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Floris Jespers (Borgerhout (Antwerp), 1889 – Antwerp, 1965) 

Twelve African Women, 195(2) 

Églomisé, 77 x 127.5 cm (unframed) 

Signed and dated lower right   

Original metal frame 

 

Exhibition : 

Floris Jespers retrospective, Antwerp, Campo, 1985, n°160 

 (label on the reverse). 

 

Reproduction : 

FREDERICQ (Louise), Floris Jespers, Achterglasschilderijen – Peintures sous-verre, 

Brussels, Lamandart, 1989, p.205. 
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Floris Jespers was passionate about the Congo, which he visited on three occasions 

between 1951 and 1957. This frieze of Congolese women is typical of his African allegories, 

where gestures and bright colors are prominent. It is a rare églomisé, the artist's emblematic 

technique, but rather rare for his Congolese scenes. 

 

Floris Jespers 

 

 An important figure of the Antwerp avant-garde, 

Floris Jespers, unlike his father, Emiel (1862-1918), and his 

brother, Oscar (1887-1979), was not a sculptor, except on rare 

occasions, but a painter. He trained at the Antwerp Academy 

(1900-1909), then at the Antwerp Higher Institute of Fine 

Arts (1909-1914), where he was a student of landscape 

painter Franz Courtens (1854-1943), who inspired his first 

landscapes and seascapes. At the same time, he studied music, 

which allowed him, in the company of his brother, to earn a living as a cellist in theaters and 

music halls in Antwerp. 

 

Two artists marked the beginnings of Floris Jespers. The first, Rik Wouters (1882-1916), whose 

work he discovered in 1914 at the exhibition of L’Art contemporain / Kunst van Heden 

(Contemporary Art), inspired his first Fauvist period until 1918. The second, poet and critic Paul 

Van Ostaijen (1896-1928), encouraged him until his death by dedicating several articles to him 

or by commissioning illustrations for his works. But Van Ostaijen above all introduced him to 

the international artistic avant-gardes. It was also around Van Ostaijen that, from 1917 onwards, 

a group of Antwerp artists came together: the Jespers brothers, painter Paul Joosten (1889-1960) 

and designer Jos Léonard (1892-1957) formed the first Belgian modernist circle : De bond zonder 

gezegeld papier (The federation without stamped paper). In a desire for fusion and 

experimentation, Floris Jespers explored at the beginning of the 1920s the possibilities offered 

by Cubism, Abstraction, Constructivism and Expressionism which he claimed to be a part of (he 

also used themes close to the painters of the Second School of Laethem-Saint-Martin). Following 

the example of German painter Heinrich Campendonk (1889-1957), whom Van Ostaijen 
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introduced to him, in 1923, Jespers began to paint églomisés1, a technique that would run 

throughout his career, with the figure of the Harlequin as a recurring motif (fig.1). Floris Jespers 

also participated in the activities of various Belgian avant-garde magazines and circles (Le 

Centaure, Sélection) and maintained links with European modernist circles. In the years 

following the First World War, Floris Jespers found himself at the heart of the Belgian and 

international avant-garde. 

 

In the 1930s, Floris Jespers' art calmed down. He then painted landscapes, seascapes and 

portraits. He also participated in the revival of monumental art with his tapestry cartoons for the 

universal exhibitions in Paris (1937) and New York (1938). He was then influenced by the art of 

Picasso at the end of the 1940s, while the 1950s were marked by his enthusiasm for Congo, which 

he discovered during three stays between 1951 and 1957. He then painted numerous friezes of 

stylized African women, which reached their peak with a 40-meter wall frieze for the Congo 

pavilion at the Universal Exhibition in Brussels in 1958. 

 

Twelve African Women 

 

While he was a recognized artist in Belgium and over sixty years old, Floris Jespers would 

profoundly renew and enliven his painting thanks to his discovery of the Congo2. His first trip to 

the Belgian colony took place from April 1951 to September 1952. Thanks to a grant from the 

Ministry of Colonies, the painter, accompanied by his wife, boarded the famous Congoboot 

(fig.2) to visit his son Mark, who was then a doctor in a hospital in the mining region of Katanga, 

in Kamina. During this stay, Jespers lived in Kamina but also in the bush to experience 

indigenous life3. Passionate about the Congo, which inspired him so much, Jespers returned there 

on two occasions: from December 1954 to March 1956 and from November 1956 to April 1957. 

In the Congo, Jespers painted a great deal. These included some landscapes and portraits (fig.3) 

but above all large frieze compositions4 depicting processions of women draped in bright colors 

going to the market or going about their business, in a sort of allegory of Congolese life (fig.4). 

                                                 
1 This popular traditional technique was rediscovered in Murnau by Munich expressionist artists (Münter, 

Jawlensky, Kandinsky). 
2 Before going to the Congo, Jespers was already collecting African sculptures that inspired him. According to: 

GUISSET, p.263. 
3 He also stayed in Leopoldstad where he worked in a large warehouse at the local Athenaeum. See: BUYCK, 

2004, p.152. 
4 BUYCK, 1989-1990, cat.109, compares this type of composition to Egyptian reliefs. 
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He exhibited his Congolese works in Belgium, where they sold well, but also in the Congo 

(fig.5)5. Jespers also produced monumental works inspired by the Congo, for the Luluabourg 

courthouse (now Kananga) and especially the enormous Synthesis of the Belgian Congo (11 x 30 

m) for the Congo Palace at Expo 58 (fig.6)6. 

 

This frieze features twelve Congolese women, eleven standing and one seated, dressed in 

colorful traditional clothing and some carrying baskets on their heads. This is the type of 

composition typical of Jespers during his Congolese period. Most of these compositions are 

painted on canvas or even on panel. However, here, it is an églomisé, one of Jespers' emblematic 

techniques. This technique is rather rare for his African subjects if we compare it to the very 

numerous harlequins or clowns painted by Jespers7. In addition, it is a large églomisé (77 x 127.5 

cm). The fragility of such a work seems to indicate that it was painted in Antwerp8, most likely 

on the return from the first trip, at the end of 1952 (the last digit of the date seems to be a two). 

 

Inspired by African art and undoubtedly wanting to give an allegorical character to these women, 

Jespers stylizes the bodies9. These Congolese women become very recognizable signs that the 

artist will multiply in his works. He repeats them in brown-black paint with a fairly rapid gesture 

throughout the composition, of which they occupy the entire space. This rapid gesture clearly 

reveals the trace of the brush. This simplification of the motif and especially the speed of 

execution highlighting the means of painting is to be seen in parallel with the development of 

Action painting in the early 1950s. This frieze of figures with dark contours develops on a 

landscape reduced to three undulating horizontal bands, luminous and colored in pale pink, 

yellow and blue10. The figures are treated by their contours, they are filled with the background 

color. This results in a particularly interesting effect between the rather static and vertical rhythm 

of the women and the undulating rhythm of the background. Notice too that Jespers places spots 

of blue in the yellow zone and vice versa. He also overflows the yellow and pink of their 

respective bands to color certain figures. Finally, he dresses one of the women in orange and red. 

All these plays of color avoid the monotony of the composition. 

                                                 
5 In Kamina in 1952, at the Léopoldville museum in 1957… 
6 See : GUISSET, p.280 / La Synthèse du Congo, in : florisjespers.com. 
7 See : FREDERICQ, 1989, pp.200-205. 
8 Floris Jespers was living in Marialei at the time and occupied a studio on the first floor of 40-42 Desguinlei, a 

studio where he kept his Congolese works. According to: BUYCK, 2004, p.156. 
9 This stylization is found at the same time in the wire sculptures of Congolese women made by Floris Jespers. 
10 He does not use his gold or silver backgrounds here. 
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After his African period, Jespers returned to clown subjects in his églomisés, but treated in a 

color palette from his Congolese period. 

 

This large africanist églomisé was exhibited in 1985 at the Campo Gallery in Antwerp, 

then located on the Meir11 (fig.7 and document). This retrospective exhibition dedicated to Floris 

Jespers on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of his death brought together 287 works of all 

sizes and mediums used by the artist. Four years later, it was reproduced in the reference book 

on Jespers' églomisés by Louise Fredericq (fig.8)12. We learn there that at the time, it belonged 

to a private collection in Louvain. 

 

 

Laurent Stevens, Art historian, 2025 

laurentbela@yahoo.fr 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
11 The exhibition took place from March 14 to April 4, 1985. For a press article concerning this exhibition, see: 

MELDERS (Robert), Floris Jespers assimileert maar blijft persoonlijk, in: De Standaard, March 27, 1985, p.6. 
12 Note that Louise Fredericq only counts eleven of the twelve African women in her black and white photograph. 
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Illustrations 

 

In the text: photograph of Floris Jespers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.1 : Floris Jespers, Harlequinade, 1929, Antwerp, KMSKA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.2 : Floris Jespers on the Congoboot in 1956. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.3 : Floris Jespers, Congolese 

Landscape, Gent, MSK. 
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Fig.4 : Floris Jespers, African Women on Orange Background, 

1952, Antwerp, KMSKA. / African Woman, 1956, Antwerp, 

KMSKA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.5 : Jespers exhibition in Kamina in 

1952. 
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Fig.6 : Floris Jespers, Study for the Synthesis of the Belgian Congo, 1958. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.7 : Label on the 

reverse. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.8 : FREDERICQ, 1989, p.205. 
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MELDERS (Robert), Floris Jespers assimileert maar blijft persoonlijk, in: De Standaard, 

March 27, 1985, p.6. 
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