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Inspired by Baudelaire’s 1846 appeal to artists to open their eyes to the shadow side of the 

modern metropolis, this year’s ESNA conference, City of Sin: Representing the Urban 

Underbelly in the Nineteenth Century focused on the more subversive subjects of 

nineteenth-century city life. An inspiring group of art historians and students assembled at 

the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam to discuss the depiction of topics such as prostitution, 

criminality and addiction in nineteenth-century art. Although this may sound a bit 

peculiar, these topics actually present fundamental issues of nineteenth-century urban 

culture.  

 

The two-day conference started with a lecture by Fleur Roos Rosa de Carvalho, curator of 

prints and drawings at the Van Gogh Museum. The main point of Fleur’s lecture, focussing 

specifically on prostitution in prints, was that for several reasons prostitution is often 

depicted in a veiled way. We need to read between the lines to recognize it. In the first 

session, speakers discussed ways to reveal the invisible and provided food for thought for 

different approaches. 

 



From the invisible we made a leap to the ignored. The second session examined topics that 

a lot of art historians will probably regard as ‘not academic enough’. Issues such as 

gambling, drug (ab)use, alcoholism and venereal diseases were discussed, and the 

speakers made clear why these topics are of interest to art historical research. They were 

widespread phenomena, not restricted to the lower classes but part of nineteenth-century 

culture and everyday life. Therefore we should not ignore them – at least, not if we want 

to gain complete and genuine insight into the nineteenth century. 

 

The second day of the conference started with a lecture about the relation between the 

artist George Hendrik Breitner and his model Geesje Kwak by Suzanne Veldink, curator of 

the exhibition Breitner: Girl in Kimono. Suzanne demonstrated how in the nineteenth 

century, double moral standards were the norm, not the exception. Her lecture was 

followed by a session about different representations of prostitution in art, and maybe 

more importantly, how to recognize its metaphoric depictions. The speakers came up with 

some new and interesting points, but as a critical note I want to add that we must be 

careful not to over-interpret the artworks and loose ourselves in complex theories. 

 

As a curator in training I’m particularly interested in the question how to present this kind 

of subversive subject matter to a broader public. Or more specifically, how to tell people 

another story than they are used to hear. Therefore, I was glad that Professor Tamar Garb 

of University College London concluded the conference with a critical lecture on these 

issues. The modernist narrative, which is still dominant in both research and curatorial 

practice, gives little space for other approaches. Of course it’s difficult to rewrite the art 

historical canon, but I don’t believe it’s impossible. Let’s rethink the history of the 

nineteenth century and to a certain extent try to shed the white-male gaze of the so called 

“Baudelairian paradigm”. This would enable us to explore other narratives and broaden 

our knowledge of the most fascinating period in history. All in all, the conference was very 

inspiring, and ESNA made a step in the right direction. I’m looking forward to next year’s 

conference, and I hope that the organization will continue to address unconventional 

topics. 

 


