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INTRODUCTION

ROSINA NEGINSKY

The collection of essays published under the title of Light and
Darkness is a result of the conference on “Light and Darkness in
Symbolism, Its Origins and Its Consequences” that took place in April of
2012 at the Allerton Park in Monticello, the University of Illinois
Conference Center. This was the second conference organized by the
newly founded Research Center on Symbolism that goes under the title
Art, Literature and Music in Symbolism and Decadence. The first
conference (“Symbolism, Its Origins and Its Consequences”) took place in
2009 and the conference proceedings were published in 2010. It addressed
the issue of the complex origins of the Symbolist movement and its legacy
in 20"-century art and literature.

Art, Literature and Music in Symbolism and Decadence is an affiliated
society of the College Art Association and it sponsored four sessions
(2011, 2013-2015) at CAA. The Center also organized and sponsored two
sessions at the International Congress of Comparative Literature in Paris in
2013 and two sessions at the American Comparative Literature conference
in Seattle in 2015, which addressed not only the issues pertaining to the
Symbolist movement per se, but to the origins of this movement and
especially to its role in the evolution of art and literature of the twentieth
century.

The conference on light and darkness, however, is one of the most
important events sponsored by the organization. Like the first conference
in 2009, its goal was to promote the interdisciplinary and international
nature of the Symbolist movement, as well as the role of the Symbolist
movement in the development of art and literature in the twentieth century.
Therefore the conference presentations centered on art, literature and
music of different countries from a variety of periods. Since in the
Symbolist movement visual arts and works of literature were intrinsically
connected, its interdisciplinary connections are reflected in several papers
which, while analyzing works of art, also weave in their inseparable
connection to literary culture.

The idea of light and darkness is one of the central ideas of the
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Symbolist movement, since this is a movement of contrasts. It
encompasses central themes of Symbolism such as good and evil, beauty
and ugliness, the visible and invisible, the divine and earthly.

This volume consists of twenty-two articles and is divided into six
parts. Part One is dedicated to architecture and stained glass. Part Two
contains essays strictly on visual arts: engravings, works on paper, and
paintings. Part Three combines the discussion of visual arts (painting,
engravings, works on paper) and literature, when both are interwoven. Part
Four discusses Symbolist sculpture. Part Five is on literary works, and the
final section, Part Six, is dedicated to music.

Part One, Architecture and Stained Glass, contains two articles:
“Symbolist Aspects of Macintosh’s Architecture” by Larry Shiner and
“Symbolist Interiors: Figures, Light, and Colors in Early Twentieth-
Century Italian Stained Glass” by Lucia Mannini. “Symbolist Aspects of
Mackintosh's Architecture” introduces readers to the interior design of
Charles Rennie Mackintosh and his wife Margaret and to Mackintosh's
architectural works. Shiner asks whether we are “justified in considering
Mackintosh’s architecture as having a Symbolist and not just symbolic
tendencies?” He shows that in his interior design Mackintosh created an
interior that has a Symbolist soul and his usages of light play an important
role. According to Shiner however, Mackintosh is only partially Symbolist
and only partially embraced the ideas of the Symbolist movement,
particularly because “Mackintosh was too creative and too much of an
individualist to fit comfortably into any of the art historical categories that
have been associated with his work, whether Symbolist, Art Nouveau, or
Arts and Crafts.”

Mannini in her article asserts that “the coloured glass, both luminous
and opalescent, enclosing the space but not confining it, was effectively
very congenial to the Symbolist metaphorical vision of reality,” because
“stained glass was suited to the illusionistic vision, with the taste for the
artificial,” essential in Symbolism and especially favored by Symbolist
literature, for example in Huysmans' novel 4 rebours.

Part Two, on visual arts, consists of four articles. The article “The
Symbolist Path of Armand Point” by Robert Dore examines different
Symbolist themes relating to women such as death, hair, Christianity,
mythology, etc. that Point explored in his art.

Joelle Joffe in “Light and Shadow in The Dream by Odilon Redon”
inquires into the role of chiaroscuro in Redon’s noirs. Adapting a
psychoanalytical approach, she argues that Redon’s chiaroscuro “is not a
technique of representation. It is evidence of the gaze of the artist, the core
of a man who is looking for a solution to his distress or what Freud called
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'Hilfslosigkeit' or helplessness.” She demonstrates that through light and
shadows of his noirs and chiaroscuro, Redon conveys the undetermined
state of his suffering soul and the effect that his childhood had on him. In
her article, she also explains how the Symbolist movement allows the
process of evocation through minimalist images of light and shadow.

Irena Kossowska in her article “A Flight from Colour: The Aesthetics
of Black-and-White in Polish Symbolism,” analyzing the works of Polish
Symbolist artists who she often compares to Western European artists such
as Whistler and Rembrandt, explains that etching could be perceived as “a
perfect vehicle for creating imaginary worlds,” while quoting Siedlecki
that “etching is ideal for Dionysiac dreams, it marks . . . the threatening
opposition between brightness and the depth of darkness.” By introducing
the reader to the notion of the metaphysics of night in etching, Kossowska
demonstrates that in order to personify anxiety, apathy, melancholy, the
blackness of night is often represented through “the tenebrous extreme of
monochromatic depiction” and through blurring the contours of objects. In
her discussion of the metaphysics of sex, Kossowska shows that in order
to stress the negative view of a woman whose image dominates the turn of
the century art and literature as well as social perception, Polish etchers
represented a woman in shapeless patches of aquatint (in Moulin Rouge
for example), or in colour that would contrast with the background of the
story. For example, Kossowska points out that “the contrast between light
and shadow comes into focus in Weiss's etched nocturne Place Vendome w
Paryzu, 1900 (Place Vendome in Paris),” so the woman would be
represented as a white female figure “tempting the viewer to plunge into
the whirl of the metropolis' nightlife.” Kossowska asserts that the art of
etching began to disappear in the early 20™ century in order to give space
to art posters, an emerging new form of art that would eventually replace
etching.

Jonathan Perkins in “Fantastic Nature: Associations between Paul Klee
and Odilon Redon” shows the similarities between Odilon Redon and Paul
Klee, which especially arise in their depictions of nature. Perkins stresses
the fact that for both artists the representation of nature “might be termed a
pseudo-scientific approach with a deeply personal impulse inspired by a
desire to approach the spiritual.”

Part Three, “Visual Arts, Literature and Philosophy,” the largest part of
the book, consists of articles that address the works of visual arts such as
painting, engravings, or works on paper and their relationship to literature
and philosophy.

Deborah Cibelli’s “The Duality of Light in Rossetti’s Ekphrastic
Poems and Paintings” analyzes three Rossetti’s ekphrastic paintings The
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Girlhood of Mary Virgin, Ecce Ancilla Domini (The Annunciation), and
The Blessed Damozel. Deborah Cibelli demonstrates how Rossetti, “using
motifs from the Renaissance, contrasted the earthly and heavenly realms
and conveyed the idea that light had the ability to unify the earthly and the
spiritual and to represent transcendence.” Cibelli explains that “Rossetti
used light to separate and distinguish earth from heaven, to create a
celestial hierarchy, and to represent physical form imbued with spiritual
beauty.” She explains that Rossetti’s white palette in Ecce Ancilla Domini
is enhanced by his treatment of light. She stresses the importance of
ekphrasis in Rossetti’s poetry as a way to translate in words the range of
colors through the description of emotions, derived from paintings’ colors
and light. We learn that Rossetti’s work was shaped by the conception of
painting as mute poetry and by his perception of his paintings as “silent
poems.” Cibelli also shows that light played an important role in the
representation of the transcendent qualities, especially in the depiction of
woman, whose “beauty was embodied in the woman inherent to ‘four
fantasies,” which included ‘the beautiful woman in heaven, femmes fatales,
sinful women who appeal for help, and the victimized women who cannot
be saved (Sonstroem 1970, 3-4).”” Cibelli’s analysis convinces readers that
“Rossetti developed an aesthetic sense of beauty based upon a duality of
light.”

Peter Cooke’s article “The Ideal and Matter: Gustave Moreau’s
Ambiguous Dualities” stresses Moreau’s constant interplay of complex
dualities of an allegorical light and darkness. Cooke asserts that “the artist
saw life in terms of the play of interdependent polar opposites founded on
the essential duality of the Ideal and Matter.”” To these ends, Cooke
examines Moreau’s paintings such as Oedipus and the Sphinx, in which
“the beautiful yet monstrous sphinx both attracts with its feminine face
and breast and repels with its feline animal body,” Orpheus and Salome of
1876, The Chimeras, and Jupiter and Semele. In analyzing Oedipus and
the Sphinx Cooke demonstrates how this painting could be interpreted
allegorically “as an idealist affirmation of the superiority of mind over
matter, of the ideal over the treacherous promises of earthly honours,
power and glory,” or how it “could be read as a comment on the sensuality
of the mythological nude,” or as a mythological temptation of St Anthony
presenting a form of “iconographical syncretism, mingling pagan
mythology with a Christian subject.” As Cooke states in his conclusion
Moreau’s world “is a world of co-existing dualities, of unresolved
contradictions in which the Ideal and Matter are eternally co-dependent,
forever locked together, in both iconography and style.”

“Edward Burne-Jones’ The Sirens” by Liana de Girolami Cheney
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stresses the duality of the Sirens, their “light” beautiful appearance and
dark hidden nature. As Cheney argues, “the siren in Burne-Jones’ painting
functions much like the Symbolist conception of the femme fatale because
the siren evokes the dual symbolism of water, represented in light and
darkness, as the source of life and death.” Girolami Cheney stresses that in
Burne-Jones’ painting and studies, the Sirens are beautifully portrayed
creatures with slender beauty “revealed through the wet drapery motif
while their gentle expressions conceal their sinister plan.”

Alison Hokanson in “The Soul of Things: Henri de Brakeleer as a
Forerunner of the Treatment of Light in Belgian Symbolism” demonstrates
de Brakeleer's influence on the “portrayal” of light of the Belgian
Symbolist artists. She argues that De Braekeleer, as a Realist artist, was
the first to “paint” the light of the interior as an embodiment of the
emotional and psychological events that occurred in the given location.
She analyzes how Belgian Symbolist artists borrowed from de Brakeleer
the ability to paint light and how instead of depicting “a mirror of a
person's psyche” as did de Brakeleer, their depiction of light created an
interior space “with its own soul.”

Liesbeth Grotenhuis in her article “Isis’ Fingertips: A Symbolist
Reading of Lévy-Dhurmer’s Silence”, a study of the work Silence by
Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer discloses the complex meaning of the initiate figure
of Silence which takes us from darkness to light through the long history
of the process of initiation.

Francgois Lachance-Provencal in his article “Apollo’s Triumph. The
Notion of Art for Art’s Sake at the Center of Nietzsche and Redon’s
Parallel Shifts from Darkness to Light” explores the duality of Apollonian
versus Dionysian aesthetics in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy and how that
aesthetics could be perceived in parallel with Odilon Redon’s aesthetics of
art for art’s sake. Although he demonstrates that “this attempt at a
comparative study of a philosopher and a painter was meant, in a way, to
illustrate the difficulty, even the impossibility, of using Nietzsche’s
aesthetics as a tool in pictorial analysis,” Lachance-Provencal argues that
Redon’s earlier art, his “Noirs” are a reflection of Dionysian aesthetics,
whereas his later works, works of colors, irradiate “contagious fullness and
love of life,” the result of Apollonian aesthetics.

The article “The Androgyne, the Transvestite and the Herm: Aubrey
Beardsley’s Hybrid Forms for the Yellow Book, Volume III” by Britten
LaRue examines Beardsley’s four illustrations Portrait of Himself, Lady
Gold’s Escort, The Wagnerites, and La Dame aux Camélias and explains
the reasons for the sexual duality of his images. She argues that Beardsley
creates the new area of illumination, the area of the third sex expressed in
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the androgyne, the transvestite and the herm. She demonstrates that “These
hybrid figures are not false identities, but empowering forms. Their
presence in his illustrations marks the field of the image as a redeeming
space which permits independence, autonomy and freedom from the
constraints of the world outside the frame.”

“Reflections of Mallarmé: A Comparative Study of Manet’s 4 Bar at
the Folies-Bergere” by Marguerite Li Bassi explores the relationship
between Stéphane Mallarmé and Edouard Manet. She argues that these
relationships greatly affected both artists. She demonstrates how
Mallarmé's view of poetry and some of his poems served as an inspiration
for Manet's painting A Bar at the Folies-Bergere. She explains how “the
Bar’s topography concomitantly recreates Mallarmé’s favorite paradoxes:
reality/dream,  absence/presence,  exterior/interior,  sacred/profane,
allusion/description.”

Anna Mazzanti's “From 'Fuoco' to 'Notturno: The Interpretation of
Light and Shade in d’Annunzio’s Work by His Friends Among Italian
Symbolist Illustrators” introduces readers to illustrators of works by the
Italian poet and writer Gabriel d'Annunzio. In her article, Mazzanti
compares Redon's images inspired by literature with the images inspired
by d'Annunzio's literary works. She explains the essential difference
between Redon's works and the images that were created to illustrate
d'Annunzio's works. She stresses the idea of an illustration in d'Annunzio's
case as opposed to the idea of an evocation in works by Redon. She
explains that like the Symbolist French writer Huysmans, d'Annunzio
promoted art in his literary works. Mazzanti examines a variety of artistic
techniques that were used at the turn of the century to illustrate literary
works. She shows their similarities with the Pre-Raphaelites, the
importance of monochromatic light in lithography, and the development of
illustrations in which the woodcutters “preferred a greater clarity of light
and shade, abandoning the 'school which gropes in the darkness."”

Rosina Neginsky in her article “The Dual Nature of Beheadings:
Moreau and Redon” explains the different meanings — light and dark,
positive and negative — of the decapitated heads in Moreau’s and Redon’s
works.

Part Four, “Sculpture,” contains two articles on Symbolist sculpture.
This is an area little studied but filled with potential. The article “Art
Between Luminous Fluidity and Expressionist Shading:  Defining
Symbolist Sculpture Using Modeling” by Dominique Jarass¢ is of
particular interest since it explains what type of sculptures could be treated
as a part of the Symbolist movement and the role of light, in particular
luminosity and shadows, in making sculpture Symbolist.  Jarassé
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especially focuses on sculptures of the Russian Jewish sculptor, Naoum
Aronson, whose work Jarassé describes in the following way: “Here we
immediately encounter the dual Baudelairean postulation inherent in
Symbolism, the ambivalent nature — profoundly mystical and human — of
the Symbolist aesthetic, an aspiration towards the Ideal and the distress
caused by a confrontation with the real and with society.” The most
important feature of Aronson, as Jarassé demonstrates, is to be able to
convey “the 'flow of inner life,” the psychology of his subjects through
light and lines, in ways similar and different from Rodin, who was
partially Aronson's inspiration. Jarrassé explains that Aronson's works are
interesting not only for their humanistic value, but also artistically. He
shows that “by using the double potential of modelling, and by mastering
the language of light and shade, Aronson was able, at the same time as
Rodin, to produce a profoundly Symbolist work by combining the two
idealistic and expressionistic tendencies.” The analysis of Symbolist
sculpture encourages Jarassé to provide a definition of it as “a use of the
potential of the modelling, understood as the French ‘modelé’.”

Susan Martis in “Light, Obscurity and Symbolist Themes in American
Sculpture, 1890-1920” examines the works of the American sculptors
George Grey Barnard, Lorado Taft and Malvina Hoffman. Martis
demonstrates that Barnard and Taft, being particularly sensitive to the
effects of light and shadow, “manipulated them by leaving portions of their
works unfinished . . .” Martis explains that one of Taft’s techniques was
his ability to create a contrast between emotions represented through
exaggerated gestures and the universality of his subjects’ garments.
Malvina Hoffman came after Barnard and Taft, when the Symbolist
technique in sculpture was already put in place. Hoffman was specifically
interested in the body’s reactions to a variety of emotions, such as the
body’s response to music, passion, and spirituality. She tried to create
sculpture which captures the movement of the soul. Martis stresses that
Hoffman was also an art critic. In her book Sculpture Inside and Out
(1939), she argues that any object created must be “infused with the
passionate essence of your own thought,” so the result will be “the
merging of matter and spirit.”

Part Five, “Literature,” includes three articles. In his article “Light and
Darkness in Dostoevsky’s White Nights and Kafka’s ‘Hunger Artist,””
Brent Judd argues that “contrasting opposites, whether they be light and
darkness, body and soul, or real and imaginary, are the privileged points of
access to the truth that the artist seeks to uncover.” Judd compares the
encounter of the Dreamer and Nasten’ka in White Nights with the
relationship of the hunger artist and the audience/overseer in “Hunger
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Artist.” He explains that the encounter of opposites is necessary for the
production of art and shows that both Dostoevsky and Kafka bring us to
the understanding “that Meaning is encountered only in the absence that
opposites expose. Light has no meaning without darkness,” and “the truth
otherwise hidden” could be revealed through art, the result of the
encounter of opposites, the intersection necessary for creativity.

Natalia Gamalova in “Colored Lighting in the Poetry of Innokentij
Annenskij” analyses Annenskij's rich usage of colors in his literary works.
She explains that Annenskij's aspiration for colors comes from classical
culture, but his usage of colors in his poetry gives his work a Symbolist
flavor.

Luba Jurgenson in her article “Anguish and Modernist Aesthetics”
asserts that the Symbolist movement created a new worldview, which lives
in dark, light, and in shadow. She contends that the new worldview reflects
new human experiences for which there was no language, therefore it
caused the creation of a language to express that new experience, a new
reality. Jurgenson shows that this reality, as well as the language that
describes it, are rooted in anguish, negation and a vacuum.

Part Six, “Music,” contains one article, “Symbolic Touch in the
Playing of Debussy’s Piano Music” by Jean-Pierre Armengaud. In this
article Armengaud argues that Debussy’s symbolism is very suggestive
and that quality is specifically achieved through “first and foremost a
symbolism of opposites. . .” such as “immobility/movement, clear image/
blurred resonances, repetition/intermittence, distance/precision  or
proximity, physicality/sublimity, pale/colorful, narrative/silence, desire for
life/ languishing death...his music favors nuance over discourse and the
infinite gradation of timbres over the pursuit of a musical construction.”

This volume consists of a range of studies for understanding the notion
of light and darkness and a variety of its Symbolist interpretations. The
articles acknowledge the complexity of meaning attached to light and
darkness. They discuss and examine these images’ significance for
iconography, subject matter, and for aesthetics. The studies stress the
interdisciplinary nature of light and darkness in Symbolism as well as a
cohabitation and a symbiosis of both, which are together or separately at
the core of the Symbolist movement.
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ARCHITECTURE AND STAINED GLASS



CHAPTER ONE

SYMBOLIST ASPECTS
OF MACKINTOSH’S ARCHITECTURE

LARRY SHINER

Although the existence of a Symbolist stream in late nineteenth-
century literature and painting is widely accepted, there have been few
attempts to determine if there was also a Symbolist tendency in
architecture. The dominant architectural approach in the nineteenth
century, of course, was Historicism, which meant designing buildings in
one of the historical styles, Classical, Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance
and so on. Even the Symbolist painter, Franz von Stuck, designed his own
villa in a Renaissance style.

The one genuinely new architectural and design approach at the end of
the century, Art Nouveau is often treated simply as a curvilinear, organic
style and an architectural dead end. But some have argued that Art
Nouveau also had affinities with the contemporaneous Symbolist
movement in literature and painting, and, among those considered Art
Nouveau architects, Antonio Gaudi and Charles Rennie Mackintosh are
most often mentioned as reflecting Symbolist tendencies.

Of course, all architecture has a symbolic aspect whether in the more
general sense of a poetics of space or in the more specific sense of using
traditional symbols. Thus, we need to identify some criteria for
distinguishing a specifically Symbolist approach to architecture from a
traditional symbolic approach.

First, with respect to method or approach, Symbolists typically avoided
explicit statement in favor of suggestion or indirection. This was part of a
more general tendency of Symbolists to emphasize imagination and
subjectivity over reason. Thus, although Gaudi’s celebrated Sagrada
Familia church deploys strangely biomorphic versions of traditional
symbols, the fagcade of his delightful Casa Batll6 has more suggestive
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elements such as the famous balconies — are they insect or dragon faces, or
perhaps carnival masks?

Second, with respect to content, Symbolists tended to reject the
sciences and the ideal of progress in favor of spirituality and mystical
transcendence, often turning to occult movements. Within that general
context, Symbolists dwelt on a variety of themes, although the motifs of
decadence, sexuality and death have become notorious. In Gaudi’s Casa
Mila, spirit and nature seem to come together in a kind of living organism,
with its cell like entry, its twining balconies and, on the roof, the
alternately comic and menacing chimney pots. Yet one finds little
evidence of the decadent and morbid side of Symbolism either here or in
Gaudi’s other buildings.

Finally, one can, of course, suggest that an architect or a particular
project had an important direct or indirect connection to the work of
painters, sculptors, or writers who are typically associated with the
Symbolist movement. The first two criteria, the preference for indirection
or suggestion and the emphasis on spiritualist content, are easier to explore
in literature and painting than architecture, since the latter has a practical
dimension that must, after all, call on science and technology. Hence,
works of architecture will inevitably be a compromise between form and
function, decoration and construction that would tend to restrain Symbolist
subjectivity. In a previous paper, I argued that there were typical
Symbolist elements of indirection and spirituality in Joseph Maria
Olbrich’s Secession building in Vienna and also indicated the association
of Olbrich, Klimt and other Secession members with artists usually
considered part of the Symbolist movement.' In this essay, I will focus on
these topics in the work and career of Charles Rennie Mackintosh since he
seems to have had more direct connections to the larger Symbolist
movement than Gaudi.

Like most late nineteenth-century architects, Mackintosh thought of
the challenge of producing a genuinely modern (rather than Historicist)
architecture in terms of the relation between construction and decoration.
Of course, other emerging modernists of the time, like Adolf Loos,
believed any kind of decoration or ornament was a “crime” and somewhat
later Mies van der Rohe would capture the anti-decoration argument in his
famous slogan, “less is more.” By the mid-twentieth century, the anti-
decoration view had become orthodoxy and Art Nouveau, with which
architectural historians usually associated Mackintosh and Gaudi, was
considered a wrong headed and aborted experiment. It was only with the
arrival of post-modern architectural theory that people like Robert Venturi
would dare to say “less is a bore” and retrospectively celebrate the work of
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architects like Mackintosh for their creative combination of construction
and decoration.

One specific reason it makes more sense to explore Mackintosh’s
architecture in relation to Symbolism than it does the work of Gaudi is that
early in his career, through a circle of young women who were
Mackintosh’s fellow students at the Glasgow School of Art, he came under
the influence of several artists and writers we now consider Symbolists. At
the time, Mackintosh and his friend, Herbert McNair, worked for an
architectural firm by day, took classes at the School of Art at night and
often spent their weekends with the “Immortals,” as the group of young
women artists jokingly called themselves.

The most talented among the “Immortals” were Frances and Margaret
Macdonald whose drawings and paintings using plant-like and erotically
charged female figures reflect the sinuous line of Beardsley and Toorop,
and to allude to themes in Maeterlinck, three figures now associated with
“Symbolist” art and literature. In the early 1890s, Mackintosh began
painting Symbolist themed and styled watercolors like Harvest Moon
(1892), with its erotically entangled figures, and the highly personal 7ree
of Influence (1895) whose allusive meanings are hard to pin down. Soon
Macintosh and McNair, had paired off with the Macdonald sisters, the
group coming to be known at “The Four.” Among other work, the Four
produced some striking posters for Glasgow exhibitions and came to be
known around Glasgow as “The Spook School,” an indication that others
recognized what would later be called the Symbolist character of their
work at this time.

Eventually, Margaret and Charles married and their collaborations
deepened. Although one can often assign individual pieces to one or the
other of them during the early years of their relationship, the overall effect
of the rooms they designed together must be ascribed to both, and
although they are rightly associated with Art Nouveau, I believe these
interiors also deserve the label Symbolist. The Macintosh’s apartment
followed a conventional separation of dark masculine spaces like the
dining room from the feminine identified white spaces of the drawing
room and bedroom. The cheval-de-frise mirror in the bedroom is a tour de
force in whose sides some see an erotically charged female curve.

Both Margaret and Charles were invited to Vienna by the Secessionist
group in 1901 to take part in an exhibition in the Secession’s new
building, a building which is itself an example of what could legitimately
called a Symbolist tendency in architecture. The room Charles and
Margaret created at the Secession had the cheval mirror and a chair from
their apartment along with a gesso panel by Margaret above.
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Today, Charles Rennie Mackintosh is best known to the general public
for his furniture and for the various Glasgow tea rooms he designed with
Margaret. The first tea room, on Buchanan street, is notable for a wall
panel based on Charles Rennie’s 1896 painting of Margaret, which echoes
the Symbolist work to which she had introduced him. But the most
famous of the tea rooms is The Willow of 1903, for which Charles and
Margaret designed several distinct dining areas. Of all the rooms, the
upstairs Room de Luxe is where we see the Mackintoshes’ most brilliant
work. Much of the symbolism here is drawn from the idea of the willow,
the tall chair backs forming a kind of willow woods. But the familiar rose
motif dear to Margaret is also omnipresent and a large part of the effect
comes from the color palette of gray and violet along with the judicious
use of leaded glass heavy with curving plant forms.

In 1902 the firm in which Mackintosh became a partner got a
commission for a large house whose exterior design reflects what is
sometimes called his Romantic Nationalist, sometimes his Arts and Crafts
side. Despite the modernist flavor of the wide expanses of white stucco on
the exterior, the design alludes to Scottish vernacular in its massing and
towers. On the other hand, the interiors are a stunning example of the
approach he and Margaret first developed with their own flat, the darker
hallways and dining room, giving way to the brilliant off white of the
drawing room with its specially designed furniture— including an unusual
chair and a square black table. The bedroom is another tour de force in
white accented with spots of color. As always, all the furnishings,
including chairs, curtains, and carpets, were new designs by Charles
Renne Mackintosh, although it is possible Margaret had some role.

So far, I have focused on the Mackintoshes’ joint interior design work.
One of the dangers attending the search for indirect and suggestive
symbolism in this work is over-interpretation. Some writers have been too
quick to see sexual allusions in every upright and curve. I find the
interiors of the Mackintoshes to be sensual, occasionally even erotic, but,
if they are sexual, it is a sexuality of a much sunnier sort than we find in a
good deal of Symbolist writing and painting. To that extent it should either
be considered non-Symbolist, or, better yet, evidence that our view of
what constitutes “Symbolist” art and architecture needs to be enlarged.

Mackintosh’s major architectural work and his undoubted masterpiece
is the Glasgow School of Art, designed and built in two stages (1897-1899
and 1907-1909). Despite Mackintosh deep belief in his vocation as an
artist, he freely accepted the constraints of the program set by the Board of
Directors who required suitable spaces for studio classes, exhibitions,
study, research, and administration.
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The great windows across the north fagcade give the building a
somewhat austere, modernist look, but closer examination shows that there
are also many ornamental details that determine its distinctive character.
For example, the ironwork on the windows has horizontal bars to hold the
window cleaner’s boards, but also upward curving iron tendrils, ending in
roseate globes. Mackintosh understandably set his most elaborate
symbolic details in a dignified and complex central section of the facade.
The tension between the straight and arched, and the protruding and
receding elements is complemented by many small details, some in iron,
others in stone, such as the striking stone relief over the door, showing two
female figures whose shape echoes the Symbolist themes of the Four.

The east end of the building has another complex composition of
receding and protruding shapes, adorned with delightful touches like the
false tower complete with a spirited finial. Here, as elsewhere,
Mackintosh shows that his suggestive symbolism can take a humorous
turn often lacking in works considered to exemplify the Symbolist
mainstream.

When the art school finally had the money to build the west wing,
Mackintosh produced another fascinating and complex work. Its most
dramatic external feature is the set of enormously high oriel windows that
light the library. And then there is the striking entry with its protruding,
almost art deco surround; it has been used as a model for bookends. Is this
architectural imagination run riot? It verges on pure play, yet Mackintosh
knew how to integrate these intense and sometimes playful elements in a
way that gives vitality to the whole.

As for the interior, neither the architectural program nor the budget had
a place for any sort of grand atrium to greet one, although the stairwell
leading up to the offices, classrooms and museum/gallery on the upper
floor does have dignity and interest; but here again the devil is in the
details. Consider the great posts that reach up two stories or more and are
given flat caps that seem to hover in the air above the second level. Or
consider the wooden trusses of the museum ceiling with their bows and
central paddles containing cutouts. If we compare these to the trusses of
the anatomy and the life drawing classrooms, we see that Mackintosh’s
restless imagination will not let him use some standard form or even repeat
his own forms. A similar originality applies to the Director’s office and the
Board Room, one light, the other dark, the darker Board Room fit out with
Mackintosh’s riff on the classical pilaster, perhaps a jab at the Board’s
conservatism which often led them to resist aspects of his design. And we
must not forget the small colored glass insets he designed for many of the
building’s doors. One is hard pressed to say exactly what each of
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Mackintosh’s decorative elements in stone, iron, wood, or glass
symbolizes. Do they allude to hidden meanings, or are they intended only
to remind us that this is an art school, where imaginative creation is the
main business?

Finally, we come to the library, lighted from outside by those
enormous oriel windows and from within by Mackintosh’s hanging
lanterns (electric lights were a relatively new technology) whose
geometric design would not be out of place in a contemporary building. In
the library, the wooden posts are surely a tree symbol, becoming a
veritable forest, a dark place of meditation and reflection, yet at the same
time it has openings that draw in light and create movement, the whole
unified by Mackintosh’s big magazine rack and table in the center
opening. One should also notice the way he has set back the balcony and
decorated this set back with carved and brightly colored up rights, small
spots of color that enliven and bring a note of gaiety into a darkly sensuous
space. One might argue that the library is indeed a “Symbolist” work in
the sense that it seems full of suggestive and indirect meanings; it sets our
imagination to work, giving it much to contemplate but shaping no
definite thought.

The library spaces and details, like the many symbolic elements in the
exterior iron work, or the many colored glass insets in the doors, reflect a
suggestive approach similar to that of other Symbolist art forms, although
Mackintosh was also quite capable of more direct symbolic references,
such as the classical notes in the Board Room or the decorative tower and
dummy dovecote on the exterior facade that echo Scottish Baronial
architecture. Considered as a whole, the Glasgow School of Art is replete
with both symbolism and Symbolist tendencies, but it is at the same time
an eminently practical building that has been in continuous use for over a
hundred years and still serves its purposes very well.

Are we justified in considering Mackintosh’s architecture as having a
Symbolist and not just symbolic tendencies? We have seen some evidence
in favor of it. But Mackintosh himself made remarks in two of his rare
lectures that show he consciously embraced the approach of using
suggestion or indirection, and at the same time an emphasis on some of the
spiritual and mystical elements we associate with Symbolism, although
not its rejection of technology and science or its darker preoccupations.

First, on approach:

“The fairy tale which architecture embodies, is told in an even more obscure
and indirect manner than in painting, literature, or music...”
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“But if you mean by magic that quality which takes architecture above
building, and painting beyond paint . . . we must all profess . . . magic.”

Then, on content:

“Art is the flower — Life is the green leaf . . . you must offer the flower of the
art that is in you — the symbols of all that is noble — and beautiful — and
inspiring — flowers that will often change a colourless cheerless life — into an
animated thoughtful thing.”

Mackintosh’s ideas on indirection have an affinity with the generally
Symbolist approach to art making and his ideas on content suggest a
brighter and warmer version of the spiritual and mystical aspirations of
much art called Symbolist. Yet Mackintosh was too creative and too much
of an individualist to fit comfortably into any of the art historical
categories that have been associated with his work, whether Symbolist, Art
Nouveau, or Arts and Crafts.
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CHAPTER TWO

SYMBOLIST INTERIORS:
FIGURES, LIGHT, AND COLORS
IN EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY
ITALIAN STAINED GLASS

LUCIA MANNINI

The interior of the early twentieth century was shaded and protected. A
number of historians of design and decoration have already shown how
nineteenth-century interiors were hostile to the penetration of light: thick
curtains, with heavy cloth and velvets letting only a thin shaft of light enter
through from the window, the pale rays increasing the allure of the objects
and figures within. The bright light of day never entered these rooms.
Where curtains offered an insufficient barrier against the light, a thick
growth of creepers on exterior walls and luxuriant palms and other indoor
plants, often arranged on shelves in bay windows, created a green shade.'
Between the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, as Art
Nouveau gained hold and especially the modernism of German origin,
interiors were reorganized and purified, with the removal of clutter,
especially of the ornaments that usually crowded every surface. Art
Nouveau also eliminated heavy curtains to let the light in, now considered
for its aesthetic value and even more importantly as a moral symbol.
However, during this period, light was still attenuated and it was not until
the thirties that bright light was allowed to enter unhindered. Before the
thirties, the glare of sunlight was filtered through much lighter curtains,
but also through coloured glass, which came to play a leading role in
architecture and interiors.

The Italian stained glass discussed in this study all belongs to the early
twentieth century, to the period when the ideas of Art Nouveau and
modernism were spreading in Europe. In this period there was resistance
to the aesthetics of the late nineteenth-century for interior design, but there
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was a lingering admiration for shadowy and coloured spaces, for cozy and
crepuscular atmospheres, and for Symbolist evocations through light. In
this regard, stained glass became fundamental in determining the
Symbolist interior.

Literary historians have defined the Symbolist interior by studying the
rooms described in the works of Edgar Allan Poe, Stéphané Mallarmé,
Joris Karl Huysmans, etc.> We would like to explore similarities between
the characteristics described in those writings and those that actually
existed in real interiors. We will concentrate on stained glass elements,
using a few Italian examples.

The window has been for a long time interpreted as a symbol,
especially when it is seen as functioning like a diaphragm, separating and
uniting space at the same time. With the ascent of Romanticism the
window held a special fascination for painters, writers and poets, often
becoming a metaphor for the artist’s view of the world, and for even more,
as we can see especially in the Symbolist period (see, for example,
Baudelaire’s celebrated poem Les fenétres).’

Stained glass was loaded with hidden meaning and lent itself to
Symbolist interpretations on two levels: as a decorative and furnishing
element in which the glass became a way of expressing Symbolist themes,
in the same way as painting (stained glass is treated as a transparent
painting); and, most notably, for the atmosphere the stained glass created
within the interplay of light, allowing changing and often ill-defined
colours to enter a space, as shifting and uncertain as the soul of the room’s
inhabitant. The coloured glass, both luminous and opalescent, enclosing
the space but not confining it, was effectively very congenial to the
Symbolist metaphorical vision of reality.*
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Fig. 2-1. Historical photograph of a stained glass created by Jacques Gruber, ca.
1900.

Furthermore, stained glass was suited to the illusionistic vision, with
the taste for the artificial so much favored by Symbolist literature (see
Huysmans, A rebours, for the flight from the world in favor of artificial
stimuli and the rejection of nature in the proclamation of the triumph of
the artificial). In some examples of spaces still existing today or
documented in historical photographs (Figs. 2-1 and 2-2), the role of the
stained glass is clear in creating an interplay between the natural landscape
and an “artificial” nature, as well as causing a sensation of being placed in
an aquarium (in literature we think again of the hero of 4 rebours, who
lets light in through an aquarium to which he has added drops of colour).
In short, this was the general use of stained glass in the shaded interior of
the Symbolist period.
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Fig. 2-2. Historical photograph of the Otto Wagner House in Vienna, ca. 1900 with
stained glass, titled Vienna Woods in the Autumn by Adolf B6hm.

In Italy too, between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there are
examples of stained glass that can be linked to Symbolist culture in two
ways: on the one hand, an important role is played by stained glass which
represents the same subjects depicted in Symbolist painting (they look like
transparent paintings) (Fig. 2-3), and, on the other hand, there is stained
glass whose subject is less important than the Symbolist mood, conveyed
through the evocative and suggestive lighting, thereby creating Symbolist
interiors. I shall later give examples that belong to the second category.

In Italy as in other European cultures, writings of the early twentieth
century about stained glass reflect Symbolist aesthetics. In numerous texts,
we can find the idea of hiding the ugly outside and separating it from the
intimacy of the domestic interior by creating an environment for personal
contemplation, and above all by protecting it from the outside world as a
refuge and a symbol of a “dreamt” life.
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Fig. 2-3. Duilio Cambellotti, Fireflies, ca. 1920. Rome, Private Collection.

“Against the wind. Against the cold. Against the light. Against
peeping-toms. Against ugliness and for love.” Such reads the script in a
banderole which links two rose branches, a pattern introduced in 1905 by
the decorator Edgardo Calori for the stained glass of a private room.” This
concise definition, structured on negation, encapsulates the raison d’étre
of stained glass in early twentieth-century Italian homes, uniting practical
and functional reasons to aesthetic ones in thinking about an interior space.
The description echoes recurring themes from the nineteenth century about
the search for protection and refuge from the external world, in the desire
to hide and banish the ugly “outside” in favor of domestic intimacy and to
create an environment that lent itself to private gatherings and love. The
desire for protection from the ugliness of the outside world, which the
nineteenth-century houses achieved through having heavy curtains, is
instead found in coloured stained glass.
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In Italy too, moreover, modern houses began to be designed with
cleaner lines and with more sober decoration; interiors were freed from the
air of artistic confusion, so unpopular with the new bourgeois society, but
the fascination of suffused light lingered on, and was made colourful and
even more seductive through stained glass.

Fig. 2-4. Photograph from an Italian stained glass manufacturer’s catalogue, early
20th century.
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“It is with colour that stained glass becomes an object which assumes
different characters, that of magnificence or sweetness, of mystery or
pomp. Whether colour is intense and pure or of a subtle and melancholic
gradation, coloured glass highlights the values of light, or it makes them
softer. It can make the rays vibrate to the point of creating a tumult of
colours or it can modulate them to the point of silence.”® This quotation,
written in 1908, comes from a magazine meant for technicians and
specialists in the production and processing of stained glass, but uses
terms that are similar to the ones many artists and decorators of stained
glass used in the early 1900s in Italy. Fascination for coloured light was
not set against the scientific approach that characterized these years,
because many artists often applied the strong emotional power of colours
to an interior drawing taking the scientific studies as their starting point.
Those scientific studies were investigating and demonstrating the
influence of colours on mood and the psyche. For example, in the same
magazine, we read: “nowhere else...does the moral meaning of colours (I
mean their secret relationship to our emotions) strike us more profoundly
than with glass, because the transparency adds expression and even
poetry... It follows that if one colour dominates in the stained glass, it will
impose a character on the objects of the furnishings.””’

In Italy there were several cases of illusionistic stained glass, in which the
compositions, representing in an illusionistic — and often theatrical — manner
the real architectural elements, suggested, with deliberate ambiguity, the
presence of nature outside the window. Through the glass one could attempt to
immerse oneself in and “escape” into nature. But even in this search for
nature, one moved simultaneously in the direction of the artificial (Fig. 2-4).

In our analysis of the role of stained glass in the Italian cultural milieu,
we can now direct our focus to an exemplary cultural circle, worthy of our
attention as it allows a comparison between interiors incorporating stained
glass that were actually designed and realized, and theoretical writing. 1|
refer to a modernist group in Rome that included artists Duilio Cambellotti,
Umberto Bottazzi, Vittorio Grassi among them, but also the poet, scholar
and critic Guido Menasci and the pedagogue Alessandro Marcucci. They
were all united by the ideal of extending modern beauty into daily life
through a unified approach to architecture and interior design, according to
the aesthetics of functional simplicity (often with a distinctly medieval, anti-
Liberty flavor). The stained glass designed by the artists of this group, was
always realized by the glassmaker Cesare Picchiani.”

The artists often worked together putting their ideals into practice and
their theories were established and discussed in the magazine La Casa,
published between 1908 and 1913 (Fig. 2-5).
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Fig. 2-5. Title page of the magazine La Casa.
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The type of house they built that was described in La Casa was a
single family unit, the so called villino (Fig. 2-6). The term villino refers
to a building type that was gaining in popularity throughout Italy, with the
growth of the social class destined to inhabit it: the middle class. It shared
a number of characteristics, but varied according to the owner’s social and
economic position and in relation to the buildings around it. In general it
might be described as a small villa with a small garden. It was supposed
to be built back from the road to create space for a garden around the
house so that nature was visible from every window. Often, however,
green space was sacrificed for economic reasons: the gardens were
reduced to a minimum and the villini were surrounded by other larger
apartment buildings. The stained glass was often relied upon to substitute
for nature. With this in mind, we can understand how the main theme of
the stained glass was naturalistic, loaded with allusive and Symbolic
meaning.

= ' = = — = = =

Fig. 2-6. Illustration of a villino from the magazine La Casa.
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In 1908, the year it first appeared, the magazine La Casa gave ample
space to the window that brought life and joy into the domestic interior,
combining advice regarding hygiene and aesthetics with reflections on
stained glass. The first recommendation was to eliminate heavy curtains as
the repositories of dust and germs. The health-giving benefits of light
were promoted, although at that time it was still to be filtered: thin, light
curtains were to be adopted, shielding the eye from the monotony of a
neighboring wall beyond, but also bringing “to the eye and spirit the grace
of flowers.” These curtains were embroidered, and flowers were variously
represented as a main theme whenever nature failed to provide them.’
Similarly, stained glass was designed to bring spiritual nourishment in the
form of landscapes and tumbling flowers.

A characteristic way of furthering an illusionistic relationship with the
exterior world that these artists also used was to limit the decorative
sections of the glass to the borders of the window letting light flow freely
though the transparent centre, like a pergola: an allusion, perhaps, to the
structure which stood, or should have stood, against the walls of the
villino. Thus, the windows were decoratively framed with trellises of
vines, and especially with cascades of wisterias and roses, the very plants
that the magazine recommended for growing on the outside walls (Figs. 2-
7 and 2-8)."

Fig. 2-7. Duilio Cambellotti, Grapevines, 1914-1915. Rome, Museo della Casina
delle Civette.
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The stained glass might also show other subjects drawn from nature,
but so distorted or enlarged as to appear fantastical: it could shatter any
naturalistic illusion in order to create an unexpected and bewildering
effect, and to evoke magical visions. Examples include giant dragonflies
and butterflies (Fig. 2-9), and especially fish (Fig. 2-10) that glanced
across the glass, or moved in ambiguous spaces, the glass suggesting the
shifting light of the sea.’

Fig. 2-8. Illustration of a Roman exterior with wisteria, from the magazine La
Casa.

Many natural subjects can be seen in the so called Casina delle Civette
(House of Owls) in Rome, a very large and special villino restored in the
early twentieth century by Prince Giovanni Torlonia and decorated by
Roman artists (circa 1913-1920).'* Here the stained glass designed by the
Roman artists was produced by the glassmaker Cesare Picchiani.
Vegetation on the outside played an important role and was echoed by
stained glass with pergolas of grapevines and roses, like those that also
grew outside the building (Fig. 2-7)." While in the bedroom there were
the windows The Owls of the Night, the presence of the owls probably did
not correspond to any external reality, but was an allusion to the
personality of Prince Giovanni Torlonia, who had the villa decorated with
owls and other animal motifs because of their symbolic meanings.
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In this regard, we must remember that in addition to the naturalistic
repertoire — used in the illusionistic or fantastical manner — the Roman
artists used stained glass to convey Symbolist meanings,"* but this is not
the place to attempt an analysis of their significance, as our present interest
is in the creation of lighting effects and atmosphere.

Indeed, Roman artists considered the Symbolist value of the glass to be
found, above all, in the light and atmosphere created inside the house,
rather than in the nature of the subject matter. For example, in 1909, the
artist Umberto Bottazzi wrote: “Flowers, animals, clouds, geometrical
patterns, anything could be used” in the design of the stained glass, as long
as it assisted in the creation of “a corner in which to meditate and dream
with open eyes. And meditation and dreaming were provoked by the
various colours of the glass.”"”

Fig. 2-9. Umberto Bottazzi, Butterflies in a photograph. Location unknown.

In 1908, the stained glass windows in La Casa are described as
“fantastic paintings, vague shadows that inhabit the world of dreams,
where it is precious and life-giving to dwell for short spells, removed from
the trials and blows of life...; unreal visions and imaginative colour
harmonies, like some silent music, lead us into a fabled land.” Since
people complained that the view from the windows was no longer that
“restorative expanse of countryside, nor the comfortable proximity of a
tree, nor the august vision of a monument, of a building, but the squalid
line of houses and high, modern buildings, long, flat, crammed together,
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hostile and thus it is fitting that the inhabitants of the city would ask for
help from art (stained glass) to allow them to meditate, enjoy, and
fantasize in their own home.”'®

The stained glass made by the Roman artists and exhibited in Rome in
1912 was described in similar terms by Giuseppe Sprovieri, the critic and
gallery owner, who was close to the group. He emphasized how the stained
glass differed from paintings: “while in a painting, it is essential to create a
setting, stained glass enhances it.” Furthermore, stained glass ‘“creates
thousands of colour effects, with a different play of light and shadow during
the course of the day, a delicate web of seduction and alluring fascination
causing the imagination to surrender and navigate with open sails towards
the land of dreams and nostalgia.”'” The characteristic of stained glass
evoked here responded to the aesthetic ideals of the Roman modernist group
amenable to the dreams and imagination of those who could abandon
themselves to their charm as they would to the sound of music.

-

=

'_"i,ﬂ\"\\?.

N L

Fig. 2-10. Vittorio Grassi, Fish in an historical photograph. Rome, Private Collection.

The Roman artists saw glass then primarily as a means of
abandonment to visions and dreams, analogous to music. However,
scientific research on the influence of colour on the psyche also
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contributed to the important emotional role played by coloured light that
these artists had recognized as well. Those who wrote for La Casa gave
considerable weight to a room’s colour and its effect on the nervous
system'® and mood. Roman artists demonstrated these theories in their
creations. In a villino created by Bottazzi and Grassi in 1911, for example,
the varied chromatic effects of different rooms were closely studied.
These chromatic effects were achieved by coloured plaster walls and
majolica cladding, but especially by stained glass. It is a work in stained
glass that exemplifies the importance the artists gave to coloured light and
as well as the complex link between art, music, and science: Vittorio
Grassi designed glass for the music room of this villino. The window is
now lost but a painting,'” which has been the source of inspiration, and a
sketch for it have survived (Fig. 2-11). The work reflects Grassi’s interests
in issues regarding light, colour and music. As a matter of fact, the artist
had been following lectures from classes held by the physicist Pietro
Blaserna, looking into the relationship between light and sound,*® and he
had also invented a special piano connected to a panel made of coloured
divisions which lighted up when the corresponding chord was played.?'

Fig. 2-11. Vittorio Grassi, Chopin Nocturno op. 48, n°l, ca. 1908. Sketch for the
stained glass.
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We cannot discuss this theme at length here, but the stained glass of
the 1911 villino merely offers some indication of Grassi’s approach. The
titles of the painting and of the stained glass were related to a musical
“nocturnal” composition by Chopin: the musical reference is not clear
from the subject (the interior of a bell-tower in the moonlight), but with
the nocturnal atmosphere and the colours enhanced by light and shade, the
pictorial language aims to evoke the same fascination and feelings evoked
by Chopin’s music. While the parallel between sound and light can be
grasped intuitively from the chromatic harmonies and emphasized
chiaroscuro of the extant painting, it must have been more clearly
demonstrated in the stained glass of the 1911 villino.

Indeed the stained glass panel, “of a cold, bluish tone with pale yellows
and intriguing transparencies,”” was devised for a small room whose dark
blue colouring “encased it in a strangely inviting shadow”® and was
described as a “pictorial sensation akin to a nocturne by Chopin.”** The
artist’s intention was clearly to inspire a “sensation,” demonstrating the
parallel between sound and coloured light, through the relationship
between acoustic vibrations created in the room by the “Welte piano” (a
modern mechanical instrument reproducing the recorded performances of
famous composers) and light vibrations created by the stained glass,
spreading blue and yellow throughout the room, just like music diffused
intangibly, in that space full of suggestions of light and shadow.
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Decorativa e Industriale, (1905): tav.49.

®Francesco Rolandi, “Note tecniche. Il vetro”, Arte ceramica e vetraria, (March
1908): 42.

"Francesco Rolandi, “Note tecniche. 1l vetro”, Arte ceramica e vetraria, (April-
May 1908): 57.

8For the stained glass of these artists see the catalogue of the exhibition held in
Rome, Alberta Campitelli and Daniela Fonti, Tra vetri e diamanti: la vetrata
artistica a Roma 1912-1925, (Rome: Edizioni Carte Segrete, 1991) and Alberta
Campitelli, I/ Museo della Casina della civette (Rome: Istituto poligrafico e Zecca
dello Stato, 1997).

’Alma [Alessandro Marcucci], “La casa da cima a fondo. VI. Le finestre”, La
Casa, (1908): 209.

0Armando Foresta, “Vera decorazione floreale”, La Casa, (1908): 7-10. This
Italian trend developed by the artists of the group La Casa mirrored the
international taste; in Italian stained glass, vines, wisteria, roses recalled a familiar
and daily image but at the same time evoked an allusion to artificial nature.
Similarly, at Laurelton Hall, Tiffany’s home on Long Island, wisteria hung from
pergolas outside the window just as it was depicted on the glass within. (We refer
to Tiffany because he was among the first and most famous to use stained glass in
this way, and also because the Roman artists were undoubtedly influenced by him).
"The fish were drawn from Japanese models (previously used by La Farge and
Tiffany), and were perfectly suited to reinforcing the underwater or aquarium
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associations already mentioned.

prince Giovanni Torlonia lived there until 1938. After a period of neglect, the
villa was restored and now serves as a museum dedicated to stained glass.

1t is not just by chance that there were pergolas of vines and roses between plants
documented outside the Casina: see Alberta Campitelli, in // Museo della Casina
della civette (Rome: Istituto poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, 1997), 48-52.

“Their glass was often decorated with complex motifs; many of the more obscure
symbols have still to be deciphered, such as the idol or the prism by Vittorio Grassi
or the fireflies or the fairy by Cambellotti.

SUmberto Bottazzi, “Ceramiche e vetri”, La Casa, (1909): 44.

'%“La casa da cima a fondo. VI. Le finestre”, La Casa, (1908): 209.

Giuseppe Sprovieri, “Cronachetta artistica. La mostra della vetrata a Roma”,
Emporium, (1912): 2.

'8See, for example, Alma [Alessandro Marcucci], “La casa da cima a fondo. Le
pareti”, La Casa, (1908): 169-171 (about walls colours); V. G. (Vittorio Grassi),
“Camera da letto per signora, La Casa, (1909): 184-185.

The first idea of this subject dates from 1905, when Grassi presented the painting
Notturno I opera di Chopin, now lost; then in 1908 he presented the painting
Chopin Notturno I opera IX, n. 1, that is now in the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte
Moderna in Rome. The stained glass derives from this second painting. About this
painting and Grassi’s predilection for musical and nocturnal themes, see the
catalogue of the exhibition held in Padua, Italy in 2011-2012, Maria Vittoria
Marini Clarelli and Fernando Mazzocca, Il simbolismo in Italia, (Venezia:
Marsilio, 2011), 244.

2See the catalogue of the exhibition held in Rome in 2007 for the essay by
Francesco Tetro, “Le radici del modernismo di Vittorio Grassi: dalla ‘profondita
del vero’ e dal richiamo del Medioevo verso la sintesi delle arti”, in // modernismo
a Roma, 1900-1915: tra le riviste “Novissima” e “La Casa” (Roma: Palombi,
2007), 33, 36. About artists interested in professor Blaserna’s lessons, see Anna
Mazzanti, Simbolismo italiano fra arte e critica: Mario de Maria e Angelo Conti
(Firenze: Le lettere, 2007), 67-68.

HFrancesco Tetro, “Le radici del modernismo di Vittorio Grassi: dalla ‘profondita
del vero’ e dal richiamo del Medioevo verso la sintesi delle arti”, in I/ modernismo
a Roma, 1900-1915: tra le riviste “Novissima” e “La Casa”, 33-38.

2“Alcuni particolari decorativi del villino costruito dalla societd La Casa”, La
Casa, (1911): 201-211. Compared with the painting, the sketch for the stained
glass reveals an intensification of blue and yellow.

2 1] villino della Societa La Casa”, La Casa, (1911): 186.

241 villino della Societa La Casa”, La Casa, (1911): 198.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE SYMBOLIST PATH OF ARMAND POINT

ROBERT DORE

Fig. 3-1. Armand Point, Se/f-Portrait

Armand Point becomes a Symbolist1

At the end of 1888, Péladan” introduced Armand Point to Symbolism.
One of his first works marked by this aesthetic is Portrait d’Elémir
Bourges (Fig. 3-2), a depiction of one of Point's greatest friends.’
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Fig. 3-2. Armand Point, Portrait d’Elémir Bourges

During his early years as a Symbolist, Armand Point created art with a
rather melancholy mysticism. His works represented feminine figures,
nudes with slender forms or young women with long, old-fashioned
dresses, sitting or walking in landscapes of forests and lakes that reflected
a crepuscular deadened light. The artist’s palette also changed: there was
more gray, ocher, and deadened mauve. He enhanced the tints and used
delicate and fine techniques in pastel and red chalk, although the majority
of his works were in pastel.

Symbolist Themes by Armand Point

Since the revival of interest in Symbolism during the 1960s and with
the Exhibition Paradis perdus’ in 1995, studies conducted throughout
Europe, have put European and American artists in a prominent position.
The exhibition of Peintres de I’Ame,” curated by M. Jumeau-Lafond, and
the publication of Symbolisme idéaliste en France focused mainly on
artists of la Rose-Croix and les Artistes de I’Ame® and included an
extensive commentary on Point.
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The following addresses important Symbolist works of Armand Point
and the main themes that were taken up by the artist.

Woman

Woman, a major theme of Symbolist thought, has been the subject of a
special exhibition,” Le Symbolisme et la Femme in which Béatrice de
Andia established a large survey of art addressing the subject.® Works of
Point exemplify the popularity of this theme.

Until 1892, young ethereal women embodied ideal beauty for the artist.
Works presented in 1893 reveal various aspects of women: a mysterious
woman is depicted in Téte de réve (Fig. 3-3) and another is dressed in
velvet, as a symbol of purity, as in Virginité’ (Fig. 3-4).

Fig. 3-3. Armand Point, Téte de réve Fig. 3-4. Point, Virginité

Muses

From 1891, Armand Point shared his life with Héléne Linder who
appeared more than fifty times in his oeuvre. In La Dame a I’anémone,
Héléne Linder’s'® portrait testifies to a serene passion between model and
artist, a passion that lasted until 1899 before their relationship turned into
an enduring friendship.

In 1901, the arrival of the Scandinavian beauty Helga Weeke in
Marlotte produced in Point a passion which stimulated his desire to create
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new portraits, particularly Jeune femme a la toque verte (Fig. 3-5). But
Armand and Helga did not last beyond 1908 as a couple.

Fig. 3-5. Jeune femme a la toque verte  Fig. 3-6. Salomé dansant

Hair

Hair was a charming feminine weapon,; fastened or loosened, it was a
sign of availability or don de soi. Point is sensitive to the charm of hair,
particularly in Téte de réve (Fig. 3-3), in Salomé [dansant] (Fig. 3-6) and
in Baigneuse aux lauriers,"’ which has the figure with red, almost infinite,
wavy hair recalling Mary Magdalene.'

Twilights and Nocturnes

Few works of Armand Point deal with the theme of twilight or night.
Héléne still personified these temporal symbols in Symphonie du soir”
(Fig. 3-7). These moments of solitude and melancholy depicted the young
lady set against a background of calm water reflecting a setting sun. She
inhabited the unreal realm of the dream.
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Fig. 3-7. Symphonie du soir Fig.3-8. La Siréne

Feminine Evil and Eroticism: The Siren and Salome

The temptress who leads man on the road to ruin appears in Point’s
world in 1897. Her presence is probably related to emotional problems;
the first signs of a breakdown in his relationship with Hélene Linder
appeared during their stay in Capri where the image of women changes.
La Sirene (Fig. 3-8) shows a new feminine type with more detail, creating
a face far from Héléne’s and closer to the Greek classical canon,'* with a
cold, impersonal and disturbing expression.

Salome was a very frequent subject for the fin de si¢cle thinkers,
particularly Gustave Moreau and Oscar Wilde."”” On the extreme opposite
side of their tragic and bloody visions, Point was principally inspired by
Filippo Lippi and his Danse de Salomé."® In Salomé [dansant] (Fig. 3-6)
the young woman with her slender, arched lines and her swirling veils,
tipped back her head and looked into Herod’s eyes with a deep intensity.'”

Death

With Ophélie, a pastel, Point found the theme in which the purity of
the budding flower contrasted with the eroticism of the red hair of the dead
young woman floating on water and represented the ambivalence of desire
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and death."® He used this subject again, shortly after 1900, in the Coffiet
d’Ophélie.”’ Affected by the sudden death of Giséle Gouverneur in 1926,
he called her posthumous portrait, La rose des ruines (Fig. 3-9).

Fig. 3-9. La rose des ruines Fig. 3-10. Ancilla Domini

Christian Themes

Ancilla Domini (Fig. 3-10), from 1890-1897, is the most significant
work of Christian inspiration. In Coffret aux paons,”’ both principal
motifs, peacocks and grapes, common in the Middle Ages, were also
inspired by Christianity.*

The Middle Ages, their Princesses, and the Golden Legend

For Point, woman became princess as in Princesse de légende,
Princesse d’automne or fairy as in La Fée du lac (Fig. 3-11). All of the
characters of young women were derived from stories and myths of the
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Middle Ages.” Héléne Linder with her stylized face is depicted in
L éternelle chimere walking quietly at the water’s edge, absorbed in her
reading, ignoring the apple tree from the Garden of Eden.*

Fig. 3-11. La Fée du lac

Probably influenced by Stuart Merrill, Point inhabited the marvelous fairy
world of the Middle Ages as a Christian and layman. As in numerous
works of Haute-Claire, such as the enameled panels of Coffret aux
paons,” graceful musicians with undulating profiles charm us and reside
among a stylized vegetation where one meets the tempting snake, a goat,
peacocks, and butterflies....



The Symbolist Path of Armand Point 43

Fig. 3-12. Légende dorée (Chromolithographie)

Armand Point created the Légende dorée (Fig. 3-12) which shows two
young women, one on the left (Héléne), with half-closed eyes and her hair
twisted into a complicated chignon and long braids, the other one, with her
loose hair, slightly smiling; they represent a wise and mad virgin.

In 1882, the Musée de Cluny purchased a set of six tapestries, called
La Dame a la licorne.”® In Princesse a la Licorne,”’ Armand Point
adapted the theme and depicted an idealized Héléne Linder,”® with a
distant expression on her face and an aggressive demeanor.

Mythology

The few mythological themes that occurred at the beginning of Point's
Symbolist career were given more importance until they represented the
core of his inspiration during his last period (probably because of Elémir
Bourges’s influence). About 1916, in a set of works among which is
Psyché [au bain] (Fig. 3-13), Gisele Gouverneur personified a new
transformation of the goddess that should be viewed within the context of
the war. The grave face of Gisele, nude at the Styx’s edge with her
immaculate whiteness. contrasts with dark trees and rocks. Such gravity
takes the place of joy and serenity found in depictions of women in
previous periods.
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Fig. 3-13. Psyché au bain

In 1896, Armand Point referred to the theme of Perseus® in the poster
for the 5th Salon de la Rose+Croix. He transposed the fatal moment of
the beheading of Medusa who is replaced here by Emile Zola, the most
important contemporary realist author and a great admirer of Impressionist
art. Perseus was conceived as the executioner of the Ordre de la
Rose+Croix, managed at that time by Joséphin Péladan. In the
background, the rising sun heralds the triumph of Symbolism.
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Fig. 3-14. L’Effort humain

In 1913, Armand Point finished his greatest composition, L Effort
humain, in Rome (Fig. 3-14) after almost fourteen years. It was inspired
by The Last Judgement in the Sistine Chapel and by Bourges’ La Nef, the
masterpiece that his friend had labored on since 1893. What are the
symbols in L’ Effort humain? Aristide Marie tells us: "En 1913, c’est bien
une pensée de Bourges qu’il résume dans cette vaste page qu’il intitule ‘Le
néant de I’effort humain.’" The scene spreads out under a dense group of
trees, symbolic of nature’s durability, at the base of which men and
women of all ages are busily engaged. Narcisse and Beauty are dying on
the ground while a child, aided by Homer, climbs up the summit; a woman
suckles and the Danaids testify to the Sisyphean task of humanity.*’

The Sources of Armand Point’s Imagery

Gustave Moreau

In 1969, Philippe Jullian commenting on La Sirene described Point as
"froid imitateur de Gustave Moreau."”' However, the two artists probably
never met each other and works of Moreau were not very accessible
during his life,” except at the exhibit of 1889. Point may have seen
reproductions of some of Moreau’s work such as ‘L’Apparition’ or
enameled plaques by Grandhomme and Garnier. Despite some similarity
of subjects by Moreau and Point (the Siren, Unicorn and Salome), the
dramatic atmosphere of Moreau’s paintings is very different from the
atmosphere in Point’s work. This is why we might question the aesthetic
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similarities of work by both artists. We think that Point is not ‘un
imitateur’ of Moreau and cannot be considered as a member of his artistic
domain (‘mouvance’); the similarity of some themes by both artists is
probably not a deliberate intention of the painter from Marlotte.

Armand Point and the English Pre-Raphaelites

Artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB) who formed their
group in 1848 chose a name that referred to Raphael. What knowledge of
these Pre-Raphaelites may Armand Point have had at the beginning of the
1890s?

He had probably seen the two paintings of Burne-Jones, King
Cophetua and the Beggar Maid and Perseus and the Graiae, exhibited in
Paris in 1889 and 1893 and he had perhaps consulted the books of Ernest
Chesneau.® However, there is no evidence of a direct relationship
between Point and the Pre-Raphaelites that some critics still maintain. To
my mind, Point had followed, more simply, the rules of Péladan that he
had accepted as a member of the Salons de la Rose-Croix. During his first
Symbolist period Armand Point knew little about the Pre-Raphaelites, but
in 1894 he lived for many months in Italy where he studied Italian
painting. Point wasn’t an aesthetic descendant of the Pre-Raphaelites; he
descends in direct line from Italian Primitives. He is only the cousin of
those Pre-Raphaclites and was a rather distant cousin at that time.

This situation changed after the creation of Haute-Claire in 1896
because Stuart Merrill instilled his knowledge of William Morris in Point
and helped him work in a new way.”

Conclusion

For Armand Point, Symbolism was founded on the “lien mystérieux
des choses et des étres” as Baudelaire’s quotation points out in the
epigraph of his article about Symbolists:

La nature est un temple ou de vivants piliers
Laissent parfois sortir de confuses paroles ;
L’homme y passe a travers des foréts de symboles
Qui I’observent avec des regards familiers.®

Armand Point still pursued a past Golden Age in many works. He
painted an ideal, intangible and indestructible world, inherited from the
past, of which the ancient Greeks formed the perfect model. He wished
for the return of a Golden Age that could be eternal. This quest took place
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in an atmosphere of a dream, close to Signac’s Au Temps d’Harmonie
from 1895. Signac’s painting is a testimony to a quest for an ideal future
that is akin to Point’s ideal, founded on a mythical past.
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Notes

! Armand Point studied in Paris from 1870 to 1878 and began his artistic career in
Algeria, where he was born in 1861; he worked in Algiers and Bou-Saada. His
Self-Portrait (Fig. 3-1) dates from early in his career as an Orientalist before he set
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une maladie du lyrisme, (Grenoble: Jérome Million, 1993). This book includes an
important bibliography. See also Robert Pincus-Witten, Occult symbolism in
France, Joséphin Péladan and the Salons de la Rose-Croix, (New York and
London: Garland), 1976.

? Bourges sits in the darkness, his face in full light, as he leafs through the books
on the table. The Symbolist light resembles the lighting of Rembrandt’s engraving
Self-Portrait at a window.

# Exhibition Paradis perdus—L Europe symboliste, Montréal, Musée des Beaux-
Arts, 1995.

7 Presented since 1999 in different European countries, in Japan and in Mexico,
they concern a Symbolist current different from those of Pont-Aven and the Nabis.
% Jean-David Jumeau-Lafond, Les Peintres de I'dme, le symbolisme idéaliste en
France, (Gent: Snoeck-Ducaju & Zoon ; Antwerp: Pandora, 1999), edited for the
exhibition Les Peintres de I’dme, staged in the Musée d’Ixelles in Brussels from 15
October to 31 December 1999.

7 Catalog of exhibition Le Symbolisme et la Femme, Paris, Toulon, Pau, (Paris :
D¢élégation ‘a I’action artistique de la ville de Paris, 1986).
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8 Béatrice de Andia, Introduction to the catalog, Le Symbolisme et la Femme:
"Toujours présent dans le Symbolisme, I’éternel féminin apparait [dans un premier
cas] transposition d’images mariales, la femme surgit entourée de fleurs et de
féeries. A I’aube du printemps, angélique, méditative, douce, cette madone dicte un
chemin, révele un salut sibyllin dont personne ne connait le sens."
? His general standpoint of refusal, anxiety and resignation was inspired by the
Virgin of The Annunciation by Simone Martini in the Uffizi Gallery, Florence.
From this Virgin of The Annunciation, in love with divinity, he paints Virginité,
as a much more profane figure but she is still a symbol of purity because of the
model’s beauty, the color of her clothes and the roses.
10 La Dame & I'anémone, 1894, oil on canvas, 39 x 33 cm. Salon de la Rose+Croix
1896, Exhibition Les Peintres de [’dme, Ixelles 1999, Exhibition Painters of the
Soul, Symbolism in France, Tampere (Finland) and Laren (Nederland) 2006-07.
This portrait of Héléne accentuates her watchful look and her diaphanous
beauty. She is depicted with deadened colors, where the flower may symbolize her
sensibility affected by exterior influences. This was painted in Florence when the
artist felt exhilarated because of his discovery of town’s artistic treasures.
! Baigneuse aux lauriers, pastel on paper, 88 x 46 cm. Reproduction on the cover
of the catalog of the exhibition of Armand Point, Mairie-Musée de Bourron-
Marlotte, November 2003.
2 In the Salon de la Nationale of 1894, Tristan Bernard and Toulouse-Lautrec
praised Armand Point and entitled their article, " Le Salon du chasseur de
chevelures, " perhaps because of the elements they considered excessive.
B3n et sans doute, M. Armand Point, en peignant des iris, des femmes et des
cygnes, pressent le mystere de sa sensibilité sous des formes essentielles.
Ainsi M. Armand Point peint des femmes oubliées dans les iles glacées du désir,
contemplant les oiseaux . . . Les unes comparent d'un geste calme leur espérance a
des iris; [...] Leurs lignes sont pures, . . . , leur chair n'est pas diverse de celle des
fleurs, leurs vétements sont soyeux et richement colorés, parce qu'il faut aimer la
beauté et penser que les d&mes ne doivent pas étre inharmonieuses. Un songe paien
et voluptueux les exalte. Des femmes, . . ., I'ombre du soir . . ., la souplesse des
roseaux frissonnants, c'est la vie et tout le réve de M. Armand Point, et peut-&tre
n'y-a-t-il rien de plus nécessaire pour réver et pour vivre, et peut-étre est-ce la
I'éternel objet de nos larmes et de nos sourires, tant nous tenons a peu de choses. "
Camille Mauclair, "Armand Point", Mercure de France, (December 1893): 331-
333.
!4 "Et I'auguste Circé alors m'adressa ces paroles : °. . .Tu arriveras d'abord chez les
Sirénes, dont la voix charme tout homme qui vient vers elles. Si quelqu'un les
approche sans étre averti et les entend, jamais sa femme et ses petits-enfants ne se
réunissent pres de lui et ne fétent son retour; le chant harmonieux des Sirénes le
captive. . . . Passe sans t'arréter; pétris de la cire douce comme le miel et bouche les
oreilles de tes compagnons, pour qu'aucun d'eux ne puisse entendre. Toi-méme,
écoute si tu veux; mais que sur ton vaisseau rapide on te lie les mains et les pieds,
debout au pied du mat, que l'on t'y attache par des cordes, afin que tu goltes le
plaisir d'entendre la voix des Sirénes. Et si tu pries tes gens de te délier, qu'ils te
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serrent de liens encore plus nombreux. Puis, quand ils auront dépassé les Sirénes,
je ne te dirai plus avec précision laquelle des deux routes il te faudra suivre; c'est a
toi d'en délibérer en ton cceur ...""

Homere, “Chant XI1,” L'Odyssée, (Paris: Garnier, 1959), 176-177.

!5 Gustave Moreau depicts a very strong Salome in L Apparition. Salomé by
Wilde, shown on 11 February 1896 in the Théatre de I’Euvre, presents this
passionate and gruesome personage dancing under a frozen moonlight and
pursuing in horror the Baptist’s decapitated head, stating: "I have kissed your
mouth, lokanaan..."

!¢ Probably seen by Point in the Cathedral of Prato during his second trip to Italy.

'7 Let’s look at the radiant aura in Salomé [dansant].

First, notice the ‘appearance of distance’ in the performance of a scene more
mythical than historic in it religious aspect; the temporal distance increases this
quality. It is exactly this subject of Herod, Hérodiad and Salome, twenty centuries
of history depicted in the Prato frescos which inspired Point.

Secondly, let’s consider the ‘givenness’ of the work. According to Yvonne
Sherratt, this givenness of the scene results from the contrast of line’s thickness,
sometimes accentuated in 'Hérodiade’s and Salome’s heads and in Herod’s head
on the one hand and sometimes applied very lightly as in the surrounding scene on
the other hand.

Thirdly, in these works, Armand Point gives greater place to his research on grace
and beauty and writes: "The line corresponds to our all thoughts, to all our
feelings, [it is part of a] mysterious language which emerges from all material.
[...], Through the line, there is thought transferred into created work. "

'® The morbid outlook and the attraction to violent scenes are related to the
pessimism that was characteristic of many Symbolist artists.

!9 Armand Point et Haute-Claire, Coffier d’Ophélie,1900-1902, H 21 ¢cm, L 16 cm,
P 10,2 cm, Paris, Musée d’Orsay.

20 nJraccompagnai mon ami A ces tristes obséques: ses forces défaillaient et il dut
s'appuyer sur mon bras pour suivre le convoi". Marie Aristide, "La Forét
symboliste Esprits et visages", (Paris, Firmin-Didot, 1936), 236-7.

2! Ancilla Domini shows the scene when the Virgin answers "Ecce ancilla domini"
to the angel, placed in the highest part of the panel, near the Holy Spirit. He is
generally presented face to face with the Virgin in “Ave Maria gratia”. The
Virgin’s head is, probably, inspired by an Italian Renaissance painting, seen in
Florence by the artist in 1894. On the left, the garden closed by a lattice is a
symbol of Mary’s virginity separated from the real world represented above. The
peacock is a symbol of eternity in this panel as in the Coffiet aux paons.

An aura radiates from this panel because the appearance of the architecture
inspired by Italy in the Middle Ages and the garden painted with a technique
inspired by Flemish Primitives that Point had admired in Bruges.

Armand Point et Haute-Claire, Coffret aux paons, 1898, H 39 cm, L 39,6 cm, W
29 cm, Paris, Musée du Petit Palais.

2 The peacock which represents resurrection and immortality is accompanied by
grapes which recall the Passion of Christ and the Eucharist.
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M. Jumeau-Lafond writes in Les peintres se [’Ame, quoted in note 6:
"L’admiration pour le Moyen Age et la Renaissance, le souci du métier et
I’inspiration féerique étaient pour Point, comme jadis pour Burne-Jones et les
Préraphaélites, le moyen de lutter pour 1’Idéal, I’arme ultime pour résister a la fuite
du temps artistique grace a un paradoxal renouveau des valeurs ancestrales."

2 See the reproduction in Cassandra Sciortino, “Armand Point’s Eternal Chimera:
The Florentine Quattrocento and Symbolist Currents in Britain, France, and Italy,”
in Rosina Neginsky, Symbolism, Its Origins and Its Consequences, (Newcastle
upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010), Fig. 3-5, page 71.

% See note 21.

% In the Middle Ages, the unicorn was considered a very rare animal, born by
crossbreeding an Asian rhinoceros and an African antelope. Its " existence " has
been " proven " seeing that we have some rare exemples of its horns which are, in
reality, narwhal’s incisors. The significance of the unicorn is complicated by way
of its virtues. It symbolises power and honesty while its horn, with phallic
connotations, also represents the incarnation of God’s Word in the Virgin’s womb

In a layman’s realm, it symbolises passion and the amorous quest of a lover.
However, spotlessly white, the unicorn is also considered a Christlike animal.

2 Princesse a la licorne, 1896, drawing with pencil and charcoal, 90 X 71 cm.
Exposition Paradis perdus — L’Europe symboliste, (Montréal: Musée des Beaux-
Arts, 1995), reproduction on n° 17, p. 43.

% As M. Jumeau-Lafond explained in 1999: "En dehors méme des sources
médiévales, dont la signification symbolique n’était pas toujours connue des
contemporains de Point, 1’artiste se plait a figurer 1’animal fantastique, 1’irréel
étant toujours pour lui gage de réverie et de méditation supérieure. La référence
aux figurations anciennes de la licorne reste d’ailleurs relative puisque, a
I’encontre du modele de Cluny [...] la téte de 1’animal représenté par Point tient
plus du cheval que de la chévre cependant que la coiffe ailée de la princesse fait
penser davantage a 1’iconographie wagnérienne ou a des ailes de chimére qu’a
quelque parure médiévale."

¥ The fifth Salon de la Rose+Croix was open on 20th March 1896 and featured a
poster. Sarluis drew Zola’s head with closed eyes, his mouth distorted by a grin.
Zola is shown spitting at the wound of the beheaded figure with different kinds of
snakes bearing the names of the titles of his novels: La Terre, Nana, L'argent, La
débdcle, Mes voyages, Lourdes et Rome.

The executioner, drawn by Point, is probably inspired by Perseus beheading
Medusa, the single mortal Gorgon. Perseus had received Athena’s shield and
Hermes’s sword to assist him. The eagle was an animal that could stare at the sun
and also meet Medusa’s penetrating stare. The rose recalls the Rose+Croix.

This lithograph was perhaps inspired by a drawing by Félicien Rops published in
1887, as the frontispiece for "L'Initiation sentimentale", in the third volume of
‘L'Ethopée’ by Péladan.

But, the most probable influence may be Benvenuto Cellini who realized two
versions of Perseus holding the beheaded Medusa, both in Florence. Point had
certainly admired them in 1894, especially the one exhibited in the Piazza della
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Signoria. The realism of Cellini’s representation of blood flowing out of the
Gorgon’s head was associated by Point and Sarluis with the supposed moral
impurity of Zola’s novels. Zola published, in his turn, a destructive article against
the Symbolists on the occasion of the Salon de la Société Nationale des Beaux-
Arts in "Le Figaro", the 2" May 1896. The Symbolist sun will rise any higher;
on the contrary, its twilight approaches.

See the reproduction in Cassandra Sciortino, “Armand Point’s Eternal Chimera:
The Florentine Quattrocento and Symbolist Currents in Britain, France, and Italy,”
in Rosina Neginsky, Symbolism, Its Origins and Its Consequences, (Newcastle
upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2010), Fig. 3-3, page 65.

39 1t is worthwhile to compare this painting with La Nef, the Homeric poem which
describes the eternal fight of Prometheus, the archetype of Man, against the Gods of
Olympus. Bourges and Point have both immortalized the dramas of humanity. The
first one supports the fall of Valhalla and has Wagnerian echoes, whereas the second,
more sensitive to Michelangelo’s compositions, reacts negatively to violence.

3! Philippe Jullian, Esthétes et Magiciens, (Paris: Librairie académique Perrin,
1969), 208.

32 The main works of Moreau were exhibited during his life in Paris whereas Point
still lived in Algeria or was too young to have seen them.

33 The work was revealed to the public by Paul Flat in 'La revue de I'Art ancien et
moderne' in March 1898. Point had probably never seen the original.

3 Qee in particular Chesneau Ernest, La Peinture anglaise, (Paris: Quantin, 1882).
Armand Point had probably seen the engraving after Merlin et Viviane, 239.

3 Henry Marjorie Louise, Stuart Merrill La contribution d'un américain au
Symbolisme frangais, (Paris: Champion, 1927), 143-144.

3% Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal.  Also see his sonnets and
correspondence from 1857.



CHAPTER FOUR

LIGHT AND SHADOW IN THE DREAM
BY ODILON REDON

JOELLE JOFFE

This work will focus on the black paintings (or “noirs”) by Odilon Redon
and on the imaginary, guided by the question of the role of chiaroscuro in
Symbolism. While color appears in his work at times, the noirs are the
main focus of Redon during the first fifteen years of his work. Our
exploration will be guided by Redon’s writings along with images on
canvas and our conceptualization of the work. The contributions of other
artists and psychoanalytic theory will allow us to consider further aspects
of this period.

I. Why Chiaroscuro?

In a letter to his friend and biographer Andre Mellerio in 1898, Redon
wrote:

I never used the defective word of ‘illustration’. You will not find it in my
catalogs. We need new words; I can only see those of ‘transmission’,
‘interpreting’. And yet they do not describe accurately how my readings
get into my organized ‘noirs”.'

Redon informs us of two fundamental things. First, his noirs are
‘organized’, not random. Second, they transmit his personal interpretations.
Similarly, the French poet Mallarme tells us: “Artists should not paint the
object, but the effect it creates.” Redon is for him the ideal reader who
can evoke what words suggest, exemplifying the following:

Shapes become blurry, lines flicker and the whole depiction becomes
confused. The unconscious keeps a virtual substance. *
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Redon emphasized that the challenge is not to create an image in black and
white but one with chiaroscuro. He noted:

Around the year 1875, everything happened under pencil and charcoal, this
ethereal powder, elusive in the hand.*

Those two allowed me to express myself the best, and stayed with me. This
mundane material that has no intrinsic beauty helped me in my research on
beauty and the invisible.’

We find here the Lacanian ‘forced choice’® (choix forcé): the artist’s
unconscious imposes the choice of the medium, with the subjective
perception of an uncanny beauty, the transience of life, the shadow of
death and its melancholic tones. Redon sees himself as a martyr or Christ
figure offered up for a tragic fate. Redon is on a quest for the invisible, a
strange mission for a draughtsman and painter. His work builds upon his
loss for words.” Light is not separated from shadow, as found in paintings
by Caravaggio or Rembrandt, whom Redon admired, or even Georges de
La Tour. There is no divine light.

The unconscious stays dark and the charcoal shows bits of the
underlying truth.® We are closer to finding out the artist’s intention and
target, the representation of the invisible, and the expression of the artist’s
‘repression.” This is a step toward a subjective reality of a singular subject,
different from naturalism. The invisible, the unknown and the return of
Freud’s ‘repression’ characterize the Symbolist movement in art. This
movement is tied to the scientific discoveries that mine the mysteries of
nature such as electricity, X-rays, photography and the exploration of the
unconscious.

From the viewpoint of psychoanalysis, an interpretation is not limited
to its meaning or the uncovering of truth. There is a step towards
meaning.’ It also shows a hole, a void beyond meaning and “rings the bell
of jouissance”'° — the ultimate and painful form of pleasure. Artworks too
belong to this realm. Symbolist painting strays away from the usual codes,
where one symbol conveys a definite meaning. Instead of the usual pet
dog illustrating loyalty or decadence, or the mirror, jewels and skull
representing vanitas, the visual metaphors and allegories give way to the
crudest ‘return of the repressed.” The gaze presented is not reflected in a
mirror, but coming from a severed head, a face or disembodied eyes. This
gaze is at times worried, anguished, questioning or afraid but is also
frightening and ambiguous. The gaze is isolated from the person or context.
It is suspended in mid-air, in a void that is mysterious and enigmatic. René
Magritte commented on his own work:
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My research looked like the pursuit of solutions for problems with three
elements: the object itself, the thing connected to it in the shadow of my
consciousness, and the light where this thing should come out."

This is a new definition of light and shadow. It is no longer the visual
contrast in the picture, but the coming into light of the dark or the
unknown, or in other words of the unconscious of the artist. Painters are
great observers of the world, but the gaze is here on the canvas, observing
and regarding us. Redon provides us with some clues about his art in his
writing on his family history:

I used to believe art was useless. Now [ think it might be necessary. My
drawings inspire and are not to be defined. They place us, as does music, in
the ambiguous realm of the undetermined.

Redon imagined his birth on the boat that brought his parents back from
the French colony of Louisiana. To be born on the sea, “a place beyond
nations, above an abyss” is how Redon vividly describes these peculiar
circumstances. Redon grows up away from his parents for ten years in the
countryside, which he imagines submerged in ancient times “where the
ocean used to cover those deserted lands... [and] one can feel alone.”
Redon’s graphical talent leads him to art. He expressed his sad and lonely
childhood using charcoal. In his drawings one can find humanity,
“...whose eyes are sunk into self-abnegation and a desolated world. The
artist comes to life for mysterious accomplishments. He is an accident,
born naked on hay.”

Accidents are what awaken him — the meaning of “accident” ranging
from the unexpected to failure, misfortune... — and the unwanted child.
The undetermined will thus be what dominates the artist’s fate.

I1. Which style of chiaroscuro?

What does the viewer think in front of those dark works? Is what is
shown readable? Is Redon making visible the invisible? Are we in a dream,
where images prevail over words? Are we in a nightmare?

Let us consider some of the noirs:

Generally, chiaroscuro is used to highlight the most important part of
the scene, in contrast with its surrounding darkness. The luminous part
“pops” out of the work like a loud voice or an underlined word or a divine
presence. Here one sees preponderant eyes cast in a forceful gaze.

For Redon, the Fallen Angel has trouble walking, naked and blind in
the darkness on the edge of the abyss. The Winged man runs away, naked,
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carrying a severed head on a plate. Would this be Saint John the Baptist?
A martyr? Is it a skull or a mask? The sky is empty or filled with a blurry
circle, cloud or haze. Is it the absent Father or a threatening God? The
character is sad and powerless. The Head of a Martyr represents a severed
head on a plate. The Angel of Darkness or the angel from the Bible is
reading Dante’s Inferno. The angel here is not the usual messenger of joy
announcing the birth of a messiah with a graceful aerial dance. He is rather

abandoned, cast away by his father.
A mask sounds the knell (Fig. 4-1) is inspired by a story of Edgar Allan

Poe. '* This work mixes transgression, religion, curses, death, and derision;
it embodies the voice of the father.

L

!
A

B A

Fig. 4-1. Odilon Redon, A mask sounds the funeral bell

In Eyes Shining Everywhere (Fig. 4-2), an eye is floating in the sky
above a mountain looking up. Is this gaze a plea or an appeal to the father?
Is it God’s gaze with its oppressing ubiquity?
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Fig. 4-2. Odilon Redon, Eyes shining everywhere

Is the figure in Cactus Man wearing Christ’s crown of thorns? The
Flower of the Bog represents a mask, the face of a sad clown with a pitiful
collar. Is it a holy halo or a crown of thorns?

In 1884, Huysmans, who made Redon famous by featuring him in his
cult novel “Against Nature,” writes: “The ‘Head on a stem’ shows a round
flower, an emaciated head with meditative traits.” > The Smiling Spider
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depicts a hairy body with a human face. Its gaze is both terrified and
terrifying, and enhanced by a grin showing its teeth.

The Cyclops and the Eye-Balloon highlights again the importance of
the gaze. The Eye-Balloon (Fig. 4-3) includes the severed head facing us
within the heavens.

Fig. 4-3. Odilon Redon, Eye-Balloon

The painting “And in the sun shines the face of Jesus Christ” portrays
a black sun resembling an eye. Does the pupil contain Christ’s face
watching the artist or us?
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The characters are imaginary, out of time, disembodied and not distinct.
Redon’s titles do not provide explanations to the works; they are poetic
evocations. The backgrounds of Redon’s noirs do not stand out. The
horizons are devoid of life; the skies are empty. The being of the painter,
or the Other, has only the eye, the missed gaze, as a partner. Immense and
on occasion monstrous, he wanders tied to the clouds. These are the links
to his distant parents. In the same way, during the 1870 war, balloons
connected soldiers like Redon to the civic realm. Along with balloons,
clouds and sun, the sky also contains the fear of death, abandonment and
dreams of a father. Redon’s father used to tell him: “Can you see those
clouds? Can you figure those changing forms?”” And he pointed at strange,
ethereal and marvelous apparitions in the moving sky. During his
childhood, Redon spent days watching clouds. He grew up in a world of
solitude. The tragic meaning of his life seemed overcome by its
meaninglessness, and was replaced by a delirious and poetic vision. The
mystical note often found in his paintings is here only allusive. Clouds do
not unify the sky. Eye or gaze, face or head, hang suspended, at best tied
to a floating balloon. This lost gaze is Redon himself. Along with severed
heads, that are either alive or dead, ghosts float in the air, and angels walk
aimlessly. The anguish of origins blends with the daily horror and the
abyss of the future. The world is empty, hopeless, without humans and
God to save him, help or give meaning to his unhappiness. The scene is
barely represented; it is an evocation. The innovation lies in the absence of
direct representation, in keeping the image in the shadow. We are between
a dream and a vision, with glimpses of horror behind the blur of
imagination. While Goya’s Caprichos show his terrifying visions, Redon
shows their effect in the glare of light itself.

II1. Conclusion

The chiaroscuro in Redon’s noirs is not merely a technique of
representation. It is evidence of the gaze of the artist, the core of a man
who is looking for a solution to his distress or what Freud called
“Hilfslosigkeit” or helplessness. The Symbolist movement allows the
evocation through minimalist images of light and shadow. It goes beyond
appearances and blurs the limits to focus on the impression felt by the
artist and the observer. Redon is thus a pioneer of Surrealist painting.
Everything becomes possible, colors explode, bodies are cut and
recomposed in infinite ways, and common objects are used in uncommon
ways. Redon states that the artist does not understand his own creation.
This view is confirmed by psychoanalysis. The traumatic encounter with
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the horror of a reality can be found in the painful jouissance. Its symptom
is the endless repeating of a special moment, cast in a terrified gaze. For
the artist, his work is, at the same time, the main symptom, but also his
solution and cure. Redon’s noirs with their intense gaze, either
disembodied or in a dehumanized body, are the light cast by Redon’s inner
shadows and despair. They are either a Freudian sublimation or a
Lacanian solution to a missed encounter. We are close to the strangeness
and the fragmentation of Magritte, whose mother lost the will to live and
drowned in the Sambre river.”” Redon’s noirs bring into the light the inner
darkness that the artist experienced in his early childhood. They are an
undetermined depiction of his melancholia, the representation of the
invisible. As such, they are both light and shadow.

After the birth of his son Ari, Redon gave up the noirs for colored
depictions. He wrote that he couldn’t use pencil and charcoal anymore.
His mood had changed. Did his creative work cure him? Did late
fatherhood lighten his life and allow him to leave his suffering childhood?
Redon represented his son using pastel in 1898 when Redon was fifty-
eight years old, with another eighteen years to live. While the general
impression we have of Ari is peaceful, it is significant that the eyes are
there somewhere on the child’s face.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A FLIGHT FROM COLOUR:
THE AESTHETICS OF BLACK-AND-WHITE
IN POLISH SYMBOLISM

IRENA KOSSOWSKA

Franciszek Siedlecki, a prolific printmaker and art critic, saw etching as a
perfect vehicle for creating imaginary worlds, for it possesses “the broadest
and most subtle gamut of blackness, permitting the most difficult problems of
light and shadow to be faced, for reaching into the mysticism of light, for
bringing out from the depths of fantasy the black-and-white compositions that
conceal in them a glowing illusion of real forms. . . . Etching is ideal for
Dionysiac dreams, it marks . . . the threatening opposition between brightness
and the depth of darkness” (Siedlecki 1927, 8-9).

The promotion of etching was part of a campaign undertaken at the
turn of the nineteenth century to transmute the aesthetic awareness of the
Polish audience and convince them of the artistic value of printmaking
techniques - these more "intimate," allegedly "inferior" to the colourful
depiction of painting — as a means of expression.' Siedlecki’s convictions
converged with Max Klinger’s diagnosis presented in his treatise “Malerei
und Zeichnung” (1891) which had a decisive impact on Polish art
criticism. > According to Klinger, graphic art had surpassed painting in
discovering new imaginative realms. Black and white, along with a whole
gamut of intermediate tones, replaced the multicoloured representation of
surrounding reality, creating a world more sublime than that perceived by
sight. Graphic experimentation accompanied a search for unconscious
sensations, vivid memory and mystic exultation. Etchings, aquatints and
lithographs, as well as black crayon, ink and charcoal - these were media
more sensitive to the artist's emotions and more subservient to his
symbolic vision than painting. Owing to the intensified expression of
prints and drawings new meanings were revealed and tangible reality
distorted. Klinger stressed the high level of abstractness attained in the
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world created by burin and pencil. It is precisely in drawing and print
where “these sensations live, unspoiled by our vulgar sensual life. Diirer's
print is a representative of drawing, this separate form of art which only a
great artist will use for expression. To present his ideas, a master of this kind
requires just light and shadow. ... He is aware that realistic colour would
disrupt this particular, spiritual world, which is common only for poetry and
drawing among all the art forms” (Klinger 1908, 8). According to Klinger, it
is in graphic composition that “one can pack the strongest of sensations into
small space, and in rapid change one can present the most contradictory
feelings” (Klinger 1908, 21).

The Young Poland movement marked a turning-point in Polish
printmaking.> While developing the principles of the aesthetics of black-
and-white, artists advanced a subjective perception of the empirical world,
faced the challenge of depicting the most ugly and the most mysterious
aspects of life, and sought original morphological solutions in the creation
of fantastic visions. The history of original Polish printmaking began in
1897 with a series of etched landscapes by Jozef Pankiewicz who initially
sought stimuli in the graphic oeuvre of Charles Méryon and the Barbizon
school. Nevertheless, the predominant influence on him was James
McNeill Whistler.’

Lacking a national tradition of original printmaking comprehended as
an autonomous discipline freed of auxiliary—illustrative and reproductive
—functions in the service of literary text and painting, the pioneers of
Polish graphic art looked towards Western Europe in search of
iconographic models and technical dexterity.® The attraction of the black-
and-white imagery derived mostly from the graphic revival developing in
Paris since the 1860s.” On the other hand, the pictorial devices of Polish
peintres-graveurs were conditioned by the experience they gained in the
domain of painting.® Gradually, however, a new generation of Polish
printmakers liberated itself from this tangle of external influences. Jozef
Pankiewicz (1866-1940), Leon Wyczotkowski (1852-1936), Franciszek
Siedlecki (1867-1934), Feliks Jablczynski (1865-1928), Zofia Stankiewicz
(1862-1955), Jan Rubczak (1884-1942), Jan Skotnicki (1876-1968),
Wojciech Weiss (1875-1950) and Konstanty Brandel (1880-1970)—to
mention only the most important artists—each of them created his/her own
visual language which was both ingenious and specific to graphic media.

The Metaphysics of Night

In the Symbolist’s perception, by disabling clear vision of the physical
eye, the darkness of night, which obliterates details of objects and blurs the
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shapes of nature, opened the sphere of vision of the artist's inner eye,
stimulated his memory, and fueled the fear of the unknown and the
unrecognizable as well as angst of forms turning into oblivion. Albert
Aurier, in his programmatic text “Symbolism in painting - Paul Gauguin,”
elaborating on invigorated imagination, referred to the words of Emanuel
Swedenborg: “Tonight the eyes of my inner I were open: they became
capable of looking at heaven, into the world of ideas and into hell! But is
this not the preliminary, indispensable initiation which needs to be
experienced by a true artist, a complete artist?” (Aurier 1891, 157). The
blackness of night—the tenebrous extreme of monochromatic depiction—
has become a catalyst for nostalgic moods and phantasmagorical imagery
also for Polish Symbolists.” A profusion of nocturnal scenes has been
considered an idiosyncratic feature of Polish Symbolism. A propensity to
evoke anxiety or express apathy became prevalent in the situation of
political oppression and subjugation. In numerous prints, a deep shadow of
melancholy falls on the architecture of Warsaw, Cracow, Rome, Venice,
Florence, and Paris, blurring the contours of tenements and church towers;
a depressive twilight, veiling village yards and orchards turned these
ordinary places into mysterious things.

The silhouette of a chapel in Pankiewicz’s etching Duboj na Polesiu of
1897 (Duboj in Polesie Region) is shrouded in the darkness brought out by
the dense hatching. Pankiewicz cast a dramatic shadow of hovering clouds
onto the ruins of the Forum Romanum in Rome rendering the flow of time
in Forum Romanum in Rome, 1899. The twilight falling upon the deserted
square in the artist's etching Targ rybny w Chartres, 1899 (Fish Market in
Chartres) has created the atmosphere of somnolent silence and a place for
contemplation of the passing day. Ephemerality was the theme of Wojciech
Weiss in his etching Ogrod Luksemburski w Paryzu, 1899 (The
Luxembourg Garden in Paris), where the black silhouette of a tree-trunk
contrasts with the whiteness of a statue that resembles an apparition from
the past."’

Along with images of the growing density of nightfall, there were more
arbitrary renderings of the pictorial space in prints. In Cyprysy, 1901
(Cypresses), the black curtain of cypresses seems almost abstract, spread in
the foreground over which Weiss outlined streaks of the luminous evening
sky with a thin trace of the needle as well as depicting the miniaturized
shapes of a castle. It is the moonlight that sharpens the contours of a
columned portico of a typical Polish manor house, which emerges from
behind a clump of monumentalized thujas in the etching Dom rodzinny, 1911
(Family House) by Zofia Stankiewicz, evoking her childhood memories. A
moonlight reflection shatters the darkness hovering over cottages in the
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Ukrainian graphic landscapes by Stankiewicz. The dramatic chiaroscuro
employed by the artist brings to mind the compositions of Alfred East —
nocturnes with a Whistlerian provenance. In the aquatint Noc nad jeziorem, c.
1903 (Night by the Lake) Stankiewicz directly borrows the vision of a
horizontally stretched, zoned landscape from Whistler. The omnipresent,
bluish sfumato is torn apart only by a white beam of dawn emerging over the
horizon of the Ukrainian steppe. Yet, the means of expression does not serve
to refine the aestheticized vision, but rather reflects the pursuit of
capturing the spiritual essence of nature.

The pantheistic sense of the spiritual element pervading the natural
world appears in fragmented views of gardens and orchards in etchings
executed by Jan Stanistawski, Jan Rubczak and Karol Mondral. In the
lithograph Zmierzch. Sad, 1900 (Twilight. Orchard) by Stanistawski, the
grainy trace of the lithographic crayon blurs the contours of the crooked
branches and evokes a depressive mood. The thickly intertwined net of
black boughs and twisted branches dominates the expansive sky in the
prints, Sad. Drzewa w Sniegu, 1909 (Orchard. Trees in Snow) and Mondral’s
Jablonki, 1913 (Apple Trees). The stark contrast of black and white acquires a
dramatic expression. In Tadeusz Rychter's lithograph Drzewa w zimie, 1904
(Trees in Winter) the feeling of anxiety is introduced by shades cast on the
white patches of snow, which are gnarled tree trunks and intertwined, brittle
twigs of trees bent under the pressure of wind. The consonance of the artist's
mood with the rhythms of nature becomes fully exposed in a pencil drawing
Wieczorny promien, 1898 (Evening Beam) by Weiss in which the vertical
strings of the forest wall are drawn by a sunbeam taking the shape of God's
hand. A dramatic intensification of the power of nature was achieved by
Jan Skotnicki in the etching Burza, c. 1911 (The Storm), in which
unbridled forces snatch at the tops of fragile trees and violently strike the
sky. In Jabtczynski’s Pozar, 1911 (The Fire), the threat of massive
destruction appears in the shape of a bright glow spreading over a
monochrome, naked landscape shrouded in darkness, with a riverbank
upon which the artist outlined silhouettes of mute witnesses staring into
the horizon.

The confrontation of the elements of sea and sky manifested the
pantheistic attitude of the artists and their aim to unveil the transcendent
dimension of nature. Konstanty Brandel'' enhanced the contrast of light
and shadow in his landscapes of Erquy, drawing on the Rembrandtesque
tradition of supernatural light being a vehicle of mystic experience. The
luminous sea surface in Erquy — przestrzen, ¢. 1913 (Erquy — Space) merges
here with the sky expanse connoting the infinity of the universe. The
oblique course of the sun beams apparently extends beyond the composition’s
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frame, making it inherently dynamic. The correlation between sky and
water takes on a dramatic expression in Brandel’s etching Chmury w
Erquy, c. 1913 (Clouds at Erquy) (Fig. 5-1), where the light passes with
difficulty through billowing clouds, casting a reflection on the stormy

waves.

Fig. 5-1. Konstanty Brandel, Chmury w Erquy (Clouds at Erquy), c. 1913. Etching
with drypoint on paper support 100 x 118 mm. National Museum in Warsaw, NO
Gr.W. 3811/1

Pankiewicz gave Castello del’Ovo, 1900 (Castello del’Ovo), a
structure in Naples, a ghostly look, its outline emerging from the depth of
the sea as foam reaches the very edge of the etching’s framing. This motif
of a wave forcing itself upon the viewer was transposed by Rubczak in
Fala, 1911 (Wave), when he etched the arching lines of the sea foam in a
decorative manner, clearly influenced by Japanese woodcuts.
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Polish Japonisme

The motif of tree-trunks set against distant buildings was borrowed by
Polish printmakers—similar to the Parisian Les Nabis—from woodcuts by
Katsushiko Hokusai and Ando Hiroshige.'? A thick “grid” made from boughs
is placed in the foreground in compositions done by Jan Rubczak such as
Kosciol sw. Seweryna w Paryzu, ¢. 1912 (Church of Saint-Séverin in Paris)
(Fig. 5-2) and in Karol Mondral’s Nad Sekwang, 1910 (By the Seine).

Fig. 5-2. Jan Rubczak, Kosciot sw. Seweryna w Paryzu (The Church of St. Séveérin in
Paris), c. 1911. Etching on paper support 196 x 87 mm. National Museum in
Warsaw, NO Gr.Pol. 169193/1
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The lacy network of dusk-darkened trees with the looming silhouette of
the Wawel Castle was rendered by Wojciech Jastrzebowski in his lithograph
Drzewa, 1909 (Trees). The decorative flatness of the composition is enhanced
by the glittering, silvery stripe of the Vistula River which reflects the light of
the passing day.

The horizontally stretched silhouette of a bridge depicted in Wiodzimierz
Blocki's Most o zmierzchu (A Bridge at Twilight) adheres to Japanese
woodcuts with the bridge motif. In the darkness, the spanning bridges merge
with their own reflections on the river's surface, creating abstract, ellipsoid
forms. The pictorial space is additionally flattened by the emphatically rough,
flickering texture of the lithographic stone, and the clouds densely scratched
on the night sky. Faint reflections of lights on the water are balanced by two
minute silhouettes of passers-by vanishing into the dark. Mieczystaw
Jakimowicz's Florencja. Arno po zachodzie stonica (Florence. Arno after
Sunset) is a drawing even closer to the Japanese compositions. The
foreground is delineated here by a building's fagade, as if a curtain, radically
cut by the drawing's framing; its distinct verticality balances the strip of the
Arno escaping into the illusionary depth of the image as well as balancing the
empty surface of the expansive sky over the river. The rule of asymmetrical
balance, peculiar to the aesthetics of Japonisme, is achieved here by the
bridge arcade ornamented with balls of light.

The motif of water, frequently employed by Polish printmakers, shows
the marked impact both of Whistler and of the Japanese, especially in the
use of broad blank planes of white that create asymmetrical compositional
equilibrium. In a landscape of the Vistula bank (Wista pod Kazimierzem;
Vistula River at Kazimierz, c. 1909), Skotnicki drew the fluid contour of
the naked embankment around the surface of the river, leaving its plane
untouched by the burin. The sharp contrast with a shady plane of the
ground covered with a decoratively meandering pattern apparently
transforms the element of water into an etheric substance.

Included in Leon Wyczotkowski's portfolio Tatry. Osm akwatint, 1906
(Tatras. Eight Aquatints), are the views of Tatra ponds that best exemplify
the rules of Japanese aesthetics. In the narrowed framing of Wyczdtkowski's
aquatints there has been a condensation of the artist's psychic surrender to the
majesty of the mountain massifs. Rendering the pictorial space,
Wyczdtkowski employed a device borrowed from the Japanese woodcuts of
representing a very narrow fragment of scenery which completes itself in the
viewer's imagination thanks to the reflections cast on the motionless pond
surface by these parts of the landscape that are not visible in the frame. The
compositional strata accumulate here, one over the other, creating an almost
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abstract harmony of subtly diversified grays and blacks which becomes
distorted only by the white of snow patches.

Fig. 5-3. Leon Wyczoétkowski, Czarny Staw, z teki Tatry. Osm akwatint (Black
Pond. From Tatras. Eight Aquatints), 1906. Aquatint with etching on paper support
244 x 349 mm. National Museum in Warsaw, NO Gr.Pol. 5485

The Vagueness of Form

The strongest impulse for Pankiewicz's imagination came from Whistler's
Venice series: Venice, a Series of Twelve Etchings (1880) and A Set of Twenty-
six Etchings (1886)." Also, an important reference point for Pankiewicz was
Whistler's views of Amsterdam dating from the late 1880s. His work, whose
mastery was best epitomized by morphologically extraordinary nocturnes,
has become a model for graphic cityscapes caught at night. Pankiewicz's
etching Port wloski nocg (Italian Harbor at Night, c. 1900) (Fig. 5-4) is
closely related to Nocturne: Dance House (1889), a composition
transgressing the aesthetic norms of the epoch owing to its nearly abstract
form.
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Fig. 5-4. Jozef Pankiewicz, Port wloski nocg (Italian Harbor at Night), c. 1900.
Etching on laid paper support 156 x 234 mm. National Museum in Warsaw, NO
Gr.Pol. 22449

Luminism, continuing Rembrandt's tradition, manifested itself here in an
avant-garde manner. The facade of an Amsterdam tenement house has been
reduced by the artist to a black plane through stratifying nets of dynamic
hatching. There is only the glow of a street lamp and the sifting light of
irregularly placed windows that pierce through the thicket of lines. The
mysterious aura has been achieved by Pankiewicz who used a similar visual
language. The outlines of the harbor veduta, engulfed in darkness, are
vivified in his print by dramatic contrasts of black and white. The blackness
of the vigorous hatching covers the surface of both sky and water,
allowing only meager reflections of light from the quayside street lamps.
The curtain of night is torn by a zigzag of a light reflected onto the
dormant surface of the sea.

Whistler's nocturnes played a crucial role in the formation of Feliks
Jablezynski's'* graphic style. Akin to Whistler, Jablczynski created his
nocturnes from memory. The morphological solutions applied by Whistler in
his etching Nocturne: Dance House, 1889 were transposed by Jabtczynski
into night views of Rome, Venice, Florence, and Siena by dissolving the
architectural contours and reliefs in a densely woven network of lines.
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Fig. 5-5. Feliks Jabtczynski, Portal kosciola sw. Marka w Wenecji (A Portal of St
Mark's Basilica in Venice), 1910. Oilcloth engraving on Japanese paper support 420
x 318 mm. National Museum in Warsaw, NO25587.
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White spots of light reflected from street lamps penetrate the dark
sfumato and make the texture of the walls and the arabesque of ornaments
fade away. The Rembrandtesque mysticism of light, similar to Whistler’s,
manifests itself in the contrasts between the sharp, concentrated glare and
the omnipresent darkness. The effect of framing a fragment of the fagade,
and its radical flattening, is especially striking in an oil-cloth engraving by
Jabtczynski Wenecja. Wieza ratuszowa w nocy, 1908 (Venice: City Hall
Tower at Night). 1t is only the allure of a street lamp and its fading reflections
cast on the clock face that peep through the curtain of night. The network of
architectural articulations vanishes behind the veil of darkness.

It was from Whistler's Venetian nocturnes that Jablczynski borrowed the
mode of “painting” with printing ink on the plate surface, while from the
tradition of “artistic printing” initiated by Auguste Delatre he has adapted the
retroussage method which involved applying additional strokes of ink in
order to intensify the strength of the individual lines."” In the two most
morphologically radical of Whistler's etchings, Nocturne and Nocturne:
Palaces, 1879-1880, the drawing reduced to parallel hatching is covered by a
masterly modulated, clear film of ink which, on the one hand, suggestively
reproduces the luminous effects, and on the other hand, unveils the path of
the artist's hand and becomes a sign of originality. The boats and buildings
seem to be a mirage here; void of substance, they blend with their shadows
and merge into the darkness. Such treatment of the plate’s surface resulted
from Whistler's previous experiences: it was Delatre, a well-known Parisian
printer, who, while working on the artist's first portfolio Douze eaux-fortes
d'aprés nature, taught Whistler how to manipulate ink to create rich tonal
effects.' Whistler continued this experiment in the Venetian etchings by
wiping the ink with three cloths, his palm and fingertips until he achieved a
film of desired thickness. In Nocturne: Palaces, representing the Venetian
cityscape from the Riva degli Schiavoni side, Whistler initially wiped the
plate horizontally, applying more pressure in the center and leaving more
shade at the edges; he later used concentric strokes to depict the glow of the
setting sun on the darkened sky. The artist has printed the matrix of Nocturne:
Palaces in nine versions representing different night times, from dusk to
dawn, by changing the configuration and intensity of tonal effects. To a great
extent the colour of the printing ink determined the expressive qualities of
these nocturnes. It was only in the earliest sets of the first Venetian series that
Whistler used black ink; in the remaining ones he introduced dark or pale
tones of brown.!” Jablczynski imitated the orchestration of sienna and umbra
in Whistler. The composition of Nocturne: Palaces, in which Whistler
dematerialized the walls of Renaissance buildings thanks to the effect of a
reflected lamp light, has been transposed in Jablczynski's most representative
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oil-cloth engravings from 1908-1909, such as Rzym — Forum Nervae
(Rome: Forum Nervae), Florencja - Ponte Vecchio (Florence: Ponte Vecchio)
and Wenecja - kosciol sw. Marka (Venice: St Mark's Basilica). Jabtczynski
turned the architecture into an unsubstantial phenomenon. The silhouettes of
buildings grow in Jablczynski's prints to “cyclopean” dimensions,
reminiscent of the multiplied architectural spaces peculiar to Piranesi’s Rome:
View of the Capitol, 1911. Light reflections relieve the architectural masses of
their weight and make them resemble a spidery veil through which light
periodically pierces in Portal kosciola sw. Marka w Wenecji, 1910 (4 Portal
of St. Mark's Basilica in Venice) (Fig. 5-5). The tightly woven graphic fabric
unifies the architectural divisions. The bleak expression gets intensified by
ink smudges billowing as clouds or by ink dynamically spread over the
surface of a print to obliterate the contours of fagades.

In the oil-cloth engraving entitled Wenecja - wejscie do Palacu Dozow,
1910 (Venice: The Entrance to the Doge’s Palace), Jablczynski framed a
fragment of a facade, focusing attention on the richness of the architectural
detail. By multiplying particularities and juxtaposing ornaments of diverse
texture, the artist achieved an effect close to Whistler's famous etching from
the set of Amsterdam's views, The Embroidered Curtain (1889). Like
Whistler, he subordinated the concise description of floral and geometrical
patterns to the overall decorativeness of the composition. In fagade close-ups
and the ornamentation of the portals, Jabtczynski referred to etchings such as
The Doorway from the set Venice: A Series of Twelve Etchings and
Hangman's House, Tours, 1888. The artist approached Whistlerian models
while rendering the vibration of light reflections on the late Gothic traceries
and Renaissance reliefs. In the oil-cloth engraving Wejscie do San Pietro in
Vincoli w Rzymie, 1910 (Entrance to San Pietro in Vincoli in Rome)
Jablczynski paraphrased one of Whistler's favorite motifs: the motif of an
interior surrounded by a dark architectural frame, with glare emanating from
it. In the etching Nocturne: Furnace from A Set of Twventy-six Etchings, harsh
light is pouring from a steel mill and falling on the canal surface as a bright
streak. In a night view of the Roman church depicted by Jablczynski, a
luminous arcade topping a flight of stairs introduces a strong accent of white.

The poetics of Whistler's nocturnes affected mostly the imagination of
those Polish printmakers for whom the visual language became a medium of
pantheistic faith, and for whom the “twilight records” would most
suggestively reflect the spiritual essence of nature. The Whistlerian views of a
riverside veduta were reflected in the work of Zofia Stankiewicz. She studied
at the Parisian Académie Julian in the years 1880-1883, i.e. during the period
when Whistler's visual oeuvre was already widely acclaimed. The artists were
inspired by both the oil paintings, such as Nocturne, Blue and Gold -
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Southampton Water, c. 1871-1872, and lithographs, such as Nocturne: The
River at Battersea, 1878, in which the synthesis of landscape forms has been
pushed to the boundaries of abstraction. The lithograph Nocturne: The River
at Battersea, 1878, from the portfolio Notes, 1887" was described by
Whistler in Ten O'Clock Lecture, which perfectly conveyed the alluding
capacity of the imagery: “And when the evening mist clothes the riverside
with poetry, as with a veil, and the poor buildings lose themselves in the
dim sky, and the tall chimneys become campanili, and the warehouses are
palaces of the night, and the whole city hangs in the heavens . . . and
Nature, who for once, has sung in tune, sings her exquisite song to the
artist alone” (Whistler 1888, 20).

A similar mood is evoked in Stankiewicz's aquatint Warszawa w nocy, c.
1910-1913 (Warsaw at Night). Piercing through the nightly sfumato that
shrouds the view of the Old Town is the glow of the riverbank lamps, as well
as the windows scattered over the surface of the fagades. The fine-grained
patches of aquatint, which were employed by Stankiewicz to substitute for
the textural qualities of the lithograph, make the barge passing by and the
distant strip of architecture look unsubstantial. Though the artist did not
achieve the same degree of abstraction as Whistler, yet, by modulating
minute spots of white, gray and black, she conveyed the glimmering of the
light reflections on the waves. The motif of dim lights being reflected on
the river surface, peculiar to Whistler's nocturnes, was translated by
Stankiewicz in the aquatint Ulica Szeroki Dunaj w Warszawie, c. 1910-1913
(The Wide Danube Street in Warsaw) with a streak of white and reflections
sliding on the surface of wet pavement. The bleak expression of this print is
akin to the watercolour nocturnes made by Whistler in 1884 in Amsterdam.
The sketchy articulation of tenement houses dematerialized by the darkness
surrounding them is animated thanks to the minute accents of light dripping
from the windows.

The idiosyncratic morphology of young Polish printmaking was less
constrained by the predominant aesthetic norms, and was more experimental,
than painting. This phenomenon was best exemplified by the graphic matter
and splashing of dark particles over the etching’s surface in Wawel, 1913 (The
Wawel Castle) by Jan Rubczak. The massive silhouette of the castle, devoid
of detail, looms behind the transparent veil of a blue dawn, conveyed by the
tinted paper.

The Metaphysics of Sex

The image of the modern metropolis took shape in Polish printmaking
at the fin de siecle, under the influence of the philosophy of Stanistaw
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Przybyszewski who, in 1898, introduced the concept of Early
Expressionism into Cracow Bohemian circles. Probing into the human
psyche in all its strata, the writer created the theory of “the naked soul.” As
an ardent follower of the views of Schopenhauer, he saw the main source
of human existence in the sexual instinct. In light of the fatalistic theory of
Geschlechtstrieb, sexual drive was seen as a cosmic elemental force, which
inevitably destroyed the individual for the sake of the preservation of the
species. Based on Schopenhauer’s ideas, Przybyszewski formulated his own
“metaphysics of sex,” a philosophy of the eternal struggle between man
and woman, in which the latter emerges victorious as the embodiment of
the “apocalyptic harlot.” In his apocalyptic vision, Przybyszewski made
the city the domain of all evil, a realm ruled by demonic powers and by
Satan himself. In the act of devastation, Satan had allied himself with
woman. The motif of a Satanic woman emerged in Polish printmaking
both under the influence of Przybyszewski's philosophy and the perverse
iconography of Rops, as well as in the phantasmagorical imagery of Goya.

The city of the Symbolists became the domain of fallen women; the
signs of a promiscuous woman are the signs of temptation and an omen of
destruction. The silhouette of the legendary Moulin Rouge cabaret was
rendered by Jan Rubczak using shapeless patches of aquatint in Moulin
Rouge, c. 1909 with a fragmentary view of Montmartre. The twinkling
shadows, brought out in Feliks Jasinski's print Przed domem, c. 1900 (In
Front of the House) through a fine-grained aquatint lure the viewer into
following a mysterious female figure. A pale face of a woman wearing a
sweetly ironic smile emerges, in Mieczystaw Jakimowicz's drawing
Kobieta w nocy (Woman at Night), from the vibrant atmosphere of twilight
created with a soft crayon. The contrast between light and shadow comes
into focus in Weiss's etched nocturne Place Vendéme w Paryzu, 1900
(Place Vendome in Paris). Separated from the black patch of the aquatint
lining a street tunnel is a white female figure tempting the viewer to
plunge into the whirl of the metropolis' nightlife. Shining through the web
of dynamic lines, the bright spots, akin to lively light reflections emerging
over the silhouette of a Parisian whore, intrigue us with their amorphous
shape and provoke anxiety. The most literal variant of the prostitute motif
is represented in a drawing Upadla kobieta — rozpustnica, 1904 (Fallen
Woman: Wanton) by Witold Wojtkiewicz. The artist's ironic interpretation
makes the fate of the drama's main character materialize in a form of a
winding “path of life” strewn with roses. This “milky way”, similar to the
male silhouettes on pedestals, petrified as puppets, has been elicited — as in
“negative” Japanese woodcuts — from a homogeneous black background
with a white patch.
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The Expressionist, anti-civilization myth found its clearest expression
in scenes of suicide created by Wojciech Weiss under the influence of
Edvard Munch's art, itself propagated by Stanistaw Przybyszewski.'” In
Weiss’s etching Samobdjczyni nad Arno (Suicide on the Arno), a
despairing woman appears like a ghostly silhouetted against the dark
cityscape of Florence. In his etching Morgue. Paris, 1900, the sole
evidence of the desperate action is the cloak — as if the shadow of a human
being — thrown on the balustrade of a bridge, and the pale, drowned bodies
carried away by the current. Evidently under the influence of
Przybyszewski’s “metaphysics of sex” Weiss conceived his “Kompozycja
satanistyczna” (Satanic Composition, 1899), where the body of a woman
experiencing an orgasm is intertwined with the spidery figure of the devil.
The ecstatic couple, sitting on a glowing lunar globe, hovers above a dark
silhouette of a man flung in despair to the earth.

In a sexual union with a man, the woman has taken possession of his
soul and thoughts. In Weiss's drawing “Chu¢”’(Lust. 1899), a male figure,
cringed in a gesture of despair, is overwhelmed by an obsessive
recollection of a naked female body. In the drawing Wampir (Vampire,
1899) a lethal embrace of a woman overpowers the lover's head which
relates in its iconographic motif and in composition to Munch's woodcuts.
Similarly, in a drawing by Mieczystaw Jakimowicz Pocalunek. Rece (A
Kiss. Hands) (Fig. 5-6), a woman has overtaken male existence, while the
gray ring of her hair covers the lover's face depriving him of his identity.

o

Fig. 5-6. Mieczystaw Jakimowicz, Pocalunek. Rece (A Kiss. Hands), c. 1907.
Mixed techniques: crayon, ink, gouache on paper support 116 x 165 mm. National
Museum in Warsaw, NO Rys.Pol. 159277.
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The naked female body entwines the figure of a defenseless man,
pulling him deep into the abyss in Konstanty Brandel's drypoint Pajgk
(Spider, c. 1911). Their petite silhouettes are clearly cut off from the
neutral, totally abstract background of the composition, symbolizing the
everlasting space of myth.

Erotically charged motifs, such as the inseparable unity of Eros and
Thanatos, reoccurred in Polish printmaking, as they did in the Symbolist
art of all of Europe. The unbridled powers of instincts leading to death
found its expression in the motifs of Weiss's Dionysian processions and
Brandel's erotica where naked bodies of bacchantes and lovers in a dark
abstract space focus the whole light on their pale skin symbolizing
ultimate annihilation. The blind urge of a human being towards death
was portrayed by Brandel in W otchlan, 1913 (Into the Abyss) with the
motif of a male and female body falling into the abyss, referring to the
fall of the Greek gods in Gustave Flaubert's novel The Temptation of
Saint Anthony. These visions represent an extreme of the Expressionist
attitude, rarely achieved in Polish painting at the turn of the 19th century.

The Depths of Darkness

The mystery of existence has been concealed in the boundless
universe or in the “depths of darkness”, as Franciszek Siedlecki put it. In
the technically refined etchings of Siedlecki the divine element takes
form as brilliant personifications of stars and celestial constellations that
emanate an inner light. These enrobed and bejeweled silhouettes whirl
and embrace in an undefined space, bringing to mind paintings by
Gustave Moreau such as The Kiss Among Stars.



78 Chapter Five

Fig. 5-7. Franciszek Siedlecki, Dwie gwiazdy (Two Stars), c. 1914. Soft-ground
etching with aquatint, and mezzotint on Japanese paper support 212 x 240 mm.
National Museum in Warsaw, NO Gr. Pol. 169216

As the great critic, Jan Kleczynski, wrote about Siedlicki: “with a
glittering rainbow of jewels he attired his figures, born of the mythical
Slavic fantasy, full of Indian, Persian, Byzantine reflections, as well as
those of folk and noblemen’s Poland” (Kleczynski 1913, 120). The visions
of the formation of the universe in Siedlecki's prints reflect his fascination
with the work of Odilon Redon. Siedlecki took over from Redon the
mystic sense of light, dynamically piercing darkness with a beam in Dwie
gwiazdy, c. 1914 (Two Stars)(Fig. 5-7). In the print Narodziny — Trzy
wrozki, 1913 (Birth: Three Fairies), the effect of a rough crayon drawing
achieved by the artist through combining soft-ground etching, roulette and
dry point, highlighted the supernatural essence of the fairies conducting a
magical ritual over a new cosmic being, or over a newborn human; a ritual
demarcating the course of its future fate. It was from Redon's noir
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representing death's masquerade, Le masque de la mort rouge (1883), that
Siedlecki borrowed the motif of a procession of figures in fantastic outfits
(Korowdd; Procession, c¢. 1913). The combined techniques of etching,
aquatint and soft-ground etching enabled the artist to merge the chain of
looming silhouettes into the dark background of the night whereas historic
content is evoked by the print Na krarnicach horyzontu—Jadwiga i Jagietlo,
1902 (At the Edge of the Horizon: Jadwiga and Jagietlo). Emerging from
darkness, the figures of the royal couple, powerfully reigning in the
medieval Polish-Lithuanian monarchy, inscribe an individual and
collective existence into the cosmic perspective and the everlasting cycle
of history.

Siedlecki referred to the heritage of Polish Romanticism, especially to the
mystical overtones of Juliusz Stowacki's poem “Krél Duch” (“King-Spirit”).
The symbolism of this poem was adapted also in the work of Konstanty
Brandel, reflecting the syncretic entanglement of inspirations drawn from the
romantic literature, East Asian culture and the art of the European Middle
Ages, classic antiquity and French Symbolism, Moreau's fantasy and
Piranesi's visions.”’ He subordinated historical erudition to his imagination,
constructing visions of enormous architectural spaces from stylistically
heterogeneous elements, magnified by mirror reflections in shiny floors.”
Brandel would seek pictures of imaginative buildings in his beloved book,
Flaubert's The Temptation of Saint Anthony, to create their visual
counterparts. In the etching Pogrzeb wiasny, 1913-1915 (One's Own
Funeral), Brandel extracted a white patch of petite silhouettes of the deceased
and the mourners from a thicket of lines, elevating the deceased into endless
space. The artist shared his fascination with the motif of the abyss with
Flaubert; in the print Smier¢ Apollina, c. 1910 (Apollo's Death), amidst the
panic of the fleeing muses, the fragile body of the mythical god is drowning
in the abysmal depth rendered with a velvet black of the aquatint. The motif
of ascension and fall, of perpetual change, would reoccur frequently in
Brandel's printmaking. In the etching Niepokdj, c. 1907 (Unrest), under a
vault of wavy, as if animated, construction, perceived from a number of
vantage points simultaneously, a slender figure of a winged man hangs,
embodying the artist's emotions. A visionary perspective transformed the
architectural structure of the cathedral, depriving it of constructive logic
and concrete substance.

The dramatic climax of this theme is represented in the etching Walka.
Przepadniesz w krysztale, 1917 (Fight: You Shall Fail in Crystal). The scene
of struggle between two contradictory forces personified by a naked woman
and a predatory bird is taking place in a monumental landscape encapsulating
all the elements. Revealing themselves in the print are the reminiscences of
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Klinger's graphic cycles embracing motifs of a confrontation between a
woman and a beast, in work such as Schaukel, 1879 and Bdr und Elfe, 1881,
typical of Symbolist iconography. Likewise, the various compositions
depicting abysmal depths, with couples levitating in space, show kinship with
Klinger's etchings In Nichts Zuriick and Neue Tirdme von Gliick, 1887.

At the same time, Brandel's etching Venite et videte, 1915 delivers an
optimistic message of humanity's rebirth, paraphrasing Rembrandt's famous
print Christ Crucified Between the Two Thieves (Three Crosses, 1653).
Brandel was fascinated by the dramatic chiaroscuro effects and the light
pouring from the sky which, in Rembrandt's composition, demonstrates the
divine nature of the Messiah, and was transformed by the artist into a halo
emanating from the resurrected, victorious Christ on the Cross.

Epilogue

In 1917, graphic art succumbed to the same rhythms of transformation
that were revolutionizing painting. In adopting innovative artistic attitudes,
prints sometimes even superseded the latter. Hence, 1917 terminates the
introductory phase of original Polish printmaking, anticipating the
tremendous flourish of the avant-garde graphics in the interwar period.
The year drew a close to the Impressionist trend serving to record the
ephemeral phenomena of nature; it symbolized the spiritual essence of
nature, and penetrated the human psyche. There was less expression of
emotional disquiet and fewer flights of fantasy. In 1917 a new way of
perceiving art and its role in society was born. After Poland regained its
political sovereignty, fine arts ceased to be regarded as the sole sphere
wherein patriotic ideology and pervasive national sentiment were
embodied. Art began to be seen as a field for experimentation opening up
broad possibilities and a new way of understanding morphology in art.
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Gr.Pol. 5485.

Fig. 5-4. Jozef Pankiewicz, Port wloski nocg (Italian Harbor at Night), c.
1900. Etching on laid paper support 156 x 234 mm. National Museum in
Warsaw, NO Gr.Pol. 22449.

Fig. 5-5. Feliks Jablczynski, Portal kosciola sw. Marka w Wenecji (A
Portal of St Mark's Basilica in Venice), 1910. Oilcloth engraving on
Japanese paper support 420 x 318 mm. National Museum in Warsaw,
NO25587.

Fig. 5-6. Mieczystaw Jakimowicz, Pocafunek. Rece (A Kiss. Hands), c.
1907. Mixed techniques: crayon, ink, gouache on paper support 116 x
165 mm. National Museum in Warsaw, NO Rys.Pol. 159277.

Fig. 5-7. Franciszek Siedlecki, Dwie gwiazdy (Two Stars), c. 1914. Soft-
ground etching with aquatint, and mezzotint on Japanese paper support
212 x 240 mm. National Museum in Warsaw, NO Gr. Pol. 169216.
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Notes

! The path towards recognition of the achievements in printmaking was forged by
critics and connoisseurs such as Feliks Jasienski, Zenon Przesmycki, Cezary
Jellenta, Stanistaw Lack, Antoni Chotoniewski, Tadeusz Jaroszynski, and
Wiadystaw Wankie, who undertook the difficult task of transforming the aesthetic
awareness of a conservative public, fought with determination for the ennoblement
of graphic media, and won acceptance for the aesthetics of black-and-white. For a
detailed discussion of the development of Polish turn-of-the-19th-century
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printmaking see Kossowska 2004, 101-161; Irena Kossowska “Narodziny polskiej
grafiki artystycznej 1897-1917” (The Beginnings of Polish Original Printmaking
1897-1917), Cracow: Uniwersitas 2000; Kossowska 1999, 229-246; Kossowska and
Milicer, 1998; Irena Jakimowicz, Pig¢ wiekow grafiki polskiej (Five Centuries of
Polish Printmaking), Warsaw: National Museum n Warsaw, 1997.

2 Klinger 1908, lviv.

3 The Young Poland movement, understood as a cultural formation, included a
variety of ideas and diverse artistic attitudes, not linked by a common goal or an
exclusive program. The period 1890 to 1917 is recognised as one of the peak
stages in the development of the national culture, a phase which summed up the
intellectual achievements of the 19th century and opened up new artistic
perspectives, to be developed in the coming decades of the 20th century. What
distinguished Young Poland from the other revitalising movements of Europe was
the political situation of a nation which, for over a century, had been deprived of
statechood. Hence the cultivation within Polish intellectual and artistic circles of the
traditions of Romanticism, a movement which raised literature to the rank of the
most significant manifestation of national identity. Hence the understanding of
culture as an enclave of Polishness. Hence the constant involvement with national
history and martyrology. Finally, the exceptional nature of the Symbolist
movement linked to the formation of Young Poland; a movement which, as in the
rest of Europe, manifested itself in a rich variety of ways and forms. The burden of
the Romantic tradition served here to weaken and delay the search for new artistic
languages. Yet, when an appreciation of the autonomous value of art entered the
aesthetic consciousness of Poles, it took on a distinct form, specific to Polish
culture. For detailed discussion of early modernist Polish art see: Wiestaw
Juszczak. 1977. Malarstwo polskie. Modernizm (Polish Painting: Modernism).
Warsaw: Auriga. WAIF. 7-98; Irena Kossowska and Lukasz Kossowski. 2010.
Malarstwo polskie: Symbolizm i Mloda Polska (Symbolism and Young Poland).
Warsaw: Arkady.

* Pankiewicz himself executed in Paris in 1899 the first Polish portfolio ever,
entitled Quatorze eaux-fortes, comprising Italian and French urban views
(Kossowska 2000, 18).

> The various thematic and morphological aspects of Whistler’s oeuvre came to act
as a creative impulse for many of the pioneers of Polish original printmaking.
Pankiewicz, Feliks Jablczynski, Jan Rubczak, Zofia Stankiewicz, Jan Skotnicki,
and Karol Mondral - all of these artists captured various moods, transformed
different motifs, and transposed diverse compositions borrowed from the etchings
and drypoints of the master. Whistler's graphic output was to stand as a matchless
model of technical virtuosity and revealed the boundless capabilities of this
medium (Kossowska 2000, 116-148).

® The majority of Polish artists studied in Italy, France, Austria-Hungary, Germany
and Russia, thus exposing Polish art to new trends in Europe. Polish printmakers
often travelled to Paris to admire the art of Redon, Moreau and the members of the
Nabis; some also continued their training in Munich, Berlin, and Leipzig. At the
same time, in Cracow, Warsaw and Lviv, connoisseurs and critics promoted
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printmaking through exhibitions, lectures, reviews and the typographical layout of
periodicals. One of the most impassioned among them was Feliks Manggha-
Jasienski, who collected and showed to befriended artists as well as the broader
public prints by Diirer and Rembrandt, Piranesi's etchings, Japanese woodcuts,
Vollard's portfolios, woodcuts by Riviére and Klinger's etchings.

7 Among others, the "black and white" exhibitions which, following the example of
Paris gallery shows, were held at the Krywult Salon and the Society for the
Encouragement of the Fine Arts in Warsaw contributed to the appeal of the black-
and-white imagery. At first these exhibitions presented monochromatic painting,
and later added prints and drawings. Moreover, the Warsaw Salon of Aleksander
Krywult played a key role in 1900-1906 in propagating the art of eminent
European printmakers and draughtsmen — Klinger, Redon, Rops, Kubin, Munch,
Riviere, Whistler, Carri¢re, Gauguin, Toulouse-Lautrec and Goya. French, British,
American, German, Scandinavian, and Japanese prints were frequently on display
at the Society for the Encouragement of the Fine Arts in Warsaw. These
exhibitions, being a part of the carefully planned strategy propagating the graphic
revival and stirred the imagination of many artists, such as Franciszek Siedlecki,
Konstanty Brandel, Witold Wojtkiewicz, Mieczystaw Jakimowicz, Stanistaw
Rzecki, and Feliks Jablczynski. Prints by Rembrandt, Piranesi, Goya, Whistler,
Redon, and Rops in particular became a point of reference in terms of technical
skills, intense expression and symbolic meaning.

8 It should be emphasized that the leading role among Polish printmakers of the
time was played by accomplished painters such as Jozef Pankiewicz, who accepted
the first chair at the Graphic Department of the Cracow Academy of Fine Arts in
1909, and Leon Wyczétkowski, who after 1900 abandoned painting in favour of
graphic media for three decades and who in the 1930s also began to teach graphic
techniques.

? The nocturnal paradigm in Polish symbolist painting has been discussed by
Aleksandra Melbechowska Luty in Nokturny, widoki nocy w malarstwie polskim
(Nocturnes: the Views of Night in Polish Painting), (Warsaw: Arkady, 1999);
Andrzej Turowski, Peindre la nuit, in: Francis Ribemont (ed.), Le Symbolisme
polonaise, (Paris: Somogy éditions d’art), 183-186.

1% Wojciech Weiss was one of the first Polish artists who, under the influence of the
Parisian milieu in the 1890s, embraced printmaking as an activity independent
from painting.

! Konstanty Brandel, a prolific Polish etcher, who ultimately settled in France in
1903.

12 A detailed analysis of the methods of rendering the pictorial space, derived from
Japanese woodcuts, is included in the book by Siegfried Wichmann Japonisme.
The Japanese Influence on Western Art since 1858, (London: Thames & Hudson.
1999). Lukasz Kossowski was first to discuss the influence of Japanese woodcuts
on Polish modernist art in Inspiracje sztukq Japonii w malarstwie i grafice
polskich modernistow (Japanese Inspirations in Polish Modernist Painting and
Printmaking). Exh. Cat. (Kielce: National Museum in Kielce, 1981), followed by
Anna Krél's Japonizm polski (Polish Japonism), (Cracow: Manggha, 2011).



A Flight from Colour 85

'3 The innovative formula depicting visual sensations, applied in these two sets,
constituted a turning point in the development of the etching and drypoint
techniques. At this point, Whistler put into practice the idea of belle epreuve by
quickly and perfectly etching the plate with a needle and by carefully modulating the
layer of ink left on the surface of the plate in order to achieve a subtle gradation of
tones. These additional tonal effects, different in each edition, turned the artist's prints
into original, unique works of art comparable to monotype. Etchings of James A.McN.
Whistler, selected and introduced by Maria Naylor (New York: Dover Publications.
1975), xi.

' Jablczynski resided in Paris in the years 1909-1911, where he was honing his
graphic skills. His interest in printmaking was initiated thanks to his close contacts
with Pankiewicz with whom he shared his studio. As a chemistry graduate, he would
give Pankiewicz advice in his first attempts of mastering the etching technique. In
1893 they went together on a trip to Italy. In 1907 Jabtczynski invented an original
intaglio technique — oil-cloth engraving - that consists of scratching the line with a
metal point into the surface of an oilcloth (Kossowska 2000, 54-55).

'S Delatre published two portfolios, Souvenirs: Six pointes séches (1871) and Six
pointes-séches (1873), presenting the capacity of refroussage — additional
procedures performed on the plate surface which imply the use of a muslin wipe in
order to “soften” the line path (Naylor 1975, xii)

16 Naylor 1975, xii.

7 Naylor 1975, xiii.

'8 Whistler worked with a type of a lithographic technique — lithotint — in the years
1878-1879, under the supervision of Thomas Way. For detailed analysis of the artist’s
lithographic techniques see Martha Tedeschi (ed.), The Lithographs of James McNeill
Whistler: A Catalogue Raisonne. Vol. II: Correspondence and Technical Studies
(Chicago: Art Institute Chicago, 1998).

!9 Stanistaw Przybyszewski was the main activist behind the expressionist
tendencies in the Polish artistic milieu. He arrived in Krakow from Berlin in the
autumn of 1898, famed as ‘der geniale Pole’, a friend of Edvard Munch and
August Strindberg, a prodigal critic, novelist, pianist, and dramatist, a satanist and
an occultist, one of the leading personalities of the Berlin bohéme that frequented
the tavern nicknamed “Zum schwarzen Ferkel” (“The Black Piglet”). He achieved
fame publishing philosophical and literary essays, such as Chopin und Nietzsche
(1892), Psychischer Naturalismus (1894), Auf den Wegen der Seele (1897) and the
prose poem Totenmesse (1893). At the beginning of 1899 he published in the elite
literary and artistic journal Zycie (Life) the manifesto of the new aesthetics,
Confiteor. This programmatic declaration affirmed the unity of art and religion,
and the apotheosis of the artist as a priest. Rejecting any utilitarianism in art, any
patriotic, ethical or social functions, Przybyszewski claimed that true art has no
purpose, it is a purpose in itself, it is absolute because it is a reflection of the soul.”
For an insightful discussion of Przybyszewski’s relationship with the Cracow
artistic milieu see Lukasz Kossowski and Jacek Chromy (eds.), Totenmesse:
Munch-Weiss-Przybyszewski, exh. cat. (Warsaw: Adam Mickiewicz Museum of
Literature, 1996).
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%0 Sjedlecki and Brandel maintained close contact with each other during their stay
in Paris. Siedlecki persuaded Brandel to join the Ecole Nationale et Spéciale des
Beaux-Arts in 1907. They were both inspired by the religions and cultures of Asia,
particularly India.

2l A thorough analysis of the mirror reflections employed by Brandel, a motif taken
from Renaissance treatises on the rules of ceiling perspective, was included in the
article by Joanna Szczepinska. 1969. “Fantazje architektoniczne Konstantego
Brandla” (Architectonic Phantasies of Konstanty Brandel). Biuletyn Historii Sztuki 31,
no. 3: 291-299. The artist spoke of his creative process as follows: “I try to see 'from
my own angle.” To look from places from which an eye normally does not look at the
world, for instance, as if my eye was located where my toes are”. See Witold
Leitgeber. 1979. Rozmowy z Brandlem (Conversations with Brandel), (Warsaw),
29.



CHAPTER SIX

FANTASTIC NATURE:
ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PAUL KLEE
AND ODILON REDON

JONATHAN PERKINS

Scholars have not explored the relationship between the French
Symbolist Odilon Redon who lived from 1840 to 1916 and the Swiss
Modernist Paul Klee, who was born in 1879 and died in 1940. My paper
argues that there are multiple associations between the creative approaches
and the artistic productions of these two leading figures in modern art.
Both in general themes, as well as in terms of specific artistic motifs, the
artists have important relationships. As a way to focus our study, we will
concentrate our examination on the ways both artists depict nature,
particularly plant-forms, in their work.

But before we compare specific artworks, let us examine the broader
creative associations between the two artists. Odilon Redon wrote that
“my originality consists in putting the logic of the visible at the service of
the invisible.”' Paul Klee wrote, comparing himself to another artist,
Franz Marc the following: “My fire is more like that of the dead or of the
unborn. ... In my work I do not belong to the species, but am a cosmic
point of reference.” For both artists, artistic creativity is inextricably
linked with an almost mystical connection with the spiritual. Indeed,
through their highly personal imagery, both artists merge the physical and
the spiritual, and create forms that are not visible, do not exist, other than
in the artworks themselves.

Both artists’ representations of plant life in particular link what might
be termed a pseudo-scientific approach with a deeply personal impulse
inspired by a desire to approach the spiritual. For Redon and Klee, a
fundamental aspect of their artistic creativity is a concern for the processes
of nature. In 1883, Redon produced a series of lithographs entitled “The
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Origins,” which depicted fantastic forms of plant and animal life that were
the supposed prehistoric precursors of human life. Even though the
inspiration is clearly associated with Darwin’s theory of evolution, the
approach is not really scientific, and clearly related to the artist’s fertile
imagination, as in his earlier series “In Dreams.” Although there are
depictions of familiar mythological beings such as satyrs and Pegasuses,
there is incredible imagination everywhere, particularly in the early
depiction of a plant with an eye (Fig. 6-1). This work bears the following
caption: “There was perhaps a first vision attempted in the flower.” The
series as a whole explores the process of the development of life. That
theme is the impetus for Redon’s artistic creativity.

Indeed, eyes play a prominent role in the work of both artists. In
Redon’s “eye-plant” the eerie eye calls attention to itself, and the plant is
transformed into a hybrid of the plant-like and the animal. This merging is
crucial for the creativity of both artists. Paul Klee does a group of works
which, by their titles, merge the plantlike and humans. Klee’s 1917
watercolor entitled Mourning Flowers (Fig. 6-2) forms an interesting
comparison with Redon’s lithograph.
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Fig. 6-1. Odilon Redon, There Was Perhaps a First Vision Attempted in the
Flower

Eyes are assertively depicted in both works, and immediately
recognizable, yet at the same time they function to transform the plants
into something utterly fantastic. The eye to the bottom left of Klee’s work
is “disembodied” and draws the viewer into the emotional, transformative
world of the image. Other round forms, particularly the upper left circle,
can be read as additional eyes that are clearly part of the other overtly
plant-like shapes. Even though Redon’s style is more three dimensional,
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particularly regarding the eyeball, the elegant curving forms of Redon’s
work can find parallels in many of the lines in Mourning Flowers.’

Both Redon and Klee’s hybrids of plants and humans focus on
emotions, as signaled in their forms and titles.* For Redon, we will focus
on the lithograph from his Homage to Goya Series, with the full title 7he
Marsh Flower, a Sad Human Head (Fig. 6-3). Analogously, Klee created
his drawing Passionate Plants in 1914, whereas the scholar Richard Verdi

Fig. 6-2. Paul Klee, Trauerblumen
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Fig.

6-3. Odilon Redon, The Marsh Flower, a Sad Human Head

91
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113

writes “...a lusty male ‘blossom’ gazes leeringly in the direction of a
prospective partner....”> Other expressive plant humans by Klee include
Strange Plants of 1921, Dying Plants of 1922, and Vegetal Evil of 1927.°
Comparing the approach of these artists, there are clear stylistic
differences, yet both find their aesthetic creativity sparked by a merging of
human emotions onto plants. Redon very clearly gives faces to the plants,
grafting the human heads into the areas where flowers would be. In
Redon’s lithograph, as in a group of related charcoal drawings, the setting
is bleak, and the artist presents the fantastic plant in the foreground as the
focus of our attention. There is a delicate melancholy to the depiction, for
the face gazes just slightly upward, a bit away from the viewer, and has a
somber, underplayed expression that only hints at sadness. The subtlety
of the emotional evocation in this work is only possible, I would argue,
because the flower is turned into a face.”

_gaiicery Y v 20e G lideng —

Fig. 6-4. Paul Klee, The Bud of the Smile
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Paul Klee’s style is much more abstracted and ambiguous, and also
more varied. To make clearer the differences, let us examine Klee’s
drawing Bud of the Smile (Fig. 6-4), and compare it with Redon’s Marsh
Flower (Fig. 6-3). Both are “flower faces” and both face out to the viewer,
but they are radically different. Redon’s work depicts a more or less
naturalistically modeled face. Here the outline of human head is made
explicit, and the facial features clearly “read” simultaneously as a stylized
plant. The upwardly curving forms of the “mouth” may be seen, in Klee’s
typically whimsical way, as a smile, but the face remains enigmatic
because of the particular stylization of the forms: We do find an “eye”
and perhaps a nose, but unlike Redon, we do not have a clear human face
here. In fact, the “smile” paradoxically underscores the lack of humanity
in the figure.

Let us now turn to works that focus explicitly on processes of nature, a
key element of commonality between the artists. Of particular importance
is the first lithograph from Redon’s first print series, “In Dreams,” which
dates to 1879. This image, entitled Blossoming (Fig. 6-5), depicts a face
inside a spherical form. The title signals both the plant associations, as
well as the concern for biological processes which is so central to both
Redon and Klee. The next print in the series is entitled Germination and it
depicts multiple floating heads seemingly associated with a similar central
large head inside a sphere.®

Fig. 6-5. Odilon Redon, Blossoming
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Klee was also very interested in both nature and transformative
processes, and the interconnection between the two: “In my productive
activity, every time a type grows beyond the stage of its genesis, and |
have about reached the goal, the intensity gets lost very quickly, and I
have to look for new ways. It is precisely the way which is productive—
this is the essential thing; becoming is more important than being.”
Numerous works, including many that have clearly natural forms, deal
with processes in one way or another. In his “Recollections” Paul Klee’s
son Felix discusses trips to a park with his father in the early 1920’s:
“How fascinating my father made these walks with his observation about
nature. The world of bird and flowers had especially bewitched him.”"’

Fig. 6-6. Paul Klee, Ardent Flowering

We may compare Redon’s works to Klee’s Ardent Flowering from
1927 (Fig. 6-6), which shows plant-like structures with stylized forms that
can be read as eyes and mouths. Moreover, the title of “Ardent
Flowering” makes explicit Klee’s concern for biological processes. This
brilliant work is worth a more extended analysis. The reliance on a linear
stylization, with Klee’s particular individualistic sensibility, conveys a
sense of the processes of nature: The parallel lines of the plants swoop up
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in an energetic manner, expressing their “ardent flowering.” The fertility
of the flowering is so extravagant that a face has formed. In order to
capture the processes of nature, Klee transforms literal appearance. The
evocation of the flowering of the plants, their means of fertilization, their
means of creating other plants, is paralleled with artistic creativity: Klee’s
creative imagination, his evocative personal stylistic approach
“encourages” the plants, in a sense, to become more fertile. Like Redon,
that approach involves making the plants hybrids between plants and
animals, by giving them pseudo-faces.

Klee’s late work from 1939, entitled Pathetic Germination (Fig. 6-7),
forms a fascinating comparison with the earlier work. By this time, Klee
knew he was dying, (he would die the following year), and many of his
works have an ominous tone. In a sense, this work is the complement to
Ardent Flowering. The titles are opposite in meaning, and the forms are
opposite in some ways, as well. Instead of the delicate lines and the
beautiful, underplayed color harmony of yellow and pink, we have three
stark white forms against an unforgiving black background. The lines are
thick and rough. The form at the left appears drawn inward, perhaps
destined not to reproduce. The center and right forms echo one another,
and “face” one another, but their fate is undetermined. Remarkably,
however, Klee gives these plant-like shapes forms that suggest human
features, as he does in his earlier work. The two appendages in the central

Fig. 6-7. Paul Klee, Pathetic Germination
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form can be read as “arms” reaching out for the form on the right. The
right plant does not respond clearly, and the outcome of their attempt at
germination is ambiguous.

In conclusion, the paper has intended to argue the correspondences,
but also the fundamental differences between the work of the two artists,
as can be seen by comparing Blossoming (Fig. 6-5) with Ardent Flowering
(Fig. 6-6). Redon’s Blossoming is a startling work, but one that, for all
imaginative freedom, relies on a naturalistically modeled head as the focus
of the composition. Klee’s picture creates a face most clearly in the plant
to the right, yet the abstraction in the forms makes what we are viewing
quite ambiguous. The parallel lines read simultaneously as simply lines,
and also as suggestions of plant-like and human forms. With its flatness
and assertive stylization, Klee’s work aligns with nonrepresentational art
of the twentieth century, yet the imaginative hybrid of the plant-like and
the human finds parallels in the inspirational art of Redon.
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Fig. 6-1. Odilon Redon, There Was Perhaps a First Vision Attempted in
the Flower, plate 2 of 8 from Les Origines, 1883, Lithograph in black
on light gray chine laid down on white wove paper 22.5 x 17.7 cm
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Fig. 6-7. Paul Klee, Swiss, 1879-1940, pathetisches Keimen, 1939, 281,
(Pathetic Germination, 1939, 281), Colored paste on primed paper on
cardboard, 25.5 x 48.5 cm, Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern.

Notes

'Candice Black, ed. Odilon Redon: I am the First Consciousness of Chaos, the
black album (Washington, D.C.: Solar Books, 2010), 9.

*Felix Klee, ed., The Diaries of Paul Kiee (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1964), entry 1008, pages 344 and 345.

*Many other works by both Klee and Redon depict assertive eyes. One of the
most startling by Redon is the huge eyeball from his 1879 print series “In Dreams”
entitled Vision (illustrated in Black, ed., I am the First Consciousness of Chaos,
47). Even more haunting is the eyeball within a sphere, a charcoal drawing also
entitled Vision. In this work, by placing the eye within a sphere and by indicating
hair, Redon has created a being that is dominated by one feature—the eye. The
eye in Redon’s work forms a valuable comparison with the eye in Klee’s
watercolor of 1918 entitled With the Eagle, illustrated in Paul Klee Catalogue
Raisonné, vol. 2, (London: Thames and Hudson, 2000), 473. Even though
Redon’s eye is modeled in three dimensions and Klee’s eye is flat and simplified
in form, the eyes function analogously in both works, asserting their central
presence by looking out at the viewer. They are immediately identifiable and the
central focus of both works. They have an immediate connection to the viewer,
yet the eyes exist in and of themselves without any connection to a identifiable
object from reality. They are solely the creation of each artist’s imagination.
“Other Redon “hybrid” human-plant works include the charcoal drawings Swamp
Flower: A Sad and Human Head, Marsh Flower and Strange Flower. These
works are illustrated and discussed in Barbara Larson, The Dark Side of Nature:
Science, Society, and the Fantastic in the Work of Odilon Redon (University Park,
PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), 75-79.

SRichard Verdi, Klee and Nature (New York: Rizzoli, 1984), 126.

Verdi, see pages 146, 141 and 137 for illustrations of these works.

"Each of the related charcoal drawings gives a slightly different feel (see footnote
4). In Swamp Flower.: a Sad Human Head the downward gaze of the profile face
and the fact that the plant droops under the weight of the head gives the drawing a
melancholy tone. The Marsh Flower drawing displays a very similar composition,
but the face is depicted head on, and with eyes gazing upward instead of down.
The tone, however, is similar to the other work, and is conveyed primarily in the
expression of the face, clearly sad. Whether downcast or upcast, the expression
conveys a bleakness corresponding to the setting. Strange Flower contrasts with
these works in three aspects: the face appears youthful, it looks directly out at the
viewer, and it has a neutral expression.

*[lustrated in Larson, The Dark Side of Nature, 111.

%Felix Klee, ed., The Diaries of Paul Klee, entry 928, page 307.

"Ibid., 416.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE DUALITY OF LIGHT IN ROSSETTI’S
EKPHRASTIC POEMS AND PAINTINGS

DEBORAH H. CIBELLI

Rossetti scholar and art historian Alicia Faxon has noted that the
writing and art of Dante Gabriel Rossetti complement each other and that
“from the time of his first oil painting, The Girlhood of Mary Virgin (Fig.
7-1), he wrote poems to accompany his paintings” (Faxon 1989, 18). She
qualified this statement about the close relationship between Rossetti’s
poems and paintings, noting “except for a work specifically commissioned
after an earlier poem, The Blessed Damozel, he never created paintings to
go with his poems, though many of his images refer to writings by others”
(Faxon 18). More needs to be said about the relationship between
Rossetti’s poetry and painting throughout his career, because on a
fundamental level Rossetti translated visual imagery into different media.
Rossetti himself defined the process of literary translation as “perhaps the
most direct form of commentary.”" To that end, he refined and developed
his ideas about imagery translating paintings into texts and literary
descriptions of art into actual paintings.

The literary descriptions of art that Rossetti relied upon to create his
paintings are examples of ekphrasis, a technique that followed classical
models developed first by Homer to describe the shield of Achilles in /liad
XVIII as representing a microcosm of the cosmos. Other sources for
ekphrasis include the classical literature of Philostratus who described
ancient Greek and Roman sculpture and painting, and the work of Lucian
who wrote of the famous Calumny of Apelles, that later became the source
for a Renaissance painting by Sandro Botticelli (Williams 2009, 10-13).
During the nineteenth century, Rossetti undertook ekphrastic exercises as
he translated Dante’s Vita Nuova c. 1850 and used the Divina Commedia
as a source for his own depictions of the Virgin Mary, Beatrice, and other
female types. In assessing examples of Rossetti’s art related to poetry,
Rossetti developed a form of Symbolist ekphrasis rooted in his concept of
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translation in which painting and poems are both a “direct form of
commentary.” In other words, his sonnets on art and his paintings related
to poetry were inter-textual with one text becoming part of a critical
discourse on another.

Dante’s description of a relief in the last lines of Purgatorio Canto X
inspired Rossetti’s early painting, Ecce Ancilla Domini “Behold, I am the
handmaid of the Lord” from 1849-53 (Fig. 7-2), which depicted the
Annunciation.” The canto stated:

And in her mien this language had impressed,
"Ecce ancilla Dei," as distinctly
As any figure stamps itself in wax (The Divine Comedy, 1869, 2, 60).

Fig. 7-1. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Girlhood Mary Virgin
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Fig. 7-2. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ecce Ancilla Domini (The Annunciation
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For Dante it was the Virgin’s compliance as the Lord’s servant that was
“imprinted in her attitude” (Barkan 2011, 67). In crafting the painting
based upon this verse, Rossetti made her acquiescence explicit,
showcasing his knowledge of Renaissance poetry and the iconography of
Renaissance paintings. Rossetti’s adaptation of Dante and his references to
Renaissance art in his painting of the Annunciation titled Ecce Ancilla
Domini and in other paintings and poems warrant further study. Using
motifs from the Renaissance he contrasted the earthly and heavenly realms
and conveyed the idea that light had the ability to unify the earthly and the
spiritual and to represent transcendence. Thus, Rossetti used light for more
than the modeling of form and explored the limitations of mimesis. Light
was manipulated to separate and distinguish earth from heaven, to create a
celestial hierarchy, and to represent physical form imbued with spiritual
beauty.

To understand the significance of light as a paradigmatic symbol in
Rossetti’s oeuvre, we must discuss the iconography and style of ekphrastic
paintings such as Ecce Ancilla Domini. Rossetti’s siblings Christina and
William Michael Rossetti served as models for Ecce Ancilla Domini
allowing him to make the religious figures quite lifelike. William posed
for the head of the Archangel Gabriel while Christina was shown as
vulnerable in two figure studies. In one of the drawings she was portrayed
as the Virgin Mary dressed in a plain white garment (Fig. 7-3) (Fredeman
2002, 228; Surtees 1971, 2, plates 30-31). In the second, a nude figure
study (Fig. 7-4), Christina is portrayed as Mary responding to the angel’s
salutation, “Ave gratia plena Dominus tectum” / “Hail, full of grace, the
Lord is with thee” from Luke 1:28, with a wide-eyed, horror stricken look
on her face as she raises one hand to her face and the other above her
head.® This pose was to show that Mary was at first troubled by the
utterance and wondered what it meant (Van Dijk 1999, 420). Her violent
response recorded in the drawing recalls the pose and attitude of the Virgin
in the sumptuous Annunciation by Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi
from 1333 in Siena in which Mary turns her body away from the angel
clad in a fluttering plaid garment who leans forward to deliver his
salutation. While it is tempting to consider that the pose rendered in the
nude study and adapted for the final painting may have been interpreted as
recording Christina Rossetti’s unease, it falls within the conventional
iconography for religious painting. Indeed, the pose reinforces the
message of “Ecce ancilla domini” and signals the Virgin’s acceptance of
her role after she received the “troubling” news and responded
affirmatively to Gabriel’s salutation.
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The Archangel gestures as he holds lilies that are the traditional
symbols of purity in scenes of the Annunciation that are either held in the
angel’s hands, as they are here, or are displayed in a vase. The unopened
bloom may refer to the Incarnation and is shown with two opened
blossoms to represent the Trinity.* Gabriel holds the lilies diagonally with
the stem at an angle that directs the viewer’s attention to Mary. Three
more lilies cascade downward in the unfinished embroidered panel on a
stand located in the foreground and may refer to the transitory nature of
life. The embroidery stand is unique to Rossetti’s Annunciation in his
attempt to portray the daily life of the Virgin. It is also similar to one he
included in The Girlhood of Mary Virgin (1848-1849) where Mary is
shown with St. Ann working on the embroidery panel.

In his correspondence of 14 November, 1848 to Charles Lyell, a friend
and translator of Dante, Rossetti noted that Christina modeled for the
Virgin in The Girlhood of Mary Virgin and described the embroidery
stand:

I have represented the future Mother of Our Lord as occupied in
embroidering a lily - always under the direction of St. Anne; the flower she
is copying being held by two little angels. At a large window (or rather
aperture) in the background, her father, St. Joachim, is seen pruning a vine.
There are various symbolic accessories which it is needless to describe. I
have made several studies in chalk for the picture, besides the design for
the composition: but the only parts yet painted in on the canvas, are the
background (which would admit of no delay for the reason before alluded
to) and a portion of the figure of the Blessed Virgin, for which Christina
sits to me; her appearance being excellently adapted to my purpose
(Fredeman 2002, 75-76).
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Fig.7-3. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Study for Ecce Ancilla Domini (The Annunciation)
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Fig. 7-4. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ecce Ancilla Domini- Female Nude- Study for the
Virgin.
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While Rossetti regarded most of the motifs as well known, he felt it
necessary to explain the symbolism of the briar and crossed palm fronds
placed on the floor before them in his sonnet related to the painting: “The
seven-thorn’d briar and the palm seven-leaved/ Are her great sorrow and
her great reward” (Rossetti 1897, 2, 354). Rossetti suggested that the plant
imagery referred to the joys and sorrows of the Virgin because of her
happiness regarding Christ’s majesty and the grief she would experience
with Christ’s death.

Rossetti continued to embellish the floral symbolism of the
Renaissance in his painting of the Annunciation. In Ecce Ancilla Domini a
single vine climbs the rear wall beyond the archway of the austere interior.
The lilies are part of the white palette inspiring Rossetti who had just
turned to painting to refer to the work as the “blessed daub” and in a self-
deprecating way as the “white eyesore” (Fredeman 2002, 225).
Nonetheless, he selected white for its association with purity. Writing to F.
G. Stephens in 1874, Rossetti stated that the painting was, “in point of
time the ancestor of all the white pictures which have since become so
numerous—but here there is an ideal motive for the whiteness.” Rossetti
suggests that he regarded his own painting as more successful than work
such as Whistler’s White Girl (1861-62), later known as Symphony in
White No. 1, and Symphony in White No. 2 (1865), both portraits of
Whistler’s mistress Joanna Heffernan, when he commented on the unique
idealism of his Annunciation (Grieve 1971, 219-224).

The white palette was enhanced by Rossetti’s treatment of light which
played an essential role in Ecce Ancilla Domini. While the simple interior
of the room is illuminated by the flame in the wall sconce, a source of
artificial light located on the back wall of the chamber, a spiritual light
emanated from the haloes of the figures, from the entire figure of the
Archangel, and from the dove referencing the Holy Spirit. In addition, the
wingless Archangel, hovering near Mary, had an unusual source of
illumination in the form of the yellow flames that flickered around his feet.
The hovering, light-imbued angel is a dynamic figure who is animated
because he plays a key role as interlocutor in the narrative. Mary, shown
without a halo, is separated from Gabriel as she inhabits an earthly realm
illuminated by the artificial light of the wall sconce. In a most profound
sense Rossetti used light in this painting to separate the figures and
distinguish between the angel sent from heaven and the earthly figure of
Mary of Nazareth. Rossetti’s painting of the Annunciation also relied upon
the poses and expressions of the figures to convey the narrative. His work
differed from many of his Renaissance predecessors in that he did not
inscribe Gabriel’s salutation or Mary’s response on the painting.’ Indeed,
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he had decorated the original frame before it was reframed in the seventies
with “religious mottoes in Latin copied from a medieval brass” (Grieve
1973, 19). Rossetti relegated the text to the margins and chiefly relied
upon the physical properties of the painting to convey meaning. His work
was shaped by the conception of painting as mute poetry, an idea that was
based upon an aphorism that Plutarch attributed to Simonides from
antiquity.” In turn, Rossetti thought of his other artwork as “silent poems”
and used art as the subject of many sonnets (Stein 1975, 21). For
Rossetti, Simonides’ dictum also meant that poetry was a speaking picture.

Part of the discourse regarding ekphrasis that remained relevant for
Rossetti was the debate about the emotive quality of poetry and painting.
In 1870, Rossetti wrote to Dr. Thomas Gordon Hake:

As with recreated forms in painting, so I should wish to deal in poetry
chiefly with personified emotions; and in carrying out my scheme of the
“House of Life” (if I ever do so) shall try to put into action a complete
dramatis personae of the soul (Doughty and Wahl 1965, 1, 850, qted in
Stein 1975, 201-202).

The affective nature accorded to art and writing was also part of the
aesthetic sensibility of the period exemplified by the work of the critic
Walter Pater who wrote on Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelites and referred
to Gotthold Ephriam Lessing and the eighteenth-century discourse
comparing the sister arts of poetry and painting (Pater 1893, 52).

Rossetti was keenly aware of the ekphrastic tradition, producing his
“Sonnets for Pictures” for The Germ when he was 22 years old. In the
journal he published sonnets about paintings by Mantegna, Hans Memling,
Giorgione, and Ingres after visiting the museums and galleries in France
and Belgium with William Holman Hunt during the fall of 1849 (Ormond
2006, 156). The aesthetic experience of viewing the masters was such that
Rossetti felt inspired to write descriptive poetry to capture fleeting
emotion using expressive, lyrical forms.

In the sonnet “For An Allegorical Dance Of Women By Andrea
Mantegna” he envisioned in Parnassus, as a painting in which Mantegna
was projected into the place of the poet and musician, Apollo (Helsinger
2009, 420). As Rossetti noted in a telling passage:

But I believe that, leaning tow’rds them, he
Just felt their hair carried across his face
As each girl passed him; nor gave ear to trace (Rossetti, 1897, 1, 346).

In the verse describing the painting, Apollo is physically absorbed by the
music he creates. The female dancers move as a group with the individual
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figures envisioned as coming in such close proximity to Apollo that their
hair brushes across his face. With their graceful movements the women are
physically alluring and represent beauty.

Beauty was essential to his aesthetic vision as Rossetti made clear in a
statement forging a relationship between men, women, painting, and
poetry included in his notes published by his brother:

Picture and poem bear the same relation to each other as beauty does in
man and woman: the point of meeting where the two are most identical is
the supreme perfection (Rossetti 1897, 1, 510 quoted in Stein 1975, 197).

There was the possibility of transcendence because beauty, as noted by
David Sonstroem, was embodied in the woman inherent to “four fantasies”
Rossetti related to salvation. The four types include the beautiful woman
in heaven, femmes fatales, sinful women who appeal for help, and the
victimized women who cannot be saved (Sonstroem 1970, 3-4). In his
work dedicated to these types, Rossetti portrayed sensuous women as
“virtuous sources of spiritual energy” (Morrison 2011, 70). He created a
duality that encompassed the sacred and profane, endowing the figures
with a sensuality that often elicited criticism.

In his famous review titled, “The Fleshy School of Poetry,” published in
The Contemporary Review in 1871, Robert Buchanan chiefly took offense at
the content of the sonnet “Nuptial Sleep” and other poems from 7he House
of Life. Similarly, Walter Pater singled out “The Blessed Damozel, ” when it
was first published in 1850, for its seemingly unwholesome physical reality
(Buchanan 1871, 334; Fredeman 1964-65, 299).8

In Appreciations, Pater noted:

One of the peculiarities of The Blessed Damozel was a definiteness of
sensible imagery, which seemed almost grotesque to some, and was
strange, above all, in a theme so profoundly visionary (Pater 1889, 230
qted in Stein 1975, 125).

Despite his acknowledgement of the negative criticism of Rossetti’s poetry
and the aberrant qualities he found in “The Blessed Damozel,” Pater
defended the sensuality stating that it was rooted in Dante, “Like Dante, he
knows no region of spirit which shall not be sensuous also, or material”
(Pater 1889, 230).

As a love-sonnet modeled on the work of Dante, Rossetti’s “The
Blessed Damozel,” developed an ekphrastic description of a picture that
Rossetti translated into two paintings with the same title. Rossetti created
those works using Alexis Wilding for the principal figure, his other
favorite model. The first painting of 1871-1878 (Fig. 7-5) produced for the
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cotton and wine merchant William Graham of Glasgow and Liverpool is
now in the Fogg Museum and the second painting of 1875-1879 (Fig. 7-6)
made for the Liverpool shipper Frederick Richard Leyland is from the
Lady Lever Art Gallery in Liverpool (Thomas 2000, 82).

Fig. 7-5. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Blessed Damozel
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Fig. 7-6. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, The Blessed Damozel

One of the ways in which Rossetti suggested that the sensual female
figure was in heaven was to include Marian imagery in the painting that he
referenced in the first sestet:
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The blessed Damozel leaned out
From the gold bar of Heaven:
Her blue eyes were deeper than the depth
Of waters stilled at even;
She had three lilies in her hand,
And the stars in her hair were seven (Rossetti 1897, 1, 232).

The three lilies, evoking the Incarnation and the Trinity in paintings of the
Annunciation, and seven stars alluding to the seven joys and sorrows of
Mary suggest that the figure is worthy company for the Virgin (Bentley
1982, 38). Similarly, the pairs of lovers derived from Botticelli’s Mystical
Nativity are shown with the dove of the Holy Spirit overlooking them
(Faxon 1989, 209).

The religious iconography explored in the poem motivated Graham to
ask Rossetti to create a predella panel so that the painting of the Blessed
Damozel he commissioned resembled a Renaissance altarpiece. The
frame bisecting the top half of the painting from the predella also evoked
the “gold bar” described in the poem. While Rossetti inscribed fragments
of the verse on the elaborate frame of the painting, the second version of
the painting Rossetti made for Leyland had a carved and gilded classical
frame without text (Fredeman 1964-65, 308). The background of the
second version was modified to include the head of a small winged child
above the Damozel that was placed there to make the painting more
poignant (Thomas 2000, 74). The flames surrounding the two other figures
were accentuated to represent the movement of the angelic souls described
in the verse, “And the souls mounting up to God / Went by her like thin
flames.” The winged child and flames show Rossetti revised the painting
to conform to the poetic imagery (Surtees 1971, 1, 141). He made the
modifications to suggest heaven and earth are “simultaneously knowable”
and to convey the possibility for the soul to ascend to heaven (Bentley
1982, 36). With the quest for an earthly and spiritual duality in his art,
Rossetti’s poem and paintings referred to different sources of light to refer
to the celestial hierarchy and to describe the imaginary reunion of the
lovers, making their meeting almost sacred.

In a telling passage, the Damozel states:

When round his head the aureole clings,
And he is clothed in white,
11 take his hand, and go with him
To the deep wells of light;
As unto a stream we will step down,
And bathe there in God’s sight (Rossetti 1897, 1, 234).
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The aureole resembles a halo that illuminates the male lover who would
ideally enter the field of light. The Damozel imagines him in a stream of
light as she waits to see if he will join her. Despite her expression of hope,
the sonnet ends on a somber note, with the speaker providing a record of
the Damozel’s reactions to the separation:

(I saw her smile.) But soon their path
Was vague in distant spheres,
And then she cast her arms along
The golden barriers,
And laid her face between her hands,
And wept. (I heard her tears.) (Rossetti 1897, 1, 236).

The “golden barriers” separate heavenly from earthly lover and
circumscribe a realm that seems divine and magical. Nonetheless, the
failure of the couple to reunite introduces an element of skepticism and
perhaps even religious doubt because heaven has become far removed
from the earthly lover (Bentley 1982, 43; Stein 1975, 151-152). As critic
Ronnalie Roper Howard notes, “the poem is an overstatement: heaven is
hell to one separated from a lover, or, heaven would be an eternity of the
highest moment of human love” (Howard 1972, 48-49).

In these two paintings Rossetti captured all of the attendant fears and
desires of the lovers by casting his figures in a dividing light. Light
represents the lover’s longing for the celestial woman’s physical presence
that ultimately results in alienation and despair rather than divine grace.
At the same time there is the aesthetic sensibility that beauty will
positively affect viewers offering them the possibility of transcendence.

In Rossetti’s art and writing, encompassing the first painting of Mary’s
childhood, the naturalistic Annunciation, and the images of separated
lovers, Rossetti explored the affective properties of ekphrastic poetry and
painting and used the duality of light and other elements drawn from the
Renaissance to divide heaven from earth, to denote the hierarchy of the
“Dantesque Heavens,” and to endow physical form with spiritual beauty.’
Rossetti examined the light-infused and emotionally laden themes in the
life of the Virgin and the happiness and despair of the beautiful woman in
heaven over the course of thirty years in image and text, as he practiced
his own form of Symbolist ekphrasis. He described paintings in poems and
gave visual expression to poetry in painting. He also developed an
aesthetic sense of beauty based upon a duality of light.
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Notes

! According to Rossetti, translation,“(involving as it does the necessity of settling
many points without discussion,) remains perhaps the most direct form of
commentary” (Rossetti, “Preface,” The Early Italian Poets (1861), in Collected
Works 2, 1897, xiii, qted in Prettejohn 2007, 106).

2 Rossetti sold the painting to Francis MacCracken, from Ireland, in 1853,
renaming the painting the Annunciation. At the time of the sale Rossetti was
reworking the painting. In other letters he called the painting the “blessed daub”
and the “white eyesore” (Fredeman 2002, 225).

3 Surtees 1971, Vol. 1, 14, writing of the sketch dated 1849 of the clothed figure,
notes, “it is reasonable to assume that the figure is that of Christina Rossetti.” The
nude study in pencil on blue paper from c. 1849 with strong lines delineating the
face was in the possession of Fanny Cornforth, Rossetti’s model and mistress
whom he met in the late 1850s.

4 Koch 1964, 75 discusses the theological writings and biblical verses referring to
lilies. Of the lilies in the Cloisters Annunciation he notes, “Christ announced by
Gabriel but not yet born would be the single bud, the two opened blossoms the
other aspects of the Trinity.

5 Unpublished letter in the Bodelian Library, Oxford qted in Surtees 1971, 1, 14.

% The painting by Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi has the phrase, “Ave gratia
plena Doninus tectum” (Hail full of grace, the Lord is with thee, from Luke 1.28)
inscribed on the painting. See Van Dijk 1999, 420-36.

7 For Plutarch see Lee 1967, 171. Similarly, in a verse letter on The Art of Poetry,
the Roman lyricist Horace stated, “as is painting, so is poetry,” painters and poets
have always enjoyed the same prerogative to dare whatever they would” (Williams
2009, 42).

8 The Blessed Damozel first appeared in the second issue of The Germ and was
later revised and republished in the 1870s and in Rossetti, The Collected Works
from 1879. See Rossetti 1897, 232-236).

? Rossetti attributed the phrase, “Dantesque Heavens” to William Holman Hunt
who used it when he commented on his poetry. See Fredeman 2002, 63.



CHAPTER EIGHT

THE IDEAL AND MATTER:
GUSTAVE MOREAU’S AMBIGUOUS DUALITIES

PETER COOKE

Moreau’s art is haunted by unresolved contradictions. The artist saw
life in terms of the play of interdependent polar opposites founded on the
essential duality of the Ideal and Matter. He developed a reactionary
spiritualist ideology in opposition to the prevailing Naturalism of his time,
which he despised as a manifestation of materialism and democracy.
Although trained in the academic tradition, his major works, inspired by
Greek mythology and the Bible, do not conform to academic norms of
didactic clarity, offering instead ambiguity and polysemy. Through the
analysis of five major paintings, I shall endeavour to show how the
fundamental ideological opposition between the Ideal and Matter found
increasingly complex expression in ambiguous relationships between
masculinity and femininity, life and death, line and colour, spirituality and
sensuality, Christianity and paganism.

Let’s begin with Oedipus and the Sphinx (Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York), Moreau’s manifesto painting of 1864 (Fig. 8-1). Duality
lies at the heart of this powerful picture. First, in the tense confrontation
between the male and female figures: a wiry, sculptural Oedipus, whose
vertical masculinity is underscored by the red spear he is holding and by
the adjacent polychrome column, meets, with a determined expression, the
round-eyed gaze of the female creature latched onto his body. The
sphinx’s femininity is emphasised by her comely girl’s face, her ornate
hair, and her prominent breast, together with her jewels. But she in turn is
characterised by duality, part human, part animal. Moreover, earthbound
in her human and lion form, she is also endowed with wings that suggest
the capacity to soar above the earth. Both Oedipus and the sphinx,
although immobile, are intensely alive, with their psychic energy
concentrated in their eyes. At their feet, however, lie fragments of human
bodies. Death lurks nearby, as the price for the failure to answer the riddle
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proposed by the sphinx.

In a commentary written at the time of composition, Moreau interprets
the sphinx as ‘the earthly Chimera, vile like matter, and attractive like it,
represented by this charming female head, with wings that still promise the
ideal and the body of a monster, of a carnivore that tears and annihilates’."
Starting from Moreau’s comments, the painting can be read allegorically
as an idealist affirmation of the superiority of mind over matter, of the
ideal over the treacherous promises of earthly honours, power and glory.’
The latter are symbolised by the golden crown, the purple cloth and the
laurel wreath lying at bottom right, beneath the snake — the biblical serpent
— crawling up the shaft of the column towards the ornate cinerary urn. A
butterfly — a traditional symbol of the soul — flies up to safety, just above
the urn and opposite a stunted fig tree on the left, a symbol of sin.
According to this optimistic allegorical reading, just as Oedipus resists and
dominates the sphinx, the soul escapes from sin and death. However, a
more open-minded examination of the picture, seen in its historical
context, reveals fundamental ambiguities.

In the aesthetic and moral context of the 1860s, Oedipus and the
Sphinx may be read as a comment on the sensuality of the mythological
nude, the dominant form of academic figure painting in the Salon
exhibitions of the time, as exemplified by Alexandre Cabanel’s Nymph
Abducted by a Faun of 1861 (Palais des Beaux-Arts, Lille). Whereas
Cabanel’s figures give themselves up to an erotic embrace, Moreau’s
austere Oedipus grimly but calmly resists the temptation of the eroticised
sphinx, a traditional symbol, as Scott Allan has pointed out, of voluptas, of
lust.’ In this respect, I have suggested elsewhere that, on one level,
Oedipus and the Sphinx is a mythological Temptation of St Anthony.* In
this respect it presents a form of iconographical syncretism, mingling
pagan mythology with a Christian subject. The Christian aspect is
underscored stylistically by archaising, Pre-Raphaclesque elements: the
slim anatomy of Oedipus, the strict profile presentation of the sphinx and
of Oedipus’s head, the gothic folds of his drape, the quattrocento style of
the drawing, with its sharp, wiry contours, that evoked, for the critics in
1864, the influence of Andrea Mantegna.5 Now, in the Romantic period,
the pre-High Renaissance, the Pre-Raphaelite style, had been codified as a
pure spiritual style, adopted by some French Catholic painters in
opposition to the pagan materialism of modern naturalism.’ The
paradoxical combination of a subject from Greek mythology — inherently
associated with pagan sensuality — and a Pre-Raphaelite style created what
Théophile Gautier called ‘Gothic hellenism’, a stylistic oxymoron.” In fact,
the style of the picture is even more paradoxical, for the austere linear
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elements co-exist with rich Venetian colour and a dense materiality of
facture in the landscape setting. The presentation of the moral opposition
between voluptas and chaste resistance is also fundamentally ambiguous.
The remarkable effect of erotic fascination that Moreau’s sphinx was
capable of producing in the male spectator is exemplified by the reaction
of Charles Beaurin, writing in 1864:

It is a woman with a lion’s body and vast wings. Her nipples touch
Oedipus, left practically naked by the knot torn from his cloak; her leonine
hindquarters are voluptuously curved. Desire makes her wings palpitate
and her fallen tail twists gently. Her profile is raised towards Oedipus’s
with an imperious, irresistibly seductive grace.®

In fact, Oedipus and the Sphinx partakes of the moral ambiguity inherent
in the iconographical schema to which it refers: like the typical nineteenth-
century versions of the Temptation of Saint Anthony, Moreau’s picture
simultaneously stigmatises and incites sexual desire.”

Thus, the allegorical motifs that Moreau added to the composition as a
moral commentary in emblematic form do not at all suffice to impose
semantic closure on the picture. Its unresolved dualities remain, not only
in the iconography, but also in the style. The ‘vile’ matter that Moreau
professed to abhor is celebrated in the rich colour and facture, while
juxtaposed with wilfully controlling lines: feminine couleur and masculine
dessin confront each other."’ In terms of iconography, the confrontation
between male and female is fixed in an immobile duel of riveted gazes.
The beautiful yet monstrous sphinx both attracts with its feminine face and
breast and repels with its feline animal body.

In some respects, Orpheus (Fig. 8-2, Musée d’Orsay, Paris), presented
two years later at the Salon of 1866, is the opposite of the earlier picture:
now the female figure gazes down at the male figure. But, instead of a duel
of confrontational gazes, gently lowered eyes meet eyes closed in the sleep
of death. Death no longer lurks as a peril to be avoided, it has already
happened. Orpheus has been hacked to pieces by the Maenads. The male
figure has been overcome by the females and, in his amputated form as a
relic — or trophy — is at the mercy of a woman. Has the Ideal been
destroyed by Matter?

The picture, once more, is saturated with ambiguities and dualities.
Orpheus, dismembered, remains beautiful even in death,'’ while his ornate
lyre has survived intact. The lyre — ‘the eternal instrument of human
thought,” as Moreau once called it'> — remains, but who will play it now?
Perched on a rock above, sit shepherds, one of whom plays pipes. Do these
figures signify the continuation of music, of art, beyond Orpheus’s
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martyrdom, or do they denote the permanence of mediocrity, the
perpetuation of rustic, mortal art in a world that has no place for the
supreme, divinely inspired Poet? The tortoises at bottom right can be read
as allusions to the mythical origins of the lyre, created by Hermes out of a
tortoise shell, but also as symbols of eternity, or of silence.'

Equally ambiguous is the figure of the girl holding the lyre and the
head. As some critics recognized in 1866, her pose recalls the traditional
iconography of Salome bearing the head of Saint John the Baptist."*
Simultaneously, her tender gravity evokes the devotional paradigm of the
Pieta: for Paul de Saint-Victor, the young girl resembled ‘a Holy Woman
of the German school’."” But the girl’s demure head, with its chaste
hairstyle, is contradicted by the sensual, fetishistic appeal that her naked
feet offered contemporary male viewers. Is she a Muse or a Maenad, a
holy woman or a femme fatale? The Thracian girl’s paradoxical identity
resists closure.

The landscape setting is also ambiguous. In a notebook Moreau
described two antithetical conceptions of the subject of the girl carrying
Orpheus’s head, one situated in a ‘veiled, muffled & soft autumn
landscape’, the other characterized as ‘The opposite: wild & rocky
aspect’.'® Moreau seems to have blended the two conceptions. The figures
are situated in a barren landscape dominated by a large, Leonardo-like
rock, but the mineral sterility of the grassless earth is alleviated by the
evergreen lemon shrub at left, and the jagged outlines of the rocks are
softened by the cloudy sky and the mellow light of the sunset, which
creates a romantic mood of melancholy, while also suggesting the passing
of time. In its nuances and contradictions, the setting contributes to the
indeterminate character of the painting, in which music coexists with
silence, time with eternity, male with female, death with life. Orpheus
exemplifies what Moreau once proudly described as the “caractére indécis
et mystérieux” — the indeterminate and mysterious character —of his
art."'In the famous Salome of 1876 (Armand Hammer Collection, Los
Angeles) the identity of the female protagonist is no less paradoxical. In
Moreau’s eyes, Salome is a misogynistic symbol of the seductive powers
of ‘the eternal woman’."® She incarnates the archetypal temptress, Eve, as
Moreau indicated in a drawing (Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris, Des.
12867) in which the pose of Salome, holding the lotus flower, is made to
echo that of Eve, taking the forbidden fruit. But Moreau’s Salome is no
typical vulgar fin-de-si¢cle femme fatale: her eyes are demurely lowered,
in keeping with nineteenth-century ideals of feminine modesty. In contrast
to her modestly lowered eyes, however, Salome’s left arm is extended in a
powerful gesture that echoes the famous gestures of David’s oath-taking
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triplets, in The Oath of the Horatii (1784, Musée du Louvre, Paris). She
thereby assumes their dynamic masculine power. Yet David’s gestural
eloquence, which conforms to traditional norms of legibility, has been
subverted by Moreau, who has replaced it by a disconcerting lack of
semantic closure. Instead of indicating a striking material and yet symbolic
presence, in a human drama—the heavy iron swords clasped by Horatius—
—the dramatic gesture of Moreau’s Salome, who does not belong to the
plane occupied by Herod, points to the unseen, the immaterial, and is
therefore a sign at once empty (of any ordinary communicative function)
and transcendent. In her right hand she holds a no less ambiguous lotus
flower. Salon critics found the flower mysterious and hieratic, while more
recent historians have debated its meaning inconclusively,'” interpreting it
as a symbol of sexual desire or of purity. Perhaps the flower—whose form
seems to partake of both the lotus and the lily — symbolises both sensuality
and purity. For Salome, the powerful seductress, is both a courtesan—as
critics of the time recognised”—and a priestess performing more of a
ritual than a dance. Meanwhile Salome’s extraordinarily ornate costume,
which Moreau compared to a reliquary,”’ is heavy with glittering finery,
yet she practically hovers on the very tips of her pointed toes in a gravity-
defying pose that not even the most accomplished ballet dancer could
maintain for a moment. She is thus both emphatically material, yet
weightless. She is also fixed in one of Moreau’s most rigidly hieratic
postures, yet the fluttering scarf that trails behind her suggests forward
motion. Salome is an accumulation of opposites. The picture as a whole,
with its mummified Herod enthroned like an idol*® in the midst of a vast,
highly eclectic palace, more reminiscent of a temple than a banquet-hall, is
saturated with symbols of lust™ and drenched, metaphorically, in the blood
of Saint John the Baptist that is to be spilled by the sword-bearing
executioner. Salome is a pictorial tragedy, in which the sacred and the
profane, the pure and the impure, the spiritual and the material, are
inextricably intermingled.

The misogynistic conception of the ‘eternal woman’ that found such a
memorable expression in Salome is developed even further in the large,
but unfinished, canvas The Chimeras, 1884, (Fig. 8-3, Musée Gustave
Moreau, Paris).24 In this ‘Satanic Decameron’, as Moreau called it,
populated with hundreds of female figures distributed in a mountainous
landscape, the artist has sought to represent human passions in a highly
original way. The dominant passion, the “visible dream’ of each woman, is
symbolised by a variety of individual chimeras, ‘capricious emblems’
representing ‘the living thought of the being they accompany’. As
Moreau explained in a note for his mother:
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I am personifying the tastes, the caprices, the passions by groups
corresponding to these different feelings. Thus, to give you an example, the
figure borne by a water insect called Damselfly represents those delicate
natures which dream only of being carried by the wind, light and airy, etc,
etc, etc.

I will have passionate natures carried away by fiery chimeras, other
devoured by their chimeras, the emblems of their devouring passion, others
hurled into space in pursuit of an unobtainable and unrealisable chimera.?®

The composition has thereby become, in Pierre-Louis Mathieu’s
words, “a vast plate of teratological invention, populated by harpies,
snake-women, tortoise-women, griffin-women, etc.,” a canvas swarming
with nude or elegantly dressed women accompanied by a compendium of
monsters in which the painter has given free reign to his fantasy.

On the conscious, moralising level, which finds unequivocal
expression in Moreau’s commentaries,” The Chimeras is a religious
painting fustigating human vice and folly, a representation of “the satanic
round” of evil, centred on “an overall idea: the triumph and the
blossoming of the seven deadly sins.””’ In the centre of this symbolic
world stands “the lascivious goat mounted by lust that will be adored as it
passes.” Out of this hell — which is in fact a representation of human life,
here and now — this “satanic empire” populated by “processions of
damned Queens.” only a few rare ascetic souls, “weary, bruised, panting,
bleeding figures,” as Moreau wrote, aspire to the ideal, painfully
ascending the mountain towards “the cross of sacrifice” at the summit,
“the emblem of effort and redemptive suffering.”'

In contrast to the coherent moral perspective developed in Moreau’s
commentaries, the pictorial composition is founded on two incompatible
paradigms. On the one hand, the picture is an archaising moral allegory,
inspired by an early Renaissance religious painting, Vittore Carpaccio’s
Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand Christians on Mount Ararat (after 1512,
Accademia, Venice), a picture that he copied in Venice in drawings dated
November 1858.* Indeed, Moreau’s canvas contains a similar abundance
of figures to Carpaccio’s, as well as the important motif of the pierced
Mount Purgatory. On the other hand The Chimeras displays an abundance
of female nudes in all manner of poses, and in this respect it belongs to the
erotic paradigm of the gynaeceum or harem that was so fashionable in the
nineteenth century. One thinks for example of Chassériau’s Tepidarium
(1853, Musée d’Orsay, Paris) and, of course, Ingres’s Turkish Bath (1863,
Musée du Louvre, Paris). One also thinks of Moreau’s The Daughters of
Thespius (Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris), that singular version of the
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erotic gynaeceum.” The Chimeras thereby illustrates the duality, or rather,
the complementary nature, of Moreau’s artistic identity as a sensual
spiritualist, marked by sincere religious and ascetic aspirations, but
obsessed by the beauty of the female body. In one of the commentaries on
The Chimeras, Moreau has surely revealed his own moral struggle when
he mentions ‘this moving and tenacious contrast between the call of the
divine and the ideal and the physical nature that resists’.** This ‘contrast’
is not only to be found in the opposition between the steep, narrow and
ascetic path leading to the cross and the realm of sin that swarms below,
but is inherent in the essential conception of The Chimeras.

As a final example, I would like to turn to Jupiter and Semele (Fig. 8-
4, Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris), completed in 1895.%° This extravagantly
strange picture combines the spirit of a late medieval altarpiece—inspired,
as Genevieve Lacambre has shown, by the central panel of a polyptych by
Jean Bellegambe representing the Holy Trinity’*—with that of a Buddhist
thangka. The highly ornate style blends Christian Pre-Raphaelitism with
the sensuality of Indian sculpture. The central figure of Jupiter, Indian in
his decorative details, possesses the frontality of a Romanesque Christ
Pantocrator while holding an oriental lotus flower in one hand and resting
the other on the lyre of Apollo. Here syncretism has been taken to its
limits. Meanwhile the male-female relationship that lies at the centre of so
much of Moreau’s art has taken a new turn. According to the Greek myth,
as related by Ovid, the jealous Juno has tricked the beautiful mortal
Semele into compelling her lover Jupiter, bound by an oath, to reveal
himself to her in his divine form. Thereupon, she is burned to ashes.”’
Jupiter then takes up the foetus of Bacchus and sews it into his own thigh.
Moreau has transformed this myth—at least in his own mind—into a
mystical celebration of a neoplatonising hierogamy, a transfiguration
inspired perhaps by Edouard Schuré’s Les Grands Initiés (1889),”* in
which a purified human mortality is transformed into divine essence.
Moreau wrote in a commentary:

Semele, regenerated, purified by this fire, this coronation, penetrated by the
divine current, dies thunderstruck <in an ineffable supreme embrace>, and
with her the spirit of the senses, goat-footed animal and earthly love.*

This is Moreau’s a posteriori interpretation. The picture has its own
ambiguous eloquence, however. Whereas the Oedipus of 1864 stares
defiantly at the beautiful and monstrous temptress, the Jupiter of 1895 is
utterly unaware of the white bleeding body of the terrified Semele lying
elegantly draped across his thigh. The impassive, wide-eyed, Apollonian,
lyre-bearing Jupiter is Moreau’s symbolic, ideal self-portrait as
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transcendent Poet, altogether beyond temptation. Yet, at the foot of his
throne lie the symbols of mortal, sorrow-bound life. Among them sits Pan,
in chains. Half divine, half animal, he is the symbol of Man bound to
nature. At his feet lies a dark demon-haunted world ruled by a staring,
emerald-eyed Hecate, Queen of the night. Here, a multitude of infernal
faces, though sharply drawn, traced with a very fine brush on the canvas,
emerge murkily from the glazes, among the saturated, iridescent opacity of
the paint. According to Moreau’s commentary these creatures — the
‘sombre phalanx of the monsters of Erebus’—are ‘beings of shadow and
mystery, the indecipherable enigmas of darkness’ who ‘still have to await
the life of light’.** They are undecipherable, I would suggest, because they
represent the denizens of the sub-conscious mind. In this respect, Jupiter
and Semele may be interpreted as both a symbolic description of human
life and as a psychological self-portrait. For all Moreau’s talk of spiritual
regeneration and purification, his painting remains saturated with a
sombre, heavy, encrusted materiality. At its summit reigns a figure of
transcendence, while at its base lurks an unredeemed realm of baleful
nocturnal beings. While the flowery apex of the architecture soars
heavenwards, the structure as a whole remains weighty, immobile and
earthbound.

Moreau’s art, then, from Oedipus and the Sphinx of 1864 through to
Jupiter and Semele, completed in 1895, is a world of co-existing dualities,
of unresolved contradictions in which the Ideal and Matter are eternally
co-dependent, forever locked together, in both iconography and style. This
paradoxical cohabitation of opposites, in which ideological allegory is
undermined by subconscious symbolism, is what makes Moreau’s art so
profoundly poetic. Like great late Romantic and Symbolist poetry—that of
Gérard de Nerval and Stéphane Mallarmé, for example — Moreau’s
painting is a domain in which spiritual aspirations and the conflicts of the
psyche are played out, in which the deep tensions of the inner being are
given aesthetic unity.
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Fig. 8-1. Gustave Moreau, Oedipus and the Sphinx
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Fig. 8-2. Gustave Moreau, Orpheus
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Fig. 8-3. Gustave Moreau, The Chimeras
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Fig. 8-4. Gustave Moreau, Jupiter and Semele
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CHAPTER NINE

EDWARD BURNE-JONES’ THE SIRENS:
SEA MUSES OF ENCHANTED MUSIC

LIANA DE GIROLAMI CHENEY

Slow sail’d the weary mariners and saw,
Betwitx the green brink and the running foam.
Sweet faces rounded arms, and bosoms prest
To little harps of gold; and while they mused
Whispering to each other half in fear.
Shrill music reach’d them on the middle sea.
Lord Alfred Tennyson, The Sea-Faires'

This essay analyzes the symbolism of sirens as creatures of water in
the spectacular painting, The Sirens (1870-98, Fig. 9-1), by the Pre-
Raphaelite artist Edward Burne-Jones.” Sirens are hybrid creatures, half-
animal and half-human with strong feminine identities.” It shall be argued
that the siren in Burne-Jones’ painting functions much like the Symbolist
conception of the femme fatale because the siren evokes the dual
symbolism of water, represented in light and darkness, as the source of life
and death.

Burne-Jones began painting 7The Sirens in 1870 and struggled for over
two decades, reworking it in 1880, 1891, 1895 and 1896. As noted in his
Memorials, published in 1904, it was one of the subjects that he always
wished to paint and yet, despite his many attempts, the painting was
unfinished at his death in 1898.*  Burne-Jones was able to continue
working on the painting for such a long period because it was intended for
a noble patron, Sir Frederick Leyland, who died from a heart attack while
traveling the London Underground in 1892 and never received the work.

In the early 1870s, Burne-Jones constantly experienced nightmares
regarding this painting. He described a nightmare he represented in a
cartoon, now at the Birmingham Museum and Art Galleries in England



Edward Burne-Jones’ The Sirens 133

(Fig. 9-2), where he is on a shore “full of wraithlike women who lure me
to their destruction, looking out from the rock, tall and beautiful.””

As late as October 1891, Burne-Jones wrote a letter to his dear friend
and patron Leyland, outlining his idea for the subject matter of the
painting and noting his continued obsession with it:

I am making a plan for a picture that will not be very big and will need to
be very pretty. It is a sort of Siren-land. I don't know when or where — not
Greek Sirens, but any Sirens, anywhere, that lure on men to destruction.
There will be a shore full of them, looking out from rocks and crannies in
the rocks at a boat full of armed men, and the time will be sunset. The men
will look at the women and the women at the men, but what happens
afterwards is more than I can tell.®

Fig. 9-1. Edward Burne-Jones, The Sirens

Numerous sketches and drawings — perhaps the largest study being the
watercolor of 1875 found in the National Gallery of South Africa, Cape
Town — attest to Burne-Jones' assiduous and inexhaustible commitment to
complete such an ambitious project (compare Figs. 9-1 and 9-3).” Other
elements for the composition of The Sirens derive from studies such as a
chalk drawing wusing chiaroscuro that was a large preliminary
compositional study and is now in a private collection in England. A pastel
study from the 1870s is in a Spanish private collection.
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In Burne-Jones' painting, a group of sirens stand before the rocks
awaiting the arrival of a ship that has been mysteriously captured. The debris
on the beach reveals the sirens’ cryptic and ominous intent—men's bones
and abandoned armor decorate the foreground of the painting. In the boat,
the innocent sailors gaze with lust and passion at the mystifying beauty of
the sirens, unaware of their destiny. However, the horizon with the last beam
of light alerts and warns the viewer of their impending doom.

In her monograph on the artist, Fitzgerald describes Burne-Jones’
reference to this painting as “a picture where magic is in control—truer
than real—a ship under full sail, without wind, harbors into a shallow
cove."® Although Burne-Jones only saw the sea twice before he was 23
years old, his impressions of, and passion for, the beauty of ships and the
sea are expressed in his words: "I think a three-masted vessel in full sail is
one of the loveliest sights in the world."’ In his eagerness to understand
the magical aspects of the sea, Burne-Jones even made a model of such a
boat to study.

Burne-Jones drew portraits of different models for the faces of the
sirens. For the depiction of the slender female figures, for example, he was
inspired by Renaissance paintings, particularly by Botticelli’s The
Coronation of the Virgin, which he viewed at the National Gallery of Art
in London. He referred to a musical angel from Botticelli’s painting for the
depiction of a siren holding a musical instrument. This beautiful figure of
the siren is visualized so as to suggest the alluring magical power of her
melodious music to sailors. Burne-Jones strongly admired Botticelli
because of his imagery and sensitivity toward beauty. "Botticelli thinks
well about [a painting] before he begins, and does what is beautiful
always,"'? observed Burne-Jones.
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Fig. 9-2. Edward Burne-Jones, Nightmare of the Sirens
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Burne-Jones' conceit may also derive from the Renaissance
emblematic and mythographic traditions, as shown in Andrea Alciato's
“Emblem 102. Sirens,” in the French version as Les Emblems (Lyon 1584)
and in Choice of Emblemes (1586), the version of Alciato’s Emblems by
Geoffrey Whitney, an English poet. The epigram in Whitney’s text alludes
to seductive women that resemble the figures in Burne-Jones' The Sirens.

Birds without wings and girls without legs and fish without a mouth, they
nevertheless sing with their lips.

Who would think that any such creatures exist? Nature denied that these
things can be combined; but the Sirens show that it is possible.

She whose forms ends in a black fishtail is a woman of seductions, because
lust, carries with itself many monsters.

Men are attracted by appearances, by words, and by brilliance of spirit, that
is by Parthenope, by Ligia and by Leucosia.

The Muses tear off their feathers, and Ulysses mocks them, that is to say,
scholars have nothing to do with a harlot."!

The Renaissance mythographer Vincenzo Cartari also referenced the
emblematic sources of Alciato in Imagini Dei degli’ Antichi (1557).
Cartari’s ancient sirens are mermaids, who play flutes and lyres to entice
sailors to their rocky inlet. He cites the incident of Odysseus (Ulysses) as
an example of the enchantment of the sirens with their sweet melody,
which causes the transformation of the sailors’ bodies into sediments of
stone or sea-rocks.'” The emblematic texts of Alciato and Cartari
influenced the European visual tradition of engravers in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. In these historical images, the sirens have hybrid
aquatic bodies, but do not play any instruments. Only the huge rocky
constructions suggest the perils of approaching them for sailors.

In Burne-Jones’ painting and studies, the sirens are beautifully
portrayed with long, classical garments. Their slenderized bodies are
revealed through the wet drapery motif while their gentle expressions
conceal their sinister plan. Many are patiently waiting for the ship to enter
into the alcove of no return. The ship approaches the watery area with
caution. The anchors are still raised, and the sailors are holding on to their
shields. As the ship enters the forbidden place, the sailors and sirens make
eye contact. Some of the sirens coyly gaze at the sailors, some camouflage
their bodies with the rocks and some extend their arms over the rocks. The
rocks are the result of the transformation of previous sailors’ bodies.
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Burne-Jones depicts these rocks with some of the shapes suggesting the
bodies and faces of men, assisting the viewer in realizing that the angelic-
looking female figures among the rocks are actually vicious women.

Fig. 9-3. Edward Burne-Jones, The Sirens, 1875, watercolor

In all of his studies for The Sirens, Burne-Jones provides a watery
alcove for the ship to arrive. It is a semicircular form that serves as an
analogy for welcoming open arms and a metaphor for a sweet embrace.
The sides of the alcove are populated with watchful standing sirens who
will crush the seamen with their melodious music. A compositional
allusion to their sweet embrace is indicated by the remains of the sailors’
helmets on the shore of the inlet. On the left of the scene, among the group
of the sirens, three stand out: two hold musical instruments, while the third
floats waiting for her prey. None of them are shown chanting, although it
is possible they might be murmuring.

Burne-Jones depicts a foreground with small rocks, pebbles, and
spurry weed (spergularia marina, a plant commonly encountered in
wasteland areas near the sea in England). The flower of this plant in the
shape of a poppy is an allusion to lethal sleep as it can have an effect
similar to that of mellifluous music.
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As has been noted regarding the Perseus and Andromeda cycle (1875-
88, Staatsgalerie in Stuttgart, Germany),"> Burne-Jones visually bewitches
the viewer with The Sirens, inviting them to admire the beauty of the
painting without considering its dramatic consequences; the viewer
remains suspended in a paradoxical state. Burne-Jones' goal is to create
images of love, for love, and for beauty's sake. As he notes, "Only this is
true, that beauty is very beautiful and softens, and comforts, and inspires,
and rouses, and lifts up, and never fails.""

Fig. 9-4. Siren Painter, Odysseus and the Sirens, 480 BCE from Vulci

Burne-Jones, like the Symbolist painters throughout Europe, employed
varied imagery for the sirens. He demonstrated his fascination with this
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disturbing subject and associated the visual imagery with the symbolism
of the femme fatale, a beautiful alluring woman but dangerous and evil."®
The Symbolists connected imagery of the femme fatale with the depiction
of harpies, as in Gustave Doré’s engraving of harpies for Dante’s Inferno
(Canto XIII, 1-45) and with the depiction of sphinxes such as in Gustave
Moreau’s The Triumphant Sphinx of the 1870s from a private collection in
France. These hybrid woman-beast forms allude to the attraction of the
beautiful and the repulsion of ugliness, and evoke the excitement and fear
prevalent during the fin de siécle.'

The Symbolist painters and writers, like Burne-Jones, were mesmerized
by the myth of the sirens (Fig. 9-4). They depicted three types of theme.
One focused on the telling of an ancient tale, e.g., the story of Ulysses and
the Sirens as with Gustave Moreau‘s Ulysses and the Sirens (Fig. 9-5),
Musée Gustave Moreau in Paris; William Etty, The Sirens and Ulysses of
1880, private collection in England; Carl von Blaas, Ulysses and the Sirens
of 1882, private collection in Vienna; John William Waterhouse, Ulysses
and the Sirens of 1891, National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne; Herbert
Draper, Ulysses and the Sirens of 1909, Ferens Art Gallery, Hull; and the
American Thomas Moran, Ulysses and the Sirens of 1900, Christie’s.

Fig. 9-5. Gustav Moreau, Ulysses and the Siren
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The second type of theme emphasized the luring aspect of the siren and
her sensual desire for a man, such as in Moreau, The Poet and the Siren of
1882, Musée Moreau, Paris; Frederic Leighton (Fig. 9-7), The Fisherman
and the Syren of 1865-58, Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery, UK; John
Williams Waterhouse, The Siren of 1900, private collection in London;
Gustav Wertheimer, The Kiss of the Siren of 1882, Indianapolis Museum
of Art; and the very disturbing image of Arnold Bocklin, The Sirens of
1875, Conrad Fiedlers Kustsammlung in Munich.

The third type of depiction viewed the mysterious qualities of the siren,
sometimes depicted in a trio, at times playing the harp, and other times just
gazing at her future prey as seen in Moreau, The Sirens of 1882, Fogg Art
Museum, Cambridge, MA; Henrietta Rae, The Sirens of 1903, at the Royal
Academy of London; Armand Point, The Siren of 1896, private collection in
Paris; Evelyn de Morgan, Sea-Nymph of 1890s, Morgan Foundation, London;

Fig. 9-6. Edward Burne-Jones, The Depths of the Sea
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Fig. 9-7. Frederick Leighton, The Fisherman and the Syren

Louis Loeb, The Siren of 1904, Smithsonian American Art Museum,
Washington, DC; Edward Armitage, The Siren of 1888, Leeds City Art
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Gallery, UK; Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Ligeia Siren of 1873, private
collection in London; and Edward Poynter (Fig. 9-8), The Siren of 1864,
private collection in London.

Burne-Jones’ The Sirens belongs to the first group, where a narrative
story is presented to the viewers. As he expressed numerous times in his
writings, “I mean by a picture a beautiful romantic dream, of something
that never was, never will be—in a light better than any that ever shone—
in a land no-one can define or remember, only desire—and the forms
divinely beautiful.”'” Burne-Jones’ quest was to arouse the viewers’
aesthetic sensibilities with his beautiful painting as well as to engage them
in an intellectual quest based on the signification of the images.

Burne-Jones visualized the second type of thematic representation on
the sirens in the Depth of the Sea. He painted several versions, one in
1875, a watercolor at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, a second
painting in gouache of 1886-87 at the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard
University, Cambridge, MA, a third painting in a private collection in
London (Fig. 9-6), and a fourth, an oil on canvas of 1880s, now in a
private collection in England, originally for Robert Henry Benson.'® Here,
a siren or mermaid drags her prey of a handsome nude man deep inside the
caves of her sea palace. Rustic architecture of tall post and lintel frames
and shimmery sand are to be the new lodging for the victim. Her seductive
smile directed toward the viewer reassures them that she is successful in
her allurement and has conquered her prey.

Burne-Jones depicted two portrait drawings for the face of the siren.
One was of a very alluring and engaging female model, Lady Lewis (now
at the Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight),"”” while the second was
based on the remembrance of a dear friend Laura Lyttleton, who died
during childbirth in 1886. This event caused him great pain and inspired
him to immortalize her with a drawing.

Years later, Burne-Jones developed another composition on this theme.
The watercolor design for Flower Book, entitled The Grave of the Sea, of
1905, portrays a siren contemplating a handsome man who finds solace in
her watery residence.”” Burne-Jones studied the seaside of Rottingdean for
this watercolor.

Burne-Jones’ mythical fascination with the theme of the sirens was in
part connected to his aborted relationship with Maria Cassavetti Zambaco
(1843-1914), an accomplished Greek sculptress as well as his model. Even
though Burne-Jones was married to Georgiana and had numerous affairs
with other women, Zambaco remained his constant muse all through his
life. Zambaco, daughter of wealthy Anglo-Hellenic merchants,
Euphrosyne and Demetrios Cassavetti, married a Greek physician,
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Demeter Zambaco in 1860. She moved to Paris from London with him and
had two children, a boy and girl.”' Because of marital problems, Zambaco
left her husband in Paris and moved to London with her two children to
stay with her family. Her uncle, Alexander Constantine lonides, Greek
Consul in London, and her family were patrons of Burne-Jones. In 1866,
Burne-Jones was commissioned by the Cassavetti family to paint her
portrait. Maria Cassavetti Zambaco immediately became Burne-Jones’
model, lover and muse for the rest of his life. Unfortunately, the romantic
affair ended in a melodrama, as the brother of Dante Gabriel Rossetti,
literary writer William Rossetti, recounts:

Poor old Ned’s affairs have come to a smash together, and he and Topsy
[Morris], after the most dreadful to do, started for Rome suddenly, leaving
the Greek damsel beating up the quarters of all his friends for him and
howling like Cassandra, Georgie staying behind. I hear today however that
Top and Ned got no further than Dover, Ned being so dreadfully ill that
they will probably have to return to London.*

Despite such bitterness, in his art Burne-Jones never tired of depicting the
magic beauty of his muse Maria, as visualized in his many portraits of her,
including Portrait of Maria Zambaco of 1870 (a pencil drawing in a
Private Collection in UK, Fig. 9-9).
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Fig. 9-8. Edward Poynter, The Siren

The writings of his friends John Ruskin, Algernon Charles Swinburn
and William Morris provided other significant influences on his imagery.
Ruskin’s The Queen of the Air: Being a Study of the Greek Myths of Cloud
and Storm, for example, states:
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Thus the Harpies, as they represent vain desire, are connected with the
Sirens, who are the spirits of constant desire: so that it is difficult
sometimes in early art to know which are meant, both being represented
alike as birds of women’s heads; only the Sirens are the great constant
desire — the infinite sickness of heart — which, rightly placed, give life, and
wrongly place, waste it away; so that there are two groups of Sirens, one
noble and saving, as the other is fatal. >

Burne-Jones’ The Sirens recalls Ruskin's words in Queen of the Air:
“The Sirens are the spirits of constant desires—the infinite sicknesses of the
heart —which rightly placed, give life, and wrongly placed, waste away; so
that there are two groups of Sirens, one noble and saving and the other is
fatal. "

The tragedies of Algernon Charles Swinburn’s Chastelard and Mary
Stuart” allude to the cruel nature of women residing on an island where
they capture the men on a boat with their eyes. William Morris’s The Life
and Death of Jason of 1868 (Book XIV) also refers to a Greek tragedy. It
is well established that the close friendship of the two men, beginning with
their schooling at Oxford University, continued to be an important
influence throughout their careers and is made evident by their continuous
collaborations on their artistic endeavors.

In Burne-Jones’ The Sirens, the spooky light coming from a lantern in
the rear of the ship, the bluish shades and tints suggesting an unsettling
evening, the slow movement of the ship, where a few ripples of the waves
are marked, and the sirens’ watchful glances, all allude to a dreadful event.
But in what way is the event dreadful and for whom? The ship has no
space to maneuver. Ulysses circumspectly looks at the clusters of sirens
guarding the entrance of the death’s cove. In the foreground, Burne-Jones
depicts the sirens ceasing their playing and chanting, thus preparing to
capture their prey. Their tense glances signify that they too are afraid of
their destructive powers and the events that have been prophesied. In
earlier studies for the painting, it is suggested that the sailors might escape
and there is the depiction of adequate physical space for the ship to retreat.
Only the Sarasota version shows there is no means of escape. In the
Sarasota version, the ship is too large, the water pool is too shallow to
retreat, and the boat with the sailors can only advance and enter into the
deadly harbor of the sirens. These vicious creatures are swiftly closing the
open space behind the ship, forcing the boat to advance between rocky
formations and travel into shallow waters and visual darkness. The
malignant sirens close the gap for the sailors’ retreat. Burne-Jones also
creates the metaphorical spatial embrace within the painting, making the
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artist himself and the viewer, who anthropomorphize the contours,
accomplices in the negative outcome.

Burne-Jones’ depiction of the visual entrapment of the sailors by the
sirens is viewed by some scholars, such as Martin Harrison and Bill
Walters, as signaling pre-sexual tension, since both males and females
depicted in the work seem apprehensive. Both are victims who will be
destroyed one way or another. As prophesied, the sirens will die if they are
unable to transform the sailors into rocks. Sailors, allured by their sensual
desire, will be unable to fulfill their appetite and experience the pleasures
provided by the sirens. Instead they will experience castration, a common
fear of the fin de siécle.*®

Unlike his artistic compatriots, the Symbolists, Burne-Jones did not
overtly represent “idols of perversity or fantasies of feminine evilness, and
the formation of the new woman”.”” Burne-Jones implies that his siren’s
weightless physical beauty casts a spell of death on to man’s transcendent
soul. Here, he alludes to his own personal soul, to his inability to
overcome his passion for Zambaco after twenty years.

Fig. 9-9. Edward Burne-Jones, Maria Zambaco
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For the Symbolists, the “new woman” remains a witch with an evil,
“predatory sexuality or watery surface.””® The “new woman” establishes a
novel type of sexual revolution that men are not prepared to accept as a
reality, but only as fantasy. In their paintings, the Symbolist painters reveal
men’s tacit wishes uncovered in dreams, illusions and the subconscious. In
his book Idols of Perversity, Dijkstra stresses the importance of the literature
at the close of the nineteenth century, including Theodore Strong’s The
Smart Set of 1900, Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth, and Theodore
Dreiser’s Sister Carrie. During the period in which the books were written,
“constitutional equality terrified the male.””® The liberated female, although
appealing in her sexual freedom, needed to be apprehended, controlled and
punished, because she was a virago or unnatural.”

m B N .

Fig. 9-10. Edward Burne-Jones, Mermaid and Child
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Burne-Jones’ imagery explores another aspect of the femme fatale,
which is the constant presence of a memory or a wanton desire. It is
interesting to note the dominance of the ship or boat in The Sirens.
Romantic poets such as William Wordsworth (1770-1850) and Percy
Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822) consider the boat an image of a journey, not
just a physical sojourn, but also an aesthetic or creative voyage of the
spirit, thus a metaphysical transformation of the soul. In Prometheus
Unbound, Shelley the word “serene” refers to the spirit or the desire of the
soul of which he writes: “My soul...[moves] into a sea profound...[it] is
the boat of my desire.””' The French poet Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867)
in Les Sept Viellards echoes Shelley’s notions about the permutations of
the sea and the boat. For Baudelaire, the boat is the aging vessel of time,
while the sea symbolizes the vicissitudes of life.”> The sensuality of the
sea is compared to the woman’s hair and eyes in the poetry of Arthur
Rimbaud (1854-1891) as in Le Bateau Ivre and Paul Verlaine (1844-
1896) as in L ’Angoisse.”

Perhaps this is why in Burne-Jones’ paintings the presence of the
viewer is implied or the viewer seems to be participating in a metaphorical
act of embracing the sirens. The painter himself is also formulating a
visual and aesthetic reconciling with his own vicissitudes during the
voyage of life. The enchanted music alluded to in Burne-Jones’ The Sirens
is about the metaphysical metamorphosis of the self.

Burne-Jones further examines these physical and metaphysical
transformations in his paintings of the sirens, focusing on the dual
symbolism of sea, ocean or water. The sea may be associated with storms
and disaster or with fertility and sustenance. In previous imagery, he uses
water as a symbolic vehicle for revealing human emotions and instinctive
desires as well as mysterious secrets of the individual subconscious.™
Perhaps this association is revealed in the dark nature of the human
condition as in The Sirens and the Depth of the Sea.>> However, Burne-
Jones also reveals a different disposition of human nature, a benevolent
connection between the sea and the individual in the depictions of
mermaid paintings such as the Mermaid and Child of 1870 at the Tate
Gallery in London (Fig. 9-10); the Sea Nymph of 1881, at the Minneapolis
Institute of Arts; Mermaids in the Deep (The Mermaid Family) of 1882 in
a private collection in England; and a Mermaid with her Offspring of
1885, in a private collection in England.

In these mermaid paintings, Burne-Jones composes another type of
representation where there is harmony in nature or at sea. Moving across
the waters, the mermaid*® parallels the wave movements with her sinuous
floating figure and long flowing tresses. In these paintings, he compares
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the mermaid and water with human embryonic gestation and motherhood.
In the Mermaid and Child of 1870, Burne-Jones selects a maternal
composition of a gentle and sweet mermaid cuddling her baby. The sea-
mother’s warm embrace and her child recoiling in her bosom recalls the
paintings of Botticelli’s Madonna and Child of 1474-1500, which Burne-
Jones carefully studied at the National Gallery of London, Musée du
Louvre and the Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence during his numerous
European journeys. In the painting, the mermaid with her child just
surfaced from the deep, calm sea and is posing to admire the earthly
panorama. In the background, fields and hills surround an extended beach.
In the other mermaid paintings, the composition varies from depicting a
solo image of a mermaid holding fish in an intense blue sea, as in the Sea
Nymph of 1882, to a family of mermaids and their children swimming in
the deep blue sea, as in Mermaids in the Deep or The Mermaid Family of
1882. An unfinished and unusual painting of a Mermaid with Her
Offspring of 1885 portrays a mother holding two children in an aqueous
area, with an earthly landscape in the background. Burne-Jones combines
two Christian motifs or allegories of motherly love, a Charity or Virgin
Lactans and Virgin and Child.”” In Burne-Jones’ imagery of the
Mermaids, the figures of the mermaids, unlike the figures of the sirens, do
not chant or magically whisper to allure and destroy the passing sailors.
On the contrary, these mermaids are depicted nourishing the sea and
amusing themselves in the rhythm of the waves.

With the depictions of The Sirens and the Mermaids, Burne-Jones
reveals the dualism of his persona, or male psyche, and female psyche, or
anima.®® Perhaps as part of the culture and psychology of the fin de siecle,
he was attempting to reconcile the fear of his sexual desires for women
and the love for the mother that he never knew.
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Notes

'The poem continues:
Whither away, whither away, whither away? fly no more.
Whither away from the high green field, and the happy blossoming shore?
Day and night to the billow the fountain calls:
Down shower the gambolling waterfalls
From wandering over the lea:
Out of the live-green heart of the dells
They freshen the silvery-crimson shells,
And thick with white bells the clover-hill swells
High over the full-toned sea:
O hither, come hither and furl your sails,
Come hither to me and to me:
Hither, come hither and frolic and play;
Here it is only the mew that wails;
We will sing to you all the day:
Mariner, mariner, furl your sails,
For here are the blissful downs and dales,
And merrily, merrily carol the gales,
And the spangle dances in bight and bay,
And the rainbow forms and flies on the land
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Over the islands free;

And the rainbow lives in the curve of the sand;

Hither, come hither and see;

And the rainbow hangs on the poising wave,

And sweet is the colour of cove and cave,

And sweet shall your welcome be:

O hither, come hither, and be our lords,

For merry brides are we:

We will kiss sweet kisses, and speak sweet words:

O listen, listen, your eyes shall glisten

With pleasure and love and jubilee:

O listen, listen, your eyes shall glisten

When the sharp clear twang of the golden chords

Runs up the ridged sea.

Who can light on as happy a shore

All the world o'er, all the world o'er?

Whither away? listen and stay: mariner, mariner, fly no more.
See Alfred Tennyson (1809-1892), Sea-fairies and other poems (Boston: Estes and
Lauriat, 1890), n.p.
%A shorter version of this essay was delivered as a plenary talk at the International
Symposium on Light and Darkness in Symbolist Movement, University of Illinois
at Allerton Conference Center, April 2012, organized by Prof. Rosina Neginsky,
University of Illinois at Springfield. A revised version was published in Liana De
Girolami Cheney, Edward Burne-Jones’ Mythical Paintings (New Y ork/London:
Peter Lang Publishing, 2013).

The Sirens (Fig. 9-1) has been at the Ringling Museum in Sarasota, Florida,
since 1949.
*Dorothy Dinnerste The Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and
Human Malaise (New York: Open Press, 1999, revision of 1976), passim, and Carl
G. Jung, Man and His Symbols (New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1964),
55, observers that "a symbol always stands for something more than its obvious
and immediate meaning.”
4GBJ, Memorials of Edward Burne-Jones (London: MacMillan, 1904), I, 308 and
11, 222.
SFiona MacCarthy, The Last Pre-Raphaelite (London: Farber and Faber, 2011),
229.
%See Curtis G. Coley, The Pre- Raphaelites (New York: The Herron Museum of
Art at Indianapolis, 1964), catalogue entry n. 14, for a discussion on the
commissions and drawings related to the commissions.
"This beautiful work is a preliminary compositional study for The Sirens. The
allegory of shipwreck appears in other works, including The Voyage to Vineland
(stained glass window) and The Holy Grail (tapestry). A pastel of 1875 is in a
Spanish private collection and a watercolor of 1875 in the South African National
Gallery are both reminiscent of this drawing. The Cape Town study was exhibited
numerous times, namely, by Mass Gallery (1967); Piccadilly Gallery (1971);
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Grolier Club (1971). Provenance: Virginia Surtees; Hartnoll and Eure; Kenneth A.
Loft; Frederick R. Koch; and Sotheby’s.

8penclope Fitzgerald, Edward Burne-Jones (Baltimore, MD: Penguin Books,
1990), 236.

°F itzgerald, Burne-Jones, 236.

""Mary Lago, ed. Burne-Jones Talking (London: John Murray, 1981), 51.

"Andrea Alciato’s emblem is influenced by the literary tradition on this subject
noted in Dante’s Purgatorio, Canto XIV; Fulgentius, Mythologies, 11.8, The Fable
of Ulysses and the Sirens; Homer, Odyssey, X11.39-62, 155-202; Ovid, Art of Love,
I1.311-328; Apollonios Rhodios, Argonautika, 1V.885-924; Argonauts and the
Sirens. See also, Evrart de Conty, The Chess of Love, trans. Joan Jones (University
of Nebraska, Lincoln); Samuel Daniel, Certaine small poems lately printed: with
the tragedie of Philotas (G. Eld for S. Waterson, 1605), ed., F. D. Hoeniger and I.
Lancashire, Dept. of English (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1997). See also,
Joseph Kestner, Mythology and Misogyny: The Social Discourse of Nineteenth-
Century British Classical-Subject Painting (Madison, WI: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1989), 47-48, 70-72, and 289-300, on Ulysses and the sirens.
"2See Vincenzo Cartari, Imagini Dei degli’ Antichi (Venice 1557) (Genoa: Nuova
Stile Regina, 1987, facsimile), 133.

YSee Liana De Girolami Cheney, “Burne-Jones’ Andromeda: A Mythological
Legend,” Artibus et Historiae (2003), 35-55.

“William Gaunt, The Pre-Raphaelite Tragedy (New York: Harcourt, Brace and
Company, 1942), 152. Burne-Jones is aware of Walter Pater's philosophical
writings, particularly Plato and Platonism (London, 1893), 241-244, where Pater
discusses Plato's ideas of Beauty and Nature. See also Robin Spencer, The
Aesthetic Movement: Theory and Practice (London: Studio Vista Ltd., 1972), 37,
and Liana De Girolami Cheney, "Edward Burne-Jones: Mannerist in an Age of
Modernism," Pre-Raphaelite Art in Its European Context, eds., Susan Casteras and
Alicia Faxon (Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleight Dickinson Press, Associated University
Press, 1994), 103-16.

SSee Nina Auerbach, Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 90-96; Shearer West, Fin de
Siecle: Art and Society in an Age (New York: Overlook Press, 1994), 1-16 and 86-
104; Michelle Facos, Symbolist Art In Context (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 2009), 129-44; and Kestner, Mythology and Misogyny 6-13, 38-
44, and 77-86, on the sirens.

16 See Kestner, Mythology and Misogyny, 65-112, on Burne-Jones’ life dilemma of
love with women, in particular Maria Cassavetti Zambaco, revealed in his
paintings, including The Sirens. Burne-Jones’ schooling at Oxford University
provided him with remarkable visual and literary sources for his imagery.

For him, the origin of the word siren — deriving from Middle English, alluding
to an imaginary type of winged snake — was of great interest, as he connected the
image of a woman with the malignant symbolism of a serpent, thus echoing the
sentiments of the fin de siécle. In Etymologies (Book 11, 3:303-31), Isidore of
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Seville, claimed that in Arabia there were winged snakes called sirens whose bite
was followed by pain before death.

The etymology of Siren from a Greek word “siren” signifies a temptress that
entices and entraps men’s senses. According to Greek mythology (Fig. 9-4), the
sirens are special sea nymphs who live on the isolated island of the Faiakes or
Sirenum scopuli, perhaps Surrentum, near Naples, where there is a temple
dedicated to them (Strab. i., 23, v., 246). Surrentum (Sorrento today), a Latin word
for murmur, is an interesting association with the incantations of the sirens or with
the sound of waves of the sea, which carry a murmur, the reason for the name of
this area. The sirens, beautiful half-woman, half-bird, are the sea counterparts of
the harpies, bird-women, on earth. See Meri Lao, Sirens: Symbols of Seduction
(Rochester, VT: Park Street Press, 1998), 1-19, for ancient iconographical sources
for the sirens.

The most important sirens were Pisinoe, Aglaope and Thelxiepi, all daughters
of the river god, Achelous. One plays the flute, another the lyre, and the third,
sings.

The siren’s body is composed of a human head and torso combined with the
legs of a bird (Virgil V, 846; Ovid XIV, 88). For images of sirens as birds or
harpies, see the Siren from Canosa of 340 BCE, National Archacological Museum
of Canosa, Spain; Siren of mid-4" century BCE, form Kerameikos at the Walter
Art Museum, MD; Funerary Harpies morning with primitive tortoise-shell lyre of
mid-4™ century BCE from Kerameikos at the National Archaeological Museum in
Athens.

This hybrid formation is a result of punishment inflicted by the Goddess of
harvest and fertility, Demeter (Ceres), when the Sirens failed to save her daughter,
Persephone, from being kidnapped by Hades (Pluto), the God of the Underworld.
Demeter provides the Sirens with special wings for their bodies to assist them in
finding her daughter, Persephone (Ovi, Met, v. 442). But subsequently, they lose
their wings. Hera tricks the Sirens into a musical contest with the Muses. They lose
the contest and the Muses punish them by plucking their wings and making crowns
out of the feathers for themselves (Paus, ix. 34 & 2).

In his Odyssey, Homer recounts the meeting of Odysseus and his companions
on their journey to the island of Ithaca (Hom. Od. xii. 39 and 166). “Draw near ...
illustrious Odysseus flower of the Achaean chivalry, and bring your ship to rest
that you may hear our voices. No seaman ever sailed his black ship past this place
without listening to the sweet voice that flow from our lips, and none that listened
has not been delighted and gone on a wiser man. For we know all that the
Achaeans and Trojans suffered on the broad plain of Troy by the will of the gods,
and we have foreknowledge of all that is going to happen on this fruitful earth."
See “The Sirens,” in Homer, Odyssey, 12.184)

Unknown to Odysseus (Ulysses), the sirens are expecting his arrival and they
prepare a special melody for him. Odysseus, however, is also aware of their
malignant sound. In preparation for this passage — and on the advice of Circe — he
places wax in the ears of his companions, and orders them to bind him to the ship’s
mast so that he can hear the melodious tune but cannot move and be lured ashore.
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According to the ancient prophecy, if a ship with sailors survives unharmed,
ignoring the enchanted melody of the sirens while crossing their island, the sirens
are punished and die. When Odysseus’ ship survives the trajectory, the sirens
throw themselves into the depth of the sea and perish. The sirens’ evil gift is their
seductive chanting, their spellbound melody. See Lao, Sirens, 36-47, for a
discussion on sirens and music.

Their singing lures sailors to pass by their island. Once they hear the siren’s
melodic murmur, they are condemned to stay forever and die on the siren’s
haunted island. The classical tales of Homer’s Odyssey (Hom. Od. xii. 39) and
Ovid’s Metamorphoses (Ovid, Met v. 552) recount that all throughout the island of
Faiakes there are rocks as well as bones and remains of sailors who were
transformed and butchered and succumbed to the sirens’ divine melody, as
illustrated in the Siren Vase Painter, Odysseus and the Sirens, 480 BCE, from
Vulci at the British Museum, London, and Ulysses resists the song of the Sirens of
50-75 CE, from a fresco in Pompeii, also at the British Museum, London.
Undoubtedly, Burne-Jones, who frequently visited the British Museum art
collection and library, examined these works.

The siren’s legend is connected with two other Greek tales: one is the
abduction of Persephone; hence their bodies’ transformation into hybrid birds by
Demeter (Ov. Met. v. 552) and the second is the survival of Jason and the
Argonauts. They are saved from the melodious sound of the sirens because
Orpheus happens to be on board of the ship with them during the sea trajectory
near the island of the sirens (Strab. v. p. 252; Orph. 4rg. 1284; Apollod. i. 9. § 25;
Hygin. Fab. 141). When approaching the island of the sirens, Orpheus, a gifted
musician, assists his companion by playing even more beautiful and seductive
music for the mariners, preventing them from hearing the provocative sounds or
the magical whispers of the Sirens.

In antiquity, music was associated with cosmological vibration, for example,
“Plato places the sirens and their music in a Pre-Olympian system, among the
feminine entities regulating the destiny of the universe and the human race.” Ibid.,
39.

In Mount Parnassus, Orpheus, Apollo and the muses reject the sirens, also
named sea-muses, because they tended to indulge in odes of violence and
destruction; their sonorous voices contrasted with Orpheus and the muses’ lyrical
performances. In the musical contest between the muses and the sirens on Mount
Olympus, the sirens, who lured men to destruction with their seductive whispers,
lost the competition to the Muses, who elevated men to highest pursuits with their
poetical evocations. Ibid., 43-46, and an extraordinary sarcophagus at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art,

The Sarcophagus with the contest between the Muses and the Sirens, Late
Imperial, Gallienic, third quarter of the 3™ century CE, from the Roman Villa of
Nero.

In Roman mythology, the sirens are beautiful sea monsters, with faces and
partial bodies of women with tails of fishes, resembling mermaids as seen in
Ulysses and the Sirens, from the 2"-century Roman mosaic at the Bardo Museum
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in Tunisia. As with Greek mythology, the sirens bewitch sailors with their melodic
sounds. Roman poets recounting this myth, like Claudian, claim that the sailors
once captured expired in rapture, alluding to the sirens’ sensual pleasures in
addition to their enchanting singing.

These ancient sources are known to Burne-Jones, as is Pliny the Elder, Natural
History (First Century CE, Book 10, 70), where Pliny says that stories of sirens
should not be given any credit, though he mentions that they supposedly live in
India and attack men after charming them with song. In the Middle Ages, the
Bestiaire of Gulliaume Le Clerck or Bartholomaeus Anglicus from the thirteenth
century claims that the sirens become monsters. From the waist up, they have the
shape of a beautiful woman (Siren, Kongelige Bibliotek, Gl. kgl. S. 3466 8°, Folio
37r). The rest of body is like that of a fish or of a bird. They sing so sweetly,
entrancing men to fall asleep and then they kill them.

These medieval texts using animal tales from the classics imply an allegorical
and moral message. In the case of the Sirens, deadly hybrid animals and human
creatures allude to the luring of human appetites or worldy pleasures, which will
transform, destroy and kill their victims. Thus, sirens become symbols of sensual
and cruel pleasures. Three Sirens, Pisinoe, Aglaope and Thelxiepi, in particular,
allude to the triple pleasures of the sense of taste, hearing and touch, manifested in
the drinking of wine, the hearing of music and the touching of love. These erotic
pleasures are the most powerful means for seducing a man. The moral lesson for
men relies upon their feeling of victimization when indulging in their human
passions. These medieval allusions are revived and aggrandized with additional
malignant connotations, namely the fear of male castration, at the end of the
nineteenth century given fear of the female’s role as a “new woman,” a femme
fatale. The Symbolist painters became captivated with these transformations and
fantasized or sublimated the male power through the subjugation of female
imagery.

""Cited in Tan Chilvers, Oxford Dictionary of Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press
2004), 79-80.

8See Alexander, Mermaids, 60-61.

See Stephen Wildman and John Christian, Edward Burne-Jones: Victorian
Artist-Dreamer (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998), 264-65.

See Gabriele Uerscheln, Edward Burne-Jones’ The Flower Book (Cologne:
Taschen, 1999), 48-49, illustrations on 49.

*'penclope Fitzgerald, Edward Burne-Jones (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1975),
112-4, for a discussion on the life of Maria Zambaco.

22 See Letters of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, ed. Oswald Doughty and John Robert
Wahl. 4 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1965-67), 11, 685.

BJohn Ruskin, The Queen of the Air: Being a Study of the Greek Myths of Cloud
and Storm (New York: John Wiley & Son Publishers, 1871), 23.

24Fitzgerald, Burne-Jones, 237, for Ruskin's quotation on The Sirens.

B Algernon Charles Swinburn, Casterlard and Mary Stuart: The two tragedies
(Leipzig: Bernahard Tauchnitz, 1908), 16.
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CHAPTER TEN

THE SOUL OF THINGS:
HENRI DE BRAKELEER
AS A FORERUNNER OF THE TREATMENT
OF LIGHT IN BELGIAN SYMBOLISM'

ALISON HOKANSON

When the avant-garde Belgian journal L’art moderne launched its first
issue in 1881, its editors included a short essay outlining their principles.
They declared that theirs was the era of the artist

who laughs at science and philosophy when they get in the way of his
fantasy and freedom. . . . He lashes out at stupid vulgarity, and an entire
marvelous world—surprising, colorful, and harmonious—comes into view
and defines itself in the camera obscura of his thought. A true world, as
real as any other, because it is made entirely of elements from the actual
world, but permeated with the radiant emanations of sentiment and ideals.?

Luminosity and obscurity are key to this description of the artistic
process: the “light” of emotion and abstract thought transforms reality
within the darkened chamber of the mind. The motif of an illuminated
interior pregnant with psychological and spiritual suggestion continued to
be a significant artistic and literary trope in Belgium for the next twenty-
odd years, the heyday of the Symbolist era. Like the editors of L’art
moderne, some artists and writers conceived of evocatively lit interiors as
analogues for the creative mind. Others envisioned the play of light within
a room as revealing the hidden life and feelings of seemingly inanimate
objects.’

In the late 1880s and the 1890s the latter notion—of a sentient material
world made discernible through a ray of sunshine or the glow of
candlelight—came to be associated with the cryptic expression “the soul
of things” (in French “I’ame des choses” and in Dutch “de ziel van
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dingen”). The history of the term as currently documented suggests that it
was an adage with a great deal of currency but no clearly established
meaning. It surfaced in a variety of contexts, taking on multiple
connotations, and was aligned with several of the key artistic
developments of the day.*

In her pivotal article on “the soul of things,” Sarah Faunce traces the
expression to a short story of the same name written by the Symbolist
Hector Chainaye and published in La Jeune Belgique (the rival of L art
moderne) in November 1887.° The story concerns a grieving young widow
who regains her will to live after being embraced by a celestial
consciousness animating the objects in her bedroom and chateau grounds.
Striking light effects signal the actions of this mystical presence as it fills
the woman’s surroundings and, eventually, her heart and mind.®

As Faunce documents, “the soul of things” took center stage in art
criticism in a review written by the cutting-edge author Emile Verhaeren
on February 3, 1889.” Verhaeren wrote that the coolly analytic pointillist
style of Georges Seurat and Paul Signac distilled reality down to its
essentials, “penetrating the intimacy and, as it were, the soul of things.®
His use of the term, so markedly different from Chainaye’s, is only one
instance of the diverse ways in which “the soul of things” was employed.
About a year later, on January 26, 1890, the art maven Octave Maus
picked up the phrase for yet another purpose, to describe a “mystico-realist
school” of artists including Fernand Khnopff, George Minne, and Odilon
Redon. Maus found that in their work, which transformed reality in the
service of imagination and the ideal, “the soul mingles with things, with its
dreams, its fantasies, its flights of fancy, and its literary gyrations.”

“The soul of things” received explicit visual expression in early 1895,
when the artist Xavier Mellery showed a set of drawings (Figs. 10-1 and
10-2) with the artists’ society La Libre Esthétique under the title Emotions
of Art. The Soul of Things."" The drawings associated with the series are
largely interior scenes, many of them set in Mellery’s home."' Working in
chalk, charcoal, ink, and pencil in a small-scale format, Mellery created
intimate yet uncanny images. Dramatic effects of light and shadow endow
his rooms and furnishings with an air of mystery and even an eerie aura of
life. Although Mellery wrote repeatedly about this group of works, the
circumstances of their making and the meaning that the artist assigned to
them remain tantalizingly opaque.'?
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Fig. 10-1. Xavier Mellery, The Stair

As this etymology indicates, “the soul of things” encompassed several
different conceptions of reality and an artist’s relation to it."* This paper
aims to clarify the genealogy of the term as it pertains to interior scenes
like Mellery’s. What were the formal underpinnings for portraying “the
soul of things” via a suggestively illuminated interior, and how might the
“soul” be defined in this context?

The genesis of “the soul of things” and its identification with the
spatial interior are admittedly complex."* One important, and largely
overlooked, precedent may be found in the interior scenes of the Belgian
painter Henri De Braekeleer (1840—1888). As a Realist artist, committed to
straightforward representation of the observable world, De Braekeleer
hardly seems a likely source of inspiration for the occult concept of objects
possessing a secret spirit. Yet analysis of his work and the commentary it
inspired in the 1880s and 1890s demonstrates that his paintings were
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catalysts for the Symbolist view of eye-catchingly illuminated rooms as
manifestations of “the soul of things.”

Further, examining De Braekeleer’s art and its reception points to a
basis for “the soul of things” in Realist theories of the interplay between
individual and milieu, which maintained that the physical properties of
interiors and other sites (including, notably, the quality of the light) shaped
and reflected a person’s mood and character."” The difference between an
interior that is entwined with the human psyche and an interior with a soul
does not seem large, but the Realist roots of “the soul of things” have been
greatly neglected. De Braekeleer’s interior scenes are, in effect, missing
links in the transition from the “personalized” interiors of Realism to the
“personified” interiors of full-fledged Symbolism.

Although now largely forgotten, De Braekeleer was one of the
foremost figures in Belgian art during the second half of the nineteenth
century.'® An early ally of Realism, he earned a name for himself with
interior scenes of contemporary working-and middle-class residences and
august historic landmarks in his hometown of Antwerp. Combining an
unsparing eye for detail with a gentle lyricism derived from seventeenth-
century Dutch genre painting and northern Romanticism, De Braekeleer’s
paintings soon garnered success. Beginning in the 1870s his work was
widely exhibited, collected, and discussed in Belgium, particularly in
progressive artistic circles. He occupied a key position in the early tastes
and criticism of several future leaders of the fin-de-si¢cle Belgian avant-
garde, including Emile Verhaeren and Octave Maus, and he was féted in
three major exhibitions during the Symbolist era, including a large
showigg with the groundbreaking artists’ collective Les XX in Brussels in
1887.

De Braekeleer’s handling of light attracted admiring attention almost
from the outset of his career.'® The artist’s technique was admittedly
traditional—for most of his working life, he created the illusion of
luminosity by building up layers of paint and glazes, relying on dark tones
to suggest shadow and higher-keyed hues to evoke light."” However, the
resulting effect was anything but conventional.

One commentator was prompted to write that De De Braekeleer’s
paintings superbly mimic the appearance of ambient daylight—the warm
glow or cool sheen of sunshine as it emanates almost invisibly through an
interior. His virtuosic naturalism, impossible to convey through
reproduction, was eminently apparent to contemporary writers, who
marveled at the clarity and subtlety of his light. %

In the mid-1870s critics began to comment on the dramatic function of
light in De Braekeleer’s compositions. Several writers observed that the
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artist did not focus on figural action, as was then typical, but instead
emphasized décor and illumination. They saw the light that filters through
De Braekeleer’s interiors as the true protagonist in his work, interacting
dynamically with people and objects and bringing feeling and vitality to a
scene. With reference to Braekeleer’s paintings The Geographer (1871,
Musées royaux des Beaux-arts de Belgique, Brussels) and Antwerp: The
Cathedral (Fig. 10-3) one wrote:

For him light was a new actor that played its own role, and in that yellow
or golden light, in that struggle between sunshine and shadow, in the
effervescent lights that glinted off the furnishings or set the attic windows
aglow, in the sun’s vain attempts to inundate the room of the thinker, there
was a drama all the more moving in that the artist cast [the light] over the
poor girl at work who opens her window to the sun like a friend, and the
scholar who fears that full daylight will interrupt his thoughts.*’

Fig. 10-2. Xavier Mellery, The Soul of Things
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Although now largely forgotten, De Braekeleer was one of the
foremost figures in Belgian art during the second half of the nineteenth
century.'® An early ally of Realism, he earned a name for himself with
interior scenes of contemporary working-and middle-class residences and
august historic landmarks in his hometown of Antwerp. Combining an
unsparing eye for detail with a gentle lyricism derived from seventeenth-
century Dutch genre painting and northern Romanticism, De Brackeleer’s
paintings soon garnered success. Beginning in the 1870s his work was
widely exhibited, collected, and discussed in Belgium, particularly in
progressive artistic circles. He occupied a key position in the early tastes
and criticism of several future leaders of the fin-de-si¢cle Belgian avant-
garde, including Emile Verhaeren and Octave Maus, and he was féted in
three major exhibitions during the Symbolist era, including a large
showing with the groundbreaking artists’ collective Les XX in Brussels in
1887.17

At around the same time that De Braekeleer’s evocative treatment of
light piqued critics’ interest, commentators also began to remark on the
spiritual and emotional resonance of his settings. They did not see the
artist simply as making ordinary things beautiful—a common trope in
Belgian criticism—but as opening up mystical realms of experience
embedded in everyday interiors.

This mode of interpretation took on particularly noteworthy form in a
September 10, 1882 review in L art moderne, which dwelt at some length
on De Braekeleer’s The Old Inn “The Pilot House” in Antwerp (Fig. 10-4)
After describing the interior in detail, the anonymous reviewer exclaimed:

How great is the artist who succeeds in giving life to matter and making it
move us even more than the representation of human beings. As Heinrich
Heine said, the house, the counter, and the door are alive, because a man
has given them a part of his soul. ...It is to dreamers and artists...that the
mysterious interior life of all things is revealed.”

This passage is of considerable importance. It clearly lays out the idea
of an interior with a secret life and spirit, five years before Chainaye’s
short story appeared, and over a decade before Mellery showed his
drawings with La Libre Esthétique. 1t is perhaps paradoxical that De
Braekeleer’s emphatically prosaic painting of a down-at-the-heels
Antwerp bar inspired this description of the interplay between the human
psyche and the inanimate world—an early version of “the soul of
things.”De Braekeleer’s handling of light attracted admiring attention
almost from the outset of his career.'® The artist’s technique was
admittedly traditional—for most of his working life, he created the illusion
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of luminosity by building up layers of paint and glazes, relying on dark
tones to suggest shadow and higher-keyed hues to evoke light."” However,
the resulting effect was anything but conventional.

One commentator was prompted to write, apropos of De De
Braekeleer’s paintings superbly mimic the appearance of ambient
daylight—the warm glow or cool sheen of sunshine as it emanates almost
invisibly through an interior. His virtuosic naturalism, impossible to
convey through reproduction, was eminently apparent to contemporary
writers, who marveled at the clarity and subtlety of his light. *°

Fig. 10-3. Henri De Braekeleer, Antwerp: The Cathedral
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What the L’ art moderne article of 1882 lacks is an alignment between
De Braekeleer’s portrayal of objects endowed with a soul and his handling
of light. This link was made in an article that ran in the Amsterdam journal
De Portefeuille on July 28, 1888. In a tribute published a little over a week
after De Braekeleer’s untimely death at age forty-eight, the writer and poet
Pol de Mont harkened back to seeing the artist’s painting The Dining
Room of Henri Leys (Fig. 10-5). De Mont recalled:

a table surrounded by chairs, one or more cupboards, a chandelier... that is
the whole subject. And yet, were hundred of viewers not moved, struck
silent again and again before this handiwork, seemingly treated con amore?
Why? I assure you that something more than mere color attracted us! Out
of all that lifeless [room] a soul spoke to us, the soul of things condemned
to loneliness, grieving in the darkness, yet shining in a ray of sunlight.”>

Once again, De Bracekeleer’s critics were ahead of the rhetorical curve.
Looking at the artist’s painting of an empty interior infused with light, De
Mont saw a room with an active, feeling soul. Published about eight
months after Chainaye’s short story, and some six months before
Verhaeren’s exhibition review, De Mont’s article makes De Braekeleer’s
painting among the first artworks known to be associated with the
expression “the soul of things” in a fully conceived form.In the mid-1870s
critics began to comment on the dramatic function of light in De
Braekeleer’s compositions. Several writers observed that the artist did not
focus on figural action, as was then typical, but instead emphasized décor
and illumination. They saw the light that filters through De Braekeleer’s
interiors as the true protagonist in his work, interacting dynamically with
people and objects and bringing feeling and vitality to a scene.
Braekeleer’s paintings The Geographer (1871, Musées royaux des Beaux-
arts de Belgique, Brussels) and Antwerp: The Cathedral (Fig. 10-3):

For him light was a new actor that played its own role, and in that yellow
or golden light, in that struggle between sunshine and shadow, in the
effervescent lights that glinted off the furnishings or set the attic windows
aglow, in the sun’s vain attempts to inundate the room of the thinker, there
was a drama all the more moving in that the artist cast [the light] over the
poor girl at work who opens her window to the sun like a friend, and the
scholar who fears that full daylight will interrupt his thoughts.?'

At around the same time that De Braekeleer’s evocative treatment of
light piqued critics’ interest, commentators also began to remark on the
spiritual and emotional resonance of his settings. They did not see the
artist simply as making ordinary things beautiful—a common trope in
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Belgian criticism—but as opening up mystical realms of experience
embedded in everyday interiors.

This mode of interpretation took on particularly noteworthy form in a
September 10, 1882 review in L art moderne, which dwelt at some length
on De Braekeleer’s The Old Inn “The Pilot House” in Antwerp (Fig. 10-4)
After describing the interior in detail, the anonymous reviewer exclaimed:

How great is the artist who succeeds in giving life to matter and making it
move us even more than the representation of human beings. As Heinrich
Heine said, the house, the counter, and the door are alive, because a man
has given them a part of his soul. ...It is to dreamers and artists...that the
mysterious interior life of all things is revealed.??

This passage is of considerable importance. It clearly lays out the idea
of an interior with a secret life and spirit, five years before Chainaye’s
short story appeared, and over a decade before Mellery showed his
drawings with La Libre Esthétique. It is perhaps paradoxical that De
Braekeleer’s emphatically prosaic painting of a down-at-the-heels
Antwerp bar inspired this description of the interplay between the human
psyche and the inanimate world—an early version of “the soul of things.”

Fig. 10-4. Henri De Braekeleer, The Old Inn “The Pilot House” in Antwerp
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What the L’ art moderne article of 1882 lacks is an alignment between
De Braekeleer’s portrayal of objects endowed with a soul and his handling
of light. This link was made in an article that ran in the Amsterdam journal
De Portefeuille on July 28, 1888. In a tribute published a little over a week
after De Braekeleer’s untimely death at age forty-eight, the writer and poet
Pol de Mont harkened back to seeing the artist’s painting The Dining
Room of Henri Leys (Fig. 10-5). De Mont recalled:

a table surrounded by chairs, one or more cupboards, a chandelier... that is
the whole subject. And yet, were hundred of viewers not moved, struck
silent again and again before this handiwork, seemingly treated con amore?
Why? I assure you that something more than mere color attracted us! Out
of all that lifeless [room] a soul spoke to us, the soul of things condemned
to loneliness, grieving in the darkness, yet shining in a ray of sunlight.”>

Once again, De Braekeleer’s critics were ahead of the rhetorical curve.
Looking at the artist’s painting of an empty interior infused with light, De
Mont saw a room with an active, feeling soul. Published about eight
months after Chainaye’s short story, and some six months before
Verhaeren’s exhibition review, De Mont’s article makes De Braekeleer’s
painting among the first artworks known to be associated with the
expression “the soul of things” in a fully conceived form.

In subsequent decades avant-garde writers continued to attribute “the
soul of things” to De Braekeleer’s interior scenes.** But what exactly was
“the soul of things” that De Mont and other commentators detected in De
Braekeleer’s paintings? Of all the phrase’s possible meanings, which
applied to his art?

An article written by Emile Verhaeren on the occasion of De
Braekeleer’s first retrospective in 1891-1892 provides a clue. In his
review, Verhaeren reflected on how the worn-down, unfrequented sites that
De Braekeleer depicted were imbued with memories of the events that had
played out within their walls. Such rooms were no longer sites of human
activity but were instead enlivened only by light. As the critic put it, “iln
his melancholy and sad interiors, the only rays of animation that can slip in
must enter through the windows.” Moreover, Verhaeren mused, the
artist’s brilliant light effects could not disrupt the atmosphere of nostalgic
reverie: “the sadness of the past envelops things so penetratingly that one
continues to be supremely moved by their soul.”,4

These remarks are revelatory in so far as “the soul of things” is
concerned. According to Verhaeren, the soul of an interior derived from
the room’s history, and specifically the intimate experiences, emotions,
and physical traces of its inhabitants. The passage of light through the
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interior elicited feelings and memories associated with bygone days, and
so called forth the room’s spirit.

It cannot be entirely coincidental that Verhaeren’s image of a deserted
interior invigorated solely by light echoes De Mont’s description of The
Dining Room of Henri Leys, and in fact De Mont probably had a similar
notion of “the soul of things” in mind when he penned his article. The
picture was completed in 1869 shortly after the death of Leys, who was De
Bracekeleer’s uncle and mentor, and is in some sense a memorial to the
deceased artist. De Mont’s description of “the soul of things condemned to
loneliness, grieving in the darkness” calls to mind the departed Leys, and
thus associates the soul of the dining room with the life of its former
inhabitant—just as Verhaeren’s text does.

Fig. 10-5. Henri De Braekeleer, The Dining Room of Henri Leys

These remarks are revelatory in so far as “the soul of things” is
concerned. According to Verhaeren, the soul of an interior derived from
the room’s history, and specifically the intimate experiences, emotions,
and physical traces of its inhabitants. The passage of light through the
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interior elicited feelings and memories associated with bygone days, and
so called forth the room’s spirit.

It cannot be entirely coincidental that Verhaeren’s image of a deserted
interior invigorated solely by light echoes De Mont’s description of The
Dining Room of Henri Leys, and in fact, De Mont probably had a similar
notion of “the soul of things” in mind when he penned his article. The
picture was completed in 1869 shortly after the death of Leys, who was De
Braekeleer’s uncle and mentor, and is in some sense a memorial to the
deceased artist. De Mont’s description of “the soul of things condemned to
loneliness, grieving in the darkness” calls to mind the departed Leys, and
thus associates the soul of the dining room with the life of its former
inhabitant—just as Verhaeren’s text does.

It appears that both De Mont and Verhaeren understood “the soul of
things” as a manifestation of the human associations that accrue to an
interior over time. Until now, scholars have overlooked the fact that this
conception is remarkably close to the Realist tenet of a sympathetic
interrelation between individual and milieu. This tenet held that a person’s
character, habits, and destiny were influenced by and mirrored in their
physical surroundings—including, significantly, domestic interiors. In
visual art, this bond was often conveyed through a meticulous elaboration
of setting (including a careful staging of pictorial illumination), which
established mood and place and articulated narrative®’ Realism strongly
influenced Belgian art and literature from roughly 1860 to 1890, and the
principle of “concordance” appears prominently in art criticism of the
day®® As early as 1881, the lighting and formal arrangement of De
Braekeleer’s paintings, in particular, were interpreted as expressing this
interplay between habitation and inhabitant.”

There is an unmistakable affinity between the Realist belief that an
interior registers the personalities and experiences of its occupants, and the
Symbolist notion that an interior bears the accumulated traces of its
owners, and so comes to be graced with a kind of soul. And in fact, more
than one commentary on De Braekeleer’s work drew together the concepts
underlying “the soul of things” with the notion of an interchange between
an interior and its residents.”® Mellery also explained Emotion of Art. The
Soul of Things in precisely this manner in a now-forgotten passage in an
L art moderne article of 1909.%!

Given the fact that many of the Belgian artists and writers who turned
to Symbolism in the 1880s and 1890s had cut their eye-teeth on Realism,
it should come as little surprise that one meaning of “the soul of things”
derived from Realist conceptions of psychologically-charged space. De
Bracekeleer’s paintings are plainly crucial to this neglected early history of
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the term, enabling us to trace the transition from Realist interior—the
room as mirror of a person’s psyche—to Symbolist interior—a room with
its own soul. His canvases clearly offered writers an important stimulus for
the emerging vision of a sentient interior revealed by light.

However, De Brackeleer’s impact on his fellow artists is more difficult
to assess. Scholars have compared his interior scenes to the paintings of
James Ensor, Henry Van de Velde, and Vilhelm Hammershoi, and to
Mellery’s drawings. But the similarities between De Braekeleer’s work
and the pictures of Ensor et al. are far too general to support a claim of
direct inspiration, absent evidence from sketches or archival documents—
evidence that is so far lacking.”

Still, De Braekeleer’s interior scenes were some of the most prominent
and recent precedents available to Symbolist artists working in Belgium.
His art was so enthusiastically promoted between 1880 and 1905 that we
can be assured that painters of the interior were, at the least, generally
aware of his achievements. Mellery and De Braekeleer, in particular,
shared friends and patrons, and their work was shown and reviewed in the
same venues. Nor did the similarities between their artworks go unnoticed
among contemporary critics. In Verhaeren’s phrasing, the two artists “lived
in kindred residences of the spirit and translated them [into art].”

Moreover, it is indisputable that De Braekeleer’s paintings manifest
what became the formal backbone of many Symbolist interior scenes—
suggestively illuminated rooms that subtly evoke an otherworldly
presence. There is thus every reason to conclude that his work was vital to
the development of one facet of “the soul of things.” His Realist interior
scenes, with their exploration of the emotional and dramatic power of
light, lie at the origins of the hauntingly lit, numinous interiors found in
Belgian Symbolism.
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Notes

! This paper is an early version of the fifth chapter of my dissertation, “The Soul of
Solemn Places: The Interior Scenes of Henri De Braekeleer (1840-1888)” (PhD
diss., Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 2013).

2 “par bonheur Dartiste et 1a qui se moque, lui, de la science et de la philosophie
lorsqu’elles contrarient sa fantaisie et sa liberté. ...Il fouaille la vulgarité béte, et
tout un monde merveilleux, étonnant, coloré, harmonieux, apparait et se profile sur
la chambre obscure de la pensée. Monde vrai, aussi réel que I’autre, puisqu’il n’est
fait que des éléments du monde réel, mais pénétré des effluves lumineux du
sentiment et de 1’idée.” “Notre programme,” L’ art moderne 1 (March 6, 1881): 2.
All translations by the author.

? On the representation of interiors in later-nineteenth-century Belgian art and
writing see Sarah Burns, “A Symbolist Soulscape: Fernand Khnopft’s I Lock the
Door Upon Myself,” Arts Magazine 55 (January 1981): 80-89; Diane Lesko,
James Ensor: The Creative Years (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1985), 102—-12; Lynne Pudles, Solitude, Silence, and the Inner Life: A Study of
Belgian Symbolist Artists (Ann Arbor, MI: University Microfilms, 1988); Donald
Friedman, “Belgian Symbolism and a Poetics of Place,” in Les XX and the Belgian
Avant-Garde: Prints, Drawings, and Books ca. 1890, ed. Stephen H. Goddard,
12627, 133-36 (Lawrence, KS: Spencer Museum of Art, University of Kansas,
1992); Natascha Langerman, “Intérieur et intimisme dans I’oeuvre de Georges Le
Brun (1873-1914). La période symboliste 1901-1914,” Annales d’Histoire de I'Art
& d’Archéologie 17 (1995): 97-111; Anne Adriaens-Pannier and Norbert Hostyn,
Léon Spilliaert (Brussels: SABAM, 1996), 73-77; Sharon L. Hirsh, Symbolism and
Modern Urban Society (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2004),
chap. 6.

* For scholarship on “the soul of things” see Suzanne Houbart-Wilkin, “La maison
du peintre Xavier Mellery,” Bulletin des Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts de
Belgique 13 (1964): 27-42; Sarah Faunce, “Seurat and ‘the Soul of Things’,” in
Belgian Art 1880-1914, 41-56 (Brooklyn, NY: Brooklyn Museum, 1980); Lynne
Pudles, “Images of the Interior Life: Xavier Mellery’s /’Ame des choses,” Bulletin
des Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique 43—44 (1994-1995): 227-58;
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Vincent Vanhamme, Xavier Mellery. L’Ame des Choses (Amsterdam: Van Gogh
Museum, 2000), 27-35, 83—-84; Hirsh, Symbolism, 226-30.

3 Faunce, “Seurat,” 50.

® Hector Chainaye, “L’Ame des Choses,” La Jeune Belgique 6 (November 1887):
335-44.

7 Faunce, “Seurat,” 48-50.

8 “La volonté de travailler sirement et froidement fait davantage pénétrer dans
I’intimité et comme dans 1’dme des choses, on les analyse, on s’attache a ce
qu’elles ont de permanent bien plus qu’a leurs accidents, on isole d’elles le
temporaire, 1’individuel, I’instable et sans le vouloir on aboutit a leur synthese.”
Emile Verhaeren, “Aux XX, L’art moderne 9 (February 3, 1889), repr. in Emile
Verhaeren, Ecrits sur [’art, ed. Paul Aron (Brussels: Labor, 1997), 1: 306.

% “En voici d’autres, chez qui I’ame se méle aux choses, avec ses réves, ses
fantaisies, ses envolées, ses girations littéraires.” [Octave Maus], “L’exposition des
XX,” L’art moderne 10 (January 26, 1890): 26-27. See also Faunce, “Seurat,” 50.
1 The exhibition was held February 23—April 1, 1895 in Brussels. Mellery showed
carlier iterations of the series in 1889 and 1890 as The Life of Things (La Vie des
Choses). For more on the drawings see the sources given in note 4.

" The works that comprise Emotions of Art. The Soul of Things are difficult to
identify and correspondingly difficult to date. See Pudles, “Images,” 231-32.

12 1 explore the meanings of Mellery’s drawings in Hokanson, “Soul,” 30314,
337-39.

31 discuss the various meanings of “the soul of things” more fully in Hokanson,
“Soul,” chap. 5.

4 Among other things, one can cite the pathetic fallacy common to Romantic
poetry; the Baudelairean and Swedenborgian concepts of correspondance, or a
harmonious interconnection between the tangible and intangible; the philosophies
of Schopenhauer regarding the subjective knowledge of reality; late-nineteenth-
century theories regarding the psychological properties of material objects; and the
alignment of the domestic interior with the self, which began in the Romantic era
and increased as the nineteenth century progressed.

' These precepts were famously articulated by Edmond Duranty in La nouvelle
peinture (1876; repr. In The New Painting: Impressionism 1874—1886, San
Francisco: The Museums, 1986), 481-82.

' The best source on De Brackeleer’s life and work is Herwig Todts, Henri De
Braekeleer (1840-1888) (Antwerp: Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten,
[1988]).

7 De Braekeleer was given a posthumous retrospective in Antwerp and Brussels in
late 1891 and early 1892 as well as a vast joint exhibition with the work of his
uncle, the artist Henri Leys, in Antwerp in 1905.

'8 See, e.g., Thoré-Biirger, “Salon de 1864,” in Salons de W. Biirger 1861 & 1868
(Paris: Vve Jules Renouard, 1870), 2: 140.

1 Camille Lemonnier wrote in 1905, “[De Brackeleer] was never satisfied [with
his light effects]. He complained to a friend... that he was never able to convey the
transparency of shadow without employing glazes. No painter was more preoccupied
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with his métier. He wanted to depict shadow simply as a more opaque state of
light—as still a kind of light. The idea of recovering the sources of daylight was
like a sublime torment to him.” Camille Lemonnier, Henri De Braekeleer: Peintre
de la Lumiere (Brussels: G. Van Oest, 1905), 40.

2 Edmond Duranty, “Exposition Universelle. Les Ecoles Etrangéres de Peinture.
Belgique et Angleterre,” Gazette des Beaux Arts sér. 2, 18 (1878): 294; Camille
Lemonnier, Histoire des Beaux-Arts en Belgique (Brussels: M. Weissenbruch,
1881), 210-12; and the sources cited in note 22. Duranty confused Henri with his
father, the painter Ferdinand De Brackeleer, Sr., referring to him as “an artist who
is today quite old, who has played a signal role in the renewal of Belgian art since
1835.”

2l “La lumiére était pour lui un acteur nouveau qui jouait son role, et dans cette
lumiére jaunatre ou dorée, dans cette lutte des rayons et des ombres, dans ces
clartés pétillantes qui s’accrochaient aux meubles des appartements ou qui faisaient
flamboyer les vitres de la mansarde, dans ces défaites du soleil qui s’efforcait en
vain d’inonder la chambre du penseur, il y avait comme un drame d’autant plus
émouvant que ’artiste y jetait la pauvre fille qui travaille et qui ouvre sa fenétre a
la lumiére comme a un ami, et le savant qui craint que le grand jour ne donne des
distractions a sa pensée.” Ernest Vanel, “Le Salon,” L’Art universel 3 (October 25,
1875): 171. See also J. Hoepfer, “Le Salon d’Anvers,” L’Actualité 1 (September
10, 1876): 27; Charles Tardieu, “La peinture a I’Exposition Universelle de 1878.
L’Ecole Belge,” L’Art. Revue hebdomadaire illustrée 15 (1878): 276.

22 Qu’il est grande Dartiste que parvient ainsi a donner la vie a la matiére et a faire
qu’elle nous émeut plus méme que la représentation des créatures humaines.
Comme I’a dit Henri Heine, alors, maison, comptoir, porte vivent, car un homme
leur a donné une partie de son ame. ...C’est a des gens réveurs et artistes que se
révele, dans le secret calme et paisible d’une existence laborieuse, la vie intérieure
et mystérieuse de tous ces étres.” “Le Salon d’Anvers,” L’art moderne 2
(September 10, 1882): 290. The poetry of Heinrich Heine (1797-1856) was a
precedent for Symbolist writing in the later nineteenth century.

2 “Eens zag ik in het Kunstverbond alhier een zijner stukken, eene binnenzaal uit
de woning van Leys voorstellende. Geen menschelijk figuur, geen dier, geen bloem
zelfs luisterde het op: eene tafel door zetels omringd, een of meer kasten, een
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

ISIS’ FINGERTIPS:
A SYMBOLIST READING
OF LEVY-DHURMER’S SILENCE

LIESBETH GROTENHUIS

Shush, let us be quiet and look at the effects of the night: for a couple
of hours the world has no bright light and dusk transforms the world to a
place of shadow. Every colour that is visible in a sun-drenched landscape
is now absorbed and transformed into blue. It is a quiet blue, since even
the essence of life now shimmers: “nature and nature's laws lay hid in
night” wrote Alexander Pope (1688-1744)." Although the term “the
painter’s hour” is used for this specific time of day, it is still easier
described in words than painted: how, we may ask, is it possible to depict
darkness after nature? Yet Symbolist painters call forth new techniques in
a reformulated use of pictorial elements and imagination.” Nocturnal
scenery thus was a popular Symbolist theme, with a remarkable frequency
in the year 1897. The first part of this paper explains the transformation
from the illustration of nocturnal narratives to the depiction of more
abstract concepts by the use of pictorial elements. The reduction of colour
and the use of new material can tell the story.

The work Silence drawn by Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer forms the central
theme throughout this paper, and raises the main question: who is this
female (Fig. 11-1)? The interpretation of this night portrait reads like an
overnight road movie in the second part of the article. The anonymous
female turns out to possess different faces, defining her as an “idealistic
portrait”, in the words of Jean Delville (1867-1953).> Three elements
distinguish her from “ordinary” allegories of falling night, drawing a more
profound parallel with the wise goddess Isis: her gesture, the starry sky
and the veil. These elements, when researched, result in various (potential)
identities as indicated by the titles of the following paragraphs.
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Fig. 11-1. Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer, Le silence

A Nocturnal Portrait in Context

“Silence” is one of the portraits of the night drawn by Lucien Lévy-
Dhurmer (1865-1953). When it first appeared, it was already mentioned in
terms of its “mystique,” probably because the French painter is not
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following the tradition of nocturnal iconography. In an allegorical painting
the Baroque specialist Jean Marc Nattier (1685-1766) painted the goddess
of dawn.’ She wears a fine saffron dress to represent the sky of the
breaking day, assured by the morning “star” of Venus hovering above her
head. The coming day is signified by the peeling back of the massive blue
drapery, a verbal trope to symbolize the covering darkness. One hundred
and forty-two years later, William Bouguereau (1825-1905) reduced the
clothing of his allegorical figure to flowing translucent drapery: her nudity
is excused by her being a representation of the subject evoked in the title,
“Evening Mood” (1882)(Fig. 11-2).

Fig. 11-2. William Bouguereau, Evening Mood



178 Chapter Eleven

Another way of relating a scene to the night was the illustration of
nocturnal narratives, like that of the mythological Selene. Academic
painter Victor Florence Pollet (1811-82) portrays a diaphanous female
lying in the sickle shape crescent, identifying her as the moon goddess,
further confirmed by the glowing jewellery on her forehead (Fig. 11-3).
The story tells us she is desperately in love. Every night she visits her
beloved Endymion to gaze on him in the pale, blue light. She keeps him
eternally asleep. Although his youth overcomes time, there is the cruel
effect that he himself can never enjoy it.

These two examples represent the academic tradition Lévy Dhurmer
wanted to overcome. By replacing the traditional material of oil paint
applied in highly finished brushstrokes for pastel, the nocturnal scene gained
a velvety texture that allowed the dots of chalk to sparkle like stars. The
prelude of Levy-Dhurmer’s interest in transparency and reflection is found
in his early experiments with the metallic lustre and the iridescence glaze of
ceramics, based on Middle Eastern pottery (Fig. 11-4).° In the period that
applied craft and design became appreciated as fine art, these chargers were
not just successful as objects, even higher qualities were recognized:

Fig. 11-3. Victor Florence Pollet, Endymion and Selene
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Fig. 11-4 Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer, Moonscape Charger, ca. 1892

“the vases reflect magic” judged critic Jacques de Gachons (1868-1945) in
1895.7 The reference to the magical and the passion for metallic effects
must also be explained in the context of the flourishing alchemy, astrology
and magic in France.”

Yet Lévy-Dhurmer established his name with his paintings and
drawings. The exhibition in gallery “Georges Petit,” early in 1896, was the
specific occasion where critics specifically admired his subtle use of
colour and received him warmly as: “a youth, a debutant and also a
master.”” Here a visit from an exponent of the old style could have
confirmed Lévy-Dhurmer was developing in his own way. It was
Bouguereau himself who not only visited the novice’s exhibition; he also
gave advice. Representing the Ideal alone was a very bad marketing
technique, the old master preached: had a rose been added to close the
female’s mouth, the work would have sold immediately.'’ Indeed erotic
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content is missing since dense draperies hide her body and she is even
wearing long sleeves. Compared to the seductive allegories her meaning
shifted to that of a chaste servant of the spirit.'' After all she is not called
“Night” or “Evening Mood”. She is Silence.

Lévy-Dhurmer expressed his disgust about the event in his diary, and
avoided the grand master’s critique by continuing his Idealist approach.
Yet despite the use of pastel, the form in “Silence” is massively defined.
When the slick finish was described as a cliché of conformist
academism,"” Lévy-Dhurmer might have responded by changing his
technique again: from 1906 he transformed it using monochromatic color
and loose brush strokes, blurring the details even more.”” Other neo-
impressionist features of these works are the isolated and truncated female
body parts."*

A Bust in Blue: The Essence of the Night

Fig. 5. Jean Baptiste Camille Corot, Moon light
Fig. 6. Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night above the Rhone

In depicting his portrait of night, Lévy-Dhurmer is more akin to the
painters that fathomed the essence of the night rather than illustrating a
story. Painters of the School of Barbizon like Camille Corot (1796-1875)
(Fig. 11-5) and the Hague School transformed the décor itself into the
main subject, in personal, un-idealized representations of the uncultivated
landscape with “effets de soir” or even “effets de nuit”. Vincent van Gogh
(1853-1890) admired this typical “Corot mood” of intimacy and
mysterious silence, and even attributed it to an underlying religious
motivation."”” And it was also Van Gogh who experimented with evoking
chromatic effects: a letter about colour theories proves the inappropriate
use of Prussian blue, especially in combination with lemon yellow.'® In
1888, the same year, Van Gogh painted “A starry Night Above the Rhone”
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(Fig. 11-6). The heightened, contrasting colour is typical of the French
Symbolist group the Nabis. These painters, including Van Gogh, also used
colour to represent the dark side of real life that they found in the night
cafes with the warm light, flirting girls and potent absinth.

Indeed, nighttime offers different experiences than daytime. But Lévy-
Dhurmer preferred to reduce the single colour that lasts the longest at
dawn, in what I refer to as “bleuaille”. Art historian Badt defines blue as
the only pigment to contain darkness from an almost-black at night time,
to an almost whitish blue at the horizon of a sunny day.'” Lévy-Dhurmer
managed to combine all tints of blue in this single drawing, from the black
shadow to the glowing reflection of moonlight on the water. Indeed the
use of light is extremely delicate since the blue moon, in itself an indirect
luminance, is placed outside the picture plane.

The Priestess of Peacefulness: Silence is Silver

Fig. 11-7. Auguste Antoine Préault, Silence
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“Silence” is a dark bust whose silhouette is set sharply against a light
background that appears thrust into the foreground: the hieratic pose is
read as a “solid and immobile icon”."® As early as 1899 critic Achille
Ségard (1872-1936) imputes Silence’s face with sculptural qualities,"
identifying the medallion relief on a tomb by Auguste Préault (1809-1879)
as the source (Fig. 11-7): the sculpture became an icon of Romanticism,
hailed as “one of the representative works of modern art.”*” This status
was assigned due to Préault’s abandonment of traditional funerary
imagery. The curators at the Art Institute of Chicago ask if this skeletal
face is dead or alive; in other words, is it related to death, not only by
virtue of function? Belgian writer Maurice Maeterlinck (1862-1949)
defines this type of silence as a passive quietness, which is the reflection
of deep sleep and even death or non-existence. Georges Rodenbach (1855-
1898), a major source of inspiration for Belgian and French painters,
related night to the eternal sleep in the much quoted poem “The Reign of
Silence”, writing: “And since night approaches, I slumber into death.””!

Maeterlinck distinguishes a second form of absolute stillness,
poetically described: “When the lips sleep, the soul awakes”.** This active
silence refers to spiritual growth. Odilon Redon (1814-1916) explains his
“Closed Eyes” in this context: “He sleeps, and the dream filled with
sorrow that plays under this marble forehead let us dream in a world that
moves and reflects”.?® But where, in this state, Redon’s figure experiences,
Lévy-Dhurmer’s statuesque female evokes a ritual silence or
“Echemitia.”** Here the diminution of his palette creates space for
introspective and metaphysical questions.”> Lévy-Dhurmer chose the ideal
colour to evoke contemplation since demure blue was associated with the
soul,” and the idealistic meaning was interpreted in the context of a
mystic tradition.”” In 1857, for example, author Frédéric de Portal (1804-
1876) relates truthful blue representing eternity to different gods: Jupiter,
Krishna, Christ as well as the Egyptian Amon.”*

Also Egyptian in origin is the gesture of the finger over the lips, widely
recognized as the iconic beckoning of the Greco-Roman Harpocrates (Fig.
11-8).% 1t is actually a misinterpretation of the gesture of childhood in
Egyptian art that was also used by the pharaonic god Horus, as the son of
Isis.”” In Greco-Roman times Horus evolved into Harpocrates and became
the god Secrecy, and the gesture survived. In the portrait of Harpocrates by
Jan Harmensz Muller (1571-1628) the god becomes an elderly keeper of
wisdom that still executes the childish gesture (Fig. 11-9). The added text
in the engraved version explains the work’s essential meaning: “If you
don't learn to keep silent, you will speak of what you don't know.”!
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Fig. 8. Greek, Harpocrates, bronze
Fig. 9. Jan Harmensz Muller, Harpocrates

Lévy-Dhurmer evoked the enigmatic through the cryptic gesture of the
two fingers that he placed on either side of her mouth, rather than the
traditional index finger held the middle of the lips. But what does it mean?

The Mystic Magician: A Ritualistic Gesture

The gesture Lévy-Dhurmer used is a variation on a theme: Fernand
Khnopft (1858-1921) employed a “strange ritual gesture” as his female
closes the mouth of another face with her thumb (Fig. 11-10).** This mask
is attached to a column, again coloured blue.”> Under the motto “Speech is
of time, Silence is of Eternity”, writer Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) invited
the erection of altars for universal worship.** It determines Khnopff’s
column as an altar of silence and indicates the woman’s status of priestess
by her hood.

Even so, what does Lévy-Dhurmer’s specific gesture mean?
“Researchers” like John Bulwer (1648-1654) interpreted gestures that
could also “serve for privy ciphers for any secret intimation”.** The
extended thumb, index and middle finger are used as a blessing in
Christian art, but the specific open hand position is typical of the Roman
amulet known as the “Hand of Power” (Fig. 11-11).%°
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Fig. 11-10. Fernand Khnopff, Marguerite Khnopff, the artist's sister, study for
"The Secret"
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Fig. 11-11. Roman, Hand of Sabazius, 3" century

Appealing are the loads of symbols and zoomorphic figurines “piling-
up of the symbols of those particular divinities under whose protection
they placed themselves”.”” References are made to different cults and holy
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figures dedicated to the Phrygian Thracian Sabazius while a nurturing
female lying at the wrist represents Isis.*® Here the opening in the wrist,
shaped like a temple, had a hinged door that revealed an unknown, lost
object, perhaps a reclining mother and child, as seen in other examples.*’
The attributed power of the gesture is recognized, and added to both an
anonymous portrait of the Egyptian Hermes Trismegistos, and the second
Lady of Theosophy Annie Besant.

Lévy-Dhurmer could have seen original Roman bronzes in the Parisian
Cabinet the Medailles, examples that Bernard de Montfaucon (1655-1741)
published as “votive hands” as early as 1722.* The motif of the hands
expresses a magical content “evidently left for the priests alone”,
explained author Elworthy in 1895,*' confirming Lévy-Dhurmer’s female
as a priestess. But what religion is she dedicated to? The Roman hand of
power indicates a mystical order, referring to ancient cultures. Another
element evoking this background is the use of Egyptian hieroglyphs as
evidence by their reception among critics.

A Hieratic Icon: The Hieroglyphic connection

When in search for a new and secret content, why not turn to the
essence of the source? Plato ascribed both the invention of hieroglyphs
and astronomy to the Egyptians,” while Plotinus (205-270) gave a Neo-
Platonic interpretation of the pharaonic monumental writing that contained
the essential truth.* The Greek philosophers based their statements on
alleged pharaonic sources, which were in fact Hellenistic texts coming
from contemporary Egyptian writers. Like the Horapollo manuscript
“Hieroglyphica”, that informs us, that “Egyptian priests, did not use letters
but whole figures when they wished to signify divine things . . . for God
has knowledge of things . . . like the pure and firm shape of the thing
itself.”™* This fifth-century text was rediscovered in 1419 and when
translated and printed in 1505 it became popular and controversial.* Yet,
these post-pharaonic sources contributed to speculation on the symbolic
meaning of hieroglyphs.*

The most impressive Renaissance proponent was the German Jesuit
Athanasius Kircher (1602—-1680), who traced the origins of all religions
back to Egypt. Kircher also praised the Hellenistic Hermes Trismegistos,
the so-called writer of the Corpus Hermeticum, since he “first instituted
the hieroglyphs, thus becoming the prince and parent of all Egyptian
theology and philosophy”.”” Hieroglyphs formed the key to this ancient
wisdom, so Kircher started to copy inscriptions from the obelisks re-
erected in Rome. Incorrectly. Even more importantly, the Neo-Platonist
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thinker not only claimed he decoded the secret language; he added a
mystic meaning to the signs, the “voices from the gods,”* and designed a
few himself."

Artists adapted this secret knowledge, as we can see from Albrecht
Diirer (1471-1528) in his “Philosophia” where four famous wise men
in tondos surround the allegory (Fig. 11-12): at the top is Ptolemy
the astronomer representing the “Egyptian priest”, which goes with the
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Fig. 11-12. Albrecht Diirer, “Philosophia” 1502, woodcut from Quator libri
amorum of Conrad celtis
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pseudo-hieroglyphic writing that can be seen, not read, on the obelisk.”
This kind of image, reminiscent of sigils, was widespread until 1822 (Fig.
11-13). Signs like these were wrongfully presented as a hieroglyphic
alphabet guarded by “the symbol of symbols”, a sphinx holding the rattle
of Isis in front of it. In search for a universal language, Romanticism
adapted the hieroglyphs as a way of thinking and speaking that psychology
related to the language of dreams in their concentration on the shadowy
side of life and the discovery of the unconscious.”'
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Fig. 11-13. J., Luyken, The Syrian, Phoenician and Egyptian alphabet, Oudheden
(Jewish Antiquities...) Amsterdam, 1690
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Fig. 11-14. Fernand Khnopff, With Verhaeren. An angel.
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Diderot explained the direct working of a hieroglyph with the signs forming a
bridge from one mind to another without the blocking language.’” Baudelaire
explains further: “We cannot but arrive at this truth that everything is a
hieroglyph... well, what is a poet—I take the word in its widest sense—if not a
translator, a decipherer”.*® So the artist got the task to tell stories for which nature
could serve as a dictionary from which an artist could pick symbols.

The relationship with nature alone was not good enough for the Symbolists
that attempted to deepen the pantheistic effects in returning to the intellectual
philosophy used in the Renaissance,”® like Fernand Khnopff who adapted
comparable signs from Diirer in “With Verhaeren. An Angel” (Fig. 11-14).° In
the middle of the colonnade or temple that forms the pedestal for a sphinx and a
standing female, we see, but cannot read, inscriptions. By this time, however,
Egyptian hieroglyphs were actually deciphered by Jean-Frangois Champollion
(1790-1832).°° Yet in the spirit of Kircher, Khnopff was more interested in
evoking universal aspects of these signs.”’ Rosicrucian Sar Péladan recommended
students internalize its linear qualities, “in itself as abstract as the alphabet”, to
express the character of the ideal in works of art.”® Kircher’s theory that Osiris
“permeated invisibly the whole world”” was coeval with the Symbolist
conviction that all of nature is a hieroglyph.”* And this applied not just to
landscape.

Starry Allusions: A Celestial Décor

Lévy-Dhurmer may have presented “Silence” as a priestess, but her
temple is nature. Must we read a “mysterious connection between the
spirit and the stars in Silence”?®' What do the stars mean in this context, or
as astronomer Flammarion (1842-1925) poetically asks in his novel
Lumen (1887): “What voice is more eloquent than the silence of a starlit
night?” It sounds as though something profound is articulated, but what
exactly is this voice whispering?

Lévy-Dhurmer provided modernized content in his illustration of a
literary story by Pierre Loti (1850-1923) (Fig. 11-15). In “Nocturne at the
Bosphorus” (1897) the leading lady Aziyadé dips her toe in the water
against the skyline of Istanbul. The little lamps reflected in the Bosphorus
are the shivering little souls of Aziyadé and Achmet, as explained by
Lévy- Dhurmer himself.*” The remarkable choice for the reflections of the
little lamps instead of natural light might illustrate the changing world: gas
lanterns were introduced in the early nineteenth-century streets.”

Yet more than street lanterns, stars are the heavenly bodies used to
represent the soul: they are diverse mythological figures transformed into
constellations. The deceased are said to become stars after their death in a
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comforting but personal theory. The firmament had another unusual trait —
it could be read: a star could point the way to a newborn king® and
astrologers could register the written future. But above all, starry skies and
their slow-moving constellations are interpreted as divine signs.” Heaven
itself represents infinity and eternity in which the overwhelming power of
nature can be experienced. Stars propelled the mind beyond the physical
cosmos into an unseen, unchanging world of eternal truths.%

Charles Dupuis (1742-1809) saw stars as the source of all world
religions, and related the zodiac to the myth of Isis and Osiris.”” “As
above, so below”, reads the hermetic knowledge, followed by the advice:
“rise higher than all heights and deeper than all depths in order to
understand  God.”® Esoteric author Edouard Schuré (1841-1929)
explained the origin of this concept in relation to the pseudo-Egyptian
theology: after Hermes Trismegistos wrote down all his knowledge and
instructed all the gods, now the world was finished and he mounted to the
stars.” His chariot was pulled by a black and a white sphinx while he
stands under a sparkling canopy.”

Fig. 11-15. Lucien Lévy-Dhurmer, Nocturne on the Bosphorous or Aziyadé
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Kircher had already interpreted the Kingdom of heaven as a
hieroglyph,”" while his follower Thomas Browne averred: “The finger of
God hath set an inscription upon all his works [...]. By these Letters God
calls the Starres ...”"* But whose handwriting is it? Queen of Heaven: Isis
the Creator

A claim is made: “I divided the earth from heaven, I showed the path
of the stars”, * declares Isis in her aretalogical prophecy, copied by
Demetrius from a stélae from Memphis.”* As the Queen of Heaven, she
could move the cosmos and at the touch of her fingertips, wisdom was
written in the stars. For she is knowledge itself, so pseudo-hieroglyphs
appear on the sash over her shoulder in a Roman statue, the stars and
moon confirm her connection to the firmament while the lack of other
divine emblems identifies her as a priestess (Figs. 11-16-17).

Fig. 11-16. Roman, Isis-Demeter 130-40 A.D., marble
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Fig. 11-17. Roman, Isis-Demeter, detail, 130-40 A.D., marble

Isis as ruler over all could move the cosmos. Kircher portrays her as a
giant queen walking in her starry mantle over the earth (Fig. 11-18).
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Similarly, Antoine de la Rochefoucauld raised his Isis on top of a rainbow;
not only indicating her heavenly status, the rainbow also represents the
Rosicrucian holy mountain (Fig. 11-19).8! Isis’s presence is confirmed by
the text on the banderol: “I am all that has been, all that is, all that ever
shall be”.%? Representing the essence of ancient Egyptian wisdom, Isis was
knowledge itself.®3 Therefore she could initiate the shepherd in his sleep, a
process often explained in terms of light and darkness.

Fig. 11-18. Mother Nature, or Syncretized Isis. From Athanasius Kircher, Oedipus
Aegyptiacus Rome
Fig. 11-19. Antoine de la Rochefoucauld, The good Goddess Isis intitiates the
shepherd’ ca. 1892

For the interpretation of “Silence”, darkness plays a crucial role. The
dark night setting allows indirect light to glow and reflect; the elusive face
of “Le Silence” is just visible thanks to the moonlight. The stars do
twinkle in the background, yet in relation to the protagonist they function
just as décor. This is remarkable, since Kircher provided the intriguing
iconography of a star-studded mantle. Neither use the tradition of a starry
tiara. This figure is covered in a heavy, dark veil; shadow obscuring her
eyes and the expressive parts of the portrait. Now shadows are not part of
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the real world,” instead they provide a unique possibility of representing
the non-visible. What role is darkness playing here?

The Veiled Initiate: Through Darkness to Light

“Darkness that knew no bounds was in Abyss, and Water” states the
Corpus Hermeticum.” The absence of light is paralleled to a state of
ignorance, as Schuré explains “a mystic rose blooms only in the night of the
sanctuary and in the secret of great religions receiving a first beam of
light”.* This beam of light is also found in Kircher’s text: “all created things
are nothing else but mirrors which reflect to us the rays of the divine
wisdom.”®!" Combined with silence it can be used as the starting point to
unravel the process of initiation related to Isis as confirmed by the stars.

During an initiation darkness not only represented a dream-like state, it
was actually brought to a deeper level, as the new convert had to descend
and experience a ritual death. Apuleius illustrates the initiation of Lucius: “I
approached the confines of death and borne through the elements I returned.
At midnight I saw the sun shining in all his glory.”** Pupils actually had to
lie down in a closed coffin, for a reported number of three nights,* just like
Osiris, whose being was repaired by the magical powers of Isis.

The female figure depicted here certainly cannot be Isis herself. In that
case she would have worn her veil as a burka, as Isis’s statement on De la
Rochefoucauld’s banderol continues: “no mortal Man hath ever me
unveiled.” The often used quote was supposed to be found on a temple or
pyramid from Sais, or-even more importantly-were written on the base of
an ancient Isis statue. She was said to guard the entrance of the “occult
sanctuary” where initiations took place.* By being completely covered, all
mysteries and knowledge were hidden, but were revealed to the initiates.
For them she lifts her veil and the initiates are to remain forever silent
about what they have seen.*” They were also advised to return to an earlier
state: Philostrates explained pupils first “learned also Silence is a
language.”*

Silence now has a deeper meaning, in this context also the light has to
be regarded as having profound significance. When the night shroud is
peeled off the morning sun appears and analogously light appears after the
veil of initiation is lifted. A comparable act of unveiling is executed by
Time, as Time divulges Truth. Pompeo Girolamo Batoni (1708-1787)
even places the light-giving disk on the chest of Veritas. Here knowledge
rather than Truth is revealed under the robe. Nicolas Poussin (1594-1665)
used the shroud in a more complex way when he places the allegory of
Religion near “Historia” on the title page of the “Biblia Sacra” (1642)
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Fig. 11-20. Nicolas Poussin (engraving by Claude Mellan), Title page for Biblia
Sacra, 1642, engraving on paper

(Fig. 11-20). The winged female looks over her shoulder into the past,
while writing on a shadowy page.*” The descending God brings light. The
fully veiled figure “Prophecy”, on the other side, holds a closed book in
her hands that serves as a plinth for an Egyptian sphinx,*® “signifying the
occult mysteries of wisdom and sacred things,”® as the artist himself
explains. This is exactly the meaning of Lévy-Dhurmer’s veiled woman:
the idealistic portrait may be ambiguous, but with her attributes and the
way she is depicted, she must be read as a priestess of Isis.
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With all his pictorial elements, Lévy Dhurmer’s “Silence” also refers
to the essence of religion and spiritual development, but what is she
exactly doing? Is she indeed as Sorréze states: “human sphinx shrouded in
black veils” as a “work of profound symbolic thought”?”® We can only
guess at the meaning, since she definitely remains the figure of Silence.
For the non-initiated it seems dark out there but Lévy-Dhurmer’s priestess
invites us to come to the light. She teaches the universal knowledge
written in the stars, like hieroglyphs. This knowledge is available when
one learns the complex symbolism associated with the Language of
Silence.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

APOLLO’S TRIUMPH
THE NOTION OF ART FOR ART’S SAKE
AT THE CENTER OF NIETZSCHE
AND REDON’S PARALLEL SHIFTS
FROM DARKNESS TO LIGHT

FRANCOIS LACHANCE-PROVENCAL

From its very inception, art for art’s sake, a notion valuing the artwork
according to its uselessness, appears as a negative, reactionary approach to
aesthetics. According to its most vocal proponent, Théophile Gautier, the
tautology of art for art’s sake aimed to achieve formal purity by
eliminating interferences from such things as morals, politics and personal
sensibility. Gautier’s followers, the Parnassians, naming themselves after
Mount Parnassus, home of the Muses and one of Apollo’s sacred sites,
maintained this inflexible idealism that came to weigh heavily on the first
phase of Symbolism, imprinting it with its pessimistic and resolutely
metaphysical undertones. This intellectual climate, often referred as post-
romanticism, also left its mark on the work of Friedrich Nietzsche, who
wrote extensively on aesthetics from the early 1870’s to the late 1880’s.
While he did not tackle the notion of art for art’s sake until a very late
point in his life, Nietzsche’s oft-remarked shift from a pessimistic and
metaphysical approach to art to a physiological conception of aesthetics
gives us invaluable insight about the critical reception of Parnassian
idealism in the context of Symbolism.

Clarifying the outline of this shift will be my first aim; I will argue that
the apparent alteration' in Nietzsche’s perspective on art can be traced to
the semantic displacement from the metaphysical, and pessimistic,
intoxication of Dionysian depths to the strictly immanent intoxication of
Apollonian heights. This revaluation of art, not so much an evolution as an
elevation, follows a vertical axis®: the heavy becoming light. Such an



210 Chapter Twelve

escalation, and here lies my second claim, is also found in the work of a
symbolist painter, Odilon Redon®, whose early pessimistic approach to
drawing appears to blossom, through the leitmotiv of flight, into a
luminous cult of optimism. After outlining Nietzsche’s surreptitious
subordination of Dionysian aesthetics to the Apollonian paradigm, I will
discuss Redon’s analogous revolution from a fantasy of death, coercion
and tragic pessimism to an unqualified embrace of flight and light through
the iconographic displacement from Phaeton to Apollo. Once the dialog
between painter and philosopher is set in motion, I will draw a
comparative analysis of their respective understandings of the notion of art
for art’s sake. Finally, as a third and last point, I will claim that despite
ostensible antagonism, both Nietzsche and Redon agree that art should not
be weighted down by philosophical content, implicit or explicit, and that
the circular, tautological notion of art for art’s sake denies the artwork’s
uplifting quality.

At its core, the main premise of Nietzsche’s first work, the Birth of
Tragedy is quite clear: that art can manifest itself in two manners, tangibly,
as is the case of the visual arts, or intangibly, with the performing arts, and
that only the Attic tragedy was able to harness their respective energies. In
order to accentuate the differentiation, and potential reconciliation, of
these two primordial forces, Nietzsche associates each of them to figures
of the Greek pantheon. An art that manifests itself by means of shapes
ordered and structured as to produce meaning will be Apollonian while an
art dissolving the structures already at play in human society will be called
Dionysian. Apollonian art, the visual arts as well as poetry, function in a
way analogous to dream, an organized and necessary illusion, while
Dionysian arts, dance and music, are closer to, and might be fuelled by,
intoxication, a disorganized and painful insight into existential truth.
While Nietzsche’s thesis is structured in such a way as to indicate the
necessity of reciprocity between the two artistic agents®, it might appear,
as Nietzsche gets carried away by his polemic, that Dionysus is favoured
over Apollo.

While there are many reasons for this tilting of the balance of power,
the main cause is that Nietzsche’s argument is still very much ingrained in
the pessimist metaphysics of Schopenhauer. According to Schopenhauer,
essence is veiled by appearances; hence the “Truth,” is always to be found
behind things. In this scheme, this world of “Truth” is given implicit
superiority over the phenomenal world, which is deceiving and
misguiding. Still infatuated with Schopenhauer’s system, Nietzsche instils
its idealist undertones in the polarity of Apollonian and Dionysian: only
the latter, in its intoxicated embrace of ethylic, vernal or musical
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exhilaration, can escape the artificiality of appearances and access what
lies behind the phenomenal world. It is the Dionysian aspect of tragedy
that plunges the spectator in the abyss of “Truth,” that awakes him to the
root of existence: eternal suffering.

Part homage to Schopenhauer and defence of Wagner’s
gesamtkunstwerk, the aesthetic programs of the Birth of Tragedy had to be
completely revised when Nietzsche, for both ideological and health-related
reasons, distanced himself from Wagner. In this new context, Nietzsche
was hard-pressed to find a justification to Dionysian intoxication: art,
instead of pushing the individual into the abyss of endless suffering, had to
become a stimulant that would allow the individual to give or find
meaning to existence. While temporarily casting aside Dionysus and
Apollo, Nietzsche retained a form of dualism: to the feminine, passive,
shapeless and sick romantic art, he opposed classical art, the paradigm of
the masculine, active, structured and healthy. This polarity has for roots a
deeper critique of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics (and of Western
metaphysics as such); there is no transcendent and eternal “Truth,” nothing
lying behind appearances. The artist, like Wagner, who abuses the
metaphysical capacities of formless intoxication, is now fooling the
spectator in making him believe that there is something superior to the
strictly material world. He lures the spectator out of life and tricks him into
mistaking formlessness for depth. “Those who know they are deep,” writes
Nietzsche, “strive for clarity” while “those who would like to seem deep to
the crowd strive for obscurity.””

To the once valued chasm of Dionysian intoxication — now,
metaphorically, a narcotic subjugation - is opposed a new form of art, . . .
a mocking, light, fleeting, divinely untroubled, divinely artificial art that,
like a bright flame, blazes into an unclouded sky.®” Profundity is no longer
found within the abyss of formless suffering, but rather at the top of a cold
and luminous summit where the artist stands alone. This reversal,
indicative of an emphasis on the artist rather than the spectator, favours the
appearances over the invisible. As Nietzsche puts it, the classical Greeks
were “superficial — out of profundity’!” They had the courage to stick to
the surface as the “flying fish” emerging in the daylight to “play on the
outermost crests of waves® . . .” The artist is now the one transmuting the
heavy into light, the dark into light, the abyss into apex. In a surprising
semantic displacement, in Nietzsche’s final writings on art, intoxication
becomes the name of this eminently physical energy that allows the
transfiguration, or elevation, of meaningless nature into art.

This aesthetic shift, as drastic as it may seem, is also found in the work
of a painter whose practice is more or less contemporary to Nietzsche’s
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philosophical undertaking. Recalling being drawn, as a child, to the
obscure or dimly lit corners of the family house, Odilon Redon has made
darkness, both formal and psychological, a driving force of his early
works.” This stage of his career is now remembered chiefly for its “Noirs,”
or “Blacks,” a series of eerie charcoal drawings which contributed to
Redon’s renown as a major artist within the emerging Symbolist
movement. Albert Aurier, leading critic of the French symbolist art scene,
gave these “Noirs” their most striking description:

A terrible work of vertigo, a poet’s work, a philosopher’s work, a work of
anguish, not only of drama and terror, but also of metaphysical negation
and despair . . ., the artist’s finger seems to tear up the veil of all mysteries
that surround and imprison us, but only to show us, deep within the rift,
gloomy terrors, shadows, even more shadows swarming with grim and
black enigmas, shapeless, invisible; its mouth seems to shout . . . that the
results of the science of man, of every thought, is a shiver of fear in the
infinity of night."’

Aurier fully expresses what had been Redon’s intention all along, which
was for the viewer to be pulled into the work, to be swallowed in an
“indefinite world”'' by means of shadow and obscurity. As Joris-Karl
Huysmans puts it in 4 Rebours [1884], a novel in which the protagonist,
Des Esseintes, describes his collection of Redon’s works: “These drawings
were outside everything; they jumped, most of them, out the bounds of
painting, creating a very special kind of fantastic, one made of sickness
and delirium.'”” Redon’s grim outlook shows even the most traditional
figures of flight, like Pegasus, hopelessly confined to the ground. It is
precisely this kind of tragic pessimism that made the “Noirs” emblems of
decadence, this fin-de-siécle cultural nihilism.

Towards the turn of the 20™ century, as Redon became increasingly
interested in color, he began to depict scenes of upward flight. In 1896,
illustrating Flaubert’s Temptation of Saint Anthony, Redon rendered the
myth of Phaeton, the son of Helios who lost the control of the sun chariot
and got blasted by Zeus to prevent the destruction of earth. The
iconography of Redon’s picture is to be traced to Delacroix’s Apollo
Slaying Python, a monumental painting from 1850-1 that Redon had the
chance to see at the Louvre in 1878. He wrote in his journal:

Here is the work he [Delacroix] accomplished in the fullness of his talent
and of his strengths. What is its great expression, its main trait? It’s the
triumph of light over darkness. It’s the joy of broad daylight against the
sadness of night and shadows, just like anguish giving place to a better
feeling."
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Furthermore, he added that . . . the defining attribute of each god is
rendered useless by the expressive quality of colors' . . . ,” a remark that
helps explain the imperceptible iconographical shift from representations
of Phaeton, a tragic figure evoking death and destruction, and most of all,
the retribution of elevation, to representations of Apollo, god of light,
healing and poetry."” The chariot of Apollo in Redon’s oeuvre thus stands
for the combined triumph of light and flight over darkness and heaviness,
the overcoming of a death-drive that haunted his “Noirs.” Opposing
Python, the earth-dragon of Delphi, Apollo becomes a personification of
art as Nietzsche understood it in the Gay Science: a bright flame that
blazes into an unclouded sky mocking anything that is stuck to the ground.

More than any other symbolist painter, Redon became the advocate of
art for art’s sake, that is an art form not considered as a means to anything
but itself: “No, one must not chain art to a political nor to a moral view,”
Redon writes, “on the contrary, art must give to the philosopher, the
thinker, the scientist, . . . food for thought and for love.'” Redon further
warns the painter that “a thought can never become a work of art, except
in literature. Art doesn’t borrow anything from philosophy.'”” In order for
an interdisciplinary communication to happen, painting has to keep its
specificity. This is why in 1894,'® Redon reacted to the over-cerebral
symbolist group by presenting himself as being devoid of any infention, as
being a simple maker of art.

At the same time he is clamoring for an “art for artists, only for
artists,'”” Nietzsche wildly opposes the notion of art for art’s sake branded
by his contemporaries, “abandoned frogs,” he calls them, “despairing in
their swamp.””” Reading further into the few statements he has left us on
the matter, it appears, however, that Nietzsche does not disagree with what
lies at the core of the notion; in a paragraph of the Twilight of the Idols
devoted to this issue, Nietzsche states that art for art’s sake essentially
means the freeing of art from morals, a movement of liberation obviously
not unfamiliar to Nietzsche’s own philosophical project. However, he
notes that art for art’s sake was born of a negative and altogether excessive
reaction: “Better no purpose at all than a moral purpose,”'” he has these
poets and artists say.

It becomes apparent that what Nietzsche sees in art for art’s sake is
another iteration of nihilism; in this line of thought, art must be devoid of
finality in the same way existence is rendered meaningless by the
desertion of God. An art conceived and developed according exclusively
to its own internal logic would be, Nietzsche pictures, analogous to the
Ouroboros, the mythical snake biting its own tail. Art for art’s sake would
then designate a decadent art, sterile and useless: a true waste of forces.
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What irks Nietzsche the most, though, is that the notion itself acts as an
antinomy, an inaccurate way to set a division between art and life; a
means, he writes, of “slandering reality. 2> For art, as morals, as
philosophy, as knowledge, can never be ends in themselves—they will
always be, in Nietzsche’s perspective, means to life, a better and stronger
life.

In the end, Nietzsche’s understanding of art as a relay to life allows us
to reconcile his with Redon’s approach to the false problem of art for art’s
sake. Redon writes that “a painting doesn’t teach anything; it attracts, it
surprises, it exalts, it leads imperceptibly and lovingly to the need to live
with beauty; it lifts and raises the spirit, that’s all.>” This is a very brief
definition to which Nietzsche would only have agreed, an art that doesn’t
deflect the individual from himself, but rather leads him to a lighter,
clearer, more humane life.** Two decades apart, Nietzsche and Redon
sided with Apollo in order to slay the snake, Python or Ouroboros, of
pessimist aesthetics.

This attempt at a comparative study of a philosopher and a painter”
was meant, in a way, to illustrate the difficulty, even the impossibility, of
using Nietzsche’s aesthetics as a tool in pictorial analysis. Despite the
qualitative and quantitative importance of his reflections on art, Nietzsche
at no point offers keys towards understanding how a specific painting
functions. Instead, the philosopher gives us cues on the artist, what prods
him to creation, and the positive or negative effects of what he created.
Nietzsche can only discuss painting in an absolutely generic way. Unlike
Redon, who lived in Paris, the cultural heart of nineteenth-century Europe,
Nietzsche willingly chose to stay clear of big city centers. In the sum of all
his works, actual painting consists of a few mentions of Raphael,
Delacroix, whose link to Baudelaire gives him a distinctive Wagnerian
ascendant®, Diirer, of whom he owned a lithographic reproduction, and
Claude Lorrain, master of light and his favorite painter.

For Nietzsche, Lorrain is diametrically opposed to those “abandoned
frogs despairing in their swamp?’”; his work constitutes a pictorial rebuttal
of the notion of art for art’s sake which, by evacuating life from the artistic
equation, makes it a sterile receptacle for the artist’s virtuosity. Unlike
Wagner, Claude Lorrain did not conceive the artwork as a means to glorify
himself by fooling and stupefying the spectator; like Redon during his
luminous phase, Lorrain produced works that soothe as well as stimulate.
These works were not meant to exhaust the energies of the spectator, but
to make them swell so that, in turn, he shall strive to become an artist
himself. Both Lorrain and Redon forwent philosophical and literary
pretenses to create works of painters; generous paintings irradiating
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contagious fullness and love of life. Doing that, they demonstrated the
transfiguring power of Apollonian intoxication, the intoxication of light.
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Notes

! On the surface, the shift seems much more drastic than it actually is. Discounting
some obvious references to Schopenhauer and Wagner, both of whom Nietzsche
violently condemned later on, the Birth of Tragedy is not too removed from the
philosopher’s “mature” works of the 1880’s.

1 am following Gaston Bachelard’s intuition on the nature of the Nietzschean
poetic imagination. Bachelard’s demonstration, limiting itself to the field of
semantics, nevertheless clarifies an aspect of Nietzsche’s philosophical project:
that of the verticality of overcoming. See Gaston Bachelard, Air and Dreams : An
Essay on the Imagination of Movement, translated by Edith R. Farrell and C.
Frederick Farrell, 1988.

3 The 1908 French edition of Thus Spoke Zarathustra was found in the painter’s
bookcase (Levaillant, 177). This fact should not come as a surprise: not only was
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra the most widely read of his works in the years preceding
World War I, it was also a book straying from the conventional structure of
philosophical treaties which Redon disliked: “I read abstract things with weariness,
translations with difficulty and indifference”, (June 1903), Redon 2000, 104.

1t is pointed out, in the very first paragraph of the Birth of Tragedy, that the
reconciliation of the Apollonian and the Dionysian is akin to the fusion of
opposites in the sexual act.

> Nietzsche 2001, 136.

® Nietzsche 2001, 7-8.

7 Nietzsche 2001, 9.

® Nietzsche 2001, 150.

o Hauptmann, 27.

10 Aurier, 107.

" Hauptmann, p. 27.

"2 Huysmans, 99.

** Redon 2000, 175.

' Redon 2000, 175.

'3 Furthermore, Redon, like Nietzsche, considers visual arts to be associated with
Apollo, sun god, whereas music is akin to the dispersing forces of Dionysus.
Redon states that music is “the nocturnal art, the art of dream, but painting comes
from the sun. It is born out of daylight . . ., ” Redon 2000, 67.

'® Redon 2000, 113.

"7 Redon 2000, 93.

** Redon 1994, 36.

'° Nietzsche 2001, 8.

20 Nietzsche 2003, 256

*! Nietzsche 2005, 204.

*2 Nietzsche 2003, 206.

> Redon 2000, 113.

2 Criticizing romanticism (and its implied aesthetics),Nietzsche writes that “now
one uses artworks to lure poor, exhausted, and sick human beings to the side of
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humanity’s road of suffering for a short lascivious moment; one offers them a little
intoxication and madness,” Nietzsche 2001, 89.

% A similar comparative study could have been structured around Nietzsche and
Munch. The latter’s career arc, not unlike Redon’s, offers a stark contrast between
the early and the late works, where we witness a lighter palette and a more positive
outlook on life (Sun, a fresco painted between 1911 and 1912, would have acted as
Apollo’s Chariot did in our essay). In addition, Munch was an avid reader of
Nietzsche: “After his death, it has been discovered, while surveying his bookcase,
that, in terms of complete works, it contained only those of Bjernson, Nietzsche
and Kierkegaard. These tomes were next to Nietzsche’s biography written by her
sister”, Hodin 1991, 107.

*® Nietzsche 2005, 93.

*7 Nietzsche 2003, 256.
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THE ANDROGYNE,
THE TRANSVESTITE AND THE HERM:
AUBREY BEARDSLEY’S HYBRID FORMS
FOR THE YELLOW BOOK, VOLUME III

BRITTEN LARUE

Look out for No 3 of the Y.B. By general consent my best things are in it,
particularly one called The Wagnerites.'
Aubrey Beardsley

The third volume of the quarterly periodical the Yellow Book was
published in October of 1894. For this installment, the art editor and lead
artist Aubrey Beardsley created a suite of four illustrations (Figs. 13-1-4).
Presumably Beardsley refers to his circle of colleagues and friends in the
quote above because “by general consent” the illustrations were judged
with the same degrees of amused condescension and horrified disgust as
his previous work. It was not the technique or the form of his designs
which bothered critics, then and now. The problem was in the content,
though it proved difficult to pinpoint what exactly Beardsley meant with
his creations. The critic Gleeson White, in his review of the third volume,
neatly summarizes the situation:

That they are clever, strong, and even splendid in technique, goes without
saying. We are constrained to admire, even though we are at the same time
possessed of a sense of unutterable disappointment. We make no pretense
of looking beneath the surface to discover hidden and unpleasant
mysteries... But the condition of his work which provokes the severest
criticism 1is its degradation. Mr. Beardsley’s figures are not men and
women; they are but monkeys aping humanity. The ideal of manly and
womanly beauty is discarded by him as an old glove, and physical
deformity is welcomed as the latest fashion.”
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Rather than attempt to “discover” the obscure, “hidden” “mysteries” in
Beardsley’s set of illustrations, White dismisses them on grounds of
degeneracy. This is quite typical. Yet he points to something about
Beardsley’s figures which we can examine more critically: their hybridity,
somehow neither human nor animal, neither man nor woman.

I find the four illustrations from the Yellow Book’s third volume to be
particularly rich in the way they articulate Beardsley’s complicated
interest in hybridity and transformation. Titled Portrait of Himself, Lady
Gold’s Escort, The Wagnerites, and La Dame aux Camélias, these four
images are rarely discussed together, yet they are remarkable for their
connections.

PAR LES DIEVX
JVYMEAVX TOVS
LES MONSTRES
NE SONT PASEN
AFRIQVE

Fig. 13-1. Aubrey Beardsley, Portrait of Himself, from The Yellow Book, Vol. 111
Oct. 1894
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First, there is their marked insistence on theatricality. A large bed curtain
recalling the curtains of a stage or opera box, a group of people entering a
theater, a Wagnerian audience, and a woman engaged in the ritual of the
toilette — each illustrates a kind of performance.’ Second, the images share
a common blackness. Although black-and-white was clearly Beardsley’s
medium, there seems to be an unusual insistence on one or the other here,
notable most in the absence of any shading. These decisions consciously
augment the artificiality of the designs; there is no pretense of depicting
reality." These are two obvious connections between the illustrations
which can be apprehended upon close looking at the suite. Below, I will
argue for less obvious associations: the emphatic embrace of threshold
themes, the use of hybrid forms, and the manifestation of more than one
subject position on the part of the artist.

Fig. 13-2. Aubrey Beardsley, Lady Gold’s Escort, from The Yellow Book, Vol. 111,
Oct. 1894



The Androgyne, the Transvestite and the Herm 221

The best known of these four illustrations, and the most important for
this study, is The Wagnerites (Fig. 13-3). One of his night scenes, or
“noirs,” the work has received attention for its three most immediate
peculiarities: its extensive use of black, its focus on the audience as
spectacle, and for its congregation composed almost entirely of large,
fleshy women, with the strange exception of the racially stereotyped
Jewish man. Then there is the title and the dropped program identifying
the group as part of a well-known nineteenth-century culture of
Wagnerites gathered specifically to witness a production of Tristan und
Isolde. Why are the women presented as masculine, even bestial, and the
one male as a caricature? How does the identification of the Tristan
production complicate or clarify such an odd gathering? What are the
connections between the concerns in this work and those of the other three
illustrations of its group?

Fig. 13-3. Aubrey Beardsley, The Wagnerites, from The Yellow Book, Vol. 111, Oct.
1894
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The composition of The Wagnerites is indeed peculiar. We enter the
scene at the bottom of the picture, following the white highlighting of the
dresses of the figures closest to us. Nearly the entire lower half is blocked
out in black, which both invites the viewer to fill that position and distances
us from the scene. As we will see, this dialectic of temptation and repulsion
is crucial to these Wagnerites, who spill out from the middle section of the
image. Furthermore, Beardsley continuously upsets our will to comprehend
rows of parallel seats by collapsing space and confusing distance: the
woman on the lower right appears too low, the fourth woman on the right
has turned almost completely to the viewer, and the positioning of the
woman on the left who is turning towards us is implausible. The upper
quarter of the image is the zone most logically articulated by the artist and
understood by the viewer: two boxes marked out by double columns face the
viewer square on and provide a kind of seal pushing us back into the middle
zone of the scene. This emphatic disruption of linearity results in a new kind
of space: one defined by relationships. While the subject matter was
incredibly modern (to depict a theater audience was to align oneself with
such artistic precedents as Honoré Daumier, Edgar Degas and Walter
Sickert),” to clarify that audience as Wagnerian was a loaded gesture, all the
more depending on the kind of Wagnerism one intended.® In Max Nordau’s
1895 book Degeneration, in a chapter entitled “The Richard Wagner Cult,”
Nordau describes Wagnerism as “the most momentous aberration of the
present time.”’” He accuses Wagner’s “unending melody” of causing “that
dreamy state in which Reason is lulled to sleep, and crazy Imagination alone
rules as mistress of the house.” I will explore what secrets and dreams
Beardsley knew could be inspired by a musical performance such as Tristan
und Isolde. In doing so, 1 will propose for an alternate reading of The
Wagnerites which situates it in the context of the Suite of Four Illustrations
with which it was published in Volume III of the Yellow Book.

What is most startling about The Wagnerites is the gender composition
of the audience. Why this particular gathering at this particular show?
Scholars have struggled with this question since 1894. The most common
(and unconvincing) reading of the work considers it a satirical criticism of
the commercialization of culture.” We can grasp the difficulty of
discerning meaning from the work from D.J. Gordon, who wrote in 1966:

The plain answer, that this is what a London audience for Tristan and
Isolde actually was, will not do; the exaggeration of the women and the
treatment of the one man makes it plain that some comment is intended.
“This is the sort of audience you will find at 7ristan and Isolde’. 1t leaves
us with the word ‘sort’, and this is just the problem I cannot get any further
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with because I cannot read what these women express, although I have
used some adjectives that suggest I can.'

We cannot discuss Beardsley’s Wagnerites without considering the
presentation of “the Jew.”'' Emma Sutton offers three possible ideas for
his insertion in The Wagnerites: he represents an allusion to a)
contemporary theatrical and musical audiences, b) the perception that Jews
were especially accomplished musicians, or ¢) the “worldly commercialism
of this audience, and to Wagner’s commercial success.”'? Interestingly,
critics in Beardsley’s day ignored the male figure. Called a “swarm of
horrible women” associated with “disease,” Beardsley’s Wagnerites seem
to have elicited the same charges as previous Beardsley women."* One

Fig. 13-4. Aubrey Beardsley, La Dame aux Camélias, from The Yellow Book, Vol.
II1, Oct. 1894
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contemporary critic recognized the unstable qualities of the work and its
figures and argued'*: “He might just as well have labeled it anything else —
Bedlamites would have been more appropriate.”’* Adjectives to describe
Beardsley’s women throughout 1894 included “ugly,” “bestial,” “repulsive,”
“unclean,” “immoral,” and “morbid,” just to name the most commonly
repeated.” These are terms conspicuously employed in other
contemporary discourses concerning urban ills and cultural degeneration,
especially against Jews, women, prostitutes, non-whites, criminals, and the
mentally insane. Therefore, when I consider the male figure in relation to
the representation of the women in the picture and throughout Beardsley’s
oeuvre, and especially when I study The Wagnerites in connection with the
other three illustrations in the suite, I find an approach which considers
sociological and sexological studies of the period appropriate to help us
understand what to make of this audience.

Returning to the male figure in the illustration, we must understand
that the Jew in this period was often associated with what was known as
“the third sex.”'® In the second half of the nineteenth century, the “third”
or “intermediate” sex was advocated as a third biological category with
equal validity to the male and the female as doctors and writers examined
examples of “inverts” who experienced desire for members of the same
sex.'” At this time, manifestation of the gender qualities of one’s
biological opposite sex unmistakably led to suspicion of sexual attraction
to one’s own. Furthermore, Sander Gilman has shown how “the perverted
discourse of the Jew, no matter what the ideological identity of the
individual, was inexorably linked with the polluted language of the
homosexual.”'® The third sex, neither this nor that, challenges the stability
and logic of binary thinking. Consequently, the Jew’s presence near the
center of The Wagnerites is our cue that this is a representation of an
unstable space. Indeed, to me the woman behind the male figure and to his
right is not a woman at all but a male transvestite. Once we understand
that any character in Beardsley’s world might not represent the gender we
think it does, which I will argue here, we open up room for a kind of
interpretation, which embraces instability. Turning to the other images in
the suite, we will recognize how each of them introduces a kind of crises,
which is altogether the disruptive role of the third sex. If the concept of the
“third” is, as Marjorie Garber proposes, “a mode of articulation, a way of
describing a space of possibility,” then the Suite of Four from The Yellow
Book Volume 111 represents Beardsley’s intimate knowledge of the anxiety
and pleasure provoked by that liminal space."

My work rose from the observation that, for over a hundred years, our
own sense of unease and even disgust with Beardsley’ work, caused by
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our inability to contain and recognize clear boundaries demarcating gender
or acceptable desire, has obscured readings that might bring us closer to
understanding them. In general, scholars do not approach the issue of
gender ambiguity or gender fusion in The Wagnerites and its
accompanying illustrations with the force I think they demand.”® A frank
push-pull between the thrilling and the shameful qualities of transvestite
fantasy and forbidden desire pulse through the suite as I will show. My
work is indebted to both Garber, who encourages us to look directly at the
transvestite,”' and to Lorraine Janzen Kooistra, who is the first scholar to
critically examine Beardsley’s fascination with cross-dressing as a way to
challenge binary thinking.”> Kooistra has argued for dialogic readings,
what she calls “bitextual” readings, of his illustrations that contextualize
them with the verbal and illustrated works with which they were
published. We cannot divorce the Yellow Book illustrations from one
another. He was not only the creator of these images, but also the art editor
of the publication. Looking at the images together allows us to understand
them each better individually.

The first of the suite is titled Portrait of Himself (Fig. 13-1). Beardsley
has pictured himself utterly dwarfed by an eighteenth-century bed’s
cavernous baldacchino, itself suggestive of an opera box and matching the
curtains from The Wagnerites. His tiny, turbaned head is depicted as
fragile and ambiguously gendered. The artist’s sense of himself is made
more problematic by the female satyress under whom he sleeps. This is
not the only time Beardsley has pictured himself tied to a herm. In a
drawing from two years later, the artist shows himself quite plainly
tethered to one (Fig. 13-5). The figure of the herm, in fact, is omnipresent
in Beardsley’s work. This illustration depicts a single-sex satyr while
others depict quite literal hermaphrodites. Compared to illustrations from
contemporary English books of design, the decorative composition of his
herms is representative of architectural varieties from the late nineteenth
century.” The difference is that Beardsley’s herms seem to be coming
alive: they have personalities, whether comical or terrifying, and appear to
represent the artist’s own psychic landscape. In his title-page for Oscar
Wilde’s Salome, Beardsley’s self-identification with hermaphrodites is
underlined by its central placement as part of his graphic signature.
Beardsley introduced his graphic signature in 1893 and employed it often
in that year and 1894. It depicts three parallel vertical lines, the middle one
slightly higher than the two on either side. The form purportedly
represents the artist’s figure at work between two candlesticks but it also
suggests sexual penetration. In the Salome title-page, a horned herm with
breasts and male genitalia smiles at the viewer. It is positioned between
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two large flaming candlesticks. At the bottom of the right-hand candle, an
angel with a penis and the face and hair of a women bends in prayer to the
herm. The apotropaic function of herms in Ancient Greece as boundary
markers and border protectors is especially interesting for this study since
this suite of images, and most of Beardsley’s entire ocuvre, is essentially
concerned with border-crossing: transvestitism and transgressive desire.
Beardsley is most interested in sites, states, venues, and events which
allow these borders to be passed. One such state is in sleep.

In Portrait of Himself, the enclosing darkness of the bed curtain and
engulfing bed sheets combined with the figure’s small size suggest the
artist anticipates becoming overpowered and helpless before the dreams
awaiting him in the night. The bedframe appears to tip towards the viewer
and the figure seems to be perilously in danger of slipping into the opaque
void of the bed curtain. The mysterious inscription translates: “By the twin
gods, not all monsters are in Africa.” Africa, a continent loaded with
contemporary political significance, was a realm that for centuries had
represented that which was outside the center, the Beyond, inhabited by
the Other, and another kind of “third” space.”* In the European imaginary,
it was a place full of actual monsters and monstrous humans. But “not all
monsters live in Africa,” Beardsley tells us.

In order to understand what Beardsley meant by “twin gods” in the
inscription, we need to more fully discuss the conceit of the androgyne.
Dr. A.J.L. Busst has shown in his seminal essay “The Image of the
Androgyne in the Nineteenth Century” how important the mythical ideal
of the Androgyne was to both earlier nineteenth century Romantics as well
as the Decadents, Symbolists, and mystical groups of the later part of the
century.”> Busst distinguishes between the terms “hermaphrodite” and
“androgyne” and argues that although the term “hermaphrodite” generally
refers to a biological designation and “androgyne” is more often a mental
construct:

..it is preferable to consider the two terms exactly synonymous by
accepting their broadest possible meaning: a person who unites certain of
the essential characteristics of both sexes and who, consequently, may be
considered as both a man and a woman or as neither a man nor a woman,
as bisexual or asexual *®

Busst examines the myriad sources for the conceit since Plato, including
Christian conceptions of Jesus as representing the idealized union of both
sexes. Moreover, Busst demonstrates that nineteenth-century poets, artists
and mystics widely disseminated the image of the androgyne, especially
fin de siecle Symbolists and Decadents. The andryogyne represented for
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many different groups of thinkers the symbol of an ideal re-integration of
dualities: mind and body, spirit and matter, man and woman. Often, these
dualities have also been represented by doubling or twin figures. In this
same period, Beardsley created several drawings with twins, often
designating one a devil and the other an angel, which indicate his interest in
exploring the dualities of our nature. For example, his illustrations for Oscar

Fig. 13-5. Aubrey Beardsley, A Footnote, from The Savoy, No. 2, April 1896
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Wilde’s Salome, which Beardsley created just months before his
illustrations for the Yellow Book’s third volume, contain three discrete
pairs of twins: the young Syrian Narraboth and the homosexual page who
loves him and then mourns his suicide (frontispiece and A4 Platonic
Lament), Salome and John the Baptist (The Peacock Skirt and John and
Salome) and the twin children carrying a large candelabra in The Eyes of
Herod, one with implied horns and the other with an implied halo. Ewa
Kuryluk has studied Beardsley’s iconography in depth.”” She discusses
Beardsley’s invocation of both the androgyne and the twin in his The Kiss
of Judas for Pall Mall Magazine from July 1893. She writes:

Beardsley’s representation of Jesus as a beautiful sleeping hermaphrodite
fits into [the nineteenth-century hermaphroditic] tradition and perhaps also
alludes to the fact that while it was worshipped in religion, art, and poetry,
in real life the hermaphrodite was regarded as either a freak of nature or as
a passive and impotent, sleep ‘saint,” predestined to become the victim of
v