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fig. 1 Cotton spinning mills, flour mills, and oil mills in Eizingen, near Halle. Filature de coton, moulins à farine & à l’huile, lithograph by Adrien Canelle from 
Belgique industrielle, 1855, plate 1.
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Prospects of Belgique industrielle 
(1855)
A Picturesque Garden 
as Production Facility

In his Guide pittoresque du voyageur en Belgique of 1838, Alexandre 
Ferrier describes the Belgians as a people whose simple, economic, 
patient, and hardworking nature largely accounts for the pros-
perity of their country.1 This claim opens the introduction to his 
guidebook, which outlines the social context supposedly creat-
ing the conditions that really matter to the traveler: the cultural 
landscape, evoked by Ferrier through the descriptions of his visits 
to the nation’s main cities and their most picturesque sites and 
buildings. Ferrier does not pay any further attention to prosperity 
and industrialization beyond these introductory remarks, casting 
them as self-evident conditions requiring no explanation. The 
limited consideration of industry is characteristic of numerous 
Belgian albums and travel guides from the first half of the nine-
teenth century. This negligence hints at a particular challenge the 
rapid industrialization of Belgium posed to the creators of travel 
guides and albums: how to reconcile such change with the ambi-
tion to represent and advertise picturesque and historic sites?

Ferrier did point out that Belgian industrialization 
received international attention and acclaim.2 Indeed, the Belgian 
government actively promoted the industrial conditions that 
characterized Belgium. In 1841 it set up an industrial museum in 
Brussels. In 1847, on the occasion of the Exposition de l’industrie 
in Brussels, the museum’s first director, Jean-Baptiste Ambroise 
Marcellin Jobard (1792–1861), declared that Belgium embodied the 
necessary though as yet underexploited potential to “become a 
rich and powerful center of production” and “the model workshop 
of the continent.” 3 This “workshop” attracted travel writers and 
journalists who wanted to see industrial developments with their 
own eyes and report on it in the written press or in the books they 
published afterward about their travel adventures.4 Some of them 
were intrigued by how the country’s industrial development was 
administered and steered politically, as Michel Chevalier describes 
in his travel report on industrial policy in Europe, which includes 
detailed textual overviews of industrial conditions in Belgium.5 
Other authors were keen to transmit their lived experience to the 
reader in a more vigorous manner. The French author and literary 
critic Désiré Nisard wrote detailed and lively descriptions of his 
journey through the industrialized Meuse valley in and around 
Liège, including a visit to the steel factory of John Cockerill in 
Seraing and a descent into the coal mine of Nouvelle-Espérance. 
These were published as short stories in the Revue de Paris and 
the Belgian newspaper L’Indépendant, and collected a few years 
later in Désiré Nisard’s book Souvenirs de voyage.6 That industrial-
ization, which was also the driving force behind the construction 
of the railway network, was crucial for the development of tour-
ism, enabling quick and efficient tours of the country, as various 
guidebooks for railway passengers in the second half of the nine-
teenth century illustrate.7

At the same time, the industrial landscape, and particular its 
visual representation, did not easily fit into the tourist imaginary 
of the country. Industry gave rise to hitherto unseen infrastruc-
ture, immense technical installations, and large-scale factory 
buildings without historical precedents, which lent themselves to 
anything but picturesque conventions; they could not simply be 
deemed “suitable as a subject for a painting.” 8 As a consequence, 
visual representations of industry in albums and illustrated guide-
books are rare, especially considering how important industrial 
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development was in the discourse on Belgium. The impressive 
album Voyage pittoresque dans le Royaume des Pays-Bas by Jean-Joseph 
De Cloet, published in 1825, a visual survey of the kingdom’s most 
characteristic picturesque scenes through 202 lithographs, dedi-
cates no more than four images to industrial sites.9 In La Belgique 
monumentale et pittoresque from 1844 only two images refer to indus-
try. The first shows Le grand Hornu, one of the first modern mining 
complexes of the early nineteenth century, where workers were 
housed alongside the coal mining installations. The second image 
is a drawing of a family of miners—father, mother, and children as 
workers—that embodies the industrious character of the Belgians 
of which Ferrier speaks.10

A major album of two hundred lithographs of industrial 
establishments, Belgique industrielle, published in 1855, on time 
for the Paris Exposition universelle, by the Brussels publisher 
Jules Géruzet, was able to negotiate that tension between the 
conventions of picturesque representation and the celebration of 
industry. Resolving this tension was not merely a matter of graphic 
representation or the picturesque representation of Belgium; it 
also involved acknowledging socio-cultural changes. These can 
be traced in various publications on industrial development, as 
well as in uses of the relatively new medium of landscape litho-
graphs. Together with the Livre des adresses de l’industrie Belge, also 
published by Géruzet in 1855, Belgique industrielle contributed to 
shaping an image of Belgium as a “model workshop” by fore-
grounding the industrial apparatus as a showcase for the nation. 
However, Belgique industrielle deals with far more than just industry. 
The connection, established in the publication, of the new industry 
with the well known world surrounding it, facilitated by the large 
scale of the litographs and the attention the artists lavished on 
their subjects, would lend the industrial future of Belgium added 
and enduring momentum.

Géruzet’s Belgique industrielle  
and Livre des adresses

Géruzet’s Belgique industrielle has received considerable attention 
in historiography, in contrast to the publisher’s Livre des addresses. 
Nevertheless, the two books are closely related, both instruments 
to guide the traveler-entrepreneur through industrial Belgium. 
While Belgique industrielle employs large-scale lithographs of indus-
trial establishments to evoke a landscape of industry, the Livre des 
adresses is a list of the most important factories of the nation. Like 
Belgique industrielle, this small travel guide was published on the 
occasion of the Exposition universelle that took place in Paris 
from May 15 to November 15, 1855.11 This world’s fair was housed 
in a number of pavilions in the center of Paris along the Champs 
Elysées, the Palace of the Industry its main building. Officially 
titled Exposition universelle des produits de l’agriculture, de l’in-
dustrie et des beaux-arts, the exhibition was intended to surpass 
the first similar event at the Crystal Palace in London four years 
earlier. Belgium was prominent at the Paris fair, covering a surface 
area that was surpassed only by France, the United Kingdom, the 
German states, and Austria.12 This massive presence, 698 compa-
nies and entrepreneurs, is no surprise, since France was a crucial 
market for Belgian products, which included a large percentage of 
the coal excavated in the mining basins in the south of Belgium.13

Among the Belgian entrepreneurs and companies attend-
ing the fair was Jules Géruzet (1817–1874), the publisher of Belgique 
industrielle and the Livre des adresses.14 Géruzet’s presence there 
(along with two other Belgian lithographers, Edouard-Alexis 
Daveluy from Bruges and G. Jacqmain from Ghent 15), and the 
publication of the address book and the album seem to have 
been the culmination of Géruzet’s labour and investment in the 
preceding years.16 Géruzet had been working in Brussels as a 
publisher since 1839, and from beginning in the early 1850s, he had 

fig. 1

fig. 2

fig. 2 The Livre des adresses de l’industrie Belge, 
published by Jules Géruzet in 1855.
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commissioned a number of artists to make drawings for the series 
of lithographs for Belgique industrielle. The majority were done 
by Adrien Canelle (89 drawings), Edwin Toovey (81 drawings), 
and Guillaume Victor van der Hecht (23 drawings), with a few 
others by Antoine Claessens (2), Antoine Voncken (2), and Gustave 
Gerlier (1).17 The lithographs were produced by the firm Simonau 
& Toovey in Brussels, founded by Gustave Simonau and William 
Toovey (brother of Edwin) around 1844. The firm published an 
impressive number of albums on various topics until the late 
1860s, such as monumental and picturesque views from various 
European countries, annual overviews of the nobility (“Annuaire 
de la noblesse”), illustrated studies of animals, and catalogues 
of religious art objects. Simonau & Toovey gradually optimized 
the technique of lithography, winning several awards for their 
high-quality albums.18

Although with this album Géruzet delivered his master-
piece, high production costs probably made it unsuitable for 
large-scale distribution. The production of the two hundred draw-
ings was expensive and time consuming. Fieldwork was required 
by the producers of the lithographs to depict the extensive indus-
trial sites and the surrounding landscape—as evidenced by many 
lithographs where an artist is working in the foreground, with 
a view on the factories and environment. Albums with bound 
lithographs were generally commissioned by wealthy companies, 
such as the Vieille Montagne zinc factory, which had published 
its own album of thirty lithographs made by Adolphe Maugen-
dre in the same period as Belgique industrielle.19 Géruzet’s album of 
Belgium’s industrial sites was likely financed, at least in part, by 
the companies depicted—one image for each company, meaning 
two hundred companies were involved. The lithographs were a 
means to enhancing their status.20 Being portrayed in a lithograph 
enshrined each company within a series of images that suppos-
edly showed the “canon” of Belgian industry. Today, individual 
lithographs are held by many libraries, while only a few copies of 
the entire album are preserved.21

The album is in fact a compilation of the two hundred litho
graphs with almost no text. A map of Belgium on the first pages 
indicates the locations of the companies, guiding the reader on an 
imaginary journey paired with the images of the industrial sites. 
The map is accompanied by a table of contents that identifies all 
companies and categorizes their different types of industry.22 
The only other text in the album consists of brief descriptions 
of the companies (owners and products) and their locations, as 
captions beneath each lithograph.

The Livre des adresses, Géruzet’s second publication produced 
on time for the fair, provides an important additional apparatus 
to Belgique industrielle. The purpose of the Livre was to help entre-
preneurs and industrialists in their search for trade in the Belgian 
market.23 After a brief general introduction, 300 pages devoted to 
companies follow, organized in two types of register. The first is 
an alpabetical listing of industrial categories, ranging from “Allu-
mettes phosphoriques,” “Armes,” “Brasseurs,” and “Briques” to 
“Verreries” and “Zinc (laminoirs de).” 24 The names of companies 
within each category are listed alphabetically in a column on the 
lefthand side of the page, with their location (only the town or 
village, no street names) on the right. Intended as an instrument 
for the entrepreneur or industrialist, the list reveals the rich and 
extensive range of products the nation had to offer to visitors of 
the world fair. The connection of the Livre with Belgique industrielle 
is made explicit in the second method of organization: a simple 
list of the companies depicted in the lithographs.25 With this list, 
much shorter than the list produced via the first method, this 
small but ambitious travel guide acts as a kind of back-catalogue 
by refering to Géruzet’s main achievement as a publisher.26 The 
Livre duly mentions that the lithographs are sold individually, at 
1.50 francs each.

fig. 3

fig. 4

fig. 3 Listing of industrial categories and companies within 
each category, in the Livre des adresses de l’industrie Belge.

fig. 4 List of the companies depicted in the Belgique 
industrielle lithographs, in Livre des adresses de 
l’industrie Belge.
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A comparison of the two registers in the Livre sheds additional 
light on the composition of Belgique industrielle. While the compa-
nies of the Livre are evenly distributed over the Belgian territory, 
most establishments depicted in Belgique industrielle are situated 
in the south of the country, where the coal mines and the steel 
and glass industries were the driving force behind industrializa-
tion. The textile industry in the north is almost entirely absent. 
To distinguish the many factories in the south, the overview 
map in Belgique industrielle contains two larger-scale insets by 
which to more easily situate the lithographs from the regions of 
Mons-Charleroi and Liège-Verviers. The overall image of indus-
trial Belgium in the album thus coincides to a large extent with the 
so-called Sillon industriel, the industrial basin stretching along 
the Sambre, Meuse, and Vesdre rivers, from Mons, Charleroi, and 
Namur to Liège and Verviers. However, the prominence of this 
highly industrialized region does not mean that only the most 
prestigious, productive, or technologically advanced companies 
are included in the album. It depicts small family businesses next 
to the large companies in which the Belgian banks invested their 
money. Some of the companies in the album existed for only 
a short period, while others were still at the forefront of Belgian 
industry one hundred years after the publication of the album.27 
In this sense, the album does not present a top two hundred of 
the most performative companies but rather served as a platform 
to present the Belgian production apparatus, which grew organ-
ically in cities, along navigable watercourses, and in coal basins, 
as a coherent and efficient ensemble that could guarantee pros-
perous further development of the nation. Among the pictures 
are large industrial sites with buildings and installations specifi-
cally dedicated to production, as well as companies that operated 
in large barns or converted abbeys for the purpose. Some of the 
prints focus on the company buildings while others attempt to 
contextualize the companies as part of a picturesque landscape, 
where factories are part of a setting of well-designed gardens, 
forests, meandering rivers, and scenic views.28

According to the historians Bart Pluymers and Suzy 
Pasleau, the period from 1830 to 1850 was the end of the (first) 
Industrial Revolution, characterized by the consolidation of an 
industrial-technical structure that had to prepare the nation for 
the future. It is this consolidated structure that is revealed in 
Belgique industrielle and presented to the international market econ-
omy as a coherent and appealing production facility; the world 
fair in Paris was an important springboard from which to launch 
this framing.29 In this framing, the historical coincidences that 
initiated the industrial development—the presence of ores, coal, 
and labour force on the one hand and the technical equipment 
of the industrial revolution that made it possible to exploit the 
territory more rapidly on the other hand—are thematized and 
brought together, while other potentially disturbing elements are 
left out. The album creates the image of an environment where 
picturesque characteristics and unrestrained industrial devel-
opment seem to co-exist in harmony and dialogue. It is in this 
exercise of assembling a historical moment that the lithographs 
in the album Belgique industrielle play a crucial role, appealing to 
both the eye and the imagination of the viewer. This imagina-
tion is stimulated through the multiple ways companies—i.e., 
their industrial buildings—are contextualized in the lithographs, 
rendering visible the relationships between factories and human 
figures, soil and landscape, nature and infrastructure. They situate 
depictions of exisiting infrastructure in an idealized, abstracted, 
or “refurbished” context that creates a starting point for poten-
tial narratives about the depicted factories, allowing the beholder 
to approach the industry from different angles. Some narratives 
appeal to the imagination, others are more down to earth. The 
lithographs thus occupy a particular position between reality and 
fiction, merging the concrete with the fantastic.

A Picturesque Garden as Production Facility
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The productive garden

In 1995, a new version of Belgique industrielle was published, 
edited by Bart Van der Herten, Michel Oris, and Jan Roegiers. 
It includes annotations, providing context for many of the two 
hundred lithographs for the first time.30 The interpretation of 
the architecture situates the buildings between “La ville idéale 
de Chaux” by Claude-Nicolas Ledoux and the “Cité industrielle” 
by Tony Garnier.31 This new edition reads the industrial buildings 
in the lithographs against the background of a richly variegated 
set of (pre-)industrial references, with Nikolaus Pevsner’s book 
A History of Building Typologies of 1976 as a guide for character-
izing the architecture of industrial Belgium.32 Although such 
reading of the lithographs is extremely seductive, as the many 
and often noncommittal reuses of images drawn from Belgique 
industrielle from the 1980s onward demonstrate, it remains to be 
seen whether this kind of interpretation reveals the precise stakes 
in Belgique industrielle.33 Perhaps the meaning and significance of 
Belgique industrielle resides in the medium of the lithograph itself 
and in the context in which the lithographs were published rather 
than in the architecture they depict. After all, the album itself is 
short on any explicitly stated architectural ambition.

Alternative keys for reading the album are provided by 
the activities of Jean-Baptiste Ambroise Marcellin Jobard.34 
During the 1820s, Jobard had published a few comprehensive 
and important albums with lithographs, depicting the picturesque 
highlights—monuments, castles, ruins—of the Low Countries, 
which met with great success. Immediately after he published 
Voyage pittoresque by De Cloet in 1825, Jobard produced a second 
album of over two hundred plates, Châteaux et monuments des Pays-
Bas faisant suite au Voyage Pittoresque.35 In 1830 he made preparations 
for the Album pittoresque des Pays-Bas faisant suite au Voyage Pittoresque, 
which remained unfinished.36 Very little is known about his rela-
tionship with Géruzet, a Brussels contemporary and competitor. 
However, as Marie-Christine Claes has found, in a newspaper arti-
cle from Le Courrier belge of September 26, 1839, Jobard writes about 
a recently published book by a certain Louis Labarre (allegedly 
a sworn enemy of Jobard). This book was published by Géru-
zet, whom he names for the occasion as “imprimeur de toutes 
les niaiseries de la littérature incomprise” (“publisher of all the 
nonsense of misunderstood literature”).37

Shortly after the publication of this damning statement, 
Jobard became the first director of the industrial museum in 
Brussels. As a strong advocate for a far-reaching industrialization 
of Belgium, over the following decades he produced numerous 
publications on industrialization, including the Bulletin du Musée 
de l’industrie (for which he was responsible from 1841 to 1861). In 
the 1850s Jobard also reported extensively on “new inventions” 
presented at the Paris World Fair of 1855.38 Jobard’s remarkable 
Comment la Belgique peut devenir industrielle: Dialogue sur l’organisa-
tion de l’industrie, published in 1846, forms an important point of 
reference, as does his publication of De Cloet’s Voyage pittoresque, 
for an enriched understanding of La Belgique industrielle as a collec-
tion of lithographs thematizing industry.

Jobard’s Comment la Belgique peut devenir industrielle is 
structured as a fictitious dialogue between father and son. In a 
twenty-four-page conversation, the father teaches his son about the 
unprecedented—and according to him still underused—potential 
of Belgian industry, but he also elaborates on the risks of indus-
trial development for factory owners and investors. Although this 
discussion at times comes across as particularly childlike and 
moralizing to the contemporary reader, theirs is a weighty dialogue 
about substantial state affairs. The very fact that this literary form, 
an amusingly written dialogue on an economic theme, is being 
used reveals how, in the middle of the nineteenth century, people 
like Jobard were looking for ways to draw attention to industry 
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and create some necessary impetus for a new industrial world 
whose future was promising but also highly uncertain. During the 
conversation, the father points out that Belgium is by no means as 
industrialized as people from other European countries would like 
to believe. According to the father, the praiseworthy Belgian prod-
ucts on display at international exhibitions are all too often still 
being made according to traditional methods, in “attics without 
many tools,” not a process of the kind that would elevate Belgium 
to a prominent position in the industrial world.39 What is at stake 
for the father is not the quality of the labor itself but the availa-
bility of industrial infrastructure and equipment.

Published a decade later, Belgique industrielle can be read as a 
visual response to the father’s concerns, in that it portrays Belgium 
as an impressive army of companies and industrial infrastruc-
ture, ready to meet the needs of the international market taking 
shape at the first world’s fairs in London and Paris. The album 
also responds to a second concern, argued by the father. It would 
be extremely detrimental to industry, he says, if the land—with 
all its resources—were to be conceived as a garden that belongs 
to everyone, where everyone can harvest the fruits of the plants 
that another has sown. In such a garden one is as unlikely to 
plant a strawberry bush as to set up an industrial enterprise.40 
It is precisely this view of the Belgian territory that the images 
of Belgique industrielle reinforce: the buildings of industry giving 
shape to an industrial Belgium fully occupy the image that is 
dedicated to them, and by doing so they seem to gain control 
over the world surrounding them. From the industrial building 
emerges a number of storylines that fill the entire scene: some-
times the infrastructure that serves a factory extends into the 
surrounding landscape, sometimes the buildings fill the frame 
completely, without a glimpse of what happens outside industry. 
In this way, consciously or not, Géruzet’s album visually banishes 
other storylines, not to mention ideologies, from the picturesque 
and highly productive garden of industry. The possible ideolog-
ical undertones of this gesture are made explicit by the father 
in Jobard’s dialogue: “C’était pour te le rappeler et te faire bien 
comprendre que l’industrie est un nouveau monde à partager, 
et qu’on ne peut le laisser en proie au communisme, si l’on veut 
qu’il soit cultivé.” 41

To cultivate this new industrial world, the makers of Belgique 
industrielle explore the limits of their new visual medium and its 
evocative power—in images, not words. The album is not only an 
imaginary tour through a nicely polished version of mid-nineteenth 
century industrialized Belgium; it is also a subtle tool by which to 
reframe a tumultuous era. Despite the wide vistas in individual 
lithographs that suggest a worldly outlook on the nation’s territory 
and the everyday life unfolding there, the album is a particularly 
hermetic construction: much of the everyday reality of the period 
is not reflected in the images—at least not in a directly accessible 
way. The idealization that is proper to the genre of the picturesque 
view is activated at a time when Belgian industrialization became 
not only consolidated but also highly contested. Pressing social 
issues are present in the images precisely because they are perti-
nently absent. The representation of various production sites as 
garden-like settings for factory buildings or as village-like rural 
landscapes suspended any possible belief that industry would 
interrupt a long history of the land, of its cultivation and its social 
conventions. The industrial apparatus seems to grow from the soil, 
as if part of the “natural history” of any given place. It is compara-
ble to the cherry tree that Jobard mentions, set within an orchard, 
where the focus is not revolution or the turning upside down of 
old habits. The cherry orchard, the garden, the countryside—all 
focus on production and self-preservation, the same focus Belgique 
industrielle adopts in its representation of industry.

fig. 5, 6
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fig. 5 The garden in front of the flannel factory in Francomont, 
near Verviers. Fabrique de flanelles, lithograph by Guillaume 
Van der Hecht, from Belgique industrielle, 1855, plate 60.

fig. 6 The rolling mills, blast furnaces, forges, foundries, 
and factories in the rural village landscape of Montigny-sur-
Sambre, near Charleroi. Laminoirs, hauts-fourneaux, forges, 
fonderies et usines, lithograph by Adrien Canelle, from 
Belgique industrielle, 1855, plate 74.
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The multiplication of storylines

The versatile—and exceptional—modus operandi of the litho-
graphs in Belgique industrielle, published by Géruzet, comes into 
sharp relief when it is compared with the earlier Voyage pittoresque 
by De Cloet and published by Jobard. Reading Belgique industrielle 
as a sequel to Voyage pittoresque, where industry is notably absent, 
shows how the lithographs in Géruzet’s album develop a more 
sophisticated visual approach, better able to capture visually the 
complex industrial developments of the mid-nineteenth century.

The structure of Voyage pittoresque is strikingly similar to that 
of Belgique industrielle: a sequence of around two hundred litho-
graphs preceded by a map showing the locations of the various 
views. The combination of map and lithographs allows one to 
make a journey, but strictly speaking neither publication is a travel 
report. However, as its title indicates, De Cloet’s book aims to 
evoke a picturesque tour around the country, whereas Géruzet’s 
title only announces views (“vues”) of Belgium’s industry. De 
Cloet’s lithographs are paired with a page of text on the facing 
page, while Géruzet’s publication contains only short identifying 
captions. The two also vary in the way each image tells its story.

Each lithograph in Voyage pittoresque appears to have a single 
main subject. A simple “one-two” exercise is performed: a main 
theme (church, castle, cave, landscape, ruin, monument) is flanked 
or accompanied by a smaller scene in the foreground or at the 
edge of the image (people strolling through, a carriage or a ship 
passing by, a bridge over the river). Main theme and sub-theme 
can talk to each other or stand on their own, but they do not open 
up the conversation to other elements in the image. The image 
is built up around the main object that defines the storyline of 
the lithograph and is thus in some way emphasized or idealized.

The lithographs in Belgique industrielle operate in a 
completely different manner. Several narratives co-exist within 
the pictorial space and provide context for the industrial build-
ings. In the multitude of detail and variety of scenes, industry is 
embedded within a larger story, each lithograph making real the 
prospect of an industrial Belgium, not a picturesque setting.42 
The lithographs are not simply elaborated or enriched architec-
tural drawings (perspectives, facades) that show the “grandeur” 
of the architecture of the industrial buildings. Rather, the build-
ings are the points of convergence between the various storylines 
and connect different scenes in different lithographs throughout 
the album.

The larger storyline in Belgique industrielle can be told in 
part because of the larger size of the lithographs, 59 centimeters 
across, considerably wider than those in De Cloet’s album, around 
21 centimeters across. But the surface area of lithographs not only 
allows for more content. Both the 1995 reprint of Belgique indus-
trielle and De Cloet’s album of 1825 reveal the effect of smaller 
lithographs. The reprint is considerably smaller than the origi-
nal, each lithograph being 35 centimeters wide, which allows the 
human eye to obtain a better overview of the entire scene. The 
images can thus be read like pages of a book. The same goes for 
Voyage pittoresque, whose images are even smaller, the attention of 
the reader more deliberately guided. Sharp contours of buildings 
and activities concentrate attention on the foreground, while the 
background tends to be less detailed and even blurred.

Opening the original album of Belgique industrielle is a very 
different experience. A visual spectacle unfolds. Glancing at a 
lithograph, one does not know where to look, due to the quan-
tity and precision of detail that the much larger size allows. The 
potential of the lithograph technique is exploited to its fullest 
capacity. The reader—beholder is probably a better word in the 
case of this album—constantly needs to change viewing distance, 
which turns the act of looking at the album’s lithographs into a 
highly physical experience. The reader looks closely at some small 
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scene, then takes a step back to get an overview, before zooming 
in again on some other scene elsewhere in the lithograph. While 
the industrial buildings and sites are the central theme, they can 
never be separated entirely from numerous surrounding smaller 
scenes of action, drawn with a sense of precision.

For example, one image in Belgique industrielle is of an open 
landscape in Marchienne-au-Pont, near Charleroi. This is the region 
where the coal industry developed over the course of the nineteenth 
century, and this lithograph shows the beginning of this process. 
The three largest smoking chimneys, left, centre, and right, rise next 
to buildings that cover the entrances to coal mines. No element 
dominates this indeterminate landscape, which creates a rather 
desolate impression. In the foreground, in what appears to be the 
shadow of a cloud, a farmer is ploughing a piece of land. A sunken 
railway line and the bridge that crosses it indicate the investments 
that have been made to open up this barren land, where the wealth 
is to be found underground. In the middle ground, left and right 
from the chimney of the coal mining facilities, are some blocks of 
buildings with many windows, probably workers’ housing. In the 
margin of the various coal mines, scenes unfold, on a tiny scale, that 
betray the activity in this landscape: wooden beams are prepared 
for shoring up the galleries in the mine; a cart is being loaded or 
unloaded; a horseman is on his way to one of the mines; beyond 
the chimney in the left foreground, several ships are waiting on a 
waterway to be loaded or unloaded; on the bank, a few smoking 
ovens for the production of coke from coal can be seen. That is how 
Belgique industrielle represents the coal industry: as a collection of 
small scenes of activity, some showing more traditional practices 
of working on the land, others more innovative or industrial.

In Voyage pittoresque, De Cloet provides only one scene about the 
coal industry in Belgium, from the region around Charleroi. 
This lithograph shows the grim dark space built above a mine 
pit, horses and men working to bring up the coal. The message is 
clear, simple, and direct. Some thirty years later, the lithograph 
from Belgique industrielle on a similar topic requires time, associa-
tions, and reflection on part of the beholder. It necessitates a close 
look at one corner of the litho, followed by a close look at another 
corner on an entirely different subject. The story—in its totality—
becomes comprehensible only in the process of moving from one 
scene to another. However, the increased complexity that results 
from it also comes with a risk. It is the risk of ending up with a 
fragmented story for those beholders who do not engage with the 
image as intended by the artists and publisher—a story that cuts 
the architecture loose from the world. This story reduces Belgique 
industrielle to a set of remarkable industrial buildings in what is 
intended to be read as an authentic landscape. The increased 
complexity increases the risk of misinterpretation and puts the 
burden on the beholder to move through Belgique industrielle.

The image and its margins

In her extensive study of the depiction of landscape in nine-
teenth-century albums and books in Belgium, Lut Pil writes how 
the lithographic album functions as a “kaleidoscopic multitude” 
where “the focus is not on the individual image, but on a multi-
tude of images that resemble, interact with and differ from each 
other.” 43 This is definitely the case for the De Cloet album, where 
the topics of the lithographs do not always correspond with the 
harsh reality that is captured in the accompanying texts. Belgique 
industrielle is a different genre from that point of view, impossi-
ble to view independently of the media of the mid-nineteenth 
century. Looking at Belgique industrielle requires the beholder to 
take a position in a broader socio-cultural field.

The lithograph of the cloth factory of Ywan Simonis along 
the Vesdre river in Surdents, near Verviers, for example, based 

fig. 8

fig. 7

fig. 8 Laboring at a coal pit near Charleroi. Fosse à houille prés de Charleroi, 
lithograph by Jean-Baptiste Madou after a drawing by General Anton de Howen, 
from Voyage pittoresque by De Cloet, 1825, plate 48.

following pages

fig. 7 A landscape with the coal mines of the Compagnie 
de Saint-Martin in Marchienne-au-Pont, near Charleroi. 
Charbonnages de la Compagnie de Saint-Martin, lithograph 
by Adrien Canelle, from Belgique Industrielle, 1855, plate 94.

fig. 9 A cloth factory in the Vesdre river valley, near Verviers. 
Fabrique de Draps de M. Ywan Simonis, lithograph by 
Guillaume van der Hecht, from Belgique industrielle, 1855, 
plate 39.

fig. 10 The main building of the Lodelinsart coal mine, 
worked by the Société anonyme des Charbonnages Réunis. 
Société anonyme des Charbonnages réunis, à Charleroi. 
Charbonnage de Lodelinsart, lithograph by Adrien Cannelle, 
from Belgique industrielle, 1855, plate 123.

fig. 11 A cloth factory in Verviers. Fabrique de draps de 
M. G. J. Laoureux à Verviers, lithograph by Guillaume van 
der Hecht, from Belgique industrielle, 1855, plate 46.
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on a drawing by van der Hecht, eliminates many details in the 
representation of the buildings and the landscape, resulting 
in a particularly clear and orderly image. All the scenes of the 
image co-exist without conflict and the beholder is kept at a (safe) 
distance—far from the turmoil that industry might cause on the 
site. At the center of the image, the facade of a tall factory building 
is clearly lit, the brightest point in the landscape. This building’s 
features refer to industry as well as to the local architecture of 
barns: several floors with a gabled roof, large windows, and a high 
smoking chimney at both ends of the building. Several smaller 
buildings cluster around the main building, and the whole struc-
ture dominates the middle of the valley, a victory of industry 
over nature. Several other storylines unfold in the margins of the 
factory, embodied by unknown characters whose form is almost 
unrecognizable. In front of the main building, in the foreground, 
two women and a child stroll in a park or garden area. When 
viewed in isolation, this scene seems entirely unrelated to a site 
of industry. In the small square courtyard along the Vesdre river, 
in the shadow of the main building and small buildings reminis-
cent of workers’ houses, the artist has roughly indicated the tiny 
forms of people. To the left of and beyond the buildings, between 
the wooded hillside and the river, the landscape has been trans-
formed to create a railway line that disappears further to the right 
in a tunnel under the hill. On the high road to the right, also carved 
out of the hillside, pedestrians and a horse cart pass by under a 
row of trees. While the right bank of the Vesdre, along the factory 
side, is controlled by a raised quay wall, the other bank remains in 
its natural, unspoiled state. The train and the new road versus the 
classical garden and the picturesque riverbank across from the 
factory seem to suggest that industry brings changes while also 
safeguarding traditional values. Other lithographs from the album 
focus almost entirely on industrial buildings that completely fill the 
frame of the image. The outside world exists only in the margins, 
and it enters the image indirectly through references—passersby, 
remnants of demolished buildings, the horizon. The landscape 
as such is no longer visible or has been completely pushed back, 
reduced to a few glimpses on the horizon. In these lithographs 
the scale of buildings and installations is exploited to the full to 
convince the viewer of the power of industry, with impressively 
large chimneys, high or elongated facades, and factories consist-
ing of a conglomerate of different buildings. However, despite the 
depiction of impressive industrial machinery, these lithographs 
transmit a sense of rest. The world is at ease.

Not a single element in these peaceful lithographs reveals to the 
beholder that these same buildings were the birthplace of the 
debates about the labor conditions of workers, then in full swing 
in Belgium and across Europe. In 1843, the Belgian government 
set up a commission to investigate these conditions. Its devastat-
ing report was published in 1848.44 In 1843, Edouard Ducpétiaux 
revealed the miserable living conditions of many workers in 
his book De la condition physique et morale des jeunes ouvriers et des 
moyens de l’améliorer.45 Like the report, it dealt with hygienic issues 
and placed the body of the worker at the center of a search for a 
renewed balance between humanity and society. The lithographs 
of Belgique industrielle betray no interest in this new balance; the 
human body—in particular, the body of the worker—is scarcely 
present. Its absence is in line with observations Karl Marx made 
around the time he lived and worked in Brussels, between 1845 and 
1848, to write the Communist Manifesto. In his analysis of industrial-
ization as a development that was alien to humankind,46 he wrote,

the multiplied productive force, which arises through the 
co-operation of different individuals as it is determined by 
the division of labour, appears to these individuals … not as 
their own united power, but as an alien force existing outside 
them, of the origin and goal of which they are ignorant.47

fig. 9

fig. 10, 11
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It is this environment of a fast-growing industry, which Marx 
characterizes as inhumane, that is central to the story in Belgique 
industrielle. Even the slowly emerging awareness of the ecologi-
cal impact of industry on the human being is kept entirely absent 
from the album. In the 1840s, citizens (farmers, workers) formu-
lated the first important accusations against the pollution caused 
by industry in southern Belgium.48 These accusations resulted in 
investigations, lawsuits, and the first precarious public debate that 
possibly influenced or conditioned the appearance of the factories 
in Belgique industrielle in some slight correction of reality or by miti-
gating the conflicts that emerged in these industrial landscapes.49

The lithograph as a medium with a picturesque tradi-
tion was a welcome tool by which to stage Belgium as a model 
workshop with a strong cultural-historical value—leaving such 
inconvenient or controversial topics as labor conditions or pollu-
tion out of the picture.50 In so doing, Belgique industrielle presents a 
very different worldview from that presented by traveling reporters 
attracted by the industrial development occurring across Europe. 
These writers saw different issues than the artists commissioned 
by Géruzet. They did not fail to mention, with pompous and at 
times heavy-handed language, both sides of the coin called indus-
try. During his 1835 tour through the industrialized Meuse valley, 
Désiré Nisard wrote down what he heard from workers ànd factory 
owners. On the one hand, he hailed industry as the sole entryway 
into the future:

Liège a deux sortes de monuments: ses églises et ses 
fabriques; mais la même vie n’anime pas les unes et les 
autres. La vie des églises, c’est seulement la conservation, 
une lutte silencieuse et soutenue contre la mort; la vie des 
fabriques, c’est le mouvement, l’activité, le progrès.51

At the same time, the reality he came across forced him to main-
tain a critical distance. After the intense experience of his descent 
into the mine at Nouvelle-Espérance, Nisard aptly wrote,

Voir l’ouvrier de trop loin donne des illusions, le voir de trop 
près donne des désenchantements, deux choses qui sont peu 
propres à inspirer de bons jugements. La vraie philosophie 
est au milieu: c’est celle qui n’exagère ni le bien ni le mal, 
et qui songe à pourvoir au sort de l’ouvrier bien plus avec 
l’idée de ce qu’on lui doit qu’avec celle de ce qu’il mérite.52

Reaching a new middle ground

Nisard’s reflection succinctly captures how the unprecedented indus-
trial apparatus challenged observers to take a position in the face of 
the spectacle of industry. They needed to attempt to grasp this new 
reality of the factory, where the proper balance between illusion 
and disenchantment, as Nisard calls it, could not be separated from 
the balance between prosperity (of the nation) and welfare (of the 
individual). In the changing perceptions, in literature and the writ-
ten press, of “Belgians and their industry” between 1780 and 1850, 
analyzed by Amélie Favry, writers, poets, intellectuals, and journalists 
were all trying to come to grips with a world undergoing industrial 
development. Industry, they knew, could not be unequivocally labe-
led as good or bad. There were doubts about the benefits of these 
impressive factories but also hope, in the promise of wealth and 
new opportunities that the factories offered.53

This ambiguity is reflected in how the appearance of 
industry was judged and appreciated. An industrial site could be 
completely in harmony with the landscape from afar, while close 
by it could unfold as a ferocious scene of fire and noise. Both 
aspects—harmony and ferocity—were inextricably linked to the 
factory and were not necessarily considered to be in opposition. 
Observers moved back and forth to grasp industry with all its 
vices and virtues.54 The new factories were often seen as positive 
additions to the scenery, because they brought stability to the 
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landscape and kept people at work, which distracted them from 
other things. According to Favry, these ideas strongly influenced 
the (positive) aesthetic appreciation of industrial buildings, even 
when most observers took the negative side effects of industrial 
development into consideration as well. The outcome was the 
“construction” of a kind of consensual yet vaguely defined middle 
ground: “Sans trancher l’épineuse question de la qualité esthé-
tique des fabriques, nombre d’observateurs nuancés ou indécis 
restreignent en effet leurs discours dans le registre de l’intéressant, 
du remarquable et du curieux.” 55

This is the cultural context from which Belgique industrielle 
was produced and published, and it is evident in how the images 
and the album fulfill the publication’s goal. Although the album 
is produced to show the luster of industrial development, it does 
not impose an overarching storyline about industrialization, nor 
does the album attach the new industrial era to any generalized 
aesthetic categories. Also, in the absence of any written discourse, 
the lithographs in this album do not add up to a strictly defined 
narrative. Instead, the images allow spectators to find their own 
position—even explicitly inviting them to do so. The elements 
presented in these lithographs are informed by earlier pictorial 
traditions and albums but do not coincide with them. By taking 
the picturesque route, the viewer can find something “interesting, 
remarkable or curious,” to paraphrase Favry.

This strategy can be read very clearly in the lithograph that 
shows the blast furnaces of La Providence in Hautmont-sur-Sambre, 
which enables beholders to position themselves in various ways 
in relation to the industrial scene. In the center of the picture the 
factory rises up out of a rugged landscape on the far shore of the 
Sambre river. The main production halls are backed by the blast 
furnaces, a tower construction for the supply of those blast furnaces 
(which looks like a Romanesque church tower), and a series of smok-
ing chimneys, all of which dominate the image ground. But the 
lithograph also offers ways to escape from this harsh scenery or to 
approach it more gently, from the margins. In the foreground, the 
light catches the remnants of an old wall, in which a small closed 
door provides access to the new industrial landscape that unfolds 
behind it. In the background to the left, a picturesque setting unfolds, 
an old arched bridge over the Sambre leads to a stately mansion next 
to the factory, possibly the director’s house. In the distant back-
ground to the right is a wooded hill and some small houses, in front 
of which a train passes. Characteristic of the work of the lithographer 
Canelle is the abundance of detail—many details drawn with fine 
lines—to bring the image to life. This gives the overall image a kind 
of busy heaviness but also allows the buildings to blend, at least 
visually, into the surroundings, making it easy for the beholder to 
switch from one element to another, moving back and forth between 
scenes of the picturesque and of bustling industry, similar to the 
shifting viewpoints of writers and reporters.

Allowing this multitude of viewpoints to exist in a single image, 
which is a major device in all the lithographs in Belgique industrielle, 
especially when compared to De Cloet’s book, for example, 
disarms the industry of them, rendering industry supportive of 
many storylines and viewpoints at once. Those who do not like 
the smoking chimneys can find solace in the greenery. Those who 
believe industrial architecture disrupts the landscape can trace 
resemblances between factories and vernacular buildings. On 
barren land and territory, where precedents of cultivation or inhab-
itation are absent, the architecture of the industrial compound 
sets founding examples. For each argument against an industrial 
future, the lithographs seem to offer a counter-argument precisely 
because of their comprehensive scenery that allows the world 
to co-exist with industry. In this highly pragmatic gesture lies 
Géruzet’s unique contribution to an industrial age in the making, 
halfway through the nineteenth century.

fig. 12
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fig. 12 The steel mills of S. A. de la Providence in the spatial context of Hautmont-sur-Sambre. Société anonyme de la Providence de Laminoirs,  
Hauts-Fourneaux, Forges, Fonderies et Usines à Marchienne-au-Pont, lithograph by Adrien Canelle from Belgique industrielle, 1855, plate 128.
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