Biography of Félicien Rops

1833
Birth of Félicien in Namur, on 7 July, only son of Nicolas-Joseph Rops and Sophie Maubille. The father traded in calico, printed fabrics “in the colours of the rainbow” using processes similar to those for printing on paper. He was fond of flower growing and a music lover. He is said to have been a friend of the violinist Charles-Auguste de Bériot.

1843
Félicien’s early education was provided by private tutors before he was enrolled at the Jesuit College Notre-Dame de la Paix in Namur. I learned a lot of useless things there which were the charm of my life, he would write.

1848 He was a gifted pupil, particularly in Latin and also enjoyed caricaturing his teachers.

1849
When his father died, on 7 February, Félicien is placed under the authority of a tutor, his cousin Alphonse Rops, alderman in Namur, with whom he would never get on.


In June, Rops left the Jesuit College to continue his studies at the Athénée of Namur.

He was also enrolled at the Namur Art School where he was taught by Ferdinand Marinus, a teacher who knew how to inspire his pupils less with the Romantic ideal of which he had become one of the advocates than with the love of nature and the Mosan landscape. Many of his pupils would contribute to the growth of Belgian landscape painting in the second half of the 19th century.

1851
Rops enrolled at the Université Libre de Bruxelles for a first year in philosophy, as preparation for reading law. He found several old friends from Namur and established new relations, one of which was to prove to be paramount, with the writer Charles De Coster.


He quickly found his place among the most active student societies: the “Société des Joyeux” and the “Cercle des Crocodiles”. He became their regular cartoonist and was a gifted learner of lithography.

1853
Rops enrolled in the “atelier libre Saint-Luc”, another of the rallying points of Brussels bohemia where avant-garde ideas were exchanged and the ferments of realism were seething. There he met Artan, Dubois, Charles De Groux, Constantin Meunier …, future champions of realism in Belgium.

1856
When he came of age, Rops commanded a good deal of his father’s heritage. He lived amply on it and founded his own weekly, “L’Uylenspiegel, journal des ébats artistiques et littéraires”
. 

He grouped his lithographs into series, the main title of which corresponded every time to a theme. He would finally dabble in politics, which the newspaper’s subtitle would seem to rule out, and composed sequels entitled La Comédie politique, La Politique pour rire. A state of mind which was to lead him to collaborate with “Le Grelot”, “Le Corsaire” or “Le Charivari belge”. He would produce La Médaille de Waterloo (1858) for the last newspaper.

1857 On 28 June, Rops married Charlotte Polet de Faveaux, daughter of a judge at the Namur court. Two children were to be born of this marriage, Paul (1858-1928) and Juliette (1859 -1865). The family would divide its time between Namur and the château of Thozée, property of the Polet de Faveaux in the Entre-Sambre-et-Meuse region, before having a mansion built Avenue Louise in Brussels.

That same year, an article in praise of “L’Uylenspiegel” appeared in the French newspaper “Le Rabelais” and spoke very highly of Rops himself at the same time. The writer of the article was the famous journalist, Alfred Delvau. The latter pressed ahead and introduced the young Belgian artist among the “people who mattered” in Paris.

1858 Rops illustrated the Légendes flamandes of his friend and accomplice at “L’Uylenspiegel”, Charles De Coster for the Parisian publisher Hetzel in Paris. He thus began an important shift in his career by moving from the illustration of newspapers to the illustration of books, gradually relinquishing lithography for etching.

1862
Rops discontinued his contribution to “L’Uylenspiegel”». He taught himself etching.


In Namur, he founded the “Nautical Club of the Sambre and Meuse”. 

1863 Rops produced one of his most famous lithographs: Un Enterrement au pays wallon, which would be distributed in Paris by Cadart. A masterpiece of realism and caricature, the work reminds you of L’Enterrement à Ormans by his elder Gustave Courbet.

Through the intermediary of Alfred Delvau, he met the French publisher Auguste Poulet-Malassis who endeavoured to encourage the re-introduction of etching into the illustrated book. Their collaboration would prove to be a fruitful one and 34 frontispieces were produced between 1864 and 1871, mainly for erotic works of the 18th and 19th centuries.

1864      Baudelaire is, I believe, the man whom I wish most keenly to meet, we met each other in a strange love, the love of primary crystallographic form: the passion for the skeleton, Rops had written to Auguste Poulet-Malassis. Baudelaire visited Namur in May and the encounter was to be a cornerstone in the work of the young Belgian artist.


Poulet-Malassis was also the man who introduced Rops to the Parisian engraver Félix Bracquemond, who was to become Rops’ future master of etching.

1866
Poulet-Malassis published Epaves, a collection bringing together the censured poems of the Fleurs du Mal. Rops created the frontispiece for it and designed La Mort au bal, La Mort qui danse and other Mors syphilitica in that same “Baudelairien dream world”.


He further illustrated La Légende et les aventures d’Ulenspiegel et de Lamme Goedzak, a seminal work of French-speaking Belgian literature, by his friend Charles De Coster.

In Paris, he met Edmond and Jules de Goncourt, to whom he would dedicate in 1867, his Parisine, after Manette Salomon, heroine of the novel by the two brothers. He increasingly immersed himself in the literary circles of Paris and found them captivating. In a few years, he was to become the most demanded illustrator.

1868
In Brussels, Rops was actively involved in founding the “Société Libre des Beaux-Arts”, of which he became vice-president. This group of artists did not defend a clearly defined aesthetic ideal but their aim was to react against dogmatism, which would be the negation of all freedom and all progress.

As a man capable of galvanising friendships and energies, Félicien Rops attracted the young artists and writers with whom he associated in the avant-garde circles of the capital to his native Namur. He was actually one of the central figures of the “Colonie d’Anseremme”. He would come back there to find his Belgian friends until 1880 and devoted himself to his passion for botany and painted many views of the Meuse valley. The North Sea would be another of his home bases in his native country. It is somewhat of a beloved mistress, he wrote.

1869
Rops also founded the “Société Internationale des Aquafortistes” (International Etching Society), in Brussels. Its ambition was to revive etching in Belgium and create a cacography. 

He agreed to give etching lessons at the château of Thozée where he frequently lived with his family. The resulting Pédagogiques, fascinating from a technical point of view, would stem from that initiative.

1874
Rops settled in Paris for good where he lived with Aurélie and Léontine Duluc, whom he had met six years earlier. He would have many love affairs, but his relationships with those two sisters, dressmakers by profession, were the only lasting ones. He had a daughter Claire with Léontine, who was to marry the Belgian writer Eugène Demolder in 1895. Aurélie gave birth to the baby Jacques in 1892, but the child only lived a few days.


He travelled in Norway and Sweden and brought back a lot of sketches.

1877
Fascinated by the “psychological impression of his time”, Rops endeavoured to paint “what he felt with his nerves and saw with his eyes” of modern vices and passions. Drawing strength from this “realistic” approach to society, he would compose between 1875 and 1882: Le Bouge à matelots, Le Gandin ivre, L’Attrapade, La Dèche ... From a pérégrination aux antres malsains
, he brought back a thrilling Buveuse d’absinthe
 the searing effect of which he inflected in several versions.


He discovered Brittany.

1878
1878 was a year of intense artistic creation. Rops explored new paths in the field of drawing. He worked for the Scandal and produced two of his masterpieces: La Tentation de Saint- Antoine (The Temptation of Saint Anthony) and Pornokratès. The realistic and psychological painting of prostitution, which had captivated him until then, thus gave way to an allegorical and ironical outlook on the hold that sex had on human reality. The series of the four Dame au pantin, produced from 1873 to 1890 were another example of this. It was also the year when Rops started the production of Cent légers croquis sans prétention pour réjouir les honnêtes gens (10 lightweight sketches to delight honest people) for a Parisian bibliophile, Jules Noilly. One of the sketches was his famous “modern half-nude, of which he is the inventor.

1879
Rops created fashion sketches for the Maison Duluc fashion house and etched plates with margin drawings, in great demand by print lovers.


He travelled to Hungary. Only a few scattered texts and sketches are left of his travel notes that he should have published in Le Figaro, under the title Les Ropsodies hongroises.

1880
He discovered Spain from where he brought back views of Toledo, Seville, Madrid, Granada ...


That trip was also the inspiration for La Dernière Maja and Perle d’Alabaceyn.


An exceptional event in the life of this artist, who liked his privacy, was the exhibition of several of those studies at the Cercle des Arts, rue Vivienne, in Paris.

1881
Rops started an association, which was to last two or three years, with the Belgian publishing house Gay et Doucé, for which he created thirteen frontispieces inspired by “Cytherea”. Les Rimes de joie by Théodore Hannon appeared after long years when Rops delayed producing the illustration of them while influencing their design. The foreword is by Joris-Karl Huysmans.  Rops also worked for Henry Kistemaeckers, in a same bibliophile vein.

1882
Rops composed the thrilling series of the Sataniques: five watercolour drawings, prelude to the series of etchings with text by the artist, which Joris-Karl Huysmans would comment on in Certains. Joséphin Péladan calls them a poem of the possession of woman by the devil, where Rops rises to Dürer while being Rops more than ever.

1883
Founding of the XX Group (“Groupe des XX”) in Brussels. Rops, considered as the leader of the Belgian avant-garde, is invited to participate in the Group.

Joséphin Péladan publishes a first text about Rops in L’Esthétique au Salon de 1883. Others would follow.  The author defines the art of Rops according to an expression which became famous: Man possessed by woman, Woman possessed by the Devil. 


At that time, abandoning the strict painting of modern life, Rops continued the reflection initiated with Les Sataniques and turned towards symbolic art. Two of the frontispieces that he produced for Péladan would reveal that change: Le Vice suprême and L’Initiation sentimentale.


On Péladan’s initiative, Rops met Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly for whom he illustrated Les Diaboliques, a series derived from the same aesthetic reflection.
1884
Rops purchased the property-cum-refuge of the Demi Lune in Corbeil Essonnes, on the banks of the Seine, at the gateway to the forest of Fontainebleau.

1886
Pornocratès created a scandal at the exhibition of the XX Group.  Rops would exhibit on those same picture rails in 1887, 1889 and 1893.


This was also a time when he began to collaborate with the Liège etcher Armand Rassenfosse.  Together, they would search for new etching techniques and invent a soft transparent varnish, the “ropsenfosse”.

1887 
Rops made a trip to the United States in the company of the Duluc sisters, who were exploring the American market for their fashion house. He travelled to New York, Baltimore, Chicago, Ottawa, Montreal, Quebec... Rops would not follow up the project of editing a guide entitled Strange America, although he spoke a lot about it during his journey.

1888
Paul Verlaine asked him to design the frontispiece for Parallèlement. Rops would only comply with that request in 1896 and did so to illustrate Chair.

Rops, whose health is failing, works increasingly in the peaceful atmosphere of the Demi-Lune, his property in Essonnes near Paris. He gave free rein to his passion for botany and created new varieties of roses.  He took refuge in his painting.

1896
A retrospective of his works is scheduled at the Hôtel Drouot and, at the same time, the review La Plume publishes a special issue devoted to Rops.

1896-97
Rops exhibited in Brussels, at La Libre Esthétique.
1898
Rops died on 23 August, in his property of the Demi-Lune, surrounded by Léontine, Aurélie, Claire and his closest friends.

� Newspaper of literary and artistic entertainment


� Peregrination to unhealthy dens.


� Absinthe drinker.





