
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jan Van Imschoot:  
‘Recrystallisation of a Mental Maidenhood’ 
 
 
For his second exhibition at the Baronian Francey Gallery, Jan Van Imschoot (°1963, Gent) 
unveiled a fresh series of paintings and drawings. Taking pride of place as part of the new 
exhibition is a series of 15 oil paintings entitled,‘Recrystallisation of a Mental Maidenhood’, 
centering on the 13th century Christian miracle legend of Zita, the maiden who went on to 
become sanctified.  
 
Legend has it that Zita served as a maidservant in the Italian town of Lucca in Tuscany, where 
she secretly stole bread from her employer to dole out among the poor. Quizzed as to what 
she was hiding underneath her skirt by her employer who had a sneaking suspicion something 
was amiss, she miraculously pulled up a bunch of flowers. This miracle of the so-called 
transubstantiation of bread into flowers soon spread like wildfire, and went on to become 
highly popular in catholic circles. As a result of which – some years after she had died -  it 
was decided to exhume Zita’s bodily remains, to be put on display as a relic in the local 
church. Much to their amazement, and as if by miracle, the corpse appeared to be virtually 
intact, which obviously only went on to further reinforce the miraculous nature of the event.   
Some ten years ago, Jan Van Imschoot became utterly fascinated by the miracle of Zita. At 
the time he even devoted a painting to the topic. The reason for this, in his own words, being 
that the Zita legend enabled him to thematise his four principal areas of interest – 
metamorphosis, religion, madness and imagination – to most accurate effect. These 
cornerstones have figured in Van Imschoot’s paintwork for some time now to varying 
degrees, without constituting the actual topic of his paintings as such. Rather, they serve as a 
kind of guidelines adopted by Van Imschoot which enable him to paint as freely as possible, 
unfettered by any prefixed concepts and/or themes.  
 
The same applies to this new Zita series. Although at first glance the topic may appear to be 
exceedingly religious, this holds true only to a very minor degree. Ten of the twelve canvasses 
show Zita’s bodily remains in the very literal sense, on each occasion painted from a slightly 
different perspective, with the paint applied in a physical manner. It is very much this 
distinctly artful paint treatment that allows Van Imschoot to step away from depicting his Zita 
as a symbol of the maniacal religious worship of relics, moving on towards what is practically 
the reverse. Here, the corpse is almost portrayed as a kind of human landscape as it were, a 
vocal ode to the almost sculptural and sensuous qualities of the human body. Needless to say 
that with this interpretation, Van Imschoot firmly hints at the original Catholic conception 
behind the Zita legend. For, the almost lecherous insanity with which the church cherishes, 
displays and worships the bodies of men and women deemed holy, is completely at odds with 
the ideology of pure spiritualisation which it has claimed throughout its entire history.  
Even the symbolism of the miracle story itself, according to Van Imschoot, is nowhere 
compatible with the spiritual world view held by the Catholic institution which venerates Zita 
as a relic. The bread which mysteriously transmutes into a posy of flowers in the story, in 



itself has powerfully erotic symbolic overtones. Iconographically speaking, over the centuries 
bread and flowers have represented fertility and virginity. In Van Imschoot’s imagination, the 
events that occurred between the maiden and her employer take on a more than secular nature. 
Did she seduce her boss? Was she pregnant (by him)? Casual presumptions perhaps, 
contrived by the mind of an enthusiastic painter. In essence however – considering their 
symbolism – they have every bit as high a degree of truthfulness about them as the classical 
iconographic interpretations in the (catholic) history books. Viewed like this, Van Imschoot’s  
Zita series forcefully makes us face the relativity of the (iconic) historiography, in which 
people are casually catapulted into history without much further ado, in pursuance of one 
ideology or another and whether or not by some institution or other, whereas in reality they 
more than likely lived very different lives altogether, possibly even professing to different 
ideals …  
 
The eroticising symbolism of the Zita legend, which was lost – or which was brushed over? – 
by the Catholic tendency towards idolatry of relics, is something which Van Imschoot also 
somehow manages to rake up in another way, with the addition of two ‘contemporary Zitas’ 
with a highly erotic slant. That is to say, at first sight at least, for, the naked, perfectly sculpted 
female bodies shown on these canvasses were painted with considerable detachment, in cold 
colours, with the paint applied in a thin and rarefied style. This approach enables Van 
Imschoot to reverse the intended sensuality usually exuded by such bodies, contrasting it 
against the unintended sensuality of the ecclesiastical, almost insane and necrophiliac 
adulation of bodies which is found in the exaggerated displaying of Zita’s bodily remains. 
 
This consistent blending of various substantial layers and references – ranging from religious 
spiritualised adulation of the human body across iconic historiography right up to almost 
sheer unadulterated modern-day eroticism – which unremittingly circles over the four beacons 
of religion, lunacy, imagination and metamorphosis, is typical of Jan Van Imschoot’s 
paintings. His new series of drawings however, on display here at the exhibition, see him 
largely focusing on just one of the inweaved themes, the theme of madness, bestowing a 
series of new layers of meaning on the theme.  
 
The first series consists of four drawings, each depicting a different mental illness; 
aquamania, aspirotomania, cryptomania and grantomania. All of which are entirely fictitious 
and above all innocent mental disorders, none of which will ever excessively encumber the 
patients or the world and society they live in. This is Van Imschoot’s way of drawing our 
attention to the entirely relative nature of madness, and the way in which this state of mind is 
far too often and far too offhandedly dismissed by this selfsame society as abnormal or even 
as dangerous … 
 
Another drawing, depicting Antonin Artaud, renders the various stages of madness for which 
this famous artist spent a good part of his life in mental institutions, perceptible in a subjective 
but balanced manner. This series makes no bones about rendering the relativity of madness 
painfully clear in an art-historical perspective. Or, how in succumbing to the pressures of an 
imposed ideal, one of the crowning figures of major artistic trends such as Dadaism, 
Surrealism and Existentialism threatened to be brushed under the social carpet …   
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