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THE SYMBOLIST REVOLUTION

I beg your pardon for undertaking such an arid subject, and as I fear, so out-of-date: Symbolism being now "passé." This is not symbolism defined by the dictionaries as "a system of conventional signs intended to outline a dogma, a religion" but the symbolist School in fashion twenty-five years ago which, having aroused mockery and enthusiasm, has, bit-by-bit, fallen into forgetfulness. In speaking of it, I evoke the memory of a distant and already legendary era. I continue to believe that, in our theories, were incontrovertible truths the which have lost none of their applicability. Has all the fruit thereof been realised? Doubtful, that. I wish to show that, given the present state of ideas, religious art might do well to be inspired by the principles which we then proposed. 

As a veteran of Symbolism, I began as a painter in the very period during which that name had been applied to new tendencies and cast upon the current parlance. I retain, faithfully enough, the memory and intellectual physiognomy of those years of my youth. With what emotion we read Verlaine’s Sagesse, which had just made its appearance. My comrade Pierre Hermant, at whose place we used to gather - Bonnard, Vuillard, Sérusier, Roussel - composed a suite of "mélodies," and I a suite of illustrations: crude images in the style of ancient woodcuts which, with Retté at my side, I showed to Mendès, Moréas, and to Verlaine himself.
 (1) I can still see that one on the ground floor of furnished rooms in the Rue Monsieur-le Prince; he leafs through my drawings, and pausing at one of a little communicant at the feet of the eucharistic Christ, exclaims: "That is indeed I, poor boy!"

I used to frequent Adolphe Retté,
 whose high-profile conversion is known to all. I had shown an Annunciation at the Salon des indépendants the which, out of fear of being thought banal, I entitled: Catholic Mystery, and Retté said: "Denis, I like your painting, I shall take it as the theme for my hashish." At the other extreme of the world of poets, I recall the serene exterior, and the quasi-liturgical gesture of Stéphan Mallarmé, leaning on his mantelpiece: "Gentlemen Whistler is within our walls..." to say that Whistler had just arrived in Paris.

I still recall the extraordinary impression made by the first Gauguins I saw at Boussod’s, and more so those seen at the exposition of "Symbolist and Synthetist Painters," at the Champ de Mars in 1889, where there were also to be seen the curious canvasses of Émile Bernard and of Anquetin. It was the period during which Paul Fort, later Prince of Poets, directed the Théâtre d’art while Antoine, at the old Théâtre libre and Lugné-Poé at the Théâtre de l’oeuvre competed for the glory of mounting Ibsen’s plays. We sketched décors for symbolist plays, among which Maeterlinck’s L’Intruse and Pelléas were regarded as masterpieces. As to music, we were beginning to differentiate among Franck’s pupils: Chausson, Duparc, Debussy, D'Indy. Franck himself was appreciated by an élite, only. We would go hear Bordes and the Chanteurs de St.-Gervais; Sundays, we applauded Tristan and Parsifal at the Concerts Lamoureux. 

All was chaotic, confused, passionate. We reacted with generosity against whatever was low, vulgar and mediocre in the schools which had immediately preceded us, against the materialism and naturalism then in favour. The names of Mallarmé, Verlaine, Maeterlinck, Laforgue, Rimbaud, Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, Baudelaire are indication enough of our literary preferences. In art, we liked Puvis de Chavannes, Gustave Moreau, Odilon Redon, Cézanne, Gauguin,Van Gogh, and also little-known impressionists; Cézanne and Degas, above all, exercised a manner of fascination upon us by virtue of the proud solitude within which they enclosed themselves.

It would seem, would it not, that the period of Sagesse, the Beatitudes and St.Geneviève should be favourable to the expression of religious sentiments. It was indeed. But it was all topsy turvy. 

Our aspirations, our mysticism were not always, in truth, very orthodox. We fashioned a singular mélange of Plotinus, Edgar Allan Poe, Baudelaire and Schopenhauer. Little theosophical magazines abounded. Mme. Blavatsky, Péladan, Rosicrucian ideas: all were there. We also underwent the influence of German philosophy, in the end, as we had been taught in secondary school. Maurice Barrès, spiritual director of the youth of that age, and who became thereafter the motivator of French energies, was still under the sway of Hegel and Renan. There was nothing like the Revue des Jeunes, except the Société de St-Jean, to which I did not adhere until later. Founded by Fr. Clair, the society, in its beginnings, attracted painters such as Aman Jean, P. H. Flandrin, Ernest Laurent, Dulac. Our group of Gauguin disciples found moral shelter during one or two winters at the Dominican Convent in the Faubourg St-Honoré. Fr. Ollivier and later Fr. Janvier, young, but already an eloquent Thomist, taught us Christian dogma. 

We also had our converts. Besides Huysmans, Charles Morice, Retté and Verlaine himself, I cite as a type of the conversions of those times that of Paul Claudel, as he recounted himself: reading the Illuminations of Rimbaud, and a true illumination, a sort of intimate miracle, perceived during a ceremony at Nôtre Dame, which gave birth to the Faith in his soul. The painter Dulac, the painter Jean Verkade, who became a Benedictine, as did the writer on art Destrée, who became Dom Destrée; Johannes Joergensen, the poet Louis de Cardonnel, they were all "intuitives," sentimentalists, poets, those whose mysterious expectations Verlaine expressed so well in the famous sonnet: 

"L’Espoir luit comme un brin de paille dans l’étable..." [Hope glows as a wisp of straw in the stable..."] 

The years have passed. All the superficial and amorphous in our religiosity, all that mystical "tide of passions" has become out-of-date. The Dreyfus affair divided into enemy camps all those poets, artists and thinkers who were once gathered under the same Verlaine-esque sentiment. New schools were born. Fashions changed many times. There were returns to impressionism. The decorative arts, applied arts, then in their infancy, developed greatly, extending widely. The old methods, academism, lost public favour, with the possible exception of the Catholic public. Long-abandoned techniques came into favour: tempera, fresco. The conception of painting as imitation was profoundly modified: the artist’s attitude vis-à-vis nature is no longer that which we criticised so bitterly among our elders and our professors. How did all that come about? By the effects of an evolution determined by us. That is why I must explain the theories of Symbolism in detail. 

THE MEANING OF SYMBOLISM

When one has thirty years of work and experience at one’s back and is able to glance behind upon the road travelled with a certain perspective; that one’s hair turns white, one’s critical spirit develops to the detriment of enthusiasm; one inquires of one’s self, asking: have I not been mistaken? 

Well then, I believe that I have been mistaken on many points, I believe that our theories contained a large portion of error, but those comprising its essentials, I affirm, remain solid and ever living. Stripped of certain excesses and prejudices, they continue to testify to that which is the profound value of eternal art. Symbolism is the art of translating and provoking states of the soul by means of the links between colours and forms. Invented or borrowed from nature, those links become the signs or symbols of states of soul: they have the power to suggest them. The artist must seek, in Cézanne’s words, not to "reproduce," but to "represent" nature, by means of equivalences, of plastic equivalences, It is the "means" of expression (line, form, volume, colour), and not the object represented, which must be expressive in itself. Such an idea implies, on the one hand, the existence of correspondences among lines, forms, colours and of our states of soul on the other hand; between visible and invisible: a connection of ideas linked to the connections among things. 

Allegory, on the contrary, is the art of signifying ideas by means of a system of purely objective conventions, a sort of language of flowers or of heraldry, wherein the definition of the elements utilised is indispensable, wherein it is necessary to know that a given object has a given meaning. Allegory speaks to the mind. The Symbol, by way of contrast, speaks to the eyes: it attempts to give birth all at once to the whole scale of human emotions in the beholder’s soul, by means of a gamut of colours and forms, let us say: through sensations, that which corresponds unto them. As Viollet le Duc said (Entretiens sur l’architecture), "The spirit, by means of an intimate faculty whose workings we do not understand, establishes certain connections among appearances, sounds and ideas which, strange though they might be, are nonetheless real, as we see how they are affirmed by all individuals who might form a crowd at the same time and in the same place." A symbolist work - and please note that all superior works of art, whether ancient or modern is symbolist - must produce on first sight an emotion analogous to that which seizes us upon entering the beautiful nave of a cathedral. We undergo, starting from the portico, without analysing the elements of the harmonious ensemble, consisting of windows, proportions, ornamentation, loftiness, colour, etc., experiencing an irresistible shuddering, the which is, in this context, a religious emotion. Says Bergson (Essais sur les données immédiates de la conscience): "The goal of art is to lull to sleep the active powers, or rather the resistant powers, of our personality and thus to lead us to a state of perfect docility wherein we realise the idea suggested unto us, or that we sympathise with the sentiments expressed."  All our confused memories thus revived, all our subconscious forces thus set in motion, the work of art worthy of that name creates a mystic state - or at least one analogous to the mystic vision - and in a certain sense and to a certain measure, renders us "able to feel God in the heart." 

Apply a similar method to represent natural objects and you will understand the meaning of this phrase which I wrote in 1890: "art is the sanctification of nature." (Art et critique, August, 1890). 

Let us go further into the arcana of the system: in 1892, there appeared in the Revue Encyclopédique, (No. 32, 1 April, 1892.) a manifesto by Albert Aurier which was never well-understood by painters, but which presented the same ideas in a more metaphysical fashion - more Platonic - with a vocabulary and arguments borrowed from Leibniz. Allow me to cite certain passages: 

"All objects in nature are, in the end, an idea signified ... If art from the beginning and always, is by definition the materialised expression of a given spiritual combination, we must then admit that only he who knows the meaning of the terms employed is able to write those expressions. The painter who, being bereft of that indispensable faculty (and he is Legion), nonetheless make a painting, resembles those who would amuse themselves haphazardly in an unknown language, empty of meaning to them ... In art thus understood, the goal not being the direct reproduction of the object, all elements of the pictorial language - lines, planes, shadow, light, colour - become abstract elements which may be combined, attenuated, exaggerated, deformed according to their proper expressive mode, in order to arrive to the overall goal of the work: the expression of a given idea, dream, or thought." 

Finally, with the aid of my old friend Sérusier, I was able to summarise all that aesthetic chattering [fratras] by means of what I shall call: "Two deformations." 

The artist, standing before nature or rather, before the emotion rendered thereby, must ruthlessly render it to the exclusion of all which did not strike his eye, to make an expressive schema. All lyricism is permitted him: he must needs practice metaphor as a poet. If this tree seems red to him, he has the right to render it in vermillion. That is "subjective deformation." In order to correct the fantasies of such interpretation, we had---and I say this with reservations---"objective deformation," only, that is, the will to conform the image thus obtained to the technical and aesthetic norms proper to a work of art. We sought those laws simultaneously among theoreticians such as Charles Henry, and among the works of the old masters: the ancient principles of contrast, balance, unity common to all the arts, necessary most of all to architecture, which thus oblige the artist to "transpose all into beauty." Nature itself we too much ignored … 

The first consequence due to posing the problem of imitation in art in that manner was to close the "open window" of the realist school, to condemn the trompe-l’oeil, to return attention to the art object itself, together with its proper laws: a picture being, in accord with my 1890 definition, a flat surface covered with colours assembled in a certain way. 

I should not fail to point out what was erroneous in a system which accorded too much to the individual, to individual fantasy; nor the evident contradiction between the idea of "language" implied by the theory of plastic signs, and the unlimited liberty of vocabulary left to the artist. It was necessary to introduce respect for nature, and to leave to imitation its role and its place. But then, this is not my subject.

TRUTH IN RELIGIOUS ART 

I have arrived at the benefit, at the yield which modern Christian art can and must derive from symbolism, as defined. Well! First, to escape the "absurd alternative of the real and the ideal," to be conformed to the conditions, even unto the very definition of a work of art; to be at once decoration and expression, ornament and poetry; to flee trompe-l’oeil and falsehood; to be logical and truthful. 

If I have been well-understood, I should not be expected to define "truth in art" as being exactitude in reproducing natural objects. Concerning even painting and sculpture the which are, it must be insisted, imitative arts, truth consists in the work’s conformity with its means and its end. For too long, it has been customary to consider truth in art solely from the point of view of imitation. There is no paradox involved in maintaining, to the contrary, that trompe-l’oeil is synonymous with falsehood, and falsehood with the intent to deceive. A painting conforms to its truth, to the truth, in the measure in which it says well what it needs to say and fulfils its ornamental role. 

Decorative and edifying: that is what I wish, above all, for it to be. Loving, as I do enough, falsehood---in art, of course---notably the sumptuous and grandiloquent falsehood of Renaissance Italians, I can abide nothing but truth in religious art. It is for the church to be gulled that I fear most. 

What is it that we seek in Religion? Not a moral system, nor consolation, nor moving music, nor that mystery which flatters our intimate aspirations. No, we seek the truth. If Religion be false, I mock Religion. 

Very well, I wish to see nothing in church which is not true, which is not sincere, which is fake. When a preacher tells me edifying tales invented out of scraps, I become enraged: he is speaking from the cathedra of truth: he owes me Truth and nothing but the Truth. The idea of fakery, of hypocrisy and by extension of the word υποκριτης,
 all which smells of the theatre, all which is redolent of the optics of theatre, thus the trompe-l’oeil, is shocking to a Christian.

I cannot abide that in church, a painting should give the illusion of nature, nor that it should be a photographic and archaeological restitution, in the style of the Musée Grévin,
 of scenes drawn from the Scriptures. Likewise, should the figures you represent show affected sentiments, white eyes,
 the gesticulations of actors, I revolt, refusing to be duped.

I demand that, by means of an effort of transposition - by Symbolism! - you attempt at least to promote, to place on a higher level, the personages and sentiments thus represented; that you paint them so that they seem to be painted, submitted to the laws of painting, that they do not seek to fool my eyes or my spirit. This is what is meant by style. And this is what I call: Truth. 

If in another domain, leaving painting aside for the moment, were you to make gothic candelabra for me, Louis XIV grilles, Renaissance stalls, romanesque baptismal fonts, have I not the right to complain? I would know all that to be false, counterfeit. Do you want me to believe yours to be a thirteenth century lamp? But I see clearly that it is a similitude, that you have bought it on the Rue St.-Sulpice, that it is all shiny-new. Once more, you are deceiving me. 

Behold a church: it is "stylish," well-imitated from an ancient model. But I am aware it was built with reinforced concrete; your ribbing is plaster, being nothing needful for your structure. Your monument is a monolith which can stand on its own: why those barrel vaults? You want me to believe there are lateral forces and that your buttresses serve any purpose? That is all a pack of lies. 

Why don’t you build that church as you would your house? (as was done in the Middle Ages). Do you wish me to believe, because it is a church, that it is of the thirteenth century? Because it is the temple of truth, you construct a counterfeit of the past: a counterfeit you would condemn in an unscrupulous antiques dealer, which would even come under the condemnation of civil law? You would render as an homage unto God that which is condemned by man? 

And I say unto you: all falsehood, all attempts at trickery, do not belong in church. I scorn your electroplated goldsmithing, your faux-wood, your faux-marble, all that rubbish which is the common furnishing of modern churches. A wooden altar, of real wood, is more worthy of the Sacrifice than an altar of moulded cardboard wishing to appear as marble, prettified with faux goldwork. Let us respect the veracity and sincerity of God’s material creation. But let us all the more respect the sincerity of our thoughts. Let us avoid idolatry, that is to say the cult of self, the cult of the artist. The language meet for religious art is a language stripped of pride, of lies and, in consequence, of rhetoric. 

I resolutely reject, therefore, trompe-l’oeil and its accomplice, realism. I would observe that all such pagan intrusions into Christian art tend toward introducing idolatry, that is, the cult of an object which is its own goal, which is not the sign of an idea. "Similes illis fiant qui faciunt ea." While the method of true religion - announced in parables, perpetuated by the sacraments, shown forth in liturgy - leads us by means of the sensible to the supra-sensible. And that is also the symbolist method. 

Those pagan infiltrations are to be found in all epochs, even in the Middle Ages, where a sentiment of deep humility, of naïve and childlike faith, ever present, allows their passage. After the Renaissance we tolerate them less. What do those grandiose baroque machines symbolise, otherwise so seductive, besides the "joie de vivre" and contentment of the artist? To speak as the Gospel: they have received their reward. Let us accept, if we must, the pomposity and forced gesticulations of that period, the emphasis: they sometimes - often - are equivalent of a passionate sincerity. But let us with certainty note that trompe-l’oeil, as found in Italian churches, the floating away from the true toward the false which it inevitably engenders, the pride in virtuosity it displays, the absence of symbolic expression with which it is so easily satisfied, are incompatible with any sort of piety. 

On the contrary, the tapestries, windows, sculptures which decorate our cathedrals; in the Giottesque frescoes, the ordering of composition, the intimate geometry, the play of proportions, the magic of colours; contain the essentials of religious expression. No reproduction of a natural scene, no Biblical trickery, no pious photography, as sublime as one might suppose, can attain to that profundity, to that force of language. When the Byzantine mosaic artists invented those marvellous syntheses of Dogma visible at Ravenna and Rome, when they created the type of the Christ of Santa Pudenziana, or of SS. Cosmas and Damian, did they not illustrate and justify in advance the symbolist theory I have just expounded? Their Symbolism, truly plastic and architectural, far surpasses the allegorical graphism of the catacombs, which I cannot understand unless it is explained unto me. Emotion, on the contrary, seizes me before those magnificent poems, without needing an archaeologist or guide, and that emotion is a religious emotion. There is no better example of an art that by plastic means alone, by a gradual deprivation of the aid of imitation, obtains such plenitude of meaning, such perfection of beauty, such power of suggestion. 

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

Is this to say that to follow such great examples, one must fall into the geometries of abstraction? I do not approve of those whose indigence of sensibility would lead them to despise nature to the profit of the constructs of their imagination. I do not preach Cubism. But it is enough for me to know that, far from limiting myself to historical painting or to the depiction of natural objects, I, the artist, a Christian, am to translate Christian sentiments by plastic equivalents. If I am well-penetrated by this theory of correspondences, I can freely vary and extend my vocabulary, enriching it with all which my sensibility gives me, there to make all within nature, and to make it speak a Christian language.
 
The essential is, as I repeat, to transpose, on the plane proper to the work of art, the emotion given us by nature. That is in conformity with the exigencies of reason and of religious sentiment. That satisfies the dignity of Christian art, which cannot abide trompe-l’oeil, This places unlimited powers of suggestion in the service of Christian art. 

But I see another advantage. Such an art obliges us to make a sincere effort which excludes the conventional and firstly, academism. To represent, to symbolise our emotions translating religious sentiment by plastic means, is to work in the most intimate depths of our nature, it is to take from the mysteries of internal life the clear image of our faith. Thus from the religious experience of the artist, from his personal experience, the work of art springs forth. Instead of a system of allegories of hieroglyphics - cold, banal, rigid - instead of honeyed conventions of I-know-not-what origin, of a hypocritical and sugary imagery, instead of historical painting applied to religion, the Christian artist owes us a living art, drawn from his own depths, speaking the language of his heart. To adopt such a method, to seek out correspondences among plastic signs and the modalities of his own religious sensibilities, is to institute a sort of ascesis, wherein I see the best harvest of symbolist theory. By ever-renewed means and under multiple influences of time and place, from the Catacombs until our day, Christian art, always lively, translate the essential aspirations of every era. That ascesis which places the excess of our sensibility at the service of the Faith, is that not the form of art suited to the present time? That which the best artists of yesteryear did without a system, let us do deliberately. Being in a state of crisis, among several paths, let us pick the highest. Let us take from the schools of the past as masters those who best represented the interior life. 

What minimally sensitive Christian nowadays hangs on his wall the Christ by Guide, or that by M. Bonnat? Who does not prefer, to nourish his piety, the little St. Geneviève in prayer by Puvis de Chavannes, or of her, watching hieratically over the sleeping city? Go to the Pantheon, attempt to pray before the Martyrdom of St. Denis. The artist’s skill is not in question: his St Vincent de Paul is a noble historical painting. Yet I defy you to experience any religious emotions before it. I know not if that would have been possible in Ribeira’s and Guerchin’s time.
 It is no longer possible.

Yet at the side, there, in the sweet light of the Île-de-France, is St. Geneviève kneeling at the foot of that great tree. The simplicity, the homeliness of the gesture, the sweetness of tone, the logical yet unpredicted composition, all that constitutes a new sort of hieratism. 

Having just been at the theatre, I am now before a painting. The emotion arises from the sentiment and style of that painting: a system of signs borrowed from nature familiar and clear to me. It does not tell me of an historical scene, it translates a spiritual state. "A work is born of a sort of confused emotion within which it is contained as an animal within the egg. The thought lying within that emotion I may ponder until it becomes elucidated to my eyes, appearing with all possible clarity. Thus I seek a spectacle which will translate it of a certitude. There, if you wish, is symbolism..." as Puvis de Chavannes himself said. 

Freed from the confusion [fratras] of words which, I fear, have made them seem subtle and paradoxical, I place these thoughts before her high patronage. Meditate on them before St. Geneviève. 

� Sagesse was published in 1881.


� Adolphe Retté - 1863-1930. Poet and novelist associated both with the Symbolist and the anarchist movement. Author of Le Symbolisme, anecdotes et souvenirs, L. Vanier, Paris, 1903 and Du Diable à Dieu, histoire d'une conversion, A. Messein, Paris, 1907. He converted in 1906.


� The word in classical Greek means an actor.


� The Musée Grévin is a waxworks museum in Paris.


� 


� NOTE BY DENIS: It is by this means that Fra Angelico introduces into his work, via the "narrow gate" of Symbolism, the exquisite charm of Tuscan landscapes, the sweetness of the conventual life, grey and roseate cloisters, the freshness of feminine countenances. That art, overflowing with tenderness and mystic feeling, is nonetheless subordinated, more by intuition than by system, I think, to those same disciplines. It is that which his admirers and the makers of copies have forgotten. In Florence, they sell pale, faded things after the manner of Fra Angelico. The defect of those copies is, to return to my theory, failing to understand that the charm of Fra Angelico rests less in the object represented than in the representation itself. They wish to render them more natural. With Fra Angelico there is, on the contrary,  transposition, conscious or not - and I believe not - of the elements given by sensation, in a mystic language of colours and forms, according to the tradition of his time. That virginal style, which evokes and suggests more than it narrates, is, without any doubt, Symbolism. Transformed into the style of J. Tissot, such scenes cease to be moving. A cinematographic film, representing with real figures, the Annunciation at the top of the stairs at San Marco, has made of it a scene of affliction. [The French original seems to suggest that this film has actually been made - PB]


� Seventeenth century painters based in Italy - Jusepe de Ribera - 1591 (baptised)-1652 and Francesco Barbieri, called Guercino ('squinter') - 1591-1666.
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