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Men always count more than ideas. For me ideas have 
always had eyes, nose, mouth, arms, and legs.

— ITALO CALVINO, Hermit in Paris
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Preface

No sooner were the last rays of the Sunlit period extin-
guished than the bilious ??? of the Vache period ???. 

In March and April 1948.” These few words and question marks bring Alex 
Danchev’s manuscript to its untimely close. His final chapter was to begin 
with a description of the exhibition of Ma gritte’s so- called vache paintings 
that opened at the Galerie du Faubourg, Paris, in May 1948. The first of the 
questions he appears to be asking himself is how to describe the works shown 
there; the second is more ambiguous— was he wondering how to translate the 
word “vache”? (Finding the correct translation for a word, a title, or a phrase, 
mattered to him.) Or was he questioning his own use of the word “period”? 
Was he perhaps asking himself if a series of works produced in five feverish 
weeks could really constitute a “period”? Whatever these question marks stand 
for, their meaning is now lost. The more interesting and far trickier question 
is how Alex Danchev planned to tackle the last twenty years of Ma gritte’s life. 
All we know is that he intended to cover these years in a single chapter (and to 
follow that with another chapter exploring the major influence of Ma gritte’s 
work on younger artists as well as on advertising and popular culture). It was 
decided to follow the first part of his plan— to cover the missing years in one 
chapter. Completing the narrative meant making the best use of available 
facts, while exploring Ma gritte’s influence on the art and culture since his 
death required a more subjective approach and would not necessarily reflect 
Danchev’s own views. The final chapter, written by me, serves as an addenda 
to the main text, bringing the story of the artist’s life to its conclusion. Alex’s 
tone and his range of reference cannot be imitated, nor can we know how 
much his familiarity with the French language let alone his extensive reading 
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xxvi PrEFACE

around and often beyond the subject would have brought new knowledge and 
a fresh perspective to an account of Ma gritte’s last years. What is certain is 
that his book fills a large gap in Ma gritte studies. His wide knowledge of the 
period and his gift for narrative will put to rest the idea that Ma gritte’s out-
wardly uneventful life, which was lived almost entirely in Brussels (except for 
the three years he spent in Paris between 1927 and 1930), lacked the richness 
and variety to bear the weight of biography.

During the four or five years that Danchev worked on the book he amassed 
an impressive archive of material (which will join his other papers kept at the 
University of St. Andrews), and I am enormously grateful to Dee Danchev for 
allowing me free access to his files. Without her generous and unfailing help 
my task would have been that much more difficult. 

— SARAH WHITFIELD
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Introduction

René Ma gritte is the single most significant purveyor 
of images to the modern world. His paintings and his 

propositions are part of our culture. His personal iconography, his surreal 
sensibility, his deadpan melodrama, his trompe l’oeil effects, his cleverness, 
his outrageousness, his subversiveness (he is one of the great subversives of our 
time): all this is now inescapable. Contemporary life is replete with Ma gritte 
and his sensibility. His paintings are legends. La Trahison des images (The 
Treachery of Images): a pipe, captioned “This is not a pipe.” L’ Empire des 
lumières (The Dominion of Light): a street in darkness under a daylight sky. 
L’Évidence éternelle (The Eternally Obvious): five panels showing parts 
of a naked woman, from head to foot. La Durée poignardée (Time Trans-
fixed): a train coming out of a fireplace [color plate 1]. La Modèle rouge (The 
Red Model): a pair of boots- turned- feet, complete with toes. Le Domaine 
d’Arnheim (The Domain of Arnheim): a shattered window, the shards of glass 
showing the view outside. La Clef des songes (The Interpretation of Dreams): 
objects labeled, as in a bag (“The sky”), a penknife (“The bird”), a leaf (“The 
table”), and a sponge (“The sponge”). Golconde (Golconda): is it raining men 
in bowler hats and overcoats— or are they ascending to heaven?

The fruits of Ma gritte’s stunning imagination have revolutionized what 
we see and how we understand. He was always on the lookout for what had 
never been seen, as he put it, and he was intensely interested in the relations 
of word and image: “An object is never so closely attached to its name that 
another cannot be found for it.” Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophical investi-
gations are not so far from Ma gritte’s. Some of their propositions are remark-
ably similar. Ma gritte’s art is a cross between Wittgenstein’s thought and Alice 
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xxviii INtroDuCtIoN

in Wonderland, with a seasoning 
of surrealism, a pinch of eroticism, 
and a sizzle of dread.

. . .

Born in Lessines, Belgium, in  
1898, Ma gritte was a man of many  
parts. To all outward appear-
ances, he was a placid petit bour-
geois who kept a modest house  
in a nondescript Brussels suburb.  

As a young man, he worked full- time designing wallpaper; he also created  
posters and designs for the Brussels couture house Norine. He married his  
childhood sweetheart, Georgette Berger, and they socialized mainly at home.  
He had no studio. He set up his easel in a corner of the dining room. He  
painted in suit and tie and slippers. He made no noise. He was the epitome  
of respectability. At the appointed hour he walked the dog. He cooked  
(cheese fondue, chocolate mousse), religiously following the recipes. He was  
solicitous to his wife. He played chess each week at the Café Greenwich. He  
read.

Yet Ma gritte, who produced his first surrealist paintings and collages in 
1925, was fundamental to surrealism, and surrealism was fundamental to 
him. He and Georgette passed three turbulent years in Paris, between 1927 
and 1930, at the height of the surrealist fever— an experiment that was not 
entirely a success. 
Ma gritte was out 
of place in Paris. 
When he fell out 
with André Breton, 
“the Pope of Sur-
realism,” at an 
evening gathering, 
Ma gritte was ex-
communicated for 
years. Nonetheless, 
he maintained an 
arm’s- length dia-
logue with Breton, 
who began collect-
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 INtroDuCtIoN xxix

ing Ma gritte’s paintings as early as 1928; this was a dialogue of crucial impor-
tance for surrealism and for modernism in general.

Ma gritte was more comfortable as the king of the Belgians. He repre-
sented an antipode to Paris and metropolitan hegemony. From the tables of 
the Café Flore, Brussels was a backwater and Ma gritte a provincial. He spoke 
with a heavy Walloon accent, as Parisian intellectuals could not fail to notice. 
But Ma gritte had his own gang. In Paul Nougé he discovered a literary guru 
akin to Valéry; in the writer Louis Scutenaire a kind of Boswell; in the young 
surrealist acolyte Marcel Mariën a collaborator and disciple. Ma gritte and his 
group gained a certain independence. The importance of this devoted band of 
accomplices, referred to as “la bande à Ma gritte” (all of whom wrote about 
him, each in their idiosyncratic fashion),1 was vital to the artist, who was at 
once their director and their fascinator.

. . .

By the early 1930s Ma gritte was already a major artist, though he still 
had difficulty making ends meet. His first one- man show in the United States 
was at the Julien Levy Gallery in New York in 1936. He had fourteen works 
in the International Surrealist Exhibition in London the same year. In 1939 he 
designed a poster for the Comité de vigilance des intellectuels antifascistes. 
Five days after the German invasion of Belgium in May 1940, fearful that he 
would be picked up for his political statements, he left Brussels for France, 
traveling first to Paris and then to Carcassonne. He returned to Brussels in 
August. There he painted out the war. In 1943 he entered his “Renoir period,” 
in which he adopted the manner (and palette) of late Renoir, in order to bring 
a little pleasure into the world, as he claimed. These “sunlit” paintings, as 
he called them, were intensely disliked by a number of his admirers, includ-
ing Georgette; the period ended four years later. In 1945, Le Drapeau rouge 
(The Red Flag) announced that Ma gritte had joined the Belgian Communist 
Party. After about eighteen months his enthusiasm for the party and its people 
waned, but not his faith in communism itself.

In 1948, for his first one- man show in Paris, he exhibited works done for 
the occasion in five weeks flat— aided and abetted by Scutenaire— in a flam-
boyant caricatural style dubbed “vache” (cow): a provocation aimed at the 
high- and- mighty Parisians. The exhibition was coolly received; nothing was 
sold.

But Ma gritte remained true to his vision, and over the next twenty years 
the word spread to the United States. In 1965 a major retrospective at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York traveled all over the country; two years 
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xxx INtroDuCtIoN

later another major retrospective was held at the Boijmans Van Beuningen 
Museum in Rotterdam and the Moderna Museet in Stockholm. Ma gritte 
himself visited the Gibiesse foundry in Verona to correct the wax models for 
sculptures of a selection of his signature works. In 1967 he died suddenly of 
pancreatic cancer. The sculptures were cast after his death.

. . .

Along this long road to recognition as a major artist, Ma gritte remained 
a multipurpose master, whose practice embraced fine and graphic design. He 
produced commercial artwork under the imprint of Studio Dongo, which 
was simply a shed at the bottom of the garden. Studio Dongo specialized 
in “Stands, Displays, Publicity Objects, Posters, Drawings, Photomontages, 
Advertising Copy.” He created posters for Alfa Romeo, wallpaper for Peters- 
Lacroix, catalogs for fashion houses, shop window displays, sheet music cov-
ers for his brother Paul, and book covers. His cover design for Breton’s What 
Is Surrealism? (1934) was based on his subversive image Le Viol (The Rape), 
in which a woman’s face is replaced by her sex.

The urge to analyze or preferably to psychoanalyze Ma gritte has proved 
hard to resist. The closest thing to a founding myth derives from Ma gritte’s 
mother’s disappearance when he was thirteen, and especially from the descrip-
tion of her body, pulled from the River Sambre seventeen days later, with her 
face covered by her nightdress. Ma gritte had a consuming interest in reveal-
ment and concealment. In a rare unscripted radio interview, discoursing on 
mystery— his favorite subject— he mentioned a painting called La Grande 
Guerre (The Great War), a portrait of a bowler- hatted man whose face is hid-
den by an apple. “At least it hides the face partly,” explained Ma gritte. “So 
you have the apparent face, the apple, hiding the visible but hidden, the face 
of the person. It’s something that happens constantly. Everything we see hides 
another thing, we always want to see what is hidden by what we see. There 
is an interest in that which is hidden and which the visible doesn’t show us. 
This interest can take the form of a quite intense feeling, a sort of conflict, one 
might say, between the visible that is hidden and the visible that is apparent.”2 
Ma gritte’s art is full of the visible that is hidden.

. . .

Ma gritte was well defended, but he was also something of a showman, 
punctiliously rehearsed. His public life was a kind of performance art— 
a model for Gilbert and George— the suit, the bowler hat, the unvarying 
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regime: always the same dog (a Pomeranian), always the same name (Loulou 
or Jackie), always the same walk, immortalized in a Paul Simon song.3 He 
played chess with Marcel Du champ— almost an allegory of modern art. The 
squares on his chessboard were marked with handwritten comments such as 
“escape square,” “lost square,” “square of salvation,” “square of no hope.” 
He enjoyed scandalizing his friends with pranks and practical jokes: he would 
kick a visitor from behind and pretend nothing had happened; he would lie 
down on the floor of a taxi, like a dog; he would let each plate crash to the 
floor while washing up, until Georgette objected. Ma gritte was ostentatiously 
devoted to his dogs. Where he went, they went; where they could not go, he 
would not go. If they were not permitted in the restaurant, he dined in the 
kitchen. When he flew to the United States, Loulou was on board.

. . .

Ma gritte’s painting borrows freely from both film and photography, 
genres that influenced him deeply, and in which he participated. His paint-
ings share the deadpan of silent films; his silent films share the bizarrerie of 
the paintings. The films animate the paintings, as if splicing them together 
into a kind of tragi- comic strip. As home movies, they afford a glimpse of 
Ma gritte at play. Like John Ford, he had his own stock company. In total, 
more than three hours of his short films have been preserved, in the archives 
of the Royal Museum of Fine Arts and the Film Museum in Brussels, and 
the Flemish Broadcasting Company. Jef Cornelis has made a compilation of 
extracts, A Weekend with Mr. Ma gritte (1997); and there is also a documen-
tary, René Ma gritte, cinéaste (1974), by Catherine de Croës and Francis de 
Lulle.4 Other documentaries were made about him, with his collaboration, 
notably Ma gritte, ou la leçon des choses (Ma gritte, or the Lesson of Things, 
1960), by the anthropologist Luc de Heusch, and Ma gritte: The Middle Class 
Magician (1964), by George Melly and Jonathan Miller, for the BBC.5 

Ma gritte lent himself to portraiture, by some of the most adventurous 
photographers of the day, including Bill Brandt, Georges Thiry, Raoul Ubac, 
and Man Ray himself. In 1965 he colluded in a suitably off- beat series in his 
own home, by Duane Michals.6 A selection of his own photographs from 
1928 to 1955 was published in 1976, bearing the quintessentially Ma grittian 
title La Fidelité des images (The Faithfulness of Images)— a title supplied 
by Scutenaire, who also furnished the captions.7 Ma gritte continued to play 
with the possibilities of the medium all his life.8 Sometimes photographs 
echo paintings; sometimes they testify to the nature of his relationship with 
Georgette; sometimes both. “Plagiarism is necessary, progress implies it,” 

Danc_9780307908193_all_5p_r1.z.indd   31Danc_9780307908193_all_5p_r1.z.indd   31 9/14/21   3:42 PM9/14/21   3:42 PM



xxxii INtroDuCtIoN

said Isidore Ducasse, alias the Comte de Lautréamont, and Ma gritte certainly 
knew his Lautréamont: his illustrated edition of Les Chants de Maldoror is 
a classic— but he gave much more than he took.9 Marcel Broodthaers made 
no fewer than eight films featuring the signature pipe, including one called 
This Wouldn’t Be a Pipe (1970).10 Ma gritte haunts the imagination of film-
makers from Alfred Hitchcock to David Lynch. He feeds The Simpsons: 
one episode features his painting Le Fils de l’homme (The Son of Man), an 
earlier version of La Grande Guerre, the face masked by an apple; the title 
sequence of another has a Magrittian couch gag, captioned “Ceci n’est pas 
un couch gag.” Like all great artists, his posthumous productivity knows no 
bounds. A collaboration with Alain Robbe- Grillet, The Fair Captive, was 
issued first in a novel (1975) and then as a film (1983), both of them punctu-
ated by Magrittian images and pervaded by that familiar yet disturbing atmo-
sphere (“steeped in a surreal eroticism,” according to the Independent Film  
Quarterly).11

Ma gritte, with his photographic memory and photographic eye, would 
never have called himself a philosopher, but he did call himself a thinker— a 
thinker in paint. When Foucault suggested an affinity with the writer Ray-
mond Roussel, Ma gritte responded, “I am pleased that you recognize a resem-
blance between Roussel and whatever is worthwhile in my own thought. What 
he imagines evokes nothing imaginary, it evokes the reality of the world that 
experience and reason treat in a confused manner.”12 Ma gritte could be a little 
Delphic, but for the most part his writing is admirably direct. He wrote a great 
deal: hundreds of letters, many of them published (in French) or available in 
the archives; a variety of short texts, including detective stories; revolutionary 
thoughts on the relations between words and images; and an intriguing essay 
in autobiography— probably inspired by his surrealist stablemate Max Ernst, 
and more distantly by Edgar Allan Poe.13 His Écrits complets (1979) run to 
more than seven hundred pages.

When an American correspondent asked what lay behind a certain image, 
he replied, “There is nothing ‘behind’ this image. (Behind the paint of the 
painting there is the canvas. Behind the canvas there is a wall, behind the wall, 
there is . . .  etc. Visible things always hide other visible things, but a visible 
image hides nothing.)” Images may have nothing to hide, but they are not 
innocent. La Trahison des images is one of Ma gritte’s basic propositions. It is 
matched by a kind of picture- object, Ceci est un morceau de fromage (This Is 
a Piece of Cheese), a painting of a piece of cheese, the tasty morsel on a pedes-
tal, under a glass dome: a readymade and a cheese board, all in one. This piece 
of cheese looks too good to be true, like pop art Gorgonzola, while an earlier 
version looks exactly like a quarter of Brie. A cheese is a cheese is a cheese, but 
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a pipe is not always a pipe. In Liberté de l’esprit (Freedom of Mind), it is one 
of the most eroticized objects ever held in the palm of the hand.

A measure of Ma gritte’s influence is the fascination he holds for artists 
of all sorts. Mark Rothko once said, “Ma gritte, of course, is a case apart, but 
there’s a certain quality in his work which I find in all the abstract painting that 
I like. And I hope that my own painting has that quality.”14 He was an inspi-
ration for Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg; both collected his work. In 
the mid- 1960s Johns acquired La Clef des songes, a word painting, and a page  
of sketches; he received Les Deux Mystères (The Two Mysteries), a ballpoint- 
pen drawing of the pipe motif, as a gift from the artist himself.15 Andy Warhol 
was a devotee. Marcel Broodthaers appropriated his iconography and copied 
what he was trying to do: “Ma gritte aimed at the development of a poetic 
language to undermine that upon which we depend.”16 Henri Michaux wrote 
a brilliant analysis of his art.17 Jeff Koons is another admirer and collector.18 
John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1972) begins and ends with Ma gritte: from The 
Key of Dreams (Le Clef des songes) to On the Threshold of Liberty (Au seuil 
de la liberté) [color plate 2].

And in the wider “pop” culture, the Beatles were fans. When John Lennon 
invited Yoko Ono to his house for the first time, the first thing he said when 
she arrived was, “I think of myself as Ma gritte.” Yoko herself is reported to 
have a fine collection. Paul McCartney bought his first Ma grittes from the 
New York art dealer Alexander Iolas in 1966; he continues to collect to this 
day. When the contents of Ma gritte’s studio were auctioned, after Georgette’s 
death, Linda McCartney acquired his easel, work table, palette, paintboxes, 
paints, brushes, and other paraphernalia, including a pair of tortoiseshell spec-
tacles, for Paul.19 Ma gritte’s apple— perhaps a descendant of the apple that fell 
on the head of Isaac Newton— takes its place in a symbolic lineage that carries 
through to the ubiquitous logo of the Apple Corps, just as the sky bird logo 
of Sabena Airlines derived from his Oiseau de Ciel (Sky Bird)— “a contract 
which put a good deal of butter on my spinach,” as the artist reported— and 
the CBS logo of an eye in the sky bore an uncanny resemblance to his Le Faux 
Miroir (False Mirror); not to mention countless book covers, album covers, 
posters, and commercials of all kinds.20 The canny advertiser has launched 
countless advertising campaigns. He is the man who brought the frisson of the 
surreal to Madison Avenue. Ma gritte sells cars and cartoons, sex and subver-
sion. He is high- concept and low- toned. His influence on our culture is all- 
pervasive. In ways that we now take for granted, René Ma gritte is the dream 
merchant of our time.

. . .

Danc_9780307908193_all_5p_r1.z.indd   33Danc_9780307908193_all_5p_r1.z.indd   33 9/14/21   3:42 PM9/14/21   3:42 PM



xxxiv INtroDuCtIoN

In his own time, surrealism could not contain him. Ma gritte lived in the 
real world. He scorned the subconscious, and left nothing to chance. His 
paintings are as much calculation as they are hallucination. The images are 
instantly legible and infinitely perplexing. They pose some basic questions 
about the relation between image and reality; the power of mystery; the 
nature of authenticity. Ma gritte said that painting is the visible description of 
thought. Brush in hand, he was among the most extraordinary thinkers of the 
twentieth century.
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1.
His Secret Jungle

Ma gritte’s account of his origins was accurate enough, 
as far as it went, though he was prone to embel-

lish it. Half seriously, half derisively, he liked to entertain the fancy that the 
Ma grittes were descended from the same family as General Jean- Auguste 
Margueritte (1823– 70), “the tragic hero of the charge of Reichshoffen,” as 
Ma gritte recounted it, “a propos of which the King of Prussia, the future Kai-
ser Wilhelm I, had said that ‘it was as fine as it was futile.’ ” If this had been 
true, Ma gritte could boast that he was related to the general’s sons, Paul and 
Victor, preferably the latter, author of La Garçonne (1922), rather primly ren-
dered as The Bachelor Girl, a novel about the intimate life of a “liberated 
woman.” It had so scandalized the reading public that Victor Margueritte, 
scion of the tragic hero, was struck off the lists of the Legion of Honor for 
having “insulted French womanhood”— a story that must have appealed to 
Ma gritte enormously.1

General Margueritte lived and died according to his reputation— or his 
name— though Ma gritte had conflated two different cavalry charges. Both 
took place during the Franco- Prussian War (1870– 71): the charge of the cui-
rassiers of Reichshoffen, as they are known, on August 6, 1870, commemo-
rated in a painting by Aimé Morot; and the charge of the French cavalry at 
Sedan, a month later, where the king of Prussia was moved to exclaim at their 
courage, in the words carved on their memorial, “Ah! Les braves gens!”

On both occasions the French found themselves in dire straits. The most 
competent and experienced of their commanders at Sedan, General Auguste- 
Alexandre Ducrot, summed up the situation in a sentence: “Nous sommes 
dans un pot de chambre, et nous y serons emmerdés.” (“We’re in a chamber 
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4 MAGrIt tE

pot, and they’ll shit on us.”) Bereft of alternatives, he turned to “that resource 
of despair: the cavalry.” The cavalry charge was a strategy of last resort. Some 
generals still thought of it in terms of shock and awe, dazing and destabilizing 
the enemy for long enough to enable the infantry to reorganize (or retreat). In 
fact it was an irrelevance. It was magnificent, but it was not war. It was mad-
ness, as Michael Howard’s account of the proceedings at Sedan makes plain: 
“With his artillery shattered and his infantry nearly overwhelmed Ducrot 
could only turn to the last, most splendid, most useless weapon of all: the cav-
alry of General Margueritte.”2

. . .

Sedan was a disaster for the French. They lost both the battle and the 
war. Margueritte, who went out ahead of his men to reconnoiter, died of his 
wounds a few days later. By an irony of history that Ma gritte would surely 
have appreciated, he missed the charge that made his name; nevertheless, he 
had conducted himself with conspicuous gallantry.

As a student Ma gritte is said to have painted a cavalry charge of his own, 
and had himself photographed in front of it.3 But while Margueritte (or Mar-
guerite) figures large as a variant spelling in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, Ma gritte’s forebears were all humbler folk— foot soldiers, as it 
were, rather than generals— tenant farmers, nail makers, millers. They had 
been established in the village of Pont- à- Celles, near Charleroi, some thirty 
miles south of Brussels, ever since one Jean- Baptiste (or Jean) Margueritte 
moved there from nearby Gouy- lez- Piéton in 1710. Intriguingly, Jean’s father 
appears as Martin Ma gritte in the proceedings of a feudal court at Gouy in 
1665, together with his two brothers, as vassals of a fiefdom previously held by 
their parents, Pierre Ma gritte and Antoinette Baudhier.4 These records have 
only recently come to light. Nothing more is known of Pierre Ma gritte; for the 
time being, he enjoys the privilege of being the earliest documented ancestor 
of the ancestor- averse René Ma gritte.

Transplanted to Pont- à- Celles, Jean Margueritte (1680– 1761) became a 
tenant farmer, courtesy of his wife, Ursule Francquart, who had inherited the 
tenancy of a farm called Les Roquettes.5 He also became échevin, or “magis-
trate.” His son Hubert followed in his footsteps. Hubert Margueritte (1715– 
89) in his turn had three sons, who worked the farm together. It is in this 
generation that the form of the name seems to have stabilized, following the 
local dialect that tended to shorten “Margueritte” to “Ma gritte.” Thus the 
three sons were known as “les Ma gritte des Roquettes,” which had a certain 
ring to it, or simply “des Roquettes.” This sort of naming or nicknaming was 
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very common. All the children of a later Ma gritte, a miller, were known as 
“del Meunière,” as if to classify the species. Another brood was dubbed “les 
Oui- oui,” to indicate that they were promising. Some Ma grittes gained the 
soubriquet “de Cantibroutch,” suggesting that they were prone to ramble or 
rave; others, by marriage, “de Raffinet,” that is to say lofty or haughty.

Les Ma gritte des Roquettes made their presence felt. Jean- Baptiste 
Ma gritte (1767– 1833) was mayor of Pont- à- Celles from 1808 to 1818. Martin 
Ma gritte (1772– 1849) had no children, but Louis- Joseph Ma gritte (1769– 1849) 
had twelve, of which eight were boys— and he had seventy- two grandchildren. 
Henceforth, there was no getting away from the Ma grittes of Pont- à- Celles. 
Ma gritte was not the only member of his family who fantasied a more rarefied 
history: in the family and beyond, their provenance was the stuff of legend, 
suggestively linked to the French Revolution of 1789. According to the version 
with which Ma gritte himself was familiar, and which was repeated by his 
wife, Georgette, to the art connoisseur Harry Tor czyner, the three brothers 
were supposed to be political exiles from France, after the Terror, on account 
of their revolutionary sympathies.6 Or, with a Napoleonic twist, as peddled 
by his cousin Aline Ma gritte (1898– 1982)— who was born in Pont- à- Celles— 
they arrived in Belgium as soldiers in the service of the emperor in 1792 and 
stayed on. Such stories were commonplace at the time. Ma gritte’s contempo-
rary Georges Simenon— a novelist and an admirer of the painter— was born 
in Liège; his family claimed descent from a Breton soldier in Napoleon’s army 
by the name of Simonon, who is supposed to have broken his leg in the retreat 
from Moscow, in 1812, stopped for the night in a village near Liège, and never 
left. In the case of the three Ma grittes, the story is entirely without founda-
tion. The historical connection, such as it is, probably derived from an act 
of spoliation that became a folk memory. When the French entered Pont- à- 
Celles for a second time, in 1794, they attacked the farm, put the outhouse to 
the torch, and ransacked the village. The precincts of Les Roquettes became 
known as “l’entrée des Français.” But in truth, the most exciting thing about 
the Ma grittes was their nickname. Disappointingly enough, they were not 
revolutionaries in exile, but sober- sided pillars of the community. Apart from 
the fact that Jean- Baptiste christened his youngest son Napoléon, there seems 
to be nothing more to say.

After three generations of farming, the Ma gritte brothers had apparently 
saved enough to help their children acquire a stake of their own. According 
to the records of the land registry, most of them had a plot of land, often with 
a house on it, and perhaps a workshop, for nail making in the winter months 
(a traditional activity). Two were innkeepers. Some were farmers. Some were 
flour merchants or millers; one had his own windmill. Albert- Joseph Ma gritte 

Danc_9780307908193_all_5p_r1.z.indd   5Danc_9780307908193_all_5p_r1.z.indd   5 9/14/21   3:42 PM9/14/21   3:42 PM



6 MAGrIt tE

(1802– 63), Ma gritte’s great- grandfather, was a miller, working in his brother’s 
windmill. But change was coming. Further generations broke with tradition.

Nicolas Joseph Ghislain Ma gritte (1835– 98), Ma gritte’s grandfather, 
became a tailor. Moreover, he was not tied to Pont- à- Celles. He moved around 
in order to find work, and, as like as not, a wife. In 1868 he married Marie 
Françoise Rose (1841– 1929) in Villers- Perwin, a few miles away and the bride’s 
family home. They lived first in Pont- à- Celles, then in the neighboring village 
of Buzet, then in Gilly, on the outskirts of Charleroi, where Nicolas died on 
February 18, 1898, nine months before the birth of his grandson. His death 
was the trigger for a sequence of domestic realignments.

No sooner was he in his grave than his son, Léopold François Ghislain 
Ma gritte (1870– 1928), Ma gritte’s father, married Adeline Isabelle Régina 
Bertinchamps (1871– 1912), in Gilly. After the wedding, Léopold’s widowed 
mother and sisters decamped to Soignies, where they opened a small shop, 
Au Bas National. Two years later, in 1900, the older sister, Maria Margue-
rite Ghislaine Ma gritte (1869– 1938), Ma gritte’s aunt Maria, married Firmin 
Desaunois (1870– 1929), the foreman of a tannery in Soignies. Ma gritte had 
fond memories of Uncle Firmin, with his drooping moustache and willing-
ness to play; he taught them the game of “cheat,” involving the moving of 
buttons up and down on squared paper. Others remembered the situation dif-
ferently. Behind the parlor games and the moustache, the atmosphere in the 
family home was oppressive: long afterward, Firmin’s workmates talked of 
the couple’s avarice, his obsessive concern with money, the depressions that 
led to his periodic stays in a rest home, her alcoholic tendencies. It may be no 
coincidence that Maria’s mother and younger sister, Flora Théophénie Marie 
Ghislaine Ma gritte (1872– 1945), Ma gritte’s aunt Flora, abandoned the bou-
tique and opened a shoe shop nearby, Au Nul S’y Frotte (No Rubbing There).

Aunt Flora was a character; she played her part. Considered mad by her 
contemporaries, she became madder as the years went by. Ma gritte’s sister- 
in- law got to know her in her old age, after she had left the shop and found 
shelter in Brussels. “She was a weird one. She used to talk to me about dealing 
on the stock exchange, all the while living, scrimping, and saving, like a real 
pauper. She always regarded me with deep suspicion, I’m not sure whether it 
was because of her age or her nature. I remember her sitting in a chair next 
to the stove. Sometimes when I went to see her, she would wave the poker 
at the sky, chanting a magic spell to ward off bad luck, which began Cuck-
old, cuckold . . .” The Belgian surrealist writer Louis Scutenaire recorded 
Ma gritte saying something similar: “He spoke of his last visit to the old soul, 
who talked a lot about evil people, the evil eye, witches and wizards of all 
sorts. She taught him a warped prayer against such eventualities, which I can-
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not resist reproducing: ‘Cuckold, cuckold! By the living gods, I summon you, 
you can only approach my house ten steps forward and ten steps back, until 
you have counted the rugged rocks, the grains of sand in the sea, the feathers 
of the cockerel, and the drops of water in the river.’ ”7

Ma gritte visited her once more, accompanied by his brother Paul, the 
morning after she died, on November 29, 1945. Marcel Mariën was with 
them. Their purpose was to shake down the place, in case their mad aunt 
had a hidden stash of loot. According to Mariën, they went so far as to lift up 
the body in order to search the bedding. “All this amid gales of laughter and 
entirely innocent jocularity.”8 

Flora, a spinster, was nicknamed “Flora Nul S’y Frotte.” According to 
a traditional proverb, “À femme sotte, nul ne s’y frotte.” (“No one rubs up 
against a madwoman; that is, everyone gives her a wide berth.”) Character-
istically, Ma gritte turned the nickname into “Vas- T’y Frotte.” (“Go and have 
a good rub.”)9 Among friends, he relished a little vulgarity— “he liked his 
vulgarity vulgar,” as the artist William Copley observed.10 He used to repeat 
his aunt’s Walloon nickname, “Can’à croles,” meaning “curly cunt.”11 Like 
Georges Simenon, the creator of his near homonym Maigret— a coincidence he 
also relished— Ma gritte savored the sound of certain expressions or bastard-
izations, often a wicked form of Walloonerie, an in- joke, a private language. 
When the mother figure in his autobiographical novel Pedigree acknowledges 
that she cheats her husband and her tenants (“I’m going to clip them, I’m going 
to clip them all, whoever they are”), Simenon uses the Walloon word strogner 
(rogner, “to clip somebody’s wings”).12 Ma gritte for his part was excessively 
fond of the Walloon word stropiat (estropié, “crippled, disabled, maimed”). Le 
Stropiat became the title of a prankish painting. Spying a jogger in the street, he 
would say, “Tiens, v’là un stropiat!” (“Look, there goes a cripple!”) Some words  
tickled his fancy: Piedboeuf (literally, “beef- foot”), which he pronounced 
Pied- de- boeuf, was the name of a beer; Ma gritte amused himself by painting 
labels reading bière de porc (pig beer) or confiture de cheval (horse jam), spoof 
products that doubled as coarse jokes (pig piss and horse shit) and, perhaps, a 
kind of posthumous revenge on his product- obsessed father.13 Some words he 
took against, and pronounced with exaggerated distaste, owing to their unsa-
vory associations: finance, stratégie, persillère (veined or marbled). Others 
never passed his lips, because they “degraded” those who uttered them: câble 
(cable), antennes (antennae), contacter (to get in touch with someone), dépan-
ner (to help someone out), “as if they were a vehicle” (the same word is used of 
vehicle repairs). Ma gritte cherished the revelation in Might as Well Be Dead, 
a mystery novel by Rex Stout, one of his favorite authors, that the fastidious 
private eye Nero Wolfe charged a client a substantial premium for saying that 
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he had “contacted” somebody. “One man who made ‘contact’ a verb . . .  had 
paid an extra thousand bucks for the privilege, though he hadn’t known it.”14

But despite this, Ma gritte also mangled words deliberately, making some-
thing like spoonerisms (“the shoving leopard” rather than “the loving shep-
herd”). Mocking organized religion, as he mocked all organized activities, he 
never spoke of “the papal ablutions” but always “the papal albutions.” He 
specialized in disarming or disorientating substitutions. “In his dialectical 
love of le mot juste,” as Scutenaire put it, he would say “stumbling block” 
(pierre d’achoppement) rather than “touchstone” (pierre de touché).15 Names 
were fair game; few survived his mischievous misappropriations. When the 
En glish singer and film critic George Melly introduced him to a pretty girl 
called Robin Banks, Ma gritte was enchanted: he misheard the name as “Rob-
bing Banks.”16 Sense and nonsense were meat and drink to him. He loved 
Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), for its combination 
of charm and menace, as he wrote tellingly, and its play with words.

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, 
“it means just what I choose it to mean— neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so 
many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master— 
that’s all.”17

Ma gritte considered these questions more deeply than most. Few painters traf-
ficked so expertly in the power of the word and its place in the world. His word 
paintings were revolutionary. He found his watchword (and the title of a cele-
brated painting) in The League of Frightened Men (1935), known in French as 
Les Compagnons de la peur (1939), where Nero Wolfe delivers himself of his 
dyspepsia: “All written or printed words, aside from their function of relieving 
boredom, are meaningless drivel.”18

In one of the insights that pepper the writings he called his Inscriptions, 
Scutenaire, who would become one of Ma gritte’s most faithful chroniclers, 
reflected that Ma gritte’s way with words was entirely characteristic: the habit-
ual distortion or perversion betrayed a deep- seated contrariness, but also a 
spring- heeled inventiveness, in life as in art.

“Mixing with René Ma gritte for seventeen years,” he wrote in the early 
1940s,

I’m convinced that his painting proceeds in large measure from his 
rooted tendency to warp the form of words and above all to alter their 
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meaning, if possible, in a contradictory sense: to say “the point of view of 
Sirius” instead of short- sighted, category instead of phenomenon, ephem-
era instead of infinity.

This tendency is not confined to words, it governs his actions: in the 
company of people he despises, he attacks Eugène, whom he respects; he 
travels to London because he doesn’t fancy going there.

So it goes with elements of his painting, which he distorts. And the mir-
acle— or the supreme logic— is that, as a result, aided by our awareness 
of the contradiction, the object, like the word, the composition, like the 
action, asserts its own reality that is almost a reflection of the real world 
to which we spend our days adapting as absentmindedly as possible.19

Ma gritte’s father, Léopold, was a chancer— “un bluffeur,” as they called him. 
In the early days he called himself a merchant tailor or commercial traveler, 
swiftly gravitating to self- made man. In later years he would give the benefit of 
his experience to his neighbor, François Sacrez, father of Ma gritte’s boyhood 
friend Paul Sacrez. His unvarying theme was the need to go it alone in order 
to make money— real money. “Look, François, why stay on the payroll? Set 
up on your own, it’s the only way to make money!” “But I’ve got a wife and 
children, I’m hanging on for the end of the month!” Sacrez would protest. “But 
it’s so easy, François: you go to Venice, you buy a boatload of cauliflowers at, 
say, fifty centimes. You resell them in the market here. How much are cauli-
flowers here . . . ? Say for example seventy- five centimes. Well, you’ve made 
twenty- five centimes per cauliflower. There are two thousand cauliflowers, so 
in a quarter of an hour you’ve made more than you can make in a month on 
the payroll.”20 Capitalism made simple, according to Léopold.

Twice in his life he made and lost a fortune. He liked to swank— “My sons 
won’t have to work for a living”— though in truth he lived a rackety life, trail-
ing his family in his wake.21 When he married Régina Bertinchamps, on March 
2, 1898, his wife was prevailed upon to borrow 5,000 francs from her mother, 
as a kind of back- door dowry, to tide them over until Léopold could make his 
own way in the world. As a commercial traveler he was of no account, and 
very nearly of no fixed abode. He had been on the road for several years, with-
out success, before trying his hand as a tailor, first with his father, then on his 
own. After the wedding, he and Régina lived for a few months in Saint- Gilles, 
a suburb of Brussels, before moving to Lessines. No sooner were they installed 
in the rue de la Station than their firstborn arrived, at eleven in the morning on 
November 21, 1898: René François Ghislain Ma gritte (1898– 1967), a thinker, 
betimes a painter, but first of all a holy terror.

After a year and a half in Lessines the family returned to Gilly, where 
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Ma gritte’s two brothers were born: Raymond Firmin Ghislain Ma gritte 
(1900– 70) and Paul Alphonse Ghislain Ma gritte (1902– 75). All the children of 
this generation, and the previous one, had “Ghislain” attached to their names, 
as a form of protection (or superstition). Ghislain was a seventh- century Bel-
gian saint, whose intercession was sought to ward off convulsions in children. 
Too many of Ma gritte’s forebears had died in infancy— five of his grandfa-
ther’s sixteen children, and his father’s younger brother, Fernand Albert Ghis-
lain Ma gritte, aged seven months. Sometimes superstition failed.

The mouths to feed were multiplying, and the merchant tailoring was not 
prospering. It was time to move on. Régina’s brother Albert lived in Châtelet. 
The ground floor of his house doubled as a butcher’s shop. When he opened 
new premises in a better neighborhood, the Ma grittes took over his house 
in the rue des Gravelles in the lower part of the town, bordering the River 
Sambre. Albert Bertinchamps (1873– 1930) was a good sort; he knew a lot of 
people. He also found his brother- in- law some new business contacts. After 
a brief and inglorious period selling insurance, and then sundry commodities 
of vaguely exotic provenance— coffee and soap from the colonies— Léopold 
finally got his foot in the door. He was taken on by the firm of De Bruyn of 
Termonde, near Ghent, manufacturers of coconut oil, “Cocoline” (a marga-
rine so derived), and a range of other products. In the beginning, he acted as 
a sort of roving sales rep, hawking De Bruyn’s wares across the country. At 
last he had struck it lucky. “Usines J. E. De Bruyn” had discovered a new pro-
cess and a new market. They were expanding at a terrific rate. Their factories 
spread as smoothly as their margarine, in Germany, in Austria, in Switzerland, 
in En gland; later they became an important division of Unilever. Their man in 
Châtelet expanded with them: he became inspector general of De Bruyn fac-
tories all over Europe. Commercial traveling took on a whole new meaning. 
There was a general in the family after all.

In a few short years Léopold Ma gritte amassed his first fortune. By 1911 
he was living high on the hog. He had a house built farther along the rue 
des Gravelles; the family moved up in the world, from number 77 to number 
95, though the Inspector- General himself was seldom at home. He played the 
horses. He played the field. Léopold was a skirt- chaser, as they used to say in 
the street. His demeanor did not endear him to his fellow man. “He would go 
past, with his stiff bearing, his haughty look, always decked out in a morn-
ing coat and top hat, or dressed up in a suit and tie and a bowler [a derby].” 
On Sunday afternoons, when all Châtelet turned out for a stroll to Carnelle, 
where there were fairground attractions for the children and stands with suit-
able refreshments for the adults, he would arrive in a horse- drawn carriage 
(strictly speaking, a donkey- drawn cart). He took great pains to rise above the 
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hoi polloi; he treated the townsfolk with disdain. They cordially reciprocated. 
“There he goes proud as a lord.” “He wore his Sunday best every day of the 
week.” “I can still see him, with his low- crown topper; it was held on with 
four pins.”22

De Bruyn products were of particular interest to grocers and pâtissiers, 
but they also had other uses. Raymond Pétrus lived all his life in the rue des 
Gravelles, a few doors down, at number 86; he was one of Ma gritte’s clos-
est boyhood friends. He remembered a room in the Ma gritte house crammed 
with samples. “There were boxes and packing cases, and inside there were 
white metal containers of Cocoline, and advertising posters too. I remember 
all that very well, because René and I played with it, climbed on it, made tun-
nels through it, and we were coated, coated in it, it was like lard. And when I 
came back home after playing with the Cocoline, well, I got a good hiding, I 
was absolutely coated in it!”23

René’s experience of life at number 95 was rather different. Léopold was 
imperious in his domain, wherever it might be. He alienated his colleagues by 
treating them like simpletons: “You know nothing about it. Let me do it.”24 
In his own home he brooked no argument, or so he imagined; but his back 
was turned too often for him to succeed as a strict disciplinarian, and he was 
too self- centered to make a good parent. Between his absences and his dal-
liances, he had neither the time nor the inclination for the correction of his 
harum- scarum offspring. As a father, he was at once remote and overbearing, 
oblivious and spoiling. When the boys were ill, he dosed them with potions 
he concocted himself. He fancied himself as a hypnotist; his library consisted 
chiefly of works on hypnotism and spiritualism. If the Sacrez family came 
round for a meal, their son was expressly forbidden from touching a drop of 
anything prepared by Monsieur Ma gritte. He was also forbidden from read-
ing any of the books. “You’ll go mad,” his father told him.25

Léopold always addressed his own children with the formal vous, never 
tu. He banned the use of Walloon slang in the house, a prohibition honored 
more in the breach than the observance. Otherwise, consistency was at a 
premium. His diktats counted for little. The Ma gritte ménage was an anar-
chic one. His sons grew up in an atmosphere of domestic upheaval. In good 
times, they had money to burn. In bad times, they were thrown on their own 
resources. The keynote of their early lives was turbulence. Their father and 
his antics fascinated and embarrassed them in equal measure. He was push-
ful, prideful, rapacious— a player, a braggart, a card, a compromised figure, a 
laughingstock. At home, he was an object of barely disguised derision. They 
called him le dab, that is to say le dur, meaning “the tough nut,” or “the hard 
case.” In later life, Ma gritte affected not to remember his father’s name.26 In 
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fact, he remembered all too well. In Homer’s Odyssey, one of the most heavily 
annotated books in his library, he marked Athena’s winging words to Telema-
chus, son of Odysseus and Penelope:

So how can your journey end in shipwreck or defeat?
Only if you were not his stock, Penelope’s too,
Then I’d fear your hopes might come to grief.
Few sons are the equals of their fathers;
Most fall short, all too few surpass them.27

His mother was a different matter. Régina was the very opposite of her pushy 
husband. She was prayerful, dutiful, heedful. Most of all, she was fragile. She 
might have been characterized (or stigmatized) as “delicate.” She seems to 
have been prone to depression; with the passage of time, she succumbed more 
and more to that condition. She had grown up in the bosom of her family. She 
was especially close to her mother, Émilie Éloïse Nisolle (1848– 1905), daugh-
ter of the patriarch Placide Nisolle (1827– 1907), Ma gritte’s godfather, a con-
siderable personage who made his name in livestock, and founded a dynasty 
of butchers. Her father, Victor Joseph Bertinchamps (1842– 94), who passed 
away some years earlier, was first a sandcaster and then a butcher; her brother 
Alfred, who married Florine Nisolle, was a butcher; her mother’s four broth-
ers were butchers; her father’s sister also married a Nisolle (a butcher). Régina, 
they said, was a true Nisolle. Her mother afforded her some protection from 
the vagaries of married life, and possibly from the burdens of life in general. 
She kept Régina and Léopold afloat financially. She lived with them in Les-
sines and in Gilly. When they moved to Châtelet, she found a house a few 
doors down the street. Régina seems to have depended on her. In retrospect, it 
is tempting to speculate that her mother’s death, in 1905, followed by that of 
her beloved grandfather two years later, knocked away two of the props vital 
to her struggle for some sort of equanimity.

Régina’s struggle was an epic one, which she ultimately lost. “In 1912,” 
Ma gritte recorded matter- of- factly in “Lifeline,” his autobiographical sketch, 
“[H]is mother Régina did not want to live any longer. She threw herself into 
the Sambre.” It has been well observed that he related this tragic event rather 
in the manner of Félix Fénéon, whose “novels in three lines” were culled from 
announcements in Le Matin.28 The story as it unfolded was covered briefly in 
the local papers. The report in Le Rappel de Charleroi ran as follows:

Disappearance. The disappearance is reported of Régina Bertin-
champs, wife of Ma gritte, resident in Châtelet, rue des Gravelles 95, who 
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has not been seen since 4.30 in the morning on Saturday [February 24, 
1912].

Age: forty; height: 1 metre 62 [5 feet 4 inches]; fairly stout build; black 
hair and eyebrows; clothes: red and white striped dressing gown, white 
cotton night dress embroidered around the neck; black woollen stock-
ings; gold wedding ring engraved 2.9.98 [2.3.98].

This woman was neurasthenic and had on several occasions displayed 
her intention to put an end to her life.29

By the end of the nineteenth century, “neurasthenic” was a common usage, 
with all- purpose credentials. Neurasthenic was a stronger term than “deli-
cate,” with a dash of cod psychology and a tincture of euphemism. It shielded 
against the stain or shame of madness, and covered a multitude of sins— not 
least, the sin of suicide. It offered not so much explanation as absolution, or 
at least mitigation, on grounds of diminished responsibility. Contemporary 
reports of Régina’s death included a further mitigating circumstance: “an 
attack of fever” was adduced as a precipitating cause. Le Rappel continued 
the story:

A fortnight ago, we reported the disappearance of Madame Régina 
Bertinchamps, wife of Ma gritte, who, in a sudden attack of high fever, 
had stolen out of the house, in the middle of the night, and never reap-
peared. At 11.00 yesterday morning [March 12, 1912] the body of the 
unfortunate woman was pulled out of the waters of the Sambre.30

What with the fever and the neurasthenia, in other words, the poor unfor-
tunate was not responsible for her actions, notwithstanding the element of 
subterfuge or calculation entailed in her disappearance. The notice of the 
funeral arrangements made reference to “an accidental death,” backdated to 
March 12, the day the body was recovered. Such tactful obsequies permitted a 
funeral service in the parish church, and a decent Christian burial.

If decency and Christianity were as important to Régina as she seems to 
have conveyed, then she must have been sorely tried by her family. Living with 
Léopold was not all jam and kippers. Whatever her feelings, he had no wish 
to be under the thumb of his wife, or his mother- in- law, in matters spiritual or 
sensual. He read a fiercely anti- clerical rag, La Gazette de Charleroi. He was 
openly contemptuous of any authority figures, including his sons’ teachers, 
who grew tired of his hectoring. He did not scruple to sell pornography when 
times were hard and he could sell nothing else. The more money he made, the 
more he flaunted his independence, his free- thinking, his own brand of moral 
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squalor. He was a bad example for the children, as his wife was painfully 
aware, not only because of the gambling and the philandering and the dispar-
aging, but also because of the way he had of enlisting them to reject and defy 
authority. Régina’s cousin Marie Nisolle visited her often, becoming a kind of 
confidante. What Régina confided was distressing: that Léopold was cruel to 
her; that he liked nothing better than to shock or scandalize her; that he hit 
her. When Marie visited the house after Régina’s body was recovered from the 
river, she saw pornographic prints hanging on the bedroom walls. When she 
asked the boys for some explanation, René told her, “It’s our father, he got us 
to spit on the cross in front of maman.”31

. . .

Régina set great store by appearances. She wanted the boys to have a 
Christian upbringing, to practice Christian virtues, to go to a good school, to 
apply themselves diligently, to learn to behave, and not to blaspheme. None 
of that came to pass. The word on the street was that the Ma gritte boys were 
Tchaukîes or Tcherokis (Cherokees): savages possessed by the devil. The chief 
of this marauding band was the tribal elder, René, the ringleader.

This ringleader started school when he was nearly seven, in 1905. For six 
years he went to the École moyenne de l’État in Châtelet. The testimony of 
his classmates is unanimous: for René, schooling was an affair of little conse-
quence. Victor Frisque was in the same class for five years and shared a desk 
with him for one of them. “René, he was always busy colouring in pictures and 
telling stories, he was a joker who wasn’t interested in lessons, he talked to me 
a lot about Zigomar. I can still hear him shouting Zigomar! and chanting Zi- 
go- mar- peau- d’an- gui- lle, and Fan- tô- mas. Zigomar was a bandit, a hero of 
the adventure stories that they showed at the cinematograph; I can still see the 
posters with the big Z.”32

Zigomar was the creation of the writer Léon Sazie. He was more than a 
bandit. According to his publicity, he was the king of crime in a red cape, he 
was immortal as the sun, he was always different and always the same, he was 
Zigomar! He appeared originally in serial form in Le Matin, and then in lon-
ger installments (over a hundred pages), in 1909– 10. Zigomar peau d’anguille 
(eelskin) was first published on May 10, 1912. It had a big buildup in Le  
Matin:

Against spies, against bandits on a grand scale, bravery, even audacity, 
is not enough. One must pit tenacity against guile, subtlety against trick-
ery, intelligence against the ingenuity of evil! And that’s just why Paulin 
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Broquet may be the only man physically and morally capable of com-
bating the Great Zigomar, who has sworn to kill him! Will he succeed? 
You will find out, readers, after 10 May, by continuing to read PEAU 
D’ANGUILLE!33

The Great Zigomar had much to recommend him. He was a kind of caped  
crusader for evildoers. He had style. So did the stories, which were told with  
considerable panache. The writing ran to different dialects, and even some  
bilingual play on words (“Broquet is broken!”). The cast of characters offered  
several incidental pleasures. Zigomar peau d’anguille even features a charac-
ter called Marguerite, a farmer’s daughter from Alsace: “A fine woman, seri-
ous, devoted to her masters, irreproachable . . .  with only a single failing . . .   
an excessive fondness for Alsace liqueur . . .  damson gin was her favourite  
vice.”34

Above all, Zigomar had a gang. Thirty years later, an animated Ma gritte 
told Marcel Mariën all about it. “Zigomar, he had a gang, and did you know 
that their rallying cry was Z’à la vie, Z’à la mort.” All his life Ma gritte had 
his own gang; he was an uncomfortable follower. As a boy he could think of 
nothing better, and a gang of three lay ready to hand. The Ma gritte brothers 
were born, or reborn, under the sign of Zigomar. René made the rallying cry 
his own. “Hi! Hi! Hi!” exclaimed Ray-
mond Pétrus, on hearing it again, echo-
ing down the decades. Z’à la vie! Z’à la 
mort! “That was René’s cry! Hi! Hi! Hi! 
Sacré René, va!”35

At the time, other members eluded 
him. He continued to be friends with 
Raymond Pétrus, even though Ray-
mond’s mother would not have the Ma-
grittes in the house— except for René, 
to scoff escaroles (endives) on Thurs-
days, when they had only a half day  
of school— but contact with his class-
mate Victor Frisque ceased abruptly. 
“My parents forbade me to see them,” 
recalled the elderly Frisque, with some 
embarrassment, “because, in Châte-
let, the Ma grittes . . .  were regarded as 
a bad lot.”36 The Ma grittes modeled 
themselves on the original. “Curiously 
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enough,” notes the Dictionnaire du français non conventionnel, “Zigomar 
and his gang were not merry pranksters, but cruel and heartless villains.”37 In 
fact René himself was something of a prankster, or practical joker, and proud 
of it; the habit persisted in adulthood. If some of that could be put down to 
high jinks, the time- honored testing of patience and pushing of boundaries, 
there is no denying a certain heartlessness to the acting out, with scant regard 
for the insult offered or the offense given, especially to his mother. Not to men-
tion a streak of cruelty.

At large, he was a notorious scallywag. The journalist and writer Ernest 
Degrange, who grew up with him in Châtelet, enjoyed recounting how young 
René used to string up live cats on the cords of local doorbells and clamber 
over the rooftops.38 His bosom pal Raymond Pétrus, who went to great lengths 
to protect Ma gritte’s reputation from some of the more outlandish stories told 
against him, is the principal source for two of the most bizarre (or macabre): 
that he let the family’s donkey starve to death after torturing it in the back 
garden, and that he dug up a corpse from a grave in the local cemetery.

Pétrus thought his behavior with animals was strange:

He always had dogs, all kinds of dogs, especially little ones. He also 
had a big black dog, Frida, a sheepdog, then for a long time Titi, a little 
dog. And then he rounded up all the dogs that looked as if they had been 
abandoned. How many times did I hear him say: “Look at the little dog I 
found,” and he would look after it, feed it, they would play together. And 
then, fini! He left the dog without food, and the dog that scratched at the 
door . . .  No! René wouldn’t look after them any more, it was over . . .  

The outhouse at the back of number 77 was for the donkey. And that’s 
where it died of hunger! They bought a donkey to pull the little cart with 
rubber tyres, in order to go for a ride to Carnelle. Ouh! How it suffered 
with them, the donkey! Ouh! How they made it suffer. And then they let 
it die of hunger . . .  on purpose!

As for the corpse, there are different versions, and ingrained hesitations, but 
they all agree on the thrust of the allegation. Pétrus himself prevaricated. 
“Don’t believe everything they tell you,” he cautioned Jacques Roisin, who 
wrote an account of Ma gritte’s early life “He was my friend, and people tell 
tales . . .  It’s even said that René had wanted to dig up a corpse. It’s Lempe-
reur who spread things like that, you shouldn’t repeat all that.” Émile Lem-
pereur was the local historian. On the subject of Ma gritte he was not always 
reliable, but he had deep roots in Châtelet, and a profound understanding of 
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the mores of the community. He knew everyone, including Pétrus, who told 
him the story of the corpse, a story well attested by elderly Châtelettians. “It 
was the gravedigger who discovered it,” resumed Pétrus at length. “He caught 
René Ma gritte in the cemetery, although he had no call to be there.” What the 
gravedigger discovered was a body partially disinterred. Whether René was 
caught in the act is not clear; in any event he fled. According to some, he went 
back later to finish the job, only to be collared again by the tenacious grave-
digger.39 Whatever the truth of the matter, Ma gritte himself never spoke of it. 
There were other things in that category in his early life— the unspeakable, if 
not the unpaintable. In this instance, it appears, there was no lasting damage. 
That seems to be the beginning and end of his career as a grave- robber, but 
graves and graveyards, coffins and confinement, stuck fast in his imagination. 
“I have no bone to pick with graveyards,” said Beckett.40 Ma gritte might have 
said the same.

The sacrilegious theme recurred. “One day, at school,” Victor Frisque 
recalled, “I told René that my brother- in- law had brought home some things 
for mass: pewter censer, cross, ciborium . . .  ‘You could bring them round 
to my place,’ said René, ‘and we could hold a mass.’ ” Celebrating mass, it 
transpires, was one of his specialities. “So I went round to his place,” con-
tinued Frisque. “He had designed a chasuble [a vestment] on the back of a  
Cocoline poster . . .  this is how we did it: the hole, the two shoulder pieces, 
and here a nice scrolled cross. And we sang mass in chasubles, with the things 
I’d brought round.” To general consternation, mass was celebrated in the 
street. Pétrus remembered him on the steps of the Ma gritte house, setting out 
his stall: “giant sheets of paper, posters for Cocoline, I think, that he’d painted 
red to make church curtains. He’d made himself vestments, and off he went, 
he celebrated mass. In the street, everyone would say: I d’vé sot, I d’vé sot! [Il 
devient sot— “He’s gone mad!”] and Ça y est, li v’là co! [Le voilà encore— 
“There he goes again!”].”41

Somewhat similar but secular performances were held regularly in the 
house or the back garden. Another of his boyhood friends remembered the 
theater Ma gritte: 

Some days we’d go with other children to the Ma gritte house to see the 
little theatre that René had made. He had constructed it with wood from 
the boxes of Cocoline, and he himself had produced a series of painted 
decorations on little advertising posters. René had cut out and painted 
little characters of paper and cardboard that he’d parade on the stage 
whilst he spoke the dialogue.42
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