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Ian Millman
The Franco-Dutch artist Georges de Feure (1868-1943) was one of the most influential figures in the international movements of Symbolism and Art Nouveau at the end of the nineteeenth century and his contribution to them was the subject of a major retrospective at the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam in 1993. After the acclaim he received for his designs for the Pavillon de l’Art Nouveau Bing at the Expositon Universelle in Paris in 1900, de Feure then went on, among other things, to construct and pilot his own aircraft, write ballets (complete with his own costumes and décors) for the composers Maurice Ravel and Claude Debussy and, after the First World War, execute the interior decoration of the influential fashion house of Madeleine Vionnet on the avenue Montaigne in Paris. (1) Despite the wide, sometimes bewildering, diversity of his activites, one genre to which he remained faithful throughout his career was the landscape. (2) Indeed, the vast majority of works known from a career spanning more than half a century are in this category. Yet, curiously enough, almost all of them are views that are impossible to situate and identify with certainty today. That is, with one notable exception : the molen de Adriaan in Haarlem in The Nertherlands.
Constructed in the late eighteenth century, the windmill attests to the economic and social transformations that the country and more specifically, the city, were undergoing at that time.

It takes its name from Adriaan de Booys, an industrialist from Amsterdam who had the mill built on the site of the Goevrouwetoren, or Goede Vrouwtoren (Goodwife Tower), a part of the obsolete city defences beside the river Spaarne that he had acquired from the municipal authorities on 24th April 1778. Built under the supervision of Henricus Ruijsch, a miller from Waddinxveen, who used the height of the foundations of the old tower in order to reach the wind above the surrounding buildings, it was opened on 19th May 1779. Towering some 34 meters above the river level, the windmill is about twice as high as its counterparts of the polders. Contrary to these, whose purpose was to drain water from the land, the molen de Adriaan was initially conceived for industrial activity, with the production of cement, paint and tan. Later, it was used for grinding tobacco snuff and ultimately flour. Mid-nineteenth century attempts by its new owner, J. Van Borloo, to make it more competitive through the use of steam power proved to be unsuccessful and in 1925, in order to save it from demolition, it was bought by the Vereniging De Hollandsche Molen, the Dutch Windmill Society. Five years later, the mill was severely damaged in a storm and, on 23rd April 1932, it was completely destroyed in a fire, the cause of which has never been established. Plans to rebuild the mill were immediately drawn up, but the bad economic situation of the 1930’s and then the Second World War meant that this project was postponed, and it was not until the late 1990’s that reconstruction finally got underway. On 23rd April 2002, the seventieth anniversary of the fateful fire, the rebuilt and fully functional molen de Adriaan opened to the public as a museum. Thus, this windmill that had dominated the banks of the river Spaarne for more than a century and a half became once more been an integral part of the Haarlem skyline. (3)
The painting of the molen de Adriaan by Georges de Feure dates from the 1920’s, before the disaster. (Illus. 1) It is executed in oil on wood and is exceptionally large, measuring 74 by 116 centimeters. (4) It is a powerful and dramatic compositon, with the emblematic windmill to the left, partly silhouetted against the billowing clouds so characteristic of the Dutch landscape. Even its imposing height is dwarfed by their immensity. In the foreground, a sweeping stretch of the river Spaarne provides a delightful counterfoil to the sky, as a breeze ruffles the surface of the water into a myriad of facetted reflections of light and shadow. On the right, the sloping roof of an old building, similarly silhouetted, both gives balance to the composition, and anchors the foreground, accentuating the sensation of space and depth. As the eye wanders over the painting in contemplation, it is lead into an exploration of each and every captivating and intriguing detail of house, window, tree or garden.
A period photograph of the artist is most revealing. (Illus. 2) Taken in his Paris studio on the rue Singer in the fashionable 16th district, it bears all the hallmarks of an official photograph, marking some important event in the artist’s life, most probably his promotion in the French Ordre de la Légion d’honneur to the grade of Officier, which took place on 5th August 1923. It shows the artist,  palette and paintbrushes in hand, posing proudly among his creations : furniture, glasswork, ceramics, paintings... On an easel, beside the artist, in pride of place, his painting of the Molen de Adriaan, Haarlem.
Through this deliberate choice of painting, for this official event de Feure wished to make a statement about himself as an artist and his ancestry, both personal and artistic. While having adopted, from the very beginning of his career, a French pseudonym and in the mid 1920’s even demanded clarification of his nationality from the French authorites, de Feure wanted to assert both his Dutch origins and his own aesthetic values in general and on landscape painting in particular.
When visiting the actual site of the molen de Adriaan in Haarlem(Illus. 3), it becomes immediately apparent that the painting could not have been executed on the spot : the human eye perceives space in a different manner to the lens of a camera. In reality, the St. Bavo church appears much larger, occupying a more important place on the horizon to the right of the windmill.
Indeed, although de Feure’s niece reminisced that she had actually seen the artist painting sur le motif  while staying with his sister in Santa Reperata di Balagna in the north of Corisca, (5) the little evidence that exists suggests that, more often than not, the starting point for de Feure’s landscape painting was photographic material : postcards, snapshots, magazine cuttings etc. and that these works were executed in the studio, as was the case for the molen de Adriaan painting.
Two small, squared-up landscape drawings on tracing paper by de Feure are known that attest to this method of working. (Illus. 4  and 5) In an unfinished oil corresponding to the first of these tracings (Illus. 6) de Feure has, among other modifications, added an extra windmill, while an enlarged version of the second tracing (Illus. 7) shows that the artist has modified the church tower. (6) In the former drawing, de Feure has added lines to indicate the vanishing point of the perspective. This suggests that he did not trace the totality of the original photograph, but eliminated part of it, thus necessitating the completion of space in this manner. 
This arbitrary selection of real elements seems to have also been de Feure’s method of working for his painting of the Haarlem windmill. Thorough examination of archive photographs suggests that, in all probability, the starting point of the painting was a postcard (Illus. 8) that can be dated to 1910 at the latest. (7)
A detailed comparison of the two justifies this hypothesis, as there are a number of elements included in the painting that are only present in this particular postcard. The retouched postcard (Illus. 9) highlighing these is self-explanatory, but certain of them deserve commentary. Thus, to the left of the windmill, there is a building whose end wall points to the left. In reality and, this is visible on all other postcards, the buildings on Papentorenvest are perpendicular to this, with the end wall pointing to the right. The outline of the two trees in the centre background are almost identical in both painting and postcard. Finally, on the right, what can be seen of the roof behind the boat serves as the starting point for de Feure’s imaginative completion of the tower-like building, while the boat itself may have inspired him for the opening vista of the river disappearing into this distance and the sea. In reality, the Spaarne turns sharply to the left, between the windmill and the sunlit buildings on de Feure’s painting. Working from a small postcard, measuring only a few centimetres on each side, probably lead him to invent what appears to be a barrier or a weir between these two elements where white posts are barely visible on the postcard. Similarly, the spire of the St. Bavo church in de Feure’s painting has little in common with that in reality except for it general outline (Illus. 10 and 11).
Another, unfinished painting (Illus. 12) exists that seems also to have been inspired by the molen de Adriaan but which deviates even more from the reality of the site. The windmill itself appears to be almost the same, but the buildings clustered around it, the canal on the left, the wide expanse of water to the right as well as a dominantly red, orange, pink and lilac palette make it a totally different compostion with a radically different atmosphere. In the centre of the composition, traces of de Feure’s squaring up of the canvas are visible, attesting once again to his method of working.(8)
The view of the molen de Adriaan in de Feure’s painting is from the present day Hooimarkt or Friese Varkenmarkt, looking south. Thus, the sunlit buildings in the painting indicate that it is morning. De Feure has reversed the position of the sails of the windmill, so that are not seen from behind, as on the postcard, but from the front. In doing so, he has placed them in the position that they are moored in on days of mourning, as opposed to that of festive days when the top sail is slightly to the right of vertical. However it remains a mystery as to whether de Feure was consciously positioning the sails in his painting with this meaning.
Indeed, just how and why Georges de Feure came to paint this particular windmill also remains a mystery, but with its towering form with outstretched sails dwarfed by the massing clouds it stands as an emblem, a symbol par excellence of the land of his father and his own childhood and youth, and, in addition to its historical interest, remains an imposing image, both by its size and force.
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