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Léon Spilliaert 
Avec la mer du Nord…	
27.01 – 29.05.2023	
 
In the first half of 2023 the Fondation de l’Hermitage will host a major retrospective of Léon Spilliaert 
(Ostend 1881 – Brussels 1946), one of the most important representatives of Belgian art in the early 20th 
century. Convinced that he was destined to be an artist, Spilliaert was self-taught, his thinking shaped by 
the literature of his time. He created his profoundly original work almost entirely on paper, combining 
different graphic techniques in images imbued with metaphysical questioning and Flemish culture. His art 
can be linked to the Symbolism and Expressionism of his time, while the extreme simplification of his 
most radical landscapes seems to herald geometrical abstraction and minimalism. 
 
AVEC LA MER DU NORD…	
The son of a perfumer who supplied the court of the Belgian king Léopold II, Spilliaert was an introverted 
dreamer with delicate health. The family was based in Ostend, a coastal city that became a very 
fashionable resort in the mid-19th century. Spilliaert filled his school exercise books with strange 
drawings, reinventing the world around him in the mode of the uncanny, and walked along the seawall 
noting the effects of light, which he recreated in seascapes.	
 
At the turn of the century he briefly studied at the art school in Bruges, but soon developed his own style, 
taking inspiration from authors such as Maurice Maeterlinck, Émile Verhaeren, Arthur Schopenhauer and 
Friedrich Nietzsche, and from painters such as James Ensor, Edvard Munch, Odilon Redon, the Nabis 
and Fernand Khnopff. 	
 
REFLECTION AND REALITY	
Before the First World War Spilliaert primarily used Indian ink wash, watercolour, pastel and coloured 
crayons to create pared down landscapes bordering on abstraction – sky, sea and the line of the seawall 
vibrating in dull light. The few figures who appear on these melancholic shores are usually women – a 
demimondaine staring into the distance, a fisherman’s wife watching for the returning boats – whose 
common denominator seems to be a deep sense of isolation.  	
 
Spilliaert’s depiction of human beings culminates in particularly striking self-portraits in which he 
questions both his status as an artist and the dividing line between reflection and reality. Bedrooms, 
living-room corners and bay windows appear deserted yet paradoxically filled with an intangible 
presence. In his still lifes, disturbing dolls and strange flasks arranged in front of a mirror become his silent 
companions.  	
 
After 1920 Spilliaert made great use of watercolour and gouache, creating flamboyant, highly lyrical 
seascapes sometimes verging on the abstract. In the 1930s and 40s he returned to trees, a subject of his 
youth, taking long walks through the forest. Through compositions of great simplicity that illustrate 
Spilliaert’s virtuosity, these fascinating and timeless images of nature radiate a sense of peace combined 
with a sense of the uncanny.	
 
EXHIBITION THEMES	
The exhibition will be organised by theme and chronologically, and will feature around a hundred works 
from Spilliaert’s entire career: Ink drawings, Existential Solitude | Ostend, Deepest Night and Space | The 
Sea, Mirror of the Soul | Fishermen’s Wives and Women bathing, On the Shores of Reality | Solitary 
Women, Unusual Interiors | Still Lifes, Uncannily Inanimate | Literature, The Discreet Charm of Illustration | 
Self Portrait, Observing with Troubled Eyes | The Dirigible Belgique II, A Shared Adventure | Trees, Early 
Contemplations | The North Sea, Changing Moods.	
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À LA RENCONTRE DE LÉON SPILLIAERT	
As part of its cultural education programme the Fondation de l’Hermitage has created a partnership with 
the nearby Isabelle-de-Montolieu primary and secondary schools. Over 6 months, a class of students 
aged 13 and 14 will work on personal responses to Spilliaert’s self portraits through writing and drawing, 
supported by their subject teachers in French and Art. Their work will hung as part of the exhibition, 
inviting the Hermitage’s visitors to look at Spilliaert’s art in a new way. 

SPECIALIST CURATOR	
Anne Adriaens-Pannier	
Doctor of History of Art, honorary curator at the Royal 
Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium and author of the 
catalogue raisonné for Spilliaert	
 
EXHIBITION CURATORS 
Sylvie Wuhrmann	
Director of the Fondation de l’Hermitage	
Aurélie Couvreur	
Curator of the Fondation de l’Hermitage 
 
LENDERS	
The Phoebus Foundation, KBR, Fédération Wallonie-
Bruxelles, King Baudouin Foundation, Royal Museums of 
Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels, Museum voor Schone 
Kunsten Gent, Mu.ZEE, Musée d’Orsay, Province du 
Brabant wallon, and many private collections.  
 

CATALOGUE 	
The exhibition will be accompanied by a richly illustrated 
book edited by Anne Adriaens-Pannier and featuring several 
essays on Spilliaert and his work, co-published with Snoeck 
in Ghent.	
 
ACTIVITIES	
Visitors of all ages will be invited to further explore the 
themes of the exhibition through a range of activities 
including art workshops, lecture series, guided tours and 
more.	
 
OPENING HOURS AND TICKETS	
Léon Spilliaert  
Avec la mer du Nord…  
27.01 – 29.05.2023	
Tuesday-Sunday, 10:00–18:00, Thursday 10:00-21:00	
Tickets available online: fondation-hermitage.ch

Partners	
 
Une exposition organisée par    Avec le concours exceptionnel de 
 
 
 
 
La Fondation de l’Hermitage bénéficie du précieux soutien de 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Et du généreux engagement des  
      Mécènes de l’Hermitage 
      Amies et Amis de l’Hermitage 


