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BRUSSELS — Julien Meert, a 32-year-old painter from Brussels, remembers 
the moment when he realized his hometown had become a major spot on the 
international art map. “It was when Almine Rech arrived,” he said, referring 
to the eminent Paris gallery, whose eponymous founder, married to a 
grandson of Picasso, opened a branch here in 2007. Mr. Meert was still in art 
school and immediately understood he’d have to compete with major 
players, even in his own backyard. “I thought, ‘c’est fini,’ ” he said. “Now it’s 
another game. I have to be brave. 
 
Mr. Meert, fresh from his studio with blue paint under his fingernails, was 
chatting over a healthful lunch in the cafe of Wiels, the city’s leading 
contemporary art space, where he is one of 13 artists in “Un-Scene III,” a 
third triennial survey of emerging artists from or working in the Belgian 
capital, on view until Aug. 9. Another artist in the show, Kasper Bosmans, 
24, chimed in. “In a few years we’ll have a metro stop called Almine Rech,” 
he joked. 
 
With a range of sensibilities and mediums, “Un-Scene III” is meant “as a 
snapshot, not an exhaustive survey,” said Zoë Gray, an organizer of the show 
and a senior curator at Wiels, a public-private partnership whose opening in 
2007 in a former brewery was another milestone in the city’s transformation. 
Since the first edition of the triennial in 2008, Brussels has become one of 
the most dynamic art cities in Europe — an unpredictable and energizing mix 
of the local and the global in the shadow of the glass towers of the European 
Union superstructure. 
 
Unlike Berlin, where art is made but generally not bought, or Paris, where 
it’s often the opposite, Brussels is a city of both commerce and creation. 
Artists are drawn by rents still vastly cheaper than those in Paris or London, 
which are both easily reached by high-speed rail. Since 2006, nearly 50 
galleries have opened in Brussels, according to a spokeswoman for Art 
Brussels, the city’s annual art fair. (Even with the gallery boom, the rents 
have stayed low, artists and gallerists say.) Belgium has a strong collecting 
tradition — Flemish collectors in particular are seen as among the most 
daring in the world, with sophisticated taste and a disdain for art consultants 
— and a recent influx of rich French tax fugitives who have changed their 
residency to Belgium has helped business. (France has a “wealth tax” on 
assets worth more than $1.45 million, something that does not exist in 
Belgium.) 



 
Wiels’s open-call artist residency program, which receives hundreds of applicants a 
year for its nine slots, has also drawn international artists to Brussels. Many of its 
alumni have stayed on, and some are included in “Un-Scene,” including the German 
artist Stephanie Kiwitt, whose large photographs of chocolate-making are on view. 
 
In April, Independent, the New York-based alternative art fair, will hold its first 
Brussels edition, in conjunction with Art Brussels. Elizabeth Dee, a founder of 
Independent, offered a theory about the city’s thriving art scene. “Brussels lacks a 
dominant culture,” she said, chatting in Independent’s Brussels office, a top-floor 
atelier with skylights in a compound near the imposing Palais de Justice filled with 
other art galleries. (In another sign of the times, Independent will be held next year in 
a former office of the failed Dexia bank.) 
 
That Belgium is a complicated, tiny country, deeply divided between Flemish and 
French-speaking, sets Brussels apart from other continental European capitals, 
including Paris or Berlin, whose cultural life can be more insular and more dependent 
on the tone — and financing — of state-run institutions. “We’re completely parallel 
societies,” said Dirk Snauwaert, the artistic director of Wiels. “You have to have a 
Ph.D. to understand what’s going on here.” 
 
That can be good for artists. “I love being an outsider here,” said Lucy McKenzie, 38, 
a pithy and wide-ranging Scottish artist who moved to Brussels in 2006 — drawn, she 
said, more by its design scene, Art Deco architecture and its nonprofit art spaces than 
its gallery scene. In fact, Ms. McKenzie dismissed the hype. “There’s a huge drive to 
make Brussels the new Berlin — it’s about making money,” she said. The gallery 
boom wasn’t about artists, she continued. “It’s rich French people buying Damien 
Hirst and showing it in their converted warehouses.” 
 
That afternoon, Ms. McKenzie, whose work is in the collections of the Museum of 
Modern Art and other leading museums, was minding the leisurewear boutique she 
had set up in the Micheline Szwajcer gallery, a cornerstone of the Antwerp art gallery 
scene whose move to Brussels last year was seen as a definitive shift in power from 
the design powerhouse of Antwerp to the Belgian capital. 
 
The clothing, designed and made in Belgium, is an artistic collaboration between Ms. 
McKenzie and the designer Beca Lipscombe under the label Atelier E.B. Inspired by 
the Scottish independence moment and the seemingly second-tier sponsorship of 
female athletes, the clothes are a commentary on branding and commodification. 
Some cashmere sweaters cost between 400 and 500 euros, or roughly $445 to $555. 
 
The Russian-born American artist Marina Pinsky, 28, whose photo collages are 
featured in “Un-Scene III,” moved here from Los Angeles in 2013 and is represented 
by Clearing, a Brooklyn gallery that opened a Brussels branch in 2012. “It’s peaceful, 
and there are good artists here to talk to and good people to work with, and if you 
want to leave it’s easy,” Ms. Pinsky said. 
 
In her Brussels apartment-studio in a largely Moroccan neighborhood downtown, 
Ms. Pinsky is creating a series of clay sculptures for a solo exhibition next year at 
Switzerland’s Kunsthalle Basel. Modeled on pill packages, they were inspired by a 
visit to Basel’s secretive Novartis corporate campus, where some of the world’s 



leading architects have built buildings but photographs are forbidden. 
 
She said she had chosen Brussels over Berlin after friends advised her that the 
technical aspects of art-making would be easier here. “Berlin seems like a big 
industrial city, but everyone just hangs out and parties, and if you’re really trying to 
make art you might have a really hard time there,” she said. 
Brussels also has a strong post-colonial edge. The artist Sammy Baloji, 36, moved to 
Brussels from the Democratic Republic of Congo in 2010, for personal reasons, he 
said, but also for the archives of the Royal Museum for Central Africa, a mine of 
inspiration for his work, which combines archival photography with multimedia 
explorations of Congo’s colonial past. “It’s really a small town and a capital at the 
same time,” said Mr. Baloji, whose work is included in the Belgian Pavilion at this 
year’s Venice Biennial and who will have a one-man show at Wiels next year. 
 
For the most part, Belgian artists seem to regard the gallery boom and influx of 
international artists as a positive development. “I see it as an opportunity, not an 
intrusion,” said Mr. Meert, who said he is represented by a gallery in New York but 
has not yet found one in Brussels. 
 
International galleries here tend to show more artists from abroad, with an eye 
toward collectors looking to broaden and deepen their collections, while Belgian 
galleries have often introduced Belgian artists. 
 
That balance could shift. Barbara Gladstone, a New York-based gallerist who opened 
a branch here in 2008, has mostly shown international artists but has just taken on 
the Belgian artist Walter Swennen and will show his work in New York this fall. In 
her Brussels gallery Ms. Gladstone said she was drawn to the city’s quiet and its savvy 
collectors. “It’s local but not provincial,” she said. 
The fact that many Brussels artists aren’t represented in Brussels can set a more 
mellow tone. “There’s a very collegial community and not that much competition, 
because the stakes aren’t located here,” said Anne-Claire Schmitz, the director and 
curator of La Loge, a nonprofit exhibition space that opened in 2012 in a converted 
former Masonic lodge. 
 
Yoann Van Parys, 33, a Belgian artist and critic and an alumnus of the Wiels artist 
residency program, said that Brussels was a fertile cultural laboratory but that he was 
worried it might not last. “What’s too bad is that this competition will ruin the spirit 
of camaraderie,” he said. 
 
Some artists hope that Brussels and its rents don’t go the way of SoHo or 
Williamsburg. “I don’t want to be too big a booster of Brussels,” said Ms. Pinsky, the 
transplant from Los Angeles. “I don’t want the whole world moving here.” 
 
Correction: July 26, 2015  
An article last Sunday about the thriving art scene in Brussels referred incorrectly 
to the artist whose photographs of chocolate making are on display in “Un-Scene 
III.” She is Stephanie Kiwitt, not Erika Hock.	  


