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Nothing is more pleasant than to render justice where
it is due. To impart homage to three artists simullane-
ously provides a threefold satisfaction, for among them
only one is famous, whereas the name of the second is
better known than his work, and the third has all but
escaped attention. Moreover, Redon’s considerable re-
nown is based mostly on his exquisite flowerpieces,
whereas his frequently more signilicanlt paintings,
pastels, drawings, and lithographs of imaginary sub-
jecls do not yet enjoy the favor they deserve. It is in
these works, on which particular stress hasbeen putin the
present exhibition, that he explored a world of dreams
which hisconlemporary, Moreau—fifteen yearshiselder
—also penetrated, though from a completely different
angle. Yet if Moreau had painted only the jewel-laden
composilions for which he was admired during his
lifetime, he probably would have occupied merely a
niche reserved for illustrators in the history of art. Bul
he has done more: not only was he the teacher of
Matisse and Rouault, a circumstance which has kept
his name alive while his own work remained in shadow,
he even ventured with considerable boldness into a type
ol “abstraction” far more radical than anything that
was being done in his day. These endeavors are little
known and have never before been exhibited in this
counlry. As in Lhe case of Redon. a special effort has
therefore been made to show Moreau in the light of his
least known and perhaps most remarkable contributions.

Bresdin. a man of lesser stalure though by no means
an artist to be neglected, was the master of Redon who
warmly admired him: yet this did not save him from
oblivion. But it would have been a grievous mistake to
omit him from this exhibition devoted to works that

can be considered forerunners of surrealism and that

FOREWORD

represent a frequently overlooked current of the last
cenlury, buried beneath the more powerful trends ol
realism and impressionism. Beyond his personal link
with Redon, Bresdin has much to offer that will be of
value Lo Lthose who search for the expression of fantasy
i art.

In preparing this exhibition, it has been a gratifying
surprise to discover that a greal many of Redon’s im-
porlant works are now publicly or privately owned in
this country. This wealth has been supplemented by a
tew loans from abroad to achieve a well-Tounded
representation of the artist’s evolution. But because of
their fragility only locally owned pastels have been in-
cluded, save a few which can safely travel, In gathering
the section devoted to Redon, T had the good fortune
to receive the most complete assistance and counsel
from my friend Ari Redon in Paris, the master’s only
son, who devotes himself with discreet but deep fervor
to the memory ol his father. Not only did he allow me
to draw on his own collection whenever called for. he
has also been particularly helpful in the arduous task
of dating Redon’s works. consulting, as far as possible,
his father’s private notes.

It would have been impossible Lo represent Moreau
properly without the generous support of the French
authorities who made available the treasures of the
Musée Gustave Moreau in Paris. Indeed, the artist—
reluctant to part with his works—Ileft his entire collec-
tion to the slate, lo be kept as a museum in the very
house and studio which he occupied during his entire
life. But since these premises are scarcely appropriate
for the display of paintings, they attract too few visi-
tors. It is even said that the

» gloomy atmosphere of the

place dissuaded Degas, once a friend of Moreau, from




making a similar bequest. The Musée Gustave Moreau
is particularly rich in those small canvases in which the
arlist so completely abandoned the minute details of

his large compositions (most of them too fragile to he
s ; g

borrowed) and achieved an astonishing freedom o
expression. That these intriguing works, which have
never lell France before, could be so well represented
in this exhibilion is due to the understanding and gra-
cious cooperation of M. ITenri Seyrig, Director General
of I'rench Museums, assisted in this instance by Mme
de Ian Roche-Vernet Henraux, to whom [ am also
deeply indebted.

The seclion devoted to NMoreau was assembled by
Miss Dore Ashton, who wishes to acknowledge grate-
fully the advice she received from M. Julien Alvard,
M. Jean Paladilhe, Curator of the Musée Gustave
Moreau, Mr. Robert Pincus-Witten, Mlle Tsabelle
Rouault, and M. Georges Salles, as well as from Mr.
Peler Selz. Wherever possible, works by Moreau have
been borrowed from American collections. However,

the only major group owned in this country was left to

the Foge Art Museum in Cambridge under restrictions
imposed by the donor which prevent its being lenl.

The gathering of significant works by Bresdin
presented little difficulty, the late Waller S. Brewster
having given an extensive collection of prints and
drawings to the Art Institute of Chicago. The sections
devoted to Bresdin and to the graphic work of Redon
were selected by Mr. Harold Joachim, Curator of
Prints and Drawings of the Art Institute.

My thanks are due Io those who in many ways
helped make this exhibition possible, to the numerous
lenders, listed on page 172, and to those whose gen-
erosity aided in the production of this book; Lo Messrs,
Hirschl and Adler, and to Mr. Bugene Victor Thaw, ol
New York for valuable advice, to M., Pierre Boulat for
use¢ of his color transparencies (pages 109, 127, 135
and 1145), and to Mr. Hyman Swetzoff of Boston [or
assistance with the translation of Redon’s writings on
Bresdin. Miss Constance Clodfelter was most helpful in

assembling the catalogue,

Jou~ Rewarp, Director of the Exhibition




Redon was born in Bordeaux on April 20, 1840, shortly
after his parents arrived from America. His father had
gone to Louisiana to replenish the family fortune, lost
during the Napoleoniec Wars, and there married a four-
teen-vear-old Irench girl, native of New Orleans, who
in 1835 bore him a first son, Krnest. The mother once
told her second son, Odilon, thal she had seen a sea

monster during the trip back to France. He himsell
later said he should have preferred that the ship which
carried his parents be delayed during the voyage so that
he might have seen the day on the high seas. This wish,
had it been fulfilled,would have enhanced with a single
eccenlric nole a biography otherwise utterly devoid of
the spectacular or picturesque.

Indeed, the life of Redon, whose visions were so
tenaciously concerned with the extraordinary, whose
imagination conslantly dwelled on the confines of the
supernatural, was absolutely quiel and discreel, a per-
fect image of the man himself. Tt was the exact opposite
of the celebrated vie de bohiéme which Murger so elo-
quently described in the days when Redon was raised
on an isolated estate near Bordeaux. As the silent and
sickly child grew into a gentle and shy adolescent he,
who had no fear of horror, instinctively abhorred all
that was ostentatious, disorderly, vulgar. The loud and
obvious manifestations of youth, the uncouthness and
stupidity of provincialism inspired him with such aver
sion that the life upon which he embarked was to be
guided by an overpowering desire for seclusion, con-
templation, and creativily.

Partly on account of his frail health and partly
because of a certain indifference of his parents, Odilon
Redon was sent at a very tender age Lo live with an old

uncle at Peyrelebade, a property of the family which

ODILON REDON

for Ari Redon

his father had been able to repurchase with gains real-
ized in America. This large domain in the midst of
marshes and vineyards lay in a shallow region once
covered by the ocean. Its big, sixteenth-century house,
surrounded by an abandoned park with unruly vege-
tation, became the ideal haunt for the youngsler who
liked to isolate himself, to dream_ to read. to listen to
music, and to hear tales ol sorcerers from the peasants
who still believed in them. His brother Ernest was a
musical prodigy. “When I was born,” Redon once said,
“he already played: still in the cradle, I heard Beethoven
and Bach. I was horn on a sound wave. There is not a
recollection of my early childhood which is not linked
to a melody, to music of quality. Later, as an adolescent,
[ listened to then still little-known works by Berlioz,
Schumann, Chopin, Our family home was filled with
it. Music certainly left its mark on my soul.™

Stretched out under some gnarled tree, the child
watched clouds sweep over the flat lands, interpreted
their ever changing patterns, followed their moving
shapes towards the distant horizon. The weird beings
they suggested to him became his favorite companions.
Although he did not say so expressly when he later
fondly remembered those days, it would seem, from the
images he was subsequently to create so abundantly,
that the things which clouds and nature evoked in
him were fraught wilh terrors. Yet the very fact that
he felt himself surrounded by strange and fearful mon-
sters caused him to lose all apprehension of them, so
that he could treat them with the same innocent famili-
arity with which other children consort with fairies,
elves, or angels,

The young Redon was particularly fascinated by

the intricate forms of branches, outlined like speclers




against the sky. He never relinquished a deep love for
trees and relished the sad sound of pines shaken by the
wind. Among birds he favored owls. He preferred sofl
shadows to glaring light, steeped himself in poetry.
drew, meditated, played Lhe violin, and almost fever-
ishly absorbed the spectacles of nature which the arid
and yet savage landscape round Peyrelehade provided.
Even the human beings, the peasants and laborers
whom he observed, added a freakish note to the atmos-
phere of his childhood. One of his acquaintances later

reported that the faces met in thisarea “translate almost

Redon : flead c)f an Old oman, (1875-80). Charcoal. 143%/g
x 115/¢”. Rijksmusenm Kraller-Miiller, Otterlo

invariably a cerlain weariness of life. Some show the
signs of resignation, others the indelible marks of vice
or idiocy. The heredity of these stagnant populalions is
so heavy Lhal no expression of joy is possible. Eventu-
ally this was to make him gloomy, as il he himself felt
flowing in his veins the blood of those slow, morose, al-
most fossil beings he knew as a child. And as a natural
consequence the receding brows and protuberances of
those heads, and the asymmeltry of those features were
to engrave lhemselves in his mind. Finally, he was to
remember, 1o the extent of being obsessed 'hl\f' it, the
steady gaze, burning or dull, of eyes rotating in enor-
mous sockets.”?

In the peace of his early life, troubled by impressions
rather than by happenings, and dominated by an awe-
some imagination, there grew in Redon a profound at-
traction for violence, movement, even lerror. When at
the age ol seven he spent a year in Paris and for the
first time was laken to a museum, only the most ro-
mantic and dramatic paintings struck his fancy and
lingered in his memory. ITis boundless admiralion for
Delacroix was the direct result of this initial encounter
wilh art: his preference for Beethoven followed a simi-
lar inclination.

Nearly all of Redon’s interests, his predilections and
tendencies can be traced to childhood recollections and
adventures. Nothing that he ever experienced seems to
have been lost. Every observation and emotion joined
the rich store of impressions on which he was to draw
for many years lo come, With an almost unbelievable
lucidity he absorbed whatever came his way: the lex-
ture of decrepit masonry, the arabesque of a leaf, the
[leeting and often disquieting lorms of clouds, the de-
pressive traits of a farmer, even familiar or unfamiliar
sounds. And he freely mixed what he saw with what he
imagined, refusing lo distinguish between these Lwo
experiences. At the same lime a strange kind of logic
seems to have reigned over the mind of the lonesome

yvoungster who more or less consciously accumulated an




incredible wealth of sensalions. Saturated though he
was with all that silent hours had taught him, there
was not the slightest disorder among the multitude of
perceptlions.

Thus, from his earliest days on, anylhing that struck
his eager curiosily scems to have been destined to serve
the artist who grew up in Redon. This almost invelun
tary singlemindedness—{for these piclorial or sensorial
recollections began Lo amass before he actually became
aware of his calling—was lo remain characteristic of
the mature man who throughout his life never deviated
from the road which destiny appeared to have traced
for him. Looking back, he was to say many years later:

“I believe I have given in docilely to the secret laws

which prompted me to ereate—as best I could, and ac-
cording to my dreams—things into which I put all of
myself,”?

That Redon’s work drew much of its strenglh from
ineffaceable childhood impressions is not merely a sup-
position based on the peculiar House of Usher atmos-
phere in which he grew up, virtually abandoned to him-
self, or on the fact that he was a frail child whose im-
agination was ever aclive. It is a circumstance on which
he has insisted again and again in an efforl to explain
to others and to himself the strange visions visited upon
him. More than half a century later he stated: “1 owe
to my country those sorrowful faces...which [ have
drawn because I have seen them and because my eyes,
as a child, had preserved them [or the intimate echoes
ol my soul. Yes, an ancient wall, an old tree, a certain

horizon can be nourishment and a vital element for an
4

artist—there, where he has his rools.”* And after he
revisited Peyrelebade shortly before his death, he told a
friend: “I have completely understood the origins of
the sad art T have created. It is a site for a monastery.
an enclosure in which one feels onesell alone—what
abandon! Il was necessary there lo fill one’s imaginalion
with the unlikely, for into this exile one had to put

something. After all, it may well be that in places most

complelely deprived of features pleasant to the eye the
spirit and the imagination must take their revenge.”

Despite the purposefulness, not to say the inevita-
bility, with which the child prepared countless treas-
ures for the invention of the man, Redon’s evolution
was by no means a simple or painless one. He was nol
spared the doubts and sufferings experienced by those
who feel the urge to create and at the same time fear
their gifts to be insufficient. For a while he was not
even sure in which medium these gifts were to find
their expression. Only one thing appeared to be certain:
that the early impressions. the untold dreams, the vague
aspirations had to be cast into some artistic form. But
the very nalure of his crealive sources and impulses
forcibly set him apart from the various positivist cur-
rents of his time, thus for a long time preventing others
from appreciating his original talent, from sharing
the world of his turbulent fancy. The lonely child was
lo become a lonely man, seemingly destined for un-
ending isolation.

Atthe age of eleven Redon was finally sent to classes
in Bordeaux. After the years of idyllic solitude at Peyre-
lebade the adjustment proved difficult. Iis school years
were unpleasant, a chain of sufferings which translated
themselves into rather mediocre marks. His first com-
munion, however, was to stir him deeply, not because
of devout prayers but because his mystical fervor could
feast on liturgical music and stained-glass windows.
Ienceforth he visited churches and chapels to listen to
the choir. His only interests were music and drawing.
At the beginning these tastes were encouraged by his
family which permitted him, when he was fifteen, to
take drawing lessons with a local artist, Stanislas Gorin.
The boy who had received so little affection from his
mother found in Gorin a man who understood his secret
longings and appreciated his natural gifts. His teacher
incited him to observe more consciously, to make copies,
lo study the works of such masters as Delacroix, but

above all he taught him never to draw a line except




under the dictate of both his sensitivity and his reason.
warning him against the dangerous temptations of rou-
tine. Redon owed a tremendous debt to his unusually
liberal mentor. Instead of warping his emerging per-
somality, Gorin strenghtened it and guided it toward
the highest goals. Although he insisted that his pupil
study nature objectively, Redon soon preferred, as he
later said, “to allempl the representation of imaginary
things which haunted me, representation in which I
failed at the beginning. Just the same I did many land-
scapes, battle scenes, evocations of scattered figures in
rocky plains, an entire world of despair, filled with the
black fumes of romanticism that still surrounded me.™?
There can be little doubt that these early, melancholy
images reflected many of the dreams with which the
child had animated his solitude at Peyrelebade.
Simultaneously, the voung Redon visited local ex-
hibitions to which many Parisian artists sent their paint-
ings and where he aequainted himself not only with
the works of the revered Delacroix, but also with those
of Millet, Corot, and Gustave Moreau, then still a be-
ginner. He discussed his observations with his master
who Kkindled his ardor and helped him establish his
enthusiasms on the firm ground of understanding and
knowledge. Above all, Gorin shared his student’s fervor
for Delacroix to whom Redon later attributed “the first
awakening and the sustenance of my own flame.”®
Gorin also spoke to his pupil of literature and music.
Yet it was an encounter with the hotanist Armand Cla-
vaud, whom he met a little later and who was a few
years older than he, which opened to him new horizons
on the literary arls. Clavaud acquainted his young friend
not only with Hindu poetry and the philosophy of
Spinoza, but also with contemporary writing, lending
him recently published books by controversial authors
such as Ilaubert, Poe, and Baudelaire. How could the
juvenile painter fail to appreciate the subtle psychology

of Flaubert, cast in a supremely elegant style; how

could he not discover in Poe’s texts, translated by Bau-

delaire, innumerable somber images akin Lo his own
dreams: and above all, how could he resist the ardent
rhythms, the melodious verses of Baudelaire, poetic
equivalent of Delacroix’s paintings? In Baudelaire’s
poems Redon found expressed a peculiar “spleen.” a pre-
dilection for the macabre which struck a chord in his
own soul.’

The true initiation which distasteful school years
had been unable to provide, Redon derived from the
pages of Flaubert, Poe, and Baudelaire. But Clavaud
also interested him in his own work, specialized. as
Redon was to pul it, “in the confines of the impercep-
tible, that intermediate state between animal and plant
life, of flower or being, that mysterious element which
is animal for a few hours of the day but only under the
action of light.”? He who had always been fascinated
by all that was mysterious now was permitled to ap-
proach a new kind of mystery, hidden in the very depth
of nature itsell.

It seems quite extraordinary that a voung man born
in the provinces, raised on an iselated estate with [ew
outside contacts, should have been able to study the
works of modern masters, to hear good musie, to read
new and significant books, in a word to enter life under
such lavorahle auspices. Bul when, around 1857, he left
school and wished to become a painter. his father in-
sisted thal he study architecture instead. Redon obeyed,
although he continued to draw and to paint, even par-
ticipating in local exhibitions. while working with vari-
ous architects in Bordeaux. Whereas his architectural
apprenticeship failed to arouse his enthusiasm. Redon
did not consider il a wasle.

“Nothing is lost in studying,” he was Lo wrile later.
“I believe that I owe much, as a painter, to what T
learned as an aspiring architect: for instance, the pro-
jection of shadows which an enlightened professor made
me draw with meticulous allenlion, basing abstract
theories on demonstrations with tangible bodies; and

suggesting. for the problems to be solved. special cases of




shadows projected on spheres or other solid forms. This
was fo serve me later: | more easily approached the un
likely by means of the likely and could give visual logic
to the imaginary elements which I perceived.”?

During one of his short visits to Paris which helped
him escape the stilling atmosphere of Bordeaux and the
boredom of his architectural studies. Redon saw Dela-
croix—Irom afar. This happened in 1859. Redon never
lired of recalling that Delacroix had appeared o him
“as heautiful as a tiger; the same pride, the same lithe-
ness, the same strength. It was at an official ball given
al the Préfecture and I had been told that he would be
there. My brother Ernest who accompanied me didn™t
know him anymore than I did. yet inslinclively he
pointed out to me a small, aristrocralic figure, standing
by himself in the ballroom, in front of a group of seated
women. Long black hair, drooping shoulders, stooped
pose. We approached him discreetly and the master, for
it was he, raised toward us thal unique. blinking gaze
which darted with more brightness than the chandeliers.
A personage ol the ulmost distinction. . . .

“IHe was of medium height, thin, and nervous. We
walched him during all that evening in the midst of the
crowd and even left at the same time he did, behind
him. We followed him. ITe passed through the noctur
nal Paris alone, head bent, walking like a cat....”"® The
many umpressions which already peopled the imagina-
tion of Redon thus were joined by the shadow of a ven-
eraled man, a lonely figure in the stillness of sleeping
Paris.

Yet not all his visits to the capital lelt such recollec
lions. On the advice of Gorin, whom he continued Lo
see and consult frequently, Redon, two years later, al
the age of twenty-one, returned there for three months
bul complained that they were nightmarish. Back home
he found relief in a short trip to the Pyrenees which he
undertook with a friend. That pictorial expression con
tinued to be his main preoceupation must have appeared

clearly in his letters home, since his brother. in a reply,

voiced the hope that this excursion would be a great
benefit to him, “for this is altogether your type of
landscape: mountains, dismal solitudes, despair. Ilow
you are going to brush, scrape, rub, devour your canvas
after vour return! All those beautiful sites will haunt
vou and yvou will brood over them in order to translate

them. Then. one fine morning

g, you will deliver your-

sell of some fantastic, antediluvian landscape, one of
141

those somber and desolate scenes. ...

Indeed, more than thirty years later, Redon still re
membered vividly the durable and profound impres-
sions of this trip, “the rocks scorched by the sun, the
sad sands, the desolate solitudes,”! He kept in his “retina
the fanatical and burning brilliance of certain gazes
perceived in poor villages, admirably consumed by dis-
tress. Round Pamplona, on the plateau of the Spanish

Biscaya, what I saw was one of the most decisive sen-

salions I have experienced; beings and things, the en-
tire decor, too, combined in an unforgettable vision.™

Jut the time had not yet come to translate these im-
pressions into images of his own creation. In the fall of
1862, Redon returned once more to Paris. this time in
the hope of being admitted to the architecture section
of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. However, he failed in the
oral examinatlions and went back to Bordeaux where
for one year he studied with a sculptor and delighted in
the handling of clay, although this material did not
offer sufficient attraction to hold his interest. For a
time the young man, liberated from the yoke of archi-
lecture, seems to have worked on his own, vet his pro-
duction was slow and sparse. Eventually fate, which
had already favored him in his first friendships, brought
him still another one, the most significant of all, that
of Rodolphe Bresdin, for some years stranded in Bor
deaux. Then in his early forties, Bresdin was the Lypi-
cal Bohemian artist. oblivious to all practical matters
of life, perpetually stricken with indigence, laboring
wilh touching devotion in complete neglect, though

never complaining nor losing his proud self-esteem.




He had already created an impressive number of litho-
graphs, etchings, and pen and ink drawings, all hlack
and white expressions of an essentially romantic and
sometimes morbid imagination.

Bresdin’s dilapidated studio, opposite a cemetery
where Goya lay buried, became a place of daily pil-
grimage for Redon, often accompanied by Clavaud.
There they played music together, discussed science and
philosophy, or endlessly debated the problems of arl.
Gorin and Clavaud (not to speak of Baudelaire) had con-
firmed Redon in his admiration for Delacroix. Now
Bresdin revealed to him the greatness of Diirer and of
Rembrandt, whom he revered above all. With profound
eratitude Redon was to remember always the initiation
he owed Bresdin. Once Gorin had helped him become
comscious of his lalent, it was Bresdin who offered Redon
the guidance he needed, a guidance willingly accepted
because it came not only from a generous heart but
from a Lrue artist whose passion and poverly, knowl-
edge and vision put Redon in conlact with genius and
its burdens tor the first time.

It was Bresdin—admirably suited for this role—who
acquainted Redon with the strange process in which
sensations derived from nature can be cast into images
of utmost fancy. “His power,” Redon subsequently ex-
plained, “lay in imagination alone. He never conceived
anything beforehand. Ile improvised with joy. com-
pleting with tenacity the entanglements of the barely
perceplible vegetation of the forests he dreamtup. ... !°

His new master warned the young man against all
that was academic. While he himsell completely es
chewed the use of color, Bresdin was indignant thal

Ingres should have extolled the “probity” of draftsman-
ship. “Color is life itself,” he told Redon. “1t annihi
lates the line with its rays.”!! In his own works a curi-
ous maze of lines combined with subtle contrasts sug-
gested these rays and contribuled to the creation of an
odd universe from which color was banned though not

altogether absent. It was Bresdin who taught Redon

14

the art of etching and ol making lithographs which he
called drawings on stone. One of Redon’s first etchings,
dated 1865, is signed “O. Redon, éléve de Bresdin,” and
indeed the older man’s inlluence is ¢learly apparent in
his early endeavors in this medium (page 97). Tn some
of the etchings of these days appear recollections of his
excursion to the Pyrences, olliers show those balttle
scenes or “evocations of scattered figures in rocky plains”
which he had begun to draw (page 50) while Gorin had
insisted on the objective study ol nature.

Although work with a teacher of the caliber of Bres-
din may have been pleasant enough. there can he little
doubt that Redon was still plagued by the lack of certi-
tude; his individuality emerged only slowly and ohsti-
nalely refused to be hastened on ils way. “My contem-
plative aplitude rendered painful my elforts towards a
personal optie,” he laler confessed.? Since the arls of
black and white do not seem lo have completely satis-
fied him, he also painted oceasionally and aclually won
dered whether he was born to be a colorist or a dralts-
man. One of his earliest attempts in oils, a small canvas
of Arabs on horseback (page 51), shows him following
in the footsteps of Delacroix. Yet he did not only ven-
ture into the field of imaginary scenes. With a friend
who initialed him into the “sensualities ol the palette”
he went to paint landscapes in which he endeavored lo
seize the correct local colors.?

It may well be that Redon’s father resigned himself
to his son’s vocation but—Ilike the parents of Monet and
Cézanne, for inslance, whose sons were of Lhe same age
as Odilon—felt that he should at least study under the
lutelage of an officially recognized masler. By 1864,
the young man was back in Paris where he became a
pupil of Gérome at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. However,
there was such a sharp contrast between the altitude of
Gérome and the warm interest and friendship with
which Redon had been encouraged by Gorin and
Bresdin, that his stay at the Ecole became a true ordeal.

*1 paid a lot of attention to the rendering of form...”




Redon later reminisced. “T was prompted, in going to
the Academy, by the sincere desire to place myself he-
hind other painters, a pupil as they had been, and T ex-
pected from the others approval and justice. I did not
take into account the art formula which was to guide
me, and [ was also forgelling my own disposition. 1
was tortured by the professor. Whether he recognized the

sincerity of my serious inclination for study. orwhether

he saw in me a timid person of good will, he tried visi-
bly to inculeate in me his own manner of seeing and to
make me a disciple—or to make me disgusted with art
itself. ... He exhorted me to confine within a contour
a Lorm which T myself saw as palpitating. Under pre
text of simplification (and why?) he made me close my
eyes to light and neglect the viewing of subslances. ...
The teaching T was given did not suit my nature. The
prafessor had the most obscure and complete lack of
appreciation of my natural gifts. He didn’t understand
anyithing about me. I saw that his obstinate eves were
closed before what mine saw. ... Young. sensitive, and
irrevocably of my time, T was there hearing I-don’t-
Kknow-what rhetorie, derived, one doesn’t know how,
from the works of the fixed past....No possible link
between the Lwo, no possible union; submission would
have required the pupil’s being a saint, which was im-
possible.™?

Though still awkward and timid, Redon already
obeved an inner urge so strong that no outside influence
could make him deviate from the road he had to follow.
“One doesn’t make the arl one wants,” he subsequently
was lo state,® and it is certainly true that even in the
beginning he felt himself driven by creative necessilies
which would tolerate no compromises. Fagerness 1o
learn was one thing, blind obedience another. Bresdin’s
rantings against academicism had ill prepared his young
friend for the unimaginative routines ol the Fcole des
Beaux-Arts; they certainly now helped him withstand
any encroachment on his emerging personality. 1t did

not take Redon long to learn that he had nothing to

learn from Gérome. Ie apparently did not waste much
time at the Ecole.

At the very momenl when Gérome failed him, Redon
met another master whose example and work were to
have a deep impact on him: Corot. Continuing in a
certain sense—but with what authority ' —the lessons
given by Gorin, Corot siressed the balance that had 1o
be established between imagination and observation.,
“Next to uncertainty always put a certitude,”*? he told
Redon, who understood that this meant contrasting
vagueness with sharp detail. The advice Corot gave his
young [riend was to study nature with humility. “Go
every year Lo paint at the same place, copy the same
tree,” he said.!? Redon did not find it difficult to follow
this recommendation, returning as he did periodically
to Peyrelebade where he found himself in unison with
nature and gathered new energy for work.

Aflter the paroxysm of color he had admired in Dela
croix, “the triumph of movement and passion over
form,”® after the visions of a bizarre universe to which
Bresdin had introduced him, Redon discovered in Corot’s
work delicale lonal values infused with poetic charm, a
tender concept of nature seen through naive eyes. He
gradually abandoned the meticulous pen and ink draw-
ings of imaginary scenes which he had executed under
Bresdin's influence (and also ceased, at least for some
fifteen years, to produce any etchings). Instead, he began
lo use charcoal with its soft effects and subtle grada-
tions, in which modulation replaces rigid lines. and thus
absorbed the style that distinguishes the drawings of
Corol’s last years (page 51). When Redon used pencil,
however, he often indulged in thin, linear shadings
which appear related to the technique of engraving
(page 53). But whalever technique he adopted, he did
not abandon his predilection for imaginary subjects.

Redon seldom painted in those years. One of the rare
oils of that period which has survived shows a rather sin-
ister Distributor of Laurel IWreaths. Whether the idea

for this strange and haunting canvas was suggested by




Redon: The Distributor of Laurel F¥ reaths. (Before 1870).

Oil on paper. 16Y/2x195/”. Collection Stephen Higgons,

Paris

his hatred of officialdom (after all, he had failed in his
attempt lo earn laurels at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts) is
hard to say. Redon himself later classed this painting

among those “suggestive of allusions, innocently done.
This work has the merit of being horn in a time when
nobody created with the brush that kind of expression or
psychology.™® Very early, it would seem, he bhecame
conscious ol the fact that his attempts at self-expression
kept him outside the general trends.

Often Redon went to the Louvre. He made drawings
alter Leonardo and Holbein, studied the delicate shapes
of Tanagra figurines, copied a painting by Rembrandt,
who always surprised and moved him anew because he
gave “a moral life to the shadow.™ Patiently he ab-
sorbed what the great masters of the past had to offer,
though he never tried to follow them closelyv. Ile ad
mitted that “Paris has its good sides, we speak badly ol

1l yet it provides the artist with a direction for his effort,
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an analysis of his self.” bul he nevertheless found it
somelimes unbearable to live “far [rom the trees and

"5 At such moments a return o

unconscious nalure.
Peyrelebade became a necessily.

Redon continued to work quietly, without any hurry.
but also without much energy. His (rail constilution
seems to have prevented him from strenuous endeavors.
Al the same time he sensed an undefinable conflict be-
tween his heart and his head and sulfered from the dif
ficulty of attaining the perfection of which he dreamdt.
By no means an idle “experimenter,” he was hemmed
in by the fear that he might not reach the desired peaks.
But at least the inner forces which drove him on—grop-
ing and ocecasionally discouraged—did not impose on
him a rhvthm of haste or impatience. To the contrary.
they seemed to demand a tardy gestation, and he readily
gave in to their dictates, finding it easier to brood than
to produce. “I am the child of my leisures.” he once
explained.!® That he could abandon himself to such a
slow-paced search for what he called his “optic” was
possible because he did not have to be concerned with
his livelihood. Ilis family, no longer contradicting his
disposition, gave him support sufficient for unstrained
studies, and this in spite of the fact that since 1863,
when phylloxera ravaged his vineyards. Redon’s father
had met with increasing difficulties in the administra-
tion of his properties. These reverses notwithstanding.
the artist enjoyed even financially a pattern of life con-
ducive to the slow budding of his genius. ITow much
Monet,

luckier he was than most of his contemporaries
Renoir, and Pissarro for instance—continuously en

gaged in the struggle of making a meager living while
they pursued a highly unpromising career.

But during those early years in Paris Redon did more
than visit the Louvre and abandon himselfl to introspec
tive thoughts which he soon confided to a diary. Ie also
aculely observed the contemporary scene and studied
the new forces emerging in the art world. His “doleful

and mystic soul” was sensitive lo the social injuslice




and the abuses which incited Daumier, the greatest
lithographer of the time, to his biling caricatures. Yet
Redon. though “compassionate toward the disinherited
of life,”"7 did not have the spirit of a fighter. If any-
thing, his first contacts wilh reality after the sheltered
existence he had led may have detached him from the
Catholic Church, for like so many Frenchmen, he chose
to believe in a divinity of his own, without benefit of
clerical assislance.

More important lo him were the events pertaining to
arl. It did not take him long to become aware of the
stature of Courbel. then the rallying point for those
who opposed the academic tyranny from which he him
sell had suffered for a short while. e also regularly
inspected the official Salons despite the fact that a
narrow-minded jury generally excluded all unconven
tional tendencies from these displays. He himsell, in
1867, for the first time cleared the hurdle of this jury;
it is true that he senl only a small etching to the print
section of the Salon, the very etching on which he des-
ignated himsell as “pupil of Bresdin.” The following
year, he again submilled a work to the jury, titled
Roland (possibly the drawing reproduced on page 50).
which was accepled but wasapparently alterwards with-
drawn by him, for it is not listed in the catalogue.

That same year, having just turned twenty-eight, he
felt ready to send to La Gironde. a Bordeaux news-
paper, a series ol arlicles on the Salon of 1868 in which
lie summed up his own experiences and concepts. These
articles, with their mature appraisals and their eloquent
defence of imaginalion in art, a defense which went
counter to the strong sweep ol Courbet’s realism and to
the more recent emergence of Manet, show Redon ready
to stand up for the convictions he had formed and to
which he was to adhere thenceforth. Despite the indo-
lence to which he had given in, it now became clear
that his solitary and often wretched years in Paris had
at last brought about a hard-won certitude and gained

him the longed-for assurance.

Quite obviously, Redon had read Baudelaire’s writ-
ings on art, which had helped him formulate his own
position. Ile wholeheartedly agreed with the poet, who
as early as 1859 had exclaimed: "From day to day art
diminishes its self-respect, prostrates itself before ex-
terior reality, and the artist becomes more and more
inclined to paint not what he dreams but what he
sees.”!® Redon’s initial statement that the “great art”
no longer existed sounds like an echo of Baudelaire’s
assertion, made more than twenty vears before, that
“the great tradition has been lost and the new one not
yet been made.”! But Redon did not simply draw from
Baudelaire. ITe had personal things to say. The lucid
ity with which he evaluated. praised, or condemned the
works exhibited was entirely his own. More important
than the question of whether or not he was always right
in his comments, was the fact that he now had found
precepls by which to judge others and by which he
could work himself. 1t was actually this last factor
the value of these precepls for his own endeavors—that
endows his articles with particular interest.

“With some rare exceptions among the genre paint-
ers, one can say that the landseape school is today the
honor of French painting,” he wrole in his first article.
He felt templed to condemn the Salon altogether, but
added that “the study of a few personalities already
known and loved is still interesting enough and makes
us forget this sad moment—doubtless a passing one
where the superior art. the human art is so disdainfully
abandoned. Let us admit, the best things are still to be
found among the works of artists who are seeking re-
vitalization at the fecund sources of nature. Their im-
pulse has been a salutary one.”

Among the landscape painters it was Chintreuil. a
pupil of Corot, whom Redon singled out for special
praise, mostly because “he draws oul. he anxiously,
religiously explores all details—the procedure of the

masters.” Although he was not insensitive to Daubig-

ny’s altempts to reproduce the fleeting impression of a




moment, Redon found his style too sketchy, not detailed
enough. “One might think than an impression is in-
compatible with the feeling for form. M., Chintreuil,
however, has succeeded in proving that the opposile is
true: he has painted the shadow of a cloud cast on a
meadow, at the same time scrupulously drawing the
least flower. M. Daubigny does not wish to go so far.
That is also the great defect of all those who have fol-
lowed him in this, so to speak, fatal path: with the one
word, Nature, much has been gained and much also
forgollen. Some have been strong enough to find their
personality in this direction, yet others, much more
nunmerous, have lost the love of beauty. their respect for
tradilion. Under the pretext ol being true, those quali-
ties absolutely necessary to any beautiful work: model-
ing, character, arrangement, ampleness of planes,
thought, philosophy, have been banned from painting.”

Corot, in Redon’s eyes, occupied a special position.
In writing aboul him. he carefully avoided any allusion
to his personal acquaintance with the master bul did
not resist repeating some of the advice he received from
him. “Everybody knows.” Redon said, “that M. Corot,
whose paintings appear unfinished, is on the contrary
extremely subtle and accomplished. ... If, for the ex-
pression of his dreams, he intentionally leaves vague
jumbles almost oblilerated in semi-obscurily, Lie imme-
diately places next to them a detail superbly firm and
well observed. This proves clearly that the artist knows
much; his dream is supported by a seen reality. . .. One
asks oneself why M. Corot, who knows so well how 1o
be a realist, always dares with great temerity lo paint
putti and nymphs. This is not the moment to open the
eyes of those who insist upon restricting the painter’s
work to the reproduction of what he sees. Those who
remain within these narrow limils commit themselves
to an inferior goal. The old masters have proved that
the artist, once he has established his own idiom, once
he has taken from nature the necessary means of ex-

pression, is free, legitimately free, to borrow his sub-
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jects from history, from the poets, from his own im-
agination, from the thousand sources of his fantasy.
That makes the superior artist: face to face with nature
he is a painter, but in his studio he is a poet and think-
:Z‘l'.uzj

While Redon rated Corot as such a superior artist,
lie proceded, in his second arlicle, to discuss men ol the
next and even of the most recenl, that is his own oen-
eration. Ilis choice was astounding, for among the five

painters he elected to discuss as representative of a new

Redon: Self Portrait. (1867). Oil on wood, 161/sx 125/4",

Collection Ari Redon. Paris




approach were not merely Courbet and Manet, on

whom much attenlion was then focused, but also
three unknowns: Pissarro, Jongkind, and Monet. To
have been so discerning as to acknowledge their origi-
nalily. or at least their significance, in the maze of
trivial canvases proposed by the Salon was in itsell a
major achievement which distinguishes Redon’s com-
ments [rom those of mosl professional eritics of his day.
Though Redon had made it quite clear that he did not
overly appreciate the followers of Daubigny, he made
an effort to be fair in his judgments. Thus he began
by describing the general trend of the new movement
(which was eventually to lead to i1}1]1I'l"SS-IIZJJlIlh'Ill.]:

“The aim is the direct reproduction of reality, Lo see
nature and o render it attractive merely by faithfully
copying it. If we grasp these tendencies, art here con-
sists mainly in observing with as much naivelé as pos
sible, in reproducing without inlervention, withoul
choice, without pre-established bias, withoul embellish-
ment, as il were, leaving nalure the master and the one
responsible for the effect produced. The artist, then,
must above all be supple and submissive before nature,
obliterate the man so as lo let the model shine.”
Courbet had this precious quality, Redon thought. In
his early years, Courbet “boldly believing that he was
rencwing painting, declared himself eager for battle,
ready to assume leadership of a school. But in his vio-
lent predilection for a return to nature, he exaggerated,
selected from nature ils most grotesque and ugly ele-
ments. There was loud laughter. The discernment nec-
essary to see the salutary element in this return to some-
thing more true was missing. Yet art, declining because
no longer sincere, needed rejuvenation.”

“Today,” Redon continued, “Courbet’s work spreads
wilh the fecundity of genuine power; he is chief of a
school, and in this splendid triumph, whichis legitimate.
we wish to recall the complete frankness and force of
his convictions.”

Yel alter this homage to the master and an extremely

favorable analysis of one of his paintings, he voiced the
objection that Courbet’s position as liead of a movement
sometimes led him astray, hindering his “sincerity and

possibly impeding the freedom of his sentiment. For it

should be noted that his Salon entries always consist of

one canvas composed of the sum of his talent, and an-

other in which—Iless submissive to scruples—he obeys
his platform rather than his own nature.” Indeed, Re-
don objected to many of Courbet’s figure compositions,
which he found awkward, poorly assembled, almost vul -
gar. He concluded that Courbet was “a great colorist,
his best qualities being amplitude. power, and delicacy.
But what reservations must we make in regard to his
tact and his taste! "Once more he insisted that Courbet’s
virtues could not wholly erase the “narrowness of the
realist theories which confine art and refuse it access to
its most fertile sources: thought, inspiration, genius—
in a word—and all that it reveals to us.”

Redon was much less receptive to the innovations of
Manet, whom he put among Courbet’s followers and
considered extravagant and eccentric. Though conced-
ing his originality, the newness and elegance of his
colors, as well as his gift for harmony and his truly
painterly talent, he considered Manel’s masterful tech-
nique suited mostly for still lifes and landscapes. The
portrait of Emile Zola, which Manet had sent to the
Salon, prompted Redon to discuss the essential features
of portraiture in general and to conclude:

“The weakness of M. Manet and of all those who,
like him. want to limit themselves to the literal repro-
duction of reality. is lo sacrifice man and his thought
to good brush work, to the brilliant handling of a detail.
The human ]u:']ng_:. for them, does not represent any
more Interest, any grealer importance, than the beauty
of his complexion or the picturesqueness of his attire.

As a result their figures lack all moral life, that inti

mate and inner life which a painter translates in those
felicitous moments when he expresses himself with par-

ticular intensity, possibly because he has seen and felt
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with profundity and vividness. It is on this point that
true artists find themselves in decided opposition to
paltry and restricted research. Although they recognize
the necessity for a basis of seen reality, to them true art
lies in a reality that is felt.”

In spite of these reservations on the limitalions of
reality faithfully represented, Redon approached Pis-
sarro’s landscapes with particular sympathy. He praised
his sincerity, his originality and restraint, bul was less
appreciative of Jongkind, whom he found too repetitive
in subject and technique. Whereas Redon recognized
Monet's audacity, he reproached him [or having trealed
his landscape on too large a scale. In concluding, Redon
regretted the absence of Millet who. “more sagacious
than the others, does not disregard the counsel of Lradi-
tion. Not disdaining to study the masters, he has dis-
cerned what he could derive [rom them in simplicity,
sobriety, and search for style, qualities which Lhe
painters whose works we have just examined do not
have. ... We must remember that we have other things
than the eyes to satisfy. that we carry in ourselves . ..
troubles, joys, or pains to which the great artist knows
how to address himself.”?!

In his third and last article, Redon repeated again
that beyond reality “blindly reproduced”™ there exists
another way, “less precise and yet just as true, less ex-
ternal but moere intimale and concentraled, which con-
sists in expressing—with the aid of all the elements thal
nalure offers—a human action, a sentiment, and in in-
serting this sentiment into the landscape, explaining it,
commenting on it, so to speak, through local color,
through the aspect of the sky, the day, the moment.”

This ultimate article was devoted to the genre paint-
ers and afforded Redon an opportunity to pay a debt of
gratitude to Bresdin, *a little known artist. but dear to
a rare few, who pursues on sheels nol larger than a
hand all the best characteristics of true art. ... He pro-

poses lo the world, perhaps for the future, pages in

which can be found the real conditions for durability:

talent, imaginalion, sincere reflection of inner feeling.”

Using the subjecl of genre painling for a further ex-
ploration of the role of imagination in art, Redon chose
Eugene Fromenlin (author of a psychological novel as
well as painter) to make his point. Pleading for the le
gitimacy of pictorial invention, he called it “a right
that has been lost and which we must reconquer: the
right to fantasy, to the free interpretation of history.
The example of the greal artists of the past justilies
this claim. 1f, in order to convince the most rebellious
ones. il does nol sulfice to state that this truth imposes
itself today [with the work of Fromentin] . . .if the en-
tire collection of the Louvre with its masterpieces, and
the clarity of their language, is not a protest strong and
solemn enough, then we shall have to wail paliently
until the light dawns. We shall have to tell those who
are Lhe most misled to bide their time a little longer, to
listen sincerely and with more veneralion Lo the noble
language of beauty. The moment will come without
doubt. Maybe it will be given to those who are still in
the somber anteroom Lo lill a corner of Lthe veil, Lo see
at last, beyond the penumbra, in the splendor of a lumi-
nous clearing, this beautiful garden of poetry, filled
with greal murmuring and delights. Tt is a homeland
made for all. How many pure joys they abjure who oh-
stinately limit art!”??

In writing his articles, Redon was not so much at-
tracted by art eriticism (which he considered sterile un-
less it concerned itsell with tendencies and ideas) as he
was prompted by the desire to apply to contemporary
arl whal he had learned in the Louvre, derived from the
observation of new trends and, above all, gained from
probing into his soul, He may have considered himself
one of those who were still in thal “somber anteroom.”
ready to lift a corner of the veil, and certainly had de-
seribed his own condition when he proclaimed in his
last article: *What makes the strength of the artist,
what makes his greatness, his supreme superiority, is

precisely an anxious timidity, submission, and appre-




hension attentive to the secret indicalions of the ideal,”
Whereas he could not yet claim superiority for himself,
he did know all the pangs of those who eagerly wait for
the hidden manifestations of their ideal. The main
thing was that he had found his ideal, and that he was
conscious of the direction in which he was headed.

Apparenlly the enunciation of his concepts did not
encourage Redon to more sustained efforts. Barly in
1870 he complained to Gorin that he had “suffered
much during the last year,” whereupon his former
teacher reminded him that he was now old enough lo
make a place for himself in the art world, but that only
ample and determined production could help him a
chieve this goal.?> At least he was kept husy during the
spring and early summer of 1870, when an architect
friend requested his help with the mural decorations of
a chapel in Arras.?® This work, for which Redon sought
inspiration in the murals of Puvis de Chavannes, bol-
stered his confidence, though it did not put an end to
his uneasy introspection.

This peculiar type of sell-torment was interrupted in
July 1870 by the declaration of the Franco-Prussian
War. Redon returned to Bordeaux where the new re-
publican government. created alter thefall of the Second
Empire, established itself. In October. he was drafted.
And a strange thing happened: the lragic conflict which
took such a disastrous turn for F'rance had an invigorat-
ing eflecl on the artist, so wholly unprepared for mar-
tial experiences, He had always considered himsell frail
and now to his surprise discovered that he was able to
stand the rigors of a soldier’s lite, to stand them well,
and even to enjoy them. This he said later on many oc-
casions. Moreover, the war—brutally putting a halt to
his disquieting meditations—confronted him with new
concerns, with problems of physical danger, of lighting.
and of death. Although he evidently abhorred the idea
of having to kill and was by no means a fanatical pa-

triot, he wore his uniform without reluctance. With

deep curiosity he registered all happenings and describ-

ed them in exalled letters to his family. These letters
are lost but a reply sent by his brother Ernest on the
last day of December 1870 seems to follow in detail
Itedon’s reports from the front:

“You are gallant, dear Odilon. Your letters surprise
us. We can’t get over your courage, yvour composure.
For it does take these, and even a strong dose of them,
to be able to observe as you have done and to give me
(the musician, and for this I thank you) all that curious
information on the various sounds made by projectiles.
Your last letter from Saumur is charming and very
precious. %

Redon always maintained that the war made him
will (these were his words), that it made him conscious
of his natural gifts, and even cast a new light on his
previous efforts. “The least important sketches or scrib-
hles which I had left in my portfolios now had a mean-
ing in my eyes.”!

Redon eventually fell ill and. towards the end of
JTanuary 1871, was released from the Army for “general
weakness, result of fever.” He was back in Bordeaux or
probably at Peyrelebade when the peace was signed in
May and the Commune bloodily suppressed in Paris, A
little later he returned to the capital, determined now
to immerse himself in his art. Detached though he was
by then from Bresdin’s influence. in one point atleasthe
followed his example: he restricted himself to a black
and white medium-—charcoal, however, rather than pen
and ink. Actually his charcoal drawings were not
precisely black and white (he liked to call them “my
hlacks”) since he frequently did them on paper of pale
brown, yellow. rose, or blue, providing them with a
“promise of color.”

Although Redon had been elated by his short mili-
lary experience, it was under the sign of sadness that
he now entered upon a new and decisive phase, for as
he noted in his diary: “Of all moral situations most
favorable for producing art or thought, there are none

that are more fecund than great patriotic griefs.”?® It




seems idle to speculate what direction his work might

have taken, had France emerged from the war victori-

ous, but if Redon really needed sorrow Lo be stimulated,
a merciful fate once more provided it. As a maltter of
fact, he did nol require any specilic motif for unhap-
piness, and he openly admitted that sadness, even “when
it comes without cause, is perhaps a secret fervor, a kind
of prayer said confusedly for some function in the un-
known.”% Moreover, he now had cause for worry, since
it looked as though he might have to earn his living.
For a while he considered working as a violinisl in an
orchestra to supporl himself, yel he appears to have
been able, at least for a few more years, lo concentrate
on his work.

Inspired by the afflictions which gripped his coun-
try, and haunted by the oppressive memories of his
youth, he set about confiding to lightly tinted sheets
all the besetting images which seemed to yearn for a
permanent form. The technique he developed, while
thoroughly personal, showed a vague similarily to the
style of Millel’s drawings, one of the few artists who
were then using charcoal to establish softly modeled
dark masses against gentle areas of brightness. Accord-
ing to Redon’s own words, what attracted him to this
medium was the fact that “charcoal. a volatile matter
which can be lifted by a breath, granted me the rapid-
ity ol a gestation conducive to the docile and easy ex-
pression of my feelings.”%

IHe discovered that “the heavy and vilal ardor charcoal
gives depends on the fullness of physical energy,”?
the very energy which only since the war he knew he
possessed. But above all he found that “it carries the
vitality of the artist, his mind, something of his soul, the
reflection of his sensitivity, a residue which belongs Lo
him and to the medium.”* Eventually he was to exclaim
with enthusiasm: “One must respect black. Nothing
prostitutes it. It does not please the eye or awaken an-
other sense. It is the agent of the mind even more than

the beautiful color of the palette or prism.”# This fer-
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vent deelaration notwithstanding, Redon was to elevate
black precisely to a level where it became pleasing to
the eye and where it did awaken another sense, that of
the supernatural.

As he submerged himself in his work, he came Lo
realize the extent to which he lacked any formal train-
ing (some of his early drawings are awkward and an-
gular). He once more returned to the Louvre to consult
the classic masters. From lime to time he also went to
the Faculty of Medicine for the study ol anatomy. or
to the Museum of Natural History to acquire a proper
knowledge ol osteology. Indeed, his desire to provide
the fantastic beings that populated his dreams with a
“visual logic™ drove him Lo the most careful exploration
of human and animal structure, of nature in general,
which he had so often neglected. His aim, which he had
already enunciated in his Salon reviews of 1868, was to
interlock intimately in his mind and work realily felt
and reality observed. He explained their peculiar rela-
lionship when he wrote: *1 have always felt the need
to copy nature in small objects, particularly the casual
or accidental. It is only after making an effort of will
lo represenl with minute care a grass blade, a stone, a
branch, the face of an old wall, that I am overcome by
the irresistible urge to create something imaginary. Ex-
lernal nature, lhus assimilated and measured, becomes
—by transformation—my source, my fermenlt. Tao the
moment following such exercises I owe my best works."3

Strange as it may seem, Redon’s imaginary drawings
were not made in “exile” in Paris, where he might con-
ceivably have called upon memories that would have
transported him back to the haunts of his youth. Ilis
charcoal drawings—some six hundred of them—origi-

nated al Peyrelebade, "in the complete isolation of the
country.” He returned there every summer, impreg-
nated himsell with its peacelulness and labored in the
fields until physical effort brought aboult “a certain

produclive ebullition in the brain. How many times.”

he once said, “have I taken charcoal into my hands

soiled with earth!”¥ The summers in that region are
heavy with tremendous thunderstorms that seem to set
the countryside afire. In autumn dense fogs appear
which, as they lift, are succeeded by a singularly trans-
parent atmosphere.®® Occasionally the artist painted
some small, tender landscapes there.

Redon always insisted that his imagination had its
roots in the observation of nature. To him even the
most fantastic drawings were “true” because the visions
he translated into the wvelvet-like lexture of charcoeal
drawings were never absolutely detached from reality;
they were part of his own world, of his peculiar atavism.
As he has said: “My originality consists in bringing to
life, in a human way, improbable beings and making
them live according to the laws of probability. by put-
ting—as far as possible—the logic of the visible at the
service of the invisible.”?

Thus was born that bizarre universe of improbable
creatures vested with a life of their own, breathing, de-
spite their grotesque abnormalities, according to secret
laws which no Darwin could discover but which a soli-
tary genius established on the basis of his unerrring
imagination. There were eyes floating in the air similar

o immense balloons, heads ascending into space, car

ried by their ears shaped like the wings of bals, flowers
with melancholy faces emerging from the marshlands,
gruesome polyps with forlorn grins, eggs resembling
bald heads emptily staring from outsized cups, spiders
that smiled and spiders that wept, skulls among ruins

and skeletons with bare branches sprouting from their

domes, deathly pale masks growing on trees, cacluses
with human features, bristling with thorns. orbs enig-
matically shining among dark tree trunks, worms end-
ing in one-eyed balls (pages 56—61). True, there was also
every now and then the sweet face of a child, the deli-
cate profile of a woman, her loveliness accentuated by
subtle shading: but more often than not, the humans
which appeared undisguised in Redon’s drawings were

shown in sinister or unusual contexts: as prisoners




crouching behind bars; clad in strange armors with for-
bidding spikes: surrounded by menacing reptiles.

Where did they come from? Can the clouds and
the gnarled trees, the sad peasants, the owls and the
crumbling walls which impressed Redon as a sensitive
child, can they have suggested all these apparitions?
Some were to liken the artist to Goya whose work Redon
evidently knew and admired. But Goya’s imagination
was generally linked to his allitude of social and reli-
gious protest. It was a function of his bitter, ironie, and
vibrant message. A realist engaged wholeheartedly in
the fight against despotism and cruelly, Goya resorted
lo salire and grotesqueness as a medium Lo make him-
self heard, to comment bitingly on the wickedness of
his times. His originality and power lay precisely in the
mastery with which he made his imagination serve the
high purpese ol his anger. Yet there is no anger, no
sarcasmi, no revolt, no wish to ridicule existing institu-
tions behind the creations of Redon: they are an ex-
ploration of an enigmatic beyond for its own sake, for
the sake of their purely plastic portents.?

Others were to compare Redon to his contemporary,
Gustave Moreau, although Moreau’s monsters never
leave Lhe path of tradition. His centaurs and hydras,
unicorns and sphinxes, eyclops and vultures are derived
from classic sources and usually have a definile role,
that of enhancing the evil beauty of libidinous virgins.,
unless they help intensify the remarkable purity of
superb young heroes of legends. Redon. on the other
hand. seldom addressed himself to antiquity for inspi-
ration, though Phaeton and Pegasus appear in his
works. His freaks do not present themselves in luscious-
ly delined settings that underline their fiendishness.
He did not have to resorl lo any oppositions hetween
the unlikely and the likely in order to stress Lhe strange-
ness of his imaginings. llis visions exist by themselves,
in an independent sphere over which they reign abso
lutely. They are an end, not a means for the sake ol

obvious contrasts. They are a necessity imposed upon
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him by the inescapable urge of his fanlasy.

lle was often asked to explain the meaning of his
drawings, and much as Redon liked to dwell on his
childhood reminiscences or to probe into the sources of
his inspiration. he found it dilficult to reply to such
inquiries. ITe experienced the same dilficulties when
he was requested to reveal how he actually worked. But
when, in 1898, his friend Mellerio prepared an essay
on him, he felt it would be ungracious to avoid the issue
and told him: I ean’l answer you completely. What
interest do you find in knowing whether 1 approach the
easel or the lithographic stone under the guidance of a
pre-established concept? For thirty years I have been
asked that question. You won’t believe how much it
embarrasses me; [ never replied. What is the use of
revealing other things than the result? ... However, 1
can conlide in you, if you wish, some invineible par
ticularities of my nature. Thus a sheet of white paper
horrifies me. Tt impresses me disagreeably to the point
ol making me sterile. of depriving me ol Lhe taste for
work (excepl, of course, when I propose to represent a
real object, for example a study or a portrait). A sheel
ol paper is so shocking to me that I am forced, as scon
as il 1s on the easel. to scrawl on it with charcoal. with
a crayon or any other malerial, and this operation
brings it to life. I believe that suggestive arl owes much
to the stimulus which the material itsell exerts on the
artist. A truly sensitive artist does not receive the same
inspiration from different materials since these impress
him differently. This will make you understand Lhal
the pre-established concept of which you speak acts
only indirectly and relatively. I'requently it is, wilhoul
douht. like a departure for the undertaking, a depar-
ture which one abandons in due course to follow the
charming and unforeseen path of [anlasy, Lhal sover-
eign which suddenly opens up before us magnificent
and surprising seductions by which we are subjugated.
T'his fantasy has been my guardian angel.

“Fantasy is also the messenger ol Lhe ‘unconscious,’




of that very eminent and myslerious personage ... who
arrives in his own time, according to the moment, the
place, even the season. This should enlighten you and
make you understand how diflicult it is to answer the
‘why' or ‘how.” since in the fatal crucible in which the
the work of art is wrought. everything is dominated by

Lhe precious capriceof thatunknown. ... Nothing in art

1s achieved by will alone. Everything is done by docilely

Redon: Chimera. (1902). Charcoal, 215/5% 151/4". Collec-
tion Mrs. A. Bonger, Almen, The Netherlands

submitting to the arrival of the ‘unconscious.” The ana-
Iytical spirit must be quick when it appears, but after
wards it 1s of little importance to remember it, as with
each work it proposes a different problem to us,”3°

While Redon felt that it was better to “hide a little”
the stimulus which brought about the extraordinary
images he created (as if Lo divulge his secret might have
angered the “mysterious personage” that guided him),
he was always willing to explain by which means he
achieved his fantastic drawings. With “conscious matu-
rity,” as he put it, he insisted that his art was “limited
uniquely lo the resources of chiaroscuro and also owed
much to the effects of abstract line, that agent of pro-
found sources which acts directly on the mind. Sugges-
tive art cannot give anything without exclusive recourse
to the mysterious play of shadows and to the rhythm
of menlally conceived lines.” But he added that the
artist’s nature also had something to say, since it pre-
scribes “obedience to the eifts with which it endowed
us. Mine have induced me to dreams; I have sustained
the torments of imagination and the surprises with
which it steered my pencil. Yet I directed and led these
surprises according to the laws of an art which I know,
which I feel, and I have done this for the sole purpose
ol involving the spectator, by means of a sudden at-
traction, in all the allure of the uncertain....” And
Redon elaborated that “suggeslive arl is most independ-
ently and most radiantly present in the exeiting sounds
of music, but it is also mine through a combination of
various associaled elements, forms transposed and trans-
formed, without any relation to conlingencies, yet hav-
ing their own logic. ... My drawings inspire yet cannot
be defined. They do not determine anything. Like
music, they transport us into the ambiguous world of
the undetermined.”?

The important thing, as Redon said, was the result,
the organic work of art, no matter where its components
came from. That he could achieve these results was due

to the fact that he did not “invent” his subjects but




actually saw them with his mind’s eve while simulta-
neously recording them in a purely piclorial language.
Not to break the mysterious spell of his inspiration, to
submit to it without losing control, that was the prob-
lem which in every new work confronted him. Whether
he borrowed some symbols from lilerature, whelher he
was stimulated by the concerts he faithfully attended,
whether he fell back on distant memories or obeyed the
dictate of an urgent impression, he never “translated”
ideas from one medium into another; he transcribed
directly what appeared to him. The images which
emerged, after the first lines on the virgin paper had
provoked the effusion of his fantasy, took shape ac-
cording to their own logic (a word which Redon cher-
ished), they were nol equivalents or approximalions,
they were the immediate expression of a pure, plastic
concept whose manifold sources paled before the exi-
gencies of creation. It is not surprising, then, that Re-
don hardly bothered to invesligate their meaning and
preferred vague, ambiguous titles for his works, since
his object was to exteriorize and communicate his vi-
sions rather than lo imparlt a message.

Behind these visions undeniably lay an obsession
with supernatural and menacing forces. Only rarely
did his fantasy suggest pleasant or appeasing vistas to
him. But his gruesome or sad specters do not appear Lo
be the result of exasperation or frustation. Escaping
from the world of reality into that of somber dreams
which held such a deep attraction for him, he merely
followed the bent of his own nature that since child-
hood had prepared his solitary and sensitive soul for
the association with shadows. Later on he was to prove
in exquisitely chaste nudes and in lovely arrangements
ol flowers that his inclinations were by no means warp-
ed, that he was sensitive to the charms of nature. Yet
before he could approach more felicitous subjects, he

apparently had lo sel Iree the strange apparitions which

had haunted him for years. And whatever he read,
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from Hamlet to the Divine Comedy, seemed to stimu-
late him further to explore the myslerious realm of
darkness.’!

One of his favorite authors, Pascal, whose Pensées
he never put aside for long, once even inspired him
with the desire to illustrate his maxims, although he
soon gave up this almost impossible task. Tt was in
Pascal that he found a thought which also deeply im

pressed Gustave Moreau: “Human knowledge is similar
to a sphere which ceasclessly grows as ils volume in-
creases, thus enlarging its points of contact with the
unknown.” This seems to deseribe exactly his own situ-
alion, excepl thal in Redon’s case the steadily extend-
ing contiguity with the unfathomable attracted rather
than upset him. He was in the unique position of de-
riving inspiration both [rom the known and from the
unknown.

In distinct contrast to his charcoal drawings which
served his quest for the unknown, Redon’s minule
studies from nature were usually drawn with a pencil
whose sharpness permitted greater attention to detail.
Pencil drawings not only led him 1o imaginary crea-
Lions, they also constituted a “repertory”™ which he was
to consult frequently, so that certain forms of trees, for
instance, reappear throughout his work, oflen in
different media. They were private notes which had
their usefulness both in order to bring about the state
of mind required tor the exploration of the invisible
and to establish a ready [rame of reference for his con-
cern with the visible. But it was in his charcoal draw-
ings that Redon addressed himself to an as yel non-
existing audience. He submitted “humbly to the re-
sponsibility of cullivating one’s facullies for the pleas-
ure of reaping and sharing the results with those who
wait to accept them.” The trouble was that nobody
seemed to wait, and his attempts to exhibit his “blacks™
at the yearly Salon appear Lo have been thwarted by the

jury. Yet, strangelv enough, the artist never specifically




complained about the isolation in which he labored
during the years after the war. What may have affected
him more was the fact that among his few friends, his
confidant Clavaud and his former master Gorin were
unable to follow his evolution. However, his road being
firmly traced by now, their lack of understanding could
not change the course of things; Redon loyally main-
tained his devotion to them.

In 1874 Bresdin left for Canada. His tieswith Redon,
already somewhat loosened, were now interrupted for
some lime. That same year, Redon’s propensity for
sadness was sustained by the death of his father, whom
he mourned with a tinge of regret [or not having been

closer to him. ITis grief was deepened by the fact that
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this loss also menaced the survival of Peyrelebade.
Indeed, the estate—undivided among the heirs—was
thenceforth administered by the artist’s brothers who
knew little about such matters and who, together with
their mother, concerned themselves primarily with rev-
enues where Redon saw only sentimental attachments,
For more than twenty years he had to live under their
threat to sell the property, increasingly burdened with
mortgages, a threat which to him was unbearable since
Peyrelebade symbolized the very roots of his inspiration.
Although he continued to spend his summers there,
the endless disputes involying financial questions be-

came a source of suffering for the artist. Eventually

he Jost all contact with his family and saw the warm

Redon: Buddha, (decorative panel).
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Redon: Cyelops. (c. 1880). Pencil, 454 % 61/4"”. Privale col-
lection, New York

cordiality which had existed belween him and his
brother Ernest replaced by bitter enmity. He also
now had to give up the modest income he had received.
It is not known how he managed Lo earn Lhe little he
needed for his frugal life, except that around 1878 a
Paris dealer agreed to sell his “blacks,” though it has
not been recorded whether or not he was successful.

At the very time these events cast their shadows over
his existence, Redon found himself admitted to a new
and congenial cirele. At the weekly galherings which
he regularly attended after 1874 in the house of Madame
de Rayssac, a hostess of unusual charm and brilliance,
he met a group of writers, artists, and musicians among
whom he felt singularly at ease. He did not speak much,
preferring to listen, especially to recollections of Dela-
croix or if problems of poetry were discussed. When
music was being played, he modestly turned the pages
of the score. He met the composer Ernest Chausson
there, not yet twenty, with whom he formed a solid
friendship. Every Saturday he went to Chausson’s
house, the musician playing the piano while Redon
accompanied him on the violin. Sehumann was their god.

AtMadame de Rayssac’s Redon also became acquaint-
ed with Fanlin-Latour who revealed to him a new tech
nique of making lithographs. Bresdin always had drawn
directly on cumbersome lithographic stones and had
done sowilh a pen, a tool hostile to tenebrous evocalions.
IPantin-Latour now directed Redon's altenlion Lo a spe-
cial paper on which one could draw with a lithographic
crayon, and from which the finished drawing could be
transferred mechanically on stone. In this way the
transfer and the printing could be done by technicians,
and the artist relieved ol the more tedious aspects of
the lithographic process. Redon was immediately at-
tracted by this technique in which he found a means to
“multiply™ his drawings but which he eventually came
to like for its own sake. Lithography soon became an
essential form of expression for him. His first album of

prints, significantly called Dans le réve and composed




of lithographs which had no thematic link with each
other—created as they were after charcoal drawings
made al Peyrelebade—appeared in 1879,

More important still, Redon met at Madame de
Rayssac’s a yvoung girl, Camille Falte, born on the
Frenchisland of Bourbon near Madagascar in the Indian
Ocean, who on May 1, 1880 became his wife (page 55).
Their union was to be a completely happy and cloud-
less one. She shared his taste for discretion and calm.
accepled without complainl the hardships of life with
an as yvel unknown artist, and took charge of such
practical matters as discussions with publishers and deal-
ers. The home she prepared lor him was pervaded by
an atmosphere of quiet cheerfulness such as he had
never known before and which he enjoyed the more as
it did not interfere with his melancholy inclinations.
Above all, Madame Redon stood by his side in the har
rowing struggle for Peyrelebade. in what he called *the
most tragic though occult hours of my family drama.”
Some twenty years after their wedding Redon was 1o
sav: “Without her, and also without the shades of black
which I have unrolled and poured on paper, what would
have become of me! My art alone, so deep inside, would
nol have been sufficient to save me—I was last! T be-
lieve that the yes which T pronounced the day we were
united was the expression of the most complete and un-
adulterated certitude I have fell. A certitude more abh-
solute even than that of my vocation. 32

Twao vears before his marriage Redon had spent some
time in Brittany where he had first stayed during his
convalescence as a soldier. e returned there again in
1885. He made pencil drawings and painted some small
landscapes there (page 54) which still show the ascend-
ency of Corol bul in which there is a sense for struc-
ture and for simplified, sometimes bold forms. Deli-
cacy of color is combined with a forceful division of
light and dark areas, of summarized shapes, which fore-
tell the endeavors the Nabis were to make some len

years later. Yet landscape painting was for Redon a

relaxation rather than an end in itself. a venture into
the realm of color which still held few templations
for him. Had he not noted in his diary, after visiting
the fourth group exhibition of the mercilessly ridiculed
impressionists in 1880, that the approach of these
arlists was a very legitimate one “when applied mainly
to the representation of external objects under the
open sky. However. 1 do not believe that all which pal-
pitates under the brow of a man who meditates and

listens to his inner voices—nordo [ believe thal thought,

taken lor ilself—can gain much from this tendency
of observing only what is happening oulside of our
walls. On the contrary, the expression of life can ap-
pear but in chiaroscuro. Thinkers prefer the shade,
stroll through it, are at ease in it, as if their brains
found their natural element there. All well considered.
these very worlhy painters do not sow particularly rich
fields in the domain of art. “Man is a thinking being.’
Man will always be there: whatever the role played
by light, it won'l be able to turn him aside. To the
contrary, the future belongs to a subjective world.”*

These concepts. already expressed in his articles of
1868, had been fortilied when Redon_ in 1878, wenl lo
Holland forthespecial purpose of studying Rembrandt’s
works. He marvelled at the discovery that. while
certain biblical subjects and certain details of his com-
positions belong “to literature and even to philosophy.
one feels very well that all this plays only the role
of an accessory and that the artist, in a willed or un

conscious endeavor. did not make of these elements

the unique condition of his pictures.” The real accent
of his paintings lay in their supernatural light. “There,
in the pure and simple nature of the tone, in the deli-
cacies of chiaroscuro, is the secrel of the entire work, a
completely picturesque invention which incarnates the
idea and gives it [lesh and bones, so to speak. This has
nothing to do with anecdotes.”? Redon was less taken
by Rubens, although he acknowledged in him the pre-

cursor of Delacroix and other painters who “express

29




the life of things much more by reflecting exterior na-

ture in their memories than through the ohservation

and immediate analysis of the model.™ Tlowever, this
excursion into Holland had no specific consequences,
except that the enthusiastic examination of Rembrandt’s
etchings in Amsterdam may have caused Redon to re-
turn with renewed ardor to his own work.

Redon was pasl forly when, a few vears laler, in
1881, he held his first modest one-man show, composed
mostly of charcoal drawings, on the premises of the
weekly La Fie Moderne which did not even bother lo
advertise the event in its pages. The exhibition did
not dent the wall of indifference with which the gen
eral public always seems to protect itself against inno-
vators who threaten to disturb its habits of seeing and
thinking. The artist was naively surprised by this atti-
tude of “coldness and reserve which will remain in my
memory as an enigma.”* It is true that Huysmans, al-
ready well-known though still in the orbit of Zola’s then
powerful “naturalism,” took notice of the exhibition
and hastily appended, apropos of Gustave Doré, a few
lines to his Salon review:

*Another artist, painter of the fantastic, has recently
come to the fore in F'rance; I refer to M. Odilon Redon.
Here is the nightmare transported into art. If you inter-
mingle, in gruesome surroundings, somnambulistic {ig-
ures that have a vague aflinity with those of Gustave
Moreau, though transfixed by terror, you may perhaps
get an idea of the bizarre talent of this singularartist.”?

The following year, Redon once more exhibited
a group of drawings and lithographs, this time in
the offices of a newspaper, Le Gaulois. The public
laughed openly at his creations, but Huysmans’ sensi-
live imagination was fired by their contemplation. It
led him to speak of “animalcules of vinegar swarming
in glucose tinted with sool,” and of a “fetus by Correggio
macerated in a bath of alcohol.” ITuysmans concluded:
“It would be difficult to define the surprising art of M.

Redon. Basically, if we except Goya, whose spectral

Redon: Street in Quimper, Brittany. (c.1880). Oil on
cardboard, 123/s x9”. Collection Ari Redon, Paris

side is less rambling and more real, if we also except
Gustave Moreau, of whom N. Redon is, after all, in the
healthy parts of his work, a very distant pupil, we shall
find his ancestry only among musicians perhaps, and
certainly among poets. It is indeed a genuine trans-
position of one art into another. The maslers ol Lhis
artist are Baudelaire and especially Edgar Poe, whose
consoling aphorism that all certitude lies in dreams he
appears to have pondered.”¥ 1In speaking of the

“healthy™ parts of Redon’s works, Huysmans scemed




to imply that there were also unhealthy ones, vet he
had nevertheless intuitively linked the artist with mu
sic, wilth Baudelaire, with Pae.

Later that same year, Redon was to publish hissecond
album of lithographs, dedicated to the American writer,
although Poe was nol really his favorite author. Redon
did not agree with Huysmans’ interpretation of his
monsters as being indebted to the “microscope con-
fronting the frightful world of the infinitesimal™ and
jotted down: *No. When I created them. T had the

more important concern of organizing their struc-

lures.” Just the same, he was “singularly happy and
proud” to have been noticed by ITuysmans. Soon, the
latter wrote direclly to Redon: “You will deubtless be
greatly surprised to see thal a naturalist writer should
conceive such a passion for your delectable and so cru-
elly fantastic works.”® Whereupon Huysmans went to
sce Lhe artist who was caplivated by his charm. A pre-
cious friendship was born.

The truth is that Huysmans was no longer a “natu-
ralist writer.” He discovered Redon at the very moment
when he began work on a new novel, Against the Grain.
which was to detach him completely from Zola and to
herald a new literary movement, that of Symbolism.*?
One of his friends later wenlt so far as to say thal il was
in parl his association with Redon and Moreau that had
revived Huysmans® “propensity for the immaculate
dream, a tendency towards evasive flights from the
present.”*® Bent on shattering the limits of the novel.
on opening it to art, science, and history, while concen-

lrating on the single figure of his decadent hero, des

Fsseintes, IMuysmans included long passages on Redon
and Moreau in his new book, describing their works in
purely literary terms that seemed more revealing of his
own imagination than ol the tendencies of the two
artists of whom he spoke so glowingly. Thus he wrote
of Redon’s drawings thal they were “outside of any

known calegory; most of them leap beyvond the bound-
gor] | i

aries of painting, innovaling a very special fantasy, a

fantasy ol sickness and delirium.”*!

But Redon’s small exhibition of 1882 also brought
him the admiration of a critic who was able to judge
his work on its inherent artislic merits rather than on
the basis of fanciful interpretations, Moved by his
drawings. Emile Ilennequin paid a visit to Lhe artist
and published a long article on him. “From now on.”
he said, “M. Odilon Redon should be considered one of

our masters and—ifor those who value above all this

touch of strangeness without which, according to Fran-
cis Bacon, there is no exquisite beauty—as an outstand

ing master who, Goya excepted, has no anceslors or
emulators. He has suceeded in conquering, somewhere
on the border between reality and fantasy, a desolate
domain which he has peopled with formidable ghosts,
monsters, monads, composite beings made of every pos

sible human perversity, bestial baseness, and of all kinds
of terrors of inert and noxious things. ... As much as
Baudelaire, M. Redon deserves Lhe superb praise of hav-
ing created ‘un frisson nouveaw.

“His work is bizarre; it touches the grandiose, the
delicate, the subtle, the perverse, the seraphic. ... It
contains a treasure of dreams and suggestions which
should be used cautiously. Add to its idealism an as-
tounding mastery of execution which makes all these
lithographs and drawings appear more luminous and
more powerful than etchings, an impeccable draftsman

ship which forces the eye to accept even the slrangest
deformations ol real beings, and one realizes that such
works can arouse admiration.”*

Redon was deeply touched by this appreciation and
immediately wrote Hennequin: "It is my turn to con-
gratulate you warmly. First to express the joy which
reading what you think aboul my works has given me;
but also to compliment you vigorously on the courage
that you have shown. Allow me to tell you also that
criticism is a form of creation like any other and that
in some way you have just collaborated with me, the

solitary. on my work. Thank you. The help which vou




generously and with so mueh sympathy have brought
me dissipates much ol my anguish and I feel mysell
nobler. now that I can continue to work for voung
spirits. ..

Conlact with youth became one of Redon’s hopes.
Tt may have been his desire to come in closer touch
with young artists that prompted Bedon, in 1884, lo
participate in the founding of the Société des Artistes
Indépendants which, in opposilion Lo the official Salon,
aholished any type of jury and opened the doors of ils
yearly exhibitions to all comers.* Redon henevolently
presided over the agitated meelings of the new associa
tion, of which he accepted the vice-presidency. lle ex-
hibited with the Independents in 1884, 1886, and 1887,
after which he abstained. probably because his works
were huried by an avalanche of mediocrity that only
Seurat, Signac, and their friends were able Lo brave
since they presented themselves as a coherenl group.

Redon remained a ligure aloof, although the rising
Symbolist movement slowly began to creale Lhe climalte
in which he could be appreciated. When Huysmans in-
troduced the artist to Mallarmé, Redon—so susceptible
to music, be il that of words or sounds—mel al last the
one poel whom he understood and admired completely.
What these two lonely geniuses felt for each other was
more than [riendship: they became brothers whose
mutual affection was enriched by a deep, a total respect.

The warmth and sincerity of Mallarmé’s compre-
hension outdistanced by [ar that of many other Sym-
bolist wrilers whose praise sprang less from a profound
estecem for Redon's work than [rom approval of his
tendencies, in which the Symbolists saw many parallels
to their own literary endeavors. It is not surprising,
then, that the artist felt a little awkward in the midst of
his new admirers, unable to satisfy them with the pre-
cepts and theories of which they were so fond. "1 am
supposed to have much more of an analytical mind
than T really have,” Redon confided 1o his diary; “this

would at least account for the curiosity that I feel in

the young writers who visit me. In contact with me |
see them al first somewhat surprised. What did I pul
into my work to suggest so much subtlety? I placed in
it a little door opening on mystery. I made fiction. It is
for them to go further.”*

Redon’s visitors apparently expected the author ol so
many disquieting images to be a somewhal sinister or
tormented figure. Alter calling upon the artist. Signac
once jotted down that he had met “masses ol people
trailing into Redon’s studio. thinking he may prove
to be a queer fellow easy to exploit, or a blutfer with
whom one might associate. They lose no time in dis-
appearing when they find him merely a good and
simple maker of black-and-whites.”*®

Indeed, those who came Lo see him discovered Redon
to be modest and Friendly, a middle-aged man ol quiet
bearing, unassuming, and wilh none of the characteris
tics of the “artist.” his manners polite and soft, always
discoursing gently and tolerantly. though firm in his
refusal to discuss the “meaning™ ol his works. “In the
beginning.” he later stated. “all the errors commilled
by the eritics on my behalf resulted from the fact that
they did not see thal there was nothing to be defined.

nothing to be understood ... because all that is sincer

and docilely new carries ... its signilicance in itself.”

What could the young writers and other visitors learn
[rom an artist who directed them to look at his work
(as Mallarmé did devotedly) rather than explain it lo
them? Yel it was deeply salistying to Redon that his
name was now pronounced with increasing frequency
and respect, a circumstance for which Huysmans, de-
spite the shortcomings of his too literary approach, was
mainly responsible and for which Redon was grateful
to him. The appearance of Huysmans' novel Against
the Grain in 1884 revealed Redon and Mallarmeé to a
public that had ignored them. This public, not a very
large one, it is lrue, was tired of Zola’s painslaking and

down to earth descriptions, of the “compulsorily con

temporaneous,” and eager, instead, for symbols, sensa-




tions, and ideas, for an art that derived “[rom objectiv-
ily only a simple and extremely succinet point of de-
parture.”™

Two factors, the happy life he was now leading with
his recent bride and the allenlion Lhat began to be fo-
cused on his work, contributed to Redon's expanded
activity in the early eighties. Yet sorrows continued to
cross his path. In November 1884 a vounger brother
died of consumption at the age of thirty-three, followed
into the grave, a few weeks later, by their only sister.
Meanwhile Redon’s albums of lithographs succeeded
themselves in rapid sequence, allesling lo an almosl
feverish creativily. 4 Edgar Poé of 1882 was followed
in 1883 by Les origines, by Hommage ¢ Goya in 1885
(for which Mallarmé wrote the artist an exquisite letter

of thanks*®)

,and by La nuit in 1886, Many of these
plates were conceived specifically for the lithographic
stone which had, as lledon put it, “troubled and changed
me through its rough charm.”™? Degas, who all his life
passionately experimented with various printing tech-
niques, once exclaimed before Redon’s lithographs:
“What he wants to say I often do not understand ...
but his blacks! oh! his blacks ... impoessible to pull any
of equal beauty. ...”®

Soon after their firstmeeting, Hennequin had brought
the artist Flaubert’s Temptation of St. Anthony which

Redon discovered to be “a literary marvel and a mine

for me. !

a mine Lhat eventually was to inspire several
series of lithographs.

Whereas there were now collectors who subscribed
to Redon’s lithographic publications, and writers who
cultivated his friendship, a real contact with the young
among lhe artists was not yet established since the In-
dependents had failed to provide it. No wonder, then,
that when Redon was invited by the group of Belgian
avant-garde painters, Les Fingt,’® to exhibit with them
in 1886, he accepted “with a fecling of joy—a sweet

reward.”* Bul among all the participants in the Drus-

sels show (including Monet and Renoir), it was Redon

who was mosl savagely maligned by the critics. They
particularly attacked the evocative captions with which
he frequently endowed his lithographs, the very captions
of whose poetic wording Mallarmeé professed to be jeal-
ous. Nevertheless, Redon was to gain several extremely
ardent friends and admirers in Belgium, such as the
poet Verhaeren, Jules Destrée, who soon began work
on a first catalogue of Redon’s lithographs, and the
lawyer Edmond Picard, who commissioned him to
do a series of illustrations for his play, Le juré. The
warm support which the artist unexpectedly found be-
vond the frontiers of France was to be a source of satis-
faction.

In Paris, meanwhile, Redon was invited by Guillan-
min, whom he had met at the Independents, to partici-
pate in 1886 in the eighth—and last—group show of
the impressionists. Although he considered impression-
ism somewhat “low of ceiling,” Redon joined Guillau-
min and his associates, among them Pissarro, Degas,
Berthe Morisot, Mary Cassatt, Gauguin, Seurat, and
Signac. His drawings were hung in a hallway where,
according to lluysmans, they attracted many visitors.
But the struggle was far from over. This had become
evident when Octave Mirbeau, slaunch supporter of
the impressionists and close friend of Zola, published
shortly before the opening of the exhibition an article
m Le Gaulois (where Redon had shown his drawings
in 1882), hitingly attacking the artist in the name of
“naturalism”:

“After innumerable battles, all pacific by the way
and in which only ink was spattered. everybody agrees
that it is necessary for art to approachnature. ... Among
painters there is hardly anybody except M. Odilon Re-
don who resists the greal naturalist current and who
opposes the thing dreamed to the thing experienced,
the 1deal to the truth. Thus M. Redon draws for you
an eye which floats, at the end of a stem, in an amor-
phous landscape. And the commentators assemble

[precisely what the artist did not want them to dot].




Some will tell you that this eye exactly represents the
eye of Conscience, others the eye of Incertitude; some
will explain that this eye synthesizes a setting sun over
hyperborean seas, others that it symbolizes universal
sorrow, a bizarre water lily about to blossom on the
black walers of invisible Acherons. A supreme exegele
arrives and concludes: “T'his eye al the end of a stem is
simply a necktie pin.” The very essence of the ideal is
that it evokes nothing but vague forms which might
just as well be magic lakes as sacred elephants, extra-
terrestrial flowers as well as necktie pins, unless they
are nothing at all. Yet, we demand today that whalever
is represented be precise, we want the figures thal
emanate from an artist’s brain to move and think and
live, "™

Nobody shall ever know how Redon reacted to these
cruel words. When they appeared, towards the end of
April 1886, he was at Peyrelebade where, in May, his
wife gave birth to a son. The artist’s happiness knew

no bounds; it was “strong and healthy and real,” such

as he had never experienced. It was, as he put it, like
“a shock in the bowels, as if my {orces, weary and worn,
had gained new resilience.”® And then tragedy struck.
After a few months the infant died.

Sadness is one Il]ing;, helpless acceptance of the bru-
tal blows of fate is another. When grief reaches a depth
where il paralyzes the mind and contracts the heart, a
dreadful empliness invades the soul, a dismal lassitude
cripples the will. Even the solace of creation loses its
appeal. Create what and how—when the supreme crea-
tion, Lhe origination of life itself, has heen frustated by
the grim reaper who formerly had been merely a sym-
bol among symbols? When, after a long interval, Redon
wenl back to work and conceived a series of lithographs
inspired by Flaubert's Temptation of St. Anthony (they
were not illustrations in the proper sense, though they
carry as captions some sentences taken from the text),
he chose to interpret the words uttered by Death:* Mine

irony surpasseth all others.” But the image he invented

was completely devoid ol irony. Out of a sweeping spi-
ral emerges a sinister figure in the throes of agony
rather than one exuding macabre sarcasm. And when
he made a series of drawings for Baudelaire’s Flowers
of Euvl, there was among them one of a white tomb-
stone In a gloomy setting. Little by little, charcoal
drawings now lost some of their attraction and Redon
devoted more time to lithography.

Between 1888 and 1892 Redon seems to have re-
turned less frequently to Peyrelebade where sad mem-

ories must have oppressed him. ITe spent his summers

Redon: Death. 1889, Lithograph, 10Y4x73/4”. The Art

[nstitute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund




not far from Paris, at Samois on the Seine, near Mal-
larmé. who stayed regularly at Valvins on the oppo-
site bank of the river. The two friends saw each other
almost daily and com nunicated as much in the silence
of their sensitivities as in the exchange of meditations
or in the fraternity of enjoyment shared. Often they
went rowing together in Mallarmé’s small hoat, The
poet, anxious to see Redon gain the recognilion due
him, elaborated projects of exhibitions and discussed
means of using his influence to further his friend’s
career. In July 1888 they were joined by Hennequin
whom Redon had invited to Samois. Before his hosl’s
eves Hennequin drowned there while bathing.

Death relented at lasl when, at the end of April
1889, a second son was horn to Redon. Mallarmé’s
daughter became his godmother. His parents doted
with zealous care on the child who developed into a
normal, healthy boy. His progress [illed them wilh
untold bliss. Bul youth entered Redon’s life not only
through the appearance of his son Ari. A new genera-
tion of painters began to manilest ils admiration for
him and to seek his advice, He welcomed it with an
open heart.

Around 1889, Emile Bernard, then barely twenly-
one, asked a friend to present him to Redon in order
to pay him, aller several yvears of devoted attention,
“the enthusiastic respect one [eels for genius.™® From
then on, and as his friendship with the older man be-
came closer, he never ceased to proclaim in words and
writings his admiration for Redon.”” There can be no
doubt that he discussed Redon’s work wilth Gauguin,
who may have met the artist at the 1886 impressionist
exhibition. He later repeatedly spoke to Cézanne of his
passion and the latter wrote to Bernard: “I have already
told you that I like Redon’s talent a great deal and that
I agree from the bottom ol my heart with his feeling
and admiration for Delacroix.”® Though he failed to
convince Vinecent van Gogh of Redon’s merils, il was

Bernard who introduced Theo van Gogh's best friend

and brother-in-law, Andries Bonger, to the master.
Bonger became after 1890 an avid collector of Redon’s
work, assembling over many years of cordial relations
with the artist an outstanding group of hismasterpieces.
e also actively spread the renown of Redon in his
native Holland. It was to Bonger thal Redon dedicated
his Confidences d'artiste. the sensitive and revealing
pages in which he analyzed his evolution and his aims.
In Belgium also, Redon’s stature conlinued to increase;

in 1890 he showed again as guest of Les Jinet and even
B o :

allended Lhe exhibilion, accompanied by Mallarmé.

Through André Mellerio (who was to become his
biographer), Redon met at about the same time Mau-
rice Denis, turned twenty in 1890, one of the most
subtle and erudite minds among the young painters.
And little by little all of Denis’ Nabis friends, Bon-
nard, Vuillard, Maillol, but especially Sérusier, who
had infused his comrades with the synthetist gospel of
Gauguin, became frequent callers with whom Redon
gladly discussed problems of art, and whose progress
he followed with keen interest. “Odilon Redon never
actually taught,” Sérusier later said, “bul the artists
who had the good fortune of being admitted into his
intimacy always left enriched in knowledge, encourag-
ed, and comforted.”?

Alter some twenty years of friendship with Redon,
the Nabis—having by then won a certain acclaim for
themselves—were lo pay touching tributes to their cho-
sen mentor. “1 have the greatest admiration for Re-
don.” Bonnard stated. “What strikes me most in his
work is the blending of two almost opposite [eatures:
a very pure plastic substance and a very mysterious ex-
pression. As a person he is full of kindness and under
standing. Our entire generation has experienced his
charm and received his advice.”® Maurice Denis, who
was Lo become an intimate of Redon’s friend Chausson.
went even lurther when he declared: “Redon has been

one of my masters and one of the friendships of my

youlh. Very cultivated, musically gifted, easy of ac
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Redon: Paul Sérusier. 1905, Lithograph, 63/sx51/4”. The

Art Institute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund

cess, and kind ... he was the ideal of the Symbolist
generalion—he was our Mallarmé. Before Cézanne's
influence made itself felt through Gauguin and Ber-
nard, it was Redon who, with his series of lithographs
and admirable charcoal drawings, delermined in a spir-
itual sense the evolution of art around 1890, He is at
the origin of all esthetic innovations or renovations, of
all the revolutions of taste which we have wilnessed
since then ... The lesson of Redon was his incapacily
to paint anything which did not represent a state of
soul, which does nol express some profound emotion,

which does nol translate an interior vision.”®

36

Redon fully reciprocated the affection of these friends.
He invited them to the country, drew remarkably del-
icate portlraits of them, and once, when the by-then
famous Renoir was discussed. said warmly: “Yes, Re-
noir does beautiful things, bul the young people of to-
day will do even better.”®?

The artist’s ascendency over the new generation was
publicly acknowledged when Albert Aurier, Symbolisl
poet and the art critic who had written Lhe lirst signi-
ficant articles on van Gogh and on Gauguin, hailed
Redon among “the bearers of the glad tidings which
the voung like to invoke,” as one of the uncontested
initiators of the new idealistic art movement.®

Eventually even Gauguin was drawn towards Redon,
one of the very few contemporaries of whom he spoke
with unrestricted respect. Ilaving left Brittany in the
fall of 1890 for Paris where he mingled with the Sym-
bolist poets, Gauguin saw a great deal of Redon and
exchanged a small piece of pollery for the lithograph
of Death (page 54). Aflter reading J.-K. Huysmans’
Certains, published in 1889, Gauguin jolled down
some notes, taking issue with the writer’'s opinions
on art. Huysmans had spoken once more of his friend
Redon, this time in a chapter called Le Monstre, and
Gauguin objected:

“T do not see how Redon makes monsters,” Gauguin
wrote. “Those are imaginary beings. Ie is a dreamer, a
visionary. ... Nature has mysterious infinities, a power
of imagination; it manifests them by always varying
its products. The artist himself is one of nalure’s means
and, to me, Redon is one of those chosen for the con-
linuance of its creations. Ilis dreams become realily
through the probability he gives them. All his plants,
his embryonic beings are essentially human, have lived
with us; they certainly have their share of suffering. ...
Redon speaks with his crayon; is it matter that he is
after with that inner eve? In all his work I see only the
language ol the heart, very human and not at all mon-

strous. What does the means of expression maltter! Im-




pulsive movement of the heart.”%

Gauguin continued contrasting Redon with Moreau,
of whose works he knew only the theatrical composi
tions since Moreau never showed the bolder paintings

in which he abandoned to an astonishing degree all at-

lempls al realistic representation. In any case, Gauguin
became the first to oppose the general tendency of al-
ways linking Moreau and Redon:

“Huysmans writes of Gustave Moreau with very
oreal esteem. Well, we also have esteem for him—but
to what extent? Here is a mind which is essenlially not
literary vet which desires to be so. Thus Moreau only
speaks a language which has already been used by men
of letters; it is in a certain way the illustration of an-
cient tales. His impulsive movement is very far from
the heart and he loves the richness of material wealth.
He puts it everywhere. Of every human being he makes
a piece of jewelry covered with jewelry....In [fact,
Moreau is an excellent chaser,”%

There can be no doubt that in debates with his Sym-
bolist friends Gauguin expressed similar views. If he
did not induce their admiration for Redon—whom they
already appreciated—at least he may have helped them
to better understand him and may have contributed to
their replacing a purely literary approach by one more
conscious of Redon’s artistic and plastic qualities. In
this way Gauguin possibly played a valuable role in the
art appreciation of the Symbolist wrilers.

An odd thing happened when Gauguin, recommended
by none other than Mallarmé, went to see Oclave Mir-
heau in order to solicit an arlicle to draw attention to
the auction which he was preparing prior to his depar
ture for the tropics. Mirbeau who, a few years before,
had so bitterly attacked Redon in the name of “natu-
ralism,” now wrote on Gauguin in terms which might
have been suitable for an essay on Redon, describing
Gauguin’s work as “strangely cerebral and moving, still
uneven, bul poignant and superh even in its irregulari

ties. A sad work, for in order to understand it, to feel

the impact of it, one must have known sorrow and the
irony of sorrow, which is the threshold to mystery.
Sometimes it rises to the height of a mystical act of
faith; sometimes it shrinks and grimaces in the fright-
ening gloom of doubt. And always it emits the bitter
and violent aroma of the poisons of the flesh. There is
in his work a disquieting and savory mixture of bar-
baric splendor, of Catholic liturgy, of Hindu reverie, of
Gothic imagery. of obscure and subtle symbolism: there
areharsh realilies and frantic flightsinto poetry, through
which M. Gauguin ereates an absolutely personal and
altogether new art—the art of a painter and a poet. ol
an apostle and a demon, an art which inspires anguish.”%

Though Redon was doubtless happy to see his friend
obtain some much needed publicity, he must also have
heen dismayed by Mirbeau's change of attitude. Was it
the hope thal the wriler would now be able to under-
stand him better. was it Mallarmé’s intervention which
prompted Redon to send Mirbeau his album on the
Templalion of St. Anthony? Whaltever the reason, Lhe
moving letter he received amply compensated for the
previous offense.

“1 have received the series of lithographs for St. An-
thony.” Mirbeau wrote. *1 knew them already. Bul
what joy to have them from you! And what a surprise,
too, for T did not think that yvou could like me suffi-
ciently to do me this great honor. These pages for The
Temptation. so uniquely yours. are among the most ad
mirable and mosl alarming of yours [ know. T should
like to talk to you about them, to tell you all that 1 feel
belore these beautiful, so hermitically beautiful imag-
inings. Bul what can one say in a letter? Also, il seems
to me that there are in me things thal can express them-
selves only face Lo face with you. . ..

“Let me say, Monsieur, that at first I rejected you,
nol in your craftsmanship. which 1 have always con-
sidered superb, but in your philosophy. Yet today there

is no artist for whom I have the passion 1 have for you,

because there is none who has opened to my mind such

Vi




distant. such luminous, such sorrowful horizons on
Mpystery, thal is to say on Lhe only true life. And [ be
lieve, Monsicur—and I know of no higher praise I can
give you—I believe that I understood and loved you
from the day [ learned to suffer.”®

Although Redon was greatly distressed when his
friend Clavaud died in December 1890 (the follow-
ing vear he dedicated a new series of lithographs, Son-
zes, to his memory), the sadness to which he was prone
slowly disappeared from his work. And as a symbol of
peace and joy, he now turned to color which thus re-
placed the black shadows of sorrowful years. Ile began
using pastel, which offered the same powdery substance
propitious to supple modeling as charcoal, and produced
the same velvely effects. Al first Redon merely en
hanced some of his previous charcoal drawings with
accents of color, but soon he began to use pastel for its
own sake, relishing the delicate and radiant harmonies

he was able to produce.

When a young Danish artist came to see Redon in
1892, he was surprised not only at the great number of
charcoal drawings he was shown (which proved to him
that the master “could not vel boasl of a large, demand-
ing public”), but noticed a few drawings heightened
with colors, “strange and haunting colors of the Gustave
Moreau type [ ], powerful, massive. ... "Redon’s visilor
also remarked that the artist “looked somewhatl needy,
but not impoverished; his surroundings were neverthe-
less quile humble, a liny apartment on a fourth floor in
a remote, dingy street. I believe there were only three
little rooms for him, his wife, and a son; his studio was
so small that Lthere was hardly space fora decent easel.”

Iis modest circumstances, however, did not prevent
Redon’s mother from asking him for support, and
apparently suggesting ways for him to raise money.
The arlist was oulraged, not so much because Lhere
were so few bonds between them—bonds which the

discussions over Peyrelebade had turned into a rela-

tionship dominated by lawyers and bailiffs—but be-

cause his two hrothers who sided with their mother
were much better off financially, besides being bach-
elors and in steady government employ. He therefore
pointed out to her:

“Please consider that my position is altogelher un-
certain, since I only produce art. I am not a civil serv-
ant and not on the governmenlt’s payroll. As to increas-
ing my revenues by giving lessons, I can’l do this he-
cause I do not believe in the teaching of art. I am creat-
ing mine according to my own laws. Anything that I
was taught conflicted with my nature and was nefar-
ious. Instructing others, | would fear hecoming nelar-
ious myself.

“And T do not see the possibility of raising money in
selling pieces of my furniture, as youn seem to imply. It
is loo plain. I have accomplished my work on a three
francs easel. The eight or nine thousand lithographs
which 1 have published with great difficulties, I have
made on a deal table worth four francs fifty centimes,
[ can assure you thal Lrue arl does not enrich the one
who makes it. You can believe me. I've had the ex-
perience. | possess nothing. There are but a few francs
in my wallet.”58

When, after years of uncertainty, torment, and silent
struggle, Peyrelebade was finally sold in 1897, Redon
lelt relieved that a solution had been reached at last,
though he was heartbroken over it. Ilis brothers had
offered over a quarter million franes Lo repurchase the
domain from their creditors, but had failed. Actually,
even the price obtained did not cover the morlgages, so
tl' a1t the family was still left with debts which the artist
shared. For a few years, the new owner allowed Redon
to return and spend his summers on the estate. 1t was
from Peyrelebade that he wrote in August 1898 1o a
friend:

“In reality this big transaclion, through which was
sold hardly anything but the imprint of memories,
merely consisted in affixing a little bit of ink to some

papers. The resull, however, is an immense and unim-




aginable reliel which shows me how great a portion of
reason | uselessly expended here. It is impossible that
this will not, henceforth, have ils repercussions on my
work. ... Tt is said that what gives man his greatest

happine

 is the contemplation of things thal do not he-
long to him. such as the sea, the mountains, or a heau-
tiful act of heroism. That is evident; but happiness and
the creation of art do not come from the same still. . ..
The arlist participates in the objects which he appro-
priates and does not dwell in abstraclion as much as
one might think—I feel completely uprooted.”®?

Though the loss of Peyrelebade was cruel, the artist’s
son was to say Lhat it was “a sort ol deliverance: the
rupture with an entire past of distress and anguish, the
end of a nightmare, of a bewilching spell. Now, wilh
liberty regained, the door was opened widely to life
and to light. A new and beautiful existence began.
Afler so many dark days it was the dawn of a long and
happy period.””®

This new and bright phase had been [orecast since
the early nineties by the inlroduction of color inlo
Redon’s work and by various evenls which ever more
forcefully drew him out of his isolation. In 1894 he
held his first important one-man show of over 1350
drawings, paintings, pastels, lithographs, and etchings.
[t did not take place on make-shift premises, like his
previous small exhibitions, bul in the large galleries of
Durand-Ruel. The catalogue introduclion was written
by Mellerio and among the lenders were Mallarmé,
Huysmans, Edmond Picard, ITennequin’s widow, Lhe
critic Roger Marx, Krnest Chausson (who owned the
painting Firgin of Dawn), Ambroise Vollard, a young
dealer recently established in Paris, and a still little-
known friend of Mallarmé and Maurice Denis, André
Gide. The press comments were favorable, although
Redon deplored that “every pen tries to link me to ils
creed. They are mistaken in supposing that T have any
specific purpose. I only ereate art.™!

It was aflter this succesful exhibition that Redon.

now in his middle fifties, wrole to his friend Picard in
Brussels: “1 feel the coming of the hour where time
doubles its price, the instant where the artist knows
himselt and no longer goes astray. Master of my means
—in a small domain—I experience more than ever the
pleasures which work procures. With pastel I have re-
covered the hope of giving my dreams greater plasticity,
if possible. Colors contain a joy which relaxes me; be-
sides, they sway me toward something different and
new. Yet I could not speak to you of my projects; one
doesn’t know the art of tomorrow.™!

The discovery or rediscovery of color (used sparingly
in the portrait of his wife painted in 1882, page 55)
nol only transformed the mood of Redon’s works, it
also completely changed—as it had to—the range of
his subject matler. Somber visions were succeeded by
happier ones, but visions his subjects remained. Seldom
was Lhe artist attracted by the direct representation of
his observations, except when he did portrails. a few
still lifes, or had models pose for nudes (an infrequent
occurrence, page 74). As in the past. reality observed
usually led to flights into fantasy. When Redon once
lived near the premises of a horse-dealer, for instance,
he conceived a series of works representing Pegasus or
Apollo’s chariot.”! His inspiration still needed few
props, just as the narrowness of his studio could not
limit the vast regions which his imagination visited. If
Redon now often turned to mythology or the Bible for
subjects. he did so mostly te provide his compositions
with some plausible theme rather than to illustrate
any specilic episodes of Olympian sagas or of the
Scriptures. This approach eliminated the necessity [or
explanatory details or attributes while permitting the
artist to place imaginary figures in imaginary setlings
for the sake of evocalive combinations. Even religious
subjects were pretexts for images throbbing with fer-
vor and compassion (page 102), although Redon remain

ed aloof from all orthodox devotion. When., toward

1895, Huysmans embraced Catholicism, the artist re-




spected his decision; but when the writer tried to
convert his friend, Redon disengaged himself, deter
minded to remain free in his own beliefs.

Redon’s subjects were only simple incidents in the
general arrangement of colors and forms. No doubt
his horror of empty. white surfaces continued to prompl
him to start each pastel by scrawling chalk colors on his
sheet to “bring it to life” and to invoke inspiration. Tt
seemed immaterial whether a subtle expanse of clouds
was enhanced by a cavalcade of horses and transformed
into a representation of Phaelon (pages 78,79), wheth-
er some mysterious cliffs and swelling waves were
complemented by small figures which turned the scenc
into Perseus delivering Andromeda, or whether almost
abstract forms floaling on a neutral background were
adorned with vague floral ornaments and thus became
purely invented animals of the sea (page 76). All that
mattered was that colors, space, design, texture, com
position were organized according to the dictate of
Redon’s creative will.

That this will continued to obey his inspiration re-
lieved the artist of the necessity of using color realisti-
cally; on the contrary, it induced him to the grealest
freedom, of which he took full advantage. No wonder
then that André Masson has called Redon “perhaps the
tirst really Iree colorist.” crediting him with the de-
monstration of “the endless possibilities of lyrical chro-
matics.” According to Masson. Redon invented “color
as metamorphosis,” and used his “tight-rope hues lo
the limits of the possible.””? Indeed, the {igures and the
faces, the aquatic fauna and the butterflies, but above
all the unending succession of fabulous blossoms which
Redon brought into existence make no prelense al rep-
resenting natural truth. They are, more often than
not, prolongations of dreams, happy dreams vying wilh
the splendors of the rainbow.

In the late nineties, Redon took up his brushes again,
not to put them down anymore. He now used both pas-

tel and oils to explore the realm of color. In his oil
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paintings he found new attraclion in surlace lexture,
from thin washes Lo heavy impasto. often combining
them on Lthe same canvas (page 83).

In the same way in which his tirst lithographs had
been transpositions of earlier drawings, some of his
painlings were translations of subjects previously Lreal-
ed in lithographs. The ironic Death, whose image con-
tinued to haunt the arlisl, reappeared, surging through
inlense tonalilies (page 75). Certain feminine profiles
were repeated again and again, surrounded by delicate
ornaments and tints (pages 71-73). Even the animals
of the sea echoed similar creatures represented in litho-
graphs. Occasionally the artist also took up works
abandoned or completed years before: some figures
added to an early landscape of Peyrelebade changed
it into The Rest on the Flight into Egypt; a vase of
flowers, turned sidewise, became an Ophelia through
the addition of a girl’s profile {page 80); an abslractly
patterned surface with superb red accenls was frans-
posed into a celestial expanse by the imposition of a

winged effigy (page 65).

In 1896 Redon published two more albums of litho-
graphs, at the same time experimenting with color i
thography. One of the last series he then undertook was
destined to illustrate Mallarmé’s Coup de dés . . . which
the poet came to read to the artist in 1897. The pub-
lication, which Vollard planned to issue, would al lasl
have united the names of the two friends on the same
title page. Redon set to work with enthusiasm and told
Mallarmé that he planned to draw “blond and pale”
images that would harmonize with the typography se-
lected by Vollard.”> But the project came to nmaught
when Mallarmé died in September 1898. Redon wepl
upon learning the news. Less than a’'year later, Frnest
Chausson perished in an accident.

In 1902 Redon painted for Chausson’s widow a se-
ries of decoralive panels for a small room. Ile also ex-
ecuted various other decorations and screens for friends,

among them Bonger and Fayet, a patron of Gauguin.




Redon : Decorative panel. (1902). Oil and gouache on can

i e .- , i e
§7 % 6" 13/4”, Private collection. Charlotte, Ver-

vas, &'

mont. (Originally executed for Mme Ernest Chausson)

Gauguin himself, after his return from Tahiti, had
persuaded an English artist to purchase a series of Re-
don’s lithographs, but an exhibition which was held in

1895 in London did not prove particularly successful.

In an article Gauguin once more spoke admiringly of

Redon, calling him “this extraordinary artist whom

people obstinately refuse to understand. Will they ever

do him justice? Yes, when all his imitators have been

placed on pedestals.”” Actually Redon had no imita-
tors and slowly began Lo win wider recognition.

The year 1899 witnessed a kind of apotheosis when
several groups of young artists decided to “concentrate
the various aspecls of conlemporary tendencies” in a
large exhibition held at Durand-Ruel’s. The Nabis
were represented by Bonnard, Denis, Sérusier, Vuillard,
and others. Among the neo-impressionists who par-
ticipated were Cross, Signac. and van Rysselberghe. A

group who called themselves the “colorists” delegated
Albert André, d’Espagnat, Vallat. ete.: and the Rosi-
crucians appeared with Bernard, Filiger, La Rochefou-
cauld. The only artist listed by himself and, as it were,
the dean of the exhibitors, was Redon. He was the lone-
ly master belonging to no group, revered by all for the
high and pure example he set.”?

A little later Denis decided to honor Ceézanne with a
large composition in which, grouped around a still life
by the artist that had belonged to Gauguin, he assem-
bled his friends: Vuillard. Sérusier, Mellerio, Bonnard,
Vollard, and several others. Since he had never met
Cézanne, he could not include him. Instead he put Re-
don at the extreme left of his large canvas, near the
casel with the still life, in front of which stands Séru-
sier, his hands stretched toward Redon. Denis’ Hom-
mage a Cézanne, exhibited at the Salon of 1901 (and
purchased by Gide”®), thus became at the same lime an
homage to Redon. He accepted it with unpretentious
pride.

In 1904, the Salon d’ Automne was founded and Re-

don hecame one of its charter members, together with

Roger Marx, ITuysmans, and several pupils of Moreau,
among them Rouault. He subsequently used his in-
fluence to organize a Bresdin retrospective for which
he wrote the foreword. At the first annual of the new
Salon, an entire room was devoted to Redon himself,
al last revealing to the general public the full impact
of his tramsformation into a master of the palette.

There was also a succession of one-man shows. In 1898




Vollard had exhibited a group of drawings and pastels,
and since then had manifested an aclive interest in Re-
don, whom he supported effectively. ITn 1900 Durand-
Ruel again showed his work, in 1901 it was once more
Vollard’s turn, and in 1903 and 1906 again that ot
Durand-Ruel.

The renown that came after he had passed sixty pro-
vided Redon with a certain well-being, though he by
no means exploited the favorable current. He was, in
the words of his son, “embarrassed to be obliged, when-
ever he sold a painling, lo sel a price for it, and he al
most apologized to his collectors, for lear thal the a-
mount stipulated might appear too high.””7 This situa-
tion was further complicated by the fact that practi-
cally all the collectors who directly approached the art-
ist soon became personal friends, irresistibly attracted
by his saintly goodness, supreme intelligence, and high
culture; commercial transaclions proved even more
delicate under the circumstances.

When, in 1905, Redon looked for new and larger
quarters, he was satisfied, as before, to use a well-lit
room for his work rather than to search for a regular
studio. He moved into a spacious apartment (which his
son still :'JL.'(‘upies} on the quiel, bourgeois Avenue de
Wagram. Indeed, he contented himsell with providing
for the modest needs of his little family without trying
to amass any fortune or to change his mode of ex-
istence. Ile therelore could not call on any reserves
when the sorry affairs of Peyrelebade, after festering
for so many years, claimed his participation in settling
old debts. Ile decided to solve the problem by giving
up the greater part of his production and holding a
public auction. In the summer of 1906 he wrote to his
friend Bonger: “I wish to come oul of this with dig-
nity and honor. The sale will produce what it can;
after that my heart shall be soothed for having done
all that was possible in the lace of desliny. Never will
an action have intermingled more closely the life of

the man with that of the artist.”™”®

42

Theauction, comprising fifty-three works, took place
on March L1, 1907, Although it attracted a good deal
ol attention and led to a series of commissions for por-
traits and decorative panels, the prices obtained were

low, so low that Redon himself had to buy back half

of the items. But at last the obsession of Peyrelebade
was liquidated once and for all. That very year Re-
don’s brother FErnest died, whom he had not seen for
about a decade, followed in 1908 by their mother.

Since before 1900 Redon had ceased to sojourn on the
former family estate. Instead he rented a villa every sum-
mer in Sainl-Georges-de-Didonne, a small seaside re-
sort near Royan, north of Bordeaux, on the wide estuary
of the Gironde. Redon loved the sea and the frequent
visits from painters. poels, wrilers, and collectors.
Vuillard came with his mother; Gide and Francis
Jammes dropped in, Arthur Fontaine and Gustave
Fayet peacefully compeled in the purchase ol painlings
or paslels, commissioned portraits or decorations. The
artist attached himself particularly to a new colleclor
and friend, Gabriel Frizeau, who came from Bordeaux
and became ils lirst citizen to assemble a group of Re-
don’s work. Yet the animation of these pleasant sum-
mers. the tennis he played assiduously, did not prevent
Redon from painting, particularly on rainy days. Atthe
end of each season his intimates were surprised to dis-
cover how productive he had been. “The walls of his
studio were covered with pastels and paintings of flow-
ers; the large, whitewashed room had become a real
greenhouse with luxuriant vegelation.™”®

Redon was older than his companions but kept young
in spirit and body. Ile acted as if he belonged to their
generalion and was embarrassed when somebody ap-
proached him with de ference.®™ But how they venerated

him. how they vied with each other to show him, nol

the respect he disliked, but genuine affection and love!
The youth and enthusiasm of his friends enchanted
Redon but also shone in his work, shone so brightly

that the yvoung were unendingly seized with admira-




tion for the old man. On the occasion of one of his ex-
hibitions at Durand-Ruel’s, Denis marvelled at Re-
don’s “flowers, portraits, and compositions of a [resh-
ness, a brilliance, and—to say it with one word—a
youthtulness which surprise.” Al the same time Denis
noticed that the masler’s venture into the field of deco-
ration had led him to almost abstracl designs.
relying solely on color (although his palette was much
more subdued in his panels than in his canvases). “Ie
has conceived this ornamental art,” commented Denis.
“detached from any idea of form, of drawing. of plas-
tic silhouettes, lle has created it through contrasts
and analogies of colors and tints: to render it expressive
he has contented himself to combine thousands of ra-
diant touches, without disturbing them by a gesture, a
single human ;__';'L‘S[LII‘L".“SI

One of Gustave Moreau’s most prominenl pupils,
ITenri Matisse, became an admirer of Redon, in spite
of the fact that Moreau had condescendingly said: *M.
Redon is sincere and certainly shows a development of
the intellect that is by no means banal. ... But, after
all, what sad results!” Although in his fauve period
he had reached a chromatic intensity and [reedom
which made him the leader of the next generation,
Matisse felt greatly altracted by Redon’s work, which.
as he put it, “I studied with great inlerest—the purity
and ardor of his tones pleased me.”% Matisse not only
purchased several pastels for his father and for himself,
he also inlroduced the Russian colleclor Shehukin to
Redon, who at his urging bought several important
works from the artist.®

In 1912, the periodical La Fie published an flom-
mage ¢ Redon with eloquent Lributes from all his
friends, most of them younger painters. When Kees
van Dongen, one of Matisse's fellow fauves, was asked
for his opinion, he simplified matters by retorting:
“What do T admire in Redon’s work? Everything, I
admire everything he does.”*

Jv that time most of Redon’s greal contemporaries

and even some of their young successors were gone:
Gauguin, Pissarro, Cézanne had died, and before them,
van Gogh, Seurat, and Lautrec. Renoir lived in the
South confined to a wheelchair (Redon, who was one
yvear older than he, had visited him in 1901); Monet,
in Giverny, only saw a few old friends; Degas was iras-
cible and avoided new acquaintances. Bul Redon’s door
remained always open. The remarkable and probably
unique result was that his work was being propagated
mostly by fellow artists, such as Bernard. the Nabis,
or Matisse. It was through a young American painter,
Walter Pach, who visited Redon around 1910, that he
was inlroduced to the Uniled States.

As one of the organizers of the 1913 Armory Show,
Yach saw to it that Redon received a particularly large
represenlation. In facl, no other arlist exhibited as
many works. Matisse had fifteen, van Gogh fourteen,
Gauguin twelve, Cézanne, the douanier Rousseau, and
Picasso eight each, Monet, Pissarro, and Renoir four
each, Degas three. and Lautrec two; Redon, however,
was shown in a room with no fewer than thirty-eight
paintings, pastels (and probably also drawings), lwenty-
nine lithographs, and seven v!:'l'ning__{s;_'-\“A Next to Mar-
cel Duchamp, all of whose nine paintings found pur-

chasers, Redon sold in larger quantity than any other

exhibitor. Among the buyers were John Quinn, who
soon formed a representative collection of Redon’s
works,” and Lillie P. Bliss. who acquired Roger and
dngelica as well as Silence (later bequeathed to the
Museum of Modern Art in New York, pages 85, 93).
Even those who were not prepared for the unconven-
tional art presented by the Armory show, made an
exception of Redon. Former President Theodore Roose-
velt recognized the importance of the event, saying that
he was “grateful to those who arranged this exhibi-
tion,” although he found little to like: among the few

things that atiracted him were “Redon’s marvelous

color pieces . . S

Marcel Duchamp, who emerged from the show as




one of the most talked-about and most controversial
leaders of contemporary art. replied, when asked wheth-
er or not he and his colleagues derived from Cézanne:
“I am sure that most of my friends would say so and
I know that he is a great man. Nevertheless, if T am to
tell what my own point of deparlure has been, T should
say thal it was the art of Odilon Redon.”® And Redon
himself commented on his most recent admirers: “They
are a bit terrifying with some of their theories and in
the lengths they are going, but no matler: when they
say I have a share in their ideas. it gives me pleasure.”

With great serenity Redon advanced in years. He
began to accept invitations, went to the theater, to the
opera, and never missed a presentation of the Ballets
Russes. Yel when Diaghilev asked him to design the
scenery for Mallarmé's L' Adprés-midi d'un faune, he
refused because of the large scale of the work to be
done. Music remained his favorite distraction, partie-
ularly that of Schumann, Chopin, Gluck, Berlioz, and
Beethoven. “They represent to me,” he said, “the five
luminous and vivifying points of a myslic star which
has sustained me lightly throughout life, making me
forget its rigors. Oh! that beautiful art. It is more

1 (Cerlain Redon

powerlul than the one I exercise.’
drawings bear annotalions of musical themes in their
margins.)

The only significant change which occurred late in
Redon’s life was the inheritance in 1910 of a comfort-
able house in the country not far from Paris, be-
queathed to Madame Redon by her sister. ITe went to
live there each year as soon as the days grew longer.
Madame Redon planted flowers of all varieties in
their garden and arranged them for him in different
vases. He represented them in innumerable still lifes
which he painted in a small pavilion that was shaded
by large trees and had a big window overlooking the
valley of the Bievre. Most of his bouquets no longer

represented imaginary blossoms but followed faith-

fully the colors, shapes, and textures of nature (pages

86, 92). Yet he did not renounce occasional escapes into
fantasy, also working on several large canvases of
ethereal nudes., Venuses., Pandoras, or Andromedas
(pages 88-89), which offered him an opporiunity to
combine the graceful lines of slender bodies with such
favorite attributes as shells or [lowers.

Al about the same time Redon discovered yel another
medium, watercolor, which he now used frequently to
represent, on white pages which enhance the delicacy
ol their hues, imaginary or real blossoms, butlerflies,
fish (page 90), all the quiet marvels of nature he never
ceased to ohserve and admire.

“The painter who has found his technique.” the
aging Redon noted in his diary, “does not inlerest me.
He rises every morning without passion and, calmly
and peacefully, pursues the work begun the day be-
fore. I suspect him of a certain boredom, like that of
a virtuous laborer who continues his task without the
unforeseen flash of a happy minute. He does not ex-
perience the sacred torment whose source is in the un-
conscious and the unknown; he does not expecl anv-
thing from that which will be. I love that which has
never bheen.”??

It was this ideal of a continuously fresh approach, of
a constantly renewed enthusiasm, which endowed Re-
don’s last flower paintings, despile their naturalistic
representation, with a certain dreamlike quality. The
subtlety of their colors, the harmony of their arrange
ments, the mastery of their execution give them an un-
definable and restrained power, and a timeless glory.

Redon’s last yvears were suddenly and bru tally over
shadowed by the war. Ari was dralled immediately
and soon was roaming the skies in a monster much
more real and more dangerous than any of those his
father ever imagined. News from his son provided the
only bright moments in seemingly endless months of
darkness.

“Without the present scourge,” he wrote to Arl,

“vour old friend would have ascended straight to se-




renity. With a son in the war, it is the extreme, the
immeasurable ordeal for mind and heart.”® Redon
became restless and aimless, retired to Royan, to Bor-
deaux, visited for a last time Peyrelebade, returned to
his country place, spent some winter months in Cannes,
lived only from one of Ari’s letters to the next. As his
father had before him, the son considered war “a vio-
lent and interesting sport,” yet the artist only thought
of the daily perils to which Ari was exposed. Every day
to him was a day closer to the end of the conflagration,
but this end was nowhere in sight. Art seemed “far
away,” although he made an effort to continue his
work. for the sake of his son. When, during the battle
of Verdun, all mail was suspended, he lived in constant
fear of a disaster. lle fell ill but recovered through
sheer power of will, because, as he wrote to Ari, “I
would have been humiliated should you have found me
prostrated; 1 did everything I could to avoid this.”**
His health failed, however, and alter a relapse he died
on July 6, 1916. His son, recalled from the front,
arrived too late.

In better days, Redon had once written: “The artist

. will always be a special emissary—isolated, alone—
with an innate sense for the organization of matter.”!
But Redon is no longer isolaled, alone. Ile has taken
his place among the privileged number of those whom
posterity has elected because their gift to humanity il-

luminates the sky above our present and our future.

Joux REwaLD

above : Redon : Butterflies and Sea Horses. (1910-14). Wat

ercolor, 6 x 91/, Private collection, New York

left: Bedon : Butterflies and Plants. (1910-14). Watercolor,
63/4x 91/4”. Musée du Petit Palais, Paris. Donation Jacques

Zioubaloff




References to the posthumous publication of Redon’s autobio-
graphical essays, diary entries, notes, articles, ete. under the
title: 4 soi-méme (1867-1915), Paris, 1922, are abbreviated as
ASM. However, this volume does nol conlain all of the artist’s
writings; some have been quoted from other sources, as indi
cated.

The volume of Letires d’Odilon Redon, published in 1923, is
by no means complete; so that many letters are here {[1;ﬂlm|
from other publications. A certain number of lellers are still
unpublished.

Neither Redon’s diary nor his correspondence have as yet
appeared in Fnglish. Many excerpts from them are here trans-
lated for the first time, Unfortunately, limilations of space
have prevenled more extensive quotalion of these texts which
rank among the most beautiful writings of modern artists. Their
exquisite style could only be approximated in the English
VErsions,

I Redon: Letter to E. Picard (June 15, 1894}, written in reply
to questions asked by Redon's friend who was preparing a
lecture on the arvtist. This letter was [irsl [luh[is]lr‘ll in
Duich in Niewwe Rotterdamsche Courant, JTuly 4, 1894, and
subsequently in the original French in L'Are Moderne, pe
riodical of the Belgian association Les Fingt, Aug. 25, 1894,
It appeared under the title “*Confidences d’artiste,” a title
Redon used il;_l:;:in for another, _Iflilgl'r' {Ill|£lbif|:jl‘£l]l]li(_'il] lext
of 1909, dedicated to A. Bonger and reprinted in ASM,
p. 11-50. In spite of their titles, the two texts are not at
all identical. While excerpts from the Letter to Picard have
appeared in A. Mellerio: Odilon Redon, Paris, 1913, p, 80—
83, all quotations here are based on ils [nlh]i:_:e:liull in B Adrt
Moderne.

I. Doin: Odilon Redon, Mercure de France, July 1, 1914,

p. 5-22. This excellent article was wrilten after thorough

consultations with the artist who read (and revised) it be
fore publication; thus it complements autheritatively his
own writings.

3 Redon: Confidences dlartiste (May 1909), reprinted in ASM,
p. 11-50. See note 1.

4 Redon: Notes (1910}, ASM, p. 112.

5 Redon: Letter to Dr. Sabouraud (1914), in Lettres d'Odi-

lon Redon, Paris—Bruss

58,1925, p. 117,

]
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Redon: Delacroix (1878), in ASM, p. 162-174

Baudelaire’s Les phares, poem in Les fleurs du mal, first

published in 1857, contains glorifications of Rembrandt,

“triste hopital rempli de murmures,” of Goxya, “cauchemar
plein de choses inconnues,”™ of Delacroix, “lac de sang hanté
de manvais anges.”

Ernest Redon: Letler to his brother Odilon (1861), in
Lettres a Odilon Redon, Paris, 1960, p. 55

Redon: Letter to A, Bonger (1896); see I, Bacou: Odilon
Redon, Geneya, 1956, v. T, p. 54-35,

Fedon : Hm]n]p]u-‘ Bresdin, }'I]'l"":)f'l‘! for the retrospeclive,
Salon d’Automne, Paris, 1908 (not included in ASN). For
a complete translation see pp. 162-164.

ledon: Notes for a lecture delivered in Holland [(Jan,
1915), in ASM, p. 118-155; for excerpts see pp. 164-167.
Redon: Note (1868}, ibid., p.535-36.

Bedon: unpublished note, courtesy M. Ari Redon, Paris,
Redon: Notes (1867-68), in ASM, p. 54-55.

ledon: Letter to A, Bonger (1894 see 1. B. OQosting: Odi
lon Redon, Maandlblad voor Beeldende Kunsten, July 1949,
p. 176.

See I. Doin, ap. cit., p. 4.

Redon: Letter to A. Bonger (1909): see §. Sandstrim: Le
monde imaginaire d’'Odilon Redon, Lund, 1955, p. 208,
note 1.

Baudelaire: Salon de 1839, (n Baudelaire: Variétés cri-
tiques, Paris, 1924, v. T, p. 24.

Baudelaire: Salon de 1846, in Curiosités esthétiques; Bau
delaire: Oeuvres completes, Paris, 1925, p. 196.

ledon: Salon de 1868, I — Le paysage: MM. Chintreuil,
Corot et Daubigny, La Gironde, Maxy 19, 1868,

Redon: Salon de 1868, 11 — MM. Courbet, Manet, Pissarro,
Jongkind, Monet, La Gironde, June 9, 1563,

Redon: Salon de 1868, T1T — MM. Fromentin, Ribot, Roy
bel, La Gironde, July 1, 1568, (These

5=}

three Salon reviews

notes 20-22 — are nol inchuded in ASM

See 8, Gorin’s letter to Redon (1870, in Leltres & Odilon

Redon, op. cit., p. 62.

See the two letters from Carré to Redon (1870), ibid.,

P 7860,

hrother Odilon [Dec.

Frnest Redon: Letter to hi

L1870,
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ibid., p. #4—45. The letter continues: “But how you must

have suffered, my poor brother. That night before th

battle, what anguish, and how many grievous sighs must

have oppressed you in thinking of all the loved ones, so
far and so unaware of the awful hours which lay ahead of
vou, Mother eried upon t‘i‘{lf!illg vour letter, and so did
|‘|'l]2|f‘|'. Tiey [‘“I'l“l'li]'f’]l\._ l.l'll"!'l‘ are slales Hr ;:I'El['i': ‘\ Ol _‘illl'zli‘\
of temerity and enthusiasm in face of the enemy, vou, the
delicate and so highly impressionable being. Yet also what
paradise, that soft night in Tours after the combat. Now
vou have experienced the two mosl Lerrible exlremes of
sullering and happiness. Your arlist’s soul will know how

to benefit from this. ... But having done your share, vou

may well, it seems to me, try to obtain a less dangerous

assignmient, conforming more to your dispoesition and

nature. Those forced marches must have ruined vou; |

don’t understand \\lll\ you did not heeome ill,”
Redon: Notes (1872}, in ASM, p.44.

Redon: Notes for a lecture delivered in Holland (1915),
.".Jlr'{f‘.

See Ari Redon: Preface to Lettres a Odilon Redon, op. eit.,
p. 11.

BRedon himself has said on this subject: “No, one should
not hind one’s art to 1m|ilif'.’|] convietions or lo moral is-
sues, To the contrary, arl should provide the philosopher,
the thinker, the scientist, and maybe even the theosophist
who knows?—with material for speculation and love.”
Notes (1909), in ASM, p. 108-109,

Redon: Letter to A. Mellerio (Aug. 1898), in Letires d’Odi-

lon Redon, op, Cit.; p. 5554,

On the sources of Redon’s inspiration see 8. Sandstrom,
op. cit.

Redon: Letter to Mellerio {Oct. 1848), in Lettres d’Odilon
Nedon, op. cit., p. A7,

Redon: Réflexions sur une l'\[lﬂ!“-ili(l]l des i|1l;||'|_‘_‘~'!-iu:|||i:-ll_‘:‘i
(1880}, in ASM. p.155-156.

Redon: Notes taken on a trip to Holland (1878}, ibi

p.72-81

see Auriant:

Redon: Letler to L. Hennequin (Aug, 18
Des lettres médites d’Odilon Redon, Beaur-Arts, June 7,

b B

J-K. Huysmans: Le Salon officiel de 1881, footnote; rve-
printed tn Huysmans: L'art moderne, Paris, 1885, p. 215.
Lluysmans, article of 1882, reprinted ibid., appendix, p. 298—

A00.

[Huysmans: Letter to Redon (Feb. 12, 18 in Lettres &

Oditon Redon, op. eit., p. 98.
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49

55

On this subject see Rewald: Post-lmpressionism — From
van Gogh to Gauguin, New York, 1956, chapter I11: Sym-

bolists and Anarch from Mallarmé to Redon.

s pour I'Art, June 7, 1887,

[1. de Régnier, article in Ec

Huysmans: A Rebours, Paris, 1884; English translation:
A
F. Hennequin: Odilon Redon, Revue littératre et arti
March 4, 1882.

rainst the Grain,

.'(Ifh[’.

Redon: Lelter to Hennequin {March 5, 1882); see Auriant,
op. cit,

On

see ewald:

he }‘1JL||;L'iJ'11;_'_' of the Socidtéd des Artistes Indépendants
The History of Impressionism, New York,
1961 (revised, enlarged edition), chapter XTII.

Redon: Diary entry (1888), in ASM. [J.-“\'{f.

1899): see Lxtraits du jour-

Signac: Diary entry (Feh, 2,

nal inédit de Paul Signac, 11, Gazette des Beauzr-Arts.

July-Aug. 1955,
J. Moréas:
See Mallarmeé’s letter to Redon (Feb. 2,
a Odilon Redon, op. eit., p. 132155

Redon: Letter to Mellerio (July 1898), in Lettres d’Odilon

Le Symbolisme, Figaro Littéraire, Sept. 18, 1886.

in Letlres

Bedon, op. cit., p.51.
Degas, quoted by T. Natanson: Peints a leur tour, Paris,
1948, p. 48.

Piedon: Letter to Hennequin (March 51, 1882); see Au-
riant, op. cit.

On Les Fingt see M.-0. Maus: Trente années de lutte pour
I'art, 1584-1914, Bn |
notably p. 101.
Redon: Letter to O, Maus
p. 44
Q. Mirbeau: L’Art et la Nature, Le
1 886,

s, 1926, and Rewal -Impres-

sionism, op.

1885), in

ois. April 26,

18687 ), writt

Redon: Diary entry (May 6, almost a year
after the hirth of the child, born Peyrelebade, May 11,
1886, died Paris, Nov. 27, 6: in ASM, p. 86-89.

E. Bernard:; Odilon Redon. in Recueil de Lettres & Emile

Bernard, Tonnerre, 1925-27, p. 105 (contains 15 letters by
Redon to Bernard).

See Rewald: ‘.?II\']['IH‘R noles el documents sur Odilon Re-
don, Gazette des Beaux-Arts, Nov. 1956,

Cézanne: Letter to 15 Bernard {(May 12, 1904), in Cézanne:

Letters, London, 1941 (here newly translate

Sérusier: “Hommage & Redon,” LaFie, Nov. 50, 1912,

Bonnard: “Hommage a Redon™ 1bid.

Denis: “Hommage & Redon,” ibid.

See H, Hahnloser-Bithler: Felix Vallotton el ses amis
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ris, 1956, p. 104, On a visit Redon paid to Renoir in 1901
see his letter to Mme Gobillard (Cannes, Feh. 26, 1901) in
Lettres d'Odilon Redon, op. cit., p. 46, in which he wrote:

.1 saw Renoir suffering from pain but very heautiful
in his splendid pride. He was surprised by my visit and
touched at the same time, He said so gently, with some-
thing in his voice thal made me perceive his exquisite
sensitivity.... He lives in a house with orange trees, half-

'h view unfolds all the

way up a hill from where a suj
way to the Mediterranean;it is a ratheraustere place where,
. This

T seemed to understand when—under the pretext of the

it appears to me, it is difficult for him to have guest

rusticity of his lodgings—he invited me to meet him
Monday, yesterday, in the house of friends, at Cagnes, I
didn’t go, being detained here. Moveover, T preferred to
keep with me the deep and sofl impression which I had

felt when I shook his ailing and beautiful hand.”

A. Aurier; Les H_\'n‘.hui-le:ti".\‘. Revue F..r.'r'j'r'.“al.?n'(l"r{.' i -\[I!'i] {6
1892; reprinted in Aurier: Oeuvres posthumes; Paris, 1893,
p. 293-309.

Gaugnin; Huysmans et Redon (e, 1890-91); see J, Loize:

Un inedit de Gauguin, Nouvelles Littéraires, May 7, 1955.
Mirbeau: Paul Gauguin, Lcho de Paris. Feb. 16, 1891 ; re-
printed in Mirbeau: Desartistes, v. I, Paris, 1922, p, 119129,
Mirbeau: Letter to Redon, in Lettres a Odilon Redon, op.
cit., p.248-249. The undated letter is there published as
having been written in 1896, date of the appearance of
Redon’s third album of the Tentation de Saint-Antoine:
however, there seems to be no proof that it does not refer
to the first series of lithographs, which had appeared in
1888 and which the artist could have offered to the writer
in 1891, especially since Mirbeau stated that he already
knew the work. The letter may therefore have been sent
in 1891. It should be mentioned that Mirheau did not re-
print his attack on Redon (see note 54) in the collection of
his articles: Des artistes, op. cit.

J. Rohde: Journal fra en Rejse i 1892, ('fﬂ|lr-|:h.'tll_'c'lr. 1955;
diary entry of May 1892, p. 84-86.

tedon: Letter Lo his mother (1898], quoled in Preface Lo
Lettres & Odilon Redon, op. cit., p. 17.

Redon: Excerpts from a letter to an nnspecified addressee
(Aug. 1898), in ASM, p.95. Redon had even considered
buying Peyrelebade himself and had asked Ernest Chaus
son, who was wealthy, whether he would lend him the

zsed

Nnecess

ry amount, The composer immediately expr
readiness to do so but told Redon that, being an artist, he

should not burden himself with the financial and other

7

82

H4

85
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responsibilities resulting from such a purchase. Bedon ac-

cepted his advice. (Information courtesy M. Ari Redon.)

Ari Redon: Preface to Lettres a Odilon Redon, op. e
p-17.

See Doin, op. cit.. p. 15.

A. Masson: Mystic with a Method, 4rt News, Jan. 1957,
This excellent article by one of the master's of our time
offers a penetrating analysis of Redon’s contribution, which
is so often misunderstood when he is linked with the Sur-
realists.

See Redon's letter to Mallarmé (1898), in H. Mondor: Vie
de Mallarme, Paris, 1941, p. 786, On these illustrations see
also 1. Johnson: Ambroise Vollard, éditeur, New York.
1944, p. 123, No. 140 and Appendix XTI, p. 209-211.

sais d'Art Libre, Feb.—

Ganguin: Sous deux latitudes,
April 1894.

On this exhibition see Rewald: (Quelques notes et docu-
ments sur Odilon Redon, op. ¢it.. and: Extraits du journal
inédil de Paul .‘:ill_"n:n'. op. Cit., p A8-51. Also WL Denis:
Journal (1884190 [, Paris; 1957, p. 151.

See Denis: Journal, ibid., p. 145 and 168-170,

Ari Redon: Preface, op. cit., p. 25.

Redon: Letter to A. Bonger {Aug. 1906, in catalogue of the
exhibition Odilon Redon, f_)l".lllge_'l':'i- des Tuileries, Paris.
Oct, 1956-Jan. 1957. No. 188, p, 92,

See Arl Redon: Preface, op. eft., p. 19,

See ibid
Denis: Exposition Odilon Redon, L'Occident, April 1905
Théories (1890-1910), Paris, 1912,

reprinted in Den
p. 152154,
Moreau quoted by L

asse: Le mouvement symboliste

dans I"art du XTXe siecle, Paris, 1947, p. 32

49,

Matisse: Letter to the anthor, Feb. 12, 19
When Matisse could nol purchase from his father’s estate
the works he had acquired for him, they were sold to the

American collector John Quinn (see note 87}, Among them

was the pastel Orpheus now owned by the Cleveland Mu-
seum of Art.

Kees van Dongen: Hommage a Redon, La Fie, Noy. 50,
1912, For the tributes by Seérusier, Bonnard, and Denis,
published in the same issue of the periodical, whose edi-
tors were Redon's old friends, Marius and Ary Leblond, see
notes 59-61.

The eatalogue of the Armory show, which was rather in-
aceurate and incomplete. lists Redon’s works [Nos. 271-510,

as follows: Géranium: Le bouquet aux feuilles rouges;

TPleurs, fond rouge; Pégase sur un roc; Fécondite, étude
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lent by M. Mareel Kapferer): Vase de fleurs avec géra-
nimm, No. 115;

“apillons, No. 121 [possibly the painting
lent by the Detroit Museum of Fine Arts to the present
exhibition, No. 51|; Roses sur fond verl, No.116; Pa-
r, No. 111: Fleuars,
No. 75; Phaéton, No. 114 (lenl by M. Jos. H

tetes dans les fleurs {lenl by M. Marcel Kapferer] [ probably

pillon[s], Na. 38 Profil noir sur fond «

al): Deux

the painting shown in the present exhibition as T'wo Heads

Amo Flo

shown in the present exh

ers, ill. p. 717: Vieillard ‘probably the drawing

bition as Na., 1127: Muse sur Pé-

gase, No. 110: Bargue [?7; Le char d'Apollon: Fleurs dans
un jut [?] de grées (lent by M. Jos, Hessel); Iniliation a
Pétude [now in the Dallas Museum for Contemporary Art

Fleurs, pastel (lent by M. Wilhelm Uhde)
Songe d'Ori

Profil mystique,

pastel ; nt, pastel; Corbeille de fleurs; Coque-

licots;: Barque: Vase de fleurs, bleu; Vase de fleurs, oris:
Prométhée: Téte en fleurs; Le silence [purchased by Miss

95 : Monstre

Lillie P. Bliss and shown here as No. 54, ill. p
et Angélique [probably the painting owned by the Art
Institute of Chicago, No. 35 of this catalogue|: Deux étres

sublunaires ailés dans D'espace; Ohanneés (lent by M. Artz

& de Bois); Tete de femme, pastel (lent by Mme Chad-

bourne): Tleurs de champs dans un va pastel (lent by

M. Mareel Kapferer); Roger el Angélique; Téte d'Orphée;
Lithographies, Nos. 1-29; Eaux-fortes, Nos. 1-7; Le bateau
rouge | lent by M. W, Uhde).

In the subsequent Chicago showing three paintings
were omitted, probably because the new owners did not
want to lend them, and one |1:-[]|1tin‘i_\_" Christ [lent by Mrs.
F. . Lillie), was added.

[t is difficolt to idenlify most works with certainty
hecause (a) the medium is seldom given, (h) the artist
often used titles like Phaeton or Papillons for different

works, and (¢ some titles |

e since been changed, for

instanes, it

scane Fuse, which according to Walter Pach

was included in the show but may have been catalogued
sunply as one of the flower pieces.
Apparently most of the works were lent by Redon

himself, since in other instances loans from dealers, such

as Durand-Ruel or Vollard, are credited to them; among
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the owners of Redon’s works who lent to the exhibition,
only Jos, Hessel was a dealer.
The numbers following some of the titles do not refer to

the list which Redon kept of his works when he sold them

tand which helps his som with problems of dating and
authentification). The meaning of these numbers is not
f'll'i]l'.

On the exhibition see notably W. Pach: Queer Thing,
Painting, New York-TLonden, 1938, chapter XVI, The Ar-
mory Show, p. 192-203, and M. W 1

ing from the Armory Show to the Depression, Princeton,

rown : American Paint-

1e catalogue of The John Quinn Collection of Paintings.

Water Colors, Drawings & Sculpture, Huntington, N. Y.,

1926, lists seven paintings, four pastels and one design for

‘usean lase

a stained glass window. Among them are E
and Pandora, lent by the Metropolitan Museum of Arl to
the present exhibition. Etruscan Fase had rll|]:€r_‘€;]i€'ll|]_\ heen

acquired by Lillie P, Blis

T. Roosevelt, article on the Armory Show in The
March 29, 1915.

el Duchamyp quoted by Pach, op. eit., p. 165,

Redon quoted by Pach, ibid., p. 165.

Redon rgl:ulml |\\\

i
Redon: Diary entry (1908), in ASM, p. 104,

1is son in Ari Redon: Preface, op. cit..

tedon: Lelter to his son Ari (1915-16}, quoted in Ari Re-
don: Preface, op. c
Redon: Letter to his son Ari (May 8, 1916),
102

i Lettres

d'Odilon Redon, op. Cit.y | 4
The Parisian collector Jacques Zoubaloff, aware of the pre-
carious situation of the artist’s widow whose son had return-

ed to the front, approached Mme Redon and offered assi

ance. On various occasions she called upon him and he s

ed a number of works which he purchased, having them de-

livered directly lo the Musée du Petit Palais as his dona-

tion. This is l‘-‘"‘h“hl.‘ a Hlliql‘.r' case where a collector com-

bined help to an ar E':mli]_\ with a in'.h]i" :-E;iril of rare
generosity, None of the works he thus acquired ever

entered his possession.




Redon: Roland at Roncevaux. (c.1863). Pen and ink, 138/ x 101/4”. Collection Charles

K. Lock, New York
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). Oil on canvas, 11/2x 10”7,
Pen and India ink wash on bristol board, 97/sx 65/:”. Collection Mrs. Nikifora Pach. New York

Redon: Two Figures in @ Mountain Landscape. (¢. 1865). Redon: Arab Horsemen. (c. 186¢

Musée du Petit Palais, Paris. Donation Jacques Zoubaloff




ape, Peyrelebade. (¢, 18801, Oil on cardboa : 36”. Collection Ari Redon, Paris
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Redon: Apparition. (1870-75
Slatkin, New York

Pencil, 7

lax T1/s". Collection Murs. Charles E.




Redon: Hinged Head above the Paters. (¢.1875). Charcoal, 18'/4x 14
of Chicago. The David Adler Collection

(-3

. The Art Institute




Redon: The Heeping Spider.
I3, K. Boom, Amsterdam

(e, 1880). Charcoal, 191/s % 143/

. Collection Dr. and Mrs.




Redon: Eyes in the Forest. (1875-80)). Charcoal on brown paper,

Museum of St. Louis

151/4x 103/3”, City

Art




ledon: Germination. (1883). Charcoal, 201/3 % 15”. Collection Redon : The Cactus Man. (1881). Charcoal on beige paper,

Henri Dorra, Philadelphia 181/4% 123/5”. Collection Ian Woodner, New York




Redon: Figure in Armor. (¢. 1885). Charcoal, 197/sx 1

of Art, New York. The Dick Fund, 1948
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. The Metropolitan Museum
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Redon: Marsh Flower. (¢. 1885), Charcoal, 16%/1x 14”. Collec-

tion Mr. and Mrs. H. Lawrence Herring, New York

Bedon: A4 Flower with a Child's Face. (¢. 1885). Charcoal.

157/sx 13",

Collection

The Art Institute of Chicago. The David Adler
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Redon: Mask of the Red Death., (1883). Charcoal, 164/ax 14Y/s”. New Gallery, New York

opposite : Redon : Symbolic Head. (1890). Oil on canvas, 21 x 151/4”

Collection Mr. Peter Andrews Putnam. Cleveland
62
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Silberman Galleries, New York

clops. (e. 1898). Oil on wood,
Miiller, Otterlo




Redon: Self Portrait. (c. 1895?). Crayon, 1
van der Meulen, The Hague

" Collection Dr.J. E.
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Redon: Head with Flower:




Redon : Homan with Flowers. (1903). Pastel, 26 x 193/4”. Collection Mrs. H. Harris Jonas,

New York

opposite : Redon: The Doge’s Wife. (¢. 1900). Oil on canvas,

68 25 % 143/4”. Paul Rosenberg & Co.. New York







Redon: Etruscan Fase. (1900-05). Tempera on canvas, 31%/4x 25" The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, The Maria DeWitt Jessup Fund, 1951




Redon: Two Heads among Flowers.

{

\

e. 1905), O1l on canvas, 24 x 19%/4”. Private collection,

Cambridge, Mass.







Redon: Head of a HWoman in a Shell. (1912). Oil on cardboard, 213/ax 211/4”. Collection

De. lHans R. Hahnloser, Bern

opposite : Redon: Ophelia. (1905-06). Oil on board,
227/3 % 181/8"”. Collection Tan Woodner, New York




Redon : Eve. (1904). Qil on canvas, 24 % 181/8”. Collection Jaeques Dubourg, Paris

|

opposite : Redon: The Green Death. (After 1905). Oil on canvas,
215/5x 181/2”. Collection Mrs, Bertram Smith, New York







Redon: At the Bottom of the Sea. (. 1905). Oil on canvas, 25x 197, Collection Mr.and Mrs, Charles Goldman,

v York




Redon: Ari Redon. (1897). Pastel, 177/sx 128/3”. The Art Institute of Chicago. Gifl

of Rate L. Brewster
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opposite: Redon: The Fall of Phaeton. (c. 1 900). Oil, 283%/4 x
21147 Collection Mr. and Mrs. Werner E. Josten. New York

Redon: Phaeton. (¢.1910). Oil on canvas. 21 x 8'/4”. Col

lection My, and Myrs. Sidney Simon. New City, New York




Redon: Ophelia. (c. 1910). Pastel, 25 x36”. Collection Mrs. Albert D. Lasker, New York

80




Redon: Still Life: Jase of Flowers. (¢. 1910). Oil on cardboard, 27 x 21”. The Art Institute of

Chicago. The Mr. and Mrs. Lewis .. Coburn Memorial Collection




| Redon : Jacob Wrestling with the Angel. (c.1905), Oil on wood, 181/2x 161/4”, Collection Mr. and Mrs. Matthew
H. Futter, New York




Redon: Apparition. (1910). Oil on canvas, 257/5x 20", The Art Museum, Princeton University




Redon: The W hite B”TI(?T'!I{:T', {c. 1910}, Oil on canvas, 25 x 191/1”, Collection lan Wood-
ner, New York

opposite : Redon ; Roger rme.".-il’.'r\s,n.’f'.fn'l. (e. 1910}, Pastel on paper on canvas, 5612 x
84 28%4”, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. The Lillie P. Bliss Collection
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Redon: Flowers in a Green Vase. (¢.1910). Oil on canvas, 211/s x 291/4”. Collection The Honorable and Mys. John Hay Whitney,

New York

opposite : Redon: Animals of the Sea, (1910). Oil on canvas,
14x91/5”, Collection Mr. and Mrs. Irving W. Schwartz, New York

86







Redon: Birth of Jenus. (¢, 1912). Oil on canvas. Redon: Pandora. (c. 1910). Oil on canvas, 561/ x 2411”7,
551/2% 24", Collection Stephen Higgons, Paris The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Be-
quest of Alexander Max Bing, 1959
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Redon: dndromeda. {_1912). 0il on can
vas, 69x 36", Collection Mr. and Mrs.
David Rockefeller, New York
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Redon: Fish. (1912). Watercolor, 11x8%/¢". Collection Mr. and Mrs. Alex V. Lewyt, N.Y.

t’.“,l'flﬂ.\.f-fr'.' Redon: Sea Anemones. (¢. 1912). Oil on

canvas, 20x 17”. The New Gallery, New York

a0










Redon: Silence. (¢.1911). Oil on linen-finish paper,
The Lillie I*. Bliss Collection

opposite : Redon: Tase of Flowers with Butterflies. (1912-14). Oil

1 { BNl . . (2 Bl
on canvas, 28%4x 211/4”. Private collection. Dallas, Texas, through

the courtesy of The Dallas Museum of Fine Arts 93




Redon: The Reader. (15892). Lithograph, 121/,
York. Gift of Myrs. John D. Rockefeller, Jr.

%« 95/14”. The Museum of Modern Art, New

94




In 1862, Rodolphe Bresdin had installed himsell in the
Fosse-aux-lions in Bordeaux (a modern Daniel in the
lions” den, he liked to say), and it was there that the
young Redon visited him almost daily in the years
1865 to 1865, With Bresdin, Redon felt a hond of
sympathy from the very first. He felt at ease as he
never had with his teachers, Gorin or Gérdme, who
tried Lo make him do what he knew he could never do
well. Redon was particularly captivated by the inti-
mate poetry of Bresdin’s etching and under the older
master’s guidance tried his hand at the copper plate,
choosing subjecls a la Bresdin, such as knights in des-
olate mountain landscapes, and working on the same
minute scale. Probably his [irst essay in this medium
is The Ford of 1865 (Mellerio 2) which he signed in
the plate »Odilon Redon, Eléve de R, Bresdin,” where-
as the Chapel in the Pyrenees, assigned number 1 and
dated 1861 in Mellerio’s catalogue, actually bears the
date 1866. But even if The Ford is close 1o Bresdin in
content and mood, it reveals a different temperament.
It is not too happily contained within its small size,
and the sharp contrasts ol light and shade are conceiv-
ed in a plastic manner which suggests that the young
arlist is really thinking in a broader medium. The
chiaroscuro effect is even more pronounced in the
plate of the Battling Horsemen (Mellerio 4), of which
we exhibit an undescribed and possibly unique im-
pression, printed before the plate was cut down at the
right by about one third. But Redon soon tired of these
romantic and heroic subjects, and in one instance, the
Galloping Horseman (Mellerio 10), he turned the plate
right side up, reworked it with the drypoint needle
and crealed the blurred image of a nude woman. This,

of course, he may have done many years later, as he

NOTES ON REDON’S PRINTS

sporadically worked on copper until 1893. Tobias (Mel-
lerio 15, e. 1880) is one of those etchings in which
Redon is completely himself and no longer the disciple
of Bresdin. Gone is the labored tightness of the early
plates; it is a delicate and airy vision of great charm,
especially in the luminous first state. Redon reworked

the plate twice, each time making significant changes.

The three impressions exhibited are believed to be
unique and came from the artist’s own collection of
his printed work, which was acquired by The Art In-
stitute of Chicago in 1920,

While Redon practised etching only intermittently
(28 etchings are known of which Mellerio described
26). his lithographic work, comprising 197 pieces, leads
us directly to the nerve center of his artistic person-
ality. Although Redon has told in A soi-méme how
Bresdin introduced him to lithography at the time of
their association in Bordeaux, he did not really begin
work in that medium until the late eighteen seventies.
His critical attitude to Bresdin’s use of lithography is
well known: he felt that the minute network of lines
created by the pen was nol appropriate for the stone.
[t may well be that he deliberately stayed away from
this medium until he had developed a style of drawing
grand and bold enough to do justice to it. This he did
develop after 1865 and all through the seventies when
charcoal became his preferred medium.

In 1898 Redon wrote to Mellerio that it was Fantin-
Latour who had introduced him to lithographic crayon
and transfer paper and suggested that he reproduce his
charcoal drawings by that method. In A soi-méme
(page 121) he wrote: “My first lithographs, published
in 1879, were for the most part replicas or variants

of drawings which I had made earlier for myself in




Redon: Tobias (First state). (. 1880). 77/sx 58/4”.

The Art Institute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund

the solitude of the country,” thereby referring Lo Dans
le réve, a set of ten lithographs and a frontispiece,
published in an edition of only twenty-five copies.
Here the language of his symbolism is [ully developed.
bult the handling of the lithogriphic crayon is still
comparatively timid, and the black is only just begin
ning to assert itself. The same might be said about the
portfolios of the early eighties, q Edgar Poé (in hom-
age to the American, so revered by the French poels
of Redon’s generation through the translations of Bau-
delaire and Mallarmé) which was published in 1882
in [ifty copies, and Les origines, published in 1885 in

twenty-live copies. His style became holder and at the

96

same time softer and more fluent in the next two port
folios, Hommage a Goya (1885) and La nuit (1886),
both issued in fifty copies. There followed a group of
individual lithographs of which the haunting face of
Christ and the sarcastically grinning spider are the
most remarkable.

In the interpretations—Redon never made “illustra-
tions”"—Tlor the monodrama Le jurd by Picard (1887)
and for Flaubert’s Tentation de Saint- Antoine (1888),
as well as for 4 Gustave Flaubert (actually a contin
uation ol the Yenfation), blacks have become richer
and deeper, thercby lending more luminosity to the
lighter parts.

In 1889, Redon created Pegasus Caplive, which has
become one of his most celebrated lithographs. Tt is an
especially moving and eloquentl version of a subject
which played a significant role all through his work,
and il is also the ultimate triumph of tonal splendor
in mere black and white.

The portfolios ol the nineties are Songes (1891),
the third series of Tentation de Saint- Antoine (1896),
La maison hantée (1896) and Apocalypse de Saint
Jean (published by Vollard in 1899). In this last set,
ledon employed a wider range of contrasts than ever
before: Some plates are conceived in lerms ol deep,
sonorous blacks, others are done in purest outlines and
still others in delicale gradations of greyv. No less im
portant are the single lithographs ol the ninelies. The
Reader (1892) is an affectionate memento of Bresdin.
As Mlle Bacou has suggested, Redon portrayed his
mentor here in the mood of a philosopher by Rem-
brandl, the master whom Bresdin had urged him to
study above all others. Of the same year is the incred-
ibly delicate and enigmatic mirage ol the Tree which

seems merely breathed upon the paper. Conceived in

the same delicate vein is Briunnehilde (1894) with her

yure and naive Quattrocento profile. (As Sandstrom
Bt

pointed out, the Louvre had acquired Pisanello’s fa-
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Redon: Fear. (¢. 1865). Etching, 51/2 x 813/14”. The Art Institute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund

mous portrait of Ginevra d'Este in 1893.) What a
slrange interpretation of Wagner’s fierce and smolder-
ing heroine!

In the eighleen nineties, color lithography in Paris
soared to artistic heights never equalled before or
after. Pellet, who published the great color lithographs
of Toulouse-Lautrec in 1896-97, and Vollard, who
brought out those of Bonnard, Vuillard, Renoir, Rous-
sel and Denis, both applied to Redon, but they got no
more from him than one color lithograph ecach. The
[rail, elusive charm of Beatrice, made for Vollard’s
1lbum des Peintres-Graveurs of 1897, cannot he de-

nied, but it is in black lithography that Redon speaks

most strongly to us. e himself spoke of the sensual
distractions of color (though he was a superb colorist),
and we know that he respected black as the most essen-
tial color and found that especially in lithography it
has its “integral and unadulterated force.”

As the twentieth century dawned, Redon felt that
he had said all he had or cared to say in lithography,
and with a series of eight intimate portraits in profile
(including Bonnard and Vuillard), he took leave of
this medium. If nothing remained of Redon’s work
except the lithographs, his whole range of thought and
emotion, the mysterious and visionary strength and

delicacy of his art would still be clearly evident.
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Redon: The Breath that Impels Beings Is also in the
Spheres, Plate V from 4 Edear Poi. 1882, Lithograph,
1011 /16 % 83/16”. The Art Institute of Chicago. The Stickney

Fund
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Redon: The Eye like a Strange Balloon Moves towards
Infinity, Plate 1 from 4 Edgar Poi. 188: Lithograph,
4. The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Gift of Peter T1. Deitsch.

108 56 %

opposite: Redon: Eelosion, Plate 1 from Dans le réuve.
1879. Lithograph, 13%/sx101/4”. The Art Institule of
Chicago. The Stickney Fund
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Redon: To Old Age, Plate 1 from La nuit. 1886. Lithograph, 9'/sx
The Art Institute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund
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Redon: The Stwweamp Flower, a Sad and Human Face, Plate 11 from Hommage a Goya. 1885,
Lithograph, 1013/14x 8”. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Mrs. John D. Rockefeller,
Jr. Purchase Fund
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Redon: Christ. (1887). Lithograph, 1

102

a7

% 107/5”, The Art Institute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund
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Redon: The Spider, (1887). Lithograph, 11x81/s”. The Museum of Modern

Art, New York, Mrs, Bertram Smith Fund
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Redon: And Below Was the Astral Idol, the . Ipotheosis,
Plate II {rom Songes. 1891, Lithograph, 107sx 71/,

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Given anony

mously
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Bedon: 4 Skull Was Revealed by the Gap in the Wall, Plate
IV from Le jure. 1887. Lithograph, 93/ x 71/4”. The Art In-

stitute of Chicago. The Stickney Fund

opposite: Redon: Pegasus Captive. (1889). Lithograph, 153%/s
*. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. The Lillie
P. Bliss Collection
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During his lifetime Gustave Moreau was silent before

his eritics who condescendingly called him a “liter-
ary” painter. Once, however, in a personal letter lo a
patron, he revealed the chagrin such incomprehension
caused him: “I have suffered too much in my life [rom
the unjust and absurd opinion that I am too literary
to he a painler.™

Long aller Moreau’s death Georges Rouaunlt wrole
an extended essay in which he still felt obliged to de-
fend Moreau from the literary charge? As a student
and intimate {riend of Morean, and [irst curator of the
Moreau Museum, Rouaull was familiar with the vasl
secreloeuvre that Moreau had never publicly exhibited.
[Te vehemently insisted that Moreau was too much of
a plastic arlist, a dreamer. a thinker to stop at the lit-
erature of his epoch. “Ile could talk to me of Bau-
delaire, of Gerard de Nerval, of Flaubert.” he wrote.
“he would never think of illustrating works of con-
temporary literature or of giving in plastic language
and color the least equivalence.”

Yet in the sum of Moreau’s work the literary is un
deniably present as are countless other elements. for
the mystery of Gustave Moreau is that he pursued not
one but many painting ideals, that he followed his
imagination delerminedly until it brought him to
strange junctures thal must have startled and haflled
even his own lucid intelligence,

[f Moreau were seen only in his “literary”™ works,
the Salon pictures with their ambitious allegorical in
tentions, he would rest in art history as a disconcerl-
ingly uneven painter whose dreams were more bizarre
than prolound. But as Rouault knew so well, Moreau’s
gifts were dispersed in hidden places, Tt is in the lesser-

known and often unfinished paintings that Mereau the

:)[;rl.'m:'."a':': Moreau: The ‘rf'.""“ ition. Ol on canvas mounted

on wood, 123/sx 97/5”, Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris

GUSTAVE MOBREALU

painterly painter, the uniquely experimental dreamer
must be sought and understood,

Far from being the pompier the ignorant critics
considered him, Moreau was a fervent dissenler [rom
all conventionalized views ol painting. He told Rouault
that painting could never go back to other centuries.
that the “air of the century™ necessarily affected the
arlisl.

He knew the limitations of the virtuoso techniques
so highly developed in mid-nineteenth-century France.
In the precincts of hisstudio he experimented with radi-
cally unorthodox techniques. To his young student
Henri Evenepoel he explained that to paint well was
not enough, “Even among the masters of virtuosity,
the métier was not enough to maintain them at the
heights equal to the awkward Byzantines who, in a de-
formed and badly constructed head of a Virgin, ele-
vated themselves to a sentiment of the ideal that has
never been surpassed.”?

Moreau’s lifelime was given to the strugele to ele-
vate himself to an almost unapproachable ideal. Born
in the Romantic period. his restless mind confronted
the problems raised by the new esthetic and, in a sense,
carried them to their logical conclusions far in advance
of his contemporaries. His inexplicable “abstractions”™
are as much a reflection of the questions posed by the

Romantic generation as are his thealrical presentations

of myth and legend. His technical experiments, “
covered” by abslract expressionist artists who find his
textures, hectic linear interlaces and strange concord-
ances of color so close to their own, grew as much
from Romantic theory milled in his peculiar imagina-
tion as did the few large, obsessively detailed “finish-

ed” paintings publicly exhibited.
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A eritic of Moreau’s own period, Camille Mauelair,
recognized the irreconcilable character of the problems
Moreau accepted from his cultural heritage. Pointing
out that most of the large paintings in the Moreau
Museum are unfinished. Mauclair wrote that “in real
ity, none could have been linished. The means of his
painling opposed each other,”*

Moreau has been scen so variously by crities and
connoisseurs that he emerges an invincible figure of
paradox. His contemporaries thought of him most often
as a “grand malade,” though Rouault tells us he was
“solid, realistic, without pedantic culture, sometimes
lightly sceptical.” J.-K. Huysmans, whose 4 Rebours
epitomized and ecaricatured the decadent aspecls of
estheticism, saw in Moreau’s work " the morbid perspi-
cuily of an entirely modern sensibility.”3 He is echoed
by André Breton. in the name of Surrealism. who re
fers admiringly to Moreau's “unhealthy dreams.”® The
American [Muneker recognized only Moreau's decora-
tive and thealrical qualities, “he saw ivory. apes and
peacocks, purple, gold, and the heavens allame with a
mystic message” 7 Arthur Symons called Moreau “the
mathematican of the fantastic. a calculating vision-
ary” ;¥ Meyer Schapiro considered him a “noble acade-
mician”:? and most recently, Julien Alvard points to
the “complex reflections of color and touch™ and to
“the [lights in which matler will be the sole depositary,
the sole interpreter.”!?

Which of all these descriptions characterizes Vo-
reau? Clearly he was as Rouault described him. a man
interested in everything, of a “curiosity of mind that
was never exhausted.” He stands in the history of art
a symholic figure, bristling with significant arrows
pointing far backward and forward in time, East and
West in space.

Moreau’s attenliveness to everything, the loyalty he
inspired in his students (Matisse and Marquet as well

as Rouault), and the lovally he himself was capable ol
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according to all his inlimate [riends, indicates the
steadfastness of his character. Through recognizing
his moral consistency. his :1!1il'|t\\_' to maintain for years
ideas and affections formed in his youth, it is possible
Lo enter Lhe climale of his apprentice years despite the
paucity of documentalion.

He was the son of an architecl—a liberal man who.
Moreau said, realized the enormous difficulty in judg-
ing a work of art, and who never imposed any of his
ideas on his son. On the contrary, when Moreau, aller
lwo years in the academic studio of Frangois- Kdouard
Picol (together with Cabanel and Bouguereau) hecame
exasperated and wanted Lo study with the young Théo
dore Chasseriau, his father readily consented. Moreau
became Chasseriau’s student in 1848 when he was
twenly-two vears old and Chasserian was only seven
yvears his senior,

Chasseriau nol only inspired his pupil through his
own exolic quests, but was undoubtedly the medium
through which Moreau became aware of the major
movements of his time. Chasseriau’s importance in Mo-
reau’s life, while not explicitly documented, should not
be underestimated. He was a precocious, flamboyant
personality—born in the Antilles, of striking looks and
ardent spiril-—whose career began in his early leens.
He had been a student of Ingres, became an admirer of
Delacroix. and had already won success in the Salon
by the time he was Lwenty.

Chasseriau had entered the art world at the high
moment when Romanticism was still vigorously de-
fended by the same band of gifted youths who had
fought Victor Hugo’s battle of Hernani. lle was a
friend of Théophile Gautier. When Gautier broke away
from Le Petit Cénacle, the perfervid Romantic group
that included Petrus Borel and Gerard de Nerval. Lo
form his own colerie, Chasseriau, then only sixteen,
painted Lwo of the murals for Gautier’s celebrated 1835

housewarming.!!




Moreau: Cavalier. (c. 1855). Oil on canvas. Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris




Chasseriau, then, experienced the full Romantic
sweep and doubtless transmitted its vigor to Moreau.

Through Chasseriau Moreau probably met Nerval and

some of the oulstanding dandys who inspired Baude-
laire, encountered the notions of Satanism and Spleen,
partook of the spirit of Bohemian revolt, and the art
for art’s sake devolion that suited his temperament.
Moreau fit easily into the Romantic conception of
the artist, for he was above all an “aristocrat” of art,
unwilling to make the least concession to hourgeois
taste and willing to suffer the consequences. Gautier’s
1856 manifesto, summarizing the attitude of his group.
may have reflected Moreau's own feelings at the time:
“We believe in the autonomy of art; art for us is
not the means but the end: any artist who has in view
anything but the beaultiful is not an artist in our eyes;
we have never been able to understand the separation
of idea and form.”12
Moreau also inherited from the Romantic climate a
willingness to endure conflict. Chasseriau’s painting
conflict—between the untramelled colorism of Dela-
croix and the pure linearism of Ingres—was passed on
to him. Moreau deplored academicism and Salons. bul
he never wholly abandoned the themes and motifs that
were Lhe nineteenth-century painters’ stock-in-lrade.
He was moved by the wildest flights of his poetic and
artistic contemporaries, yet himsell preferred to stop
shorl before excess. Ile was drawn to the exoticism rep-
resented by the East, studied Persian miniatures and
Eastern theologies, but put them in the service of a
disciplined, wunsentimental conception. The mystic
idealism that saturated his period appealed to him. Nev-
ertheless, he scorned theosophical fin-de-sitcle culls
such as the Rosicrucians and remained, as Rouaunlt re-
marked, something of an eighteenth-century sceptic,
A significant item in Rouault’s essay is his allusion
to Pascal whom Moreau frequently quoted. The
“thought™ of Pascal which Moreau copied out for

Rouault reflects the sensitive and delicate character of

his interest in the mystery of the unknown:

“La connaissance humaine est pareille a une sphére
(qui grossirait sans cesse & mesure qu'augmente son vo-
lume, el grandit le nombre de points de contacl avec
'inconnu.™!?

Moreau’s religious sentiment was profound but tin-
ged with the wariness of his positivistic century. God,
he said, is the immense, and T sense him in me. It was
in response to the question: Do you believe in (God?
that he gave his much-quoted answer:

“I believe only in ITim. T don’t believe either in that
which T touch or that which T see. I believe only in
that which T don’t see and that which 1 sense. My
brain, my reason seem to me ephemeral and of a doubt
ful reality. My inner sentiment alone scems to me
eternal and inconltestably certain,”™

The complexity and contradictions in Moreau’s char
acter, apparent in his work, are indicated by his own
statements and those of his most intimate friends whose
accounts frequently diverge. Ilenri Rupp, for one, re
ported that Moreau alwaysworked in “unquiet haste™!s
while Ary Renan says he “disdained hasty painting.”1#
Moreau himsell said that his greatest anxiety was to
keep a rein on two opposing tendencies in himself: his
unbridled imagination and his excessively critical spir-
it. His sober assessment of old masters had taught him
that “the reasonable combination of mind and good
sense” must never replace in the artist his “purely plas-
tic imaginative conception.”

Despite the evident complexity of Moreau’s temper-
ament, critics persist in seeing in him mainly the dark
or perverse side. Even in the most recent monograph,
Ragnar von Ilolten sustains his thesis largely with refl-
erences to Moreau’s misogyny, based on his reitera-
tions of themes in which woman—Helen. Salome, De
lilah. Circe—appears as the incarnation of evil.!s

The satanic view of woman, though, can be seen

more properly as a conventional view of the Romantic

movement. The symbolic idea of woman as bewitcher




Moreau: Qedipus and the Sphine. 1864, 01l on can
vas, 81/sx +11/4”. The Met ropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. Bequest of William H. Herriman, 1921




haunted Baudelaire, Alfred de Vigny, Ba rhey d'Aure-
villy, Leconte de Lisle, Flaubert, Schopenhauer, Mal
larmé and scores of other major nineteenth-century
figures. As a theme the wily temptress was rich and
inexhaustible. Artists of the period found her too
templing artistically Lo resist,

Moreau encountered her again and again from his
early youth. Gérard de Nerval published Les Chime-
res in 1854, Chasseriau was still alive and chances are
that Moreau knew it through Chasseriau’s enthusiasn.
Woman, said Nerval, is the Chimera of man. or, if
vou like, his demon. We know that Moreau read Al-
fred de Vigny assiduously. De Vigny’s La Colére de

Samson is close indeed 1o Moreau’s thought:!?

“An eternal struggle in all times, all places

takes place on earth in the presence of God
between the goodness of Man and the wiles of Woman

for woman is an impure being in body and soul”

[t is in this poem that the famous line “And, more or
less, Woman is always pELILAH” ocecurs. (While Scho-
penhauer wrole that “every hero is a Samson.”)

Fear of the degrading and sapping influences ol
sensuousness, of volupté. runs consistently Lthroughnine-
teenth-cenlury literature and philosophy. Bourgeois

morality encouraged the split between “love™ and “sen-
suality.” and many young spirits were shaped by it.
Without going into psychological excavation, il is pos
sible to see how in the cases of de Vigny, Flaubert, and
Moreau—all exceptionally devoted to their mothers—
the ideal ol purily was inevitably opposed to sex and
sensuousness. Raised to a principle, Woman became
for Moreau and certain of his contemporaries, Na-
lure—the inscrulable, mindless force with which Man
must do battle in order Lo realize his superiority.

Man for Moreau and his romantic colleagues was
epitomized by the Artist. Arl was an exalted ideal to
which the artist sacrificed everything. It was a sus-

tained dream. a struggle lo envision some Lranscending

synthesis of all human emotion and thought. The cor-
respondences of sight, smell, sound suggested by Bau-
delaire ultimately led to correspondences of intangibil-
in throughout the universe.

Marcel Proust understood Moreau’s artistic hegira,
the full meaning of his sustained dream. He thought
that Moreau tried to break down the barrier of the in-
dividual “I.” Moreau was, Proust wrote, “one of those
who have an inner soul into which they can somelimes
penetrate. T'he rest of their life is a kind of exile. often
voluntary, not sad but tedious.”™®

Moreau’s own ohservations, wrillen in his notehooks,
frequently in order to share his thoughts with his
mother who had become deaf, bear Proust oul. Above
all, his attitude is reflected in his will, an important
document in the mystery of Moreau.

In the will Moreau requested that Lhe state “Keep as

long as possible this collection, conserving its charac-

er as an ensemble which shows the sum of work and
the effort of the artist during his lile.”

The idea of making an ensemble of the emblems of
his working imagination occurred to Moreau early in
his career. Tt appears that he personally installed the
hundreds of oil paintings and thousands of watercolors
and drawings in elaborate cabinets opening out like
Chinese puzzles; in the walls throughout his house
which fold upon themselves like accordions: in the re-
volving menble occupying the largest of his two studios
on the top floor.

On the eve of his death he is said lo have gone over
hundreds of his drawings signing and lightly correct-
ing them. He saw his life as the works it engendered
the “machine”™ paintings as well as Lhe enigmatic ah-
slractions.

Among the works carefully mounted hy Morean and
honored in the vast repository of his imagination were
drawings made on his extended trip to Italy in 1857

l;Jndsczl[Jes of the Roman campagna, views ol Florence

and environs similar in style to Corot, copies of fres-




coes and murals, and studies of decorative details. Ilis
admiration for the Venelians—not just Carpaceio whom
he copied faithfully, but Veronese and Titian as well—
was matched by his enthusiasm for Michelangelo, Man

tegna, Leonardo da Vinci and Luini. During this voy-
age, on which he encountered Degas and Puvis de Cha-
vannes, Moreau stored volumes of imagery in his note

books. He used them repeatedly later.

[taly’s immediate impact appeared in his first works
to be widely discussed—works shown al the Salons of
864 and 1865, in both of which he won medals. Hos-
tile erilics accuralely noted his ecleclic tendency, re-
marking on his naive pedantry of Renaissance lore. his
altempt to tlranslate Greece in fourteenth-century
Tuscan dialect, his retrograde instinets. One jeered at
Young Man and Death, dedicated to Chasseriau. as “a
pastiche of Mantegna made by a German student whao
is resting from painting by reading Schiopenhauer.”!

[f we look at Oedipus and the Sphine. exhibited in
1864, from the distance of a century, Moreau’s an-
tagonists seem justified. The painting is dull in color
the grays and tans under glaze so typical of academi-
cians. It is filled with annoying acenmulations of nat
uralistic delail not very far from the vulgar naturalism
of M. Picot himself.

The theme obviously springs from the literature of
the period, summarized by Edouard Schuré: “Since time
inmemorial, Nature, seductive. inscrutable. 1s the queen
of man. Nature. symbolized by the Sphinx, eventually
is outwilled by man and plunges into the abyss. Thus.
nalure penetraled in the hierarchy of her forces is de-
feated by man who incorporates and surpasses her in
thinking,”#?

Moreau’s handling of the theme impressed many of
his viewers. In revolt against the anecdolal acting-out
of the drama (and didn’t Moreau scorn David’s pestur-
ing personages, calling his paintings “tableaux vi-
vants™?) he was already in search of a way to sugoest

rather than deseribe.

Moreau: Sketch B. Oil on cardboard, 153/5x 121/s”. Musée

Gustave Moreau. Paris

The two mythical figures gaze at each other trans-
fixed. This is characteristic of Moreau who again and
again suggesls an ambignous mirror-image, two aspects,
two abstract entilies that confront each other and re-
cognize each other all too well.

Another typical vision is the fantasy of mountains,
great rocky eminences that close in the action and de-
scribe the abyss always threatening the characters in
Moreau’s mythelogy. Mountains are often transformed
into towers or thrones in his paintings, and seem to

symbolize an ideal of ascension for Moreau.




Moreau; Salome Dancing before Herod. (e. 1870). Oil on canvas, 5542 x41”. Collec-

tion [untington Hartford. New York

opposite : Nloveau: Hercules and the Hydra of Lerne. (¢. 1876). Oil on canvas, 703/4

% 603/4”. Collection Richard L. I"'eigen, Chicago
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The static drama of confrontation recurs in Hercu-
les and the Hydra of Lerne that together with the most
famous of Moreau’s many versions of Salome electri-
fied the Salon of 1876. Moreau was then fifty years
old, and the principles ol his art were well established.
Hercules, the “destroyer of monsters,” symbolic com
batant againsl death, is seen calm and medilalive in
a crepuscular landscape. Ilis androgynous body sug-
gests not the burly adventurer of late anliquity but the
sensitive arlist-poet. (Of another painting Moreau
wrote that “the destroyer of monsters waits, meditales
this great act of generation; he feels the immense sad-
ness of him who is going to create, to give Life. at the
same time as the greal exaltation of soul which strikes
him, the devotée of sacrifices, in each act of his fatal
destiny.”)?

The strange combination of fantasy, particularly in
the landscape, and pedanlic naluralism—the hydra is
compiled from meticulous snake studies Moreau made
in the Jardin des Plantes —drew the admiring atten-
tion of several eritics. With Salome it established Mo-
reau’s style as it was to be known to the public of his
time.

This public image of Moreau’s style was intelligent-
ly reflected in the monograph written by Ary Renan
and published, in 1900, only a year after Moreau’s
death.?* Renan makes several significant points in his
commentary. He warns of the fulilily of trying to
establish a chronology. Moreau carried his obsessions
along for vears, reworked canvases constantly, and some-
limes revised paintings more than thirty years after
they were begun.

Moreau’s two guiding principles, according to Re-
nan, who claimed he heard Moreau discourse on them
frequently, were the principles of la belle inertie and
la richesse nécessaire. The idea of beautiful inertia, the
psychological suspension found in Moreau’s Salon paint-

ings, must have occured to him rather early. Renan

quotes him asadmiring Michelangelo’s "ideal somnam-
bulism” in the Sistine Chapel. Necessary richness on a
simple level refers to Moreau’s almost manic need lo
accumulate lapidary detail. Bul other remarks of Mo
reau, particularly those directed against painting as
decoration. indicate that Renan took these principles
too literally and overemphasized them. It is possible,
too, that they represented Moreau’s thoughts at one
period in his life and were subsequently modified. Mo-
rean's unfinished late works contradict these two much-
quoted principles which seem to apply only 1o the “fin

ished” work Moreau exhibited and sold to his small
group of faithlul palrons,

In another passage Renan points Lo a more inclusive
principle that fits more readily Moreau's ideal of a
synthesis of all sensation and thought:

“His idea was to equal, without deranging the har

mony of line, and by the prestige alone of environing

decoralion, all Lthe suggestions provoked in literature,

music, and the theatre.

This comes very close to the Wagnerian ideal hov-
ering over French arts since [irst Gérard de Nerval and
later Baudelaire discovered Wagner. (Moreau was a
music lover himsell and boasted to his students that
in his youth he could sing all the Wagner operas.) In
his laler work, interest in abstract or “musical” aspecls
of composition becomes dominant. But in Herewdes and
Salome, Renan’s two principles still apply.

Moreau’s elaboration of the principle of richesse ne-
cessaire as quolted by Renan is open both to literal and
fignrative interpretation:

“Whether they were from Flanders, Hungary, Ven-
ice or Cologne, the maslers slrove to create a universe
transcending the real ... Whal eities Carpaccio or
Memling built for St. Ursula! ... What valleys hollow-
ed out of sapphire are opened by the Lombard paint

ers! ... On the walls of musenms. how many windows

are opened on artificial worlds which seem carved from




marble and gold, and from spaces necessarily chimeri-
calt™
Moreau’s Salome and its numerous variants em-

as did Flau-

bodies these ideas. Using realistic detail
bert when he built his word-poem Salammbd which
corresponds so closely to Moreau'’s image—and with
fanciful arabesques and arcane symbols, Moreau carv-
ed his artificial world from chimerical spaces.
According Lo von Ilolten, Moreau filled his compo-

sition with signs of sensualily and perversity. “Salome

has in her hand the lotus, symbol of volupluousness.

Moreau: St.Cecilia. Oil on canvas, 3578 x26%/4”. Musée

Gustave Moreaun, Paris

Herodiade, her mother, incarnate Vice, is holding a
fan of peacock feathers. Finally, the background is dom-
inated by an imposing Diane of Ephesus, goddess of
Fecundity.”

The Salome, then, does not depart from the tradi-
tional Romantic image of woman as the principle of
evil. The painting, however, is a distinct and original
deparlure from Moreau’s earlystyle. His taste for elab-
orate architectural detail is indulged to the full, yet
always within a grandiose tectonic scheme carefully
balanced. The great pillars of light that so moved Mo-
reau, and are seen in many of the smaller sketches,
come from the golden depths of the picture. Chia-
roscuro effects, possibly studied in Rembrandt, are
stressed. (Moreau’s interest in Rembrandt may have
been stimulated by his great friend, the critic, novelist,
and painter, Eugtne Fromentin, who visited him fre-
quently.)

Delilah, Helen, Europa, Leda, Pasiphaé—these leg-
endary women appear in Moreau’s paintings again
and again, treated in radically different manners. He
even painted Salome in modern dress, a watercolor of
extraordinary freshness. Delilah was depicted asasultry
cousin to Moreau’s own Salomé, or as a reflection of
one of Rembrandt’s bathing women, or as a sympathet-
ic Oriental seductress. The small o1l sketch of Delilah
in repose is a delicate and original vision, closer to a
Whistler “arrangement” than a decadent illustration.
Light from behind, always fascinating to Moreau, is
divided off into screenlike planes that recur in numer
ous oil sketches. In this instance, he is not painting
with the misogynist’s spite, but rather with tenderness.

There is at least one quotation, resembling a state-
ment of de Vigny. in which Moreau’s detachment and
potential sympathy are voiced. “Fatal lovers,” he says
of his cast of treacherous women, “condemned ones of
titanic shames, what will become of you, what terrors,

what pities you inspire!™*







Moreau: Delilah. Oil on canvas, 12Y/ax 15%/4”, Musée Gustave Moreau. Paris




His own special note of redemption for his feminine
sinners is struck again in one of the strangest of his
teeming allegorical paintings, The Chimeras with the
sub-title, Satanic Decameron,

The picture is signed and dated 1884 though it is
“unfinished.” Here, Moreau threw in his entire cast
of ill-starred women. Leaning more toward symbolism
than classical allegory (in the sense that the characters
do not make a charade of their histories, but are there
to suggest broader underlying motifs) Moreau builds
them into a complicated human architecture that as-
cends toward apotheosis. To understand this facet of
Moreau’s revery, it is worth reading his own deserip-
tion to the full:

“This island of fantastic dreams encloses all forms
ol passion, fantasy and caprice in the woman, woman
in her primary essence, the unconscious being fond of
the unknown, the mysterious, in love with evil in the
form of a perverse and diabolic seduction. The dreams
of children, of the senses, monstrous dreams, melan-
choly dreams, dreams that carry the spirit and the soul
into the unknown spaces, into the mystery of gloom.
everything musl experience the influence of the seven
deadly sins, everything is found in these satanic pre-
cinets in this circle of the vices and the guilty ardors,
from the as yel innocent germ lo the monstrous and
fatal flowers of the abyss. ... These are the theories of
damned queens who have just left the serpenl; these
are beings in which the soul is abolished, waiting at the
side of the road for the lewd goalt mounted by Luxury
to adore his passage: isolated beings, somber in their
dreams of desire, of unsatiated pride, in their bestial
isolation. Women astride Chimeras who carry them
into space where they fall again, lost in horror and
vertigo.

“The dark, terrible, mortal Chimeras, Chimeras of
Space, of Waler, of Mystery, of the Shadow and of the

Dream.

Moreau: Study (probably for The Chimeras). (Begun
in 1884). Watercolor, 121/5x9”. Musée Gustave

Moreau, Paris

Moreau: The Chimeras(Satanic Decameron ). Detail




Moreau: The Chimeras (Satanic Decanmeron ).

1884+, Oi1l on canvas, 927

'ax 801

147, Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris




“In the distance, the dead town with dormant pas-
sions.

“And this town, which is real life, true life, that

which is hidden enclosed within somber walls under
low roofs.
“But the mountainous roads. the narrow roads rise,
and figures spaced out, climb with difficulty toward
the summits, tired, panting. bleeding figures, they
mount always clinging to the sharp points of this arid
and barren rock. And perhaps in this ardent efforl, in
despair, perhaps they will succeed in elevating them-
selves enough so that they will only see the sky in its
limpid and pure zenith—Perhaps they will arrive al the
redemplory cross that rises humbly in the Ether, lasl
stop of Life, last evidence of what is creative and benef-
icent, last refuge of the Being who has been able to
avoid or vanquish the yvisionary dream after cruel af-
flications, the terrible dream of ruin. sorrow. and
death.”28

If the pejorative meaning of the term “literary paint-
er” holds at all, it applies to this bizarre piclure. The
idea was present before Moreau began his painling.
The documenlalion included not only a replica of a
Northern Gothic city, undoubtedly taken from an old
engraving. but all manner of eclectic detail. Rem-
brandt, Giorgione, Gozzoli, millefleurs tapestries,
Greek vases—there was no end to Moreau’s sources.

This visual lexicon. section by section, synopsizes
Moreau’s obsessions.

In general he was not greatly moved by the [emale
nude. His numerous studies from the model, sometimes
accompanied with pencil notations of her traits and her
address. were stiff, often poor in observation. Bul when
he let his fantasy move away from the perceived fig-
ure, Moreau could trace the firm outlines of general
femininity with considerable style. In several of the
figures in The Chimeras. drawn in ink on the canvas,

his bold contour line suggests not only Matisse, hut

124

Picasso in his classic period figures.

When Moreau takes up his other favorite theme—
the tragic poel—he invariably simplifies his means.
The poet-painter in himsell, chary of “logic and good
sense” agsumes the dominanl voice. The creator-hero
is almosl always seen in a melancholy landscape with
a heavy orange or white sun sinking rapidly hehind
him, the sun being, in Morcau’s words, the emblem of
virile forece.

Hesiod, Oedipus, Theseus, Hercules, David, and Pro-
metheus appear as the poel, the Being charged with a
tragically unequal combat with Nature. It was Or-
pheus, however, who most stirred Moreau’s imagination.

Orpheus released in him a sentiment that went well
beyond the mere representation of an idea. Iis Orphens
at the Tomb of Eurydice never publicly exhibited and
undated. though probably belonging to his last years.
is wholly different from the learned allegories.

Here Orpheus is placed in a somber landscape, his
lyre hung on a tree stump, his head lowered in con-
templation. Imprisoned in this mournful locale by a
dark green lake, the shadowed and lightly skelched
Greek temple, and the fringe of trees, he symbolizes
the solitary and agonizing role of Lhe artist. one Mo-
reau felt to be his own.

It is largely through the paint itself that Moreau
conjures the pervasive atmosphere of sadness. Moreau’s
contemporaries would have recoiled before the red
madder trees hemming in the foreground. Nol until
the Fauves were non-naturalistic colors used so dar-
ingly. These trees Morean laid on with a hasty paletie
knife, turning and twisting his strokes to suggest the
density of leafage, and painting the fringes in a lighter
red to Lrap the last light of the sinking white sun.
Above the trees, a turbid white-to-deep-blue sky sug-
gests the coldness of dying day.

Coldness, light that has no warmth and serves to iso-

late the human being was a specialty of Moreau’s. We




Moreau: Orpheus at the Tomb of Eurydice. Oil on canvas, 68'/2x503/s”, Musée
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find opaque cascades of unreal light in a number of
his paintings {(among them The Good Samaritan and
Ganymede). Somelimes the light is painted with the
full side of the palette knife in planes that resemble
the planes of Courbet. It is as if Morean wanted to sug-
gest that even light can be impenetrable. It becomes
yet another element against which man must struggle.

In Orphews the importance of the light is emphasized

by the lake below handled with a rapid brush. The

Meoreau: The Rat from the City and the Rat from the
Country.Sketch for “The Fables of La Fontaine.” (¢. 1881).
Watercolor, 113/sx 814", Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris
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[reedom of dense cross-strokes, so notable in the last
vears, can only have come from an emotional release,
an inspired realization of the “dreamed” color, the
“pure plastic means” which stood on the one side of
Moreau'’s esthetie.

The incipient expressionism in this painting, even
more apparent in the wild Furipidean fantasies such
as the Ciree was possibly nurtured by Moreau’s water-
color experiments. Watercolor was the realm in which
he allowed himself the most license.

The problem of dating is simplified in Lhe case of
Moreau’s walercolors by the fact the Anthony Roux
commissioned him to do illustrations for *T'he Fables of
L.a Fontaine™ in 1881. Rouault considered the suite of
sixty-five watercolors Moreau's best works, and used
them to support his argument that Moreau was not a
literary painter. There is scarcely a direct illustralion.
The ensemble includes meticulously rendered decora-
live fanlasies, rough expressionist studies. chiaroscuro
images, and delicate compositions influenced by Per-
sian miniatures.

Moreau labored for almost five years on these wa-
tercolors. In the course of his concentrated work the
mature painter—he was now nearing sixty—came clos-
er to his brush and painted more directly. Probably
this cyele led him into the extraordinary experiences
represented by such watercolors as Narcessus, Les Iyres
mortes. The Temptation of 8t. Anthony and The Combat
of the Centaurs.

It is in the watercolors, and a few of the oil skelches,
that Moreau’s intuition of the plastic use of abstrac-
tion is best revealed. In them he could dream the large
diffuse dreams, dreams of the Chimeras ol Space, of
Walter. of Shadow, of Dream. In them he could re-
linquish his lexicon of assigned symbols in favor of
floating cosmic visions so nearly like the visions of
today’s abstract painters. Detail surrenders to the gen-
erality; allegory lo myslery: represenlalion lo sug-

gestion. The very characteristics that Manet reproach-
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Moreau: Ciree. Oil on canvas, 18'/s8x 151/4”. Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris

oppaosite : Moreau: Thomyris and Cyrus. Oil on canvas, 235/5x 35%/5”. Musée Gustave

Mareau, Paris.
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Moreau: Phaeton. (Before 1878). Watercolor, 131/2x 107, Moreau: Polyphemus. Oil on canvas, 181/sx 107, Musée Gustave
| J YF

Musée Gustave NMoreau, Paris Moreau. Paris

opposite: Moreau: The Death of Inspiration (Les lyres
mortes). (c. 1895-97). Watercolor, 15 x 93/4". Musée Gustave

Moreau, Paris




ed Moreau for ("I have a lively sympathy for him,

but he is taking a bad road ... ITe takes us back to the

incomprehensible, while we wish thal everything be

understood™)? are the elements which bring Morean
close to the contemporary sensibility.

Théophile Gautier linked Moreau with Edgar Allan
Poe, and though Moreau seemed Lo consider Poe ex-
cessively morbid, he shared with the American poet
a deep need to pass beyond petly mortal details of hu-
man existence into a dreamed Paradise which repre-
senled cosmic unity. Throughout Poe’s tales and po-
ems, the protagonists strain toward an abstract realm
midway between dream and revery. His imagery, much
like Moreau’s, is keyed to closure. The landscape of
The Domain of Arnheim with its “funeral gloom,”
its gorges and abysses, ils impenetrable walls of fo-
liage, is the landscape that encloses Moreau's lragic
poels.

In his notebooks Moreau made several references to
an aw dela abstrait which stood for him as an ideal
that he hardly hoped to approach. Since this abstract
realm divests itself of the specific flora, fauna, objects
and personages existing in the concrete or known world,
only a general image could suggests its transcendence.
The “subjects,” so remole from language that mid-
twentieth-century painters tried lo painl in visual
form, are not distant from the “subjects” that Moreau
evoked either consciously or inadvertently in his freest
sketches.

Among the watercolors, Narcissus, which von IHolten
dates toward 1895, is a prodigy of unorthodox tech-
nique. Who before Moreau had thought of squeezing
impasto threads of color directly fromthe tube? Who had
applied the whiplashes of greens, blues and scarlets in
such intricate mazes? And who had used the rough
tooth of the paper to break the flow ol watlercolor
movement, to make the formsrecede and charge forward

beneath the dry-brush touches spread rhythmically

throughout the painting?

The [igure of Narcissus is deliberately vague, a body
transparent like a lake or mirror. Trails of red traverse
his body. lle lives in the swampy grotto of consuming
Nature, the aqueous suspension that so appealed to
Moreau that Galatea became one ol his most frequent
Lhemes.

Scraping, impasto, clotting, threading, dragged
brush and linear fury: audacious and unprecedented
means toward an increasingly abstract end. Even more
in the Zemptation of 8t. Anthony and the Combat of
the Centaurs, Moreau’s need to express the themes in
terms of matter itself predeminates. IMorizons, per-
spective recessions vanish. Color—Moreau’s favorite
reds, deep blues and greens—is set free and used to ex-
press sentiments inspired indirectly by the motil.

FEven when at the end of his life Moreau resumed
his ambilious themes, as in Les lyres mortes (The
Death of Inspiration), the “idea”™ receded, the impulse
of his hand and the poetry of line and color took over.
Al such times he may have appeared to himself as his
own image of Phaeton, rushing through unknown

skies toward his tragic end, experiencing for a few mo-

ments the exhilaration of the spheres, hurtling among
reeling orbs and knowing the Chaos Redon thought
Moreau so perfectly deseribed in his famous watercolor
Phaeton.®® (Redon wrote, “This Phaelon is a concep
tion full of daring that has for its object the represen-
tation of Chaos ... There is in the magnificence of
these nuances, in the audacious divergence of lines, in
the harshness and caustic quality of these vivid colors,
a grandeur, an emotion and somehow, a new wonder.”)

The preliminary watercolor study for Les lyres
mortes 1s signed and titled by Moreau. According to
von Holten it was painted between 1895 and 1897, The
theme is a synopsis of many earlier paintings. As in
the previous works, Moreau had a specific verbal ana
logue for his conception:

“The poets, pagan chanters, die of this embrace, of

this ardent communion with matter under the forms




Moreau: Narcissus. Walercolor. 207/a x 247, Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris
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Moreau: The Temnptation of St. Anthony. (c. 1890). Water-

e i G ;
color, 51/ax 9/s”. Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris

opposite : Moreau: Combat of the Centaurs. Watercolor,

57/ x 117, Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris

o1




Moreau: Galatea. Oil and gouache on canvas, 145/ax 103/g". Moreau: Galatea. (c. 18800, Oil on wood, 333/ x 263/x”. Collec-
Collection Mr. and Mrs. Harold X. Weinstein, Chicago tion Robert Lebel, Paris




Moreau: Galatea. (¢. 1893). Oil on canvas.

901/ % 471/4”. Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris




created by them: Hamadryads, Naiads, Sources, Wood

Nymphs; of this immersion in vegetative nature. of

this maddening, delirious union of hopeless hyper-sen

sitivity, with this mute, insensible nature, taking, dy-
ing without cease to be reborn more vital, absorbing
everything around it, serene, silent, full of mystery,
animated, penetrated, created living by the imagina-
tion, the adoration, the Iyre of the pagan poet. But the
greal lyre of the soul, the great voice with vibrating
chords of an ideal truly divine comes to stifle, to abol

ish all these voices of Lhe senses. these voices of glori

fied nature; it rises, this superb lyre, held by a somber
and terrible archangel, armed with a cross of hlood thal
will regenerate the world, this sublime cross, symbol
of sacrifice, of distrust ol ephemeral things and wilness
suprenie ol adoration of the Eternal divine,

“The great Ocean of the antique cenluries draws in
a powerful reflux these stars once brilliant which die
in somber waters, and all these worlds of thought, of
earthly poetry disappear, submerged by the punishing
[lood, avenger and redemptor of the divine Ideal,”®

A resounding edilice of words that resembles Mo
reau’s earlier word pictures. But the paintings, bolh
watercolor and oil, are leagues away. There are only
the barest traces of poet, cross, lyre and deily in the
walercolor. Instead, floats of blue. green, orange move
in criss-cross pallerns: the elements rather than their
mythological symbols. Three suns and their reflections
sink into the waters. Brackish horizontals cover them.
Spots of scarlet and green, unrelated except in a “mu-
sical” way, draw the touches and strokes together in an
abstract surface pattern.

When he came to paint the oil, which though it ap-
pears unfinished may have satisfied the artist. Moreau
carried over the staccato lechnique. A dim orange sky
is crossed wilh scrubby white and black horizontals.
Sun shapes and halo shapes are reiterated throughout.

Detached red spots, like blols. occur in regular inter-

vals all over the surface. Blackish-purple lines in com-
plex calligraphic tracery move heneath the surface.

The same technical peculiarities oceur in Galatea.
possibly painted around the same time. Her white hody
is set in a welter of little touches of color. Thick blobs,
scrapings from the paletteknife, alternate with very
thin, almosl running passages. Reds and blues are
played down in somber contrasts, and the while of the
canvas scems deliberately exposed,

Possibly Morean intended to overpaint and “finish”
this canvas. Bul it is conceivable too, that it struck him
as a jusl expression of an aspecl of Galatea’s myth
that most interested him at the time. In other, carlier
versions, the specific details of her story are carefully
rendered. Here, Moreau is concerned with the general
atmosphere, the sad circumstance and mood of her he-
ing, and the meditative posture of Polyphemus.

It is mot difficult to make a transition from the late
thematic paintings to the smaller watercolors and oils
in which either no identifiable subject exists, or. exists
so ambiguously that it verges on abstraction. There are
some two hundred of them preserved, and their mean-
ing has been vigorously disputed. Some critics main
tain that they were merely trial sketches for “passages”
in the larger paintings. Others think they are “unfin-
ished”™ ideas that Moreau himsell would not have con
sidered scriously,

The facl remains that Moreau regarded them se-
riously enough o frame and mount. Although they
are not dated, the freedom of technique relates them
to his last works. It is certainly possible thal in his last
years, Moreau, a secrelive man whose intense inner
life was carefully guarded. embarked on a compelling
adventure in which even he, with all his “excessive erit-
ical power” could not immediately find the meaning.
When people spoke to him of the decadence of paint-

ing, Rupp reports that Moreau answered, “They say it

is tinished. It is just heginning!
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Moreau: Sketch D). Oil on cardboard, 181/ax 121/s”. Musée Gustave Moreau,
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Morveau: Sketeh E. Oil on wood, 123/4x 97/¢”, Musée Gustave Morean, Paris
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Moreau: Sketelr A. 01l on wood, 8%/ax 105/s"”. Musée Gustave Moreau, Paris




In a sense these renditions of the elements, of pure
light effects, clouds, rushes of water, are reflections
not only of Moreau's own speculations, but of the
thoughts that sporadically break through in nineteenth-
cenlury notations by painters and poets.

Delacroix spoke in his journal of a “kind of emotion
particularly proper to painting”™ which resulls from ar
rangements of celors, lights and shadows. “This is call-
ed the music of the picture.” Probably prompted by
Delacroix, Baudelaire developed his own theory of mu
sicality in painling. Beyond “correspondences™ ol col-
ors, sounds and sights, apltly exaggerated in Huysmans’
portrait of des Esseintes, Baudelaire understood that
there was a unily peculiar to the plastic arts that had
nothing to do with the subject the painter depicted. “A
well-drawn figure penclrales you with a joy that is
enlirely alien to the subject. Voluptuous or lerrible,
this figure owes its charm to the arabesque it cuts oul
31

in space.”! Recurrent reflection on the “musicality”

in painting and the “arabesque™ undoubtedly impress-
ed Moreau who was susceptible to all imaginative spec-
ulation. After Delacroix, many had toyed with the
idea of detaching the emotional values of color and line
from specific objects. and although it remained for
Kandinsky to put these speculations to the visual test,
Lhe pre-existence of the theories must be acknow ledged.

These seattered svmbolist intuitions received [uller
expression only in the 1880s when, in the newly-
founded Revue Wagnerienne. many essayists attempted
to sort out the relationships of music and poelry and
painling.

In 1886, Teodor de Wyzewa, editor of the review,
wrote of an “emotional art, a musical art, overlooking
the objects thal colors and lines represent, taking them
solely as signs of emotions.” He praised the peintres

symphonistes and asserted that “art must recreate

by means of signs, the total life of the universe, thal
1s to say, of the soul where the variegated drama we

call the universe is played.”*?
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Wyzewa’s synthesizing idealism corresponds to Mo-
reau’s—NMoreau who referred so often to the “arabes
que” in its ideal, universalizing connotation, opposing
it to mind and good sense.

The arabesque as plastic equivalent to Lhe soul in all
ils mystery was discussed by many artists and poels.

Mallarme,

o whom Moreau has been compared by
more than one critic, posited the arabesque with par-
licularly arcane implications. Like Moreau he alluded
constantly to Chimeras, and, like Moreau, his passion
as an artist was to penelrate the depths ol his own soul.
He scorned naturalism and spoke again and again of
an abstract arabesque:

“We conjure up a scene of lovely, evanescent, inter-
secting forms. We recognize Lhe entire binding arabes
que thus formed as it leaps dizzily in terror or plays
disquieting chords, or through a sudden digression (hy
no means I].I!il'fli'lt'[‘l‘li.l]g.] we are warned ol its likeness
unto itsell even as it hides,”??

In a letter to Gustave Kahn he wrole that “anyone
who has a sense of musical structure can listen to his
own particular and inward arabesques of sound.”?*

Not arabesques of sound but arabesques of line and
color preoccupied Moreau. In the early work, the “ara
besque” was literally that of line which he had studied
in Greek and Oriental art. But later, the arabesque be-
comes Lhe abstraction Mallarmé deseribed. Even in
Moreau’s epic theogonies, his allempts to bring lo-
gether all human experience—the myths of the Hasl
and of the Bible and of antiquity—so that they be
came a single cosmic unity. the idea of this abstracl
arabesque is implicit.

Who, looking al the small oils. could deny that the
experience of “abstract”™ color and movement absorbed
Moreau completely? In one (Sketch A) a flaming red
shape—rose or figure?—is pulled oul from the ma-
terial by the artist’s fingers. Ilis thumb prints are
clear. In another (Sketch C) clouds of green and blue,

[lecks of dispersed color are there because Moreau




Moreau: Sketeh C, Oil on canvas, 103/5x 8”7, Musée Gustave Moreau. Paris




“felt”™ them in purely plastic terms. Color in all the
enigmatic oil sketches, and in several of the abstract
walercolors, is applied with evidenlt passion, completely
released [rom its signifying connotations. Whether
or not Moreau thought of himself as painting the au
dela abstrait, the fact remains that he instinetively
used abstract means adumbrated in the nineteenth cen-
tury and realized in the twentieth.

Baudelaire said that the artist stems only from him
self and dies childless.” Huysmans, speaking of Mo-
reau, said he was nobody’s pupil with no real ances-
tors and no possible descendanls.®® Alvard says flatly
that Moreau was no precursor, if he made abstract
paintings it was inadvertently.”

But if Moreau died childless, he left behind him an
enigma so tantalizing, so full of significanl clues that
countless artists and writers have been tempted to try
to find entry to his hermetic art.

His students praised his broad spirit. Matisse cred-
ited his prophetic abilities when he repeated that Mo-
reau had told him that he, Matisse, was destined to
simplify painling.®® Rouault never tired of rendering
homage to Moreau’s unlimited culture and hisprofound
understanding of painling. @/l painting. Both knew
Moreau at the end of his life when, in 1892, he he
came professor al the Fceole des Beaux-Arts. The young
artisls were exposed lo Morean's malure reflections

rather than the traditional views of his romantic youlh.

Youault pointed out that Moreau had at least an

intuition of theadvanced aspects of his own work.
"1 am the bridge over which certain of you will pass™
he told Rounault. e knew that he could not look to
his own epoch for complete understanding and men-
lioned several times that he hoped to find understand
ing with posterity. To console Rouaull. he told him:
“Solitude, happv obscurity in the face of the incom-
prehension of people who defend the formulas of sue
cess, all that has its good side.” And he added, half
laughing. half serious. “When they don’t like what
you do, you have the advantage of being ahle Lo ex-
pand and develop yourself freely: I wish you late suc-
cess; you won't then undergo any depressing influ-
ence. .. 20

The Moreau Museum, hermetic as the personality
of Moreau himself, has been “discovered”™ at regular
intervals since his death. Kandinsky is reported to have
visited it as early as 1906.*° André Breton wriles that
he “discovered”™ Lhe museum when he was sixleen
vears old (and has claimed Moreau for the Surrealist
pantheon ever since). Countless artists and writers
during the past ten years have entered its musty cham-
bers in search of the Moreau who was said to have
painted so nearly like the tachistes or abstracl expres
sionists.

Bridge. unique visionary, precursor? There is no
answer. Moreau’s mysleries assure him a unique po-
sition in the history of modern art.

Done AsHToN
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Writing in 1928, Claude Roger-Marx, elogquent cham-
pion of Bresdin for half a century. bemoaned the fact
that the collection of Bresdin prints in the Cabinel des
Estampes in Paris was much inferior to that in the
Art Institute of Chicago. This is no longer the case,
but the truth remains thal, for a long time, the work
of the artist was sought after more eagerly in America
and Holland than at home. It was in Chicago that the
first comprehensive exhibition of his work was held in
1951, with the help of the late J. B. Neumann who has
done more than anvone to acquainl wider circles with
this immensely rich treasure. Unfortunately, all of
this happened nearly hall a century after the arlist’s
death. Throughout most of his life he had nursed an
image ol America as a vast virgin forest where as a
colonist he could gain [reedom from the bondage of
ecconomic worries, and could communicale with a sav-
agely magnificent nature, undeliled by a mercenary
civilizalion. Like many of his contemporaries, he idol-
ized the American Indian and was deeply stirred by
the novels of James Fenimore Cooper, particularly
The Last of the Mohicans, published in 1826 just be-
fore the author left America for Paris. ITe adopted the
name of Cooper’s hero, Chingachgook, or rather its
amusingly corrupted form, Chien-Caillou, as it was
pronounced by a half-deal concierge.

As for the story of Bresdin's life, legend and fantasy
appear to be hopelessly entangled with the truth, and
a discriminating biography is long overdue. We know
that he was born in Ingrande, Loire-Inférieure, in
1822 (earlier sources give Monrelais as his birth place)
the son of a metal polisher; and that he went Lo Paris
at the age of twenty. I'ive years later, he became the

hero of Champfleury’s Chien-Caillou, a morbid bul

oppostte Bresdin: A4 Clearing in a Forest. 1880, Etching,
9% 6”. The Art Institute of Chicago. The Walter S, Brew
ster Collection

RODOLPHE BRESDIN

effectively written novel which owed its immediate
success to the new vogue for the life of the Boheéme
whose foremost literary exponent was Murger. Champ-
fleury’s description of the young artist's miserable
garret—the tiny opening in the ceiling, the crude bed,
the ladder on which the live rabbit Petiol is perched
above the most rudimentary engraver’s tools, and the
treasured Rembrandt etching pinned to the wall—is so
vivid that no one would question its basic accuracy
{even if il were not borne out by other sources). Much
less convincing is the story of the sly old Jew, a dealer
in second-hand clothing, who bought the starving art-
ist’s prints for a pittance and sold them at high pri-
ces as the work of an unknown Rembrandt pupil (a
designation made by the Cabinet des Estampes, no less).
And pure invention is the inevitable sweet and inno-
cent affair with the nol so innocent girl Amourette
(*I love you even more than my rabbit”) who with
her sister occupies another room of the attic. Bul the
girls are evicted in the artist’s absence, and Chien
Caillou, never finding a trace of them, falls into utter
despair resulting intotalblindness. (Champfleury could
not know it then, but in his later life, Bresdin did suf-
fer from severe eyve trouble and came close to being
blind). Praised by Victor Hugo, the novel broughi
fame to Champfleury, but did very little for Bresdin.
The Larousse of 1869, in a long chapter on Champ
fleury, mentions the novel while Bresdin’s name ap-
pears for the first time in the second supplement of
1890,

After the revolution of 1848, or perhaps only after
the coup d’état of 1851, Bresdin left Paris for the far
south of France. Alcide Dusolier, in his biographical

sketch, Le Maitre auw Lapin. wrilten in 1861, tells that
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Bresdin walked all the way [rom Paris to Toulouse
(about 500 miles), carrying the rabbit in his arms. For
years, he lived in a rude hut under most primitive con-
ditions. In 1861, he returned to Paris where Le had
hetter luck this time. The Revue Fantaisiste, which
counted Baudelaire, Banville, Alphonse Daudet, Théo-
phile Gautier, and Champfleury among its collabora-
tors, published twelve of his etchings, and in the same
periodical, Théodore de Banville wrote a most sympa-
thetic and enthusiastic review of Bresdin’s work exhi-
bited at the Salon of 1861, including The Good Samar-
itan. But again, Bresdin felt himself drawn to the
South, and as he wanted to be near the sea—still a-
wailing his chance to go to America—he chose Bor-
deaux and settled on a little street called Fosse-aux-
lions [Lions’ Pit], an address which he delighted to put
on his prints. It was here that the young Odilon Re-
don often visited him. By this time, Bresdin had ac-
quired a family: after a liaison that had lasted eight
years and produced four children, the long-suffering
Rosalie and Bresdin were married in 1865. In 1870,
the artist became severely ill with rheumatism and
eye trouble, and was hospitalized in Paris, but recover-
ed quickly enough to take part in the uprising ol Lhe
Commune in 1871. We do not know whether it was
fear of retribution that made him double his efforts to
emigrate, or mere luck: he won a contest to design an
American banknote, and gained free passage for him-
self and his whole family which now comprised six
children.

For aboul a year, while Bresdin supervised the print-
ing of the plate, there seems to have heen reasonable
prosperity, but then he became again the restless wan-
derer and ook his family to Canada looking for a
place in the wilderness to settle down. Soon, the re-
cently earned money was gone, and it was V uttm‘llugn.
always interested in Bresdin, who made it possible for
the family to return to France in 1876. For a while

Jresdin held a menial job as assistant roadman at the
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ArcdeTriomphe, but his last years he spent in solitude
at Sévres where Champfleury was now Director of the
lamous porcelain manufactory. InJanuary 1885, Bres-
din was found dead in his cold garrel room.

Because of the extremely delicate and minute de-
tail, Bresdin’s work demands concentrated unhurried
study, and above all. a poetic sensi bility and mind as
attuned Lo the mysleries of nature as lis own. Except
lor one very small painting, his whole work consisls
of drawings, etchings and lithographs. Many of his
drawings arve done with a [ine pen in India ink, and
though they are generally of small size, their sureness
and originality of line are such thal they could stand—
like the drawings of Callot—any degree of magnifi-
cation without needing it. A magnificenl example of
the rich and intricate, yel very pure, polyphony of his
penmanship, is the Crevasse of 1860. This drawing,
like many others, calls to mind the weird and fantastic
rock formations of Altdorfer or Roelant Savery and
even more of Hercules Seghers, but since it can hardly
be assumed that Bresdin had access to their work, this
can only be explained by a spirilual affinily.

But he was, to a certain extent, familiar with Rem-
brandl and possibly also with Diirer. Théodore de Ban-
ville, the most penetraling analyst of Bresdin’s art, said
in the Revue Fantalsiste in 1861: “1 have mentioned
Albrecht Diirer in connection with our artist, bul one
must not think thal Bresdin copied or imitated the
great German whose mind gave birth to Melancholia,
the tearful and savage elegy of a whole century. It is
not in the work of the painter of Nuremberg, but in
the forest ilself where this martyr suffered the agonies
of divining the hidden sccret, that Bresdin meets Al
brecht Diirer ... thus he drained the gall of the same
sponge and the ambrosia of the same cup whereby
this spy on the living forces of nature became inloxi-
cated.”

Much more tangible is the impact of Rembrandt on

the early etchings of Bresdin. He tries to adopt the




Bresdin: Studies for The Good Samart
tar. Pen and India ink, 711/15%x9”. @
The Municipal Museum, The Hague

nervous, seemingly chaolic but actually always pur-
poseful manner of Rembrandt, but in the process is
apt to become enmeshed in chaos as he did in the wild
little etching, Trees in the Hind, done at the beginning
of his [irst Paris period. In those days, he also must
have become familiar with the etchings of Daubigny
[rom the late thirties and early forties (such as the
Chamors Hunter) which, in their romantic intensity of
feeling, surpass the idyllic, often phlegmatic work of
that artist’s later years.

His journey to the South, which may have taken
him through the spectacular volcanic regions of the
Haute Loire or Puy de Dome, and the solitude of his
hut near Toulouse opened up new horizons for him,

and his art reached [ull maturity with The Holy Fam-

iy beside a Rushing Stream, generally assumed to
have been done in 1853 though it actually bears the
impossible date of 1855, It is one of many versions of
the artist’s favorite theme, the Flight into Egypt.
which runs through his entire work like a leitmotif.
Ghostly gnarled trees and the intricate lattice work of
naked, weirdly animated branches against a clouded
sky set a somber mood which is relieved only by the
husy flow of the liltle stream, a symbol of life and
hope in the midst of desolation. Bresdin himself fondly
called it La ligoreuse, according to Robert de Montes-
quiou, who once owned the glorious impression ex-
hibited here, and undoubtedly it is also the print
which Redon so warmly admired and rated above The

Good Samaritan.




The Holy Family probably was the first lithograph
made by Bresdin, and in 1854 it was followed by The
Comedy of Death. the most macabre of his lantasies.
Both these lithographs and many others appear to have
been ectchings originally and were later transferred
upon stones. Bresdin always thought in terms of the
pen or the etching needle which is a cousin of the pen,
but lithography, to be most effective, calls for the
broader and coarser media of crayon or brush. Bresdin
ignored that and stuck to his minute method of work-
ing with the pen, even on large slones, thereby making
the printer’s task exceedingly difficult. Again, Ban-
ville has most perceplively sensed this when he said
that the making of faithful prints from Bresdin's sto-
nes would require a master printer, not only of superb
competence but of imagination as well, to hold “this
black dream-universe where the masses are so large
and imposing, burgeoning as nature does with details
that are so tiny that a breath can destroy them. And
this unheard-of play ol light with its infinite scales,
wilh its imperceptible nuances, how can one hope that
the lithographic ink will respect it, for il is so accus-
tomed to hiding the mistakes of our artists hehind
large protective blotches.”

The largest and most famous of the lithographs is
The Good Samaritan. 1861, an incredible tour de [oree
of dedicated attention to minute detail, held together
nevertheless by the artist’s extraordinary power of im
agination which keeps alive every square inch of that
immense composition, “the patienl and furious work
of a genius who desires to embrace everything. ... In
an eternal Hymn, Fauna and Flora are united, where
does the animal begin and the vegelation cease?” (Ban-
ville). Bul an even more intimate and touching glori-
fication of the living forest is the etching, The Forest
of Fontainebleau, surely one of the great prints of the
nineteenth century.

Of the many prints done in the Bordeaux period,

outstanding are the etchings, Knight and Death (Le

chiteau fort), and The Oriental Rider in a Rocky
Landscape, of 1866. Both, no doubt, made a great im-
pression on the young Redon. In 1868, the lithograph,
Calvary of the Old Caillou (in a later printing the in-
scription reads “I have been carrying this Stone [or
Fifty Years”), poignantly reveals, like an oulery. the
artist’s tormented state of mind at this time. Inalighter
vein are two delightful fantasies, [ull of animals, people
and gingerbread-gothic architecture. Departure for
the Hunt. and The Enchanted Castle. the latler done
jusl prior to his trip to America.

I'rom the beginning of his carcer, Bresdin had been
understood and admired by the great writers and poels
of his time, but appears to have been largely ignored
by fellow arlists and professional art critics. This lot
he shared with another great etcher who was hut one
yvear older, Charles Meryon. Both were sell-taught
outsiders, and both won the admiralion and support
of Victor Hugo and Charles Baudelaire. But Meryon,
who had been a sailor in his youlh and seen much of
the world, did not long for distant virgin forests; the
venerahle stonework of old Paris was enough to evoke
his romantic spirit. There is nothing on record Lo in-
dicale that the two artists ever mel or even knew of
each other, both being hermits by nature. Be it acci
dental or not, they shared certain idiosyncrasies ol
style, such as a delight in filling their skies with busy
little clouds, birds in [light and curled chimney smoke.
To be sure, Meryon was not plagued by an overabun-
dance of visions, he was a perfectionist of superh self
control, and though he was the most poetic visual in-
terpreler of the scenery of Paris in the nineteenth cen-
tury, he always remained a timid draftsman by com-
parison with Bresdin.

Henri Béraldi, the diligent author of the once lead-
ing compendium on the Irench prinlmakers of the
nineteenth century, writing in 1886, saw in Bresdin
an aberration of good lasle and an unsound mind. The

etchings, of which he only knew a lew, he calls “ex-

opposite: Bresdin: The Holy Family beside a Rushing
Stream. (18557?). Lithograph, 87/sx 613/14”. The Art Insti-
tute of Chicago. The Walter S. Brewster Collection







travagantly bad.” Today we see in Bresdin an artist of
potent imagination and poetic insight whose technical
limitations are an inseparable part of his artistic pro-
file. ITow could he have been Bresdin if he had com-
manded the virtuosity of Gustave Doré? Iis poetry
would have been destroyed by it. Artists of our age,
groping for new content and new means of expression,
feel close to him. The small group of works exhibited
here can only serve lo incite curiosity about the artist.

There is as yet no serious definitive study of Bres-

din’s work, nor a completely illustrated descriptive cat-

alogue of his prints. The earliest list of the prints,
compiled by Bouvenne, comprises only sixly-one while
twice that many are known today. Unfortunately,
death has inlerfered with the completion of the cata-
logues by Louis Godefroy, J. B. Neumann, and Carl
O. Schniewind. A most useful attempt to establish a
chronological order has been made by K. GG. Boon for
an exhibition at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam in
1955, and Mr. Boon’s numbering has been adopted for
our exhibilion.

IaroLn JoscHmv

Bresdin: Bathers in a Mountain Landscape. (c. 1858). Etching, 7%/sx97/s”. The Art Institute of Chicago. The Walter
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Bresdin: The Crevasse. 1860. Pen and India ink, 85/16%61/2”. The Art Institute of Chicago., The
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Bresdin: City in the Mountains. Pen and India Bresdin: Bank of a Pond. Pen and India ink, 67/1ax 611/16”. The Art Insti
ink, 61/2%47/14”. The Art Institute of Chicago. tute of Chicago. The Walter S. Brewster Collection
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opposite : Bresdin : The Comedy of Death.185%. Lithograph trans-
ferred from etching, 8%16x 5'3/1”. The Art Institute of Chicago.
The Walter S. Brewster Collection
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ODILON REDON -WRITINGS ON BRESDIN

BRESDIN: DRAWINGS ON STONE, ETCHINGS,
ORIGINAL DRAWINGS

We are somelimes aptto forget the men of meritwhom
forlune sends us; real talent is not always greeted with
the respect it deserves. Wherever thoughl asserts itself
without the support of a militant struggle, withoult
the vigorous contradictions or lively approbations of
enthusiasm, it can be said that the man ol merit re-
ceives inadequale recompense for his generous efforts.
That is why, in his own country, the genius often
succumbs for lack of adversaries to oppose him or
friends to exall him. Talent coming from afar, already
surrounded by the prestige of an established reputa-
tion, succeeds no doubt in shining more brightly; but

what impediments, what difficullies it still encounters

opposite : Bresdin: The Holy Family with the
Does. 1868, Lithograph, 103/sx 77/s”. The Art
Institute of Chicago. The Walter S. Brewster

Collection

Bresdin: Aqueduct and Haterfalls. Pen and
India ink, 49/5x4%/1”, Collection Mr. and Mus.

Leonard Baskin, Northampton, Massachusells

in our unpreparedness, in the inexperience of a few
judges who are often too eager to explain it before
having completely understood it!

When talent presents itself in a rather free and nov-
el way, our prejudices may at times deceive us, and
its finest aspect goes unnoticed by us where it is most
worthy and most powerful. M. Bresdin, although much
esteemed by a small group of devotees whose admira-
tion is well justified, has not achieved in Bordeaux the
position and the recognition which he deserves. His
work, although preceded by a justly acquired reputa-
tion and already praised by several authoritative erit-
ics, has not elicited the excitement which such a fresh
and unusual talent seems to demand. None the less, he

is truly an artist of refinement: by his great original-

ity, by his rich, varied, and vigorous crealion, we rec-




ognize the true mark of the artist of high rank and
good lineage; for these reasons, above all, he is to be
recommended to the allention of art lovers enamored
of novel beauties, of rare perfumes, to all those indeed
who, bored with insipid imitations, seek art along un-
known or unexplored paths.

Three processes serve in turn to express M. Bres-
din’s unique inspiration: pen drawing onstone, etching,
and pen and ink drawing—forming a completely new
genre which he alone practices and of which he is, so
to speak, the creator. Ilis most widely known work is
a large drawing on stone, known by the name of The
Good Samaritan. A strange creation. We should say
here that the artist did not intend to represent the
landscape which we see every day from our window;
judged from this point of view, this work would cer-
tainly be imperfect, for there is no other work among
those of our contemporaries which has been less in-
spired by any spirit of imitation. What he wished, what
he attempted, was but to initiate us into the impres-
sions of his own dream. A mystical and very strange
dream, it is true, a restless and vague reverie, but what
does that matter? Even if the ideal is precise, arl, on
the contrary, surely draws all its power from its elo-
quence, its brilliance, its greatness in those things
which leave to the imagination the task of defining
them.

A conception and the search for the proper elements
to formulate it—to strike, to seize our troubled imagi-
nation—that is the only theory which governed this
work, if indeed the informality of fantasy obeys any
law. Considered from this point of view, this work has
truly achieved its goal, for no other leaves in our mind
such a strong mark, so vivid an impression and one of
such great originality.

We can add to this work The Holy Family, created
by the same process but on a smaller scale, which is
much more suitable to this type of drawing where de-

tail is so painstakingly sought. It is more complete,
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richer, [reer in its expression. Nothing could be more
natve, more touching, than this little work, surely cre-
ated in a momen!t ol auspicious enthusiasm, of aban-
donment to the ideal. Delicate and careful pursuit of
detail. richness of composition—none the less restrain-
ed, sober, and simple in effect.

Such is the high aesthelic quality of this work, litile
known because it is more and more rarely seen, but
which will remain certainly as the most complele ex-
pression of the strivings of its author. We may also
add The Comedy of Death. a work of a different scope,
less plastic no doubt, but no less interesting. And fi-
nally, the drafts for a rather large sel of illustrations
which the arlist was unable to finish. In the [irst plates
of this collection, so special, so dilferent from anything
being done today, we can still delve deeply into a real
treasure of capricious fanlasy.

As an etcher, M. Bresdin is less well known. Never-
theless this versatile and rapid technique is certainly
where the artist found his true element. Ile is ac-
quainted with all its resources and ruses. He was driv
en to the most subtle and refined efforts by his own
temperament, and also by a rigorous conscience, and
we can say that his etchings are but a long series of
experiments undertaken with the unceasing desire lo

approach perfection. And what variety, what versatil-

ity of means! He attacks the copper with the assur
ance of an artist for whom the process has ceased to be
refractory. We need not insist on thal material skill
which would make him only a secondary arlist, for
he possesses a more important merit which gives him
a unique place among contemporary elchers: he is a
crealor.

To all the resources of the subtle and consummalte
technician he adds the greater qualities of the thinker
and the charm of imagination. Indeed, is there anyone
more unexpected and more varied in his fantasies?
Landscapes, seascapes, battles, interiors, and the most

varied of genre subjects serve in turn as an excuse for




this vagabond imagination to display here and there
its richest caprices and to transform and beautify all
the objects which attract it in the widefield ittraverses.

The Traveling Tartar Family, the Old Houses, etc.,
are among Lhe pen-and-ink drawings. Here the author
is more true to life. This technique, which permits re-
touching, also allows him to come closer to nature, for
which he has always had a humble veneration. We
should perhaps point out here the error spread by a
few critics who have said too often that M. Bresdin
descends too directly from the mystic German masters.
Certainly we recognize in him an ardent communion
with Rembrandt, and especially with Albrecht Diirer.

Reverence [or the masters is not a very great fault,
and let us not attach too much blame to archaism.
When it is completely understood, archaism is a sanc-
tion. A work of art descends directly from another
work; if the study of nalure gives us the necessary
means to manifest our individuality,if observation and
patient analysis of reality are the first elements of our
language, it is no less true that love of the beautiful,
the quest for beautiful models, must incessantly sus-
tain our faith. It is not surprising then if the fervent
disciple offers at times the pale image of a god whom
lic seeks and whom he adores.

Happy indeed are those who [feel themselves suffi
ciently worthy, sutficiently strong, lo walk without
being dazzled in the light of the glorious masters sur-
rounded by fervent admirers, for whom posterily yet
reserves, as an immortal homage, the gift of its finesl
laurels! Lel us welcome their disciples! 1f M. Bresdin
has any relationship to these masters, it must be point
ed oul that it is much more in this method than in his
thought; for his personality has survived durably and
victoriously a contact which would have erushed a less
gifted disciple. To sustain him he has indeed a vision
of the world which no master has taught him.

His distinguishing mark, the thing that no one

among the ancients or the moderns could give him, is

that unalterable individuality, that remarkable color,
which produces throughout his work those strange,
mysterious, legendary effects; that freedom with which
he handles nature, which reflects, even in the least of
his works, an inexpressible sadness. For even though
he is awkward in directly reproducing nature, though
the poorest student in 