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To all artists of faith
serving as prophets in the darkness.

May your kind increase.






Foreword
A Prophet in the Darkness


Sandra Bowden


It is critically important to revitalize what for centuries was taken for granted: that we can see the Bible and its stories. The Reformation nurtured a deep skepticism that places the visual arts for the most part outside the realm of the church. But a new confidence is emerging that we might once again be invited not only to hear but also to see the gospel and to embrace the visual arts in the life of the church.

Every generation of artists has wrestled with the challenge of visually presenting the Bible and its meaning in ways that create contemporary resonance. The role of the artist is to portray what cannot be seen with the eye alone, to uncover for us what we have not seen or have only imperfectly realized. Paul Klee says, “Art does not reproduce the visible; rather, it makes visible.”1 This is what the art of Georges Rouault (1871–1958) has done; his images have penetrated deeply into the human dilemma to find meaning and offer hope, helping us to see light in the darkness, making visible the invisible. This is why my husband and I believe Rouault’s work is worth collecting and sharing with the Christian community and broader public.

The first piece in the Bowden Collections was Obedient even unto death, death on the cross (Miserere, plate 57; see fig. F.1), an intaglio from Rouault’s Miserere series created in 1926.2 In early 1980, I visited the home of an art dealer in Connecticut who was hosting an exhibition of my work, and I noticed this Rouault hanging in the stairwell of her home. I asked where she got it, and I was curious because she was Jewish. Her father had been the manager of Brentano’s print department in New York City and gave her this print because he believed it was an important work. She had been diagnosed with cancer and did not have long to live, and her children had told her that they would destroy the work when she was gone. So she asked whether I would purchase it from her, and it became our first Rouault and the first piece in our religious art collection. Thus, a most exciting journey began and continues to this day.

Many consider Rouault one of the most important religious painters of the last few centuries, his faith informing his art in remarkable ways. Holly Flora writes, “His works depict Christian subjects directly (both narrative and devotional), as well as metaphorically; a lonely clown rejected by society . . . becomes a present-day Man of Sorrows; a prostitute, stealing a moment of happiness with her child, stands for the Virgin Mary.”3 Rouault’s work has been an inspiration and encouragement to many contemporary artists of faith as they have sought to wrestle with issues of faith and culture. He led the way in demonstrating how religious subjects can be tackled from a modern perspective. Moreover, most artists within the Christian community whom I know admire Rouault as a model of devotion and commitment—one who struggled artistically and spiritually with visual integrity.

[image: A painting of Jesus on the cross. His head, tilted to one side, is surrounded by a halo. His face is distressed.]

 Figure F.1. Georges Rouault, Obéissant jusqu’à la mort et à la mort de la croix (Obedient even unto death, death on the cross), Miserere plate 57, 1926. Etching on paper, 22 15/16 × 16 3/4




At one point in the early twentieth century, Rouault’s reputation rivaled that of Henri Matisse. He had two retrospectives at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, in 1945 and 1953. During the last half of the twentieth century, however, recognition of Rouault was often eclipsed by other figures, and he is no longer considered to be one of the major art figures of the twentieth century.4 Only a handful of books have been published on his work since his death in 1958, and until just recently, few major museums have held exhibitions. Why might this be the case?

I believe this decline relates to the intense religious content and intent of Rouault’s art, making it uncomfortable for contemporary critics and those in secular society to explore his work. It cannot be casually addressed and requires reviewers to engage theologically to interpret adequately. However, it is not only the secular world that has difficulty appreciating his art. For a good part of his life, the Catholic Church resisted the darkness of his art, since it was too far outside the sphere of the church’s concept of sacred art. It was not until 1945 that Rouault received a church commission for two windows in the church of Notre-Dame de Toute Grâce du Plateau d’Assey in the French Alps—his only church commission. This is surprising given that Rouault’s “faith is totally embodied in his art and his art exudes his faith.”5 Rouault was unabashedly a religious man, and he wrote, “My only ambition is to be able some day to paint a Christ so moving that those who see Him will be converted.”6

Rouault was not just an artist but also a prophet calling his country and the world to see what was happening around them. Rouault lived through World War I and then witnessed what he viewed as a postwar decline in public and private morality. Rouault had compassion on those who were poor, prostitutes, clowns, and judges, all of whom were disregarded and discarded by society. He became a keen observer of life around him in the streets of Paris and everywhere he encountered humans in dire need of help. Rouault was aware of how society, the legal system, and the church neglected the oppressed and broken within their midst. He saw the downtrodden as types of the suffering Christ. As a kind of visual prophet, he focused his art on portrayals of suffering, particularly on the Passion of Christ, to challenge the church and society to see what he felt and observed. The works in the Miserere series, more than anywhere else in his work, portray the agony of human suffering and redemption through the suffering of Christ. Bill Dyrness writes, “There is an invitation implicit in these images: as Christ identified with the suffering of the world, you, me, all of us are called to go into the darkness.”7 We are asked to suffer with the poor, whether the financially poor, physically poor, or spiritually poor. This is the work of the church. This is what is means to follow Jesus.

As we experience Rouault’s work, he takes us into the darkness, but he does not leave us without light. That light is found in the Passion and in the face of Jesus. My hope is that Rouault’s images will channel our meditations through the darkness so that, along with Rouault, we will see more fully the Christ who brings light into darkness.










Preface
Encountering Rouault


Wesley Vander Lugt


One of the best things about setting up a gallery exhibit is the amount of time you get to spend with the art. In fall 2022, as a part of my role at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, I had the privilege of spending numerous hours with Georges Rouault’s art through the process of unpacking, sorting, hanging, labeling, and then sitting back and enjoying dozens of works in “Seeing Christ in the Darkness: Georges Rouault as a Graphic Artist” from the Bowden Collections.1 Having such sustained proximity to Rouault’s art was a moving, formative, and expansive experience for me, especially since much of his work features marginalized subjects (clowns, prostitutes, refugees, laborers, and—most prominently—Jesus) presented in a simple, heavy style. If one is receptive, as I discovered, spending time with this artwork releases prayers of lament, longings for mercy, and empathy for the downtrodden.

Georges Rouault is unique among French modernist artists due to his deep Christian faith, emphasis on marginalized figures, heavy black contouring, and exploration of Christ’s suffering. Despite his unique style and spiritual depth, theological engagement with Rouault has been limited to a few studies that are either out of print or difficult to obtain. This book seeks to bring Rouault out of the shadows and show how his empathetic imagination, honest lament, and christological concentration are a gift to all those who have experienced the pain of existence, those who desire to express this pain while maintaining hope, and those seeking a deeper understanding of the theological impulse of modernist art and Rouault’s distinct contribution.

Each essay in this volume, except for Stephen Schloesser’s, began as a presentation at a symposium hosted by Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary in Charlotte that corresponded with an exhibit of Rouault’s work. While these essays engage with Rouault’s work from different angles, one unifying theme is how Rouault’s work displays our need for mercy within a world of anguish and shadows. This emphasis is most evident in the Miserere series, a collection of fifty-eight plates that began as drawings during the First World War, were created as paintings and transferred onto copper plates in the 1920s, and finally were printed after a long delay in 1948. Rouault viewed these prints as his most significant and precious work, having imbued them with heartache, hope, and the mercy offered through the sacrifice of Jesus. In his preface to the Miserere series, Rouault confesses:


Peace seems never to reign

Over this anguished world

Of shams and shadows2



Plate 27 of the Miserere (see fig. P.1) conveys this lament by picturing the blind poet Orpheus with the title There are tears in things . . . (Sunt lacrymae rerum . . .) from Virgil’s Aeneid.3 The original context of this phrase and Rouault’s artistic rendering both communicate that there are tears, sorrow, and misery at the heart of reality, and for Rouault it was this state of things that led God in Christ to suffer on the cross. The next line of poetry in Rouault’s preface to the Miserere is, “Jesus on the cross will tell you better than I.”4 Jesus on the cross is both an expression of “this anguished world” and a gateway to refuge, hope, and new life. While Rouault rarely portrayed the resurrection directly, the reality of resurrection is nascent in the Miserere, especially in the plate directly after There are tears in things . . . , which affirms, “The one who believes in me, even should he die, will live” (M28; see web 2.1).5

[image: Painting of a man, wearing just a cloak, half kneeling on the ground. He lifts his face upward.]

Figure P.1. Georges Rouault, Sunt Lacrimae Rerum (There are tears in things . . . ), Miserere plate 27, 1922. Heliogravure with sugar-lift aquatint, drypoint, burnishing on paper, 22 7/8 × 16 9/16




Since Georges Rouault is often lesser known than his contemporaries Henri Matisse and Marc Chagall, it is fitting that the first essay in this volume is a biographical sketch by his great-grandson, Philippe Rouault. With insights passed down through generations, Philippe Rouault shows how Georges Rouault’s artistic subjects and style were influenced by the terror of war, the death of friends and family, and personal suffering. Despite these difficulties, his Christian faith played a decisive role in the development of his unique aesthetic, which integrates lament and hope through a focus on the Passion of Christ.

Thomas Hibbs situates the gift of Rouault’s art within the dynamics of our current ecological crisis and secular malaise. Drawing on the work on Jean-Luc Marion, he shows how within an anthropocentric paradigm, images typically operate as idols rather than icons, blocking our ability to encounter transcendence. In this environment, Rouault’s work can make us more attentive to our disorders and can habituate us into a new pedagogy of desire. Rouault gives us a way to “see, feel, and say” things that run counter to the nihilism of our culture while avoiding sentimentality and grappling with the evil and affliction of the world.

Soo Y. Kang focuses on the experience and theology of poverty within Rouault’s work as influenced by Rouault’s mentor and writer Léon Bloy. She explains how Rouault’s impoverished upbringing, combined with the power of Bloy’s work, created empathy with the lowliest, which included not only the poor but also clowns, prostitutes, and other outcasts. Rouault once stated, “I am a silent friend of those who struggle in the deep furrow,” whether that furrow is a literal furrow of mud, a social or vocational furrow of marginalization, or a spiritual furrow of despair. In this way, Kang demonstrates how Rouault’s art embodies and anticipates Catholic social teaching on poverty, presenting what we might consider a visual preferential option for the poor.

Joel Klepac engages with the art of Rouault as both an artist and a therapist, integrating the wisdom of ascetic and Orthodox theology, internal family systems therapy, and the healing power of Rouault’s images. He interprets the art of Rouault as a visual poetic that can evoke the viewer and hold them in dispassionate compassion (agape-apatheia), which makes possible the psychological integration of lost, abandoned, demonized, overworked, and exiled aspects of the self. As such, Klepac presents Rouault not only as a skilled artist but also as a psychological and spiritual healer who creates spaces for us as viewers to restore our own core, compassionate state.

Pamela Rossi-Keen draws on disparate disciplines of theology, art history, and community development to consider Rouault’s art and impact through the lens of Walter Brueggemann’s notion of prophetic imagination. By focusing on the abject of society and the dynamics of suffering, Rossi-Keen claims that Rouault’s art carries prophetic weight, that he helps us see what and who we tend to ignore, perceiving the dignity as well as the tragedy of the bedraggled and hinting at the hope found in solidarity and mutual care. Rossi-Keen shows how this same kind of community-centered art is being prophetically deployed in her own community of postindustrial Pennsylvania and is contributing to the reinvigoration of community health and vibrancy.

James Romaine explores an aesthetics of empathy in the work of Rouault and sets this alongside the similar aesthetic of Romare Bearden. Romaine shows numerous parallels between Bearden and Rouault, including their sense of moral purpose, artistic methods, and subject matter. Despite his not being a practicing Christian like Rouault, Bearden’s work bears similarity to Rouault’s by his transformation of scenes from the American South into heroic narratives, his compulsion to integrate Christian motifs and themes into his work, and his contribution to the development of sacred art in the twentieth century. Romaine contends that both Bearden and Rouault depict scenes that contain empathetic dynamics that in turn encourage and develop the viewer’s own sense of empathy.

William A. Dyrness addresses how many within the Christian tradition resist modern art and aesthetic shock, a dynamic present within Rouault’s art. Dyrness shows how the reticent acceptance of Rouault’s work within the Catholic Church and the lack of engagement within other religious traditions should be situated within broader antimodern trajectories. In addition, he investigates the irony of this resistance, especially given a growing awareness regarding the deeply religious roots and spiritual undercurrents of much modern art. Learning how to appreciate and engage with Rouault’s art both aesthetically and theologically, therefore, can create new habits of attentiveness and receptivity toward modern art as a whole, which is a compelling alternative to more cynical and alarmist approaches.

Stephen Schloesser also engages with Rouault’s art as quintessentially modern, with a focus on the Miserere series, which Rouault began in 1922, the year many scholars mark as the beginning of modernism. In doing so, Schloesser attends to the dynamics of appearance and reality in Rouault’s work and his desire to show the world and its inhabitants as they really are in all their anguish and dignity. Schloesser presents Rouault as a visionary who helps us to encounter the beauty of a wounded world that requires the beauty of a wounded Savior. Rouault draws back the curtain and reveals the possibility of finding mercy amid tears.

In the final essay, I turn toward the question of reception and what makes the art of Georges Rouault resonate with the contemporary viewer. If anything, what the original symposium that gathered these scholars and artists together around the work of Rouault showed, and what I hope this volume will demonstrate, is that we can create the right conditions for resonance with Rouault’s art through sustained presence, attentive perception, and adaptive response. What this requires, however, is the belief that the art of Rouault is valuable and that it has agency, that it continues to speak to us today, often in unexpected yet vital ways.

One of the elements that made the 2022 symposium unique and powerful was that several artists were invited to respond to Rouault’s art with their own artistic expressions, both written and visual. Some artists created a new work as a resonant response to Rouault, while others identified an existing work with a strong connection to the themes and styles of Rouault. These artists then had the opportunity not only to show or present their work but also to give a short statement to provide a window into the creative process and artistic meaning. These are printed here as artistic interludes. In addition, I discovered at the symposium that Leslie Anne Bustard had written several poems in response to some specific works by Rouault. It is an honor to include two of those poems as an artistic conclusion in memory of her joyful presence and beautiful talents, which were cut short by her battle with cancer. Her poems, like Rouault’s art, witness to the presence of Christ in both suffering and new life.

This volume presents the art of Rouault as a vast reservoir of theological wisdom and an enduring gift to help us lament the brokenness of the world while clinging to hope. Similar to how the Psalms give us holy permission to lament while affirming God’s faithful presence, Rouault’s art provides a guide for engaging with the glorious ruin of life in a way that keeps turning our attention toward the merciful agony of a crucified Messiah. In this anguished world of sorrows, shams, and shadows, tears may abound, but Rouault reminds us that God’s mercy will carry us through.
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    Georges Rouault

    A Personal Introduction


  Philippe Rouault

  
    Georges Rouault occupies a unique place among twentieth-century artists. He was at once an exceptional painter, draftsman, engraver, and writer. He found inspiration in the most mystical and humble subjects. His critical observation of society led him to tackle themes that remain current today: clowns and acrobats, judges and lawyers, prostitutes, migrants, and fugitives. Defying a century that was too callous for his taste, Rouault testified to an unfailing faith by illustrating the Passion of Christ. But this chapter is not primarily about the art of Rouault. Rather, my purpose is to provide a brief overview of his life along with some of the stories that have been handed down to me.

    My great-grandfather Georges Rouault and my great-grandmother Marthe Le Sidaner lived together as husband and wife for half a century. They had four children and eleven grandchildren, and in my generation there are twenty-nine great-grandchildren. Georges-Henri Rouault was born in a cellar on May 27, 1871, during the tumultuous “Bloody Week” at the end of the Paris Commune, which occurred in the wake of France’s defeat in the Franco-German War and the collapse of Napoleon III’s Second Empire. A stray shell struck the house of his grandparents at 51 rue de la Villette in Paris, and the young expectant mother had to be moved into the cellar, where she gave birth to her second child. Georges Rouault kept a piece of this shell all his life. A month later, he was baptized in the Catholic Church of Saint Leu.

    A frail little boy, Rouault spent a happy childhood in the working-class area of Belleville in Paris. He was a great admirer of his mother, Marie-Louise, initially a seamstress and later an administrator, who was up at dawn to take on additional work that helped pay for his education. His father, Alexandre, was born into a large family in the town of Monfort in Brittany. He worked as a carpenter and varnisher at the Pleyel piano workshop in Paris. As Rouault came from a relatively poor family, outings were rare, but occasionally a circus would come to town, and the clowns, riders, and acrobats made an impression on Rouault from an early age.

    His maternal grandfather, Alexandre Champdavoine, was employed by the post office on the train between Paris and Marseille. He was an open-minded man who read Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Baruch Spinoza and collected reproductions of Rembrandt, Édouard Manet, and Honoré Daumier. When Rouault was only four years old, his grandfather found him drawing on the kitchen tiles with chalk and was delighted to see that he had talent. He greatly encouraged Rouault. They also shared a love of reading, especially of Victor Hugo, whose funeral Rouault followed across Paris, riding on his grandfather’s shoulders. Rouault was fifteen at the time his dearly loved grandfather died. From that time on he wore his portrait on a medallion and kept it all his life (see fig. 1.1). He was a happy child and an excellent pupil who loved sports and was appreciated by his teachers.

    
      [image: 2 photos: an older man with a large beard and mustache on the left, a pale young boy with short hair on the right.]

      
        Figure 1.1. Rouault with his maternal grandfather

      

    

    By the age of fourteen he was working as an apprentice to a glass painter, Tamoni, in order to earn a living. The work was hard, as he had to handle heavy lead plates. But he was full of energy. His love of sports served him well, as whenever he was sent on an errand he would keep the bus fare, preferring to run after the bus and use the money to buy paints. Following this, he went to work for prestigious glass painter and medieval windows restorer Georges Hirsch. He observed and was enraptured by the old stained-glass windows, which he meticulously detailed every day instead of having lunch. He called this his paradise hour. This period of learning seems to have been decisive and is often said to be the source of the heavy black lines that characterize Rouault’s mature style. He rose at dawn to draw on an easel that his father had made for him, and in the evening he would walk to the other side of Paris to draw from antiques and from life at the School of Decorative Arts.

    On December 3, 1890, when not yet twenty years old, Rouault entered the École de Beaux-Arts in Paris. For the first two years, his teacher, Elie Delauney, made him work on his drawing technique. He sat numerous exams but really wanted to paint. For that he had to wait until Delauney died and Gustave Moreau was nominated as her successor. Straight away, Rouault admired this exceptional teacher and quickly became his favorite pupil. The master sent his pupil to the opera and theater, opened his library to him, and insisted on the works of Blaise Pascal. Rouault, reflecting on his time in Gustave Moreau’s studio, says, “I was mute; I would reply yes . . . no . . . that’s all.” But his fellow students gave quite a different opinion. One of them, Paul Baigneres, said, “We only heard him!” During this time, Henri Matisse and Rouault became very close, and their friendship lasted their whole lives. They wrote to each other for more than fifty years, and many of these letters are carefully preserved at the Rouault Foundation.1

    Although Rouault won the Chevenard prize and the Fortin d’Ivry prize, Moreau was disappointed to see him ousted from the Prix de Rome and therefore encouraged him to continue working from his studio. After leaving the Beaux-Arts, Rouault continued to submit his work to Moreau as his patron, bringing him the fruit of his independent research, such as the painting le Paysage de nuit—translated Night Landscape but also known as The brawl on the construction site—from 1897 (see web 3.1). For many years, this painting was the property of Henry Simon, colonial minister during World War I, and is now part of the collection at the Musée d’Orsay.

    In 1898, his beloved friend Moreau died of cancer. Before his death, he made Georges promise that he would never smoke, a promise he kept all his life. Rouault said, “My old master has left me. I wasn’t a novice or student to him. But the happy confidant of his conscious thoughts.” And so Rouault discovered solitude. He wrote, “If my art is harsh, it is probably due to this period of my existence.”

    Although he came from a Catholic family, Rouault waited to confirm his faith by taking Communion until the age of twenty-four, encouraged by Father Vallee, a Benedictine monk whom he met through René Piot, a classmate at the Beaux-Arts. Moreau, while not a practicing Christian, had a deep belief in the spiritual value of art and may have had some influence in Rouault’s later decision. Rouault’s faith can be seen clearly in his art, and form and color are central to his thinking.

    Following the death of Moreau, Rouault suffered from depression: a moral, spiritual, and artistic crisis. In 1901, he found refuge at the Ligugé Abbey near Poitiers, where Catholic writer Joris-Karl Huysmans had invited a group of artists to join him (see fig. 1.2). But following the enactment of a law targeting certain associations, the Ligugé community had to be dissolved, and Rouault returned to Paris.
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        Figure 1.2. Rouault with others at Ligugé Abbey

      

    

    In 1903, Rouault was named curator of the Musée Gustave Moreau according to the wishes expressed in Moreau’s will. Rouault had on-site accommodation and an office. This office, which was previously Moreau’s, has now been refurbished as it was over one hundred years ago, and it is a moving experience to visit it at 14 rue de Rochefoucauld in Paris.

    From this time on, American collectors such as John Quinn, attorney general in New York, and Walter Pach bought Rouault’s paintings and ceramics. In France, Gustave Coquiot, Marcel Sambat and Georgette Agutte, Henri Simon, le Docteur Girardin, and Alfonse Druet bought paintings such as La Peniche (The Houseboat), l’Escalier (The Staircase), and Le Clown au Bandoneon (The Clown on the Bandoneon). Rouault then presented works at the Salon d’Automne and at the Salon des Indépendants. He soon became a member of the jury at the Salon d’Automne. His first individual exhibition of 183 works was held in the Galerie Druet in 1910.

    Rouault seldom visited cafes and never really participated in the bohemian life of Paris, preferring to stay closer to Catholic circles. He took advantage of his role at the Gustave Moreau Museum to make new friends, first Léon Bloy, a Catholic writer, and then Thomist philosophers Jacques and Raïssa Maritain. The painter Edgar Degas came to meet him at the museum. He was also close to writers Jacques Rivière and Alain-Fournier (Rivière’s brother-in-law) and artist André Lhote. In 1911, he met writer André Suarès, confiding in him and describing his inner creative torment. This was the beginning of a very long friendship, captured in their precious correspondence, which continued until 1948.

    Rouault was particularly struck by the novel La Femme pauvre (The Poor Woman) by Léon Bloy. The book follows the miserable life of a woman named Clotilde who, animated by her strong faith, is able to endure all her sufferings, including those inflicted by Madame Poulot. In 1905 at the Salon d’Automne, Rouault shocked the public with dark and cartoonish paintings. Bloy reacted violently to the sight of the painting Les Poulot (see web 3.3), inspired by the characters from Bloy’s book, which he found ugly. Nevertheless, the two men remained close friends until the writer’s death in 1917.

    After Rouault’s parents came back to the family home from Algeria, where they had gone to help his sister Emilie following the death of her husband, his mother became his assistant, taking care of his mail and filing articles concerning him and his work. All of this documentation has been preserved and is available to consult at the Rouault Foundation.

    In 1907, one of Rouault’s friends declared, “No young girl from good society would want to marry you, my poor Rouault, with the painting you do.” However, a year later, on January 27, 1908, at age thirty-six, Rouault married pianist Marthe Le Sidaner, the daughter of a sea captain and sister of painter Henri Le Sidaner. The young couple moved into the Gustave Moreau Museum, where their first child, Geneviève, was born in 1909. In 1910, before the birth of their next child, Isabelle, they left their lodgings at the museum and moved to the Rue Blanche in Paris. Then again in 1912, before the birth of their third child, Michel, they moved to Versailles. Marthe had given a concert there, which led to several new pupils, and for a long time they depended on her income from teaching piano.

    It was also in Versailles that Rouault’s father died, and he was profoundly affected. He said of his father, “As a man of common sense, he feared me being a painter. He would have wanted me to have a good job, whereas painters were very frowned upon at the time.” He also wrote, “It was following the death of my father that I made a series called Miserere, in which I put the best of myself.” In 1915, Agnès, Rouault’s fourth and last child, was born.

    Although he was a hard worker, Rouault remained very close to his children (see fig. 1.3). His daughter Geneviève recounts, “All four of us were disguised as clowns. He liked to paint our faces and knew how to comb and lacquer our hair. He read marvelously well. I remember ‘The Gold-Bug’ by Edgar Allen Poe which we listened to, lying on the floor in deep silence. Over the years we listened to him reading Victor Hugo, Balzac, Dickens (David Copperfield) and lastly Alain-Fournier. Sometimes, when we were in bed, not yet asleep, Papa would stand and read us poems that he had written for us” (see fig. 1.4).
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        Figure 1.3. Rouault with his family
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        Figure 1.4. An original poem by Rouault

      

    

    The year 1916 marked the beginning of Rouault’s collaboration with Ambroise Vollard. In 1917, Vollard, who was one of the most prestigious art dealers in Paris, expressed a desire to buy Rouault’s output. They had known each other for more than ten years, and Rouault agreed to give Vollard artistic exclusivity in return for a fixed salary, on the condition that he would have his whole life to finish the works he had already sketched out. The dealer made a studio available to Rouault on the top floor of his grand house. Rouault was gradually overwhelmed with work because he was required not only to paint but also to illustrate and produce books. The first book, The Reincarnations of Pere Ubu, was published in 1932, but Rouault had been working on it since 1917. The boards for the Miserere were drawn between 1922 and 1927, although the work was not published until 1948. In 1928, Rouault and Suarès completed a book project on which they had worked together for several years, but Vollard refused to publish the writings of Suarès. Though frustrated, Rouault agreed to replace the poetry of Suarès with his own writings, naming the finished book The Circus of the Shooting Star, published in 1938. The Passion, a book with writing and artwork, was published in 1939. During this period, Rouault painted less and focused on printmaking. He was more and more a prisoner in his studio, with his daughter Isabelle assisting him with administrative tasks.

    His most well-known book, Miserere, represents in fifty-eight engravings the misery of the world and the mercy of God, evoking on one the one hand misery, pride, vice, and death and on the other hand patience, tenderness, and love. The images of Christ torn between these two contrary worlds are arranged in this book in a deeply thoughtful manner. This work, the realization of which required many years of labor, was born in the mind of Rouault in his youth but was not published until 1948 (see fig. 1.5).

    In July 1939, Vollard died in a car accident, and Rouault was deeply moved. Barely a year after Vollard’s death, Rouault wisely made an inventory of what he made and delivered to Vollard; it added up to around one hundred paintings. Vollard did not have any children, but he still had heirs, who sealed the studio so that Rouault could not get in to claim his work. World War II broke out, however, and Rouault had to wait to the end of the war for the trial against Vollard’s heirs, who had appropriated everything in the studio and begun to sell it in America. Rouault argued with Vollard’s heirs that the unfinished art that remained in the studio must be returned to him. It took a long time, but the court sided with Rouault, and the appeal court confirmed this ruling. This set a precedent for the rights of the artist, ensuring that, unless exhibited or put up for sale, artwork belonged freely to the artist. Rouault did not regain everything, as some works were already sold, but regarding the hundreds he did regain, he declared, “I am seventy years old; I can’t finish everything myself, so out of respect for my art and to clearly show that I didn’t do this for money, I will burn them.” He burned over three hundred works in a factory chimney (see fig. 1.6).

    
      [image: An older man in a suit gazes down at a thick stack of large papers in front of him.]

      
        Figure 1.5. Rouault with Miserere

      

    

      
        An older man in a suit gazes down at a thick stack of large papers in front of him. He rests both hands on the bottom of the first page of the stack.

      

    Born under the bombardments, Rouault lived painfully through the two world wars. He illustrated the world’s sufferings in the Miserere but also in paintings that are sadly still relevant today, such as The Fugitives—Exodus (see fig. 3.1), and Man is wolf to man (Homo homini lupus), which pictures a man hanged on gallows (see web 1.1). During World War II, Rouault left Paris for Beaumont-sur-Sarthe, then the south of France. After this difficult period, he lived and worked in the apartment near the Gare de Lyon in Paris. The last years of his life were lived in serenity, surrounded by his family.

    
      [image: 2 photos. Left: a man looks down at a painting he holds. Right: he feeds the painting into a chimney.]

      
        Figure 1.6. Rouault burning his work

      

    

    After World War II, the Vatican became increasingly interested in Rouault and his work, and a room dedicated to Rouault was opened in the Vatican Museum. Rouault was elevated to the rank of commander in the order of Saint Gregory the Great. In 1957, when French President René Coty was received by Pope Pius XII, he presented the pope with Rouault’s masterpiece, the Miserere, specially bound in white leather and stamped with the arms of the Sovereign Pontiff. In 1965, during a trip to the United States, Pope Paul VI donated Rouault’s Christ Crucified to be hung in the headquarters of the United Nations (see web 1.2). In 2016, Pope Francis had a reproduction of Head of Christ (1937) from the Cleveland Museum made in the form of a medallion and distributed a copy to one hundred thousand young people gathered in Saint Peter’s Square (see web 1.3).

    After Vollard’s death, when Rouault regained his liberty, he received numerous requests for stained-glass windows, but he chose to engage in only a few projects, assisted by Paul Bony, and preferred to work on his unfinished paintings. In 1949, the Catholic Church commissioned four windows that decorate the chapel of Notre Dame de Toute Grâce in Plateau d’Assy. Two more windows can be admired in the church of Fontaine-la-Soret in Normandy. In addition, a stained-glass window is installed in a chapel built on the slopes of Mount Fuji in Japan.

    Rouault painted until 1956, when he was eighty-five years old. Sarah is one of his last works and is part of the Rouault Foundation endowment (see web 1.4). She keeps watch over the studio and the archives that are carefully preserved in his apartment. Rouault died on February 13, 1958, and is one of the rare French artists to have had a state funeral. A commander of the Legion d’Honneur, he held many other French and foreign decorations. His works can be found in numerous museums across the world and have been shown in hundreds of exhibitions. In 1963, the family donated one thousand unfinished works from Rouault’s studio to the state. An exhibition of these works took place at the Louvre in 1964. André Malraux also organized a presentation for General Charles de Gaulle at the presidential palace, where he personally thanked the family for the exceptional donation (see fig. 1.7). In 2021, a tribute to Georges Rouault was held at the Centre Pompidou on the 150th anniversary of his birth. The foundation in Paris manages the work and the archives and has a permanent staff. The Centre Pompidou permanently presents works from the donation in a Rouault room, and a Rouault Museum in Tokyo finances and presents themed exhibitions on the work of Rouault.

    
      [image: A man sits behind a desk piled with books and papers. 2 women face him from the other side of the desk.]

      
        Figure 1.7. Rouault family with General de Gaulle

      

    

    Although I never met my great-grandfather, I feel privileged to have spent my life surrounded by his art, attending the openings of many exhibitions around the world, and seeing the impact of his art on people who are often encountering his art for the first time. In these days of conflict and division, with many problems in society, Georges Rouault is more relevant than ever in depicting the nature of suffering and what it means to be human.

  





  
    
Artistic Interlude One

      “Unrefined Impressions”


    Dave Reinhardt

    
      
        Undefined, blocks of color and a path—

        The door beckons and ensconces those who enter.

        Christ and the clown—two common cast members

        haunt the canvas with their pain and with their comfort.

        Fishermen along the shores of the lake

        look to the Christ for sustenance only He can provide.

        The clown looks to the crowd for sustenance he knows they cannot.

        Impressions are made and kept in grace,

        like the dancer whose form is not fully formed, and whose

        face is unrecognizable to all but those who share her frame.

        The fire of autumnal colors—embers now of their former flame.

        Peasants and paupers overseen by farmers and the Father.

        Three figures huddle together, sheltered by the seasons

        of life poor and short, stooped by the winter winds.

        Lines thick and unrefined, undefined by the shape of a soul,

        set within, yet cast without, beyond the pale blue shadow figure.

        Lost and found by threads of Passion for those hidden figures,

        the God-man looks and sees beyond the scope—true hope.

        Self-portrait of a man who seems sadder than the photos

        which capture his visage but not his soul.

        Lines colored by feelings of despair, an heir unapparent.

        Christ of compassion willingly extends his hand to the man

        who sees in pictures and brushes his thoughts on canvas.

        Seeing anew is the gift he brings to those who come with eyes to see

        vistas of the familiar—faint details bestow clarity.

        The Story unfolding before the eyes of our spirit.

        Indelible impressions of things seen and unseen.

      

    

  







2
Learning to See, Feel, and Say
Rouault’s Art as Propaedeutic to Theology


Thomas Hibbs


In Terrence Malick’s film The Tree of Life, a child says to his mother, “Tell us a story from before we can remember.” Children love to hear tales about their birth, their parents’ marriage, and their ancestors. The film itself, which is a series of recollections centering on the death of a family member in war, includes the origin story of the entire universe. It probes human questions about suffering, evil, loss, and the presence or absence of God. Early in the film, a character asks, “Where were you? What are we to you?” The film inscribes the drama of one family within the whole of the created order, something that is surprisingly rare even in explicitly theological reflections on human life. Christians tend to concentrate on the exclusively human elements of the cosmos, perhaps in flight from the theory of evolution or befuddled by the vastness of the universe.

Malick’s film suggests a visual grammar for recovering a sense of our place within the whole. Moved by its images, story, and artistry, we can learn or relearn how to see, feel, and express mysteries having to do with our relations to neighbor, nature, and God. This is an essential theological task for our time, a task for which the art of Georges Rouault is especially well suited. His art offers precisely this kind of pedagogy in seeing, feeling, and saying. Without such a relearning, the full teaching of the gospel will not resonate in our souls. In the encyclical Laudato Si’, Pope Francis puts it this way:


Human life is grounded in three fundamental and closely intertwined relationships: with God, with our neighbour and with the earth itself. According to the Bible, these three vital relationships have been broken, both outwardly and within us. This rupture is sin. The harmony between the Creator, humanity and creation as a whole was disrupted by our presuming to take the place of God and refusing to acknowledge our creaturely limitations.1



Known in the popular press mostly for its affirmation of global warming, Laudato Si’ is a theologically rich document. The ecological crisis is a symptom of a much deeper disorder. Francis writes, “If the present ecological crisis is one small sign of the ethical, cultural and spiritual crisis of modernity, we cannot presume to heal our relationship with nature and the environment without healing all fundamental human relationships.” At the root of the modern crisis is a mistaken view of human freedom, which Francis, here following his papal predecessors Benedict XVI and John Paul II, calls radical anthropocentrism. We have forgotten that “man is not only a freedom which he creates for himself. Man does not create himself. He is spirit and will, but also nature.” According to the anthropocentric or technocratic paradigm, there is “no intrinsic value in lower beings.” Diametrically opposed to this view is biocentrism, which sees “no special value in human beings.” Our dilemma would be somewhat limited if it had to do with a tendency to opt for one of these options. But it is deeper because we oscillate between the two options, in a “constant schizophrenia.” We are lost in the cosmos.2

The radically anthropocentric paradigm sees the entire physical world, including the human body, as raw material to be manipulated to satisfy human desire. Such a model has had a huge impact on our visual culture. In his work on the crisis of the visible in contemporary culture, philosopher Jean-Luc Marion argues that in our culture, images typically operate as consumerist idols. In the guise of idols, objects present themselves to us as “proportionate to the expectation of desire,” the way in which consumer goods present themselves to us as satisfying whatever desires or preferences we happen to have at the moment. The idol thus satisfies desires, without educating, transforming, or even questioning them.3 The opposite of the idol is the icon. While Marion’s notion of the idol remains quite consistent, his conception of the icon varies, from a fairly narrow idea connected with traditional religious iconography to a broader notion that covers painting itself. The icon brings “unseen to light” and puts the viewer in question.4

Parallel to the crisis of the visible is a crisis of speech, the crumbling connection between word and world. As George Steiner famously put it, the “covenant between signified and signifier is broken.”5 Loss of meaning and belonging results from the demise of the “civilization of the word” and the loss of the “instauration of truth between word and world.”6 Seeing and saying are interconnected; to restore one, we must restore the other. It seems obvious that in order to say something, we would first have to see or know something, but the reverse can be true as well. An expanded vocabulary can help us to see more and better whatever it is that we encounter. Moreover, if our seeing is distorted by disordered desire, we will neither see nor name clearly. What we see or fail to see is often influenced by our passions. We must learn anew how to see, to feel, and to say.




OEBPS/Images/pagetitre.jpg
STUDIES in
THEOLOGY
and the ARTS

A PROPHET
DARKN ESS

EXPLORING THEOLOGY
IN THE ART OF
GEORGE ROUAULT

Wesley Vander Lugt, ed.






OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

    
      Sommaire


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          Contents
        


        		
          Foreword: A Prophet in the Darkness—Sandra Bowden
        


        		
          Preface: Encountering Rouault—Wesley Vander Lugt
        


        		
          Acknowledgments
        


        		
          1 Georges Rouault: A Personal Introduction—Philippe Rouault
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 1: “Unrefined Impressions”—Dave Reinhardt
            


          


        


        		
          2 Learning to See, Feel, and Say: Rouault’s Art as Propaedeutic to Theology—Thomas Hibbs
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 2: How can we fix our eyes on what is unseen?—Christina Felten
            


          


        


        		
          3 Blessed Are the Poor: A Theology of Poverty in the Art of Rouault—Soo Y. Kang
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 3: Saint Isidore—Bryn Gillette
            


          


        


        		
          4 The Healing Poetics of Georges Rouault: Veils of Veronica—Joel Klepac
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 4: To Carry Across—Josh Jensen
            


          


        


        		
          5 Art in Community: Rouault, Walter Brueggemann, and Postindustrial Imagination—Pamela Rossi-Keen
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 5: Beloved—Helms Jarrell
            


          


        


        		
          6 Romare Bearden, Georges Rouault, and the Art of Empathy—James Romaine
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 6: “Paint the Mind”—Derrell Young
            


          


        


        		
          7 Georges Rouault and the Irony of Religious Responses to Modern Art—William A. Dyrness
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 7: Alphabet Soup—Ryan Lauterio
            


          


        


        		
          8 “The Stark Elation of Seeing the Thing as It Is”: Georges Rouault’s Miserere at One Hundred (1922–2022)—Stephen Schloesser
          
            		
              Artistic Interlude 8: Crown—Melanie Spinks
            


          


        


        		
          9 Resonating with Rouault—Wesley Vander Lugt
          
            		
              Artistic Conclusion: “After Rouault’s Appearance on the Road to Emmaus” and “After Rouault’s Christ and the Woman Saint”—Leslie Anne Bustard
            


          


        


        		
          Color Plates
        


        		
          Notes
        


        		
          Bibliography
        


        		
          List of Contributors
        


        		
          Image Credits
        


        		
          Color Plates Credits
        


        		
          General Index
        


        		
          Praise for A Prophet in the Darkness
        


        		
          About the Editor
        


        		
          Like this book?
        


        		
          Copyright
        


      


    
    
      Pagination de l’édition papier


      
        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          ix
        


        		
          x
        


        		
          xi
        


        		
          xii
        


        		
          xiii
        


        		
          xv
        


        		
          xvi
        


        		
          168
        


        		
          xviii
        


        		
          xix
        


        		
          xx
        


        		
          xxi
        


        		
          xxiii
        


        		
          xxiv
        


        		
          1
        


        		
          2
        


        		
          3
        


        		
          4
        


        		
          5
        


        		
          6
        


        		
          7
        


        		
          8
        


        		
          9
        


        		
          10
        


        		
          11
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          13
        


        		
          14
        


        		
          15
        


        		
          16
        


        		
          17
        


        		
          18
        


        		
          19
        


        		
          20
        


        		
          21
        


        		
          22
        


        		
          23
        


        		
          24
        


        		
          25
        


        		
          26
        


        		
          27
        


        		
          28
        


        		
          29
        


        		
          30
        


        		
          31
        


        		
          32
        


        		
          33
        


        		
          34
        


        		
          35
        


        		
          36
        


        		
          37
        


        		
          38
        


        		
          39
        


        		
          40
        


        		
          41
        


        		
          42
        


        		
          43
        


        		
          44
        


        		
          45
        


        		
          46
        


        		
          47
        


        		
          48
        


        		
          49
        


        		
          50
        


        		
          51
        


        		
          52
        


        		
          53
        


        		
          54
        


        		
          55
        


        		
          56
        


        		
          57
        


        		
          58
        


        		
          59
        


        		
          60
        


        		
          61
        


        		
          62
        


        		
          63
        


        		
          64
        


        		
          65
        


        		
          66
        


        		
          67
        


        		
          68
        


        		
          69
        


        		
          70
        


        		
          71
        


        		
          72
        


        		
          73
        


        		
          74
        


        		
          75
        


        		
          76
        


        		
          77
        


        		
          78
        


        		
          79
        


        		
          80
        


        		
          81
        


        		
          82
        


        		
          83
        


        		
          84
        


        		
          85
        


        		
          86
        


        		
          87
        


        		
          88
        


        		
          89
        


        		
          90
        


        		
          91
        


        		
          92
        


        		
          93
        


        		
          94
        


        		
          95
        


        		
          96
        


        		
          97
        


        		
          98
        


        		
          99
        


        		
          100
        


        		
          101
        


        		
          102
        


        		
          103
        


        		
          104
        


        		
          105
        


        		
          106
        


        		
          107
        


        		
          108
        


        		
          109
        


        		
          110
        


        		
          111
        


        		
          112
        


        		
          113
        


        		
          114
        


        		
          115
        


        		
          116
        


        		
          117
        


        		
          118
        


        		
          119
        


        		
          120
        


        		
          121
        


        		
          122
        


        		
          123
        


        		
          124
        


        		
          125
        


        		
          126
        


        		
          127
        


        		
          128
        


        		
          129
        


        		
          130
        


        		
          131
        


        		
          132
        


        		
          133
        


        		
          134
        


        		
          135
        


        		
          136
        


        		
          137
        


        		
          138
        


        		
          139
        


        		
          140
        


        		
          141
        


        		
          142
        


        		
          143
        


        		
          144
        


        		
          145
        


        		
          146
        


        		
          147
        


        		
          148
        


        		
          149
        


        		
          150
        


        		
          151
        


        		
          152
        


        		
          153
        


        		
          154
        


        		
          155
        


        		
          156
        


        		
          157
        


        		
          158
        


        		
          159
        


        		
          160
        


        		
          161
        


        		
          162
        


        		
          163
        


        		
          164
        


        		
          165
        


        		
          166
        


        		
          167
        


      


    
    
      Guide


      
        		
          Cover
        


        		
          A Prophet in the Darkness
        


        		
          Start of content
        


        		
          Bibliographie
        


        		
          Index
        


        		
          Contents
        


      


    


OEBPS/Images/Figure_F1_Rouault_M57_gray.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_P1_Rouault_M27.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_1_Rouault_and_his_maternal_grandfather.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_2_Rouault_with_others_at_Ligug_Abbey_gray.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_3_Rouault_and_his_family.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_4_An_Original_Poem_by_Rouault.jpg
G Rivre ou prétends KL
gawus ma eb eigue
Mavtde fc.a r
eﬁ@ytﬂve mon 4y°e§ B’vm"O)l
- Dsaletle ma <olombefle
5 Miched cher )wch’umWe
Cl)ms den )nht)nge,m )

’ UOVQ ?m} GEC oy vous eAVr iy (]
: SLYONS en &Y s
o2 Sont Y¢s BoFomants
Eris pew yemonkanks
)wt.h e ien 1ni Your 9»&»‘:
sv pehbs enfanlfs
Posr moriémds






OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_5_Rouault_with_Miserere.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_6_Rouault_burning_his_work.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Figure_1_7_Rouault_family_with_General_de_Gaulle.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
A PROPHET
INy=

DARKNESS

EXPLORING THEOLOGY
IN THE ART OF
GEORGES ROUAULT

Wesley Vander Lugt, ed.






