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A BROAD DEFINITION OF 'SYMBOLISM'

In an entry in his journal, written in 1929 (vol iii, p.118), Maurice Denis complains that though his Theories are much in demand his own painting is disregarded. He goes on to explain that: 'finally we, those of our generation [nous autres], see nothing other than the transformation that occurred [le tournant] in our youth, and nothing new since then other than excess, exaggerations of ideas that seemed to us to be right and true. And then there are men, the value of originally minded artists, who, out of our ideas or from extreme versions of our ideas, have drawn means of expression that have been useful to their own sort of talent, to their sensibility. These are, I'm certain, original artists. But they are part of the same great current of ideas that we saw being born at the end of the last century, when we read the verses of Ghil
 in Scapin, bought at the door of our college; when we saw the first exhibitions of Bernard, Van Gogh - when we discovered Cézanne.'
Denis' Theories do indeed have an interest independent of his own painting. He was present at an important moment, a crucial turning point in the history of the European sensibility and, unlike many of the other writers trying to understand what was happening, he wrote about it in general terms, capable of covering a wide variety of possibilities. The width of the possibilities that could be embraced in Denis' Theories may be indicated by his alliance with Georges Desvallières, his collaborator in the post-war Ateliers d'Art Sacré. Where Denis' own painting is nearly always gentle, decorative and sunny, Desvallières' is dark, violent, often wilfully ugly. But both can fit comfortably into the broad definition Denis gives of the term 'symbolism'; and it is 'symbolism' thus understood that Denis sees as crucial to the change in sensibility that took place in Europe at the end of the nineteenth century.

By 'symbolism' Denis means that instead of copying the external appearances of the world as he sees them, the artist finds - in those appearances but also in the 'abstract' qualities of painting, line, form and colour - 'symbols' that evoke his own states of mind, those qualities of his own soul that he wants to share with the viewer. As we can easily see, and as Denis himself says: 'all truly superior works of art, whether ancient or modern, are [in this very broad understanding of the term - PB] symbolist.' The transformation that occurred in the late nineteenth century was not a discovery of something entirely new, something that had never before been experienced in the world, such as is implied in the absurd label 'modernist' or in the theories of the Italian or Russian 'Futurists'. Denis' most influential essay, written at the age of nineteen under the direct impact of his first encounter with the work of Gauguin, Van Gogh and Cézanne, was called A Definition of Neo-Traditionalism.

THE FLAT SURFACE COVERED BY COLOURS

Much later, well into the twentieth century, the painter Albert Gleizes defined the late nineteenth century shift in sensibility as a move from the 'subject' (the thing represented) to the 'object' (the means proper to painting itself independent of the thing represented). Gleizes was a theorist of Cubism and of non-representational art, both of which Denis would certainly regard as  exaggerations of the late nineteenth century 'symbolist' or 'neo-traditionalist' idea. Gleizes would complain that, even with the development of non-representational painting, however, the transition was far from complete in his own lifetime owing to the inability of the painters to really come to grips with the objective conditions imposed by - to use the terms of the famous first proposition of Neo-Traditionalism (possibly the most quoted sentence in the whole history of art theory) the 'flat surface covered by colours arranged in a certain order', a flat surface conditioned by a particular proportion of height and width and a particular initial colour which should, Gleizes would argue, determine everything that occurred inside it.

Gleizes's transition from subject to object was certainly a central preoccupation of the age as painters searched, in geometry, colour theory or in scientific theories of perception, for objective 'laws' of painting, independent of the subject represented. But Denis has very little to say, either here or in his later writings, about the 'certain order' in which the colours are to be assembled. Indeed in Neo-Traditionalism, he adopts a rather mocking approach to Paul Signac, theorist of 'Neo-Impressionism', perhaps at the time the most earnest seeker after objective laws of painting. Signac had come into some degree of prominence together with his friend Georges Seurat at the last official Impressionist (and effectively first Neo-Impressionist) exhibition in 1886. Making the point that we all experience 'nature' differently, and that there are fashions in the way artists experience nature, so that nature is not of itself a criterion of objectivity, Denis says: 'Mr Signac will prove to you with impeccable science that his chromatic perceptions are entirely necessary. And even if the corrections he makes in his studio are done in all sincerity, Mr Bouguereau is intimately persuaded that he copies "nature"'. William-Adolphe Bouguereau was one of the teachers in the Académie Julian frequented at the time by Denis and his friends, Paul Sérusier, Pierre Bonnard and Éduard Vuillard, and was a favorite object of ridicule among them. 

NEO-TRADITIONALISM AND NEO-IMPRESSIONISM

Denis does go on to speak about 'a science - do we know it? - which covers these things: Aesthetics, which is becoming precise and which, thanks to the practical researches of Charles Henry, is firmly based on the psychology of the Spencers and the Bains.' Henry had established a 'laboratory for the physiology of sensations' arguing that human reactions to stimuli, including stimuli by works of art, could be subject to mathematical calculation. He understood the whole of reality as an exchange of vibrations whose speed could be measured, a proposition most easily demonstrable in terms of colour. It was Signac and Seurat and their champion, the art critic Félix Fénéon, who were most interested in Henry's theories. Signac had prepared many illustrations for Henry's studies such as his Education on the meaning [sens] of Forms and his Application of new instruments of precision (chromatic circle, aesthetic table and aesthetic triple-decimeter) to archaeology, both published in 1890, the year of Denis' Neo-Traditionalism.
 In May 1890, just three months before the appearance of the Définition, Fénéon published an article on Signac which could be said to anticipate the famous first proposition, at least in the reference to 'anecdote' and the dissatisfaction with reproducing the fleeting appearances of nature: 'Mr Paul Signac can create exemplary specimens of an art with great decorative possibilities, sacrificing anecdote to the arabesque, identification [nomenclature] to synthesis, the fleeting to the permanent and, in his celebrations and his marvels [les fêtes et les prestiges] he confers on nature, abandoned in the end by its uncertain reality, a true reality.'
 Fénéon was a contributor to Art et Critique, the journal that published Néo-traditionnisme and we can assume the term 'Néo-traditionnisme' was coined with 'Néo-Impressionnisme' in mind (the term was current - Fénéon had already used it in 1887
).

Gauguin and the Nabis on the one side ('Nabis' - prophets - was the nickname given to the group by Sérusier. The term 'Neo-traditionalist' never caught on), the Neo-Impressionists on the other were two rival, indeed hostile camps, with the Neo-Impressionists as modern, scientific, rationalist Republicans soon to be identified with anarchist politics and the Nabis religiously inclined and soon, at least in the case of Denis, to become involved with Charles Maurras' monarchist-Catholic movement Action Française. Charles Henry was very much identified with the Neo-Impressionist side.
 
Though Denis was anxious to maintain good relations where possible. Later in 1890 he wrote to the theatre director, his old schoolfellow from the prestigious Lycée Condorcet, Aurelian Lugné Poë, to say 'Good relations to be added to the old ones: father and son Pissarro. We are on very good terms with Signac.' Who was to write in June 1891, in an unsigned article in the anarchist journal La Révolte, about the 'symbolist impressionists who, in confining themselves to retrograde subjects, fall into old errors and forget that art does better to search out the future, so vast, than to exhume the legends of the past, no matter how golden they may be.'
 
Denis evokes Henry again in his essay on Symbolism, when he describes the 'two deformations' which he had worked out 'with the aid of my friend Sérusier.' The first is the deformation of the appearances of the external world (the 'nature' which he tentatively defines in Neo-Traditionalism as 'the sum total of our optical sensations') to convey 'the feeling that nature has inspired within him ... Everything of a lyrical character is permitted him - he must needs practice metaphor like a poet. If this tree seems red to him, he has the right to render it in vermillion. That is "subjective deformation".'

But: 

'In order to correct the fantasies of such interpretation, all we had - and I say this with reservations - was "objective deformation", that is, the will to conform the image thus obtained to the technical and aesthetic norms proper to a work of art. We sought those laws both among theoreticians such as Charles Henry and among the works of the old masters: the ancient principles of contrast, balance, unity common to all the arts, necessary most of all to architecture, which thus oblige the artist to "transpose all into beauty".'

HIERATIC ART - THE BEURON SCHOOL

The essay on Symbolism was written in 1918 at the end of the war, at a time when Denis was anxious to dissociate himself from any suggestion of German influence. In the 1890s, however, the period when Henry's influence was at its height, Denis, and more importantly Sérusier, were deeply interested in the 'technical and aesthetic norms' being proposed in Germany by Desiderius (or Didier) Lenz, German Benedictine monk, founder of the school of painting based in his monastery in Beuron in the Black Forest.

They had been introduced to the Beuron school by Jan Verkade, a young Dutchman, son of a successful manufacturer of biscuits (the brand name is still with us), who had come to Brittany to work with Sérusier, had been converted to Roman Catholicism then entered the Beuron monastery as a monk, under the name Willibrord. Sérusier soon proclaimed himself to be as much a disciple of Lenz as of Gauguin. Both Sérusier and Denis visited the different places in which the Beuron monks were working - Prague, Monte Cassino (St Benedict's monastery in Italy) and Beuron itself. Denis painted a beautiful (though very naturalist) picture of two young monks being taught by Lenz, Sérusier translated Lenz's theoretical statement The Aesthetic of Beuron and published it in 1905, with an introduction by Denis. Much later, Denis revealed the full scope of Sérusier's and his own interest in Beuron in his Life and Work of Sérusier, published, under the German occupation, in 1942, shortly before his own death.

His essay of 1896, Notes on religious painting, is dedicated to Verkade. In it he distinguishes two types of religious painting: 

'The one is, if I dare say so, an art of feeling [sentimentale], restoring the beauty of attitudes of prayer, of heads inclined in ecstasy, of kneeling, purity, naïveté of veiled young girls ...

'The other is less inspired by life and, in order to realise the absolute, turns to the intimate secret of nature - to number ... Think of the Egyptians, of the Byzantine mosaics in Italy, of Cimabue.' 

Lenz's aesthetic theory was based on  number and he argued that this mathematically based had found its earliest and highest known expression in Egypt.

Denis' own inclination was clearly toward the art of feeling - 'the feminine manifestation of Catholicism'. And it has to be admitted that Sérusier's own efforts at a mathematically rigorous art were often less than successful. Even Verkade began to chafe at the discipline Lenz was proposing. Nonetheless in 1896, Denis seems to feel that, even if he himself is not yet ready for it, this is the way forward: 'I think also of you, Jan, who have found happiness in that German monastery where you consecrate your life and your art to the cult of restoring that Christian tradition that has been forgotten since the Renaissance.'
After evoking the art that has returned 'to the intimate secret of nature - to number', he invites us to 'note the evident similarity between those ideas and that which was once called symbolism' which 'was truly a light for minds overwhelmed by naturalism but at the same time too much taken by painting to surrender to the daydreams of idealism.' And he offers a very eirenic interpretation of symbolism, wanting to incorporate the rival Neo-Impressionists, insisting that in its origins this art was not 'mystical':

'It was certainly not an idealist theory. An immediate consequence of the positivist philosophies then in vogue and of the inductive methods which we held in such esteem, it was in truth the most strictly scientific of artistic endeavours. Those who launched it were landscape painters, still-life painters, not "painters of the soul" at all (influence of Cézanne upon Gauguin, Bernard etc.) They were minds passionate about truth, living in communion with nature and, I am quite sure, without metaphysical ideas. If they were led to "deform", to compose and finally to invent surprising formulas, it is because they wished to submit to the laws of harmony which determine the correspondence of colours, the organisation of lines (the researches of Seurat, Bernard, C.Pissarro): but also to bring a greater sincerity to the rendering of their sensations. Given the structure of the eye and its physiology, the mechanism of association and the laws of sensibility (insofar as we can yet know them) [this is Charles Henry's territory - PB] they drew from them the law of the work of art and immediately, by conforming to them, they obtained a more intense expression. from then on, instead of searching, ever in vain, to recreate their sensations just as they are [as the Impressionists had tried to do - PB], they applied themselves to finding their equivalents [ie the Neo-Impressionists, Seurat and Pissarro, like the Neo-traditionalists, became Symbolists - PB].

'Symbolism, idealism, naturalism are the three states of the esthetic.' 

Naturalism has already, in the Definition of Neo-Traditionalism, been identified as the enemy. By idealism he means the Greek classical effort, mainly expressed in sculpture, to produce the Platonic idea of the natural form - the human form in the perfection of beauty. It happens, though Denis would not yet have known it, that this corresponds rather closely to Lenz's teaching - that by understanding the geometrical underpinning of the object, in particular the human form, the idea of it in the mind of God, the original Adam and Eve, can be uncovered. 'Symbolism' is, here and throughout his life, the term Denis prefers for his own art. In 1896 he is identifying it with 'Byzantine' art which he sees being renewed in the mathematically based, hieratic art of Beuron: 'Byzantine painting is assuredly the most perfect type of Christian painting.'
In this context he offers an interesting variation on the first proposition of the Definition of Neo-Traditionalism: 'a beautiful painting is before all else a flat surface covered with beautiful colours assembled in rhythmic forms.' We are very close to the definition proposed by Albert Gleizes in his Painting and its Laws (1922): 'To paint is to give life to a flat surface; to give life to a flat surface is to turn its space into rhythm [c'est en rythmer l'espace].'

Denis continues with an argument that might be less well adapted to pleasing the Neo-Impressionists:

'Once again, in our century so preoccupied with the Divine, a reaction of the religious spirit corresponds in painting to a recovery of the Byzantine idea. Our painters such as Puvis de Chavannes or, above all, Odilon Redon (to mention only masters inspired by Christianity) acted not only on the intelligence but also on the conscience of their time. In restoring to painting by force of audacity and genius the logic of its essential laws, they have reconnected with the Christian tradition. They have (as Verkade has said, speaking of the Byzantines) "imitated the Creator who has made all things according to measure, number and weight, who is Himself absolute order."

'Shall we ever find, as several have attempted, the laws, measures and techniques of the Byzantines and, even more so, the Egyptians? Will it be by experimentation, by the science of dynamogenics [a technical term used by Henry - PB], by calculation or by studying the Masters, or by mysterious formulas preserved in the library of a cloister?'
Most remarkably in the light of what we will see as the subsequent development of Denis' thought, he sees Giotto and the influence of Franciscan spirituality as the, albeit very attractive, beginnings of the slippery slope that passed from the high achievement of Byzantine art to the 'conquest of nature' and the eventual collapse into 'the triumph of academic convention, of pathos-filled trompe l'oeil, of a naturalism at once theatrical and pietistic.'
DISILLUSIONMENT WITH BEURON

All this was written before either Denis or Sérusier had actually visited Beuron, when they had only the haziest notion of what the Beuron teaching actually was. The evocation of Puvis de Chavannes and Odilon Redon seems to imply that the artist's sensibility could be a sufficient guide to the necessary restoration of order in painting without any need for precise mathematical calculation. That was very much not Lenz's idea. Verkade moreover had to explain to Denis that Beuron actually had a quite low opinion of Byzantine art, seeing it as a very decadent descendant of the Egyptians and the archaic Greeks. Though it should be noted that the major achievement in the monastery itself - the Gnadenkapelle - was done under the direction of Paulus Krebs, perhaps Lenz's most distinguished pupil, in a 'Byzantine' style.

Sérusier visited the monks in Prague, where Lenz was working on the decoration of the St Gabriel Church, one of his most ambitious projects. He was quite overwhelmed by the experience. Denis in his Life of Sérusier quotes a letter he wrote to Verkade on his return: 'Yes, you are right. Art must be hieratic. It is not without regret that I say goodbye to the landscapes, the cows, the Bretons who charm and amuse the eye, but I know that I have to do it to apply myself to an art that will be grander, more severe and sacred ... I have come back to the sacred measures ... and I admit that it isn't easy and that I'm getting a bit lost in it all!'
Denis comments: 'Thanks be to God Sérusier will not abandon, as he said, nature or the Bretons, but the introduction through Beuron of a new element, the mathematical element, in his aesthetic will never from now on cease to occupy his thoughts.'
In his introduction to Sérusier's translation of the Aesthetic of Beuron, Denis says, responding to the ridicule heaped on the school by J.K.Huysmans): 'Those who have been able to see the frescoes and the sculptures, the altars and the objects used for worship which embellish the Torretta in Monte Cassino where St Benedict lived and, in Beuron, the St Maurus chapel, built around 1870, or indeed the recent Gnadenkapelle of the monastery church, they have appreciated the monumental and deeply religious nature of these productions; they know that the Benedictine school has realised works of a high originality, that there is nothing mediocre or outdated in its esthetic ideal and that finally its hieratic nature, far from giving rise to imitations of an archaic art, has resulted in a renewal of the traditional forms of the art of the Church. If in addition they have visited the workshops, leafed through the drawings, asked for theoretical explanations; above all if they have had the great honour of conversing with the venerable founder of the school, Fr Didier Lenz, they will have been impressed that a great artist could, through the strength of a system, give to the activity of the Benedictines a quite new direction and provide it with the elements of a Renaissance that would be of service to both Art and Piety.'
But he expresses a reservation: 'This is the weak point of his system: he does not know the thirteenth century and that, under the opulent life, the sensuality and the variety of Gothic art, perfect systems of organisation [des ordonnances parfaits] are concealed, the classicism of the West ... The Gothic artists did not in any way neglect geometry.'
This follows from an earlier article, published in  1904, on The Awkwardness [gaucherie] of the Primitives. Here he insists on drawing a distinction between the fresh, naïve vision he ascribes to the Primitives ('Giotto for example') and the 'hieratic art of the Egyptians, archaic Greeks, Byzantines':

'I would like the name of 'Primitives' to be applied exclusively to those artists who were able in the time of the birth and childhood of the arts, to join as naturally as could be the feeling for Beauty and the sense of objects; to those who, still having the habit of recognising the practical use of things as demanded by the struggle for life, were the first to devote themselves to drawing from them the elements of an esthetic emotion. What a mistake it is to use this term to cover the ages of hieratic art! [l'hiératisme]. Hieratic art makes use of architectonic symmetries, the fruit of theories and abstractions, and is obviously related to the fine classical schools, of which it is often a corruption and decadence: Byzantine art, for example.'
So Byzantine art is no longer 'the most perfect type of Christian painting'! And for support he appeals to Beuron:

'While Greco-Latin art is most often cold and bland [sans saveur], the art of the Middle Ages seems to be infinitely sensual, in love with the riches of matter, striking colours, everything that is precious and charming in the productions of the earth. there is no paradox in maintaining that sad [triste] Antiquity did not love nature, at least not with such force and such subtlety [finesse]. A school of German monks gives this opinion an unexpected support in arguing that Christian art does not yet exist, that the Madonnas of the Middle Ages are productions that are purely sensual or sentimental and that we must, if we want worthily to express Christian truths, return to the hieratic art of the Egyptians and of the archaic Greeks.' 

But for perhaps the fullest and clearest statement of  Denis's mature thoughts on hieratic art we must turn to the essay of 1913 published in the present collection on Religious sentiment in Medieval Art. After demolishing some commonplace assumptions about why the Middle Ages were able to produce such a convincing religious art (that the artists were exceptionally pious, that the age was free of heresy and skepticism, that the art was supported by a tide of popular piety) he continues:

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

'Now then, what characterises Medieval Art, is its development away from hieratism through love of life. This is the eternal opposition of East and West [...] Let us understand well why it was that Cimabue's Madonna was carried in triumph through the streets of Florence, accompanied by the sound of trumpets and popular rejoicing: Cimabue was breaking with the Greek manner, the "maniera goffa," with its formula. Nothing is more alien to the Middle Ages than abstraction [...]

'Could we say it is a symbolist art? But then, all art worthy of its name is symbolist, because all art has as its goal to signify something.  Hieratism and allegory, each within its genre, are closed languages. But symbolism, by contrast, is the natural language of art. The one expresses ideas, the other, sentiments; one speaks to the mind, the other to the eyes; the one is founded upon conventional language, the other uses those proximate correspondences which we perceive between the states of our souls and our means of expression. It has been the moderns who have revealed the mysterious possibilities of that sort of symbolism. But our modern art is permeated by subjectivity. I fail to find anything of the sort in the treatise of Cennino Cennini, and I have always seen in the works of the thirteenth, fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that nature, to employ Cennini's expression, was the triumphal doorway of Art. Yes, Medieval Art is a realist art. Cennini also says that drawing from nature is the necessary condition of everything else; a painter should never pass a single day without drawing something. Dante boasted of the trompe-l'oeils of the bas-reliefs of the Purgatorio, where the incense smoke is so well imitated that sight and smell are confounded! And Bocaccio admired the realism of Giotto!'
Is this not almost the opposite of the argument advanced in the Definition of Neo-Traditionalism, which asserted the primacy of what we might call the 'abstract' (ie non-representational) characteristics over the rendering of the likenesses of objects in nature? Doesn't Dante's praise for smoke that 'is so well imitated that sight and smell are confounded' resemble the 'ancient painter’s grapes, pecked by the birds', ridiculed in Section VIII of the Definition of Neo-Traditionalism? Now it is precisely the naïve love of the sensual qualities of objects in nature (including the three dimensionality, the modelling, even a certain degree of  trompe l'oeil) that excite his admiration. 'Hiératisme' is regarded with suspicion. 'Byzantine art' is scorned.

CUBISM AND HIERATIC ART

It may be no coincidence that this transition from expressing a reservation concerning Beuron and hieratic art to outright hostility occurs in 1913, at the height of the controversy over Cubism - in fact at the moment when Cubism, universally mocked and reviled on its appearance in the public salons in 1910-11, is beginning to appear triumphant with something like it being adopted by increasing numbers of younger painters. Neither in his published writings nor in his journals of this period does Denis appear to take much notice of Cubism. He would undoubtedly have seen it as one of the exaggerations of ideas worked out by himself and his friends in the late nineteenth century. In a review of the Salon des Indépendants of 1908 Georges Braque and André Derain are reproached with disregarding nature: 'They are geometers. they triangulate the human body, above all the female body in which they wilfully emphasise a certain black triangle. Mr Braque, Mr Van Dongen, Mr Czobel, Mr Derain evidently don't care much for nature and regard Greco-Latin beauty with horror. They are too much inclined to forget that "the end of art is delectation". Gauguin and his Tahitians are a little responsible for this uglification of forms, these quadrangular feet with four notches. But Gauguin's exoticism had such a strong smell of nature about it ...'
 (In a brief reference in the Journal from about the time of his 1913 talk, he associates Cubism with German thought, complaining about the absence of God 'in the thought of the modern Germans ... of Cubism and of negro art, and who are bored. Everyone is amused, therefore bored.' (vol ii, p.150). 
He continues on the subject of Germans (and this was written before the war):

'Let the Germans be wiped away [anéantis], that, with Kantianism, all the drugs, the whole philosophical, social, ethical flea market [camelote] of the Teutons should perish and I think a great renaissance is possible in the French order and following the ideas of Action Française. Yes, but what materialism, what pride will triumph with the new ideas. That vague religiosity which for many served as a chrysalis for faith, won't it disappear to give way to a pitiless feeling for the immediately tangible [le concret]? My art doesn't have enough breath in it to accomplish what I wanted, to uncover that lovely friendship [rapport] that, in all the ages of French art, brought together so well nobility of mind and the precise charm of the real.' (ibid, pp.167-8).

It should be said, given the reference to Action Française, that the 1913 talk on religious art begins with an assault on the central idea of Action Française, that French culture - religious art included - found its highest expression not in the Middle Ages but in the seventeenth century, the period of absolute monarchy.

But was Denis, addressing the Amis des cathédrales in December 1913 at all aware that in February 1913, Albert Gleizes had published his Cubism and Tradition, arguing that Cubism was a revival of the great constructive effort of the cathedral builders of the thirteenth century, an article which the historian Mark Antliff has interpreted as a contribution to a debate on French history occurring in the ranks of Action Francaise?

In the 1929 journal entry quoted at the beginning of this Introduction, Denis says 'Sérusier liked to think that Cubism had come from him.' Sérusier's only possible ground for making that claim was the publication in 1905 of the Aesthetic of Beuron, shifting attention sharply away from the Impressionist/Neo-Impressionist/Fauve emphasis on colour to the Beuron emphasis not just on geometry but on an essentially rectilinear geometry.
 It seems more than probable that this thought would have occurred to Denis at the height of the Cubist scandal in 1912-13 and that it would have reinforced his hostility to Beuron and to all things German. Much later, in his History of Religious Art (1939), discussing the stained glass artists Louis Barillet and Alexandre Cingria, he associates Cubism with hieratism:

'There are also the partisans of abstract art, the geometers, for whom the notion of sensibility that has been evoked so many times in the course of this book, has only very little value. These belong to the young generation formed, following us, in the anti-naturalist aesthetic. They have retained from the Impressionism and from our subjectivism of 1890 only liberty, or license in the representation of nature; a sort of Cubism that produces a new hieratism. What interests them is the objectivity of the work of art, the decorative expression ... the descriptive element will be subordinated to the demands of the colour: the drawing will be only "approximative - a pure geometrical line in two dimensions, without relief or perspective.' (pp.300-01)

None of this implies a very radical reorientation in Denis's own tastes in painting, merely in the arguments he uses to defend them. From beginning to end of his career he remains faithful to Fra Angelico and the Italian primitives and, with regard to his immediate precursors in the nineteenth century, to Puvis de Chavannes and Odilon Redon. One could almost feel that Puvis was more important to him than Gauguin and his fellow 'Nabis'. His dislike of thoroughgoing naturalism, especially of the attempt to portray historical and biblical scenes realistically as if they were photographs of the real events, also remains constant. While condemning the idealised classicism of David and his school (associated as it was with the Revolution) he continues to have a soft spot for Ingres and his followers. Indeed, when we take the church decorations of Ingres' followers, notably Hyppolite Flandrin, and also Puvis into consideration we may wonder if, as far as Denis himself was concerned the tournant of post-Impressionism (Gauguin, Seurat, Cézanne) was as radical as he liked to believe. He toyed with the idea of a hieratic, 'objective' art, but he never really practiced it. One could be tempted to suggest that Denis finished with an essentially realistic art only using brighter colours than his pre-Impressionist forebears.

In rejecting 'hieratism' and Byzantine art, Denis is also rejecting any idea of a genuinely 'sacred' art, that is to say, of the work of art as an object of veneration. He is not unaware of the problem but he sees it as a problem for the sculptor rather than the painter: 'a church can do without paintings, but not without statues. The piety of the faithful demands one for every object of devotion. It is certainly a disheartening problem for an artist to create a model that will be mass-produced, enlarged, shrunken, painted garishly, for use anywhere. It is quite another matter to translate into an original style attitudes, drapery, and expressions already fixed by tight conventions, to renew them without shocking the habits of the faithful, more demanding here than they are in matters of painting. To renew subjects such as Our Lady of Lourdes, Saint Anthony of Padua, the Sacred Heart, we lack a man of genius.' (Most Recent Developments). The sculptor is constrained by the expectations of the faithful; the painter, providing an edifying decoration is under no such constraint: 'I exclude nothing except that which is not art - or that which contains no expression.' We can see how far Denis is from the problem of the Orthodox icon which is an object of devotion and as such dependent on the good will of the devotee. This means observing certain conventions that the devotee, the faithful, can understand and recognise.

In the later pages of his journal, Denis sometimes expresses enthusiasm for the young Dominican, Marie-Alain Couturier ('How young he is! and how good!'). Following the passage given above in his History of Religious Art on the 'partisans of abstract art', he quotes 'Fr M.A.Couturier, young Dominican monk and avant garde painter' saying 'An art born entirely from the incarnation of the Word has nearly nothing to gain from the schematisms, the abstractions with which too many artists in our time confuse the spiritual.' In the aftermath of the war, Couturier and his fellow Dominican, Fr Pie Raymond Régamey, were responsible for the policy of employing the most prominent artists of the age - Matisse, Léger, Le Corbusier - to decorate churches, regardless of their own religious beliefs, giving them the largest possible freedom. Régamey talked of 'our present day taste for painting that would be like a cry.'
Earlier in this introduction I evoked the argument of Albert Gleizes that the great change that had begun in the late nineteenth century was the change (in the event, unrealised) from subject to object, from the subjective to the objective. In the end, having renounced the object, the 'flat surface covered in colours assembled in a certain order', the 'objective deformation', what Denis was proposing to the faithful in his Atelier d'Art Sacré, was the prospect of being surrounded in church by the subjective opinions of an artist, a 'man of genius'.
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�  René Ghil (1862-1925). Poet who developed an ambitious theory of the sound of words independent of their prose meaning while still aiming at a large scale history of the Universe understood as the effort of matter to attain self consciousness. Scapin was published in 1885-6 then becoming Le Décadence.


�  See eg John Rewald: Post-Impressionism - from Van Gogh to Gauguin, New York, Museum of Modern Art, 1956, p.139


� Félix Fénéon: 'Signac', Les Hommes d'aujourd'hui, vol. 8, n° 373, May 1890. Quoted in Richard Thomson and Belinda Thomson: 'Maurice Denis' "Définition du Néo-traditionnisme" and anti-naturalism (1890), Burlington Magazine, Vol 154, No 1309, April 2012, pp.260-267. My very awkward translation from the French


� eg Félix Fénéon: 'Le néo-impressionnisme. IIIe exposition de la Société des Artistes Indépendants', L’Art moderne (Brussels), t. VII, n° 18, 1st May 1887, p. 73-76


� The antagonism between the two sides, with Fénéon as champion of the Neo-Impressionists and Albert Aurier as champion of the Symbolists, is explored in Michael Marlais: Conservative Echoes in Fin de Siècle Parisian art criticism, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992.


� Denis to Lugné Poë in Richard Thomson and Belinda Thomson: Maurice Denis, p.267. Signac in Marlais: Conservative Echoes, p.100.


� See Desiderius Lenz: The Aesthetic of Beuron and other writings, Introduction, translation, notes by Herbert Krins, John Minahane (misspelled Minihane in the book), John Connolly and Peter Brooke, London, Francis Boutle Publishers, 2002. See also the essay by Francesco Mazzaferro, Ten things we learned on Jan Verkade, accessible at http://malakim.cz/jan-verkade/


� Maurice Denis: 'Liberté épuisante et stérile', La Grande Revue, 10th April 1908, reproduced in Théories, p.233.


�  I discuss Antliff's thesis in my essay 'On "Cubism"' in context, accessible at http://www.peterbrooke.org.uk/a%26r/Du%20Cubisme/contents


� I defend Sérusier's much derided claim in my 'afterword' to Lenz: Aesthetic of Beuron.
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