory"
 Can one find an influence of Toorop in Degouve’s work? 
Toorop himself was highly impressionable: in the 1880s he practiced Impressionism, by the late decade Socialism, in the early 1890s Symbolism, and by the end of that decade Neo-Impressionism. He followed movements.  "Les anges de la nuit" (The Angels of the Night) is the only painting where Degouve seems to come near Toorop’s work, and for which one might suggest that Toorop — with whom he spent much time between 1883 and 1886 — had some influence. Yet, by simply comparing Toorop’s 1892 work O Grave, Where Is Thy Victory (above) with Degouve’s The Angels of the Night (below), one understands the vast difference: Degouve — gentle, austere, and restrained despite his subject; Toorop — exalted and slightly morbid, the typical result of the literature of the time. 

[image: ]
2.1894.003 Les anges de la nuit
And when Degouve seems to lean toward a similar subject as Toorop — "Les Morts" (the Dead)— he takes an entirely different approach, suggesting death through the labor of the living (below): men sawing planks (for coffins?) in a pit (a grave?). 

[image: ]
2.1898.004 Les serviteurs de la mort
Degouve thus remained true to his own way of thinking and interpreting. He keeps his feet firmly on the ground, creating a sense of life’s bitter finality; yet he reconstructs a reality that is in fact indirect. This feeling is more intense because it is closer to ourselves than in Toorop’s work, which seems driven by exalted ideas about death — typical of that era — sometimes presenting death as a poetic game. The profound difference between the two artists is clear.
By contemplating one of Degouve’s early works (1.1888.001) and one of his later ones (8.1930.001, below), one can only conclude that he always painted in the same spirit: he allowed himself to be guided by the landscapes that arose in his mind and translated them according to his mood of the moment. The somber and melancholic mood of the 1890s produced the so-called “symbolist” works; the joyful, wonder-filled mood of 1899–1902 gave rise to the so-called “impressionist” works (the Balearic period). 
[image: ]
1.1888.001
But in fact, these works fit neither category: his Symbolism knows no symbols, and his Impressionism captures none of the fleeting light so masterfully seized by the Impressionists or Neo-Impressionists. Unlike these movements, Degouve could paint only his inner stirrings. And toward the end, those stirrings grew increasingly inward — as if buried beneath the snow he rendered so well. 

[image: ]
8.1930.001 Chaumière près de Stavelot

The wide snow-covered vistas of the last ten years of his life emanate from a spirit that had at last found serene repose in its admiration of nature’s vastness. Or perhaps only seemingly so — for the hunted animals that appear within them do not inspire joy.
 In truth, "Degouve" was influenced by no school, no group, no fellow artist. He did not begin painting “Impressionist” under the influence of that movement; rather, he adopted a kindred vision when the need arose — the intense light of the Balearic Islands. Likewise, he chose an atmosphere of mystery, peace, or gentleness when he felt drawn to the “fantastic” or “phantom-like,” during his wanderings near his home in "Jette" — The Pink House (2.1892.003). This also led to "Les Paons Blancs" (The White Peacocks, 2.1896.001), "Les Anges de la Nuit" (The Angels of the Night, as above, 2.1894.003), sometimes touched with a hint of unease that he himself called “phantom-like,” and to "Le Cygne noir" (The Black Swan, 1896.004), "La Forêt lépreuse" (The Leprous Forest, 2.1898.005), or "Les Serviteurs de la mort" (The Servants of Death, 2.1898.003 and .004). Later, he sought to express his inner peace through broad, solitary landscapes where the sense of mystery survives only faintly in the background. 
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