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Léon Spilliaert (1881–1946) was a daring  
and visionary artist who challenged the 
artistic conventions of his day. Born in 
Ostend, as a young man he wandered the 
night-time streets of the North Sea resort, 
creating mysterious and highly atmospheric 
evocations of its dark quays, beaches and 
promenades. These layered works, among his 
most radical, have profound psychological 
depth and ambiguity, traits also seen in a 
series of haunting self-portraits considered 
outstanding exemplars of the genre.

This publication, accompanying the first 
monographic exhibition of Spilliaert’s art 
in Britain, illustrates over a hundred works 
from international collections. The Belgian 
artist Luc Tuymans, who considers Spilliaert  
a key influence, introduces the book.

Anne Adriaens-Pannier is the 
leading expert on the work of  
Léon Spilliaert and author of the 
artist’s catalogue raisonné.

Noémie Goldman is a specialist 
in nineteenth-century Belgian art 
and assistant editor of the artist’s 
catalogue raisonné.

Adrian Locke is Senior Curator at  
the Royal Academy of Arts, London.

Will Stone is a writer, poet and 
translator of French, Belgian and 
German literature.

Anna Testar is Assistant Curator at 
the Royal Academy of Arts, London.

Luc Tuymans is considered one  
of the most influential painters 
working today.
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President’s Foreword Although the work of Léon Spilliaert has been shown on three 
separate occasions at the Royal Academy – as part of ‘Ensor 
to Permeke: Nine Flemish Painters, 1880–1950’ in 1971, 
‘Impressionism to Symbolism: The Belgian Avant-Garde, 1880–
1900’ in 1994 and, most recently, ‘James Ensor by Luc Tuymans’ in 
2016 – this singular, self-taught artist has, somewhat surprisingly, 
never had a monographic exhibition in the United Kingdom. Over 
seventy years after he died, ‘Léon Spilliaert’ is a unique opportunity 
to appreciate at first hand a representative body of this artist’s 
extraordinarily intense and diverse work.    

An artist of great technical skill, Spilliaert eschewed oil paint 
to work in combinations of Indian ink wash with brush and 
pen, pencil, Conté crayon, charcoal, chalk, pastel, watercolour 
and gouache, producing layered works of profound depth and 
ambiguity. Like many artists, poets, playwrights, novelists 
and thinkers of the period he was, for a time, consumed with 
an existential angst that led him to produce a sequence of 
extraordinary self-portraits. In these brooding works his eyes are 
prominent features, serving as both his window onto the world 
and a window into his soul. As a young man, driven by insomnia 
brought on by illness, he walked the streets of Ostend, his home 
town, at night, depicting the buildings, promenade and beach 
in adventurous ways often with dramatic viewpoints. Spilliaert 
was a daring and innovative artist who challenged the artistic 
conventions of the day. He explored new ways of perceiving the 
world, prompting the viewer to look at that familiar world again 
with new eyes.

This exhibition has been expertly curated by Dr Anne Adriaens-
Pannier and Dr Adrian Locke, in conjunction with Leïla Jarbouai 
at the musée d’Orsay, Paris, and with the invaluable help of Anna 
Testar and Dr Noémie Goldman. Dr Adriaens-Pannier, Artistic 
Director of Het Spilliaert Huis, Ostend, and former Curator at the 
Musées royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels, is the foremost 
expert working on Léon Spilliaert with numerous exhibitions and 
publications on the artist to her name. The exhibition would not 
have been possible without her dedicated involvement. We would 
particularly like to thank Luc Tuymans, a passionate advocate 
of Spilliaert; it was thanks to his urging that the seed of this 
exhibition was first planted. Flora Fricker and Nancy Cooper have 
expertly overseen all aspects of the management of the exhibition. 

‘Léon Spilliaert’ is a partnership with the musée d’Orsay, who 
have the largest institutional collection of Spilliaert’s work outside 
Belgium. We would like to take this opportunity to thank Laurence 
des Cars, Hélène Flon, Stéphanie de Brabander and Isabelle 
Gaëtan, as well as Ms Jarbouai. We would like to acknowledge 
all the lenders to this exhibition, especially those museums and 
institutions in Belgium that have lent so generously. In addition we 
would like to thank the numerous private collectors, many of whom 
wish to remain anonymous, for their loans which have made this 
exhibition possible. Finally, we would like to express our gratitude 
to the Government of Flanders for its support.

[Name here]
President, Royal Academy of Arts
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The Government of Flanders is delighted to support this unique 
exhibition of the work of Léon Spilliaert (1881–1946). He is one of  
our artists who reinvented the imagery of introspection, using  
desolate domestic interiors and deserted landscapes that mirror  
a state of mind.

The aura and history of the Royal Academy contribute to  
Spilliaert’s international recognition. We witnessed this force during 
our cooperation in 2016, when the RA showed the works of James 
Ensor who was, like Spilliaert, a native of Ostend. Whilst wandering 
around in this ‘queen of the Flemish seaside resorts’, one can linger in 
the same settings as in the works now on show in London.

May those who discover Spilliaert for the first time be encouraged  
to learn more about Flanders’ enchanting heritage. The museums  
in Ostend, Bruges, Mechelen, Leuven, Antwerp and Ghent exhibit 
works worth knowing and will welcome you with open arms.

Jan Jambon
Minister-president of the Government of Flanders and Flemish 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Culture, ICT and Facility Management

Sponsor’s Foreword
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45   Woman at the Shoreline, 1910

  Indian ink, coloured pencil and  
 pastel on paper,  47.1 × 60.2 cm 
 Private collection 
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46  Signal Pole on the Pier, 1907 

  Indian ink wash, brush, pen and  
 coloured pencil on paper, 40.5 × 50.5 cm 

  Private collection
  Not exhibited
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47  Promenade, Light Reflections, 1908

  Indian ink wash, brush and coloured 
  pencil on paper, 48 × 38.5 cm 
  Musée d’Orsay, Paris

48  Hofstraat, Ostend, 1908

  Gouache, watercolour and 
  pastel on paper, 63 × 48.5 cm 
  Private collection. Courtesy of   

 Francis Maere Fine Arts, Ghent
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Imperial College Healthcare 

Charity
Jones Day
Lazard
Lubbock Fine
Momart
Morgan Stanley & Co 

International PLC 
Pentland Group PLC
Ralph Lauren
SMBC

Corporate 
Bird & Bird LLP
Bloomberg LP
The Boston Consulting Group 
Bridgepoint Advisers Limited
Christie’s
The Cultivist
Generation Investment 

Management LLP
Hakluyt & Company
iGuzzini
Index Ventures
Jefferies International Limited 
John Lewis Partnership 
Lindsell Train
Marie Curie
Native Land
Permira Advisers
Rathbone Brothers PLC 
Ridgeway Partners
Rolex
The Royal Society of Chemistry 
Sanlam UK
Sisk
Sky
Slaughter and May Ltd
Trowers & Hamlins LLP
UBS Wealth Management 
Value Retail

Premier
The Arts Club
BNP Paribas
BNY Mellon
Cazenove Capital
Charles Stanley
Chestertons
Convex UK Services Limited
FTI Consulting LLP
Insight Investment
JM Finn & Co. 
JTI
KPMG LLP
LetterOne
Linklaters LLP
Ocean Outdoor
Pinsent Masons LLP
Smith & Williamson 
Sotheby’s
Weil Gotshal & Manges LLP 

Corporate Founding 
Benefactors 
BNY Mellon
Index Ventures
Newton Investment 

Management 
Ralph Lauren
Sisk
Sky 

CORPORATE SPONSORS 
AND SUPPORTERS
Art Fund
Arts Council of New Zealand 

Toi Aotearoa

BNP Paribas
BNY Mellon, Anniversary 

Partner of the Royal 
Academy of Arts 

City of Málaga Council
Derwent London 
Edwardian Hotels 
La Fundación Bancaria Unicaja
Google Arts and Culture
Government of Flanders 
Hauser & Wirth 
HS1 Ltd
HTC VIVE
iGuzzini
Insight Investment 
Italian Trade Agency 
Jaeger-LeCoultre 
JM Finn 
Momart
New Zealand
Newton Investment 

Management 
Octopus Energy
Offer Waterman
Papua New Guinea
Phillips
The Pictet Group
Rocco Forte Hotels
Sky Arts
Tileyard
The Kingdom of Tonga
Turkishceramics
Unicaja Banco
Viking River Cruises
Vhernier
Wells Fargo
White & Case
White Cube 

BENEFACTORS OF THE RA 
LEARNING PROGRAMME
The Nicholas Bacon Charitable 

Trust
Jeanne and William Callanan
Capital Group
Dunard Fund
Flow Foundation
Robin Hambro
The Marandi Foundation 
The Margaret and Richard 

Merrell Foundation
Alexandra Nash
Peacock Charitable Trust
Peter Storrs Trust
The Weston family
Lord Leonard and Lady Estelle 

Wolfson Foundation
Worshipful Company of 

Chartered Architects
Watercolour World

BENEFACTORS OF THE RA 
EXHIBITION PROGRAMME
Cockayne Grants for the Arts
Creative New Zealand
Dunard Fund
Genesis Foundation
Ömer Koç
Scott and Laura Malkin
Peter and Geraldine Williams
Pro Helvetia
Cate Olson and Nash Robbins
The Ruddock Foundation For 

The Arts
Jake and Hélène Marie Shafran
The Terra Foundation for 

American Art
The Thompson Family 

Charitable Trust

BENEFACTORS OF THE RA 
COLLECTION
The Samuel H. Kress 

Foundation
The Polonsky Foundation

RA BENEFACTORS
The Atlas Fund
CHK Foundation
Joseph Strong Frazer Trust
Rose Foundation


