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Berlinde De Bruyckere
Berlinde De Bruyckere (Ghent, 1964) has
been a leading figure in the international
contemporary art world for many years now.
Her career got off to a flying start when she
was awarded the Young Belgian Art Prize,
three years after graduating in 1989. Since
then, her artistry has been honoured by
significant solo exhibitions all over the world
and several acclaimed awards. She has
participated twice in the Venice Biennale: in
2003 in the main pavilion, and in 2013 when
she represented Belgium in collaboration
with Nobel Prize winner J.M. Coetzee. The
Bonnefanten forms the backdrop for her
first solo exhibition in the Netherlands
since 2015.
De Bruyckere is known for her
monumental sculptures, installations and
drawings. Her work revolves around the body
and the concept of physicality. Despite their
confrontational character, her sculptures
exude warmth and are inviting to the touch.
De Bruyckere’s search for the meaning of
humanity, suffering and the force of life,
leads to raw works, which draw strength from
vulnerability and tenderness in the face of

relentlessness, and hope in times of despair.
De Bruyckere’s work has many layers
of meaning. It is imbued with references to
literature, classical mythology, art history,
and in particular to Christian iconography,
taking it out of its strictly religious context,
and allowing it to touch on current,
tangible subjects like universal human
suffering, refugee problems, violence or
loneliness. Projecting personal emotions and
experiences onto the broader scope of social
processes, De Bruyckere creates a field of
tension between autonomous poeticism and
social engagement that makes her work so
compelling.
The multi-layered nature of the work
is also seen in the production process. De
Bruyckere’s stirring sculptures have a
long and complex creative history. Much of
her work is constructed of soft materials
like wax, tanned horse hides and woolen
blankets, which she sometimes exposes to
the elements for years before incorporating
them into her art. This creative process lends
extra depth to the work.
The exhibition Engelenkeel shows recent
work from the period 2014 to the present.
The themes De Bruyckere has been focusing

on in recent years are brought together here
for the first time, revealing their underlying
common grounds. In addition, we are
presenting her latest body of work, which was
created during the corona crisis and has never
been shown before.
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Room 1 (2.17)
In terms of resonance and use of materials, the large
Penthesilea sculptures are typical of De Bruyckere’s later
oeuvre. On the other hand, their origin is quite unusual, as
they were originally conceived as part of the scenography for
Von Kleist’s opera of the same name, in De Munt, Brussels.
The opera tells the story of Penthesilea, high priestess of
the legendary female warriors, the Amazons. In the original
myth, Penthesilea fights in the Trojan war and is defeated
on the battlefield by her great enemy, Achilles. On hearing
he has killed her, he is overcome with sorrow and regret,
realising the extent of his subconscious love for her. In Von
Kleist’s opera, the roles are reversed, and Penthesilea kills
Achilles, with the same sad consequences.
The sculptures, consisting largely of wax casts of animal
hides, articulate many elements of De Bruyckere’s oeuvre.
The clear reference to classical mythology is affined to
current conflicts about power relations between different
genders. It is an erotic image. The hide wraps around the
column like a vulva wraps around a phallus: powerful and on
the verge of exhibitionistic, yet tender at the same time. The
image also refers to part of the processing of stripped hides.
The hides are hung and scraped clean, transforming them
from offal into something valuable and meaningful. According
to De Bruyckere, it is a moment like no other in life: uniting
death and resurrection, nature and culture, cruelty and care.

Berlinde De Bruyckere, PENTHESILEA, 2014-2015, wax, aluminium, iron, epoxy, 360 x 165 x
80 cm. Private collection, courtesy Hauser & Wirth Collection Services

Room 2 (2.18)
These five wing sculptures, entitled Sjemkel, are inspired
by the idea of an angel, as represented in religious texts
and stories, literature and art history. Conceived during the
isolation of the corona crisis, the angel guards against a
lonely existence and, even more importantly, against a lonely
death. According to Berlinde, an angel – with its warm, dark
wings – provides shelter; a refuge from fear.
De Bruyckere started on these works after she was asked
by the Belgian newspaper De Standaard which artwork she
would like to have with her in quarantine. She chose Cristo
Morto sorretto da un angelo by Giorgione. “Suddenly, I no
longer see Christ in that dead body. I mainly see the angel,
holding the corpse with hands that are far too small and
frail”, she told the newspaper. “The angel is an archetype.
He’s so archaic, yet he penetrates our personal lives”.

Left: Giorgione, Cristo morto sorretto da un
angelo, 1502-1510. Private collection
Right: Berlinde De Bruyckere, SJEMKEL I,
2020, wax, animal hair, silicone, fabric,
polyurethane, rope, metal, epoxy, 197 × 78 ×
45 cm.

Inspired by the large, dark, protective wings of the angel on
Giorgione’s painting, De Bruyckere started experimenting
with casts of animal hides to create wing shapes. This
resulted in a series of graceful works in which she combined
wax hides with fabrics she had bought over the years from
flea markets in France. The mysterious wings hang on the
walls, like coats on hooks, as if someone has just taken them
off and they are now waiting for a new ‘angel’ to come and put
them on. The viewer can assume they have been left behind
by caregivers – the angels taking care of the victims of the
pandemic – who have now put their wings aside in exhaustion,
in the hope that someone else will be prepared to take on
the heavy task. Significantly, on closer inspection one of the
works reveals that it consists of a double wing, probably
symbolizing an invitation to share the burden of care.

–

Berlinde De Bruyckere, SJEMKEL II, 2020, wax, animal hair, silicone, fabric,
polyurethane, metal, epoxy, 188 × 61 × 31 cm
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Room 3 (2.19)
An iron table supports glass domes filled with wax casts
of sawn tree trunks. They are reminiscent of reliquaries or
preserved specimens. Infinitum, 2017-2019, eternity, infinity,
is a powerful reminder of the transience of life and the
human pursuit of immortality. But the logs also have a strong
phallic connotation.
The latter association is reinforced by the series of erotic
drawings, which were created after De Bruyckere made
the illustrations for a PhD thesis by Dr. Guy Bronselaer, on
genital sensitivity after circumcision. That was in a period
when the lily was a central theme in her work. The series
represents genitalia as if they were unfurling flowers. In
Christianity, the lily is associated with both virginity and
fertility; a paradox that is reflected in the innocent, intimate
drawings. The erotically charged lily was combined with
the illustrations of the penis, and the quince with those of a
vagina.

:
Previous page: Berlinde De Bruyckere, INFINITUM, 2017-2019, iron, wood, glass, wax, fabric,
rope, epoxy, 162 x 201 x 101 cm
Right: Berlinde De Bruyckere, POIRE D’AMOUR, 2017, pencil on paper, 24,7 x 16,5 cm.
Private collection

Top left: Berlinde De Bruyckere, LELIE, 2017,
pencil on paper, 24,7 x 16,5 cm. Collection
Berlinde De Bruyckere
Top right: Berlinde De Bruyckere, LELIE, 2017,
pencil on paper, 24,7 x 16,5 cm.
Collection BV Kunstgalerij De Mijlpaal (B)
Left: Berlinde De Bruyckere, PENIS, 2017,
pencil on paper, 24,7 x 16,5 cm
Rechts: Berlinde De Bruyckere, PENIS, 2017,
pencil on paper, 24,7 x 16,5 cm

Room 4 (2.21)
Berlinde De Bruyckere regards the creative process as
an intrinsic part of the artwork. It takes her months, and
sometimes years, to prepare materials for a work, during
which the meaning of the material or the intention of the
artist might change. Then the originally conceived work takes
off in a new direction, although the end result encompasses
all the meanings.
For the series Courtyard Tales, De Bruyckere took
secondhand blankets that contained all the signs of their
original purpose and exposed them to the elements, by
leaving them outdoors for months in the orchard. According
to De Bruyckere, the lack of control involved in this process
is very important. The weakened, damaged remnants of
the blankets are destroyed even further. She describes
the process as inflicting wounds on an already fragile
basic material. For De Bruyckere, this imposed state of
decay echoes the failing social structures that increasingly
confront us. These structures were devised for our
protection, but over time they have proved vulnerable and
inadequate, meaning that the weakest among us slip through
the net more and more often.
De Bruyckere’s fascination for the angel theme prompted
her to start work in her studio in Ghent, in the autumn of
2020,on three full-length angel figures, entitled Arcangelo.
The figures are constructed of layers of wax, painted into
the mold in different colours, thus creating depth in the
skin colour. The draped cloak consists of a wax cast of a
hide.Tufts of fur are still visible, which in this setting evoke
a suggestion of feathers. They are placed high on plinths,
trapped in a dynamic moment of imbalance: tilting slightly
forwards, so that it is not clear whether they are on the point
of falling down or flying up. The casts of hides are draped
smoothly over the human figure beneath, clearly outlining the
head and shoulders, with pointed protrusions that reinforce

Berlinde De Bruyckere, COURTYARD TALES, 2017-2018, blankets, wood, polyurethane, epoxy,
275 x 270 x 42 cm
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the suggestion of wings. The appearance of these figures
instinctively evokes associations with the blanket women
De Bruyckere created in the 1990’s. Although the hides
draped over the angel figures appear heavy, the way the
figures tilt forwards also gives the suggestion of ascending.
Like the blanket women, these figures seem to be trapped
in their coverings, suppressed and withdrawn, but the
angel figures are lent an air of mystery by their hybrid
form, which blends human figuration and animal hides in a
momentum that seems to encompass both doom and glad
tidings.

Left: Berlinde De Bruyckere, ARCANGELO II, 2020,
wax, wood, animal hair, metal, epoxy, 302 × 65,5 ×
75 cm
Right: Berlinde De Bruyckere, V. EEMAN, 1999, wax,
blankets, polyester, zinc. Collection Belfius
Bank (B)
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Left: Berlinde De Bruyckere, SJEMKEL I, 2020, wax, animal hair, silicone, fabric, polyurethane,
rope, metal, epoxy. 197 × 78 × 45 cm (detail)
Right: Berlinde De Bruyckere, ARCANGELO I, 2020, wax, wood, animal hair, metal, epoxy, 308 x 60 x
70 cm. Collection Auckland Art Gallery/Toi o Tāmaki (NZ)

Room 5 (2.23)
Central themes in the oeuvre of Berlinde De Bruyckere are
the suffering of mankind and the fragility of existence. She
takes inspiration from themes from art history and from
Christian iconography in particular.
In the first decade of the twenty-first century, De Bruyckere
created mainly sculptures of headless, distorted human
bodies. They include Per Benedetto, 2009, a homage to the
influential Renaissance sculptor Benedetto da Maiano (14421497).
From 2010, the work uses a more abstract visual idiom, which
is shown clearly in the works San S. In them, De Bruyckere
presents wax trees as independent bodies, spiked with iron
rods. The tree we see is merely an illusion of the full trunk. If
we look from the side, we see it is a hollow cast of the bark,
like a stripped hide that still retains the shape of the body.
The trees evoke images of the death of Saint Sebastian, the
young officer in the Roman army who was tortured to death
because he refused to renounce the Christian faith. In the
end, he was killed by a volley of arrows. This figure recurs
regularly in the oeuvre of De Bruyckere. She admires his
stubbornness, the stoicism with which he endures his fate
and the pride he retains. “Never an expression of pain on
his face. It’s as if the arrows don’t harm him or ‘touch’ him,
even though they pierce right through his body. That tells me
something about the man’s ‘mental state’, about the mental
state of mankind tout court – what we are capable of”.

Berlinde De Bruyckere, SAN S. II, 2017-2019, wax, wood, iron, epoxy, 230 x 79, 37 cm

Room 6 (2.24)
Since 1999, when the Flanders Fields Museum in Ypres asked
her to create a work on the theme of war, horse carcasses
have played a central role in De Bruyckere’s oeuvre. In the
museum archives, she discovered hundreds of photos of the
battlefields of World War I. In these photos, the cavalry horse
appeared as a symbol of metamorphosis, the immeasurability
of death and destruction, and the incalculable magnitude
of loss. A magnitude she felt could not be conveyed through
human sculptures.
No Life Lost II, 2015 shows the carcasses of three
intertwined horses, lying on top of one another and tied with
leather belts in a glass display case. Although exposed to
death, these fallen creatures nevertheless offer an indelible
picture of sublime beauty, dignity and power. The display case
cannot contain the bodies. The head of one of the animals
bears the reassuring element of a blanket, but then in the
ambiguous shape of a blindfold, which protects the animal
against external stimuli, while also rendering it powerless.

/
Previous page: Berlinde De Bruyckere, PER BENEDETTO, 2009, wax, epoxy, metal, wood,
wood, iron, 201 x 70 x 120 cm. Collection Museum Voorlinden, Wassenaar (NL)
Left (detail) and next page: Berlinde De Bruyckere, NO LIFE LOST II, 2015, horse skin, wood,
glass, fabric, leather, blankets, iron, epoxy, 230 x 85 x 306 cm

Room 7 (2.25)
The series of drawings Met Tere Huid was created in the
same period as Penthesilea. It results from an exploration of
the processing of hides. Stripping, stretching and cleaning
the hides is an important theme for De Bruyckere. These
drawings are an abstraction of the unfolded hide seen in
Penthesilea. The drawings have a clearly erotic connotation.
The warm, soft skin is almost tangible. Strangely though, it
is unclear whether it consists of masculine, feminine or other
forms.
The book Metamorphoses, by the classical writer Ovid, is one
of the most important frames of reference in De Bruyckere’s
work. The stories of the transformation of people into
animals, plants and flowers form an infinite source of
inspiration.
It almost seemed a lily refers to a phrase that Ovid uses in
his Metamorphoses to describe the purple flower into which
Hyacinthus is transformed after his tragic death. The god
Apollo was so enamoured of the boy that he threw a discus a
very long way, in order to impress him. However, the discus
hit Hyacinthus and killed him.
This story prompted De Bruyckere to make large-scale
‘canvases’, on which the elementary shapes of a lily can be
made out. The frame is made of oak planks that were once
part of a floor. The ‘canvas’ is formed of old wallpaper, the
layers of which show various generations of residents.
The materials have a rich history and combine to form an
abundant image. The viewer can dissect the image, like an
archaeologist.

—

Berlinde De Bruyckere, MET TERE HUID, 2015-2016, aquarel and pencil on paper, 54,6 x 37,5 cm.
Private collection

Berlinde De Bruyckere, IT ALMOST SEEMED A LILY V, 2018, wood, wax, tapestry, leather, fabric,
iron, epoxy, 216 x 148 x 40 cm

Room 8 (2.26)
Like the large-scale work Kreupelhout-Cripplewood, 20122013, created by De Bruyckere in 2013 for the Venice
Biennale, Embalmed – Twins II, 2017, is a wax cast of an
ancient tree trunk. She has coloured and treated the wax to
give it the appearance of human skin – naked and vulnerable
– giving the tree a human look, like a big, mutilated body.
Here and there, the trunk is covered and bound in rags and
half-rotted blankets. The textile bandages reinforce the
impression that we are looking at a wounded creature, which
is in need of care.
Embalmed – Twins II, 2017 is alarmingly vulnerable, as if the
tree is an animate creature, frozen in its transformation
between flesh and tree, and between life and death. The
whole thing also gives the impression of a giant relic,
mounted on a metal construction on which it can be carried
around, like in a religious procession.

Top and bottom (detail): Berlinde de Bruyckere, EMBALMED TWINS II, 2017, wax, fabric, leather, rope,
wood, iron, epoxy, 190 x 145 x 570 cm

Room 9 (2.27)
The installation Aletheia, on-vergeten, 2019, is a room-sized
reconstruction of an industrial tannery. Unlike the artisanal
workshops she usually gets her material from, this tannery
was cold and anonymous. The cured hides were stored in
stacks on separate pallets; one enormous pallet on top of
another. The image of endless remains of anonymous death
evokes associations of the pictures we see after bombings
or terrorist attacks, or the discovery of mass graves, and of
the loneliness of the individual in relation to the anonymous
death of mass slaughter – not only of people, but also of
animals. The unnecessary over-consumption of meat and
the remorseless attitude to animals becomes crystal clear
in such a place. With this image in mind – of covering and
revealing, and of the shame involved in revealing human
cruelty – De Bruyckere constructed this total installation; a
reconstruction in wax, salt, resin and wood of the industrial
tannery, with the pallets, the floor, the salt and even the
pools of blood in the salt, in which viewers see themselves
reflected, so they become involved as accomplices. At the
same time, the abundant presence of the salt that covers
this atrocity means we almost experience the whole as a
landscape covered in snow – bathed in innocence, as it were.

Berlinde De Bruyckere, ALETHEIA, ON-VERGETEN, 2019, wax, wood, salt, epoxy, roofing,
room-filling installation (detail). Collection Fondazione Sandretto Re Rebaudengo (I)
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