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WHAT IS RELIGIOUS ART?

Ladies, Gentlemen: 

The question of religious art, or of religious expression in art, is among the most ineptly posed, and therefore among the most difficult in which to come to an agreement. When it is said of a work that it is or is not religious, what precisely is being asked? I know it is a matter of feeling and that feeling has a very legitimate role in the question. But when, in fact, a critic writes, as I recently read on the matter of Gregorian music: this is prayerful, and that is not - of what value is his expressed opinion? To what may it be ascribed? Is it not strictly personal, subjective and incommunicable? It is nonetheless necessary that the intelligence should intervene, that there should be a criterion and that the question, as with all others, be considered in the light of history and of reason. 

Now, should we turn our attention toward the past, it consists of an uninterrupted succession of mutually contradictory forms and aesthetics. That the Orans of the catacombs and the Christ of Byzantine mosaics; that the sculptures of the porches of Chartres; the Virgins of Fra Angelico and of Raphael; the Pilgrims at Emmaus of Rembrandt and the Ascent to Calvary of Rubens; and that Goya's Angels at San Antonio de la Florida and those of Flandrin at St. Vincent de Paul, might have been inspired by the same Christian dogma - all that is sufficient to confound the desire to impose a system, and so it becomes nearly impossible, solely in the domain of the imitative arts - which is where I wish to remain this evening - to arrive at a general definition. 

If, on the other hand, we look around us, we might think we could all agree straightaway that properly religious art belongs to periods of Faith alone, and that if we should seek the perfect type, we should find it in the Middle Ages. 

Well, that too is a matter of controversy; Louis Dimier, in a most interesting inquiry in the Revue d'Action française collected the opinions of distinguished artists and critics and demonstrated to what extent opinions on that subject are divergent. Thus it is that the painter Gaston Latouche, among others, declared that the ceiling of the chapel at the Chateau of Versailles seemed as religious, as Christian, as the vault at Assisi: and that Dimier, opposing Jouvenet
 to Giotto, asks why "we, the French, who owe so much to the authors of the seventeenth Century, should pretend to be so horrified by the sight of the paintings which nourished their piety?"
That should be enough to astonish the Amis des Cathédrales. Were we to recognise how many doubtful notions and prejudices there are, on which we base our judgement on these matters, we should be much less taken by surprise. 

As far as I am concerned, ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased that this controversy obliges me to what it is that makes me prefer, from a Christian standpoint, Giotto to Jouvenet, and this is why I want to explain myself before you, despite the difficulty and aridity of the subject. 

I shall say things that you will find very annoying. 

I beg you to arm yourselves with patience and to compensate by your attentiveness for the obscure and inadequate language which I cannot avoid using in matters of this kind. 

Let us, then, put aside the opinions of those who would restrict religious art to depictions of religious subjects. For them, the differences between the sacred and the profane are exterior to art: they belong to the subject, alone. And of course it is obvious that Christian painting will comprise only Christian subjects. M.Mâle
 has demonstrated in detail, in his abundant, ingenious, and learned iconographical studies, that Medieval Art is a vast teaching, and that the Cathedral was the Bible of the poor in the thirteenth century. He considered the methodical study of the subjects to be the necessary introduction to understanding the art of the Middle Ages. We know that the ordering of the grand theological, moral and scientific compositions which may be seen on the porches of our cathedrals was determined by the clergy. Mâle cites in detail the overall spread of certain compositions, and mocks the naïve affirmations of Victor Hugo who could in all seriousness write: "There exists a privilege for the expression of thought in stone in the Middle Ages, comparable to our freedom of the press: the liberty of Architecture. That liberty goes very far. Sometimes a portal, a façade, a whole church possesses a symbolic meaning quite different from that of the liturgy, or even frankly hostile to the Church."
Such churches, hostile to the Church, such compositions in revolt against dogma, have never existed. In truth no more following the Renaissance than before it. The theologians who dictated to Tiepolo the schema of the ceiling of S.Maria del Rosario in the Gesuati of Venice [1737-39 - PB], or the compositions by Fr. Pozzi at S. Ignazio in Rome,
 were neither less knowledgable nor less orthodox than those who drew up the schema for the "Cappellone degli Spagnoli" (Sta. Maria Novella, Florence) [1365-7 - PB] or the layout of the "Bible of Amiens."

The value of the theological argument of these paintings tells us nothing of the value of the religious sentiment expressed. It is not enough to have a good religious subject to make a good religious painting, any more than would be the case for profane subjects. 

Of course, you would say! That is obvious. But you are only speaking of the exterior subject: the subject-object. But there is another subject, and that is the one the artist carries within himself, his own conviction. Theological culture has no role other than to support faith. If the artist has faith, he creates religious masterpieces. But in the Middle Ages, everyone had faith. 

I'm not so sure. 

WAS THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD PARTICULARLY DEVOUT?

In that long succession of centuries we call the Middle Ages, even if we consider only their highest point, in the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, we are struck by how much the discipline of ideas is but apparent, and that we are confronted by a vast and intense process of fermentation. In the bosom of that Christian civilisation, what revolt, what sensuality, what unbelief! Heresies were not, as is commonly believed, only inspired by the need for intellectual liberty, but also by a horror of moral fear, by survivals of ancient paganism. Did not a commentator on Dante assert that in Tuscany in the twelfth century, over one hundred thousand men of noble station thought like Farinata Degli Uberti and Epicurus that paradise should be sought in this world only? 

When, as Bocaccio said, one saw Guido Cavalcanti pass by, all a-dreaming in the streets of Florence, people said that he was imagining he could prove that God does not exist. We don't take sufficient account of the fact that it was Boccacio's "curés" who had their churches decorated by "Giottesques," and that these devout images, whose power for edification is as yet unexhausted, those moving "Pietàs," those pure "Madonnas," were painted not by pious artists in the mould of Rio or of Montalembert, but by one of those free sensualists; believers, certainly, but not at all mystical - Buffamalco as described by Bocaccio and Sachetti
 was only the most original and highly developed example.

Vasari said of Perugino that he was without religion, and that it was never possible to bring him to belief in the immortality of the soul. Nevertheless there is a Deposition from the Cross by him at the Pitti and a fresco at Nostra Signora de'Pazzi which bear an intense religious emotion surpassing by far any sentiments which the works of père Besson, that Dominican painter of Lacordaire's entourage, might arouse in us or those of Overbeck or of Hyppolite Flandrin, three men whose spirit of faith and personal piety are known to us. Assuredly, none of these would have allowed himself, in the latter half of the 19th century, the "pranks" of the sort which Sachetti recounts, one of which, attributed to Giotto, is highly irreverent toward St. Joseph. We are nonetheless agreed that the vault of the lower church at Assisi or the Deposition in the Tomb at the Arena of Padua are of a quality of mystical expression far superior to that of the disciples of Ingres. We know little about the old artists who left traces in our cathedrals - albeit not very many -of a somewhat libertine imagination, but the biographical information which we possess on the Italian primitives certifies that it would be a mistake to categorise as mystics all the artists of the Middle Ages. And whereas, on the other hand, we cannot doubt, nothing allows us to doubt, the religious fervour of a Carlo Dolci or of a Rubens, we might be permitted the conclusion that, no more than theological culture, personal faith is not sufficient to explain the religious superiority of Medieval Art. 

Permit me to cite on that point the opinion of St. Thomas. 

You know how much St. Thomas' philosophy is positive, concrete, Aristotelian. He asks whether art is a virtue, and he defines art simply as the method of creating works, recta ratio factibilium or operum faciendorum. We would say: art is synonymous with craft. And he makes it clear that this definition applies to the liberal arts as well as to the servile and mechanical arts: the liberal arts are more noble, but the definition, he says, applies to both. The notion of art as a sacred ministry had yet to be invented at that time. Thus, St. Thomas asks if art is a virtue and he answers Yes - in this way, that it attains the goal it has set for itself, as the virtue of a knife is to cut, the virtue of a saw is to saw. And he adds: Et ideo ad artem non requitur quod artifex bene operetur sed quod bonum opus faciat - "It is of little consequence whether the geometer is choleric or happy; no matter the disposition of his heart, what counts is that his theorem be true". 

He nonetheless says that, for man to use art wisely, he must possess that goodwill imparted by moral virtue, and that it is through justice, which makes right his heart, that the artist determines to accomplish a faithful work. 

Pope Eugene IV gave a good definition of that word "justice" as he dispensed from monastic vows an artist more to be recommended for the beauty of his work than for the mysticism of his life: Fra Filippo Lippi, bad monk and excellent painter, to whom we owe paintings and frescos of admirable religious expression. 

Moreover, ladies and gentlemen, the fact that religious sentiment was more widespread in the Middle Ages than in our days, would not suffice to persuade me to modify my conclusions. I am now arrived at the subject of collective Faith. People have tried to explain by collective Faith the superiority of Medieval works which served at once as expression of and nourishment for the masses. 

But they forget that, in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, civil architecture and sculpture were not inferior, for example, to the Art of the Cathedrals. Everything finds its way into the temple: mythology, science, history, civil life. The forms which our imagination associates with the catholic ideal were used by municipal pride, corporative, lordly, royal; by the learned, by merchants and the military. There is "nothing sacred," said Ruskin, "in an arch, a vault, in a flying buttress, nor in a pillar. Churches were never built in a particular style, religious, mystical. They were built in the style current in that period." Which authorises us, let it be noted in passing, to hope that Romanesque and Gothic be not forever used to build contemporary churches. But let us return to the Cathedrals. 

THE POSITIVISM OF THE WESTERN MIDDLE AGES

They were constructed, we have been told, in moments of enthusiasm by the irresistible impulse of popular faith. There is something which may give us the idea of those collective movements: the pilgrimage to Lourdes. There faith is intense, expansive, generous. Nonetheless, I am not aware of a single work of art, or even a beautiful canticle which has resulted from that magnificent outpouring of prayer. How can we know if the purest Gregorian chants would have the power these days to transport the crowd and excite the piety of the faithful? It is for that same reason that the patriotic songs which quicken French hearts with the most powerful and vivid collective sentiments do not necessarily amount to being poetry or music. 

I understand you, you will say. You want to bring into existence a craft tradition strong enough to orient all individual efforts toward religious expression, that tradition being the hieratical. Let us see. Hieratism is an art of of formulas, symmetry, synthesis and abstraction. It beautiful to imagine synthesising, in a few simple, architectural forms, in a system of hieroglyphics, the majesty of dogma. That is a dream which Oriental barbarians conceived when they came into contact with Greek culture and Latin decadence; it is a dream taken up by the 19th century. All those attempting to realise it, from the Nazarene School of Düsseldorf to the young Rosace School, claimed inspiration not from the Byzantines, but from the Primitives, proof that they understood them not. Those who have visited Monte Casino know what a magnificent effort was made in the same sense by the Benedictine monks of the Abbey of Beuron. But those same Beuron monks insist that they are not disciples of the western Middle Ages. They have another ideal, that of ancient Egypt and the archaic Greeks, of which, they say, the Byzantines gave only a very inadequate image.

Now then, what characterises Medieval Art, is its development away from hieratism through love of life. This is the eternal opposition of East and West. So true is this that when Syrians depicted the Magi come to adore the God-Child, symbolically in the number of three, the West felt the need to name them Gaspard, Melchior and Balthazar, preferring to make of them the concrete but apocryphal subject of a legend rather than to accept a synthesis which they did not understand. When those same Syrians diffused the image of the saintly bishop Nicholas throughout Christendom, and to stress his hierarchical and moral superiority, they depicted him as larger than his flock, the Medieval West invented the legend of the pickled boys.
 Let us understand well why it was that Cimabue's Madonna was carried in triumph through the streets of Florence, accompanied by the sound of trumpets and popular rejoicing: Cimabue was breaking with the Greek manner, the maniera goffa,
  with its formula. Nothing is more alien to the Middle Ages than abstraction. In the language of that age, all the words are borrowed from nature, the "Parlar visibile" of Dante. It is allegory. Books such as the Shepherd of Hermas, the Mirrors of Vincent of Beauvais, or Dante's Comedy impressed on the Middle Ages the precise predicates of Christian symbolism. It is preserved tightly in the liturgy. All the interpretations of the doctors and commentaries of the Scriptures have to take it into account, but the most subtle dogmatic truths are represented by means of objects copied from nature.

Could we say it is a symbolist art? But then, all art worthy of its name is symbolist, because all art has as its goal to signify something.  Hieratism and allegory, each within its genre, are closed languages. But symbolism, by contrast, is the natural language of art. The one expresses ideas, the other, sentiments; one speaks to the mind, the other to the eyes; the one is founded upon conventional language, the other uses those proximate correspondences which we perceive between the states of our souls and our means of expression. It has been the moderns who have revealed the mysterious possibilities of that sort of symbolism. But our modern art is permeated by subjectivity. I fail to find anything of the sort in the treatise of Cennino Cennini, and I have always seen in the works of the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that nature, to employ Cennini's expression, was the triumphal doorway of Art. Yes, Medieval Art is a realist art. Cennini also says that drawing from nature is the necessary condition of everything else; a painter should never pass a single day without drawing something. Dante boasted of the trompe-l'oeils of the bas-reliefs of the Purgatorio, where the incense smoke is so well imitated that sight and smell are confounded! And Bocaccio admired the realism of Giotto! 

All of Medieval Art is a fervent search for truth: truth in all its forms, natural truth and supernatural truth mingled by means of the same curiosity, the same longing for knowledge. St.  Thomas expresses it very well when he says of art that it is delectable even when it presents things that are unpleasant, monsters, for example (things of which we do not admire the originals). St Thomas says there is a double profit to be had: firstly, ratione cognitionis, as it is advantageous to be informed; then ratione operationis, as the act of reason which must be accomplished if we are to gain this instruction, is agreeable in and of itself. 

Hence in their beginnings Science, in its means and expressions, was indistinguishable from Art. Renan rightly says: "Most ancient categories of Science, excluded by the moderns, corresponded to those external aspects of nature which are no longer taken into account but which contained their share of truth."

NAIVETY OF MEDIEVAL ART

Let us ask ourselves the question: What is it we find touching in Medieval Art? And I respond: its youth of soul, its sincerity, its naivety, the simplicity of the relationship it establishes between ourselves and nature. And what is proper to it is precisely this sincere, naive, virginal attitude, humble before nature: the religious character of its objectivity. 

Neither theological perfection of subject, as I have shown you, nor the faith that can be found in all eras of Christianity, nor hieratism, nor symbolism, nor dogmatic allegory are sufficient to create superior works of religious art. Something else is necessary: the instrument, the art in itself, must conform to the Christian spirit. Yes, what we like is that such art be a language stripped of all pride and all manner of rhetoric, a language which speaks directly to our senses, to our sensibility, to our reason, with no intermediary save the object, presented in a simple and straightforward fashion. All art is to be preferred to that described by Rodin when he says: "All is ugly in art which is false, all that is artificial, all that which tries to be pretty or beautiful instead of expressive, all that which smiles without a reason, and which is affected, prancing and cavorting, which is but a show of beauty and grace, all that which lies." 

Falsehood is more intolerable in the domain of religious sentiment than it is anywhere else. When the young persons depicted on the ceiling of the "Gesù", whom Coypel imitated in the chapel at Versailles, display, in trompe-l'oeil on the corniche, the shadow of their elegant legs, it is impossible for us not to think of it as a beauty parade, that those celestial personages prance and cavort as gods in the theatre, gesticulating outside life and truth, and we are unable to pray before them. 

I go further and say that we so much love sincere expression that, in the realm of religious emotion, we should rather go to the pathetic than to the academic; yes, we prefer Bernini's St. Teresa, El Greco's dramas, Grünwald's romanticism, all that is boiling, passionate: despair, doubt, the sinner's remorse, all that is violent, beyond measure, contrary to the rules of art. Yes, all that rather than that which is only harmonious and coldly aesthetic. It is because we are repelled by academic art, by a horror of falsehood, that we turn with such force toward that which is primitive, naive, simple, childlike, true. 

Have no doubt, ladies and gentlemen, that this is a legitimate preference, that it conforms to reason enlightened by Christian dogma. I come now to the heart of my thesis. Together we can now see where the superiority of the art of the Middle Ages is to be found. 

As far as we can penetrate into the mystery of religious feeling, we find a naive sense of dependence and of fear, an overwhelming sensation of wonderment before the unknown. To this impossibility of understanding the world and existence, our origin and our destiny, Faith brings, together with truth, the remedy of a joyful humility, and the trusting nature of the child who believes everything you tell him when you respond to his perpetual questioning, "why?" For the Christian, the unknown exists no more, but mystery persists and he retains a sort of tender emotion toward all the humble things of life that God made specially for him and which manifest His glory as much as the most imposing of spectacles. As he goes to see the rising of the sun, the Christian does not need the famous discourse of the Savoyard vicar.
 He discovered nature before him. The marvels of Creation and of the Gospel are for him inseparable. Remembrance of the Gospel ennobles everything: sowing the seed, gathering the harvest, the lilies of the field, the mustard seed and the little birds in the sky. Everything, in the most literal manner, amazes him. Everything for him is a perpetual and charming miracle. He is a child. When he prays, he says: Our Father, knowing that if he does not become as one of those little ones, he will not enter the Kingdom of Heaven. One may say of him what Renan said of genius: "genius is a child, genius is the people, genius is simple. The sophisticated man despises those things - animals and children - which the people and the man of genius find most interesting ... The sincere man, " he further states, "wears himself out in adoration before life at its most naive, before the child who smiles, believing all things, before the young girl who knows not that she is beautiful, before the bird singing on the branch only for singing's sake, before the hen walking proudly among her chicks. There is God, naked."

Let us not linger too long over those magnificent words, as they might lead us far from the thought we want to express and from our subject. Let them just help us to understand the miracle of daily life which, hidden from the wise, has been revealed to the humble and simple. 

Yes, the attitude of the primitive is that of a child, and that is why it is profoundly religious. He looks at nature through the eyes of a child, while a modern sees it through the eyes of a painter. The observation of a primitive, of Giotto, for example, is not concentrated only on outward appearances, but also on the everyday qualities of objects. He looks at them with a new soul, and his interest is as much that of the sage as of the artist. He wants to see clearly and explain to us what he has seen and what he knows about these objects. His awkwardness is, then, the mark of his sincerity. He bestows the value of art on all objects, seeking to draw as many elements as possible into the realm of art. His inexperience comes from multiplying his experiences. His ignorance, from wanting to embrace too great a quantity of knowledge. He is awkward because the world is vast and his craft, narrow. 

Consider what Ingres used to tell his pupils: "Forever preserve that happy naivety," and also take care that, when you see that naivety in an artist, you think of it in terms of his discretion, you say that he looks on his model in a spirit of veneration. You feel in a confused way that humility, simplicity, good fellowship, love are religious virtues and that an artist must possess them; it is because of this that my friend Georges Desvallières could say that "all types of art are religious". 

AGAINST PLATONIST IDEALISM

There is something undefinable that separates the depiction of a suffering man from that of Christ, the depiction of a happy mother from the Madonna. I have not said - I could not say - that the primitives always give me this mysterious quality; sometimes they, like ourselves, are sensual and earthbound. But they always give at least the illusion of it. It is that when they copy their lady to depict Our Lady, they show her with that innocence, that simplicity, that virginity of the soul and of the eyes which underpins all religious sentiment. They don't feel themselves free, as Hegel did, to recreate the world to their taste. They would never think of saying, as did that bad painter Zucchero, attributing it to Raphael: We must paint nature not as it is, but as it ought to be. 

Such a statement, ladies and gentlemen, makes no sense to anyone other than the Platonists of the Renaissance. It is often said that the Renaissance divinised man and restored paganism. This is true, but its principal idol is the artist. The Renaissance introduced pride and subjectivity into an operation which the Primitive accomplished with the simplicity of an image appearing "in camera clara." 

Platonic idealism succeeded the positivism of Aristotle and the Scholastics. 

I beg your permission once again to have recourse to St. Thomas's Summa. 

We have no 'Aesthetics' dating from the Middle Ages. There is De Pulchro, attributed to St. Thomas, which is doubtless not by him, but which, like all his philosophy, derives its inspiration from Aristotle. Nonetheless, we have this definition by St. Thomas in the Summa: "the beautiful is that which pleases the eyes," and this other, no less categorical: that the beautiful is concerned with knowing Pulchrum respicit vim cognoscitivam. It is evident that all aesthetics are grounded upon a theory of knowledge, and that this theory is part of the Scholastic theory of external perception, which comes from Aristotle. I leave the details to you: it is enough to see the essence. According to Aristotle, sensation is the common work of the object of the sensation and of the subject which experiences it. External perception seizes the resistant action of its object, whether luminous or other, as wax receives the imprint of a seal, species impressa, the which implies, by means of an inevitable reaction, the activity of a thinking subject, species expressa. Thus a sole act unites the actor with that which is acted upon, requiring a certain presence of the object within the subject. While not implying doubt as to the existence of the external world, this theory goes so far as to assert the objectivity of colours and of sounds. A vibration in the air is a sound before it be perceived -  "White," St. Thomas says, "is white in potentiality before becoming so in act." Finally, I draw your attention to this other passage from St. Thomas: "The human intellect has as its proper object each particular being, that is to say, nature existing within corporeal matter. It is of the very essence of the nature we perceive that it exists in a particular being, it cannot exist outside corporeal matter. It is the nature of a stone to exist within a particular stone, of the nature of a horse to exist within a particular horse, as well as in all the others." 

This notion of the concrete and the individual in the thought and art of the Middle Ages is a matter of no small importance once we realise that, ever since the Renaissance, we have, by contrast, developed a taste for abstraction, for the general, the typical, and that for that naive passion for things seen, a generalised and entirely Platonic idealism has been substituted. We began by radically separating body from soul and by asking how a simple substance can act upon an extended substance and vice-versa; and we have concluded that nothing exists other than our own ideas. You don't believe that has influence upon aesthetics and art? Well then, you're wrong! There is no longer equality between subject and object, between the agent and the sentient, between nature and man. Man has become an artist, that is to say a sort of distorting prism which interposes between nature, if she exist, and himself, an ensemble, otherwise admirable, of judgements and aesthetic conventions. He is Homo additus naturae, while awaiting the 19th century German metaphysicians to become a seer, a priest, a superman, a demigod, and later, in the 20th century, a "pure brain," lacking all contact with external reality. 

And if, I might add in passing, we should search among the masterpieces born out of this law of the individual, which of the painters of the Renaissance painters continues to give us the highest degree of religious emotion, I am sure it is Rembrandt who will come to mind. He was not a mystic, nor was his art hieratic. He was, precisely, a painter who had, vis-à-vis nature, the most scrupulous, the most medieval innocence. Here there is no "beau ideal," no generalised types, but the direct emotion of an individual life, and, significantly, he made no more use of local colour than did Giotto. And he was also, like the Primitives, a great Christian poet. 

THE ART OF THE PARTICULAR

Suppose then, taking the same theme from another point of view, that for our knowledge of the customs of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries we had no documents other than the works of Michelangelo and of his successors of the Roman school, what would we know of the sights that were familiar to them? That which constitutes the very substance of Venetian art, of the schools of the North, of our modern impressionism, that is to say the daily life of the artist, is totally lacking in the great schools of the classical Renaissance. That is because Humanism substituted the study of man in himself, of the ideal man, for the study of particular beings. That study was brought to an anatomical and typological conception of the human being. The Academies were founded with no other end than to reduce the painter's craft to deriving that abstraction from the copying of nature. Thus man, already divinised as artist, is also divinised as the object of art, as the artist's model. Is that not paganism, entire? Paganism consists essentially of the divinisation, by abstraction and generalisation, of human faculties or passions. When one of those faculties is divinised, the artist is obliged to give it a material form, to render it accessible to the senses, but he can only give us a visible idea of that abstract model through the help of another abstraction - the beau ideal. As Charles Blanc says: "he will take pains to elevate individual truth to the typological, and that typological truth to Beauty." 

Like the antique painter, he will make an assemblage of several imperfect models, here a leg conforming to the beau-ideal, here a torso, there a shoulder. Assembling those traits, a bad poet has said: 

... le sculpteur transporté,

Ne forme aucune belle, il forme la beauté. 

[... in his ecstasy, the sculptor forms not something beautiful, but Beauty.] 

I must insist that the person speaking to you admires our great Poussin as much as any man, and even Domenichino and Guide's Aurora in the gallery of the Carrachi in the Farnese Palace, and the Farnese villa, and the Té palace in Mantua, and Lebrun at Versailles. 

But the subject is religious art. As I am touched by a Rembrandt or by a Primitive, I note that the master did not look for beauty to the classical ideal, in a form separate from its matter, as St. Thomas says, but in tender and respectful contact with concrete nature. There is nothing pagan, nothing Platonic, nothing of the idealist in his aesthetic or his art. He loves God's reality with all his heart. 

I do not say that that is sufficient, but that such is the instrument of choice of Christian art. It is also needful that the artist be, in the supranatural sense, a man of good will. Place within such a humble and ingenuous soul an ardent faith and the gifts of a superior artist, and I give you Fra Angelico. 

It is not my intention here to dwell upon that great and beautiful figure. I have imposed enough on your attention. Yet I ask that you verify, in that master of the first half of the 15th century whose life and works are well-known to us, the characteristics which I have shown as being essential to the art of the whole Middle Ages. 

We know that he had respect for and passionately cultivated visible nature, that he observed man and landscapes with an untiring curiosity. We know that he was naive and awkward, that is to say that no convention, no pride, no prejudices as to what was suitable for picture making dulled the sharpness of his sensibility. He had nevertheless a superior mastery of his craft, the craft of a refined artisan, and I know of no frescos more subtle in their tone, more nuanced nor better fashioned than his. At Rome toward the end of his life, as Henry Cochin
 has shown, he was preoccupied by the innovations of his time, taken by archaeology, by perspective and chiaroscuro, in a word, he was in the avant-garde of his generation. As a man of the Middle Ages, he believed in science, not separating science from religion, nor nature from Art, nor beauty from truth. But he preserved until the end that happy naivety, that admirable freshness. Those who know Tuscany find the species impressa, the impressionist charm so to speak, in those landscapes, those cloisters, those cypresses perceived over a little rosy rooftop, those beautiful gardens enclosed by a trellis of reeds, those beautiful blue backgrounds painted by Fra Angelico.

But already, in his time, academic studies were displacing the naïve study of nature. With the exception of certain late Siennese masters, Fra Angelico is the last to give us the sensation of a fervent, childlike contact with nature. This mystic is the last of the medieval realists. 

There will come, after him, after the Renaissance, other genres of realism. Men will tire of the prestigious formulae of the beau ideal, they will search for other beauties in nature. We shall see works that are more dramatic, more conventionally beautiful, but not more religious. Together with Scholasticism and the naivety of the old masters, the gift of childhood will have disappeared, the virginal emotion, the freshness of poetry, to which we owe Gregorian melody, the statuary of the Cathedrals and the Italian Primitives. 
� Jean Jouvenet - 1644-1717. According to the account in the New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia (http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08528a.htm) he was a pioneer of a new school of French painting, influenced in particular by Rubens. In reaction to the quiet classicism of Poussin it was melodramatic and action-packed. His painting for the ceiling of the Chateau of Versailles takes the theme of the Descent of the Holy Spirit.


� Emil Mâle - 1862-1954. Best known as author of L'Art religieux du XIIIe siècle en France. Étude sur l'iconographie du Moyen Âge et sur ses sources d'inspiration (Armand Colin, Paris, 1898, published in an English translation in 1913). Gleizes's La Forme et l'histoire has a chapter criticising him (especially his later - 1922 - account of art in the twelfth century) for exaggerating the importance of the figurative aspect of the works.


� The chapel of St Ignatius in Rome has frescoes by Andrea Pozzo, and by Stefano Pozzi, both eighteenth century. Andrea was a Jesuit lay brother which could account for Denis's 'Fr' - for frater.


� Name given by Ruskin to the facade of the thirteenth century Cathédrale de Notre Dame in Amiens.


� Buonamico Buffalmaco, early fourteenth century painter whose antics as a practical joker are described in Bocaccio's Decameron and in Franco Sacchetti's Il trecentonovelle. Sacchetti - c1335-c1400 -was a poet but best known as author of humorous short stories.


� The story tells how St Nicholas sitting down to dine in an inn realises that the meat is in fact the flesh of three boys, murdered and pickled by the butcher. He stops the meal and resurrects the boys. The story features in Benjamin Britten's cantata St Nicholas. I do not know if Denis's account of its origin is accurate but it does not appear in the standard Orthodox Great Collection of the Lives of the Saints by St Demetrius of Rostov.


� Reference to a phrase - ‘that clumsy Greek style’ (quella greca goffa maniera) - in Giorgio Vasari's 1550 Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, from Cimabue to Our Times. It seems more likely. though, that Cimabue was being celebrated in his day because at last it seemed Italian art was catching up with the then more naturalistic art of the Greeks.


� Allusion to a well-known passage of J-J Rousseau's Émile, ou l'éducation, Book iv.


� Henry Cochin - 1854-1926. Writer, specialist in Renaissance studies, and politician, supporting Action Libérale, founded by former monarchists rallying to the Republic in obedience to the encyclical of Pope Leo XIII. He was President of the Société Saint-Jean, formed to encourage christian art. Denis may be referring to his study, Le bienheureux Fra Giovanni Angelico de Fiesole, published in 1906.
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