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fig. 1 The first edition of Georges Rodenbach’s Bruges-la-morte (1892) with half-tone photographs.
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Alexandre Hannotiau’s Picture 
Postcard Series À Bruges (1900)
Between Symbolism 
and the Picturesque

When picture postcards reproduce symbolist art, is a paradox 
inherent? 1 Both the picture postcard and symbolism experienced 
their golden age at the end of the nineteenth century. The picture 
postcard, intended for a large (and largely female) tourist audience, 
is a modern, mass-produced, trivial medium for communication, 
and a collectable.2 The apparent superficiality of the postcard 
suggests it is at odds with the serious pursuits of the symbolist 
movement, which originated as a reaction to modernity and used 
ambiguous symbols to reference deeper or higher truths or ideals. 
However, one of the first symbolist novels, Georges Rodenbach’s 
Bruges-la-Morte of 1892, was initially illustrated with thirty-five 
half-tone reproductions of stock photographs, the kind that also 
appeared on picture postcards.3 Moreover, photographs like these 
served as a basis for several artworks by Fernand Khnopff, the first 
visual artist to be called a symbolist.4 Although much has been 
written about Rodenbach’s careful selection of deserted street 
views and ripple-free canals, discussions of symbolism generally 
do not conceptualize the position of the “picturesque” in symbolist 
visual culture. In fin-de-siècle art criticism, the picturesque—like 
materialistic “naturalism”—had to a certain degree become the 
denomination for the superficial opposite of the symbolist effort 
that tried to penetrate to the “soul of things.” While picture post-
cards epitomized this superficiality, they were also gendered as 
feminine (because of the female collectors), and were associated 
with “the trivial, the picturesque, the ephemeral”—a critique similar 
to that of picturesque scenes, sketched by mere dilettantes.5 Declar-
ing a work to be symbolist as opposed to picturesque was somewhat 
similar to how those “travelers” who moved beyond the beaten 
Baedeker path defined themselves as the opposite of “tourists.” 6

Bruges and picture postcards of Bruges are loci where symbolism 
and the picturesque converged. Decades before becoming a capital 
of the symbolist movement, Bruges became a stop in tours of the 
picturesque and appeared in albums and guidebooks.7 To gauge 
the relationship between symbolism and picturesqueness, this 
paper analyzes a series of fourteen heliotyped picture postcards 
by the Brussels artist Alexandre Hannotiau (1863–1901), published 
in 1900, and entitled In Brugge/À Bruges [In Bruges]. Contemporary 
critics found the drawn and printed art of Hannotiau to be “pene-
trating” and symbolist, yet his art ended up on fourteen postcards. 
After engaging with the wider picturesque-symbolist dualism in 
the context of Bruges, this paper scrutinizes the visual origins of 
Hannotiau’s postcard images in his earlier artworks and in images 
of historical references that Hannotiau mobilized. To assess their 
specificity as heliotyped postcards of urban scenes, some of the 
postcards in the In Brugge/À Bruges series are also compared to 
both contemporary photographic postcards of similar sights and 
to Hannotiau’s print album Villes mortes: Bruges, from 1894. The use 
of two motifs—cloaked women and religious practice—is analyzed 
in more detail. Finally, a look at how senders used the postcards 
illustrates another blurring of picturesque and symbolist aspects.

The paradox of Bruges around 1900

In September 1903, a print by Georges Scott appeared in both 
the British periodical The Graphic and the French periodical 
L’Illustration.8 The scene is set in the shadowy courtyard of the 
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fig. 2 Georges Scott, “À Bruges la morte,” L’Illustration, September 12, 1903, 176.
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Beguinage in the Belgian city of Bruges. In the foreground, a group 
of well-dressed people are engaged in leisurely pursuits—paint-
ing, reading, watching artists—while in the middle ground, two 
women, shrouded in dark cloaks, walk among the trees in front 
of houses faintly visible in the distant background. The accom-
panying caption in the French periodical speaks of “l’invasion 
du béguinage,” while the British one describes the Beguinage as 
“a well-known artists’ haunt.” The French caption elaborates on 
the well-known paradox of a quiet city besieged by tourists. It 
mentions Rodenbach’s 1892 symbolist novel Bruges-la-Morte, which 
captures a silent city lost in time that at the same time fueled inter-
national tourism to Bruges and presents it crowded with a large 
number of modern tourists and “une horde de peintres.” 9

That artists are mentioned is no coincidence. The paradox of 
Bruges around 1900 also played out in the visual arts. On the one 
hand, fin-de-siècle Bruges was an imaginary capital of the symbol-
ist movement.10 Symbolist art, evocative and suggestive in nature, 
originated from a literary movement whose aim was to make visi-
ble the invisible, higher world of ideas or inner landscape through 
the depiction of the external world through correspondances, or 
parallelism.11 The mystery and melancholia that symbolists sought 
were omnipresent in Bruges, once a flourishing medieval trade 
hub in the county of Flanders. The city’s Gothic monuments and 
street pattern were well preserved. Since the late fifteenth century, 
its economic situation had only deteriorated, to the point where 
it had become Belgium’s poorest city, and it did not experience 
the industrialization of the nineteenth century. Among the art 
treasures also preserved in situ were works by Flemish Primitive 
painters of the fifteenth century, such as Hans Memling, whose 
mysticism was explicitly favored by proto-symbolist visitors, such 
as Dante Gabriel Rossetti in 1849 and Paul Gauguin in 1894.12 The 
city’s empty streets also became a favored visual motif. In addition, 
the many canals, signs of Bruges’s historical wealth that came from 
its now-lost harbor, which earned the city the name of “Venice of 
the North,” reflected the scenery and created atmospheric night 
views. Another motif was the figure of a woman wearing a black 
cloak with a hood, like those in the background of Scott’s print. 
Finally, according to a symbolist trope that Rodenbach used 
extensively, authentically medieval, Catholic faith could still be 
found among the impoverished population, making its prayers, 
pageants, and processions an attractive sight. These six motifs—
Gothic architecture, art treasures, abandoned streets, reflecting 
canals, cloaked women, and religious practice—were the source 
of Bruges’s reputation as a key locus of inspiration for symbolist 
artists. The motifs appeared in paintings, drawings, and prints 
by symbolists such as Fernand Khnopff, Xavier Mellery, and Jan 
Toorop and in the writings of Rodenbach, Maurice Maeterlinck, 
Joséphin Péladan, and many others.

On the other hand, similar motifs were favored by those 
looking for “the picturesque Old World air,” as mentioned in 
the caption to Scott’s print.13 By 1900, the meaning of the word 
“picturesque” had evolved from the aesthetic category coined 
by late-eighteenth-century landscapers and landscape artists.14 
William Gilpin, Richard Payne Knight, and Uvedale Price had 
defined the painting-like landscapes each in their own way, 
with roughness, irregularity, and variation. Halfway through the 
nineteenth century, addressing the evolution toward an urban 
picturesque, Charles Dickens and John Ruskin denounced parts of 
the theory and practice, as they took moral issue with the aesthetic 
pleasure some people found in looking upon the miserable, dilap-
idated homes of the poor.15 Eventually, picturesqueness became 
synonymous with “aesthetic failure, trivial cultural products and 
naïve tastes” and a “predictable and standardized language.” 16 
Since the rise of tourism around 1815, Bruges figured promi-
nently among sites of Belgium’s historic urban scenery that were 
favored by picturesque artists, and the city retained its reputation 
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as a picturesque hot spot throughout the century.17 In 1894, an arti-
cle in The Studio described Bruges as the perfect artist’s paradise. 
It listed many of the same motifs favored by symbolist artists, while 
describing the city’s population, and its “well-behaved, peaceful 
beggars,” as “most picturesque subjects.” 18 Next to the “horde” 
of visiting international artists (both amateur and professional), 
the local so-called Bruges School, which included teachers at the 
local Academy of Fine Arts like Florimond Van Acker (1858–1940) 
and Louis Reckelbus (1864–1958), produced paintings for the tour-
ist market. Bruges’s city government and tourist organizations 
purposely sold the town as an “artist paradise” full of “picturesque 
spots” through the posters produced by Van Acker, Reckelbus, 
and others.19

In general, the aesthetics of the picturesque, and the 
obsession with decay and ruins, are also common to symbol-
ism’s obsession with places like Bruges that make the past tangible 
and that form an alternative to the “homogenizing pressures of 
modernization.” 20 Despite this crossover, several critics around 
1900 seem to imply a clear division, and in the context of Bruges, 
they used these two notions as opposites. In 1905, in a piece on 
Henri le Sidaner (1862–1939)—the “Rodenbach of painting”—
the French critic Camille Mauclair states that “d’autres, habiles, 
allaient à Bruges ‘chercher des motifs’ sans dépasser le pittoresque 
extérieur, sans pressentir ce qu’il y avait d’âme éperdument mystique 
et intense derrière les murs.” 21 Notably, two of the painters in Scott’s 
print are well-dressed women, whom the caption indicates as 
being British. Such dilettantism was pejoratively linked with bland 
picturesqueness, as articulated by Médard Verkest in 1900, describ-
ing their work as “stom en slaafsch, koud of doodsch, zooals het 
op teekenboek en schilderdoek der Engelsche misses opgenomen 
wordt,” unlike the Bruges landscapes by Hannotiau, who he says 
did it right.22 Generalizing and probably simplifying, Verkest 
noted two artistic approaches to Bruges: “’t Zij ze slaafs onze 
schilderachtige binnenkanalen, mooie trapgeveltjes of prachtige 
torens konterfeiten, ’t zij ze het mysticisme van Brugge belicha-
men in teekeningen en doeken, zooals de puikkunstenaar van een 
Hannotiau het opvat en vertolkt.” 23

Alexandre Auguste Hannotiau 
and his oeuvre in criticism

Today, Alexandre (or Sander) Hannotiau is not well known in 
Belgium, much in contrast to his status around 1900. At least four 
biographical descriptions of five or more pages were written shortly 
before his early death in 1901, often republished in edited volumes 
soon after.24 The accounts of his life and work by Flemish writers, 
teachers, and art critics such as Pol de Mont (1857–1939), the already 
cited Médard Verkest (1863–1908) and Maurits Sabbe (1873–1938), 
and French-speaking critic Sander Pierron (1872–1945)—a close 
friend of the artist—all praised Hannotiau. Together with anony-
mous newspaper art criticism on specific exhibited works, these 
texts about the artist shed light on how Hannotiau and his art 
were generally perceived around 1900 and in particular how the 
symbolist and picturesque dualism was understood. Hannotiau, 
the son of a doctor, was born in 1863 in Molenbeek, then a new 
faubourg of Brussels. He died at thirty-eight, when he was a promis-
ing teacher at the Molenbeek art school. He began as a draughtsman 
for building contractors within his family and later worked for 
architect and scholar Auguste Schoy (1838–1885) on the Gothic 
revival renovation site of the Our Lady of the Sablon Church in 
Brussels.25 He soon switched to painting, turning in 1888 to the 
historic town that would become the center of his oeuvre. His 
first works on Bruges are contemporaneous with the first Bruges 
works of Fernand Khnopff.26 A decade earlier, Hannotiau’s fellow 
Brussels artist Xavier Mellery, who was also Khnopff’s teacher, had 
already produced evocative drawings that featured Bruges motifs.

Between Symbolism and the Picturesque
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According to Pierron, Hannotiau had the soul of both a 
Flemish primitive and a Gothic.27 Pierron’s articles included an 
often-reproduced photograph that shows Hannotiau surrounded 
by Flemish antiquarian objects in what Pierron called Hannotiau’s 
“studio pittoresque.” 28 This studio was said to be filled with medi-
eval furniture, tin and copperware, carved wood in Gothic or 
Renaissance style, silk, statuettes, etc.29 A painted interior view 
of 1900 suggests the studio may have also contained old books, 
a charter, Japanese prints, a globe, and a parrot.30 Connecting this 
artist-antiquarian’s interior to a wider private culture of collect-
ing, staging, and experiencing antiquities is a laudatory review 
Hannotiau wrote of the Merghelynck house museum in Ypres, the 
late-nineteenth-century reconstruction by the archivist-collec-
tor Arthur Merghelynck of the interior of an eighteenth-century 
nobleman’s palace.31 This antiquarian interest recurs in various 
biographies, and Hannotiau shared it with his teacher Schoy; both 
were erudite men, archeological collectors, and connoisseurs. 
Hinting at a symbolist trope, Sabbe found these old objects to be 
not only a source of knowledge for Hannotiau but also animated 
beings with whom he lived.32

We could also relate this antiquarian reflex to two specific 
groups of works within Hannotiau’s oeuvre that nevertheless 
go beyond this antiquarianism: his government-commissioned, 
precise copies of some fifteenth- and sixteenth-century monu-
mental paintings and his paintings of historical scenes.33 The latter 
are painted in a manner reminiscent of Henri Leys (1815–1869), 
a popular late Romantic painter of historical scenes. Hannotiau 
was an admirer of Leys, possessing a collection of over 100 draw-
ings by the Antwerp master.34 Hannotiau came to favor the history 
of Bruges as a subject for historical compositions and cartoons 
for monumental paintings.

The third main group of works within Hannotiau’s oeuvre 
comprises his portrayals of contemporary Bruges, specifi-
cally his drawings and prints. “Il triomphe dans le ‘black and 
white,’” according to an anonymous review from 1894, “et son 
crayon excelle à rendre la solidité des architectures de pierre 
ou le pittoresque ornamental des bois sculptés. C’est dire que la 
lithographie semble être inventée tout exprès pour lui.” 35 While 
greyscale drawings allowed Khnopff and other symbolists to 
“establish the imprecise vision of object as symbol that was their 
goal,” the 1894 reporter associated Hannotiau’s black-and-white 
prints with picturesque qualities.36 Other critics compared Hanno-
tiau’s black-and-white work to that of Mellery and Omer Coppens, 
intimate or nocturnal views of Bruges that “penetrated” to the 
“soul of things”—symbolist concepts both Pierron and Khnopff 
used to describe Hannotiau’s art.37 The similarities between works 
of these three artists can be striking. Mellery’s Après la prière du soir 
(1900, Ixelles, MBA), for example, or the right wing of his Bruges 
triptych (ca. 1890, Brussels, KMSKB-MRBAB) are comparable to 
Hannotiau’s drawing and postcard A la chapelle de Jérusalem. Like-
wise, the canal views in his postcard Vieux pont resemble Coppens’ 
Bruges, la nuit (1900, collection Daniel Guéguen).38

At the time of his death, Hannotiau’s art was mostly framed as 
symbolist, although some disagreed. Belgium’s key avant-garde 
art periodical, L’Art moderne, like other voices of the Brussels art 
scene such as Pierron, generally described Hannotiau’s art in 
symbolist words, finding in it intimacy, mysticism, melancholia, 
mystery, soul, and solitude. The Catholic newspaper Le Vingtième 
siècle clearly also identified a symbolist tension in his work: “il en 
[Bruges] pénétra l’intimité psychologique et poétique avec une 
profonde et délicate sensibilité,” while in his art “l’on sentait vibrer 
et rêver l’âme religieuse de la race.” 39 In the liberal newspaper Le 
Soir, however, the writer said, rather dismissively, that Hannotiau’s 
art merely “faisait revivre les coins pittoresques des vieilles villes 
et des vieux béguinages” and would probably soon be forgotten.40

fig. 3

fig. 3 Alexandre Hannotiau, À la chapelle de 
Jérusalem, postcard from the À Bruges heliotype 
series, 1900.
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table 1 The fourteen postcards, listed alphabetically, from À Bruges/In Brugge, with their French and Dutch titles that correspond to the French and Dutch series.  
The Dutch titles are often toponomies. The third column lists the original artwork, if known, from which the postcards derive. Translations by Stefan Huygebaert.

Stefan Huygebaert

French title Dutch title Original work

1 Brugeoise Bruges Woman Brugsche vrouw Bruges Woman Les dénicheurs de Mésanges / 
De Meezenvangers (drawing, 1898)

Mentioned in Sabbe, “Hannotiau,” 201; 
illustrated in Sabbe, “Pour l’art,” 82, and 
in Verkest, Studien, 24

2 Calvaire Calvary St. Jacobs 
Calvarieberg

St. James’ Calvary De Kalvarieberg (drawing, 1898)
Calvaire à Bruges (lithograph, 1899)

Mentioned in Sabbe, “Hannotiau,” 201; 
illustrated in Société des Aquafortistes Belges 
(1899), plate 7

3 A la chapelle de 
Jérusalem

In the Jerusalem 
Chapel

Jerusalemskerke Jerusalem Church Drawing, signed March 30, 1900
Bruges, Musea Brugge, inv. no. 0000.
GRO0430.II

4 Les commères The Telltales Klappeien Telltales Untitled (drawing, 1900)
Private collection

5 L’Egide Protection Waalplaats Walloon Square*

* �the etymology of  
this toponomy is 
debated

Mentioned in De Mont, “Hannotiau,” 165

6 Godtshuis Almshouse Godtshuis Almshouse Le vieille maison du Pélican (Bruges)

Mentioned in Ville de Gand. XXXVIIe Exposition. 
Salon de 1899. Catalogue des tableaux et objets d’art 
exposés au Casino, Ghent, Eug. Vander Haeghen 
1899, 95 (n. 298)

7 Le jour des rois The Day of  
the Kings 
(or Epiphany)

Driekoningendag The Day of the  
Three Kings

Le jour des rois à Bruges (lithograph, 1895) 
Op Driekoningendag (drawing, n.d.)
Brussels, KBR, Printroom, S.II 82322  
and S.II 97267

Mentioned in De Mont, “Hannotiau,” 167

8 La noël à Bruges Christmas  
in Bruges

Kerstdag Christmas

9 L’Offrande Offertory Piéta Pietà

10 Soir Evening Avond Evening Vieilles eaux (n.d.)

Illustrated in De Mont, “Hannotiau,” 26

11 Le soir du vendredi 
saint [1]

Good Friday  
Evening

Ommegang op 
Goedenvrydag [1]

Pageant on Good 
Friday

Le Soir du Vendredi-Saint à Bruges (pastel, n.d.)

Illustrated in Du Jardin and Middeleer, 
L’Art flamand, 120–121

12 Le soir du vendredi 
saint [2]

Good Friday  
Evening

Ommegang op 
Goedenvrydag [2]

Pageant on Good 
Friday

Le soir de vendredi-saint à Bruges (pastel, n.d.)

Illustrated in Du Jardin and Middeleer, 
L’Art Flamand, 120–121

13 Vieux pont Old Bridge Vlamingbrug Flemings Bridge

toponomy

Vieux pont (n.d.)

Illustrated in Crous, “Vlämische Kunst-
Ausstellung,” 569

14 Vieux quai Old Dock Speelmansreye Minstrel Canal

toponomy
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Fourteen postcards

Nevertheless, one of the things that kept Hannotiau’s art from 
disappearing into oblivion was the In Brugge / À Bruges postcard 
series. Originally wrapped in an envelope with a print of the Bruges 
Belfry on it, it was sold as a set, with text in either French or 
Dutch. The Brussels editor and librairie d’art Maison Dietrich that 
produced the series was known for its postcards and reproductions 
of pre-Raphaelite and other art.41 Dietrich is also believed to be the 
first firm to publish illustrated postcards in Belgium, starting as 
early as 1888.42 Published about a year before Hannotiau’s death, 
the postcard series came to double as an anthology of the artist’s 
Bruges oeuvre. It is safe to assume that all the postcards were 
heliotypes of (or parts of) existing works. In Table 1, the postcards 
appear with their French and Dutch titles, along with the names of 
the artworks from which the prints were made, as much as could 
be determined.43 Ink intensity and darkness vary.44 Titles were 
printed in black, orange, or purple. In several cases the French 
titles are more general, suggestive, or poetic (Calvary, Old Bridge, 
Old Dock, Protection) than their purely toponymic Dutch equivalents.

Unlike the topographically correct urban scenes by Bruges School 
painters of the picturesque, every site in Hannotiau’s postcards is 
to some degree altered or invented. Pierron wrote that Hannotiau’s 
métier as an architectural draughtsman unconsciously guided him 
in his calling as an artist.45 Another critic identified the artist’s 
landscapes as typical of Bruges, even though not of identifiable 
sites, while another spoke of how the artist does not simply copy 
Gothic architecture but makes it come alive.46

The postcard Soir/Avond shows the top half of a woman in profile 
in the immediate foreground, which adds a dramatic, mysterious, 
and evocative touch to the canal in the background, identifiable as 
the Augustijnenrei. This composition was also used by Khnopff and 
makes this postcard arguably the most ambiguous and symbolist 
of the series. The image on the postcard is the top part of a larger 
print that shows more of the woman’s cloak and the bridge on 
which she is standing over the Augustijnenrei. In reality, however, 
that bridge did not exist.

The two postcards entitled Le soir du vendredi saint are excep-
tional because they form one continuous scene when placed next 
to each other. Hannotiau portrays an ommegang, or pageant, that 
followed the trajectory of the famous Procession of the Holy Blood. 
In this pageant walked local members of the clergy as well as 
common folk, rich and poor, young and old, while praying their 
rosaries. Hannotiau’s initial print shows some sixteen women, two 
men, and three children walking from right to left. The majority 
of the women’s faces are covered by their hoods, suggesting reli-
gious introspection. However, the actual site where Hannotiau 
set his scene is, and was then, impossible to find in Bruges. The 
local composer Joseph Ryelandt wrote in 1903 that “Hannotiau 
a illustré Bruges en des tableaux d’un art pénétrant, mais factice, 
s’inspirant plus du rêve que de la vue réelle.” 47 This middle ground 
between essentialist reinvention and referential representation is 
also how Rodenbach interpreted (rather than documented) Bruges 
in his prototype symbolist novels.48

Comparison with 
photographic postcards

Several of Hannotiau’s postcards had equivalents in photographic 
postcards in terms of specific site or motif. Les commères constitutes 
a striking example. The postcard, a reproduction of a much larger 
drawing (97.5 × 67 cm) from 1900, features three women, their 
heads close to each other, as if caught in a whispering conspir-
acy. They stand in front of a house at Schaarstraat 54, which has 

fig. 4

fig. 5
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fig. 5 Alexandre Hannotiau, Les commères, 
postcard from the À Bruges series, 1900, 
sent November 2, 1900.
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a decoratively carved cornice. Hannotiau has let the women’s 
black hoods fall back, revealing lace caps and the faces of two 
of the women. Although the general motif of three women talk-
ing together was something of an international postcard trope, 
a particular photographic postcard of Bruges made at least three 
years later shows a strikingly similar composition. In the photo-
graph on Bruges—Brugeoises—La Causette [Women of Bruges—the 
Chat], while none of the three women wears a black cloak, their 
heads are covered by similar lace caps, white and black. While 
the photographic postcard seems intended to document a local 
scene (the women are wearing their aprons and carry shopping 
baskets), the atmosphere of Hannotiau’s scene is more confined 
and mysterious because of the monolithic, three-headed group-
ing that almost fills the entire image field.

Hannotiau’s postcard Godtshuis shows the repetitive gables of 
De Pelikaen, one of over twenty groups of almshouses in a local 
Christian welfare system dating back to the late Middle Ages. 
Godtshuis is one of Hannotiau’s most topographically correct 
postcards.49 It shows a woman walking with a cane, and conveys 
a scene with an undertone of the passage of time. Most photo-
graphic postcards include the canal in front of the almshouses, 
but Hannotiau frames his scene differently. He draws the houses 
slightly from the side—but still more frontally than the vast major-
ity of the photographic postcards—so that the open door reveals 
part of a white inner wall with a black plinth, pulling the beholder 
into the hidden world of poverty and charity.

In Vieux quai, Hannotiau relies on his architectural imagi-
nation. And as in Soir, he positions a figure in the foreground, as 
a repoussoir, leading the eye toward the line of the road and canal, 
identifiable as the Speelmansrei. However, the location is half-
invented, as Hannotiau bends the road and canal more sharply 
than corresponds to reality. He also altered the perspective of the 
church tower in the background and added a semicircular buttress 
to the bridge and three buttresses to the chapel. The additions 
are rustic elements, the kind of elaborations that the original 
theoreticians of the picturesque allowed in order to obtain the 
irregularity and roughness so vital to the concept, of the kind that 
Ruskin would see as “changefulness.” Was Hannotiau enhancing 
picturesque Bruges, or molding it to the symbolist ideal? What-
ever the case, he made the scene more essentially Bruges than 
the city ever was.

Comparison with the album 
Villes Mortes: Bruges (1894)

An album that for some critics constitutes the height of Hannotiau’s 
oeuvre may shed more light on the artist’s forging of a pictur-
esque-symbolist, postcard Bruges. Published on June 15, 1894, the 
album, Ville Mortes: Bruges [Dead Cities: Bruges], contained eleven 
new lithographs by Hannotiau and a foreword by the symbolist 
poet Emile Verhaeren. There is no overlap between the album and 
the postcard series, possibly because of a contractual agreement 
with the Brussels editor of the album, Lammertin. The postcards 
were relatively cheap –the entire series cost 2,5 Belgian francs– 
and presumably widespread. The album is rare, as only seventy 
specimens were printed, and it cost between 25 and 100 Belgian 
francs, depending on the kind of paper.50

While all of the postcard scenes contain people, several of 
the album lithographs feature empty views. Additions and inven-
tions in the postcard series are mostly subtle and would only have 
been noticed by locals or Bruges habitués, but the inventions in 
the album are far more obvious. The image entitled Vieux gloires 
shows a black-cloaked woman kneeling near a knight’s tomb, remi-
niscent of—but not identical to—Charles the Temerary’s tomb 
within the Church of Our Lady in Bruges. The upper section of the 

fig. 6

fig. 4 Alexandre Hannotiau, Avond, used postcard from the À Bruges series, 1900, 
sent on December 18, 1901.

fig. 6 Bruges—Brugeoises—La Causette, photographer unknown, postcard issued 
by Nels, 1905 or after, sent from Bruges to Valenciennes, August 28, 1908.
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print shows the painted window of Saint Georges from the former 
guild chapel of painters and glaziers, and next to that an elevated 
perspective on the belfry. However, the window that opens to the 
belfry has no glass in it, and patches of vegetation make it look 
ruinous. Birds flying around the belfry and the mourning posture 
of the figure in the foreground render the scene almost morbid. 
It is a scene of the sort of decay that frustrated local politicians 
and the Catholic press who championed the modernization of 
Bruges. The debate between defenders of a brand-new industrial 
sea harbor and those wanting to preserve Bruges’s authentic, 
deserted character was portrayed (and to some extent caricatur-
ized) in Rodenbach’s novel Le Carillonneur [The Bells of Bruges], 
published three years after the Villes mortes album. The local Catho-
lic newspaper, La Patrie, which advocated for the harbor project, 
recognized Hannotiau’s talent, but denounced the album’s “goût 
du macabre, de la nature morte.” 51

Cloaked women

Even more than in Vieux gloires, a morbid invention by the artist 
defines the print entitled Notre Dame. Hannotiau shows the impres-
sive Gothic architecture of the Church of Our Lady’s radiating 
chapels, but the chapels are used only as a backdrop. The focus 
is on the tomb in the foreground, but this Gothic gisant tomb of 
Philippe Pot never stood in Bruges. It was made around 1480 
for the Cîteaux monastery in France. The Louvre bought the 
polychrome monument from a private collection in 1888, which 
generated some media attention and occasioned reproductions 
in periodicals.52 The only historical connection between Bruges 
and Pot is that he was a knight of the Order of the Golden Fleece. 
Founded in Bruges in 1430 by the Burgundian count Philip the 
Good, this European order held three “chapters” or gatherings 
in Bruges, in 1432 (St. Donation’s Cathedral), 1468 (Church of Our 
Lady), and 1478 (St. Salvator’s Church). Pot attended the last two. 
Hannotiau knew about the Order, as two of these Golden Fleece 
chapters had been the topic of paintings he made one year prior 
to the album. The artist had also been commissioned to copy the 
escutcheons that the Order left above St. Salvator’s choir stalls.53

Hannotiau did not include the tomb merely for its histor-
ical link between Pot and Bruges or the Church of Our Lady, 
however. Pot even seems incidental: we only get to see Pot’s arms 
and feet—comparable to the view on the grave in the postcard 
A la chapelle de Jérusalem. What Hannotiau mobilizes from the 
Pot tomb is the evocative power of the eight cloaked pleurants, 
mourners-cum-tomb-bearers, with the appearance of caryatids. 
Three of their hooded heads define the scene. The pleurants clearly 
resonate with the hooded women appearing in the majority of 
the album’s other prints. Hannotiau activated a connotation of 
mourning that already lingered in the traditional costume of the 
local women of Bruges.

Early travel literature noted the cloak as a curiosity— 
a typical Bruges costume. One trope saw the piece of clothing 
as a sign of equality between rich and poor, another one associ-
ated it with a continuity between past and present. In 1865, the 
French writer Jules de Claretie (1840–1913) wrote that “un voyage 
à Bruges, c’est surtout un voyage dans le passé. Le costume même 
des femmes a quelque chose des vêtements d’autrefois.” 54 Travel 
guides around 1850 also described the costume as picturesque: 
“For young women this dress is extremely picturesque, consisting 
of a long cloak of fine black cloth or silk, with a hood covering 
the head, under which many a half-hidden pretty face may be 
detected.” 55

Rather than aiming for this picturesque or folkloric note, 
Hannotiau’s use of the cloak motif evokes a sense of gloom, along 
the lines of a description by the early Belgian symbolist artist 
Félicien Rops, who in 1871 described Bruges as the city “où les 

fig. 7

fig. 8
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fig. 7 Alexandre Hannotiau, Notre Dame, lithograph from 
the Villes mortes: Bruges album, 1894.
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fig. 8 Page from an 1889 article in Magasin pittoresque, with Auguste Tilly’s The Tomb of Phlippe Pot.
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vieilles femmes, froides et jaunes figures d’Hemling, rampent le 
long des quais déserts comme si elles étaient les pleureuses de 
ce grand passé.” 56 Indeed, in other cities the cloak was worn as 
a sign of mourning, and so Hannotiau employs the local pictur-
esque motif to also give each of his postcards a gloomy touch.57

Religious practice

The majority of the À Bruges postcards deals with religious practice. 
In line with symbolist literature, Hannotiau focused on authen-
tic, popular devotion, as already mentioned for his two ommegang 
postcards, Le soir du vendredi saint. The postcard Calvaire is closely 
related to the album print by the same name, both set near the 
church of St. James. In fact, it almost seems as if the woman pass-
ing by the cross in the album print is the same person, seen from 
the back, who is praying in front of the cross on the postcard. 
Again, Hannotiau took some liberties, in particular leaving out the 
flanking statues of Our Lady and John the Baptist, which tradition-
ally serve as intermediaries between the worshiper and Christ. The 
worshiper and Christ are alone together in Hannotiau’s postcard. 
In the album print, the woman seems unaware of the presence 
of Christ, whose face is animated, his piercing eyes fixed on the 
woman. In the postcard, Christ is only referenced by a left hand, 
and the face of the worshiper remains veiled, leaving her relation-
ship with Christ a private matter.

The same game of gazes appears in the postcard L’offrande. 
Worshipers seem on their way to mass, as they pass the seven-
teenth-century Passion House near the cathedral’s entrance, which 
is open to the interior. At the time, within this Passion House was a 
seventeenth-century statue of a kneeling Christ on the cross, then 
locally known as Jesutje op zijn bloksje.58 In the postcard, however, 
Hannotiau replaced the kneeling figure with Christ seated near a 
lamp, almost as a door guard personally welcoming the worshipers

In his most architectural postcard, L’Egide/Waalplaats, Hannotiau 
emphasizes the height of the Church of Our Lady’s tower by its 
contrast with the modest step-gabled houses of the Walplaats 
below.59 A comparison with the photograph of the square clearly 
shows that Hannotiau set the church tower “free” from struc-
tures of intermediate height, lowering taller houses and omitting 
the large roof of the Sint-Janshospitaal. Hannotiau also gave the 
slender tower a bulkier appearance. In the foreground the artist 
suppressed the existing generic cornice facades, creating a more 
“pure” idea of a Bruges-style streetscape. Here again, the draughts-
man is at work. Bearing in mind the debates going on at the time 
about conservation, purity of style, and the clearing of adjacent 
houses near Gothic churches, Hannotiau’s resulting image is 
multilayered.60 The intentional “clearing” of the air around the 
tower by eliminating structures of intermediate height, along 
with the monument-focused portrait orientation of the print (as 
opposed to a landscape orientation with an integrated cityscape), 
both play into the meaning suggested by the French title L’Egide 
[Protection]: a belief in the protection of Our Lady personified by 
the massive church tower watching over the city. Here, as in Vieux 
gloires, birds dramatically fly near the tower, against a clouded 
sky. The streets are wet, and the small, forward-leaning hooded 
figures seem to be rushing, as if caught in a storm. The postcard 
breaths the religious sentiment and devotion that, according to 
symbolist literature, animates the entire town.

Uses of the postcards

Postcard studies invite us to look at the “cultural work” performed 
by postcards—to scrutinize their use and the interaction between 
image and handwritten text. In an essay on lithography and early 
photography in Bruges, Dirk Lauwaert contrasts postcards and 

fig. 9, 10
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fig. 10 Alexandre Hannotiau, St. Jacobs Calvarieberg, 
postcard from the À Bruges series, 1900.

fig. 9 Alexandre Hannotiau, Calvaire, lithograph from the Villes mortes:  
Bruges album, 1894.
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their participative nature with the contemplative nature of earlier 
photographs: “Ik was hier” (postcard) versus “zo is of was het” 
(photography).61 Paraphrasing and transposing this to the pictur-
esque-symbolist dualism, do Hannotiau’s postcards invite the 
user to write “this is how picturesque it looks” or rather “this 
symbolizes how I felt”?

The postcards that I collected (digitally or physically) for 
this research allow for some initial observations about their use. 
In 1900 the reverse side of a postcard was just for the address, 
while any messages had to be written on the front in the margins 
around the image. Only in September 1905 would this practice 
end, with the introduction of the split backside, when the Belgian 
postal system allowed a message on the left and the address on 
the right. Most of the concise messages on used cards from the 
À Bruges set consist of just a name or a very brief “Bonne fête” 
or “Joyeusement.” 62 On others no writing was added, leaving the 
image—and the gesture of sending a postcard—to speak for itself, 
and assuming that the receiver would recognize the sender. Some 
of those blank cards were sent to recipients who are known to 
have been postcard collectors. Still others contain purely practical 
correspondence, such as the appointments and sums of money 
mentioned on the cards in figures 10 and 11.

I found at least one item of correspondence that shows that 
some postcard users actively engaged with the symbolist overtones 
in Hannotiau’s prints. In 1901, close to Christmas, someone in 
Nancy wrote at least three consecutive postcards from the series to 
a Mademoiselle Leletre Drapier, who lived with her parents thirty 
kilometers away, in Pont à Mousson, also in France. The writings 
on the three postcards reveal an emotional involvement with their 
subject. On the first, sent on December 11, the sender comments 
on Brugeoise: “L’habit en béguinage lui va fort bien.” 63 The fact 
that the postcard was posted in Nancy eliminates the “I was here” 
factor, while the comment on the printed image demonstrates that 
the card was more than a mere carrier of words or a communica-
tion device. Moreover, on December 18, the same correspondent 
wrote next to Soir: “Ce coin du paysage et ce profil / angelique 
s’harmonisent très bien / dans la mélancolie. Cela correspond / 
bien à l’etat de mon esprit.” 64 A more literal expression of the key 
symbolist concept of correspondances is hard to find. Introduced 
by Charles Baudelaire, correspondances is essentially the portrayal 
of the external world as an aid to visualize the inner landscape.65 
Here, Hannotiau’s picture postcard puts Bruges in the role that 
the city performed in Rodenbach’s novel, Bruges-la-Morte. Scholars 
have pointed to the evocative importance of the stock photographs 
of Bruges that illustrate the novel’s first edition.66 In his foreword 
to Bruges-la-Morte, Rodenbach explained the reason behind the 
photographs: he evoked the city as a character “associé aux états 
d’âme,” analogous to the handwritten words on the Hannotiau 
postcard.67

Conclusion

In 1901, after the death of Hannotiau, the newspaper La Patrie cited 
the critic Jules Dujardin, who wrote of Hannotiau’s art, “Il a chanté 
… la grandeur déchue de la vieille cité morte, le mystère et le 
recueillement qui vous hante lorsqu’on y habite, enfin le mysti-
cisme ou, si l’on préfère, la religiosité de ses habitants.” 68 It is 
somewhat surprising to read this apt description, given the news-
paper’s earlier criticism of his Villes mortes album and its support 
of the sea harbor project that was to revitalize “dead” Bruges. 
Hannotiau’s art was indeed perfectly in line with symbolists’ 
obsessions and preferences, because he focused on motifs—
cloaks, religious life, almost deserted canals, and streets—that 
he portrayed as evocative symbols and not merely as aestheti-
cally pleasing sights. This does not mean that Hannotiau was not 
invested in picturesque Bruges: he changed or invented views of 

fig. 4

fig. 12 Place de la digue [Walplaats], photographer unknown, postcard issued by 
Nels, n.d., sent on January 2, 1901.

fig. 11 Alexandre Hannotiau, Waalplaats specimen, 
n.d., sent from Brussels to Lille on June 18, 1902.
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Bruges, sometimes subtly, sometimes overtly, adding buttresses, 
tweaking bridges, or simply composing an urban background 
with Bruges-like motifs—enhanced picturesque settings for his 
symbolist scenes. Hannotiau focused on the Bruges costume 
because of its mysterious and gloomy potential, while his portrayal 
of religious practice suggests the personal, intimate devotion of 
the worshipers. Such layered portrayals of Bruges also functioned 
when reproduced on a more widespread medium like postcards. 
The fourteen postcards allowed senders to use them in a personal 
manner, while the Bruges portrayals they carry go beyond the 
superficial touristic curiosity or cliché—that which several critics 
negatively labeled “picturesque.”
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