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ROOTED – Painting Flanders
Caermersklooster, Ghent, Belgium
15 March – 6 August 2017
www.oer.vlaanderen
From 15 March to 6 August 2017, organized by the Province of East Flanders together with Katoen
Natie, Indaver and The Phoebus Foundation, the exhibition ‘ROOTED. Painting Flanders’ is in the
Provincial Cultural Centre Caermersklooster in Ghent.

On paper ROOTED is an exhibition about Flemish art roughly
between 1880 and 1930 and featuring the work of Emile
Claus, Valerius De Saedeleer, Gustave Van de Woestyne,
George Minne, James Ensor, Léon Spilliaert, Rik Wouters,
Frits Van den Berghe, Constant Permeke, Gust De Smet,
Hubert Malfait and Edgard Tytgat. It tells of a turning point
in the history of art and culture and takes you back to the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century.

But there’s much more to ROOTED than that. ROOTED is
also about today, and about who we Flemings are. For the
border between present and past is paper thin.

ROOTED brings together a fabulous selection of masterpieces by the most radical and influential
painters of the period. Many of the works are privately owned and are on public display for the first
time. They’re presented in a fairytale-like exhibition design that makes it seem as if you are walking
around in the paintings themselves.
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ROOTED – The Title
Look up ‘root’ in the dictionary and you’ll find several definitions. As a noun it means the part of a
plant which attaches it to the ground and conveys nourishment to the rest of the plant; or it’s the
basic source, cause, or origin of something; or it’s your family, ethnic or cultural origins. As a verb it
means to cause a plant to grow roots; to establish deeply and firmly; to have as an origin or cause. To
be rooted is to be in place, and that place is often connected to the earth.
It’s just that mix of meanings that makes ‘ROOTED’ the perfect title for the new exhibition in Ghent’s
Caermersklooster. Because in it we’re going in search of our roots. Which prove not only to be firmly
anchored in the lush Flemish farmland – artistically they’re also largely connected to an area watered
by a river: the Leie.
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ROOTED – The Story
ROOTED takes you back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Ghent is the most
important industrial city in continental Europe. Factory and mill chimneys belch out smoke day and
night. No wonder nostalgia grows for a lost pastoral rusticity.

Artists like Emile Claus, Gustave Van de Woestyne, George
Minne and Valerius De Saedeleer leave the filth and stench
of Ghent for the purer air of the River Leie, where they find
echoes of the lost idyll. Aware of it or not, they are all
searching for their roots, each in their own way. One finds
them in ripening cornfields, another in the Bruegelian
poetry of a winter landscape or a peasant’s sun-reddened
face. Glimmering through their extraordinary paintings,
sculptures and drawings is a kind of collective essence of
what Flanders is. A monumental, uncomplicated, and often
almost spiritual ode to the region and those whose lives are
bound to it.
Emile Claus, Girl on the Riverbank

But the Leie is not the only place where people paint. In fashionable Ostend James Ensor produces
fantastical burlesques, for absurd humour is typically Flemish too. Meanwhile, as the nineteenth
century turns into the twentieth, Léon Spilliaert feels lost in a world of accelerating change.

The First World War is a dramatic fault line. Romantic dreams perish in the mud of Flanders’ fields.
Henceforward, artists like Gust De Smet, Frits Van den Berghe and Constant Permeke paint the
reality they experience: rough, raw and heartfelt.
They still portray peasants and fishermen, but now they also paint café scenes, fairs, circuses and
music halls. Because even in a rapidly changing world, the Fleming likes his pint and wants to enjoy
himself.
And that’s just what makes ROOTED so exciting. All this may have taken place 100 years ago yet it’s
often so very recognizable. The border between present and past is paper thin.
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ROOTED – That’s Us
On paper, ROOTED is an exhibition about Flemish art and culture in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century. But in fact, ROOTED is a story about who we are as Flemings. About our shared
past and our cultural identity. It’s about our roots.

Everyone has roots. They have to do with the place where we grew up, with family, with friends.
Because people also take root together. People who live in the same part of the world often share
similar ideals, standards and values. But it’s mostly the countless little things that connect people.
Things to do with hobbies and character traits, the things we think are funny or lovely or appetizing.
Think of the moment when you cross the border with France. Suddenly the houses are different, and
the cuisine as well.

ROOTED is about the roots of Flanders. About what you miss, consciously or unconsciously, when
you move away: not the chips or the chocolate, not the ribbon development or the ‘ugly Belgian
houses’, but the people behind all that. It’s about the big dreams and little foibles of the people who
live here. About their shared past and cultural identity. It’s about what makes Flemings so
fundamentally Flemish. ROOTED is a story about the thousands of thick and thin and stringy roots
that make a piece of land home. Even if it lies in a drizzly corner of the world, next to the grey North
Sea. It’s about what makes Flemings so primally Flemish. Not only in the past, but today as well.

So this exhibition holds up a mirror to us all: look, this is the culture you learned at your mother’s
knee. THIS IS US.
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Thoughts of Famous Flemings
Quotes from famous Flemings bridge the gap between past and present. They come from the book
that accompanies the exhibition. We asked opinion makers, academics, artists and celebrities – such
as Mia Doornaert, Wim Opbrouck, Jean Paul Van Bendegem, Herman De Bode, Rick de Leeuw and
Jürgen Mettepenningen – to write a short text about a work of art that touched them personally. The
result is recognizable and fascinating, and makes history tangible – not only alive but kicking.

It was a time when the seasons were still seasons, when grandparents and grandchildren lived in the
same world, when time didn’t drive us mercilessly ahead but moved along quietly with us.
Mia Doornaert, journalist and author

It’s not often that an artist gets under my skin and gently tugs at my heartstrings.
Wim Opbrouck, author and singer

On Sunday morning the men come and play cards. If I open the window and the wind’s in the right
direction I can hear them from home. For a year I’ve know what Gust De Smet’s The Inn used to sound
like. Nearly a hundred years later, on Sunday mornings it still sounds the same.
Rick de Leeuw, singer, writer, poet
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Art as a Fairy Tale
A visit to ROOTED is an experience. Compare it to going to the theatre, although this time the actors
aren’t flesh and blood but works of art. The paintings, sculptures and drawings are not just displayed
in some dry as dust way on the wall: they’re conjured to life. In other words, you feel what every
room is about. You experience our art history. This immersive exhibition is a beguiling and revitalizing
spectacle.

A text on the wall may well describe how the nineteenth-century middle class lived in a suffocating
corset of rules. But it’s so much more lifelike when you experience that nineteenth-century scene in
an interior that seems to have been plucked from a painting. For a moment the Caermersklooster
turns into a fin de siècle bourgeois home, complete with fireplace and best furniture, and with a
fabulous evening gown from around 1900 as a highlight. Somewhere a clock is ticking, because sound
is part and parcel of the exhibition design. And so you get a feeling of what the nineteenth-century
world looked like in all its rigid respectability.

What a contrast to the next room. You leave the city and enter the countryside of the Flemish
peasant.

Here are paintings by Emile Claus and Léon De Smet, literally amongst the trees: large, blossoming
fruit trees have been installed, as have two garden benches. Somewhere, birds are singing. Claus’s
art has never been so lifelike and yet so dreamy and magical. ROOTED is a fairy tale.

Valerius de Saedeleer’s paintings also appear against a backdrop of silver trees, while in the gallery
that shows the work of Gustave Van de Woestyne the artist’s studio is brought to life. Here are his
easel, his stool and the paintbox that one of his neighbours in Latem once knocked up for him. On
the easel is an unfinished painting, as if the artist might be back in any moment.

George Minne’s sculptures are combined with a sublime painting by the young Gust De Smet. The
sky-blue walls give you the feeling that you’ve landed in a dream world of pure beauty.

There could hardly be a greater contrast with the space in which Spilliaert’s pictures appear, along
with a painting by Frits Van den Berghe. The works speak volumes: there is an atmosphere of
psychological unease, dread and disorientation.
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Luckily, James Ensor soon puts the smiles back on our faces. In a golden room you’re surrounded by
burlesque humour, light and colour. The floor of this room is a photographic reproduction of the
carpet in the Ensor House, and in the background you can hear the tinkling tunes that Ensor himself
composed. You’re completely drawn into the topsy-turvy world of masks and skeletons, zany
nonsense and jokes. For even while he laughs the fool says what he thinks.

Then it’s the turn of Rik Wouters. There is an amazing number of sketches in the exhibition, mostly
from one of his sketchbook. Set against a dark background they evolve from almost abstract scribbles
to increasingly recognizable figures – to culminate in a sea of light and colour, with a sublime image
and a dream-like painting. Without being explicit, the transition from darkness to light evokes the
First World War: a switch to a different world, with a new kind of art.

In the room dedicated to the Flemish Expressionists is work of Constant Permeke, Gust De Smet,
Hubert Malfait and Frits Van den Berghe. Their paintings are displayed against brightly coloured
walls, and if you look up you’ll see a blue sky and a flock of fleecy clouds. For in this exhibition, it’s
always spring. In several cases you can swap the description of a particular painting in the audioguide
for a personalized soundtrack with the strains of Ivan Heylen, Raymond Van het Groenewoud or
Jacques Brel.

Our list of fantastic artists ends with Edgard Tytgat. Tytgat was ever the little boy. And little boys love
merry-go-rounds. In fact, here you get the chance to be a little boy (or girl) again yourself, because
there’s a funny sort of merry-go-round right there in the middle of the room, and you can sit on it
and look at the paintings as it turns. After all, why be serious when you can have fun as well?

The exhibition itself ends with a triptych in which images of Flanders flow past to the sound of Will
Tura’s ‘Flanders, My Land’. They are echoes of the works hanging in the exhibition, not painted or
carved but filmed, and therefore as lifelike as it comes. They bridge the gap between past and
present and remind us once again that THIS IS US.
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Creation and organization
This exhibition is made possible by Katoen Natie, Indaver and The Phoebus Foundation, under the
auspices of the Province of East Flanders. Together Fernand Huts and Jozef Dauwe, Deputy of the
Province of East Flanders, produced the highly successful exhibition ‘The Birth of Capitalism’. It is
now being followed by ‘ROOTED – Painting Flanders’, facilitated by the same Public–Private
Partnership in the same venue, the Caermersklooster in Ghent.

Fernand Huts
Chairman of Katoen Natie, Indaver
and The Phoebus Foundation

Jozef Dauwe
Deputy of the Province of East Flanders
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Paintings and Sculptures from Flemish collections


Belfius Art Collection



Collection De Bode



Collection GDX, Antwerp



Courtesy of Francis Maere Fine Arts Gallery Ghent



Courtesy of the Oscar De Vos Gallery



Design Museum Ghent



Various private owners and collectors



The Phoebus Foundation



Collection of the Provincial Administration of East Flanders



Collection of the Flemish Community (one of the most important works by Emile Claus comes
from the Governor’s office)
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Curator Katharina Van Cauteren
Katharina Van Cauteren (Ghent, 1981) is an art historian. She teaches
visual arts at the University of Antwerp and is the head of the
Chancellery of The Phoebus Foundation.

In 2010 Katharina gained her PhD from KU Leuven with a thesis on the
hidden meaning in the work of the Brussels painter Hendrick De
Clerck. Her thesis was subsequently the basis for her successful book
Politiek & schilderkunst. Hendrick De Clerck (1560-1630) en de keizerlijke ambities van de
aartshertogen Albrecht en Isabella’ (also in an English translation).

Katharina has curated numerous exhibitions in Belgium and abroad. With fashion designer Walter
Van Beirendonck she celebrated the 350th anniversary of the Antwerp Academy, she took Rubens to
India and Van Eyck to the Netherlands.
In 2016 she curated the hugely talked-about ‘The Birth of Capitalism’ in the Provinciaal
Cultuurcentrum Caermersklooster in Ghent. Now she is the curator of ‘ROOTED – Painting Flanders’.

12 / 15

Publications
On the basis of essays, poems and musings, OER. De wortels van
Vlaanderen brings the broad cultural context of the belle époque and
the interwar period in Flanders to life. In the process, today’s artists,
academics, collectors and opinion makers go in search of their roots as
well.

Edited by Katharina Van Cauteren, with contributions from Michaël
Aerts, Nick Andrews, Patrick Bernauw, Jan Briers, Koen Broucke, Klaas
Coulembier, Jozef Dauwe, Herman De Bode, Rick de Leeuw, Johan De Smet, Oscar De Vos, Mia
Doornaert, Mark Eyskens, Karin Hanssen, Leen Huet, Fernand Huts, Karine Huts-Van den Heuvel, Paul
Huvenne, Agnes Lannoo-Van Wanseele, Tom Liekens, Jürgen Mettepenningen, Nadia Naveau, Wim
Opbrouck, Constantijn Petridis, Niels Schalley, Karim Schelkens, Herwig Todts, Jean Paul Van
Bendegem, Katharina Van Cauteren, Luc Van Cauteren, Sven Van Dorst and Cathérine Verleysen.

They make the past not only alive but kicking too.
OER. De wortels van Vlaanderen
EAN 9789401442909 | 304 pages | hardback
Published by Lannoo | € 45

Openbaar Kunstbezit Vlaanderen (OKV) has devoted a handsomely
illustrated forty-page special edition to the exhibition ‘OER. De wortels
van Vlaanderen’.

The OKV special edition, ‘OER. De wortels van Vlaanderen’, is available in
the exhibition.
Authors: Niels Schalley and Naomi Meulemans

Art periodical, paperback | 40 pages
circa 40 full-colour illustrations | € 10
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Fact Sheet
Exhibition ‘ROOTED. Painting Flanders’
Exhibition address
Provinciaal Cultuurcentrum Caermersklooster
Lange Steenstraat (Patershol), 9000 Ghent
Information
+32 (0)9 269 29 10 (Tuesday to Sunday from 10.00 to 18.00) or email
caermersklooster@oost-vlaanderen.be
Opening times
15 March 2017 – 6 August 2017
Tuesday to Sunday from 10.00 to 18.00. Closed on Monday
Average length of a visit: 90 minutes. Last entry:17.00.
Ticket sales
Online ticket sales start 1 March 2017, via the website:
www.oer.vlaanderen/en/order-your-tickets.
When you book your ticket in advance you’re sure of being able to enter the exhibition at the time
you’ve chosen. You don’t have to queue; you just go straight to the exhibition entrance. You may use
your ticket at another time too, but then you might have to wait to get in.
Tickets are also available at the ticket desk from 15 March 2017. To ensure an optimum visitor
experience and avoid overcrowding the organization reserves to the right to regulate the number of
visitors at any one time. This could lead to a slight delay in entry, so it’s always best to pre-book if
you can.
Entry (audioguide included)
€ 10
Individual visitors
€7
19 - 26 years, over 60
Groups of 10 or more
Disabled persons
Staff of the Province of East-Flanders
Holders of teacher cards, Herita and VAB membership cards
€0
Under 18 years
Disabled person’s assistant
Holders of an accredited press or guide card
Holders of a Ghent City Card and student card
Members of OKV, ICOM or holders of a Davidsfonds Culture Card
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Free audioguides in Dutch, French or English are available with your ticket. Your ticket also gives
entry to the educational exhibition on the restoration of the Ghent Altarpiece by Jan and Hubert van
Eyck in the Caermersklooster.
Guided tours
A 90-minute tour of the exhibition with an experienced guide.
vzw Gandante
www.gandante.be
+32 (0)9 375 31 61
info@gandante.be

De Gentse Gidsen
www.gentsegidsen.be
+32 (0)9 233 07 72
info@gentsegidsen.be

Ghent-Authentic
www.ghent-authentic.com
+32 (0)9 269 52 18
info@ghent-authentic.be

For families with children (aged 6 to12) a free family tour is available at the
ticket desk:
The Mystery of the Patershol
Ghent. A hundred years ago. The town is startled by a major art robbery. A
suspect from the Patershol was arrested. He continues to insist on his
innocence. The stolen works of art are never recovered.
Ghent. 2017. An old document seems to set the investigation off on a new
track. Three witnesses have seen the whole thing. Afraid of being accused
themselves they’ve kept their secret well-hidden.
Can you solve the mystery?

Press contact
High resolution images can be downloaded from the website
www.oer.vlaanderen/en/press
For press visits, review copies of the book OER and further press-related inquiries, contact
Corrinne Goenee, Marketing & Communications Manager
The Phoebus Foundation Chancellery
corrinne.goenee@indaver.com
+32 475 82 26 86
Ghent, 14 March 2017.
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