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Which forms did homosociality or male bonds assume during the long nineteenth 
century? This academic question viewed from an art-historical perspective, was tackled 
from different viewpoints in the presented papers by an impressive group of scholars 

with diverse expertise during this year’s ESNA congress at the Museum of Fine Arts in 

Ghent (MSK). The conference was held in consideration of Thijs Dekeuleire’s PhD project 

(Ghent University), in which he examines the discursive power of the artistic male nude 
in light of changing views of masculinity and male sociability in fin-de-siècle Belgium. It 
turned out to be a unique kind of topic for a congress which has never been brought up 
before in this way, and proved therefore to be all the more important.   
 
The first day was mainly focused on different types of nineteenth-century fraternal bonds, 
imperial bonds and coercive bonds, and how they crystallized around the terminology of 
masculinity. The emphasis on the vast variety of these kinds of male bonds was 

particularly striking and refreshing. The list of types of ‘male bonds’ grew even more 

elaborate on the second day. Forged bonds, male bonding through painting en plain air 
and covert bonds (connected to queerness), were the subjects of discussion. Regarding the 
latter topic, effort has been put into building a bridge between traditional art-historical 
scholarship and the fields of gender and gay and lesbian studies: an interdisciplinary 
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exchange of which the full potential for scholarship on the nineteenth century remains to 
be exploited. 
 
The concluding remarks on the conference where delivered by Henk de Smaele – doctor 
in history with a particular focus on political ideas, gender and sexuality. Professor de 
Smaele focused on the theoretical and methodological implications of the study on 
masculinity and argued that the terminology or concept tends to be used sometimes too 
easily in (art-) historical interpretations, therefore scholars tend to fall into the trap to 
present it as something isolated and monolete, when in reality it’s a very complex, 
unstable and not so easy to define concept. The inherent complexity of the concept causes 
also that male bonds are established in particular different ways and forms. This leads to a 
diverse and wide range of possible perspectives and interpretations of this kind of 
relationships. The need for relativity regarding the conceptualisation of different kinds of 
male bonds was realised successfully in the presented congress papers. This diversity 
formed in some way the core of the congress.  
 

We can conclude that ‘male bonds’ in the nineteenth-century consisted of different kinds 

of relationships or constellations. For example: fraternal bonds, friendship bonds, bonds 
that arose through competition of one another, the bond between lovers, bonds in a 
military context, bonds between master and his slave(s) or servant(s), bonds determined 
by a race or ethnicity, bonds that arise through religion, bonds determined by sexual 
preferences or gender identity (homoeroticism), male artists that bond on an artistic motif 
or subject matter etc. Although we have to be cautious for a too isolated use of 
‘masculinity’, the concept is necessary to make the object visible, which we need for an 
eventual political transformation. We therefore conclude that we cannot do without this 
terminology, nevertheless we need to keep nuance in consideration. 

 
 


