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A Japanese Theorist Versus A French Theorist on Symbolist Art
Maurice Denis as Interpreted by Jutaro Kuroda
On Cézanne and Later (1920) and Maurice Denis and the Symbolists (1921)

Shigemi INAGA

The Nabis: A group of French Symbolist painters calling themselves the Nabis, meaning "prophets" in
Hebrew. It is not quite easy to place their position in the history. Rather, this group is characterized by and
based on twisted folds, rejecting to be easily positioned in the history. This twist further formed complicated
tangles when it was received in Japan. In this article, an attempt is made to disentangle various threads,
putting focus on Maurice Denis and Jataro Kuroda, and looking at the theoretical side for the reason of the

complication.

1. Forged Myth of the Origin

Let me start with reexamining an anecdote that was commonly known as the origin of the Nabis. Yori Saito
did not mention the anecdote in “Art of Maurice Denis” (Shirakaba, July issue in 1913, Vol. 4, No. 6) (Where
he simply introduced Denis as the greatest decoration painter since Puvis de Chavannes), but an author
called “Tagawa" briefly introduced it in “Maurice Denis and His Position” in the September issue of Bijutsu
Shinpo in 1916 (Vol. 16, No. 11). In my paper, focus is put on the article of Jataro Kuroda (1883-1970) who
is known to be the most informed theorist/ critic of the Western art in Kyoto. Kuroda expanded the theory
on Denis on a full-scale basis, publishing Cézanne and Later (1920) and Maurice Denis and the Symbolists
(1921). According to Cézanne and Later, the anecdote goes back to the year 1888 when Paul Sérusier, a

“manager” of a private school, called the Académie Julien, spent summer in Pont-Aven, Brittany.

Gauguin was in Gloanec Inn, the same pension where Sérusier was staying, but they spoke to each
other only the night before Sérusier was to leave. In the next morning, the two went out for sketching to
the Bois de I'amour outside the town. Sérusier went back to Paris that evening, holding a lid of a cigar
box in his hand. The lid carried an awkward landscape, painted with vermilion, violet, whitish green,
and other colors, put all together as squeezed out of the lead tube without any elaboration. When this
small lid of a cigarette box was brought over to young “Rapin”s of the Académie Julien, the time was
ripe for the revolution (Kuroda, 1920: 46-47).

This anecdote first appeared in “Influence of Gauguin” (1903), published at the death of Gauguin, by
Maurice Denis (1870-1943) who is known as a Nabi theorist. Kuroda must have extracted the anecdote
from either Théories (Denis, 1912) or “Kusuchurieru,” an article of Lucie Couturier (Couturier, 1913). The

experimental work mentioned here is known today as “Landscape at Bois d'Amour at Pont-Aven”, and it is



exhibited in the last room on the top floor of Musée d'Orsay. This work piece is also called Le Talisman.
After Sérusier died, Denis owned this painting, and kept it as a talisman of the Nabis. But it was only in the
late years of Denis in 1934, some fifty years after the incidence, that Denis for the first time publicly called it
Le Talisman, and promoted it as a relic of the Nabis (Denis, 1993: 74).

For the time being, we accept the testimony of Denis referring to (or proposing) the incident of Sérusier
meeting Gauguin in Pont-Aven as the birth of the Nabis. Along with this story, another development took
place in 1906. January of the same year, Denis and Ker-Xavier Roussel visited aged Cézanne in Aix-en-
Provence. Denis recorded what Cézanne said in his Diary (Denis, 1993: 113). Extracting quotes from this
diary, he published an article (later entitled “Le Soleil”) in the magazine Ermitage in December in the same
year, after Cézanne died on October 22 (Denis, 1906; 1993: 122). There is an aphorism that drew attention,
and that is worth paying attention. The following paragraph is its quote from the translation of Jataro
Kuroda. This translation is found in Maurice Denis and the Symbolists, which Kuroda rewrote from his
“Symbolism in the Modern Franch Painting” published in Osaka Jiji News-paper (written on December 16,
1920) (The single quotation marks indicates what Cézanne said).

After pursuing nature for all his life, Cézanne reached the state of mind, with which he said, T wished
copy nature... I could not. But I was satisfied when I had discovered that the sun, for instance, could not
be reproduced, but that it must be represented by something else...by colour (Denis, 1906; 1993: 122;
Kuroda 1922: 60. Denis revised the term “light” in his Diary, and he replaced it with “sun” in this
writing).

This “testimony” plays an important role in interpreting Symbolism of Denis and understanding Symbolism
of Kuroda. Kuroda said, “Art is not concerned with ‘reproduction’ of nature, but it is concerned with
‘representation.” It does not ‘explain,” but it inspires. That was what Cézanne and Redon bore in their
mind. That was also the idea that Denis planned, when he defined “Symbolism in Painting” (Kuroda, 1921:
54).

)

The formula of “not ‘reproduction’ but ‘representation’” and “color instead of light,” however, are not
found in the letter of Cézanne. “Représentation” of Denis should have been “réalisation” in the language of
Cézanne in his final years. Also, the “sensation colorante” that Cézanne took importance is for some reason
missing in the testimony of Denis. Therefore, a suspicion may arise that the “testimony” might have been a
forced analogy that Denis made in relation to his own theory. In fact, 33 years later, Denis frankly admitted,
"Everybody who was close to Cézanne made him speak out for what they wanted. (...) Except Vollard, all

others, and I was the first or second person to do; we all put him in our game" (Denis, 1939: 195-6).
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2. Retroactive Reconstruction of Symbolism Theory

The question is why this “testimony” of Cézanne was so important for Maurice Denis. The answer may be
found in his declaration that follows the above quote in the article “Le Soleil.” “Not ‘reproduction’ but
‘representation’... An admirable formula that resumes in the contrast of two terms, reproduction and
representation, our doctrine of Symbolism of painting, but not that of literature - Symbolism of equivalent -
goes in contrast to fruitless efforts of direct duplication of photographers in art school or naturalism of the
temperament” (Denis, 1906; 1993: 122). According to Denis in his retrospection, the purpose of the visit to
Cézanne was “to ask this old master of Cézanne to explain the idea that we had always attributed to him”
(Denis, 1920: 118). Denis suspected that the theory of “equivalent,” that not only Denis and the Nabis but
also literary people as well as Gauguin advocated at the end of the century, actually came from Cézanne.
Having had this suspicion or expectation in mind, he went to see Cézanne, and receiving Cézanne's
'testimony' that seemed a proof of what he had expected, he must have been exalted. It could also be true to
say that he led Cézanne to get the answer he wanted, and that Denis turned every argument in his own
favor for interpreting what was said. But at the stage when Denis wrote “Le Soleil,” that was probably right

after the death of Cézanne, he was confident of his assumption (or expectation). He wrote as follows:

In place of the magic of light, which could not be translated, the Venetian used the magic of color which
was equivalent. The magic of color is more suitable for pleasure of eyes, as well as for the principle of
art. And this is exactly what Cézanne meant when he said, 'T cannot reproduce the sun, but I can
represent it' (Denis, 1906; 1993: 121-2).

Thus a new genealogy was proposed: The origin of the Nabis in 1888 was now explained as the process of
inheriting the idea of “équivalent” from Cézanne to the Nabis via teaching of Gauguin to Sérusier, as if it
were the transmission from generation to generation. In this explanation is undoubtedly manifested the
genealogical wish of Maurice Denis, a Nabis theorist in his time, to have the legitimacy for the contemporary
stream in France at the point of Cézanne's death in 1906. Strictly speaking, however, Denis's theoretical
invention was also a rationalizing manipulation: While identifying Cézanne's “testimony” in 1906 with the
“équivalent,” Denis retroactively put both of them in the context of 1888-1890. What Denis intended here
was to place Cézanne, “the classic of contemporary art,” as initiator of the fin-de-siécle Symbolism of Denis
and the Nabis, ignoring chronological order (interestingly, Denis himself said in 1907 that he did not really
understand Cézanne around 1890, and that they even doubted his existence. Denis also said in 1932 that at
the end of the century he was once disappointed with a still life of Cézanne painted in ash gray, and he was
worried and actually eliminated the name of Cézanne from his writing (Denis, 1907; 1932).

Living on islands in the Far East, Jitaro Kuroda could not imagine that Denis had such an idea in France. It
seems, however, Kuroda did realize the arbitrary manipulation of chronology by Denis. Following a quote
from the testimony of Cézanne, Kuroda makes a point by writing “It was only before he died that this great
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artist finally resumed the principle of plastic art” (Kuroda, 1921: 40). Despite this, Kuroda had to explain
the fin-de-siécle Symbolism, based on the retroactive manipulation of the logic performed by Denis as late as
in 1906. As a result of this, Kuroda found difficulties handling contradictory logic about source materials,
and he had to forcedly put them on the chronological order. In this period, Kuroda was going to present
Maurice Denis and the Symbolists as a part of “A Selection of Modern Artists of the World” published by
Nippon Bijutsu-in. He gave up writing down a new work, since he was too busy preparing for the second
visit to Europe, and he made excuse, writing, “I will present an old script that I put all my effort that time” a
year and a half before (Kuroda, 1921: 2). Here, one can suspect that the very reason why the latest work
was “not satisfactory at all” was not because he was busy, but it was probably caused by the twist of the
arbitrary re-interpretation of the past found in Théories of Maurice Denis, which Kuroda was using as the

basic source material.

3. Confusion of "Equivalent" Theory

The problem here is the word “equivalent” that made a sudden appearance in the quote of Denis above, as
one of the important terms in the fin-de-siécle Symbolism. The concept comes from the synthetism elaborated
by Gauguin, Emile Bernard, as well as Van Gogh, indicating a core concept of the coloring method that
broke through the custom of conventional academy. It is the quote above with this term where Denis

attempted to found the origin of the equivalent theory in Cézanne, making a forced connection.

Then, how did Kuroda understand this important part? As a matter of fact, Kuroda made a vital mistake in
translation of this determinant phrase for some reason. “The admirable word resumes the difference
between “reproduction” and “representation,” said Denis. ‘It is not Symbolism of liferature—that of
equivalent, —but the doctrine of our symbolism in painting, which goes in contrast to the photographic,
direct reproduction of art school, or naturalists of the Temparament’” (Kuroda, 1921: 39-40).

Kuroda did remark the importance of the term “equivalent,” but misunderstood the relationship of syntax
becamese of ambiguous apposirions in Denis's original phrase. He did not attribute the word equivalent to
“Symbolism of painting” but to “Symbolism of literature” instead. As a result, reading only the passage,
one would understand that the idea of equivalent is in contrast to Symbolism of painting and that it is a
unique concept of literature. This misunderstanding, however, was not really due to Kuroda's
incomprehension, as he presented very good explanation of “equivalent” in a different occasion in the same

period a little before he went to Europe.

In 1921, Kuroda published Van Gogh, utilizing the biography of Van Gogh of Théodore Duret. In this book,
Kuroda corrected Duret's inadequate comprehension of van Gogh as Impressionist and rectified Duret's

view, by pointing out the synthetist aspect of van Gogh. Kuroda translated “equivalent” as “equal value,”
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explaining that the conventional shading and lighting technique taught in the academies depended on
“gradual reduction of color, hue gradation and gradation in chiaroscuro.” Van Gogh dropped that technique
and “tried to achieve multi-layered effect by putting colors of the equal value side by side.” Kuroda
emphasized that the use of equivalents was the characteristics of van Gogh in his search of color expression,
and that was the Kuroda's understanding (Kuroda, 1921-b: 198).

Apart from the question of whether his understanding of van Gogh was appropriate or not, he understood
the concept of “equal value” correctly and it was a model answer that Denis, living in the same period,
would not protest at all. To evaluate Kuroda's understanding, let me make a simple comparison. Kisaku
Tanaka (1885-1945) went to Europe in 1908, studied at the Académie Julien, and returned home the
following year. He translated an important article of Maurice Denis, called “On Religious Painting” (1896)
and published it in Bijutsu Shimpo Vol. 14 No. 6 (April issue in 1915) (incidentally, Tanaka earlier translated
“Le Soleil” of Denis for the May issue of Geijutsu (No. 2) in 1913, and “On Maillol” of Denis for Takujo, and
attempted to translate Théories of Denis.) Tanaka used the word “the same value” in the translation. This
article that Denis wrote at the age of 26 suggests that he was influenced by philosophical speculation of On
Intelligence of Taine or Principles of Psychology of Spencer, and it does not specifically relate to the coloring
technique (Denis, 1912: 240). Kisaku Tanaka's translation of Denis' abstract argument is quoted in the next
paragraph. As a whole, his translation was of good quality with skills, but it includes quite a few

typographical errors on the printed version due probably to his handwriting.

Given the construction of eyes, its physiology, functions of association, and the law of sensibility, they
(Symbolists) have extracted the law of art products directly following that, and have achieved more
inseverable expressions. Thus, instead of recovering their feeling as it is, without producing any effects,
they are trying to replace it with the same value.

Of course, there is a close symphony between forms and feeling. Our phenomese (sic.) indicates the
state, and that is Symbolism itself. Materials on the screen by expression and flesh becomes verbs. The
fact that we followed the way indicated by Taine and Spencer placed us on plain philosophy of
Alexandria (cf. Denis, 1896; 1993: 37).

It is a conscientious translation, but as far as this portion is concerned it is incomprehensible (it is not due to
Tanaka, but it is due to pedantic Denis who played around philosophical terms in the text). To add
comments, “phenomese (sic.)” should be “phénoméne,” and “by expression” is a typographical error of
“become expressive.” I believe that the terms “association” and “symphony” (correspondence) as well as
“equivalent” must have been borrowed from the theory of psychophysical parallelism of psychology that
was prevailing in that period (Inaga, 1999: 350 sq.). The phrase used around the word “correspondence”
was obviously borrowed from either Taine or Spencer. This portion should be translated, for example,
“There was a close correspondence between forms and emotion. The phenomenon indicates the state of a

soul” (the word “soul” is missing in the translation of Tanaka). Incidentally, Kuroda translated this portion



more correctly; “The correspondence between the external form and the subjective condition” (Kuroda,
1921:57).

Thus, Kuroda had clear understanding of “equivalent” that time. Even so, he made a major mistake in the
translation for the vital portion of writing quoted above, contrary to the intention of the French theoricien. In
a way, Kuroda did touch the core of the article written by Denis, but he missed the central proposition of
Denis. The intention of Denis when he published “Le Soleil” was to claim that the idea of “not
'reproduction’ but 'representation” given from Cézanne in his final year was in fact the origin of “equivalent”
in the fin de siecle. The translation error of Kuroda, thus accidentally disclosed the excessive intention of

Denis and his forced argument.

This paradox, however, does not indicate the ignorance of Kuroda. Rather, it has brought the light to the
intensive ideology encompassed in Théories of Denis. In fact, the coloring theory with “equivalent” as it is
cannot be logically connected to the philosophical doctrines of “not ‘reproduction’ but ‘representation,””
attributed to Cézanne by Denis (In my opinion, as the author of this paper, it must have been three years
after the death of Gauguin that Denis finally had a clear view on Gauguin's idea of “pure color as an
equivalent to light,” and that was when Gauguin's manuscript of Diverses choses was published through the
bibliography of Gauguin by Jean Rotonchamp in 1906 (Inaga, 1999: 356-7) ).

4. Skewed Understanding of Symbolism

One must remember that before it is a war-horse, a nude woman, or whatever anecdote, a painting is

essentially a plane surface covered with colors arranged in a determined order (Kuroda 1920: 53).

Maurice Denis has been known as a Nabi theorist mainly due to this declaration that he made at the age of
twenty in 1890. As a prediction that the abstract painting of the twentieth century would advocate art of
pure visibility, this definition of painting has been, or at least since the 1930's of abstract expressionism until
the end of 1970's for the beginning of post-modernism, quoted frequently as a motto, often in the beginning
of articles written by those who espouses the formalist modernism in the line of Anglo-Saxon in particular.
Denis, however, was treated only for part of the prediction, and he was no longer in use as a painter, driven
away from the main stream of discussion, that included such artists as, Matisse, Kandinsky, Klee,
Mondriaan, Malevich, and others of the same period or the following period. In France, the right-wing
catholic faction, to which Denis belonged, did not fail to appreciate Denis' “pseudo-classical” tendency even
after the dissolution of the Nabis around 1898-1900. He was recommended for a member of the Institute of
France in 1932, and his position as a doyen in the world of art was well established until his final days.
However, the second half of Denis's life has been rather negatively evaluated, until recently, from the

viewpoint of the main-stream modedrnism. Matisse's souvenir of Maurice Denis in 1946 was the typical
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example: “Since long I have wished to express myself by—or through—the light. At the same time, I began
to deviate from the advice Denis wrote to me forty years ago, that we should not forget that the painting is

above all the art of imitation...”

The doctrine of Cezanne, “not ‘reproduction’ but ‘representation’ of nature” that Denis repeated since 1906
was in fact the idea he needed in advocating his own Neo-traditionnisme (this word was invented by Denis),
in search for “Classicism of tomorrow,” since he had opened eyes for Classicism in Rome in 1898, and
departing from formalistic avant-gardism and convinced of the return of Classicism. It was Denis that
derived the famous phrase from Cézanne: “I want to make the Impressionists something as strong and
lasting as the art of the (Louvre) Museum” (Denis, 1906). Promoting the idea that “Cézanne is Poussin of
the Impressionists,” Denis positioned himself for his artist work on the line of the orthodox genealogy of
French art, starting from Poussin and through Cézanne. The words of Cézanne in “Souvenir of Paul
Cézanne” by Emile Bernard, saying, “Imagine to redo all of Poussin in line with nature. That's what I mean
by Classicism,” made an additional effect in positioning Cézanne in the tradition of France (the connection
of Cézanne to Poussin was proposed, or invented, by E. Bernard, Denis and his group, there has been no
claim so far to confirm that the words came from Cézanne himself) . After the death of Cézanne, Denis
propagated the idea that Classicism of Cézanne was the basis of the end-of-the-century Symbolism.

Thus, one of the factors that make it difficult to understand the historical position of Denis and the Nabis
becomes clearer. First of all, the definition of painting by Denis in 1890 (a painting is essentially a plane
surface...) must have been presented without any connection to what Cézanne had said by that time. After
the death of Cézanne, this definition of painting was re-interpreted, replacing the context, as a declaration

” 6

made based on the artwork of Cezanne and his theory. Denis wrote in “Le Soleil,” “The magic of color... as
equivalent, and that is what Cézanne ably expressed,” (Denis, 1993: 120-1) and he declared, “Cézanne was
the initiator and the leader of the movement of 1890” (Denis, 1920; 1922: 67). This edition of the history, or a
rationalization work, also confused Kuroda. In fact, in his writing of “Symbolism that Appeared in Modern
French Paintings” placed in the second half of Maurice Denis and the Symbolists, we can see efforts made in
giving explanation for the inconsistency between the declaration of the end-of-the-century Symbolism of
1890 by Denis and the declaration of “Not reproduction but representation” attributed to Cézanne. Logic
had to be constructed to break through the barrier between Classicism and Symbolism as well as to handle
the reversal of time order. This was the most difficult argument (if not impossible one) that Kuroda had in
handling Symbolism (on the other hand, Kikuo Kojima avoided difficulties associated with the writing of
Denis with impunity. In his “Maurice Denis,” the biography of artists relies on Meier-Graefe, and Kojima
limits himself only to extract Denis's words, as if it were a dictum, from the writing of Hausenstein,

regardless of their initial context. (Kojima, 1916)).

Then, what was the solution that Kuroda devised? He devised the following explanation and put it between
the two phrases that opposed to each other. First of all, he explained the 1890 definition of painting, “A



painting is essentially a plane surface covered with colors...” as follows: “Then, symbolization of painting,
regardless of the subject, indicates the concentrating movement toward a specific way of expression,
synthesizing form (lines), colors, touch of brush, composition, and so on, of the subject, but maintaining the
organic relationship between each of these elements. As a result, it develops a world beyond the expression,
presenting the value for eternal existence.” Kuroda, however, turns on his heel, and says, “I am not turning
down traditional religious arts or work pieces of epic subjects. But, what I should pay respect to, if any, is
not the subject itself, but it is the fact that the enthusiastic religious belief and grandiose ideas of the artist
come out of the elements mentioned above” (Kuroda, 1921: 53-4). What is said in the latter portion is

clearly a compromise for the consistency of logic, based on Denis's return to the idea and style of Classicism .

With all the preparation made above, Kuroda came to the “testimony” of Cezanne from which Kuroda had
to deduce the “characteristics of the Symbolists.” Thus, Kuroda concluded: what is important is “not

‘reproduction’ but ‘representation’ of nature, and inspiration rather than ‘explanation, and it was the
intention of Denis who established “Symbolism of painting” by following the path which had been nade by
Cézanne and Redon. Kuroda struggled but managed the situation, and accounted for Denis' return to
Classicism, with approval. “Thus, the intention of the Symbolists is not to propose a different idea to
challenge various groups mentioned above, but as a consequence of that, no doubt that it is to explicate the
principle of plastic art, to establish the true meaning of expression, and to go along with the recent artistic

movement of going back to Classicism” (Kuroda, 1922: 58).

5. Positioning Maurice Denis

Prior to Maurice Denis and the Symbolists (1921), Jataro Kuroda published Cézanne and Later. In the chapter
five of this, he wrote ‘Eclecticism of Denis,” in which, finding it inevitable to have the tendency of eclecticism
in the beginning of a new period, he asserted that Maurice Denis was the representative of such eclecticism.
“A new epoch has begun, however, we have not cast off the old clothing. The return of art implied by
Cezanne, Gogh and Gauguin, indicates a shift from analysis to synthesis, or from instantaneous impression
to permanent existence.” Following Meier-Graefe, Kuroda referred to Puvis de Chavannes (1820-98) as a
forerunner of Denis, asserting, “He was possessed by such old vision that his construction was restoration.”
According to Kuroda, “Such luscious colored clothing was one that was used for the decoration of cortege at
the end of nineteenth century, and that was not what we should wear.” Instead, Kuroda implied the
eminent status of Denis as the representative of the dawn of the twentieth century, writing, “Today's art is
still lying in the cradle. In the mind of an infant, the face of his mother leaves an important impression in the
first place. In the same way, it is natural that we find a painter of reminiscence, Maurice Denis, at this

moment in history” (Kuroda, 1920: 39).

Kuroda is clear in positioning Denis with Cézanne and Later. As Michelangelo “personified” the Renaissance
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art history, Cézanne ‘concretized” the history of modern art. And in consequence, we see odious analogies
of the followers of these two. Removing stumbling blocs off the road, and putting fire on weeds on the
roadside. That was the role that the history gave to Carrache after Michelangelo, Denis after Cézanne. That
was no longer the question of personal qualities of the artist. It was “based on the program given by the
intent of the Supereme Nature” (Kuroda, 1920: 40-1). “French art has achieved almost all that was possible
in the nineteenth century, and today it is casting out of old clothing, and putting on new ones. Under such
conditions, a large amount of mannerism appears to tear off old clothes. (...) It is the function of eclecticism
to recollect old torn clothes once again, and to examine how it is made to gain the basic knowledge necessary
to create new clothes. (...) Denis may not be given the best seat in the history of art for his eclecticism, but
his contribution should be greatly appreciated in the world of art today” (Kuroda, 1922: 338).

Based on C. J. Holl (Holl 1912), Kuroda further analyzed Denis's eclecticism. Using “modern oscillating
colors” applied to “a composition that reminds of Classicism,” and attempting to unite “with the language
of lines, the tons given with the touch of brush typical of the Impressionists or Cézanne.” Thus, “He
completed his eclecticism with his clear mind” (Kuroda, 1920: 47-8). “With obvious tendency of Symbolism
in its internal intent, it carries apparent decorative flavor on the external effect, and it was natural
consequence of the true traditionalism” (Kuroda, 1921: 40). He also accepted that Denis needed eclecticism,
asserting, “his intention was rational.” “Denis was a sauant who had moderate understanding, as well as a
man of talent who had smart mind. (...) Therefore, his art is reconciliatory and incorporative. And that is

also part of the inevitable consequence.”

The more rationally he explains the intention of Denis as “the inevitable consequence,” the more clearly the
persistent limitation appears on the surface. “The more rationally his theory is explained, the farther away it
goes from the true Nature, and the lasting desire of mankind since long ago to open the window of mind
toward that Nature has to be deterred. Eclecticism is an academism. He excluded academism in the
beginning, and as he went forward he formed a new academism. Such was the consequence of eclecticism”
(Kuroda, 1920: 48). Kuroda, then, regretted that the latest work pieces of Denis did not convey passion.
“More recently, the work indicates more eclecticism without passion in it” (Kuroda, 1920: 12). According to
Kuroda, however, it was another inevitable consequence, “It was inevitable that with a gradual loss of
passion it formed a new academism” (Kuroda, 1920: 41). Thus, Kuroda supported the artist while
recognizing in his recent works “losing the strength” (Saito 1913: 171) and “representative of Mannerism”
(Zeisho, 1922: 7).

When he was received in the beginning of the twentieth century in Japan, Denis was an artist who declared
return to Classicism, who had departed from the Nabis, and who was a catholic decorative artist, giving
influence to the world of art with artistic characteristics of eclecticism and tepidness. He was a theorist, who
also stood for the end-of-the-century Symbolism, putting focus on the theory of equivalent of Gauguin and

the expression of van Gogh with colors, systematizing the technique of the Impressionists using their instinct



for color, and riding on the stream of pointillism of Seurat in shifting from analysis to synthesis. In addition
to this evaluation, as the representative of the orthodoxy, he was also an artist representing France, who
reevaluated Classicism of Cézanne “the dividing peak of the modern art” (kuroda 1920: 50), who digested
scenery of Tuscany of Italy with return to Classicism, and who realized a new Classical academy at the
twentieth century. Being industrions, Kuroda attempted to look at all these aspects consistently to

understand Dentis, taking a look at both theory and practice.

Traces of such efforts are somewhat different from those left for the relationship between the Nabis and
Japan from the viewpoint of plastic art. They are not directly connected to Kunishiré Mitsutani, Yori Saito,
or Kinji Koshiba, who had direct suggestions from the work pieces of the Nabi painters and sculptors, such
as Denis, Vallotton, or Maillol. They are also different from the viewpoint of Kanae Yamamoto and other
creative woodblock artists who had influence of the end-of-the-century graphic art developed from the
Pont-Aven group to the Nabis. As an episode of inspiration for the decorative art between Japan and
France, a focus should be put on the relationship between Chu Asai and Pierre Bonnard in the previous
period (It must have been the honor of Asai that his Promenade of a Parisienne with her Dog (1903) marked re-
importation to Japan of the Japanese flavor of Promenade of Nursemaids by Bonnard (1899, no.1-11) (Inaga,
1999:190-2).

Having studied under Asai, Kuroda joined the initiation of such avant-garde art groups as Black Cats (Chat
noir) and The Mask (Le Masque) in Kyoto. He had contacts with Bakusen Tsuchida and other artists from
the Kokuga-Sosaku-Kyokai (Association for the Creation of New National Painting), and he participated in
the Pilgrimage to European Art in the following year (1923), accompanied by Bakusen, Chikkyo Ono, Banka
Nonagase, Keikei Kunimatsu, and others (I will write about this journey on another opportunity). In such
circumstances, Kuroda was obligated, as a theorist, to impose on himself the decoding of a large amount of
European literature and other references including Théories so as to introduce new information into the
world of art in Japan. I retraced some of the work of Kuroda, as an assiduous reader of Maurice Denis in the
Far East. By analyzing Kuroda's enthusiasim and avidity in absorbing the latest Western trends, I believe

that T have revealed some of the complications secretly encompassed in Denis' writings.

(International Research Center for Japanese Studies / The Graduate University for Advanced Studies)

Translator's Note: The quote in the text has been retranslated from the Japanese translation into English, and it does not

necessarily match the original French text.
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