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HOPE FOR A POST-WAR REVIVAL OF CHRISTIAN ART

Ladies and Gentlemen 

It is easy to criticise modern religious art, to show its infirmities, its poverty. That task does not frighten me. But to discern the causes of this decadence, and, even more, to propose effective ways in which it could be remedied; that is infinitely less easy. I wish to attempt this critique before you today not for the vain pleasure of self-denigration, but to derive from it some useful reflections and resolutions, and also reasons for hope. The purpose of our gathering here is to inspire a feeling of hope. 

"The faith I love best," says God, "is hope." 

And Péguy adds: 

"'But hope," says God, "is that which astonishes me, And I cannot get over this, this little hope which seems to be nothing at all, this little daughter hope. Immortal.'"
 
We are here to hope together; we all believe that a renaissance of religious art is possible, and that it is even not far off. We believe that the times are favourable, and we have our reasons. 

Even before it was a matter of reconstruction, before the Hun
 came to sack and destroy our sacred buildings, in the years preceding the Great War, a renewal of decorative art was evident in our land, at the same time as a reawakening of religious sentiment. We saw this as a happy coincidence. The war did not weaken those converging activities, rather the contrary. A corresponding surge of faith and energy arose in response to the pity we felt for a France that had been invaded and devastated. Our martyred churches, charged with so many memories, victims of the barbarians, witnesses to their brutality and to our heroism, hearths of peace, concord and civilisation, shall be rebuilt. They shall be rebuilt with piety, with love and, we hope, with unanimity: I believe the public authorities will know where their duty lies.

Our ravaged provinces must, as in former days, be covered by a shining white garment of new churches. We have artists whose convictions and training have prepared them for this great task. There are artists who wish, like Pierre de Craon, hero of Claudel’s drama:
 "That the new church not be an empty vessel, as a vain facade, but rather as a living organ, an engine which we put together." In order to create this organ and to assemble this engine for spreading the word and for apologetics, may those same powers of the French soul which won the war, organise the peace. It is the same qualities of lucid will, discipline, thoughtfulness and patience, the same love, that we must dedicate to the reconstruction of France - of the France that has been devastated, but also to the France of ideas [la France idéale], wounded in her intelligence, threatened in her activity and art by false doctrines, ignorance, routine and disorder.

It is up to us to ensure that the lessons of the war are not lost. There is no more Christian art, said Proud’hon, because Christian society is no more. Christian society will have its place in tomorrow’s France, a very large place. Therefore there shall be a Christian art. 

As I have already said, the tendencies before the war already corresponded to the hopes we have today. This is true of France, and true for all Europe. Without speaking of the Central Powers and of the famous Benedictine school at Beuron, we might say that Catholics and Protestants were in competition with each other. Even the Russians, with Vrubel and Roerich,
 attempted to renew the formulas of the Orthodox Church. Wherever the decorative spirit is renewed, wherever faith burns bright, remarkable works are produced. In Joergensen’s fatherland, Denmark, the painter Skoevegaard
 is creating one of the most interesting decorative ensembles of our age. In Holland, where conversions are numerous, Catholics at Haarlem are building a magnificent cathedral, their great innovator being the painter Jan Toorop.
 In England, where Catholic life is intense, we may admire the new Westminster Cathedral, and we know that Burne-Jones’ influence and that of his works was not alien to the conversion of Dom Destrée.
 And what more might I mention? Sert’s paintings in the church at Vich in Catalonia,
 and the church of the Sagrada Familia by Gaudí, near Barcelona; in Switzerland the sumptuous glass windows of the Pole Mehoffer in Fribourg,
 and those of Cingria in Geneva…

I regret that I can only give you a dry list of names: any image, any photograph would do the job better. Most of all here in France, where we are so swift to criticise, I would like, for example, to have a collection of reproductions of religious architecture of the last twenty-five years. But to fill the gap all I can see are the necessarily succinct studies of Rev. Fr. Abel Fabre in his remarkable Pages d’Art chrétien. 

In my travels across France I have at times come across new churches, chapels and convents that are interesting. Those are exceptions, alas! Still, if we compare them to the secular monuments of the period - savings institutions, town halls, schools, places of commerce - it must be agreed those are all inferior in beauty to the religious monuments. Does the city of Lyon possess anything in its civil architecture that could stand comparison with Fourvière, and is not the Sacré Coeur de Montmartre more beautiful and more original than the Grand Palais? 

The Société de St. Jean, now known to everyone, has, thank God, done much since the war to stimulate the current movement. Under the leadership and happy inspiration of M. Henry Cochin,
 it has organised a number of different competitions, for example for the reconstruction of devastated churches; but its main claim to our gratitude must be for organising the Exhibition of Christian Art in 1911 at the Pavillon de Marsan. There we could see concisely summarised all the efforts of modern religious art. As concerns France, that began with Puvis de Chavannes, and finished with Marcel Lenoir. Between those two, artists such as Mme. Lucien Simon, Besnard, Carrière, Desvallières, Paul H. Flandrin, Lameire, Lerolle, and so many others whom I can't remember, and Forain,
 the Forain of the Pilgrims of Emmaus, all of them well represented. The only important figure missing was Botel, the distinguished Lyon painter who found favour before the normally harsh criticism of Huysmans. A similar exhibition took place the following year in Brussels. It included a considerable German contribution as well as remarkable examples of English art. The exhibitions of liturgical art held at the Pavillon de Marsan since the war have shown real progress, especially with regard to vestments, an ingenious application by feminine hands of the resources of contemporary decorative art to the traditional forms of sacred art, bringing contemporary taste into harmony with the liturgy. That is not, I think, an inconsiderable record of achievement. 

If I add that in a sector of the Catholic public, shaken from its torpor by Huysmans’ invective, it has become fashionable to despise the bondieuseries of the St.Sulpice quarter in Paris; that new publications and new organisations have appeared, such as the excellent Revue bénédictine, the Vie et les Arts liturgiques, or the group L’Arche, the Ghilde Nôtre-Dame or the Amis des Arts liturgiques; if, finally, I note that, under the auspices of the powerful Revue des Jeunes an audience such as this one, numerous and sympathetic, has gathered to hear a talk on the question of modern religious art, I believe I can say that conditions are favourable; and that these augur well for a renaissance. 

We should not believe, however, that the field for modern art has been won. There are terrible forces for inertia. The causes of decadence subsist. And they are not peculiar to the Catholic world, they have to do with our social conditions, our utilitarian, industrial civilisation, our education, all our false ideas and prejudices. 

INFLUENCE OF THE DEVIL ON CATHOLIC ART

I began by giving you reasons for hope. Now, if we want this discourse to be useful, I must show you what those prejudices inimical to sacred art, those forces of inertia might be. 

Don’t expect me to dramatise the subject. As I am convinced that one of the causes of the decadence is the divorce between art and life, the lack of cooperation between artist and public, I shall not adopt the romantic tone of Huysmans or of Léon Bloy. The clergy and the "bourgeoisie" are too often blamed for all the sins of Israel. The responsibility of clergy and catholics is indeed heavy. But let us for the moment pretend that our public was what it should be, that is to say, our collaborator, and that all the artist has to do was to translate, doubtless with a measure of anticipation, the ideas and sentiments of the collective. I should rather be tempted to say: Public, you are my master; meaning that in the end art always reflects its milieu, mirrors its time, and that, as history has shown, the artist is only an exceptional being by the way he precedes and predicts. Instead of merely blaming the times we live in, let us attempt to define the illness, to know its causes; then we can look for the remedy. 

Though Huysmans has rendered a valuable service to the cause of religious Art, I nonetheless reproach him on two counts: first, of having misunderstood, in the past and in the present, certain great artists and noble endeavors, Lesueur
 and Puvis de Chavannes, for example, or the pupils of Ingres; then, his deploring the absence of a modern religious art, when he himself loved only the Middle Ages. As far as he was concerned, the chief enemy of religious Art was the Devil. You may recall the famous harangue in the Foules de Lourdes: "I follow in your tracks, says the Devil to the Holy Virgin, and shall install myself wherever you pause. You shall never be rid of my presence. At Lourdes, you may have all the prayers you may wish ... In an age which I knead and pervert at will, you might even discover some holiness within the souls scattered about your feet, that is still possible. But art, which is the only clean thing on earth after holiness, not only will you not have it, but I shall manage things in such a way as to have you insulted without respite by the constant blasphemy of Ugliness, and I will confuse the understanding of your bishops, your priests and faithful to such an extent that they shall not possess even the thought of keeping far from your lips the permanent chalice of my insults..." 

Another writer, also a remarkable painter, M. Alexandre Cingria,
 has in turn written this curious page: 

"The ‘sacristy’ genre has lived. That sacristy genre is the false spirit of nineteenth century Catholicism ... The spiritual state given expression in that literary and architectural style - pseudo-gothic, pseudo-romanesque, pseudo-byzantine - to which the worse Jesuit style is preferable as at least it is living ... That false prudery which, seeing life and art as a dangerous seduction, endows everything that is living and beautiful with an appearance of sensual pleasure of which both life and art are entirely innocent. All that is but an immense snare of the Demon, insidia diaboli, the king of the irrelevant, of half-measures, of the tepid, of everything that is dull, lugubrious, morose and mournfully ugly."

I shall say nothing to the contrary - We should note in passing, with admiration, that this critique is already more subtle than Huysmans’- The Devil's thought is efficacious. May those pious donors who offer their parishes a Sacred Heart or a St. Anthony of Padua choose it in such a way as to deny the Devil any role in their generosity! 

M. Cingria, in his book La décadence de l’Art sacré, has, then, profoundly analysed the causes of this decadence. I do, however, prefer the little essay by Abbé Marraud entitled Imagerie réligieuse et Art populaire. You know who Abbé Marraud was. That young man, subdeacon and infantry lieutenant in 1914, was killed in the Argonne as he was on a reconnaissance mission, taking the place of a junior lieutenant who was a father, and all that on the day after he had been recommended for the grade of captain. He was the born defender of the value of art for Christian apologetics. With astonishing perspicacity, a magnificent breadth of vision and a most Christian objectivity, he had penetrated all the difficulties of the problem and had proposed solutions. I shall borrow frequently from this pamphlet. 

To begin with, he had seen that Catholics do not understand either the apologetic or the liturgical role of beauty. It is for them, he said, "a sort of tasty morsel which attracts the faithful, which spices the program." And he described the result, the aesthetic poverty of the newer neighbourhoods, of working-class or commercial quarters, in our great cities - "straight streets bordered by barracks, where, besides increasingly rare horses, modern man sees no living forms pass by, other than those that are wrapped up in rigid tubes of cloth ... Should we pause to consider our inner life,
 we find it gradually invaded by a sort of intellectual mechanism that is even more powerful than the other... How can the sense of mystery be aroused when the spectacle of life is missing? ... Works of charity, those material advantages which philanthropic patrons sometimes bestow upon their workers, more often than not only create a feeling of frustration. In truth, they are not looking to be fattened like cattle, but to free themselves from a life in which all spontaneous movement is stifled by mechanistic constraints. When they demand the necessities of subsistence, they think they are asking for a share in the joys of the bourgeoisie, but fundamentally it is the aspiration to rise to that ideal that moves them … 

"Who can satisfy them?...Only we." (that is to say, the Catholic clergy.) 

" And should one stroll with a heavy heart through one of those leprous industrial suburban neighbourhoods," he continues, "where the men of today are living, and wonder how an element of harmony and beauty, of communion of the soul, could be introduced, one naturally thinks of the centres of communal life. Alas, they can quickly be recognised! The café, the Sunday dancing and drinking establishment, the cinema, the music hall, the municipal offices. But should the eye encounter some church or chapel of ease, mediocre though it might be, we feel that there is the only centre from which beauty could be made to shine." 

I insisted on giving you that page entire: it poses in a very superior way the problem of art and the Church. And now I ask, has anyone, in the construction or furnishing of the majority of those new places of worship, taken account of the legitimate requirements of the soul pointed out by Abbé Marraud? Has anyone seen that art is not something superfluous? Ladies and gentlemen, here I take up a delicate subject. But I have resolved to say everything that needs to be said. Speaking to the clergy as well as to the faithful, I ask: have you a budget for fine arts? Christian charity responds to all forms of human suffering, and such is the profusion of charitable works in contemporary French society, that one can say that no infirmity, no necessity escapes their solicitude - save the need for Art and Beauty. It is that ointment of great price of which the Apostles said with indignation: "To what end this waste? One could have sold this costly perfume and given the money to the poor..." Admit that the spending of a Julius II or a Leo X on fine arts scandalises you. Among French catholics, there is an old leaven of Jansenism and even of Calvinism which often makes us forget that, on the subject of the Magdalene’s ointment, Our Lord answered the Apostles: "It is a good thing she has done for me." 

Have we become indifferent, hostile to such good deeds? When a poor devil of an artist enters a well-heated sacristy or an opulent rectory, what is he always told? "We love the arts, but we have no money." The arts are paid for as is everything else, and the artist must live. As he leaves he will say: "Would that I were as well-loved as the roofer, the mason or the heating engineer! How many fine things would I not make for these walls, what a fairyland of adornment would I not spread over these windows were I treated as the plumber or electrician! What would I not be able to do with the budget for the parish brass-band, the fund for the cinema or for light entertainment!" And then, in this Jansenist place of worship where art has no place, where expenses are made for practical matters only, for lighting or heating, where there is no Fine Arts budget, there must all the same be a certain decorum, a minimum of decoration, so one makes contact with a merchant of religious objects; and tawdry is triumphant. 

THE CHURCH AS A THEATRE

Religious objects are bazaar goods taking the place of art objects, incense paper replacing the Magdalene’s perfume. We shall have obtained nothing so long as clergy and catholics are not persuaded that this is inadequate or, more to the point, indecent. It is as convenient as it is easy to buy from those stores where chasubles, stations of the cross and chalices are sold pell-mell in all sorts of styles. It seems economical for being made in series, set out in catalogues. It gives the illusion of that art of which it is nothing but a base counterfeit. I find it inadmissible that we should reserve for the house of God, for the sacrifice of the Mass, a category of imitation accessories which we would not want for decorating our own homes. Who among you, ladies, would consent to exhibit in your parlour any of the horrors that are enthroned on our altars? In the midst of the careful display of objects
 which you use to preserve your family traditions, what would you say to having those tarted-up statues, the ornaments of our churches? You will answer me that there isn't anything else to be found, and the objection is serious. I shall answer it.

I am aware that things must be done inexpensively, and therefore that machine-made products must be used, as we live in an age of machines. It is difficult to gauge all that the work of our hands conferred by way of sensibility on the least of objects in other times. Everything we see in our country churches - statues fashioned with hatchet-blows, stalls which are heavy and crude but nonetheless the devoted work of the neighbourhood woodworker, everything that has been embroidered, chiseled, embossed with love, it all has something human which a machine cannot give. Very well, though, let us use machines, I consent to it: that is no reason for the maker, for the merchant, to impose his taste and, because he has chosen a stupid model, for Catholics to be content with it. There have always been bad models: but the machine wasn't there to multiply them. The artist might become a manufacturer, if he were so encouraged, and the manufacturer might become a man of taste - such has occurred and such exists - if he should feel that among Catholics there was a concern for Beauty. To have recourse to the artist would not be as costly as people think: that is a legend that has been carefully cultivated. 

Some discipline would be necessary, and that would perhaps be the greatest difficulty. The clergy are in error, but they are in error mostly because they yield to the fantasies of donors: hence those jumbles of heteroclite horrors which are so disconcerting. 

A curé of Geneva,
 for whom I had the honour of working, a man of good sense and good taste recently, alas, taken from us, succeeded in making of his church an exemplary monument where everything is harmonious, in good taste and new, where the religious object has no place. But it was by imposing a strict discipline about himself that he was able to conserve the beauty and logic of the edifice constructed under his responsibility. Did one of the faithful wish to give a statue, a window, a hanging? His offering would be accepted, but never in kind: the curé and the architect
 together decided where it would be placed, the colours and proportions - and chose the artist. They would be trusted implicitly. Whatever the talent of the sculptor or stained-glass artist, the result was always a work of art suited to the architecture, the lighting, the decorative spirit of the church. Nothing entered that was not expressly composed for it. Nothing entered that was not modern in spirit. A perfect unity was thus obtained, everywhere the same radiance of beauty. And that happened in Geneva: I could not say what sympathy for Catholicism such a church might inspire in Protestant circles, what an impulse for expansion it might place at the service of the Faith.

If we tolerate tawdriness in the churches with such indifference, it is because we consider the decoration of the holy place as a theatrical setting, as a sort of mise-en scène wherein illusion suffices. What does it matter that the actors’ accessories are made of cardboard if they fool the eye! As far as I am concerned, I cannot understand why trompe-l’oeil should be admitted into the churches in any form. All falsehood is intolerable in the temple of Truth. 

I want all the materials used in the church to be not necessarily rich and precious, but sincere and true, like the Word that is preached there, and the God who lives there. This is not about giving an impression of vain luxury. This is about the very spirit of the liturgy of the mass - as it was of the sacrifices of the old Law - that the inert artefacts
 that are associated with it, either as signs or as instruments, be exempt from trumpery and faking. The walls of the Temple of Jerusalem were of genuine cedar wood - imitation wood had yet to be invented, that notorious ersatz which today permits the simulation, at low cost, of fifteenth century sculptures with their ancient patina. The wine for the Mass is not to be adulterated. Why should the ornamentation of the altar, the door of the tabernacle, be of cheap stuff, gilt with powdered bronze or fake Gothic? Why not be content with humble candelabra made of genuine wood, if one cannot pay for precious materials, and why that appalling frippery which installs insincerity and falsehood upon the altar of the Living God?

It is for the same reasons that I resolutely reject copies of the styles of bygone times. Fake Romanesque, fake Gothic are as deplorable as fake wood or fake marble. Chapels and churches are built of stucco-covered concrete with an imitation ribbing introduced after the fact, together with imitation buttresses. What is the point of those tricks, the sort of things we associate with fraudulent antiquarians, makers of fake antiques, which nonetheless fool no one? We know that that fake ribbing and those fake buttresses serve no purpose, that they are legitimised by no pressure from the vaults, that they are there solely to deceive us and to lie! 

That all serves to flatter another mania: archeological mania. There are those, as Léon Bloy said, more or less, incapable of kneeling unless they can verify if the vault over their heads is a key-vault or a barrel-vault. A macabre fashion has associated with the idea of piety all the dead forms of architecture. A church must be either Romanesque or Gothic. I hasten to add that it is not only in religious architecture that this mania flourishes. So, for example, rug-manufacturers and furniture dealers find it easier to reproduce as suites the dining room of Henri II, Louis XV’s salon, Louis XVI’s bedroom, than to create forms and décor adapted to modern life. 

Ask yourself, then, when you see a new church: Is that truly a shelter for prayer? A tabernacle of the eucharistic God? But don't ask what style it is in. That is indeed the stupid question that supposes us, artists of our own time, obliged to repeat forever what had been done before us; the stupid question that is founded on the sterility of modern Catholic thought, which tends to substitute the superstitious cult of the past to confidence in the present or in the future. A creative art, which presupposes "endless beginnings," cannot be chained by archeology. Yes, there are modern churches in known styles, Romanesque, Gothic, which nevertheless are not pious, which are train-stations, casinos, operating-theatres, or, as Huysmans said amusingly: "machine storage units, engine sheds." Around 1830, barometers were made in a Gothic style, which did not thereby render them edifying. There is nothing sacred, as Ruskin said, in an arch, a barrel vault, a buttress. In the Middle Ages, they built in whatever happened to be the current style, and that is what we should do now. 

Remember that, by a prejudice contrary to our own, the seventeenth, our glorious seventeenth century, destroyed a great deal. In the sixteenth century, when Bramante demolished the antique, venerable St. Peter’s in order to build the new, thus earning the nickname Rovinante, there were many protests; but Julius II, as he himself said, wished to "build a temple such as had never existed," and everyone trusted the humanist pope, the Renaissance, modern art. It is the same state of mind which our Italian Futurists push to the extreme: in place of the canals of Venice, they would have wide avenues in the style of Chicago. Such fanaticism fills me with horror. In wanting a place for modern art, I wish no destruction. We allow for what the centuries prior to the nineteenth did not envisage - restorations in the original style. And I go further. I wish, for example that, while waiting for our sculptors to find clients, we should utilise good quality plaster casts, provided that they are not tarted up, to occupy the spaces modern art sill cannot fill. 

To those remarks I would add this. If it is difficult to create a model of, say, the unique Sacré Coeur, a model that would be valid in all possible cases, it is relatively easy to create a suitable statue or bas-relief destined for a particular place. I have just praised the discipline and its happy consequences of a church in Geneva. Now I want to turn your attention to the virtue of patience. We are in too much of a hurry. Our lives are too fast. Were there great emporia of religious objects in Florence during the quattrocento? The churches of those times did, nonetheless, not want for paintings or statues. There existed artisans’ workshops and boutiques, and the archives tell us that the pious donors of that period, the parishes, corporations, communes did not buy "ready made." 

'HONEYED, LANGUOROUS THINGS'

There is something else besides impatience or the misunderstood economy of time and money; also something other than the archeological and passéiste in this preference for pastiche. Why this fear of anything that is living? Why this tendency not to consider as serious anything that is up-to-date? M. Cingria was right to see in this the working out of a spirit of death and ennui. "The pious," he says, "are accustomed to an art of phantoms, and every effort to introduce a bit of life into the churches seems to them, in contrast, to be immoral, profane and pagan. Poor Life, daughter of God, whom the Demon has chased from the churches in order to put in her place the fear of life!" 

One wants an art comme il faut in our churches. A petty tradition has developed in such matters, in which hieratism and academism combine to give birth to ennui. No matter what textbook composition, so long as it is solemn and cold, can become a page of sacred art. The academic artists who share the same prejudices, the same fear of life, propose moderate, soothing solutions. That is all correct and respects the formulas. In windows, in images, mural decorations, even, I say, in ornamentation, sad imitations of Ingres and Flandrin which conserve only the coldness of their models continue to proliferate, without ever touching anyone's heart. Those miserable commonplaces are so many masks to disguise a poverty of thought and absence of emotion. They are accepted out of habit, out of indifference, and, in the end, certain feeble platitudes, false gestures, draperies that are boring beyond belief become, like fake Gothic, inseparable from the idea of piety. 

It is said to be well-designed. Another perversity. Instead of approaching a work of art in a spirit of humble sympathy, one comes before it with the mentality of a drawing-master. Do not say, as I heard only recently at the Degas exhibition - Degas, that prodigious draftsman: "Now that is an arm which is too short or too long, an ill-proportioned leg." That sort of criticism, which requires no great level of understanding, has not been spared Ingres himself, or Delacroix. Fra Angelico did not know how to draw, either, and - just between ourselves - one would have much to say about the drawing of Raphael, and even that of M. Luc Olivier Merson.
 It is time to recall what Ingres said: "there is no such thing as exact or inexact drawing, but only what is beautiful or ugly."

Thus for churches with limited resources, we have industrially produced religious objects, tinselly and flavourless. For more wealthy churches, congealed, boring, academic and faux-traditional art. The only resource which such art still possesses, other than the faded remembrance of classic works, is a certain sentimental feeling. It is all at the same time formulaic, romantic and melodramatic. It bestows a silly appearance on sacred persons, hair well oiled, eyes turned upwards, heart-shaped mouths. 

In this region of honeyed, languorous things, one may find the reflection of all the worst mediocrities of the Italian decadence, as the Christ of Guido Reni,
 and at the same time the sort of milky sentimentality which we find in certain postcards, or certain wax figures that we see in hairdressers' windows. Such images dishonour our religious iconography. It is maddening to see in representations of God’s Son and the Saints the same blandness which in profane subjects serves to arouse the most vulgar sensuality.

Have I overstated this picture of our decadence? I don’t believe so. But following this negative critique, I must indicate the direction Christian art is taking and which it must take. 

SEEDS OF RENEWAL

While the greater portion of Catholics continue their attachment to those prejudices and routines, art evolves, as does society. Catholic intellectual activity is renewed. The religious elites, the salt of the earth, those who will shape the masses of tomorrow, no longer feel anything in common with those outdated works of art. Nothing in them expresses their aspirations. That is why, more often than not, those elites lose interest in art and in its apologetic value. 

It is natural, it is desirable that an artist should participate in the evolution of the society within which he lives, and that, even before the society has seen them clearly, he should give expression to the new forces that are seething within it.

Who among us has not been struck by the outdated (sometimes to the point of the ridiculous) style of certain formulaic prayers printed unthinkingly by lazy editors over the past one and one-half centuries? Religious art suffers from too much resembling that pious boarding school literature. Doubtless dogma and mysticism do not change. But if it is true that man’s thought and sensibility are conditioned and, so to speak, impregnated by the circumstances of time and place, even more so, the ways of expressing such thoughts and sensibilities are subject to constant change. But we hardly see among the moderns any plastic works corresponding to the thought-forms of a Léon Bloy, a Paul Claudel, of a Péguy or a Sertillanges. 

That which makes indisputable the value of of those authors I have mentioned is the conversion they underwent. Their curiosity, their literary originality, served their thought well. Have we a sacred art that can sustain with such force and such a spirit of newness the prestige of Catholicism? 

"A synthesis of the arts with a view to the exterior practise of prayer and for the benefit of interior prayer, that would be the exact formula," writes Fr. Sertillanges.
 "The beauty of human life, with all its dependencies and in the integrity of all possible flourishing, linked to God through Christ: that would be the effect." Those magnificent words are sufficient for me: I shall not seek for anything more to define the aesthetic needs of the contemporary soul; I would like just to show you how the tendencies of modern art stand in relation to those needs.

If there is anything characteristic and certain about the general evolution of art over the past fifty years, it is that it tends increasingly to flee naturalism, the literal sense of reality, in order to orient itself in a spiritual direction, toward synthesis, decorative expression. 

What notable works have been produced in painting since the realism of Courbet and Manet? What were Impressionism, Symbolism, Art Nouveau, Cubism? 

Whether we like it or not, in the domain of ideas, politics and the arts, we have to take very serious account of those currents that attract and motivate the enthusiasm of our youth. The history of the schools and of their different styles is nothing but the series of efforts by successive generations to surpass themselves, to go beyond what others have done and to adapt to the curve of their times. 

Impressionism was the first step taken out of the groove of naturalism: something similar to what Bergson’s philosophy was in relation to scientific materialism. The geniuses who were most representative - I do not say of that school, but of that style - a Degas, a Renoir, a Rodin - began with the analytical study of nature to arrive at the most concise, the most audacious syntheses. In the beginning, it was just a matter of translating sensation in its spontaneity and freshness, a sensation to be sought in contact with modern life. Under the influence of the Primitives and the Japanese, and in reaction against the conventions of the old Academy, the Impressionists lovingly cultivated their own sensibility and sincerity. They wished for nothing more than to view nature through their temperament, not as she is, but as she might appear to them at a given moment, by means of a given spiritual disposition. They took pains to seize the mobility of things: subjectivism took the place of realism, and they came to think that a landscape could be a state of the soul. 

At the same time, Puvis de Chavannes, continuing the great traditions of classical painting, introduced into his compositions the naïve observation of nature, the subtle harmonies dear to the Impressionists, and so introduced the systematic use of a mode of expression, as old as the arts themselves, but discredited by the Moderns, namely Symbolism. 

So, the old Academy idealised, reducing nature to a conventional type, to the beau ideal. In reaction, the realists strictly and brutally copied nature. Rather than simply reproducing her, the Impressionists represented her according to the requirements of their sensibility. Puvis de Chavannes transposed her into the domains of painting and poetry; he suggested, instead of describing. That was the way ideas succeeded one another in painting. 

This evolution in a spiritual direction was helped along its way by the prestige of the young literary schools of that time, for example, of Baudelaire, Verlaine and Mallarmé, by the need for an ideal which would be manifest in philosophy as well as in letters. At the same time, the progress of photography incited the true artists to express something more than material reality, while at the same time demoralising the others. The masters of the artistic youth were Gustave Moreau, Puvis, Odilon Redon, Gauguin, Cézanne. The influence of Cézanne is at the origins of Cubism and of all the manifestations of art posterior to Impressionism - all of them oriented toward the predominance of the poetic and plastic element over the descriptive element. The abandonment of the descriptive is the factor that unifies the younger schools. And this is true in the decorative arts, as well: the 1889 decorative movement called Art Nouveau, which in the beginning was very close to the 'Modern style' saw the flourishing of the artist’s fantasy, freed from the shackles of the different styles and the need for imitation. The most recent schools have evolved more and more toward abstraction, affirming more and more their desire to create formulas unrelated to reality.

SYMBOLISM

Symbolism, as I understand it here, must not be confused with allegory nor with any other system of hieroglyphic figuration such as that found in the Catacombs. It was the art of expressing sentiments and ideas, not by the more-or-less idealised representation of a given subject, but by the technical means used in the representation. Form, colours, volume became directly expressive, by virtue of natural correspondences between the visible and the invisible, between the appearances of the world received by the senses on the one hand and our emotions on the other. 

"Les parfums, les couleurs, et les sons se répondent."

It was what Fr. Sertillanges calls: "Speaking to the instinct by presenting the living idea revealed in forms of art, as the soul is revealed through our living organs." And he adds: "It is to deal with us according to our nature." This art benefitted from the freedom gained by Impressionism, in particular from its subjectivist position before nature, its tendency toward abstraction. It re-established the essential role of imagination in the arts. It restored the idea of the painting which, instead of being an "open window on nature", a "slice of life," in the end a trompe-l’oeil, became again, according to the definition which I gave at the time: "a flat surface covered with colours assembled in a certain order." 

The power to suggest certain rapports between ideas and things has always been the essential characteristic of art. What was new was that it should be worked out systematically. Very much in the spirit of our age, of our poets, our musicians, our thinkers, that systematisation has yet to yield all its fruit. It is there that new directions should be sought. 

There is no truly aesthetic, truly moving work of art which is not symbolist. I have cited Puvis de Chavannes. But now, by way of contrast, let us take Forain. Yes. Forain. When Forain wishes to express the venality of the magistrate, the lust, the infamy of the wicked rich man, the old party-animal, or again, the heroism of the ordinary footsoldier, the widow’s resignation or the faith of the Lourdes pilgrim, what does he do? A photographic drawing, an exact view of reality? No. He seeks by, a series of eliminations, the essential, characteristic line, the synthesis, the arabesque which, by enhancing it, epitomises the physiognomy, the drama, the idea. There is no psychological condition, no matter how complex, that he cannot turn into a readily intelligible schema. Once he has found that schema, that synthesising line, the work is done. That is very great art. And that is what I call symbolism. 

And Raphael! Yes, when in the Stanza della segnatura in the Vatican, he traces those two immortal pages: the Disputation of the Holy Sacrament and the School of Athens, what has he done to bring us into that "state of perfect docility" Bergson speaks of "where we realise the idea suggested unto us, where we sympathise with the sentiment expressed"? Of course, the guides can tell us that here are the fathers of the Church, there St. Thomas, Dante or Savonarola, and all the details of the allegory. But what surprises us most in that Disputatio
 - ironically so-named, as everything in it is calm, order and harmony - is the order itself, the rhythms of the composition, that play of circles and half-circles which, along both vertical and horizontal axes, direct one’s attention up toward the Three Persons above, and down to the eucharistic center below; between the two lies a clear space adorned with a delicious landscape, but it is in fact the Holy Sacrament that fills it. Whereas the School of Athens shows the chaos of doctrines in the absence of God, the contradictory ways of human philosophy. Under the sky, which is masked by a specious architecture, we see the dispersion, the isolation of groups, the calculated discord of the gestures. And if a little symmetry appears in this magnificent disorder, it is around Plato and Aristotle, synthesised in such a manner that all Renaissance thought is made perceptible thereby to the mind and, so to speak, to the eyes.

So it is not necessary to make figures that are too long, with awkward gestures, and a false naivety in order to be symbolist. We find ourselves before an art that is frankly decorative and which strives to awaken in our souls the whole range of human emotions through the whole range of sensations that correspond to them. Here is an art which desires to be a language whose words are all in nature, a profoundly human language, so human as to be mystical! What does it take for such an art to become Christian? 

SYMBOLISM IN CHRISTIAN ART

I say that it conforms already to the whole tradition of our Faith. Was Religion not proclaimed in parables? perpetuated by the sacraments? And to guide us by means of the sensible to the supra-sensible, does it not offer us a system of signs, ordered in beauty: the Liturgy? 

There was a time when, in obedience to the councils, the painter’s aim was to convey the fact of religion, the truths of the Faith, to the illiterate. But even in the Middle Ages, this was accomplished by means of artifices destined to suggest that which, plastically, is inexpressible. All the more today, when everyone can read, the religious painter does not need to be a painter of history. Every artist must be a poet. Music before all things, said Verlaine. Whether the painter be Fra Angelico, Rembrandt or Puvis de Chavannes, it is not his quality as a historian, nor his documentation which count, but the fervour of emotion which he communicates. His ambition must be to incite to prayer, to bring the soul closer to God, to wrap it, as organ music does, in a penetrating atmosphere of recollection and piety. Like the Liturgy which both orders the common prayer, and is its ornament, art should provide for the faithful the benefit of, in the words of Dom Besse,
 a spiritual ascension. Liturgy, like art, is decorative because its domain is beauty; aesthetic, because it makes use of sounds and colours to move the soul; symbolic because it establishes a perpetual coming together of the images of the sacred text and revealed truths, of natural phenomena and those of the inner life.

If I have absorbed this theory of correspondences thoroughly, and if I am Christian, I may call upon all nature, all modern life, all the resources of my sensibility for the work destined for the Church. Such an art obliges us to engage in an effort of sincerity and, so to speak, of introspection, which excludes the conventional and thus all academism. To represent and symbolise our religious emotions by means of forms and colours is to work on the most intimate depths of our souls. The work of art is thus born from the artist’s personal experience. Instead of a system of allegory or of cold hieroglyphics - banal, frozen - instead of a sentimental realism of doubtful quality, the Christian artist must give us a living art, and speak the language of his heart. I see in this a sort of ascesis which binds the overflow of our sensibility to the service of the Faith. Well! Undoubtedly there are and have been other formulas - Christian art is inexhaustible; but should it wish to express the aspirations of each age, is this not the form of art best suited to our own present time? 

Emotion is for us what is essential in art. But it is still necessary that we realise, according to its proper laws, the object which translates and transmits that emotion - in a word, to know one’s craft. 

This is where, in the plastic arts, a problem arises, a capital problem - that of imitation. Just because the representation of nature is not the goal of art, it does not follow that we have to stumble into abstraction. Art is a language: it must therefore be intelligible, and the whole of our vocabulary is to be found in nature. 

The problem of imitation is more or less analogous to the problem of knowledge in philosophy, and following whether it is the subject or object one makes to predominate, solutions vary. I am of the opinion that, following the ascetic method I have just indicated, the modern artist, if he wishes to exteriorise the mysteries of his interior life, will of necessity adopt the naive, virginal, humble attitude before nature that we associate with the medieval artist, an unfeigned naivety, not one acquired in museums, but one imposed on the soul as a virtue, as the most perfect form of sincerity. It is the naivety of the Primitives, of Giotto, of Fra Angelico, of the statuary of our cathedrals. For them, it isn't a matter of executing a tour de force, of exhibiting their technique, nor is it a matter of revealing the beau idéal after the manner of the academic school, of creating those generic types of humanity as the Renaissance did, idols which are ends unto themselves. The medieval artist does not prefer himself to what he expresses. For him, nature is Creation, and the creatures are witnesses and signs of the All-Powerful and the All-Bountiful. He is the child of the Heavenly Father, and it is in that dependency, in that childlike attitude that he finds contentment. Like St. Francis, he is brother to all the humble things which sing the glory of God, and those humble things have been rendered dearer to him by the Gospel which has associated them with divine instruction: harvests, planting, the little birds and the lilies of the field. No matter how skilful an artisan he might be, no matter how well he knows how to organise his forms and colours - because in the art of the Middle Ages, reason never lost her rights - he stands before nature full of candour and childlike simplicity. 

TOWARDS THE ATELIER D'ART SACRÉ

That is how I propose to solve the problem of imitation. But there are other problems. The men of my generation, formed by official Kantism, insurgents since their adolescence against disciplines and institutions, fervent individualists, learned only through the practice of art and of life what folly it had been to reinvent for one’s self alone all technique and to substitute one’s own genius for the experience of centuries. We have been autodidacts by principle (a bad principle), and by necessity. 

This state of mind is happily now out of date. There has been a return to tradition, to craft. You know it yourselves. The Revue des Jeunes aims to introduce some order into the intellectual life in hopes of being able later to introduce it into the society as a whole. It seems to me that the great means it advocates, the philosophy of St. Thomas, ought also to operate in those artistic circles where a process of reflection is taking place. I don't have the competence to take up the scholastic question here. The little that I know seems to me to be highly relevant in this age of pride and indiscipline. If I have understood it right, St. Thomas’ definitions apply as much to the useful and mechanical arts as to the liberal arts; they do not differentiate between artist and artisan, which poses the question of craft very well. But when he says that the Beautiful is the Resplendentia formae super partes proportionatas materiae, the shining forth of the idea over the proportioned parts of matter - most of all when he pronounces that art is the right reason (or method) required to make the work, Recta ratio factibilium - it seems to me that he shows us the role of reason, even while applying it strictly to the material part and to the technique of art. None of the paradoxes advanced by the ignorant and the lazy can stand before such reasoning. There is not the smallest encouragement there for those who pretend to know everything having learned nothing, and St. Thomas’ artist has nothing in common with a superman or a demigod. 

That is very judicious. Moreover, a movement is beginning to appear among young people in favour of the applied arts. Perhaps we should have fewer painters of pictures and better decorators, glassmakers, enamelers, goldsmiths, etc.. Young painters are becoming interested in printmaking, tempera and fresco. They do not feel that it is beneath themselves to engage with others in work that is aimed to fulfil collective needs - as for example the design and execution of furniture. But neither are they mere workers reproducing a given model without discernment. They are artisans creating new forms. 

That is an atmosphere favourable to the creation of a school. Abbé Marraud saw in a school of religious arts the remedy to the present crisis. I see it too. A school organised after the manner of the Schola Cantorum,
 gathering different disciplines (painting, sculpture, decoration, glassmaking, etc.) around a doctrine which would be at once traditional and living. It would have the originality of realising the collaboration of master and pupil. Instead of being an academy, it would be a workshop, a gathering of workshops which would accept commissions and produce, not for vague exhibitions but for a precise destination, everything that serves to adorn worship, so that the pupil becomes what he was in the workshops of Tuscany and Umbria before the Renaissance: an apprentice, then a journeyman assisting the master. Instead of paying the professor, he would be paid by him. Thus the normal conditions which in former times produced good artisans and admirable masterpieces would be re-established. If there is any possibility of restoring and renewing the Tradition, it must be through practice, experience and discipline. Such a school should be a centre of Catholic life. Informed by dogma and by the Liturgy, fully conscious of the greatness of their mission, pupils and masters would together serve the renaissance we envision.

I have tried to share my optimism with you, to show you the paths I believe can be effective. Even if you do not accept all my views, I hope they will provide at least a basis for some useful reflection. 

Do we want a living art worthy of the present renewal of Catholic thought? We know what the necessary conditions, modalities and methods are. If we need a school to realise the triple formation - Christian, intellectual and technical - of our youth, such a school shall be made. 

Do we want falsehood in all its forms to be expelled from the Church - sentimental lies, archeological lies, lying antique pastiches and counterfeit materials, lying religious objects and academic art? Then it is up to us to break with old prejudices and routines. 

Do we want a favourable milieu, a sense of fellowship that will surround the artist with confidence, that refrains from systematically denigrating modern art? Do we want the value of art as an apologetical means to be brought back to its place of honour? Ah! if only the clergy would help us, seeing in art the means of fashioning anew, as Abbé Marraud said, "communion among men." 

If the war found us unprepared, and the peace even less so, let us at least take pride in knowing that we did not suffer defeat because our souls were inferior, nor did we gain a victory we did not deserve. Now the seriousness of souls renewed in Christ through the sacrifices they made willingly and the sorrows they accepted must be expressed in a style that is appropriate and by an art worthy of such responsibility. One does not put new wine in old bottles. Let us not, under the pretext of preserving the past, copy the buildings of another age - precious models and justly admired, certainly, but dead! To repeat in architecture, painting, sculpture what was done in earlier generations, to pick up styles that have had their day as if they were our own, would be more than an error, it would be a moral failure. It would be an admission of impotence unworthy of the victorious French. Do not let anyone believe that the vein of French creativity is exhausted. Fake Gothic or a junk-shop full of religious objects are not suitable means for raising our altars anew and building a fitting memorial to the Great War 

We have never had a more beautiful or a more tragic occasion for manifesting the vitality of Catholicism and of French genius. The benefit we have received from our victory is the duty laid on us to rebuild our churches and to adorn them, not in the old fashion, but with our own means, our modern sensibility, not with our erudition, but with our piety and our hearts. 

We do not want our grandchildren when, later on, they marvel at the glory of our heroes, to have to blush at the quality of our taste. And if one of them, before the monuments of our time, should ask the question I have just just said we should not ask: In what style is this? let us be able to answer with pride: It is the style of Victory!
� Taken from Charles Péguy’s posthumously published Le Porche du mystère de la deuxième vertu.


� 'Boches' in the original.


� L’Annonce faite à Marie.


� Mikhail Vrubel - 1856-1910, best known for his paintings of impressive and mournful demons. In his Journal for 1909, during his visit to Russia, Denis comments 'Vroubel, a sort of Gustav Moreau influenced by Böcklin, is without interest'. Nicholas Roerich - 1874-1947, painter and stage designer who worked with Diaghilev. After the revolution he lived in London and was prominent in theosophical circles, taking up a lively interest in Buddhism.


� Joakim Skovgaard - 1856-1933. He studied with Denis's bête noir Léon Bonnat. Denis is probably referring to his work in Vyborg cathedral (1901-1906). The Joergensen Denis mention is probably Aksel Jørgensen - 1883-1957, painter and wood engraver, specialist in scenes of urban poverty.


� Johannes 'Jan' Toorop - 1858-1928. Converted to Roman Catholicism in 1905. He worked in the church of St Bavo in Haarlem in 1905-6. In 1906 he became associated with De Violier, a group of Catholic artists deeply influenced by the rigorous principles of Beuron.


� Dom Bruno Destrée - 1867-1919. Poet and art critic. Translated Ruskin's Lamp of Memory (from the Seven Lamps of Architecture). He became a Benedictine monk with the name Bruno (replacing Georges) in 1898.


� Josep Maria Sert - 1874-1945. Catalan artist, friend of Salvador Dali. His monochrome three dimensional trompe l'oeil style would seem to be very different from the sort of religious painting recommended by Denis.


� Józef Mehoffer - 1869-1946. Particularly known for his stained glass windows in the � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gothic_Revival_architecture" ��Gothic� St Nicholas Collegiate Church in � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fribourg" ��Fribourg�, � HYPERLINK "https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Switzerland" ��Switzerland�. We return to Cingria later in this essay.


� Henry Cochin, 1854-1926, politician, supporter of the Church in the struggles over laicisation, President of the Société de St Jean.


� Jean-Louis Forain (1852 - 1931), caricaturist and Impressionist painter, friend of Manet and Degas, specialising in scenes of modern urban life, particularly a series of courtroom scenes rather reminiscent of Daumier.


� Presumably Eustache LeSueur (1617-1655) though there were also Blaise Nicolas Le Sueur (1714-1783), French in origin but he became director of the Academy of Arts in Berlin, and his father Nicolas Le Sueur (1691-1764).


� Alexandre Cingria - 1879-1945. Founder in 1919 of the Society of St Luke and St Maurice, a Swiss equivalent of Denis's Ateliers d'Art Sacré, very active in the Suisse-Romande. Here and in the next essay on the School of Sacred Art Denis speaks highly of him but in his Histoire d'Art Religieux (1939 ed, p.301) he is much more reserved seeing him as an example of an abstract, geometrical tendency: "From Impressionism and from our 1890 subjectivism they have kept only the liberty, or license, in the representation of nature, a sort of Cubism which produces a new hieratism."


� NOTE BY DENIS: La Décadence de l’Art sacré, Cahiers Vaudois, Lausanne.


� Something seems to be missing here. 'The other' may be the mechanism of the external life.


� My interpretation of 'le luxe si respectable'. Respectable luxury feels wrong.


� NOTE BY DENIS: Abbé Jacquet, curé of St. Paul’s, deceased in 1919.


� NOTE BY DENIS: My friend Adolphe Guyonnet.


� 'créatures inertes' in the original. I assume he means by contrast to the living moving creatures, the clergy? But somehow I baulk at saying 'the inert creatures'.


� Luc-Olivier Merson, 1846-1920, French academic painter and illustrator also known for his postage stamp and currency designs. He did some really rather beautiful highly naturalistic religious paintings and stained glass window designs.


� Guido Reni, 1575-1642, hugely influential Bolognese artist specialising in religious and mythological subjects, notably a David with the head of Goliath which must have impressed Odilon Redon.


� Antonin-Gilbert Sertillanges, O.P. - 1863-1948. French Thomist philosopher, founder in 1893 of La Revue Thomiste.


� 'Perfume, colours, sounds respond one to the other' from Baudelaire's poem Correspondances.


� NOTE BY DENIS: Disputatio means 'solemn debate'; that is the literary subject. But there is another subject...


� Dom Jean-Martial Besse, O.S.B - 1861-1920. As novice master in the abbey of St Martin of Ligugé he was associated with the prominent converts Huysmans, Claudel and Forain. From 1906 he was associated with Action Française and from 1910 he contributed regularly to the paper L'Action Française. After the monks were expelled from Ligugé in 1901 under the government secularising policy, he moved to Chevetogne in Belgium, where he died.


� The 'Schola Cantorum' de Paris, founded in 1894 by Charles Bordes, Alexandre Guilmant and Vincent d'Indy specialising in late Baroque and early Classical works, Gregorian chant, and Renaissance polyphony.
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