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PREFACE

This paper was originally prepared for a seminar that took place in St Anne's Orthodox Christian Church in Northampton, May 2018, on the work of Julia - Sister Joanna - Reitlinger. The church has taken custody of a collection of her mural paintings done in 1946/7 for the rooms of St Basil's House, headquarters of the Anglican/Orthodox Society of SS Alban and Sergius in Ladbroke Grove in London. When the Society moved its headquarters from London to Oxford the murals were installed with the Anglican Community of the Servants of the Will of God, in Hove, Sussex. They came to Northampton when the Hove community transferred to the order's mother house in Crawley (also in Sussex).

Sister Joanna lived in Paris through the 1920s and 1930s and during that time she studied with the French painter Maurice Denis in his Ateliers d'Art Sacré, created in 1919 with the intention of forming painters able to decorate churches in the huge work of restoration that was necessary after the 1914 war. My job was chiefly to speak about Denis with other contributors talking about Sister Joanna. Since I can't assume that my present readership knows much about her it may be useful if I give a brief biographical outline here.

She was born Julia Reitlinger in 1898 into an upper class family in St Petersburg, part of the circle of the influential Obolensky family. Prior to 1917 she studied at the 'Society for the Advancement of Artists'. Assuming that this is the St Petersburg based Imperial Society for the Encouragement of the Arts (called the 'Society for the Encouragement of Artists' until 1882), it was directed by Nicholas Roerich, representative of the 'Neo-Russian' Slavophile/mystical strand in Russian culture at the time.
 But in 1917 the family fled to the Obolensky estates in Crimea, where very soon afterwards Julia's mother and her elder sister died of typhus (another elder sister had died previously, according to Roberts, of scarlet fever). It was in the Crimea that she met Fr Sergei Bulgakov (he was ordained as a priest in 1918). As the White army lost control of Crimea, Julia, with her younger sister, escaped to Poland. 

In Warsaw, in a state of despair over her mother's death, she wrote to Bulgakov declaring her intention of becoming a nun, renouncing her ambition to be a painter. He replied that she should not make this decision yet but concentrate on developing her ability as a painter. Soon afterwards she went to Prague and enrolled in the Prague Academy of Arts. In 1922 she was joined in Prague by Fr Sergei, expelled from Russia together with other prominent Orthodox and non-Communist intellectuals on the famous 'philosophers' boat'. She supported herself by serving as cook and housekeeper for Bulgakov and his mother.

In 1925 (Roberts, 1924 according to Yazkova, p.73) she went with Bulgakov to Paris, which is where she joined the Atelier d'Art Sacré with Denis. In 1929 (Roberts, 1928 according to Yazykova, p.74) she saw and was deeply impressed by an exhibition of newly restored icons, and very good quality copies of icons, in Munich. Roberts gives letters she wrote at the time to Denis showing something of the tension she felt between icon painting as a craft and her, and his, notion of what it was to be an artist. She was also working with icon painters in Paris who generally saw their work as a matter of reproducing already existing models, including the Old Believer painter, Mikhail Katkov.

Through the 1930s she decorated some of the new Orthodox churches that were forming to serve the needs of the Russian emigrant community, including the garage church at Lourmel for the community formed round her friend Mother Maria (now widely recognised as Saint Maria) Skobtsova and the church of St John the Warrior in Meudon, subsequently vandalised and largely destroyed by fire. But some of her paintings for Meudon were rescued and are now, after several years restoration, installed in the Solzhenitsyn House for the Russian Diaspora in Moscow.

Julia Reitlinger took the veil as Sister Joanna in 1934 (Roberts. 11th September 1935, according to Christopher Mark, p.32), following the example of Mother Maria (1932). Metropolitan Evlogy in Paris gave her the title 'Sister' rather than 'Mother' since she was still part of the Bulgakov household and he did not want to embarrass Bukgakov's mother.

She remained in Paris during the war and was present at the death in 1944 of Fr Sergei who advised her to return as soon as she could to Russia.

After the war she was commissioned to paint the murals for the Society of SS Alban and Sergius in London, as always still with a dearth of good materials. She painted on the plywood used for tea chests and the paint surface is very fragile due to a shortage at the time of the eggs she used as tempera. Soon afterwards she was invited to Prague to decorate the Orthodox cathedral of SS Cyril and Methodius. There, however, she seems to have fallen out of love with the church due to the 'unedifying manoeuvres' (Roberts) of the clergy. In 1956 with her sister Katya, she went to the USSR, presumably hoping to live in Russia but they were exiled to Tashkent, in Uzbekistan where she made her living painting scarves by hand in a factory.

Yazykova tells us that it was through Elena Braslavskaya-Vedernikova, a student of her own student, Gregory Kroug, that, in 1973 (1974 according to Roberts), she entered into contact with the well-known priest Fr Alexander Men, resulting in an intense correspondence which continued until her death in 1988, just before the fall of the Soviet Union (Men was murdered in 1990). Roberts tells us that it was through Men that she again took up painting, sending small, rapidly executed 'icons' to a numerous circle of spiritual children and admirers often hidden from the Soviet authorities in boxes of sweets. 

FRANCE AND RUSSIA

I have called this talk an 'Orthodox-Catholic encounter' between Roman Catholic religious art, as represented by Maurice Denis, and the Orthodox icon, as represented by Sister Joanna, and the first thing to be said is that the encounter was very unequal. On the one hand there was the immense prestige of the whole of European religious art down the centuries; there was an impressive debate around the subject of religious art between the naturalism that prevailed in the nineteenth century and the 'anti-naturalist' reaction we associate with 'Post-Impressionism'; there was the rich Catholic intellectual and cultural development that had occurred in response to secular Republicanism; there was France as the recognised centre of innovation in the visual arts since the mid-nineteenth century; and all these strengths on the Catholic/Western side of the encounter were in a sense personified or gathered together in the person of Denis.

We in 2018 might be able to put up a convincing Russian response to all that but it would have been much more difficult in the 1920s. It is true that the 1917 Revolution had gifted Paris with a remarkable little group of Russian Orthodox intellectuals grouped round the Institut Saint Serge, and that Julia Reitlinger, given her association with Sergei Bulgakov, was part of it. It is also true that things Russian were fashionable in Paris, largely through the influence of Diaghilev.

But the Russian icon as such was still largely an unknown quantity. The pre-seventeenth century icon, which most would agree is the glory of Russian art, was only beginning to emerge through the grime, the rizas (metal covering) and blackened varnish of the centuries. As Charles Lock and Andrew Louth have pointed out, the only religious paintings that seem to have impressed Dostoyevsky were the Sistine Madonna and Holbein's Dead Christ.
 What is perhaps more surprising is that when Pavel Florensky in his Iconostasis, one of the first serious efforts to explain what is distinctive about the icon, is trying to explain how the vision of the icon forms in the artist's mind he takes as an example, again, Raphael's Sistine Madonna.
 And Fr Andrew Louth quotes Bulgakov on the impression the Sistine Madonna made on him while he was still an atheist Marxist: 'I went to the Zwinger Gallery early in the mornings to be there before others arrived. I ran there every day to 'pray' and weep in front of the Virgin, and few experiences in my life were more blessed than those unexpected tears.'

Florensky's writings on the icon, talks given to small audiences after the Revolution, were not available as texts until much later. The other major pioneering text, Eugene Trubetskoi's Three Studies on the Icon was published in Russia prior to the war and would have been known to the Russians in the Institut but Trubetskoi himself died (fighting in the White Army) in 1920. I shall suggest later on that one of his major contentions, that 'in the icons, human figures are, so to speak, sacrificed in favour of the lines of the architecture'
 was missed in the subsequent emigré Russian reflexions on the icon.

Diaghilev had organised a large exhibition of Russian art, which included a section on icons, in 1906, in the context of the Salon d'Automne but it may not have included many of the restored icons and seems to have made little impression. Matisse famously visited Moscow in 1911 when, after seeing the Ostroukhov collection
, he was reported in the Russian press as saying 'Nowhere have I ever seen such a wealth of colour, such purity, such immediacy of impression. It is the best thing Moscow has to offer. One should come here to learn because one should seek inspiration from the primitives.'
 But there is no suggestion that Matisse repeated this or made much of Russian icons after his return to Paris, nor does his subsequent work seem to have been marked by the experience.

Closer to the subject of this talk, Maurice Denis had visited Moscow in 1909 and he too visited Ostroukhov and, with him, the Tretyakov Gallery but does not seem to have been unduly impressed. He seems to have been more interested in modern Russian painters, without necessarily liking them ('Vroubel, a sort of Gustav Moreau influenced by Böcklin, is without interest'.
 Ostroukhov was a major collection of Vroubel). He says of the Uspensky ('Dormition') cathedral in the Kremlin, that 'four enormous columns covered in frescos on a golden ground support vaults and columns. Painting from top to bottom in a style very inferior to what one sees in San Marco' (p.99). Though what he was seeing was a much blackened and overpainted version of what we might see in the Uspensky cathedral now, and since San Marco was the home of Fra Angelico, Denis' favourite painter, he was setting the bar of his judgment very high.

But his main interest seems to have been in the possibility of producing modern icons: 'It is wrong to think that Orthodox art is frozen; it is, on the contrary, a victim of modern academic tendencies and it could be renewed. Here, according to Benois, artists such as Netzeroff, Vezmitzoff [transcriptions  of the names as in Denis' text - PB] are false renovators. The initiator of the movement is still Ivanov.'

We might note in passing that Alexandre Benois whom Denis quotes saying these painters were 'false renovators' was himself a representative of the Neo-Russian school, together with Roerich.

NIKODIM KONDAKOV AND THE RUSSIAN ICON

The principle authority on Russian icons at the time was Nikodim Kondakov, who was very centrally involved in the process of restoration. According to Andrew Louth (op.cit., p.33), Julia Reitlinger studied under him while she was in Prague, before coming to Paris in 1925, the year Kondakov died. His book The Russian Icon
 was published posthumously. It was based on the massive collection in The Russian Museum, formerly the Alexander III Museum, a collection largely put together by Kondakov and his associate, the collector, Nikolai Likhachev. In his Introduction, Kondakov says of the collection: 'Now that they have been cleaned, the decorative beauty of the big icons in the Russian Museum is so attractive that the neighbouring galleries with their general effect of grey colours, look pale and depressing. Formerly the walls of this museum and the great screen of the Uspenski (Assumption) Cathedral at Moscow had nothing to offer but what Bunin
 calls "icons, black panels, poor symbols of God's might"' (pp.6-7).

But Kondakov also argues that with the revelation of the real nature of the Russian icon it was now possible to trace its history which he sees as largely a matter of external influences. The Russian painting kept to tradition 'because it was satisfied with being a craft, but it adopted one tradition after another, following each new pattern.' The succession of borrowings was Greek, Greek-Oriental, Greek Italian, Neo-Greek. It is in other words a derivative art and it follows broadly a Western development. 'We shall see that though ancient Russia was divided from western Europe by the great gulf which looks insuperable to the eye of the political historian from the time of the Mongol invasion, we can observe in Russian icon painting essentially the same movement as that which was going on in the West.'

From the early fourteenth century 'instead of the Byzantine dogma we have religious life, man drawing nearer to God.' By the sixteenth century 'severe and correct drawing' (meaning presumably naturalistic drawing - PB) corresponds to 'the full Renaissance in Italy.' The Italian and Greek influence was 'just the path which was wanted to lead is through its terra incognita.' (p.8).

I've quoted this at some length because it may help to explain something I have found a little puzzling, which is why Julia Reitlinger, wanting to be an icon painter, should have turned to Maurice Denis' very Catholic Atelier d'Art Sacré. My puzzlement may have been due to a preconception on my part (widely shared) - an assumption that the Russian icon should be defined in opposition to Western religious art, a positive taste for 'Byzantine dogma' rather than what Kondakov calls 'religious life' - presumably the external appearance of people experiencing pious feelings. But if Reitlinger, who would have been in her early twenties when she knew Kondakov, had absorbed his ideas then it would have been very natural for her to go to the most prominent French specialist in religious art, both with regards to theory and practise, and of course an engagement with French intellectual ife was very much part of the ethos of the Institut Saint-Serge.

There were alternatives. The church of the Institute was decorated by Dimitry Stelletsky
, a painter who had arrived in Paris in 1914, with an already established reputation as a church decorator. He painted the church of the Institut Saint Serge. 

And there was Natalia Goncharova, living in Paris and working with Diaghilev, a distinguished member of the Russian avant-garde, herself deeply influenced by the icon as she understood it. 

I think though we can see in Stelletsky and Goncharova something of what Reitlinger didn't want. She didn't want to paint in what we might call a Russian folksy style. She wanted to paint icons, to engage with a divine reality, not Russian quaintness.

MURICE DENIS AND ANTI-NATURALISM

It may be time now to say a word about Maurice Denis. At the age of twenty Denis had published what could be called a manifesto under the title 'A Definition of Neo-Traditionalism.'
 The first sentence of this manifesto might make a claim to being the most often quoted sentence in art history:

'Remember that a picture, before it becomes a battle-horse, a naked woman, or any sort of anecdote, is essentially a flat surface covered by colours arranged in a certain order.'
Denis was one of a small group of painters deeply affected by the work of Paul Gauguin and his immediate circle. They (Denis, Paul Sérusier, Pierre Bonnard, Eduard Vuillard) are usually categorised under the name 'Nabis' (a Hebrew word meaning 'prophets') conferred on them by Paul Sérusier as a joke, but the name Gauguin himself devised, 'Synthetists', is more interesting and more resonant for subsequent developments.
 Denis also subsequently insisted on the term 'Symbolists' but it was a particular kind of symbolism, which refused precise symbolic equivalences, an art of suggestion rather than description, following the example set in poetry by, for example, Verlaine. But perhaps the most immediately useful term would be 'anti-naturalist' - they opposed the idea, very prevalent in the mid-nineteenth century, that painting should render nature exactly as it is. They would include as a 'naturalist' tendency Impressionism, which wanted to capture a fleeting impression of 'nature'. Much of the Definition of Neo-Traditionalism is taken up with an attempt to define 'nature', in particular inveighing against 'trompe l'oeil' (the cherries that look so real the birds try to peck at them); and also against an art that requires elaborate literary explanation, an art that is not beautiful and satisfying in itself.

He is not, however, calling for 'abstract' of non-representational art (which would in any case have been almost unthinkable in 1890). He says:

'Let us engage in a bit of analysis. If the vulgar herd has need of a written explanation to appreciate Puvis de Chavannes' Hemicycle at the Sorbonne does that mean that it is literary? Certainly not, because such an explanation is false. Baccalaureat examiners may know that a given beautiful figure of an ephebe, languorously bending towards a semblance of water, symbolises studious youth. That is a beautiful form, esthetes, is it not? And the depth of our emotion comes from the sufficiency of those lines and colours to explain themselves as being beautiful only and divine in their beauty.'

So he says. But what he is admiring is still the beautiful form of the ephebe, not the lines and colours independent of any represented object.

THE AESTHETIC OF BEURON

There is much that could be said about Denis but I want to jump straight on to my own personal reasons for finding him interesting. 

In 1942, shortly before his death, Denis published a life of his friend and colleague, the painter Paul Sérusier.
 In it, he describes how, shortly before Gauguin left for Tahiti in August 1891 he 'placed in his [Sérusier's] care a pupil who would occupy a key place both in Sérusier's affections and in his destiny. It was the young Dutchman, Jan Verkade ...' (p.60)

While he was with Sérusier in Brittany, Verkade, from a Dutch Mennonite background, converted to Catholicism and in 1893 he became a monk, joining the Benedictine monastery of Beuron in Germany and taking the name Willibrord.

Beuron was the centre of an extraordinary experiment in painting, conducted under the guidance of the sculptor and painter, Peter, in religion Father Desiderius, or Didier, Lenz.

Lenz believed that he had found in old Egyptian and classical Greek art various mathematical formulae that underpinned the harmony of the world and therefore also the harmony of the work of art. Beauty in art would be achieved not by copying a beautiful model but by organising the work on the basis of these mathematical principles. Denis had said that before anything else a painting was a flat surface covered in colours assembled in a certain order. But neither then nor subsequently did he have anything much to say about what that 'certain order' might be. Lenz seemed to be offering a clear idea. Instead of the flat surface covered in colours bending to the needs of the subject being represented, the subject being represented would have to conform to certain abstract principles dictated by the nature of the flat surface. It was a principle well suited to the development of a hieratic art, and indeed we might remember the phrase I quoted earlier from Trubetskoi: 'in the icons, human figures are, so to speak, sacrificed in favour of the lines of the architecture.'

Trubetskoi's thought is in my view the most important and intelligent reflection on the icon that I know so perhaps I should take this opportunity to quote him further:

'This subordination to the architectural order can be seen not only in the temple as a whole but in each painted image, considered separately. Each icon has its own internal architecture which remains visible, even independently of any immediate relation to the structure of the temple ...

'It is the architectural character that, more than anything else, marks the difference between the old iconography and realistic painting. We see the human form adapting to the lines of a church - here it is too rectilinear, there abnormally curved to harmonise with the curve of a vault ...

'The architectural character of the icon expresses one of its central and essential ideas. Iconography is a "catholic" painting. The predominance of architectural lines over the human figure expresses the subordination of man to the idea of "catholicity" [sobornost], the primacy of the universal over the individual. Man ceases to be a self sufficient person to enter into the overall architecture of the whole.' (pp.31-3)

In 1896 Denis published an essay Notes on religious painting
, dedicated to Verkade. In it, he defined 'two kinds of religious painting':

"The one is sentimental, if I dare say so, restoring the beauty of the attitudes of prayer, of heads inclined in ecstasy, of kneeling; purity, naivety of veiled young girls, the nine hours in the morning of a first communion. It is the feminine manifestation of Catholicism, the art of fashioning scenes with the memory of pious feelings, of showing the Saints, the Spirits, wrapped in such feelings; to picture God in the image of our sorrows, of our melancholy, of our desires.

The other is less inspired by life and, in order to realise the absolute, turns to the intimate secret of nature - to number. From the mathematical relations of lines and colors there appears a supernatural Beauty which is only slightly troubled by a hint of human suffering which runs through it, as if to add a discreet accent of life and of prayer to the expression of divine harmony. That is the prestige of the perfect chord, the splendour of immutability. Instead of evoking before the object that is being represented emotions we have experienced in the past, it is the work itself which wishes to move us. This unshakeable spiritual beauty is complemented by the beauty that surrounds it; the admirable harmonies are a representation of the truth from on high; proportions express concepts; there is an equivalence between the harmony of the figures and the logic of Dogma."

Think of the Egyptians, of the Byzantine mosaics in Italy, of Cimabue."
The following year, 1897, Sérusier visited Verkade in Prague - the Benedictines had been banished from their monastery as part of Bismarck's 'kulturkampf', his political struggle with the Catholic church. The experience was overwhelming. On his return he wrote to Verkade saying:

"Yes, you are right. Art must be hieratic. It is not without regret that I say goodbye to the landscapes, the cows, the Bretons who charm and amuse the eye, but I know that I have to apply myself to an art that will be grander, more severe and sacred ... I have come back to the sacred measures ... and I admit that it isn't easy and I'm getting a bit lost in it all.' (Denis' Vie de Sérusier, p.76)

As Denis observes 'Thank God, Sérusier won't, as he claimed, abandon nature, nor the Bretons' and as it happens his more obviously mathematically calculated works are not very convincing, but in 1905 he published a French translation of a theoretical statement by Lenz under the title L'esthétique de Beuron, largely a statement of the historical background and intentions of the school rather than a practical guide.
 It was published by the journal L'Occident. Denis was art critic of L'Occident  and contributed a preface to the book. At this time the Beuron monks were working on their most important commission, decorating St Benedict's own monastery at Monte Cassino (their work was destroyed by allied artillery fire in 1944 but recently, very happily, the crypt has been restored). Denis visited them in Monte Cassino in 1906. There is an amusing letter of Sérsuier's from 1908 when he visited Verkade in Munich:

'München  16 January 1908

Bei Frau Dormaul  15 Giselastr    Parterre

'On my arrival I found Father Willibrord in rather a bad way. Happy as a bird that has escaped from his cage, he has been delighting in forbidden fruit, he has been making very nondescript academic studies and still lifes which are inferior to those he did when he arrived in Paris. He was complaining that Father Didier had frozen his sensibility and that he wanted to warm it up again with the curves of a young woman from Munich. He has been commissioned at Beuron to do a Virgin flanked by two angels offering flowers. Working from nature he had made his angels into street flower sellers with bellies and hips that were very un-seraph-like.

'Happily, at Christmas he went to Beuron bringing his project with him to see it on site. That is where I went on the 1st January. The experiment was decisive. He saw that everything that Fr Didier has found is necessary to a religious, monumental art. Since then, he has dismissed his model and taken out his compasses. I am very pleased about it.' (ibid., p.92)

Verkade did much travelling, promoting the Beuron idea. While in Munich, he shared a studio with the Expressionist painter, later involved with Kandinsky and Klee in the Blaue Reiter, Alexei von Jawlensky. One can see how Verkade could have been tempted ...

Now you may feel cheated in an article supposedly concerned with Denis' influence on Sister Joanna, when I tell you that although Denis was indeed involved with the Beuron project through his friendship with Verkade and Sérusier, he himself never adopted it and in fact was quite hostile to it, especially once the war broke out in 1914 and he became very hostile to all things German. His correspondence with Verkade comes to an end in 1913. In an essay published in 1916
 and included as the first essay in Nouvelles Théories (1922) Denis aims to settle accounts with the German influence on French art and culture:

'Mr Charles Morice in the Mercure de France has freed himself from all German influence, except perhaps that of Novalis, literary symbolism. Neither Gauguin nor Cézanne took anything from the art across the Rhine. In Impressionism and the more recent schools we find a bit of everything: Turner, the Pre-Raphaelites. the Japanese. Breton calvaries, the images of Épinal, Italian primitives, oceanic idols, but nothing Germanic; and if our sympathetic curiosity once led us towards the Benedictines of Beuron it must be said that we got nothing from it other than some very general insights on sacred art.' (p.26)

My justification for evoking the connection with Beuron is to point to a Catholic/Encounter that might have taken place through Denis and which I think might have been interesting since what Beuron was proposing was indeed, as Sérusier says, a hieratic art. The Orthodox icon is, necessarily, a hieratic art simply because, unlike a fresco which illustrates an event in sacred history, it is an object of veneration. In a talk he gave on the current state of religious art
, Denis drew this distinction between religious art and art of veneration but, as a Catholic, he saw it as a distinction between painting (religious art) and sculpture (object of veneration). Complaining about the poor quality of contemporary church sculpture, he says:

'We await impatiently a work of religious sculpture which would be as remarkable in plastic originality as it is in the feeling expressed: up until now we have seen nothing in modern art, that would be the equivalent of, for example, a painting by Desvallières. I would go so far as to say that it is of work of this kind that we have the most need; a church can do without paintings, but not without statues. The piety of the faithful demands one for every object of devotion. It is certainly a disheartening problem for an artist to create a model that will be mass-produced, enlarged, shrunken, painted garishly, for use anywhere. It is quite another matter to translate into an original style attitudes, drapery, and expressions already fixed by tight conventions, to renew them without shocking the habits of the faithful, more demanding here than they are in matters of painting. To renew subjects such as Our Lady of Lourdes, Saint Anthony of Padua, the Sacred Heart, we lack a man of genius.' (pp.275-6)

That expresses quite well at least part of the problem of the icon. Because it is an object of veneration the artist is constrained. He has to produce something the people are willing to venerate. And it has to be something other than a reproduction of a lovely form. It has to be 'hieratic'. It may be relevant here to say something about the views of Fr Sergei Bulgakov, Sister Joanna's spiritual father (her first spiritual father, prior to, at the end of her life, Alexander Men).

BULGAKOV ON THE ROLE AND JUSTIFICATION OF THE ICON

Bulgakov argues that the representation of divine realities was permitted not, as traditionally argued, because the invisible God in the Person of Jesus had assumed flesh and thereby become visible but because in Jesus the human 'image of God' had become visible without the taint of sin acquired through the Fall. The Old Testament, which forbade any representation of earthly things, had indeed permitted the representation of angels in an anthropomorphic appearance, since the angels were without sin. The idolatry of the pagans consisted in venerating or worshipping the image of man subject to the passions.

Talking not just about the icon but about the role of the artist in general he shares Denis' antipathy to naturalism:

'The first temptation, when one wants to define the tasks and nature of figurative art, is to understand it in the naturalistic or photograohic manner, like Apelles' apples, giving a certain force to the illusion of reality ("it looks real", "just as if it's alive'"!). But photographic naturalism is not yet art. As it contains elements of art they are expressed by the way in which the thing represented or photographed is grasped, that is, by a deliberate or predetermined stylisation ... As for pure naturalism, it is above all a Utopia since art cannot (and certainly must not) overcome the abyss that separates the ideal figure of the thing and its reality ... At its best, in naturalism, we have a counterfeit, that is to say a deceit, or perhaps a sort of bait, that is to say a hallucination with a loss of the feeling for reality, a darkening of the first intuition of being, the images which are ideas (les images idéiques) being taken for reality. Moreover, naturalism replaces by a subterfuge the fundamental task of art as the fashioning of an image of being (iconisation de l'être) and so it cancels it out. Art in fact doesn't seek to substitute itself for reality or to create beside reality a ne being (that would be a sterile luciferism): it wants to show the word, the idea, the image as idea of reality. Consequently its domain is not that of the real but of the ideal, not that of being but that of meaning.'
 (pp.44-5)

Thus far he is in broad agreement with Denis and we may feel that the revolution Denis was part of, the late nineteenth century revulsion agains naturalistic art, helped prepare the way for the new understanding of the icon represented by Bulgakov. But Denis had a relatively modest idea of the artist's role. The non-naturalistic images he envisaged were symbols not so much of the things they represented as of feelings evoked within the artist. Bulgakov's artist had a much more lofty function to fulfil. He was charged with showing not the appearance of the thing as met in the street but its 'prototype', its idea as it existed in the Wisdom (Sophia) of God:

'The relative act of art, making an image of (iconisant) a thing, consists first of all of seeing in it its prototype ... In this respect the art is a hieroglyph of the ideal prototype, not a repetition or a copy of a given thing but the mark of the true first image which, through the thing represented, has a real being in the world.

'This thing, although it is the original for its icon, is not, strictly peaking, the first image. The artistic figure of the thing (of the original) bears witness to its ideal prototype which is not in the reality of the word, but above it ... obviously we are talking about the Platonic ideas, noetic, heavenly prototypes of everything created. These are not abstract notions, detached from the things themselves ... but existing noetic images possessing an energy of being which is realised as the final internal causes of the things (their entelechies).' (p.47)

''Thus figurative art, which is to say making an image of (l'iconisation) things has for its basic principle not a subjective-anthropological accommodation of these things to the poverty of human representation (as even the defenders of the icons thought) but the objective and anthropocosmic foundation of the world, the sophianic prototypes by which, created by Wisdom, it exists.' (p.48)

Which is quite a challenge for the artist! In insisting on the objective truth of the image Bulgakov might be though to be coming closer to the thinking of Desiderius Lenz who also argued that the artist's job was to recover the prototype human form as it was realised in the perfect forms of Jesus and His Mother, re-establishing the original forms of Adam and Eve prior to the Fall, but where Bulgakov counts on the noetic vision of the artist to 'see' and thereby copy the prototype, Lenz argued that since God creates all things 'according to number, measure and weight' (Wisdom 11.20) it is by number and measure that the appearance of the prototype can be built. It is a job for a craftsman, not for a saint gifted with noetic vision.

ELEMENTS OF A POSSIBLE HIERATIC ART

In 1920, about the time that Denis was establishing his Ateliers d'Art Sacré, Paul Sérusier published his short essay, ABC of Painting, which Denis was to republish in 1942 together with his life of Sérusier. The ABC argued for the use of mathematical schema similar to Lenz's except that the main emphasis was on colour. Such ideas were very much in the air at the time, associated in particular with artists grouped round Léonce Rosenberg's Galerie de l'Effort Moderne, artists who had passed through the experience of Cubism. This was in my view a moment at which principles that could have been useful for the development of a hieratic art were being developed by painters who at the time had little thought of an engagement with the church: 

But the Galerie de l'Effort Moderne also included the former Italian Futurist, Gino Severini, who had theorised a return to early Renaissance classicism and the use of a mathematically based aesthetic in his study Du Cubisme au classicisme.
 Severini, admired and supported by the highly regarded Thomist philosopher, Jacques Maritain, teamed up with the Swiss based Compagnie de Saint-Luc, created in 1919 by the painter Alexandre Cingria, with much the same intentions, providing first class decoration for churches, as Denis, though they seem to have been much more successful in securing commissions in Switzerland and Italy than Denis was in France.

Whether Severini succeeded in producing a convincing hieratic image is another matter.

DENIS AND GEORGES DESVALLIERES

None of this seemed to have made any impact on Denis' Atelier. The distance he had travelled since his association with Sérusier and sympathy for Beuron may perhaps be shown by his association with the painter Georges Desvallières. The idea for the Atelier had in fact been proposed initially by Desvallières prior to the war. Desvallières was a successful painter, Vice President of the Salon d'Automne, successor to Georges Rouault as curator of the Gustav Moreau museum, but his style was radicaly different from Denis's, often violent and melodramatic.

In 1905 he converted to Christianity but didn't renounce violence and melodrama.

He fought with distinction in the war, resolving that if he survived he would devote the rest of his life to Christian art. One of his first commissions was the decoration of a private chapel which he turned into a meditation on the war.

The contrast with Desvallières shows up one of the salient characteristics of Denis' work. There seems to have been no dark side to him, no consciousness of sin. Which is particularly strange when we remember that he was a product of late nineteenth French Catholicism, an admirer of Verlaine, of Odilon Redon, J.K.Huysmans, Léon Bloy. In an earlier quotation I had him distinguishing between a 'feminine' art of tender feeling and a 'masculine' art of dogmatic rigour. His own sympathies were certainly with the ]feminine art of feeling. His great lifelong affection was for Fra Angelico. In a talk given in 1919 New Directions in Christian Art
, he comes close to endorsing the naïve approach to nature that he condemned in Neo-Traditionalism:

'I am of the opinion that ... the modern artist, if he wishes to exteriorise the mysteries of his interior life, will of necessity adopt the naive, virginal, humble attitude before nature that we associate with the medieval artist, an unfeigned naivety ... the naivety of the Primitives, of Giotto, of Fra Angelico, of the statuary of our cathedrals ... For him [the mediaeval artist], nature is Creation, and the creatures are witnesses and signs of the All-Powerful and the All-Bountiful. He is the child of the Heavenly Father, and it is in that dependency, in that childlike attitude that he finds contentment. Like St. Francis, he is brother to all the humble things which sing the glory of God, and those humble things have been rendered dearer to him by the Gospel which has associated them with divine instruction: harvests, planting, the little birds and the lilies of the field.'

AND SISTER JOANNA

This I think brings us back to Julia Reitlinger.

What I have tried to do in this paper is give some idea of the context, artistic and religious, in which she was formed. None of this in any sense 'explains' her and I don't think much that is useful can be said about 'influences'. We can perhaps see the impact that the Russian icon exhibition in Munich had on her in the paintings she did for the church in Meudon in the 1930s but there is no sense in which she could be said to be trying to revive the techniques of what is sometimes nowadays called the 'canonical' - meaning the pre-seventeenth century - icon. She had rejected this course of action when she decided against following the Old Believer icon painter Mikhail Katkov. Here we might point to a contrast with the heroic figure of Maria Solokova, her contemporary, an immensely skilful icon painter, engaged in a huge research after the traditional, pre-seventeenth models, and continuing without compromise to paint icons through the persecutions of the 1930s. It is possible that some of the icons Reitlinger saw in Munich in 1929 were copies made by Solokova and her teacher Vladimir Komarovsky.
 

I see no sign of any interest in the development of a mathematically based hieratic art as envisaged in Beuron. I see no influence of any of the contemporary artists - Rouault, Chagall Modigliani - who we might imagine could have interested her. Frankly I see little sign in her work of the influence of Maurice Denis, even though her correspondence shows she was anxious to win his approval and she describes him as being 'a bit like an artistic spiritual father confessor.' 

The word 'naivety' may be useful so long as it clear that we are not talking about a false naivety assumed for aesthetic effect, nor about 'naivety' as it is used as a term to describe the often very sophisticated paintings done by people without formal training. Sister Joanna and her friend Mother Maria - who also worked in Denis' atelier, mainly in embroidery - were moving in the circles of some of the most impressive cultural and intellectual figures of their time. There may be some resemblance to the religious paintings of Paul Sérusier, but, much as I admire Sérusier's landscape painting, the religious works (far from following the rigour of Beuron) seem to me to err on the side of false naivety for aesthetic effect.

Instead it is like the naivety Denis ascribes to the Italian painters of the early Renaissance. She says what she wants to say as simply and directly as possible with no desire to impress the viewer with a demonstration of skill. This is a 'naivety' that was possible to her largely because of what Denis and his friends in the Gauguin circle had achieved in the late nineteenth century but it is a naivety that Denis himself had abandoned by the time of the Atelier in the 1920s. His most ambitious work, the large fresco on the theme of the Pentecost in the Église du Saint-Esprit in Paris is almost a demonstration of all the skills, trompe l'oeil included, that he had seemed to reject in his earlier writings.

Following Denis' distinction between dogmatic rigour ('Byzantium', Beuron) and tender feeling (Fra Angelico) hers is clearly an art of tender feeling. Even where she is necessarily using a traditional 'hieratic' formula, in the portrait icons of our Saviour and His Holy Mother, there is a depth of feeling, a pathos that we would not expect to find in the Greek or Russian models and which also goes far beyond anything to be found in Maurice Denis, who has so little sense of the dark, tragic side of life. indeed she could be criticised for the expression of grief that pervades almost all the faces in her work, amounting to the expression of a passion and therefore necessarily distracting from the figure's role as an object of veneration, not to mention a Bulgakovian prototype, the idea as it exists in tn God's creative Wisdom.

She may justly be described as the founder of a new, Western school of icon painting. The prominent Paris based icon painters Gregory Krug and Leonid Ouspensky both follow in her wake. Despite Ouspensky's The theology of the icon which provides an indispensable guide to the history of the icon and the dogmatic criteria it must be expected to fulfil, he was not engaged in a work of restoration of an old tradition. He continues to run with the freedom given him by Sister Joanna, above all a freedom from the need to display obvious skill or mastery of traditional techniques. It is a freedom typical of the west, less so of the painters who are engaged in the great work of reviving the icon in post-Soviet Russia. I don't know of any direct connection between the 'school' of Sister Joanna and that of Archimandrite Sophrony, but the wall paintings and icons associated with his monastery of St John the Baptist in Essex share the same sense of freedom.

Finally, though, I don't wish to suggest that the absence of obvious virtuosity or mastery of the older techniques of icon painting means a real lack of skill. Sister Joanna at the end of her life was turning out icons at a furious rate, clearly believing that this is what late Soviet Russia needed more than anything else. I have seen only a very few reproductions of these late works but the paintings I have seen, now installed in the Orthodox church in Northampton, show lines that are clearly rapidly drawn but with a surety and confidence that I would regard as skill of a very high order - though perhaps not a skill normally associated with icon painting.

In an essay on Nikodim Kondakov who, we remember, had taught Sister Joanna in Prague prior to her arrival in Paris, Wendy Salmond quotes the conclusion to The Russian Icon :

'The hope for the future would seem to be to raise the artistic nature of the craft to such a level that religion could help it to rise to free and personal artistic creativity. The Russian people ... deserve, like other European nations, to have given it a period of education on the basis of ... personal artistic creativeness.'

Salmond comments that 'his book came out too late for the Russian people to use as he intended. In the twelve years it took to write, translate and publish the Russian Icon, the world Kondakov described with such expert authority was effectively destroyed.'
 It could however be argued that something of his hope for an approach to icon painting based on 'free and personal artistic creativity' was realised in the West by Sister Joanna and her successors.
� This is largely drawn from Elizabeth Roberts: "A True Theologian" - The icon painter, Sister Joanna, https://alexandermen.livejournal.com/20012.html; Christopher Mark: 'Lift up your hearts: The spiritual formation of nun-iconographer, Joanna Reitlinger', Come to the Father, journal of the Community of the Servants of the Will of God, No.32, Epiphany 2018, and Irina Yazykova, trans Paul Grenier: Hidden and Triumphant - the underground struggle to save Russian iconography, Paraclete Press, Brewster, Mass, 2010. 


� The Imperial Society at http://encblago.lfond.spb.ru/showObject.do?object=2815897645 (website of the Dmitry Likhachev foundation). For Roerich see Victoria Klimentieva: Nicholas Roerich - in search of Shambala, 2009 thesis for University of Austin, Texas, available at https://repositories.lib.utexas.edu/bitstream/handle/2152/ETD-UT-2009-08-358/KLIMENTIEVA-THESIS.pdf. 


� Charles Lock: 'The space of hospitality: on the icon of the Trinity ascribed to Andrei Rublev', Sobornost, 30:1, 2008, pp.24-5; Andrew Louth: 'The recovery of the icon', Sobornost, 39:1, 2017, pp.7-9.


� Pavel Florensky (trans Donald Sheehan and Olga Andrejev: Iconostasis, St Vladimir's Seminary Press, Crestwood, NY, 1996, pp.76-8


�  Andrew Louth op.cit., p.9. In a footnote he refers to a later reference in which Bulgakov explains why the Sistine Madonna is not after all an 'icon' as Bulgakov understands the term.


� Eugène Troubteskoï: Trois études sur l'icône, Paris, YMCA-Press/O.E.I.L., 1986 (first published 1965), p.35. My translation from the French. There is an English translation: Eugene N. Trubetskoi: Icons: Theology in Color, translated by Gertrude Vakar, introduction by George M. A. Hanfmann, Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1973.


� Ilya Semyonovich Ostroukhov,1858-1929, landscape painter and art collector. After the death of the collector Pavel Tretyakov in 1898, Ostroukhov joined the Tretyakov Gallery Board of Trustees becoming its chairman in 1904. In the same year he organised an 'icon hall' in the gallery. He himself bought the first of his own collection of icons in 1909. His collection was nationalised and opened to the public in 1918 but he himself was allowed to continue as its curator until, after his death in 1929, it was incorporated into the Tretyakov Gallery.


�  As quoted in Andrew Spira: The Avant-Garde Icon - Russian avant-garde art and the icon painting tradition, Lund Humphries, Aldershot, England and Burlington, USA, 2008, pp.54-5. Spira's source is Y.Rusakov: 'Matisse in Russia in the Autumn of 1911', Burlington Magazine, no 866, vol 117, May 1975, pp.285-91.


� I can see no grounds for Charles Lock's suggestion (op.cit., p.50) that La Danse 'painted in 1910 [ie a year before Matisse visited Russia - PB] for Schukin ... may well be Matisse's tribute to Rublev's Trinity.'  According to Yazykova: Hidden and Triumphant: 'In 1904, a conservator named Vasiliy Gurianov performed a test restoration of a small portion of the icon and became convinced that under the layers of darkened varnish and soot, through which there were the barely discernible outlines of three figures, there lay hidden a timeless, priceless painting ... Soon crowds began making pilgrimages to the icon ... Frightened by the crowds the monks decided to postpone the icon's restoration and re-cover the icon with a metal setting. The icon remained untouched until 1918 when a restoration commission formed paradoxically by the new Soviet government again took up the task of research and restoration.' Although she doesn't mention it the committee included Pavel Florensky.


Rusakov: Matisse in Russia, concludes his account by quoting a letter from Ostroukhov, January 1912, as saying 'tempted by his stories of Russian icon-painting, Picasso, Van Dongen and a number of other artists are arriving in Moscow any day' but Rusakov continues: 'Unfortunately, this trip to Russian by prominent French artists did not take place either then or later.' 


�  Maurice Denis: Journal, tome II, 1905-1920, La Colombe, Paris, 1957, p.101.


� Ivanov's best known and most ambitious painting, The Appearance of Christ before the people, 1837-1857 ,has a particular interest here because the attempt to reconstruct a biblical scene realistically was also very typical of the French painting of the time which Denis opposed in his Neo-Traditionalism


� Nikodim Pavlovich Kondakov: The Russian Icon translated by Ellis Minns, Oxford University Press, 1927. Minns' shortened version in English translation appeared before the whole 4 volume Russian text.


� Ivan Bunin, 1870-1953, novelist and poet, close friend of Maxim Gorky prior to 1917 but fierce opponent of the Revolution: 'A bastard, a moral idiot from the birth, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lenin" ��Lenin� presented to the World at the height of his activities something monstrous, staggering, he discorded the largest country of the Earth and killed millions of people, and in the broad day-light it is being disputed: was he a benefactor of the mankind or not?' (Manifesto of the Russian Emigration 1924, quoted in Wikipedia account)


� Yazykova: Hidden and Triumphant, p.69. See also Nicola Kozicharow: 'Stelletsky's murals at Saint-Serge: Orthodoxy and the Neo-Russian style in Emigration' in Louise Hardiman and Nicola Kozicharow (eds.): Modernism and the Spiritual in Russian Art: New Perspectives, Open Book Publishers, 2017 (https://www.openbookpublishers.com/product/609), pp.195-212.


� Originally published in Art et Critique, 23 & 30 August, 1890. Republished in Théories (1890-1910): Du symbolisme et de Gauguin vers un nouvel ordre classique (1912). I have used the 4th edition, L.Rouart & J.Watelin, Paris, 1920.


� This isn't the place to pursue the matter but broadly speaking the 'divisionist' technique of Georges Seurat was regarded as an 'analytical' approach. The terms 'analysis' and 'synthesis' became very prominent in the studios in the run-up to Cubism. The terms Analytical and Synthetic Cubism applied to the work of Picasso and Braque was a very superficial caricature of a continuous debate. I discuss this in the introduction to my translation of Gleizes and Metzinger: Du "Cubisme" on this website at  


� Paul Sérusier: ABC de la Peinture, suivi d'une étude sur la vie et l'oeuvre de Paul Sérusier par Maurice Denis, Librairie Floury, Paris, 1942.


� Though according to Verkade's own account, which Denis also quotes, he went straight to Sérusier without passing by Gauguin.


� L'Art et la Vie, a journal edited by the future Action Française activist, Maurice Pujo, octobre 1896. Théories (1922 ed), p.30.


� An English translation is available: Desiderius (Peter) Lenz: The Aesthetic of Beuron and other writings, translated by John Minihane (sic. should be Minahane) and John Connolly, Introduction and appendix by Hubert Krins, Afterword and notes by Peter Brooke, Francis Boutle publishers, London, 2002. The other, later, texts do give more detail as to the practical methods proposed. See also Hubert Krins: Die Kunst der Beuroner Schule - Wie ein Lichtblick vom Himmel, Beuroner Kunstverlag, Beuron, 1998


� Maurice Denis: 'Le Présent et l'avenir de la peinture française', Le Correspondent, 25 November 1916. Republished in Denis: Nouvelles Théories, L.Rouart & j.Watelin, Paris, 1922.


� Maurice Denis: 'Dernier état de l'Art chrétien et l'École d'Art sacré', Nouvelles Théories, p.259.


� Père Serge Boulgakov: L'Icône et sa vénération, translated from the Russian by Constantin Andronikof, L'Age d'Homme, Lausanne, 1996. My translation from the French.


� Gino Severin: Du Cubisme au Classicisme – esthétique du compas et du nombre, Jacques Povolozky, Paris 1921. English translation, From Cubism to Classicism, translated by Peter Brooke, together with Albert Gleizes: Painting and its Laws, Francis Boutle publishers, London, 2000.


� See the very useful account in Francesco Mazzaferro: Gino Severini and the Sacred Art in a European Context: The Influence of Cennini’s 'Book of the Art'. Accessible at http://letteraturaartistica.blogspot.co.uk/2016/05/gino-severini29.html  


� 'Les Nouvelles directions de l'art chrétien' in Nouvelles Théories, p.194.


� Very much a speculation of my own. I don't know if any research has been done on this exhibition or its contents. There is an account of the exhibition and its reception in Britain in Richard Marks: 'Russian Icons through British eyes, c1830-1930' in Anthony Cross (ed): A People Passing Rude - British responses to Russian culture, Open Book Publishers, 2012, https://www.openbookpublishers.com/product/160/  


The little I know about Solokova and Komarovsky comes from Yazykova: Hidden and Triumphant, pp.103-118 and from Irina Gorbunova-Lomax: The icon - truth and fables, originally published as Icon: truth and fiction, by Satis Publishing House, St. Petersburg, in 2009 (https://mmekourdukova.livejournal.com/tag/the%20icon:%20truth%20and%20fables) which gives a powerful account of the continuation and development of the icon painting tradition in Russia during the Soviet years (Ch.10), followed in the next chapter by a very severe criticism of developments in the West.


� Wendy Salmond: 'Ellis H.Minns and Nikodim Kondakov's The Russian Icon (1927)' in Hardiman and Kozicharow (eds.): Modernism and the Spiritual in Russian Art, p.192


� Irina Gorbunova-Lomax: The icon - truth and fables, ch.10 argues that in fact far from Kondakov's world being destroyed, the best icons were, under the Soviet government, cleaned and restored and made easily available to the widest possible public, albeit in museums not in churches (and are our museums not full of 'works of art' originally conceived for churches?). She also argues that the work Kondakov and his friends started of encouraging and developing the traditional craft techniques of the icon painting villages in Russia was continued in the Soviet era albeit for the purpose of producing Soviet art. But they were there in existence when they were needed for the restoration of church life.
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