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Introduction

When Jean Delville died in 1953 at the age of 86 he was largely 
forgotten, in spite of an extensive and highly productive artistic ca-

reer that spanned over 60 years. One of the more personal portraits from 
this time is recorded by the journalist Paul Caso, who remembered visiting 
Delville in July 1951, at his home in what is now the suburb of Forest in 
Brussels. He sketched an arresting, if distressing, record of the elderly artist, 
surviving in a Modernist age that had progressed in a direction diametrically 
opposed to the spiritually optimistic aesthetic he had supported. Caso re-
calls: ‘I was sitting on the great white bench. Jean Delville was opposite me, 
his crippled hand resting on the garden table. He had a solemn face, deeply 
lined, and almost tragic. I understood at that moment how ungrateful and 
unjust society could be towards an old master who had in some sense out-
lived his visionary dream. What a huge gap there was between the painter 
of L’Amour des âmes and the invasion of abstract art!’1 

This neglect at the end of his life is a pitiful dénouement to an artist’s 
career that began prodigiously and which was marked, from the very 
beginning, by exceptional talent. Despite working largely on the periphery 
of the official avant-garde throughout his life he was energetically devoted, 
through his painting and extensive writings, to establishing a central place 
for his Idealist art amongst the competing tendencies in avant-garde painting 
during that time. This he achieved, not without considerable struggle, by 
the close of the nineteenth century largely by dint of a powerful belief in 
the value of his artistic and hermetic vision, as much as through his sense 
of intellectual and creative independence and energetic individualism. 
Delville stood alone amongst his peers: he was intelligent, articulate and 
talented; a polemicist, poet and painter. He was unique in this regard; an 
anomaly during the fin de siècle, but someone whose independent ideas, 
artistic programme and widespread interests outside the artistic sphere left 
him somewhat isolated and largely misunderstood in relation to the fervent 
developments in avant-garde art at the time. Although he was artistically 
and intellectually active until his death – continuing to publish poetry as 
well as books on Theosophy, in addition to numerous articles and on art 
and political journalism to the end – his presence in mainstream artistic 
movements waned rapidly during the course of the twentieth century and 

Fig. 3. (opposite) Self-portrait (detail), 1942, oil on canvas, 50 x 33 cm. Private collection.
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his reputation has remained more or less doubtful ever since. Were it not 
for at least half a dozen striking paintings that are represented in various 
anthologies of the period, his contribution to the art of the fin de siècle 
might have been entirely obliterated. One is, therefore, naturally curious 
about Delville’s exact contribution to his time: how does he fit into the 
tradition of non-realist – or Symbolist – art of the fin de siècle? What was 
his position vis-à-vis the contemporary avant-garde; how and why did his 
aesthetic programme differ from theirs? What was his contribution to the 
development of avant-garde art during the early decades of the twentieth 
century? Does he deserve a place in the canon? 

Delville’s art can be categorised as a form of hermetic Idealism, 
fundamentally intellectual in approach and concerned with metaphysical 
ideas that are expressed through ideal forms and articulated in a polished 
classical-idealist technique. This he formulated in a threefold system 
articulated as: la Beauté spirituelle (idea), la Beauté plastique (form) and la 
Beauté technique (execution). Delville’s triple schema – with its emphasis 
on the expression of Ideal Beauty through the perfection of idea, form 
and technique – he termed l’Esthétique Idéaliste. This book is concerned 
fundamentally with an examination of this system: its history, development 
and expression in his art during the Belgian fin de siècle, from 1887 to 1900.

Delville’s artistic career began effectively in 1887 after he left the Academy 
in order to work independently while exhibiting in contemporary avant-
garde exhibition Societies. As was the custom at the time his initial efforts 
were created in a naturalist style, and these were mostly social-realist 
depictions of the underclasses: beggars, peasants and down-and-outs. He 
soon abandoned this approach, however, in favour of a more non-realist 
idiom which he began to develop towards the end of that decade when he 
started producing work of extraordinary imagination, intellectual depth and 
visual intensity. Although his considerable artistic talent was recognised 
from the very beginning, his non-realist art, in terms of its style and content, 
was initially seen to be too atypical to be readily accepted as a serious avant-
garde tendency amongst the leading fin-de-siècle circles. Moreover, his new 
artistic approach was criticised for being too outlandish, even obscure, for 
the more conservative and parochial naturalist school that emerged out of the 
Academic tradition, and to which he originally belonged. As a result of this 
he was isolated from the artistic epicentre in Belgium for a fairly extended 
period. It was not until the mid 1890s with works like his L’Ecole de Platon 
(1898) and L’Amour des âmes (1900) that he really enjoyed universal praise 
– and to a large extent acceptance – from even his harshest critics. From 
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then on his efforts were decorated with many awards and honours, and this 
was sustained for some time just after the Great War. However, Delville’s 
presence in the Belgian artistic scene declined when he set up home in Mons 
from 1933 to 1947, despite the fact that he was still very productive and 
managed to produce several works of considerable visual power, as well as 
writing extensively in journals and newspapers to the very end of his life. 

Delville thought of himself principally as a painter, but throughout his 
long life he was passionately committed to writing as well. He continued 
to publish essays right up to the year of his death in 1953, and we can get a 
fairly comprehensive view of his artistic beliefs and theories from his written 
œuvre. As a poet, journalist, playwright, essayist and author, he was prolific 
and accomplished. He is certainly unique amongst his peers in this regard, 
publishing at least half a dozen books and writing innumerable essays on 
art, Theosophy and politics. He also authored a play and published four 
volumes of poetry in which he propagated his Theosophical and aesthetic 
ideals, which he upheld consistently throughout the six decades of his active 
career.2 His vast output of published works is now largely out of print, long 
forgotten and hard, if not impossible, to come by.3 But throughout his life 
he maintained a remarkably consistent intellectual perspective on the power 
of art to enlighten and instruct, as well as to exercise a significant, if not 
transformative, impact on individual experience. 

In one of his last essays, published in the Bulletin of the Belgian Royal 
Academy in 1953, the year of his death, he concentrated on the relationship 
between art and politics. Although meant for an exclusive fraternal readership, 
his ideas echoed some of the larger debates taking place in post-war Europe 
and the United States at the time. His final essay was directed specifically 
against Stalin’s totalitarian regime and he argued passionately against the 
use of art as an instrument of political propaganda or as a means of serving 
the materialistic ends of an authoritarian political system. He defended 
instead, quite unequivocally, the notion of artistic freedom and creative 
independence. There is a hint of Greenberg and the Abstract Expressionists 
in his idea that art can only live and prosper if it is guaranteed individual 
freedom of expression, as well as freedom of (or separation from) politics.4 
Delville insisted here, as he had always done from the very early phase of 
his career, that art is a manifestation of the inner life of the painter; of the 
subjective life of the mind and the spirit. He therefore makes it clear that this 
crucial freedom of expression constitutes the freedom to convey in physical 
form a transcendental idea inspired by (and conveyed through) the material 
and spiritual forms inherent in nature: ‘In essence, art is a concept of the 
mind … nature’s forms contain both a material and spiritual aspect. It is 
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through this material aspect and through the power of this spirituality that 
the artist exercises his talent or, if he can, his genius’.5 He goes on further 
to remind his readers that the origins and the vitality and life of a work of 
art lie in its internal expression of the divine, which is itself aligned with ‘la 
puissance créatrice de l’univers’ [the creative power of the universe].6 It is 
revealing that these ideas, written as they were at the very end of his life, 
express identically his original artistic principles for which he fought so hard 
in order to secure a place in the turbulent and combative arena of Belgian 
artistic culture during the fin de siècle. Although not readily recognised, the 
essential framework of his ideas was very much a product of the modernist 
avant-garde that emerged during the early 1880s in Belgium, founded 
upon a shared ideology of romantic individualism that reacted against the 
more egregious cultural and social effects of bourgeois industrialism.7 The 
interpretation of reality through an individual temperament was the essential 
starting point for artistic activity amongst the avant-garde, and Delville’s 
place in this perspective cannot be contested, but his relationship to the 
avant-garde was, and always remained, problematic. He was, from an early 
point in his career, uniquely committed to a hermetic Idealist aesthetic, 
which he defended with relentless energy to the very end of his long life. His 
opposition, during the late nineteenth century, to the ideologically inspired 
l’art social, favoured by the liberal avant-garde of the time, was based on 
his belief in the spiritual purpose of art: an art, in other words, that was 
independent of ideological tendencies. It has to be emphasised, however, that 
he also defended passionately the idea that art has a social role, an educative 
function, leading to individual liberation and social emancipation through a 
spiritual transformation.8 This is a unique feature of his thinking, for unlike 
many of his non-realist contemporaries who appeared to withdraw from 
social commitments, Delville was, from the very beginning of his career, 
committed to maintaining a link between art and society, and here we have 
another key aspect of his art which he in fact shared with contemporary 
avant-garde circles. The vigorous efforts which he directed towards creating 
ambitious large-scale works for display in important public buildings were a 
cornerstone of these artistic commitments. There are many immediate echoes 
in his belief in the transformative role of art – that it can change individuals 
and society as a whole – in the ideas of Kandinsky, Mondrian and Malevich 
later on. Delville is undoubtedly a precursor to this influential – if failed – 
tradition of spiritually inspired artists seeking to elevate society through art.

That Delville remained active for such an extended period is remarkable 
given that many of his contemporaries had faded from active participation 
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in creating contemporary art decades before. The real question, however, 
is why Delville was sidelined in mainstream narratives of the period 
in which he worked and to which he contributed with such vigour, skill 
and artistic imagination. Perhaps the short answer is that he remained an 
artist who worked against the cultural and commercial grain, and whose 
metaphysical ideas, difficult and challenging as they were, ran counter 
to the more fashionable avant-garde tendencies during the fin de siècle 
and afterwards. Delville’s aesthetic interests – centred on the primacy of 
the ‘idea’ as the foundation of artistic activity and founded on esoteric 
and hermetic philosophy – drew him to the leading occultists of his day 
including Joséphin Péladan, Alexandre Saint-Yves d’Alveydre and Papus 
(‘physician’ alias Dr Gérard Encausse). His artistic writings and imagery 
are heavily indebted to these, as well as to Eliphas Lévi (Alphonse Louis 
Constant), Stanislas de Guaita and Edouard Schuré. The focus of his 
aesthetic polemic, however, was the importance of the expression of Ideal 
Beauty as the essential purpose of art, an emphasis which he maintained 
throughout his life. In his aesthetic, the Parnassian resonances of this idea 
were grafted onto his notion of Beauty as the physical manifestation of the 
spiritual and the Divine. He was, moreover, committed to the importance of 
the figure as the most important subject of art (above landscape or genre) as 
well as an art founded principally on line, drawing and composition (above 
colour and ‘sur le motif’). And so from a formal point of view he appeared, 
on the surface at least, still to belong partly to the Academic tradition, which 
to some extent made his standing somewhat equivocal in an avant-garde 
age that celebrated formal innovation and experimentation and which, 
moreover, held the Academy and its artistic principles in opprobrium. This 
was certainly a criticism levelled against him by his more resistant critics, 
and one of the fundamental misunderstandings concerning his artistic beliefs 
that initially ensured his exclusion from avant-garde circles. But his art was 
far from reactionary and can be seen, on the contrary, to be part of a general 
Classical revival during the fin de siècle expressed in various permutations 
in the work and writings of Maurice Denis, Cézanne, Armand Point and 
others. Although it is hardly noted in the literature, it is not difficult to see 
how this tendency can be identified as one of the foundational threads of 
early Modernism – manifesting in ‘primitivist’ or abstractionist tendencies 
amongst the early Modernists.9 

Delville’s aesthetic, therefore, can be seen to be a combination of 
several, seemingly diverse, influences that give his work a unique historical 
character. What he attempted ultimately to achieve in his art was a synthesis 
of two opposing tendencies: on the one hand the controlled technique 
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of the Classical tradition with its emphasis on line, form, harmony and 
beauty and, on the other hand, the self-expressive heroic individualism of 
the Romantic tradition with its emphasis on the subjectivity of the inner 
life of feelings, affective states and spiritual experience conveyed through 
expressive colour and compositional dynamism. The Classical heroes of 
Academic art were supplanted in Delville’s painting by the heroism of the 
initiate’s attempt to overcome the illusions of matter and reach a state of 
spiritual transcendence. In other words, his art is about the expression of 
spiritual ideas and subjective feeling articulated through the linear purity 
of ideal forms and vivid and expressive colour. In this regard he could be 
regarded as a preeminent pre-Modernist, attempting the marriage of two 
opposing forces that dominated nineteenth-century aesthetics and which 
were personified in the artistic polarisation originally encountered between 
Delacroix and Ingres earlier in the century. In the final analysis, the style 
and content of his works were uniquely his own and, coupled with an 
extraordinarily powerful and vigorous imagination, as well as a highly 
accomplished technical facility, his paintings are not easily reducible to a 
specific style or school.

Delville’s Romantic individualism is evident in the fact that he 
consistently advocated freedom of expression in art, or at least he strongly 
supported the idea that art should be a matter of individual expression, 
rather than the exposition of a certain stylistic tendency or school. For him, 
it is up to the individual to discover a personal style and form of expression 
that is contingent upon his temperament and individuality. This, ironically, 
is the reason he supported the Academic system of training – commonly 
criticised by the avant-garde for producing featureless artistic clones – 
which he believed, on the contrary, provided one with a precise technique 
that allowed artists to express themselves more freely and more precisely 
according to their own creative temperament:

A work of art is created in the mind of the great artist before his technique. 
Before he enters the School of Fine Arts, where he learns his craft, the seed 
of the artist is already present within him. That is why it is commonly said 
that “one is born an artist”. If art is, in effect, a value of the spirit, one should 
learn to admire works where the spirit is most keenly manifested, which is 
something that certain materialist critics don’t do, ignorant as they are, in 
general, of the psychology of the artist and his work. On this psychology 
depends the aesthetic value of the work of art, be it painted or sculpted, 
architectural or musical.

Each School – Classical, Romantic, Naturalist, Symbolist or Surrealist, has 
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its own idea of Art. Whatever the subject chosen by the artist, his work will 
inevitably reflect his own aesthetic tendency. The value of his work will 
depend on the way in which he has brought into reality, through his technique, 
the idea contained by the subject, as well as on how much the total work 
conveys an impression of beauty.10

Delville was committed to an art that played a social role, although his 
perspective was not that of the dominant left-wing avant-garde, which 
subscribed to ideals of socialist utopianism. Rather, his beliefs were rooted 
in a tradition of individual liberation through spiritual enlightenment and 
transformation. Art, for him, was a catalyst that initiated the awakening of the 
spirit within. In this regard Delville was most certainly an outsider. Neither 
the instrumental materialist conservatism of the Belgian establishment on 
the one hand, nor the liberal, progressive socialism of the avant-garde on 
the other hand, would have any sympathies with the spiritual commitments 
of Delville’s artistic perspective.11 Delville, for his part, adopted an openly 
combative stance against contemporary materialist trends in art, which as 
a result drew a great deal of hostile criticism from influential members of 
the avant-garde as well as the Belgian establishment. In his memoir on 
Delville, his close friend, the journalist Clovis Piérard, noted that: ‘He had 
to maintain a real struggle against the proponents of Belgian “pictorial 
materialism”, which had the official protection of a number of important 
high functionaries.’12 

Studying Delville’s career and artistic achievements makes for a compelling 
case study and reveals many of the problems associated with a more general 
understanding of the fin de siècle. Non-realist tendencies during that epoch 
tend to be viewed as a monolithic phenomenon, gathered under the banner 
of Symbolism. It is immediately evident – and especially when studying a 
talented exponent of the non-realist movement like Delville – that from an 
historical point of view, there is very little that connects the large number 
of artists of the time in anything like a homogenous ‘movement’. They 
seem connected only by their disdain for Impressionism and their shared 
interest in subjective states of mind as a starting point for artistic expression. 
Beyond that there is an enormous diversity of interests expressed in their 
writings and their work that kept many of these individuals and groups 
separate from each other. Delville’s criticisms of his contemporaries for 
example, which will be reviewed in some depth on the first chapter, reveals 
a specific instance of the fault lines that existed at the time amongst the new 
generation of artists who were exploring alternative possibilities for art. By 
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looking closely at Delville’s art and writings, in terms of their historical 
context, theoretical background and artistic practice, this present study 
has an underlying ambition to develop the understanding of this complex 
artistic era in general as well as to promote a more accessible understanding 
of Delville’s work in particular.

Symbolist scholarship is still something of a specialist niche and the art 
of that epoch does not lay itself open easily to critical interpretation. There 
are many problems in the historiography of Symbolist painting. First, there 
is no homogenous movement called Symbolism in the figurative arts; this 
will always be a serious obstacle to a unified understanding of this tendency 
in fin-de-siècle culture. In fact the very use of the label ‘Symbolist’ for the 
diverse, non-realist tendencies in the visual arts during the fin de siècle 
suggests that there was some centrally organised movement with a unified 
artistic agenda – which is, of course, far from historic reality. As already 
suggested, the only idea that unites the many artists who expressed this 
tendency is their vehement stance against the dogmatic materialism of that 
era, and its attendant naturalism in science and realism in art. It is, of course, 
not entirely that simple as most naturalists and anti-naturalists actually shared 
many points of common interest – both aesthetically and ideologically; their 
desire to relate to the modern world, to influence change in the social sphere 
and to express some aspect of one’s individual experience of that world, was 
widely shared. Even on the level of actual practice there was a blurring of 
identity; the work of Monet and Seurat was highly regarded by non-realists 
for the ambiguity and displacement of reality through the expression of 
‘mood’ – a quality that was of great interest to subjectivist painters.

Moreover, painting and the visual arts followed a more diversified 
course from literary Symbolism and demands to be examined apart from 
that tradition. The ideas of Baudelaire and Mallarmé are routinely cited in 
the context of the interpretation of Symbolist painting, but the relationship 
between text and image remains elusive. Perhaps this is due to the fact 
that references to literary sources in Symbolist paintings are oblique – 
they are seldom literal descriptions of literary texts; Fernand Khnopff’s 
artistic association with Péladan whose novels he illustrated is a good case 
in point.13 To the end, Symbolist art had its own formal and iconographic 
agenda. The diversity of art expressing this tendency is one of the most 
exciting features of this epoch, but one has to approach it with caution. 
Whatever the theoretical interests of these non-realist artists (and there were 
obvious differences), the one binding feature of their art is its deliberate 
allusiveness. Even when one is aware of the sources and influences, the 
resulting image seems always able to hover above them, maintaining an 
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air of ambivalence and indeterminacy. This probably has a lot to do with 
the drive in non-realist painting to create imagery, its actual subject-matter 
aside, that works through equivalence rather than description. This requires 
an ‘intuitive’ (rather than reductive) reconstruction of the original idea or 
‘feeling’ that concerned the artist, but this raises a problem regarding the 
interpretation of ‘expressive’ art generally. One is, therefore, left with few 
alternatives other than to fall back on generalisations or to leave the imagery 
to linger quietly in some sort of historical cabinet of curiosities.

Despite this, one of the areas that this epoch does have to offer 
modern scholarship is its relationship to Modernism. Modernism, like 
Symbolism, is inevitably also concerned with ideas, which underscored 
the developments in formal innovation that came to characterise the styles 
of the early twentieth century, much of which was driven by so-called 
Symbolist innovations, notably those derived from Sérusier, the Pont-Aven 
group, Munch, Ensor and Gauguin. From Matisse’s Notes of a Painter to 
Kandinsky’s Concerning the Spiritual in Art painters were keen to articulate 
their ideas and were committed to asserting the intellectual foundations of 
their art. Their writings cannot be seen to be a secondary epiphenomenon 
of their formal praxis; historical evidence suggests just the opposite. The 
formalist framework of art’s ‘autonomy’ does not account for their interest 
in exploring inner states and giving expression to subjective experience of 
the world – intellectual, emotional, affective or imaginary. Modernists, like 
Symbolists, attempted to integrate the intellectual (or conceptual) with the 
perceptual through theory. 

That the Modernists derived their fervent interest in artistic theory and 
conceptual approach to art from the ‘Symbolist’ milieu is hardly a radical 
assertion. The innovative formal language used by most ‘Symbolist’ artists 
was a primary consideration of their art that fed into the practice of early 
twentieth-century painting. As their art was not only about form, but about 
content as well, Symbolist experimentation in new painterly forms was 
always modified and developed by their interest in art as a vehicle for 
the expression of ideas. For many, the integration of form and content – 
fundamental to the notion of idéisme – was a vital aspect of their artistic 
practice. The experimentation and innovation of many of these artists was 
as vital as any currently considered as part of the bona fide avant-garde. 
Most ‘Symbolists’ adopted the new tropes of visual representation derived 
from Impressionists, post-Impressionists and Pointillism – most notably the 
visual ambiguities inherent in Impressionist painterly syntax – to suit their 
own expressive purposes. Their adoption of Seurat as one of their own, with 
his highly precise ‘scientific’ method of constructing images, is symptomatic 
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of this cross-over. On the other hand, the connections between Matisse, 
early Picasso, Kandinsky and Malevich with ‘Symbolism’ is convincingly 
asserted, as are the main ideas underlying their art: Kandinsky’s debt to 
Theosophy and the esoteric is well established. Matisse was trained 
by Gustave Moreau (one of the great inspirations for the ‘Symbolist’ 
generation) and his Notes can be viewed as a rationalised articulation of 
the basic principles of many non-realist strands explored amongst the 
‘Symbolist’ writings from Aurier onwards.14 

In the course of this book I hope to reveal how Delville’s art is connected to 
many of the issues outlined above. One has to examine first in what sense 
Delville’s art is in fact ‘Symbolist’. Given that Delville openly opposed, 
on intellectual and aesthetic grounds, many of his contemporaries’ work 
which is now commonly considered ‘Symbolist’ (especially Gauguin and 
Ensor) suggests that the artistic identity of fin-de-siècle non-realist painters 
is more complex than is commonly realised; very few, if any, actually used 
the term ‘Symbolist’ to characterise their art, least of all Delville. Painting 
in the nineteenth century is not, after all, about movements but rather about 
talented individuals who evolved new tendencies in art that reflected both 
inner and outer ontological necessities – political, spiritual or otherwise – in 
response to modernity. It is on the basis of this that we can map a continuing 
trend during the twentieth century as an effort towards emancipation 
from perverse pressures placed on society through technology, industry 
and oppressive economic forces resulting from industrial capitalism – 
either through individual emancipation from a subjective foundation 
(expressiveness or spiritual development) or collective social emancipation 
through the union of social realities with artistic praxis. These centripetal 
and centrifugal tendencies are neatly traced by modernist critics, Greenberg 
and Burger respectively. The fin de siècle is a microcosm of this split, 
particularly so in Belgium where, as we shall see, Delville plays a pivotal 
role in attempting to draw together the emancipatory role of art in a social 
context with an emphasis on specific formalist artistic concerns. 

The issue that is raised in dealing with an articulate artist like Delville 
in the context of the Symbolist era is to wonder to what extent he fits the 
Symbolist tag and, further, to begin to question the actual validity of that tag 
in painting and the visual arts generally. The ‘Symbolist’ tag is, in reality, 
a literary projection. Moréas’s manifesto of 1886 set the tone and aims 
of literary Symbolism; it was a statement of a literary artistic identity as 
much as a rallying cry for intellectuals disenfranchised by contemporary 
naturalism. It also served as a focus for a literary movement which was 
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already under way, and this formal declaration of its purpose was eagerly 
accepted by poets and writers. In painting, as I have already suggested, the 
situation is entirely different. Non-realist artists often pursued dissimilar 
paths from their literary peers. They worked alone or in loose affiliations 
(Rose+Croix, Pour L’Art, Als Ik Kan) or small, usually isolated artistic 
groups (Pont-Aven, Nabis, L’Art Idéaliste and the various Germanic 
Secessions). Contrary to common understanding, in the figurative arts, there 
was no unifying movement with a predetermined artistic agenda or even 
a unified style, let alone one collectively recognised amongst figurative 
artists as ‘Symbolist’. Whereas naturalism was constructed and recognised 
as a monolithic movement in contemporary literature and criticism, non-
realist art was conspicuously heterogeneous, dispersed and did not share a 
unifying communal sense of a ‘school’. The attempt to identify a school of 
Symbolist painting was generated, it has to be said, by contemporary writers 
including Albert Aurier (on Gauguin) and Emile Verhaeren (on Khnopff).15 
This could be interpreted as their effort to demonstrate a legitimate claim 
for the universal occurrence of the Symbolist movement in literature. 
On closer inspection one has to admit that, up to a point, there is some 
truth in that claim. Aurier’s attempt to colonise Gauguin as a Symbolist, 
when analysed more closely, is problematic. Aurier, applying a formalist 
aesthetic approach, simply ‘theorised’ Gauguin’s painting in the context of 
contemporary literary praxis.16 

Nonetheless, Aurier’s theoretical statement has subsequently been taken 
up, almost entirely uncritically, as a de facto declaration of the purpose and 
intentions of ‘Symbolist’ art generally and of Gauguin’s work in particular, 
without examining it in relation to the statements by other artists, writers 
and critics. This did not, however, stop contemporaries – or the market-
driven canon-making institutions that followed – from questioning his 
interpretation of Gauguin’s work, and its appropriateness as a general 
paradigm of ‘Symbolism’ in contemporary figurative art. So the problem 
here, effectively, is that if modern scholarship seeks to advance in this field, 
we have to begin to question these historical links and cease uncritically 
to accept these constructs and their underlying assumptions. The reason 
for this is obvious: Aurier’s ideas (or Verhaeren’s for that matter) are not 
universally applicable across the range of figurative art that was produced 
in the post-naturalist era from about 1885 onwards and, in far too many 
instances, is inappropriate or misleading. To suggest, as is sometimes the 
case in the literature, that Symbolist art is only that which pertains to Aurier’s 
statement, and the rest is some sort of anomaly, is simply an evasion.

In this regard, there is still a great deal of work to be done in determining 
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the exact relationship between artists and writers of the period; especially 
where a direct connection can be established between the painters and 
authors. Generally, the evidence strongly suggests that painters were not 
simply imitating writers but were pursuing their own artistic agendas 
specific to their medium. The instance of Joseph Péladan and his Salons 
de la Rose+Croix is a good case in point. As we shall see, Péladan wrote a 
great deal, and many artists participated in his Salons; does it follow then 
that they were influenced by his writings and submitted unquestioningly to 
his proscriptive aesthetic agenda? Or, further, can we assume that there is 
an unequivocal case to be made to interpret these paintings only through 
an understanding of his writings? Despite assertions to the contrary in the 
literature, I think that for both these questions the answer has to be ‘no’. 
Péladan gathered together a wide variety of artists who were related in so 
far as they were generally not pursuing a realist aesthetic programme; and 
it is on that basis alone that they were welcome at his Salons – not because 
they signed up to an exclusive Rosicrucian artistic contract. So even though 
Séon, Aman-Jean, Osbert, Khnopff and Delville were very closely allied to 
Péladan, and exhibited at his Salons, their art still retains an individuality 
that is in no sense derivative of Péladan’s aesthetic. In the case of Khnopff 
and Delville, this is borne out further in view of their divergent career paths 
in their home country, Belgium. In fact, their professional artistic paths 
never crossed – Delville was not associated with the main avant-garde 
exhibition societies such as Les XX or La Libre Esthétique, and Khnopff, for 
his part never exhibited at Pour l’Art or at Delville’s Salons d’Art Idéaliste. 
These groups had widely differing artistic objectives and it is therefore 
immediately clear that it would be wrong not to identify these differences. 
At most they may be seen to share certain ‘tendencies’ – but that does not 
sustain an argument for a causal connection or even of direct influence by 
literary peers such as Péladan or any other contemporary figures outside 
their artistic sphere of influence. So, is it right to infer therefore that the 
Rose+Croix, or any other ‘grouping’ (Les XX, Pont-Aven or Pour l’Art) 
for that matter, constituted an homogenous ‘movement’ in fin-de-siècle 
culture? This is clearly not the case. 

Delville created his own Salons d’Art Idéaliste, which were seen 
as imitations of Péladan’s Salons, but his ideas and artistic agenda were 
fundamentally more sophisticated than Péladan’s and aligned with a 
different intellectual tradition, namely, Theosophy; a tradition that Péladan 
rejected. Reducing Delville’s work, therefore, to Péladan’s Rosicrucian 
aesthetic is simply wrong. Moreover, even where iconographic links can 
be established, closer examination indicates that artists were working 
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from a widely-spread intellectual foundation and not simply illustrating a 
single literary perspective. The example of the image of the androgyne is 
particularly apposite here. It is ubiquitous in the work of Péladan as well 
as in Khnopff’s graphics and paintings. Delville too takes recourse to 
the symbol in his L’Ecole de Platon (Musée D’Orsay, Paris). In neither 
case can it be unequivocally determined that their works simply adopt 
Péladan’s understanding of this symbol. As I will demonstrate in the final 
chapter of this book, this image is used in a highly complex and nuanced 
manner that echoes the widest range of intellectual sources, including 
Plato, Schopenhauer, Hegel and the esoteric tradition. This raises the 
issue of interpretation of non-realist art which, together with the problem 
outlined above regarding its overall allusiveness, constitutes one of the 
obstacles in gaining some leverage on this art, the period as a whole and the 
circumstances in which it was created.

The temptation to interpret non-realist art through the filter of the substantial 
body of contemporary writings regarding literary Symbolist aesthetics is 
overwhelming and has been the standard practice since the re-emergence 
of scholarly interest in this epoch in the 1970s. Perhaps it is time to put this 
aside and go back to the source of non-realist art and start again. This is, 
anyhow, the raison d’être of this book. Delville is a particularly good case 
study in this regard given his prolific artistic and literary output. However, 
a detailed study of all his writings and works of art is far beyond the reach 
of one volume. The scope of the present book, therefore, is largely confined 
to his work of the 1880s and 1890s – Delville’s formative years. This in no 
way limits our understanding of his work or artistic significance as a whole 
as his ideas and theoretical perspective did not waver much in later years 
from the intellectual foundation he established during this period. In fact, 
much of his writings published during the twentieth century simply develop 
and expand on the work he produced during the fin de siècle, most notably 
his La Mission de L’Art. The analysis of the writings and paintings covered 
in this book should therefore provide a substantially useful framework 
within which to approach his works created during the rest of his career. 

This study therefore provides a fairly detailed analysis of his art and 
writings produced during the fin de siècle and covers the reception of 
Delville’s work by his contemporaries. Unfortunately this research has 
been limited by the conspicuous absence of documents from his personal 
archives – letters, notes and memos – that are usually useful in understanding 
an individual’s private and personal motivations. Most of this has been 
destroyed – particularly from the period focussed on in this volume. 
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Although this is unsatisfactory and will leave many questions unanswered, 
or only answered in part, there is still much to be gained from the material in 
the public domain that has survived. In view of this, a dominant aim of this 
book is to generate a deeper, more detailed understanding of Delville’s art 
and career as recorded in public documents published during his lifetime. 
Since his practice as a painter is so intimately linked to his activities as a 
writer and entrepreneur of artistic causes, an understanding of his painting 
has to be approached through a detailed knowledge of his life and activities 
beyond the studio. 

This book is therefore divided into three sections. The first aims to provide 
a useful overview of the historical details of  Delville’s career during the 1880s 
and 1890s. During these years he was fully engaged in the fervent avant-
garde culture of his time and – unlike many of his artistic contemporaries – 
he fought virulently for an unique place among the competing tendencies that 
defined the fin de siècle in Belgium. What emerges from this is a somewhat 
startling revelation of Delville’s aggressive nature in the way he confronted 
many of the influential and powerful contemporary cultural entrepreneurs, 
such as Edmond Picard and Octave Maus, in order to carve a niche for his 
Idealist art as a viable avant-garde alternative to the mainstream that was 
largely defined and controlled by Picard and his circle. Delville’s active 
stance in this regard sets him apart from his contemporaries. But what I hope 
to highlight here is that Delville was seriously concerned to distance himself 
from the commercially orientated nature of the mainstream avant-garde at 
the time, in order to promote a more spiritually orientated artistic practice 
that was not cynically contracted to the market and its networks. Delville’s 
artistic and intellectual development went through several phases – each 
defined by the groups with which he was associated such as L’Essor, Pour 
L’Art and his Salons D’Art Idéaliste. The details of his involvement in these, 
including the critical reception of his efforts during this period, will form part 
of the discussion in Chapters Two and Three. 

The second part of this book is concerned with Delville’s theoretical 
ideas, and here an in-depth analysis of his writings is undertaken in order 
to lay the foundation for the interpretation of his paintings. Delville’s main 
books on aesthetics (La Mission de l’Art) and the occult (Dialogue entre 
Nous) provide a detailed statement of his intellectual orientation, captured 
in what he referred to as his Esthétique Idéaliste. Delville’s aesthetic is not 
simply a derivation of traditional western Idealism but is an expression 
of the western esoteric tradition, which saw a massive revival in the late 
nineteenth century. Key elements of this as well as a detailed exposition of 
his ideas will be presented in Chapter Four.
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I offer a detailed analysis in Chapters Five and Six of a selection paintings 
by Delville. I have confined the discussion to no more than half a dozen of 
his key works. This might not seem adequate in order to understand his 
visual output, but the choice of works here is deliberate and represents part 
of a larger intellectual framework within which Delville was working that  
was concerned principally with the notion of initiation. Delville refers to the 
notion of initiation frequently in his writings and most of his paintings can 
be seen to represent some aspect of the initiatory path. A detailed analysis of 
this notion therefore forms the principle focus of the interpretation of these 
works. In this regard, the final chapter is devoted to one painting alone, 
namely, his L’Ecole de Platon – undoubtedly the masterpiece of his career, 
and a work of great beauty and enigma.




