
Henri PRIVAT-LIVEMONT (Schaerbeek 1861 - Schaerbeek 1936) 

Design for a Sgraffito Panel: The Head of a Woman in a Circle, Surrounded by Plant Forms
Pen and black ink and watercolour, with touches of white gouache, over a pencil underdrawing.

285 x 243 mm. (11 1/4 x 9 5/8 in.) [image]

404 x 305 mm. (15 7/8 x 12 in.) [sheet]
 

This fine draiwng may be a design for an ornate Art Nouveau façade decoration, known as ‘sgraffito’,
for a private home. This fresco technique, which had originated in Italy during the Renaissance, was

revived as part of the Art Nouveau movement in Belgium at the very end of the 19th century and the early
part of the 20th century.

Henri Privat-Livemont’s business letterhead advertised his services in ‘Art posters and prints.
Decorations for apartments. Traditional and modern styles. Sgraffiti’. As Lisette Almerink-Strik has

noted, ‘Privat-Livemont worked primarily as a sgraffito artist between 1900 and 1913. When
creating sgraffiti(singular: sgraffito, derived from sgraffiare: to scratch), he would scratch a line

drawing into fresh mortar and colour it in using the fresco technique. In harmony with the architecture,
Privat-Livemont depicted graceful women, reminiscent of his lithographic work. He often combined
these women with stylised fruit or flowers. In this work, flat line drawings predominate, together with a

uniform use of colour. We know such façade decorations as graffiti. Particularly in Schaerbeek, which
grew rapidly between 1900 and 1914, much of Privat-Livemont’s graffiti can be seen.’1 Privat-
Livemont won several awards and prizes for his sgraffito murals, which were also sometimes

illustrated in art magazines. As the scholar Benoît Schoonbroodt noted of the artist’s sgraffito work,
‘He generally prefers to explore the visual potential of the plant world, combined with soft, feminine

forms – simplified to suit the medium – which have made him so successful.’
 



Artist description:
One of the leading artists of the Belle Epoque in France and Belgium, Henri Privat Antoine Livemont,
known as Privat-Livemont, studied at the School of Decorative Arts in Sint-Josse-ten-Noode before

earning a scholarship to complete his training in Paris, where he lived and worked for six years,
between 1883 and 1889. He initially won a commission to work on part of the decoration of the Hôtel de

Ville, but soon fell foul of a new law that prohibited non-French artists from working on official civic
projects. Nevertheless, he worked in the studio of the scenographer Jean-Baptiste Lavastre, where he
created stage designs for a production of Hamlet at the Théâtre Français, where he also worked on the

interior decoration of the theatre. On his return to Belgium in 1889 he settled in Schaerbeek, in the
northern part of Brussels. He received several important commissions, notably the decoration of the

provincial government building in the city of Hasselt. Privat-Livemont worked with several architects and
designed the interiors of a number of private homes in Brussels, as well as painting murals for a theatre

in Ostend.

Privat-Livemont’s career as a painter, decorator, lithographer and commercial and magazine illustrator
was a very successful one. (The artist’s letterhead noted that he was a purveyor of ‘Art posters and
prints. Decorations for apartments. Traditional and modern styles. Sgraffiti’.) He became especially

known as a designer of Art Nouveau posters, which he began producing in 1890, when he produced a
striking poster for an exhibition in Schaerbeek, and this soon led to other commissions for posters,
notably for the Cercle Artistique de Schaerbeek. By 1900 Privat-Livemont had designed some thirty

posters, many published by the artist himself, and had also taken up lithography and printmaking.
Among his best-known posters are those for the Casino de Cabourg and such products as Absinthe

Robette or Van Houten cocoa, as well as for the Brussels International Exposition of 1897. Privat-
Livemont’s poster designs were almost always based on striking images of beautiful dreamlike women,

displaying a product for sale or engaged in some activity, often accompanied by floral motifs in their
elegant borders. As the contemporary Belgian art critic Octave Maus, writing in 1900, noted, ‘it was
easy to discover certain analogies between the posters of Privat Livemont and those of [Alphonse]
Mucha…Perhaps the enquiry, far from hurting M. Privat Livemont, would be in favour of the Brussels
artist whose first posters go back to 1890, that is to say, to a period when the name of Mucha was

unknown.’ In his later years Privat-Livemont taught at the Académie in his native municipality of
Schaerbeek.


