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The Missing Images: Eugeen Van Mieghem and the Jewish Emigrants to the 
New World 
 

Prague 31 August 2015 – The third exhibition of the Jewish Museum in Prague on the phenomenon 
of emigration is devoted to the millions of inhabitants of Central and Eastern Europe who decided to 
leave for America between the end of the 19th and the first decades of the 20th centuries.  

 
The port of Antwerp was one of the main points of departure, and up until 1934 the Belgian Red Star 
Line, with its efficient network of sales agents in the region and attractive pricing, alone transported 
ca. 2.4 million emigrants from Eastern Europe.  
 
Among them were hundreds of thousands Jews from Eastern Europe and Russia, who were fleeing 
poverty, oppression, and persecution. The first large-scale wave of Jewish emigration followed the 
assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881. Another wave followed the widespread Kishinev pogrom 
in 1903 and the failure of the democratic revolution of 1905 in Russia, which also sparked pogroms. 
Between 1881 and 1914, more than two and a half million Jews emigrated from Eastern Europe and 
Russia and another million left Europe from 1918 to 1939. The statistics show that over a fifty-year 
period nearly one-third of all Jewish inhabitants in Eastern Europe emigrated. 
 
This exodus was depicted by the painter Eugeen Van Mieghem (1875–1930), who was born and 
lived his whole life in Antwerp. Since the time of his youth he was in contact with the vibrant world of 
dockworkers, sailors, and East European emigrants who would become the lifelong subjects of his 
work. His life witnessed the greatest expansion of the Antwerp harbor and the massive waves of 
emigration to America. During the First World War, the inhabitants of occupied Belgium became the 
subject matter of his drawings.  
 
On show are 50 drawings and paintings by Van Mieghem as well as documentation about Red Star 
Line and period photographs of the Antwerp harbor. The exhibition was organized by the Jewish 
Museum in Prague in cooperation with the Eugeen Van Mieghem Foundation with support of the 
Red Star Line Museum in Antwerp, and is being held under the personal auspices of Her Excellency 
Françoise Gustin, the Ambassador of the Kingdom of Belgium to the Czech Republic. 
 
 
Eugeen Van Mieghem  
(1875-1930) 

 
 

Eugeen Van Mieghem was born in the port of Antwerp and spent 
virtually his whole life there. His father ran an inn on Montevideo 
Street, directly across from the Red Star Line warehouses. As a boy 
he witnessed the rapid expansion of the docks and the beginning of 
the mass emigration from Europe to America. Since his youth he had 
enjoyed observing the colorful world of boatmen, sailors, and 
especially the East European emigrants who soon became a main 
source of inspiration and the subject of his drawings. 

 
ln 1892, Van Mieghem was accepted as a student at Antwerp's Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts, a prestigious school offering a classical arts education. Yet it was not long before he 



was at odds with his professor, who considered his method of drawing too free and 
spontaneous and his choice of subject matter too dreary. He was dismissed from the Art 
Academy in 1896, at which point he found work at the docks while also continuing to 
devote time to his art. His work in charcoal and chalk displays his own distinctive style and 
brings to mind the works of Van Gogh, Daumier, and Toulouse-Lautrec.  He professed a kind 
of "artistic anarchism" and read the poetes maudits and illustrated their verse. He also 
became involved in an anarchist club called De Kapel, and this imbued him and his work 
with a social consciousness. His work was exhibited for the first time in Brussels in 1901 
as part of a group show alongside the leading French lmpressionists. 

 
After the death of his young wife in 1905, Van Mieghem went into seclusion and did not 
exhibit for many years. lt was not until 1912 that he had his first solo exhibition, which 
was held at Antwerp's Royal Society of Art and was well-received  by the critics. Van 
Mieghem remained in occupied Antwerp during the First World War, and his drawings 
captured the brutality of the occupiers and the suffering of the Belgian population. His 
wartime work is often compared to the work of Kathe Kollwitz, Théophile- Alexandre 
Steinlen, and Jean-Louis Forain. He exhibited these drawings in Antwerp in 1919, and 
though it met with great success there were few buyers. 

 

ln 1920, Van Mieghem was appointed an instructor of life drawing at the Antwerp Art 
Academy. His late work showed more realism and a greater use of color. His health 
deteriorated over the course of the 1920s, and in 1930 he died of an aortic aneurysm at the 
relatively young age of fifty-four. 
 
Meeting with the curators and photo op:  9th September 2015 at 4 p.m. 

Exhibition opening:  9th September 2015 at 5 p.m. 

Photographs for download incl. copyright information and captions: 
https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0B-
XAXScL8rQfflZ1dUN4dWV4NjJoVjVfQkF0UHdMdVhHYlhwcmpCekF0M3V0WUJnYmlqbFE&us
p=sharing  

 

The Missing Images: Eugeen Van Mieghem and the Jewish Emigrants to the 
New World 

 
   10 Sept. 2015 – 10 April 2016 
 
   Jewish Museum in Prague – Robert Guttmann Gallery, U Staré školy 3, Prague 1 
 
   Open daily except for Saturdays and Jewish holidays: 9 a.m. – 6 p.m. (summer season) 
              9 a.m. – 4.30 p.m. (winter season) 
 
   Admission: regular CZK 40, reduced CZK 20, children under 6 free of charge. 
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Contacts for the media:  

Exhibition curator: Arno Pařík, arno.parik@jewishmuseum.cz, +420 222 749 203 

PR: Kateřina Honskusová, katerina.honskusova@jewishmuseum.cz, +420 222 749 281 

 
Notes for editors on the Jewish Museum in Prague: 

1. The Jewish Museum in Prague is the largest museum of its kind in Europe and has one of the 
most extensive collections of Judaica in the world, with as many as 40,000 unique items and 
100,000 books, photographs and archival documents. The museum oversees four historic 
synagogues, the Ceremonial Hall, the world-famous Old Jewish Cemetery, a gallery, several 
depositories, an archive, a library with multimedia centre, restoration workshops, Information and 
Reservation centre and an educational/cultural centre.  
 
2. The Jewish Museum in Prague is consistently among the top three most visited museums in the 
Czech Republic. In 2014 it attracted nearly 580,000 visitors.  
 
3. This year, the Jewish Museum in Prague is celebrating its 109th year. The original aim of the 
Association for the Founding and Maintaining of a Jewish Museum in Prague, in 1906, was to 
preserve valuable artefacts from Prague synagogues that were earmarked for demolition as part of 
the redevelopment of the area of Prague’s Jewish Town at the turn of the nineteenth century. The 
museum remained open to the public even after the Nazi occupation of Bohemia and Moravia on 
15 March 1939, although the museum association was disbanded after the outbreak of the Second 
World War. After lengthy negotiations in 1942, the Nazi authorities approved the founding of the 
Central Jewish Museum in Prague. Liturgical objects from all the defunct Jewish communities and 
synagogues throughout the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia were assembled here at the 
same time that transports were being dispatched to the ghettoes, concentration camps and death 
camps. 
 
The museum’s collections were placed under national administration after the war and forcibly 
taken into state ownership in 1950. Its activities were officially restricted and certain items were 
sold off – including more than a thousand Torah scrolls, which were shipped to the United Kingdom 
in 1965. 
 
The conditions for a new stage in the museum's development came about only after the fall of the 
Communist regime in 1989. The museum regained its independence in 1994, since when it has 
continued to familiarize the general public with the past, present and culture of the Jewish 
community in the Czech Republic. 
 
4. The museum's Robert Guttmann Gallery is a venue for the presentation of temporary 
exhibitions of a thematic nature. It is named after the well-known Prague naive painter Robert 
Guttmann (1880-1942), whose work was featured in the first exhibition. The gallery is located on 
the ground floor in the north-east section of the museum's headquarters at U Staré školy 3.  
 
5. A substantial part of the museum's work involves developing educational and cultural activities. 
Its educational programmes are intended for a wide variety of target groups. The youngest children 
can become acquainted with Jewish culture, traditions and customs in a playful way at the 
museum. Interactive programmes and lectures are provided for elementary and secondary school 
pupils. There are also regular educational seminars for teachers and evening programmes for the 
general public. Travelling exhibitions are available for schools and cultural institutions. 
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