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Maurice Denis (1870-1943) and the Sacred Grove:
Temporality in Fin de Siecle France

Lucile Cordonnier

We need the courage to resist our exacerbated sensibility, our public who
wants artistic impressions executed in five minutes! and our dealers. Who
knows if life would not appear longer, instead of seeming so desperately
short; wouldn’t the dimension of our works grow exponentially?

—Maurice Denis, Journal

In a diary entry of 1898, Maurice Denis called upon his fellow painters to resist
the public’s appeal for “artistic impressions executed in five minutes.”" As a
result, life would appear longer and the intensity of painting would grow expo-
nentially. This statement contrasts with the fast-paced Impressionist paintings
and implies a preference for an art that engages with slowness, if not stillness.
Time thus appears to play a pivotal role in Denis’s art as both a reaction against
Impressionism and a reflection on the status of the work of art.

Denis was born in 1870 in Granville, in Normandy, where his middle-
class family took refuge during the siege of Paris and the Commune.” After the
return of relative calm and political stability in the country with the establish-
ment of the Third Republic, Denis grew up in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, in the
suburbs of Paris, a former royal retreat filled with an immense forest that bore
an intimate significance for him throughout his life.” At the Lycée Condorcet
and the Académie Julian, a private art school, he met fellow artists who to-
gether founded the Nabis group, which gathered painters, sculptors, and dec-
orators between 1888 and 1900.* Pierre Bonnard, Maurice Denis, Paul Sérusier,
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Edouard Vuillard, and others met regularly to discuss matters of art and con-
temporary culture and organized exhibitions to showcase their avant-garde
works. Each artist followed an individual route; Denis pursued the representa-
tion of mythical and spiritual scenes. Moreover, his peers recognized him as
the group’s theoretician.” He extensively published atticles in artistic magazines
in which he proposed a new terminology for the art produced by the group,
called “Neo-Traditionalism.” In the “Definition of Neo-Traditionalism,” pub-
lished under a pseudonym in the magazine Arz et Critigue in 1890, he formulated
his notorious phrase: “Remember that a painting—before being a battle horse,
a nude woman, or an anecdote of some sort—is essentially a flat surface cov-
ered with colors, put together in a certain order.”® While the formula is now
celebrated as the first step toward the dissolution of form and content in paint-
ing, Denis never departed from the tradition of the figurative subject at the
core of painting.” His “Definition” is rooted in an attachment to various artistic
landmarks and figures, such as ancient Greek temples, medieval churches, the
Italian Primitives, the vault of the Sistine Chapel, and the art of Paul Gauguin.
By creating a lineage along this multitude of emblems populating the canon of
Western art history, Denis recognized in his “Definition” the value of the past
and positioned himself as its inheritor.

In this essay, I explore the temporal tension between modernity, reli-
gion, and tradition in three of Denis’s paintings, composed between 1891 and
1893: The Green Trees, ot Beech Trees in Kerduel (1893, Musée d’Orsay); The Muses
(1893, Musée d’Orsay); and April, or The Anemones (1891, private collection).
All three paintings represent scenes set in forests or woods populated by ethe-
real figures engaged in processions along paths delimitated amid the trees. I
have chosen to name these natural settings “sacred groves.” In the “Definition
of Neo-Traditionalism,” Denis defined his artistic practice as the “sanctifica-
tion of nature.” He wrote: “Art is the sanctification of nature, of that nature
found in all the world, which contents itself to live.”® To Denis, art has the
ability to make nature sacred. The process of sanctification transports the art-
works into the realm of the spiritual by embedding them with devotional pur-
pose. The paintings are not only decorative pieces for modern interiors; they
are objects of spiritual contemplation. As the paintings are sanctified, the na-
ture represented on canvas gains spiritual value. Here, spirituality is conceived
as a religious practice that does not depend on the traditional structure of the
church. In Denis’s case, it is a more private and intimate practice of his Catholic
faith. A large component of this spiritual practice for Denis was the contem-
plation of some of his artworks on display in his house.

The sacred grove is the ideal location for the sanctification process and
allows for the conception of multilayered temporalities. Denis’s use of natural
environments in his works, such as the woods and the forest, holds a particular
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Figure 1 Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, The Sacred Grov, Beloved of the Arts and
the Muses, 07/ on canvas, 93 X 231 cm. Art Institute Chicago, 1884—89.

meaning that goes beyond mere landscape painting. Denis’s fascination with
trees is part of a longer history. For example, in the study of Christian icono-
graphy, the tree, as a symbol of life, is commonly considered the only living
element that takes part in both the earthly world, with its roots and trunk, and
the celestial world, with its foliage.” The term sacred grove is therefore fitting for
naming this specific setting. Sacred groves originate from Greek mythology
and are the home of the nine muses of the arts and sciences, daughters of Zeus
and Mnemosyne, led by the god Apollo. Religions since antiquity have used
the sacred grove as the holiest location of their faith."” Denis therefore symbi-
otically complemented the Christian iconography of trees with the mythologi-
cal sacred grove.

The subject of the woods in Denis’s works is inspired by The Sacred
Grove, Beloved of the Arts and the Muses that the artist Pierre Puvis de Chavannes
painted in 1886 for the decor of Lyon’s Fine Arts Museum’s grand staircase
(fig. 1)." Denis repeatedly voiced his admiration for the painter throughout
exhibitions of Puvis de Chavannes’s works. Denis had the chance to discover
Lyon’s Fine Arts Museum at the Salons of 1884 and 18806, during the Universal
Exhibition of 1889, and in an exhibition at the Galerie Durand-Ruel in 1887."
After this last exhibition, he wrote that he appreciated the painting’s “calm and
simple decorative aspect,” its “enchanting harmonies of pale tones,” and its
“wise, grand and ethereal compositions.”"” For him, the work emitted a “soft
and mysterious impression that calms and elevates.”"* Denis borrowed these
elements from The Sacred Grove and transposed them onto his three paintings.
The similarities in terms of composition and setting are palpable: the trees
punctuate the picture in a rhythm that echoes the position of the muses, mon-
umental figures who blend in harmony with the surrounding nature. While
Denis’s paintings allow for contemporary signifiers such as the dresses in Apr/
and The Muses and the pieces of furniture in The Muses, Denis and Puvis de
Chavannes both infused their scenes with stillness and timelessness. From their
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fin de siecle perspective, the Greek imaginary encompasses a particular sus-
pension of time. Additionally, with the depiction of angels and veiled women,
Denis instilled his paintings with a Christian dimension fused with a deeply
intimate form of mysticism. The three paintings examined in this essay are
filled with a personal spirituality that has meaning beyond the unraveling pro-
cessions in the woods. While the locations represented exist—the Saint-Ger-
main-en-Laye forest and woods near Kerduel, a hamlet in Brittany—the pro-
cess of the sanctification of nature transports the locus of the woods and the
forest into the realm of the spiritual “sacred grove.”

My approach is inspired by the art historian Giovanni Careri’s concept
of the revival of the artwork in the “Now-Time.”" Careri has questioned the
anachronism of certain elements from Caravaggio’s seventeenth-century paint-
ing The Calling of Saint Matthew. He concludes that the scene represented in the

16 'This means that it is revived in the

painting is active in the “Now-Time.
viewer’s time and not exclusively limited to the “Then,” the temporality of the
scene. Careri argues that “the interaction of times is being replayed by the
viewer in a2 Now-Time that might belong to any moment in history.”"” Simi-
larly, the three paintings from my corpus combine several temporal levels that
engage with the Then and the Now-Time, at the end of the nineteenth century.
The “Then comprises the elements that Denis represented on canvas, the con-
temporary setting in the forests and woods, the references to myths and beliefs
rooted in common imaginaries, and the intimate recollections from his own
consciousness. In Denis’s case, the Then itself draws from various temporal
sources and blurs the lines of time’s linearity."® Furthermore, in the Now-Time
of the nineteenth-century viewer, the works’ decorative and spiritual purposes
revive the representations. In this context, “to revive” in the Now-Time means
“to restore to a used state” and “to renew in the mind.”" As works meant to
decorate modern interiors or to be kept private for spiritual contemplation,
their purpose is revived in the viewer’s time, the Now-Time. While every work
of art is concerned with revival in time through the eyes of its contemporary
viewers, Denis’s paintings combine this revival with an ambiguous presence in
other temporalities.

Making use of the research published in the field of cultural history,
this essay focuses on three works to avoid generalizing a period’s conception
and perception of the concept of time. Thus, this essay questions the way re-
vival functions with mythical times, how a work can connect private spaces
with public and linear time, and how the decorative aspect, central to Denis’s
art, is articulated around the paintings’ spiritual purpose. I combine the multi-
layered temporalities from Denis’s paintings and contend that they work to-
gether at the same speed to convey the representations of the sacred grove. 1
argue that The Green Trees, The Muses, and Apri/ are three paintings that synchro-
nize multiple levels of temporality within them: spiritual, decorative, and



49

Cordonnier | Maurice Denis and the Sacred Grove

mythical. Temporal synchronicity is made possible by the subject of the sacred
grove, which ties these levels together and grants their homogeneity and integ-
rity within the works.

The Time of the Spiritual
Denis’s “sanctification of nature™ is at the heart of his representations of sa-
cred groves. In The Green Trees (fig. 2), Denis transposed the representation of
the Breton landscape into the spiritual realm. As such, the grove grows into
divine grace and the canvas becomes an object of intimate and spiritual con-
templation. With the sanctification of nature, the representation of a mystical
procession in the woods mediates the revived Now-Time of the painting.

It is important to first situate Denis’s work in its specific historical and
national contexts. The tense political climate in France at the end of the nine-
teenth century, especially surrounding the place of religion in the public sphere,
stems from anticlericalism. Under the Third Republic, established in 1870,
many liberal politicians expressed strong anticlerical views. Prime Minister
Léon Gambetta and Minister of Public Instruction Jules Ferry put forward pol-
icies in favor of the secularization of the French Republic. They culminated in
the Law Combes in 1904, prohibiting religious congregations to teach in
schools, and in the Law on the Separation of the Churches and the State of
1905, instituting the secularism of the state. These policies targeted the school
system and the management of church properties to place them under the di-
rect control of the Republic.” They received the approval of a large part of the
population who had lost interest in the politics of the Roman Catholic Church.

However, a new political class emerged in response to the state’s secu-
larization achievements and united a portion of moderate Republicans, con-
servative defenders of the Catholic Church, and right-wing Monarchists.”” The
coalition earned acceptability and soon found its way to the National Assem-
bly, due in part to Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Awu milien des sollicitudes (1893).
The pope encouraged the acceptance of Republican institutions to better fight
against anticlericalism. The political climate led to an increase of Christian
iconographies in the arts as a response to the unfolding fight.”

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Denis started to follow
Charles Maurras’s Action Francaise, a nationalist and royalist political move-
ment. Denis joined the movement in favor of his faith and his strong link with
the imaginary of a traditional society, “harking back to an idealized pre-revolu-
tionary society rooted in mutuality and organic, craft-based communities,”” as
opposed to “the dizzying whirlwind of modern life.”* The group was known
for its Far Right and anti-Semitic politics, but Denis has not been documented
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Figure 2 Maunrice Denzs, The Green Trees, or Beech Trees in Kerduel, o2/ on canvas,
46.3 X 42.8 cm. Paris, Musée d’Orsay, 1893. Photograph taken by anthor and used with
permission.

as an active participant in political events of this nature (e.g., anti-Dreyfus pro-
tests).”

marily expressed through his aspirations as an artist.

Arguably, Denis’s involvement with the politics of the time was pri-

The strategies of secularization during the second half of the nineteenth
century enhanced the individual practice of the Catholic faith and led to a par-
ticular current of mysticism.” Mysticism allows one to approach the mysteries
of existence, to experiment with self-renunciation and the unity between nature
and the cosmos.” One searched for the answers to the mysteries of life and
faith on an individual level rather than relying solely on the dictate of religious
institutions. The theologian and philosopher Michel Despland sees during the
second half of the nineteenth century a practice of religion that was anchored
in modern times, whose focus on individuality and intimacy favored religious
autobiographical writings.”” He asserts that the “religious experience in the

nineteenth century is more overtly anchored within the life of the subject.””



51
Cordonnier | Maurice Denis and the Sacred Grove

Furthermore, the specific political and cultural context of the fin de siecle led
to a “reactionary” type of mysticism.”' According to the literary scholar Robert
Ziegler, fin de siécle mystics substantially opposed “Auguste Comte’s Positivist
assertion of mankind’s progress toward scientific enlightenment” in order to
gain knowledge “obtainable only from divine sources, insights that were
yielded only by non-rational intuition.”** While authors and critics such as Jules
Barbey d’Aurevilly and Joris-Karl Huysmans revisited the writings of canonical
mystics Teresa of Avila and Angela of Foligno,” contemporary mystics also
emerged during the period. Eugene Vintras, who claimed he received visits of
St. Michael the archangel and was the reincarnation of the prophet Elijah, pro-
fessed a heterodoxy that connected the worshipper directly to God without the
sanction of the church.” Following his Order of Mercy, some fin de siécle
Decadents, “wishing to reformulate an Eternal Gospel delivered to them di-
rectly, . . . were resolved to heed, not the pronouncements of the Vatican, but
the voice of Christ himself.”” Vintras’s mysticism also merged with eschato-
logical beliefs, seeing in the period the “signs of the world’s end . . . found in
the triumph of capitalism over faith, in the decay of morals, in the institutional
corruption of the Church.”® This example of extreme heterodoxy does not
necessarily apply to all the proponents of mysticism during the period, but il-
luminates how religion turned toward the individual and the intimate as op-
posed to orthodox and doctrinal practices of faith.

Mysticism, as an ineffable experience,” was favored by artists and writ-
ers during the period. Joséphin Péladan, writer and mystic, bridged the literary
and artistic circles with his Rosicrucian Salon that he opened in 1890 to present
the works of Symbolist artists.”® Undoubtedly, this trend of mysticism enlarged
the visionary power of the artist. While Despland considers God, in this con-

. . . Q
text, as “imagination’s regulator,””

the literary scholar Lydie Parisse analyzes a
redefinition of the artist’s status within a materialist society in this period.*
Mysticism, she argues, allows for the “expansion of artistic perception and cre-
ative possibilities” by disrupting society’s order and materialism.* This trend
of mysticism seduced many artists in pursuit of a renewed spititual art.* The
artists, sensible to the constructions and the harmony of nature, could access
the world’s beauty and its truth via the device of the work of art.

The mystical concept of the Absolute entails the attainment of pure
and unconditional faith in God.* In Latin, mysticus stands for the “initiated.”**
Although Denis was profoundly Catholic, the mystical current of the period
infiltrated his faith and art during the two last decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Denis mentioned the mystical influence that instilled his faith at that time
in a reflective recollection in 1909 in the magazine L'Occident. “Our [the Nabis’]
aspirations to mysticism were not, to tell the truth, always orthodox.”” T sug-
gest that The Green Trees represents the mystical quest of the Absolute through
the process of initiation, close to Denis’s personal experience. The procession
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in The Green Trees encapsulates the mystical meaning of the scene, a quest after
which an isolated figure, the initiated one, distinguishes herself from the others
and joins the angel, through whom she can attain the Absolute.*

The procession leading to the Absolute, through the angel, calls for
several interpretations that Denis combined all together. First, the procession
is the spiritual journey through devotion, after which the isolated woman at the
center of the composition can finally attain the Absolute. Since childhood, pro-
cessions of young women inspired Denis. They were communicants about to
either receive Holy Communion or partake in a religious ceremony, for in-
stance, in honor of the Virgin Mary. They are a recurring subject in Denis’s
ocuvre. However, the figures in The Green Trees are completely deindividualized.
A clue as to where this fascination started can be found in his diary, where he
wrote in 1884, after watching a procession for the Virgin in celebration of the
Assumption: “Procession of young girls for the Virgin; these children of Mary
are charming with their white veils: candor, modesty, angels.”*” Since the age
of fourteen, Denis reiterated his obsession for the theme of processions on
canvas, which he meshed with a mystical spirit of deindividualization.

Second, the procession symbolizes the path toward artistic creation.
Denis portrayed the religious ideal that the Christian artist aspires to reach. At
the end of her spiritual journey, the isolated figure reaches the Absolute in faith,
a goal that Denis, as a deeply devout Christian painter, was aspiring to reach
himself.* His model was Fra Angelico, whose level of sanctity he continually
aspired to attain. Denis worshipped him as a saint, thought about writing his

* requested his beatification,”

biography, and painted a pseudo relic of his
head.” Denis considered the Coronation of the 1irgin as the absolute masterwork
in the Louvre,” and dreamed of dedicating his first painting presented at the
Official Salon to him.” He admired the painter’s profound faith as much as his
works, from which he borrowed several formal features, namely, the boxlike
composition and the division of the composition into defined sections that
each correspond to a secular or sacred space. By embracing Fra Angelico’s
legacy, as manifested in this representation of the spiritual journey toward the
Absolute in faith, Denis materialized his ambition of becoming a Christian
painter.

Third, I consider the isolated figure to represent a newly married
woman. Allegorically, absolute faith may be attained through the sacrament of
marriage. This last interpretation has a personal meaning for Denis. He painted
The Green Trees during his honeymoon in Brittany after his wedding with Marthe
Meurier, a woman he adored in an almost religious way. Beginning with their
engagement earlier in 1893, she became his ultimate muse, the main subject of
his paintings, and his primary source of inspiration.™

Denis intertwined these three interpretations (the spiritual journey, ar-
tistic creation, and marriage) in The Green Trees. They all entail a spiritual and
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personal signification through the mystical quest, the idea of the initiated one,
and the attainment of absolute faith. The sacred grove, through which the pro-
cession is taking place, accentuates the spirituality of this journey toward faith.
Denis elevated the grove to the level of a “metaphysical sanctuary” that hosts
the subjects of revelation and election in the course of a mystical meeting.”
The seven women are dressed in pink veils and what can be described as vest-
ments, which add to the spiritual meaning of the scene. While pink is tradition-
ally worn by the clergy during Gaudete Sunday in Advent and Laetare Sunday
in Lent to bring a sense of joy during a season of penance,”” Denis might have
used this color solely for a decorative purpose to complement the green of the
trees. The trees punctuate the procession, dividing the group into two clusters
of four and two figures. The initiated woman leading the procession stands at
the center of the composition. The background on which the figures are
painted consists of distant woods, making a clear distinction between the earth
and the sky, the location of the holy. The hedge that passes between the angel
and the leading figure symbolically delimits the secular world and the sacred
realm. This spatial distinction adds to the distinction between the earth, popu-
lated by the trees and the angel created by God, and the heavenly realm of the
sky that only God can access. Not even the angel’s silhouette stands against
the sky. Only the trees, rooted in the ground and raising to God, make the
spatial connection between these two realms.

Denis crystallized The Green Trees into eternity, not only by the mere act
of applying pigments on canvas to form a perennial narrative object, but also
by the process of the sanctification of nature, which first emerged in his “Def-
inition of Neo-Traditionalism™ in 1890. A year eatlier, in his diary, Denis in-
cluded the first reference to the sanctification of nature: “I believe that Art
ought to sanctify nature; I believe that Vision without Spirit is vain; and that it
is the aesthete’s mission do erect beautiful things into unfading icons.”® The
passage includes a temporal reference to the process of sanctification making
objects permanent. Denis turned The Green Trees into a spiritual object that
holds even more enduring value than a regular painting. Nature, too, holds a
deeper spiritual meaning than the one embedded in the sole representation of
the mystical scene. Nature reinforces its spiritual force by becoming an ever-
lasting power on canvas. By sanctifying nature, Denis presents the painting
with a temporal potential that expands beyond the restrictions of the subject.

The sanctification of nature extends the temporality in The Green Trees.
This process locates the scene in Denis’s time. Denis revived the purpose of
The Green Trees, a spiritual object, every time he contemplated its spiritual mean-
ing, as the painting invited him to engage in contemplative prayer. Denis kept
this work close to him his entire life. It stayed in his house in Saint-Germain-
en-Laye from 1893 until his death in 1943. His son stated that The Green Trees
was the painting that Denis was the most deeply attached to and that it
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represented a synthesis of his life and aesthetic.”” Its symbolism revolves
around his own artistic and marital ambition. Therefore, the painter himself
regularly revived and renewed the purpose of the painting by contemplating
this initiatory quest, complicating the temporality of the work. Denis revived
the aura of the work every time he used it as a spiritual object, while the sacred
space it represented is located beyond the tangibility of Denis’s world. The
Maurice Denis scholar Jean-Paul Bouillon stated that “the icon has a theoretical
dimension that ensures its immutability, inscribing in the visible the essence of
the invisible, love, and faith.”* Rather than sharing the assumption that a paint-
ing such as The Green Trees is a traditional Christian icon, I view it as a spiritual
painting that leads to contemplation. However, Bouillon’s mention of a sense
of permanence in the painting’s materiality as well as in the representation of
the essence of things reinforces the idea of the spiritual image’s everlasting
time. With regard to temporality, The Green Trees as a spiritual painting is as
much embedded in the time of the spiritual as it is in the Now-Time of the late

nineteenth century.

The Time of the Decorative

The decorative—a work’s formal elements in connection with its purpose to
ornament—is at the center of the Nabis’ art. The artists placed themselves un-
der the guidance of Paul Gauguin, whom some had met in person and previ-
ously worked with, while others such as Denis only knew from the 1889 exhi-
bition of his works at the Café Volpini. Denis commented about the Café Vol-
pini exhibitions: “What an amazement . . . Instead of windows open to nature,
such as in impressionist paintings, these were highly decorated surfaces, heavily

256

colored, and contoured with a sharp line.”"" The cloisonnisme style was a central
formal feature of Nabis paintings and drawings, as was the particular interest
in decorative elements inspired by Japanese woodblock prints. The art histo-
rian Laura Auricchio notes: “Their works celebrate pattern and ornament, chal-
lenge the boundaries that divide fine arts from crafts, and . . . complement the
interiors for which they were commissioned.”” The group considered Paul
Sérusier’s painting The Talisman as their relic and visual manifesto. It embodied
the decorative purpose, the flatness and the vibration of the colors established
as the Nabis’ formal canon.”

The trees and their environment offer Denis the suitable subject to put
his theories on the decorative into practice. In a diary entry from 1885, Denis
described one of his excursions into the Saint-Germain-en-Laye forest with an
emphasis on the decorative aspect of the trees: “I am reaching a delightful part
of the forest where there are tall and crooked trees, twisted, bushy, disposed
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Figure 3 Maurice Denis, The Muses, oil on canvas, 171 X 137.5 cm. Paris, Musée
d’Orsay, 1893. Photograph taken by anthor and used with permission.

apart, some yellow, some green, others gray. To an artist’s eye, this is so beau-
tiful one could feel faint, but we ought to study it with a brush in hand, to
render the effects of the sun, the light, the plein air, the shadows, the chiaro-
scuro.”* In this early example, Denis was already interested in rendering the
fotrest’s decorative effects on canvas. The decorative is at the heart of his first
artistic period and is one of the main subjects he theorized. In his “Preface to
the Ninth Exhibition of Impressionist and Symbolist Painters” of 1895, Denis
reiterated the celebrated phrase from the “Definition of Neo-Traditionalism”
of 1890 concerning the flatness of the surface with colors assembled in a cer-
tain order, adding that this order aimed at “the pleasures of the eyes.”” Thus
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the decorative is composed of the structural elements of the flat canvas and
the white surface on which colors are compiled to form an intelligible repre-
sentation for the purpose of delighting the viewer.

In The Muses (tig. 3), Denis made use of the formal elements of the
grove to offer a decorative scene. The formal elements constituting the deco-
rative acquire meaning of their own on a metaphorical spatiotemporal level.
To the viewer in the Now-Time who contemplates the formal elements, they
appear in their own distinct temporality. The formal elements do not gain full
autonomy from the subject. However, while they are still connected to the

% Since the

subject of the scene, Denis granted them substantial significance.
formal elements evolve in their own spatiality, they acquire a temporality that
is separate from the subject of the scene. Both fuel each other and bond with
each other; however, they operate on different levels. While the temporality of
the subject in The Muses relates to the time of the action represented, the tem-
porality of the formal elements and the decorative works with spatiality. On
the spatiotemporal level of the decorative, the formal elements evolve over the
space of the canvas, a “flat surface covered with colours, put together in a
certain order.””’ They create meaning through the way Denis used lines, colors,
and forms. Thus the decorative has its own temporality that is embedded into
the spatiality of the canvas.

The Muses represents the nine muses of the arts and sciences, joined by
a tenth one in the background, sitting leisurely on chairs in the foreground or
wandering amid the trees of the sacred grove. The entirety of the painting’s
formal elements falls within the decorative. Denis first exhibited it in 1893 un-
der the name “Panneau décoratif” after its commission by Arthur Fontaine, a
senior bureaucrat in the French government and one of the Nabis’ wealthy
patrons.”” Many devices convey the decorative in the painting. Instead of a
representation in traditional perspective, Denis opted for the horizontal stack-
ing of the composition’s planes, thus enhancing its flatness. The figures’ sil-
houettes, despite shrinking in the background for an illusion of depth, none-
theless seem to have been pasted onto the canvas’s flat surface. The forest’s
ground rising evenly from the foreground to the background to the horizon
line over the top half of the painting intensifies this impression. Denis con-
toured the silhouettes and all the elements with dark lines that distinguish the
forms from one another. The viewer is drawn to consider them as single forms
pasted on a background, rather than mimetic figures realistically placed in a
surrounding environment. The monumentality of the figures in the foreground
participates in troubling the composition. Since they are the only three figures
whose silhouettes are entirely outlined on the forest’s ground—the others
partly emerge on the sky in the background—they are visually processed as a
unified group that is set aside. Moreover, in the foreground, over the forest’s
ground, there is no room for blank spaces or gaps. Smooth coats of paint cover
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every inch, reinforcing the decorative aspect of the work, as Denis did not
modulate the representation with variations of strokes or thickness. All these
elements participate in making the decorative a subject of its own in the paint-
ing.

The influence of Japanese woodblock prints infuses the decorative in
The Muses.” The arabesque—the sinuous line found in the patterns of the
muses’ dresses, their folds and in the trees’ foliage—is a typical motif of ukiyo-
e prints from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.” The arabesque is cen-
tral to Denis’s visual language, as he favored it above traditional and mimetic
forms in the representations of nature. To Denis, the arabesque reproduces the
movement and the sentiments of the interior self.”' It becomes an autonomous
visual device that bears meaning of its own. The folds of the muses’” dresses
resemble the folds of the kimonos in Suzuki Harunobu’s print Bushclover at
Tamagawa created around 1765, showing the embrace of two women on the
banks of the Tama River (fig. 4). In Harunobu’s art, representations of folds
on fabric are a form of expression that characterizes the character’s emotion.”
The undulating hem at the bottom of the kimono worn by the woman in the
foreground re-creates the character’s internal feelings. Denis replicated the
same motif in The Muses on the dress worn by the woman on the right in the
foreground, and at the bottom of the black dress on the far left. Moreover, the
merging of the figures in Denis’s paintings is an evocation of Harunobu’s print.
In Bushelover at Tamagawa, the two characters standing next to each other are
bending forward in a comparable manner, the fabrics of their kimonos indis-
sociable and their hand gestures impossible to attribute to one or the other.
The mirroring of the same gesture has the effect of intensifying the expressivity
of the print as well as the unity of the two figures.”” Denis made use of a similar
decorative motif in The Muses: the figures are not merged as in Harunobu’s
print; however, the positions of their bodies echo one another. The muse on
the far left, dressed in black, parallels the head position of the muse in black in
the foreground. Similarly, the muse turning her back at the viewer in the fore-
ground echoes, with the position of her head, the muse standing across from
her more deeply into the woods. The repetition of the movements and poses,
as well as the expressive folds of the dresses worn by the muses, is a direct
reference to Harunobu’s print, presumably displayed in 1890 at the Exhibition
of Japanese woodblock prints at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris. Denis was
known to be an avid collector of Japanese prints,”* and it seems probable that
he visited this exhibition and directly took his inspiration from the decorative
motifs of Harunobu’s Bushclover at Tamagawa.

The line as a stylistic element is central to The Muses and is critical to
promote the subject of the sacred grove as the vector for the decorative. Ad-
ditionally, the line participates in making the decorative a subject of its own in
the painting. The decorative line plays a role in unifying the entire picture and
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Figure 4 Suzuki Harunobn, Bushclover at Tamagawa (Six Jewel River), woodcut,
27.7 X 20.8 em. Washington, DC, Library of Congress, 1766—68.

uses the formal features of the sacred grove and its muses to achieve the pur-
pose of this “Decorative panel.” The graphic and sinuous line that Denis reit-
erated throughout the picture creates the visual association between the muses
and the forest. The Muses was painted in the midst of the Art Nouveau trend
that had been spreading in the decorative arts across Europe since 1890. Art
Nouveau found its highest form of the decorative in the association between
nature and the female body, conveyed by the decorative line.”” The sinuous
forms carved in the foliage of the trees onto the sky on the upper half of the
painting resemble the patterns on the muses’ dresses in the foreground. These



59

Cordonnier | Maurice Denis and the Sacred Grove

forms, comparable to the fabric, play with the positive-negative effect of the
colors: the leaves create patterns in their aggregation on the trees. On the sky,
the space made by these patterns’ silhouettes outlines the sinuous forms. This
decorative device is used on the fabric of the dresses: the pattern on the collar
of the dress worn by the muse on the left in the foreground is easily under-
standable as yellow arabesques arranged on a red background. However, down
the arms and the bust, the red of the dress becomes less legible: it re-creates
patterns of flower petals and arabesques. The muse’s dress is a copy of a natural
effect that Denis must have witnessed himself when examining the decorative
presence in nature. The positive-negative device can also be found on the for-
est ground and its bed of leaves. Alternating between red and orange—similar
colors to the dresses—the ground complicates the contrast with the leaves that
fall on it.

A second example of the association between the muses and nature is
situated around the verticality of the trees. The trees, sparsely arranged in the
picture, delimitate specific areas for the position of the muses, who congregate
around them in clusters of two or three. The two muses on the left side of the
painting, dressed in black and brown gowns, parallel the two trees that sur-
round them through the verticality of their silhouettes and their consistent
broadness from the shoulders down to the feet. Moreover, the tree trunks’
irregularities and surface bumps are mirrored by the dresses” movements in
their folds. The brown gown’s train, touching the ground in the back, is ex-
tremely similar to the roots of the tree on its right side. Similarly, these elements
approach the ground vertically and grow horizontally upon reaching it. Fur-
thermore, the pale hand and fingers, emerging on the black gown worn by the
muse of the left, outline a circular form that resembles the knot on the lower
level of the tree trunk in the foreground. Thus, the formal features of the grove
in The Muses—the trunks, the leaves, the ground—allow Denis to put his the-
ories on the decorative into practice. The decorative brings forth a spatiotem-
porality in the painting that entangles the subject of the muses in the woods
with the formal features that have become subjects in their own right.

In the second half of the century, a plurality of theories of time and
space challenged the establishment of the universal public time that the Inter-
national Meridian Conference had established in 1884 in Washington. The idea
of a private time distinct from the public time culminated in the work of Henri
Bergson, who questioned whether the fixed public time “was really time at all”
or some metaphysical interloper that disguised a multitude of times.”” Thus,
two conceptions of time opposed each other during the period: the short time
inherent to the modern world, and the long time, the time of Darwinian evo-
lutionism and old myths that Symbolist painters revisited.” Furthermore, the
traditional idea of space was challenged by the leveling of aristocratic society,
the rise of democracy, and the dissolution of the distinction between the sacred
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and profane spaces of religion.”® These reconsiderations resulted in the blurring
of established temporal and spatial markers. Consequently, a culture of pessi-
mism developed that opposed the value and the safety of technological pro-
gress with regard to speed, time-measuring techniques, and communication
devices. Another challenge to public and universal time was the search for
meaning in the private, enclosed spaces of domestic apartments.” The home
was detached from its sole familiar functions and “reinvented as a space for
réverie and contemplation.” This quest for privacy and intimacy was related
to the reaction against the rationalization of public time. The diffusion of the
pocket watch and the worldwide standardization of time to simplify railroad
schedules and communication by telegraphs all indicate the rationalization of
time at the end of the nineteenth century.” The domination of the individual
and their own private time and mental space over the exterior’s balances this
rationalization of time in public spaces.

The time of privacy in the decorative propels The Muses into a complex
temporal level outside the subject of the scene: the Now-Time. The scene is
set in the forest; however, several elements hint at a transposition into a do-
mestic interior. The bed of leaves covering more than half of the background
simulates an interior carpet that might coat the flooring of a home during the
fin de siecle period. Vuillard’s Causerie chez les Fontaine shows such an interior,
where the carpet pattern is composed of a dense bed of leaves.*” The ground’s
positive-negative effect of the leaves on the ground in The Muses embeds nature
with the decorative and recalls Art Nouveau’s inclination for natural motifs in
interior decors. Moreover, the three muses in the foreground are sitting on
wooden chairs that do not belong in a forest or a public park. These are mod-
ern chairs whose bottom part and legs evoke French Art Nouveau, especially
Hector Guimard’s furniture style.*’ The costumes that two of the three muses
are wearing recall clothing modern to Denis’s time. The figure on the right
elegantly turns her back on us, only revealing the start of her neck and her
shoulders. She wears an evening dress, accompanied by a mauve shawl placed
on the back of her chair. The muse on the left is dressed in a two-colored
gown, a daytime dress far less revealing than the evening dress worn by the
other muse. The visual connection between the tree leaves, the ground, and
the patterns of the dresses’ fabric evokes the homogeneity of the Art Nouveau
interiors with the repetition of the same motifs. The tree leaves on the upper
half of the composition could even resemble the decorative moldings carved
along the edges of ceilings in bourgeois décors, such as in the interior in Vuil-
lard’s Causerie chez les Fontaine.

The fact that Denis painted The Muses as a home decor accentuates the
impression of a decorative interior. No precise details concerning the specific-
ities of the commission are available; however, a view of the Fontaines’ apart-
ment tells us more about the setting of the painting. Vuillard painted Causerie
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chez, les Fontaine in 1904, three years after the Fontaine couple moved out of
their apartment in the eighth arrondissement of Paris to settle in the seventh
arrondissement, in 2 avenue de Villars. Vuillard’s painting represents the Fon-
taines’ living room, where The Muses hangs on the wall above the sofa where
Mrs. Fontaine is sitting, across from Mr. Fontaine resting on a chair. This apart-
ment is not the initial one for The Muses, but perhaps this second living room
was intended as the ideal frame for the presentation of the couple’s art collec-
tion. The Muses is the centerpiece of the room, from what Vuillard allows us to
see. The bed of leaves re-creates the patterns of the Persian carpets and its
colors, and the tree leaves evoke the house plants dispersed around the room
as well as the moldings on the ceiling. The chairs on which the muses in the
foreground are sitting recall Mr. Fontaine’s chair, and the vertical tree behind
the muse on the left of this cluster parallels the wall beside Mr. Fontaine’s chair.
Thus, the decorative elements from the Fontaines’ time and the setting of the

modern home revive The Muses in the Now-Time.

The Time of Myth

April (fig. 5) locates the sacred grove in an existing forest, the Saint-Germain-
en-Laye forest in the Parisian suburbs. Concerning the location of this repre-
sentation, the temporality of the scene—figures walking along a wooden
path—is complicated by the mythical temporality infusing the representation
and deindividualizing the forest. Denis not only set the painting in his beloved
forest; he also set it in a sacred grove rooted in ancient myths. Furthermore,
the forest allows him to meditate on the spiritual cycle of life as he idealizes it.
Adding to Denis’s defined practice of Catholic faith and to his ideal vision of
life from betrothment to marriage, myths here do not relate to devotion but to
collective references shared by a society in need of an escape from modernity.
April’s sacred grove originates from a mythical imaginary and responds to com-
mon needs from an increasingly secularized and fragmented society during the
fin de siecle. The cyclical temporality represented in the painting also responds
to society’s—or more so Denis’s—need to return to an imagined simplicity of
life. Apri/ displays this escape from modernity through a mythical imaginary as
well as the painter’s Christian ideal.

In April, time materializes in the representation of the cycle of life. With
marital symbolism close to Denis’s heart, Apri/ portrays the sacred grove pop-
ulated by four figures walking or halting along paths that meander between the
trees. The figures, I argue, are representations of the same individual in differ-
ent stages in her life. Denis bends linear time to represent the same figure sev-
eral times as she progresses along the spiritual path. The young woman in the
foreground, positioned at the beginning of the path as it crosses the canvas, is
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Figure 5 Maurice Denis, April, or The Anemones, 0il on canvas, 65 X 78 om. Private
collection, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, 1891. Photograph taken by anthor and nsed
with permission.

a newly engaged woman, as the anemones she is picking up and the traditional
engagement tiara on her head suggest.** She has successfully stayed pure and
chaste despite the temptations. Below her, near the edge of the painting, rises
a thorn bush, symbolizing the thorns of evil that she managed to avoid during
155

her youth on her way to betrothal.™ Backward along the path, a newly married
woman dressed in a white gown signifies the second stage of the spiritual life.
She replicates the position of the young betrothed in the foreground. Kneeling,
she too is picking anemones. She appears with her gown to be a new white
bloom growing on the shrub, finally growing to be a woman of faith in mar-
riage. The act of picking up flowers evokes the bride’s flower bouquet on her
wedding day. The evolution between the two women is that of the develop-
ment of the faith the married woman dedicated her life to in the act of mar-
riage. While the young betrothed has only recently arrived on the path of spir-
itual life, brave survivor of the thorn bush of temptations, the married woman
is a fruit of the shrub of faith and love.

The spiritual path then leads to two walking figures in the background.
The couple, dressed in black overcoats and hats, holds an umbrella and pro-
gresses leftward on a path that is not as clear and notable as the one presented
with the two young women along it. This couple, assuming that it is constituted
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by a woman and a man, is the married couple that has resulted from the be-
trothal and the marriage of the two previous figures. The woman, the central
character of Apri/, has now fully entered her married life. Faith has fully united
them in their spiritual journey, and they now wander along the path of life
jointly. However, a sinister connotation looms over the pair. Dressed in black,
they are now heading toward the end of their lives, toward the left side of the
painting where only the sky is visible in the background. Therefore, the aging
couple is heading toward the dusk of their lives already peaking in the distance
before they embark on their eternal life together. Painted during the early days
of his relationship with Marthe Meurier, Apri/ introduces the symbolism of
matrimony, a subject he continued to paint throughout his career.

Denis gave no indication regarding the identity of the woman repre-
sented thrice—nor did he for her husband. She is faceless, deindividualized.
Her only characteristics are her clothing, her bent-over position, and her de-
meanor walking alongside her husband. These traits do not relate to any sort
of individuality. They are, rather, what Denis could think of as the prerequisites
for a spiritual life. Denis did not represent a particular woman as she enters the
different stages of her spirituality; he represented a generic vision of woman-
hood along its spiritual journey. He represented not only the linear life of a
woman but also the ongoing process of life that runs cyclically and endlessly.
This woman exists solely in the painter’s imagination and on the canvas, where
her role is to offer a didactic model encapsulating the spirituality one must
follow on the journey of life. The thorn bush, the anemones, and the shrub
signify what one should tend to or avoid, and the trees serve as the spiritual
foundation of this contemplative work in which Denis sanctified nature. In
April, the grove, populated by its “soul figures,” shows the way Denis viewed
the cycle of spiritual life.

Beyond the representation of Denis’s Christian ideal, Apri/ displays fin
de siecle society’s need for mythical imaginaries. According to the philosopher
Jean-Jacques Wunenburger, an imaginary (un imaginaire) is a set of productions,
mental or materialized in works, based on visual (painting, drawing, photo-
graph) and linguistic images (metaphor, symbol, tale).” It forms coherent and
dynamic ensembles that fall within the symbolic function as they modify or
enrich perceived or conceived reality.” Thus, an imaginary has the symbolic
function of replacing the present with a concrete representation of what is ab-
sent, what is no more, or what is not here yet.* An imaginary can manifest
through the representation of memories and anticipations from variations of
the reality, or it can project desires onto this newly formed reality.*”” At the level
of society as a whole, a collective imaginary responds to a general need for a
new—or renewed—reality. Through an imaginary, society attempts to escape
its present reality and dive into a fantasized past, present, or future. An imagi-

nary is never entirely situated in a timeless temporality, referring to immemorial
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times: it is a contemporary answer to a contemporary need to escape. It is a
fantasy that may never manifest into reality, but that nonetheless refers to the
past, to myths, to ideals. Therefore, collective imaginaries belong to a specific
period in time, as they are the result of a need from this period’s society. Art is
the medium through which this realization is materialized.

In April, Denis manifests his own blend of Christian and mythical im-
aginaries as much as society’s—or at a minimum his circle’s. The transposition
of the sacred grove onto his beloved Saint-Germain-en-Laye forest is a re-
sponse to the fin de si¢cle desire for nature and mythical roots. The setting of
the sacred grove bears ancient signification. In The Golden Bough: A Study in
Magic and Religion, the anthropologist James George Frazer discusses the mean-
ing of the forest in the history of Europe. The continent used to be covered
with immense primeval forests, “in which the scattered clearings must have
appeared like islets in an ocean of green.””” The natural component of the con-
tinent’s geography has played a major role in the worship of trees since prehis-
torical times. In Denis’s time, rapid urbanization and motorization led to at-
tacks against Paris in the context of immediacy and “here-and-now” mental-
ity.”" The city no longer exerted the strong hold on the artistic imagination that
it had a decade or two earlier. This, too, is related to how time was perceived
and conceived during the period. The Prussian philosopher and sociologist
Georg Simmel associated the intensification of nervous stimulation of urban
life with the temporal exactitude of pocket watches and universal time.”* Ac-
cording to Simmel, “The technique of metropolitan life is unimaginable with-
out the most punctual integration of all activities and natural relations into a
stable and impersonal time schedule.”” This hyper-nervous stimulation re-
sulted in the flight from the city.”* Artists of the Parisian avant-garde were
mostly en route “to places . . . in which only nature herself could provide the
assurance of authenticity.””” Nature is the guardian of this exodus.”

In April, the flight from the city is more mental than physical. This is
where myths are significant. Apri/ does not refer to a specific myth that Denis
would have attempted to portray following his own iconography. It is, rather,
an amalgam of the myths rooted in Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian belief
systems: the Garden of Eden, the Earthly Paradise, and the Elysian Fields. The
reference to myths is a distinct recourse to a collective imaginary. According
to the art historian Gilles Genty, the myth is “the guardian of symbolic stability
in the group for whom it stands at the center of cosmogony.”” The meaning
of the myth therefore lies in its social function within the group as much as in
the group’s collective system of beliefs. The Garden of Eden and the earthly
paradise, Umberto Eco argues, are places of nostalgia that many would like to
bring back but that are objects of endless quests.” Upon the origin of the
world, they were the places where people used to live in a state of bliss and
innocence that humankind has lost. Representing the Garden of Eden and the
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earthly paradise therefore means to enter a universe before the Fall located
outside reality’s temporality. The Elysium, in Greco-Roman beliefs, symbolizes
a similar imaginary. The Elysian Fields were the location of the afterlife for
heroes and highly regarded mortals. While the poet Horace conceived them as
a form of escapism from an unpleasant reality following the worties caused by
civil wars in Roman society,” Virgil focused on the description of the idyllic
setting.'”

Denis blended Christian and Greco-Roman myths to create a distinc-
tive representation of the escape from reality. In the sacred grove, the ideal
location for the portrayal of a collective imaginary, Denis represented a fanta-
sized journey through a life that avoids dangers and follows faith from betroth-
ment to marriage and death. The scene’s timelessness mitigated by the contem-
porary clothing worn by the characters belongs to a golden age that never ex-
isted and that Denis did not believe would ever manifest. The need to escape
from the city and to attain a golden age of peace and pure faith expands human
duration to an infinity. Apri/ encapsulates “all the virtualities of a former life
on which our present being would retain the memory.”""" Genty further sug-
gests that “through an aesthetics of synthesis, of subtraction, of clarification,
the Sacred Wood via the suggestion of a dreamlike Arcadia seems to reactuate
a mythical past, a Golden Age.”'"” Thus, in a petiod in which traditional values
and Catholic faith were reclaimed, Denis rooted Apri/in a collective imaginary
that takes the form of a timeless scene and responds to fin de siecle society’s
need to flee the urbanized environment and to escape in idealized nature.

Conclusion

By “modernity” I mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the
half of art whose other half is the eternal and the immutable. . . . In
short, for any “modernity” to be worthy of one day taking its place as
“antiquity,” it is necessary for the mysterious beauty which human life
accidentally puts into it to be distilled from it.

—Charles Baudelaire, “Le Peintre de la vie moderne”

In The Green Trees, The Muses, and April, Maurice Denis encapsulated multiple
temporal levels that he sought to coordinate homogeneously. He embedded
the levels of the spiritual, the decorative, and the mythical into each painting
and articulated them around one another; the works entail temporal synchro-
nicity. During the period that saw the rise of the universalization of public time,
the increasing speed of the means of communication, and in turn the progres-
sive confinement of individuals in their private spheres, these three paintings
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indicate Denis’s interest in bringing diverging temporalities together to form
synchronicity in art. The sacred grove is the unifying tool with which Denis
could complete his endeavor. Bearing a strong spiritual meaning, the sacred
grove is more than the mere representation of woods and forests.

Since antiquity, the sacred grove was the holiest location of some reli-
gions.'” Through the process of the sanctification of nature that emerged as
one of Denis’s most central theories, the representations of the sacred grove
hold a spititual purpose.'™ With the grove’s sanctity, Denis conceptualized his
paintings as spiritual works, infused with the time of the religion while being
revived in the Now-Time. The power of nature is central to this sanctity. Denis
made use of the woods’ formal elements to emphasize this decorative potential.
The trees’ silhouettes, colors, and visual relation with the ground and the fig-
ures inhabiting it all participate in the decorative potentiality of the woods. To
this, Denis added the Nabis’ chzsonnisme style, which is apparent in the flatness
of the picture plane and the silhouettes contoured with a dark line. The sacred
grove’s formal aspect is set on the spatiotemporal level of the decorative, as
formal elements bear embedded meaning. The paintings’ purpose as decorative
works that complement modern interior decors introduces the Now-Time and
private time. Furthermore, the sacred grove is rooted in Greco-Roman and
Christian myths. While the ancient time of myths permeates Denis’s paintings,
the myths emerge from common imaginaries that necessarily materialize as an
answer to society’s needs at a specific moment in time. Here, the imaginaries
of the earthly paradise, the Garden of Eden, and the Elysian Fields illustrate
the fin de siecle determination to return to a “primitive” nature in harmony
with its inhabitants. Denis represented the collective imaginaries from a deeply
personal perspective. He animated the time of the myths with his own
iconographies, whether through the deindividualized figures; his wife, Marthe
Meurier; or the idealized mystical procession. He combined his private tempo-
rality with collective imaginaries and myths. Through the subject of the sacred
grove, Denis homogenized in a synchronous manner timelessness, ancient
times, and the Now-Time, connected private spaces with collective time, and
articulated the spiritual through the decorative.

This essay explored three of Maurice Denis’s paintings in depth and
closely examined the modalities of the representation of time. Time is a fruitful
approach for the study of fin de si¢cle artistic production. It allows the art
historian to uncover the complex function of the subject represented in Sym-
bolist painting, so often balancing timelessness and a reaction to modernity.
Adding to the study of fin de si¢cle temporalities, the focus on the representa-
tion of woods and forests unveils the period’s need to “sense place.” By situ-
ating forests at the heart of his artistic production in the 1890s, Denis embed-
ded the rituals of processions and spiritual contemplation into what was then
generally considered fleeting and disappearing: nature untouched by man. As
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an emblem of the return to origins, through Denis’s characteristic blend of
Christian and Greco-Roman imaginaries, the forest left the fin de si¢cle to enter
eternity.
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