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CHAPTER ONE

 NEW APPROACHES TO MYTHOLOGY IN THE 19TH CENTURY AND 

THEIR EFFECTS ON THE PIONEERS OF SYMBOLIST PAINTING 
1.1. Introduction

In 1808, Ingres exhibited a painting that had a significant impact on the protagonists of this thesis. The first version of Oedipus and the Sphinx (fig.2)
 does not look ground-breaking, since its theme seemed to sustain the classical equilibrium between corporeal and mental strength
. The key figure is Oedipus, whose calm face and graceful motion of index fingers imply that he had just found the solution to the riddle. The agitated guide at the background connects the pictorial instant with its significance within the myth and also with Ingres’s earlier approaches to history painting. This painting was meant to win back the Emperor’s favour after the lukewarm reception of the 1806 portrait
. The figure of Oedipus echoes the monumental air of the enthroned Napoleon and Ingres’s dislike for details. However, the promotion of the Theban prince as an exceptional individual did not depend on allegorical attributes, but on artistic symbols. Ingres’s emphasis on the intellectual part of the crucial confrontation and on the formal similarities of the Oedipus figure to ancient Greek statues does not indicate a contestation of academic practices
. Nonetheless, the light effects on the Sphinx’s body betray an interest in the hybrid that has not much to do with its secondary and rationalized function in the classical iconography.    

Ingres had copied certain vase paintings that focused on the verbal confrontation between Oedipus and the she-monster
. Still, he highlighted elements that are related to the archaic images of the Sphinx (i.e. the bestial underbelly, the accentuated bust and the placement on a rock) and bring to mind the chthonic Mother-goddesses of prehistory. The decorative emphasis on the hybrid’s wings and the intentional fallacies in the perspective position and the anatomical design of Oedipus also show that Ingres was not totally taken in by the academic requirements of naturalistic drawing. Furthermore, the fact that the hero’s index fingers point simultaneously at himself and at the Sphinx strengthen the claim that the artist was interested in the neglected links between the Greco-Roman world and its precedents. The other two versions of Ingres’s painting, the last of which was exhibited together with Moreau’s homonymous work in the 1864 Salon (fig.3)
, showed an augmented attention to the grotesque features of the Sphinx and her corporeal juxtaposition to the mythical hero. This presupposes that the first endeavours of Symbolist painters to transform the classical iconography of this mythical creature responded to the history paintings of Ingres. 

One wonders why the Sphinx became so important in the 19th century, along with Orpheus, Prometheus and the Chimera. This phenomenon is linked to the emergence of new ways of perceiving antiquity during the Romantic era. These changes are primarily reflected in the literary production of the early 19th century. Yet, the contribution of the visual arts and of the younger generation of writers is not to be neglected. None of these instances was an indivisible constituent of the Symbolist aesthetics; still, all contributed to the establishment of the official movement in the mid 1880’s. My analysis will focus on the Sphinx paintings of Ingres and Moreau, with the purpose of illuminating the complex process of transition from history painting proper to Symbolist compositions with a mythical theme. Within the wider context of nineteenth-century culture, where traditional sign-systems were often used ambiguously, mythology acted as a bridge between art and science, painting and literature, rational and intuitive cognition. Thus, the use of the Sphinx in the visual arts between 1860 and 1920 become a case-study for Baudelaire’s notion of “synaesthesia”, i.e. the concurrent appeal of a natural or artistic object to several poles of empirical and intuitive cognition
. 

1.2. The beginning of archaeological studies and their impact in nineteenth-century art
 The Enlightenment has instigated a serious speculation on the true nature of antiquity and its impact on modern culture. Because of the excavations in Herculaneum and Pompeii, the scholarly community contested the authority of classical texts and now viewed the study of works of ancient art as an autonomous province. Hence, even Ingres’s habit of copying classical art works within his paintings testifies that mythological art could modify the strict rules of literary humanism that sustained the academic establishment since the 17th century. Similar violations in the canons of history painting even occurred in the paintings of C.Le Brun (1619-1690), when the advisable style did not match with the attitudinal demands of the subject. In the 19th century, it was not a matter of finding a new way of approaching a myth; it was up to the artist to show that such an academic subject could be compatible with modern approaches to life and art
.    

Winckelmann also paid attention to the Oriental background of classical art, in particular to the creations of Egypt, although he presented them as inferior to the Athenian statues of the classical period. Nevertheless, the graphic artist G.B.Piranesi (1720-1778) re-evaluated the import of Egyptian architecture and sculpture on the Italian tradition. Piranesi perceived a proximity between the Etruscan and the Egyptian style that came to the forefront during the 1820’s, when French and British scholars were vying for the scholarly dominion of the tombs in Tarquinia and Vulci. The study of Etruscan art, through for instance the Hamilton Collection in the British Museum and the Campana Collection in the Louvre, transferred the painters’ attention to primitive forms of creation
.  

Egyptian art became Napoleon’s major object of interest, since it had been associated with the reaction of the enlightened bourgeoisie against the Catholic foundations of monarchy
. The rise of Egyptology was linked with Napoleon’s presentation of his military campaigns (1798-1801) as a means of protecting the heritage of less privileged nations. Napoleon’s advisor on cultural policy issues, i.e. Baron V. Denon (1747-1825), published the Journey in lower and higher Egypt
, and a team of Louvre researchers compiled the Description of Egypt
. Also, the deciphering of the Egyptian hieroglyphs on the Rosetta Stone by J.-F.Champollion (1790-1832)
 led to a systematic study of Egyptian inscriptions. Finally, the research of A.Mariette (1821-1881)
 generated an Egyptomania that affected Europe well into the 20th century
. The Great Sphinx (fig.4)
 was the first Egyptian monument that caught the eye of nineteenth-century artists. Mariette later brought to light the parallel rows of Sphinxes in the procession path that led to the entrance of the Karnak and the Luxor temples (fig.5)
. 

Therefore, the emergence of the Sphinx as a beloved theme of nineteenth-century painters is derived from the discovery of prehistoric art. Hence, artists were tempted to focus on the primitive style of the mythical image instead of its rational structure and meaning. Ingres remained a Neo-Classical artist, but his insistence on the Sphinx suggests an awareness of its Egyptian and Etruscan aspects. The art of pre-Roman Italy had nonetheless a significant impact on the Sphinx paintings of Moreau
. Moreau was also touched by the investigation of Mesopotamian sites by P.Botta (1802-1894)
 and the results of German excavations in Greece and Asia Minor. The work of H.Schliemann (1822-1890) in Troy and Mycenae (1870-1890) pointed at the ways in which Homer and tragedy transformed the attitudes and meanings of mythical signs for supporting the interests of the aristocratic city-states
. The more the instigators of Symbolist art learned about the new achievements of archaeologists, the more willing they were to dismiss Oedipus as an embodiment of the Periclean ideal and to focus on the Sphinx as an Oriental goddess-image, at once liturgical and decorative.  

1.3. The theory of art pur and its relation to the mythical themes of Salon painting   

Τhe mythological paintings of Ingres as a derivative of Winckelmann’s essays on ancient art inspired admiration from T.Gautier (1811-1872), a poet and critic that paid particular heed to the sheer enjoyment of sensual pleasures. Gautier’s most renowned commentary on Ingres’s style was written after the retrospective appearance of the Oedipus painting in the Universal Exhibition of 1855
. This text presents Ingres as a modern supporter of classical style that refused to locate Phidias’s statues and Raphael’s canvases in an otherworldly realm of existence. Hence, Ingres became the benchmark of the French trend of art pur and, after the 1860’s, a significant prototype for the expounders of British Aestheticism. As a result, his Sphinx paintings had an intrinsic value as beautiful images that must be judged independently of their referents and their utilitarian functions. Ingres does not transport us far beyond the impressions of terrestrial beauty, even though he never offered accurate representations of nature. The history paintings of Ingres procure an ecstasy that substitutes artistic perfection for religious fervour. Furthermore, his acclaim as a portraitist implies that he saw no real difference between the direct response to sensual beauty and the adaptation of classical, i.e. nature-inspired, masterpieces in modern art. The integration of a primitive Sphinx in Ingres’s Neo-Classical compositions points at the bipolar basis of his art theory. Ingres regarded mythology as a creative and transhistorical transcription of the ideal aspects of beauty that is just as inspiring and far less oppressive than Biblical stories and academic allegories. 

Ingres’s Oedipus and the Sphinx recalls Gautier’s view of nature as a palpable form whose contemplation leads to the premonition of ideal beauty
. This unification of the beautiful and the sublime is indicated by Ingres’s juxtaposition of the mythical opponents that is not solely reminiscent of the triumph of classical reason over bestiality. Ingres expressed his intentions mainly through formalist means; this implied a veneration for the purely artistic, rather than the ethical, achievements of ancient Greece. According to Gautier, this type of painting would breed a supreme race of art lovers that would build “towers of [artistic] harmony, matchless pinnacles [of sensual beauty] that will pierce the skies, provoking no anger in a jealous God”
. Gautier’s appreciation of Ingres stemmed from his conception of the poet as a skilled craftsman of the verbal idiolect, which is not so different than that of painting. Gautier’s introduction to the Mademoiselle de Maupin
 explains why he liked the Sphinx compositions of both Ingres and Moreau
. 

Despite of the age gap between Ingres and C.Leconte de Lisle (1818-1894), i.e. the leader of Gautier’s followers who published their verses in Le Parnasse contemporain (1866, 1871, 1876), their attitude towards mythology is similar. The younger Parnassians, e.g. J.-M. de Hérédia (1842-1905), were more interested in the paintings of Moreau
. However, the rigorous perfection of Lisle’s verses and their focus on the plastic dimension of the autonomous work of art is compatible with Ingres’s usage of mythical signs as a substitute for classical statues. The unification of form and content in Phidias’s masterpieces allowed Ingres and the Parnassians to turn mythology into a site of “balance of [creative] faculties that no manual or cerebral excess deranges”
. The meaning of their respective mythical signs was not determined from academic manuals of allegorical signification. Contrariwise, it is related to their genesis in past societies where the practice, the study and the patronage of art was less superficial than in modern times. In fact, the presence of mythical signs in the work of Ingres and the Parnassian poets is meant to underline the standing evolution from Neo-Classical antiquarianism to a novel system of appreciation that prioritised the artist’s personal stance towards the stylistic choices of past societies. In fact, mythological paintings were supposed to complement contemporary literature by recreating attractive images from ancient art in accordance with their maker’s understanding of what antiquity stood for. 

It is not surprising that nineteenth-century writers and painters abandoned classical images whose artistic splendour had been marred by continuous imitation and the intervention of external interests. Instead, they enriched their repertory with mythical signs derived from Oriental and medieval art, as long as they fit with their view of antiquity as the apogée of aesthetic sensibility
. Critical texts by Gautier and T.de Banville (1823-1891)
 had an impact on the Symbolist attitude towards classical mythology. The correspondence of these men with C.Swinburne (1837-1909), whose poems inspired the second generation of Pre-Raphaelite painters, transferred the principles of art pur to the other side of the Channel. Furthermore, the British admiration for Ingres is discernible in the smooth contours and the sensual subtlety of the large-scale female nudes which populate the Salon canvases of Lord F.Leighton (1830-1896) (fig.6)
. In the 1890’s, The Picture of Dorian Gray
 by O.Wilde (1854-1900) presented the Aesthetic Movement as the starting point for British Symbolism and similar artistic phenomena in Belgium and Holland, Germany and Austria
.            

1.4. Τhe comparative studies of Indo-European myths 
The Symbolist perception of antiquity emanated from the comparative study of world myths by Romantic thinkers. This branch of scholarly research was stimulated by the claim of W.Jones (1746-1794) that European idioms stemmed from a primordial Indian language, whose ideographic signs were invested with spiritual values. Herder’s conviction that the superiority of Greco-Roman myths was a false assumption convinced the modern analysts of antiquity that any nation would display such achievements, if it paid sufficient attention to the background of its traditional storylines
. The Romantic scholars were still fascinated by classical texts; however, they now used them for illuminating the situation that preceded the supposed advent of Indian immigrants in prehistoric Europe. For instance, M.Müller (1823-1900), who is known for his reading of the Rig Veda
, claimed that Indo-European myths, which extolled solar gods and their royal offspring, were different from the older storylines, which referred to lunar or chthonic goddesses
. 

Nonetheless, the comparative study of mythology, which blossomed in the last two decades of the 18th and the first half of the 19th century, precipitated concepts of visual creation that paved the way for the formulation of Symbolist art theories. J.Bachofen (1815-1887) and G.F.Creuzer (1771-1858) made a clear distinction between the mythical signs in ancient art and in literature, and classified the first as a continuation of the primordial Indo-European symbols. This meant that painting and sculpture were invested with greater cultural value than classical texts; the latter functioned as rational accounts of the spiritual essence of the sacred images, once their ritual significance was shoved aside in more advanced societies. Creuzer and Bachofen endowed 19th-century painters with a wide repertory of ancient signs that heightened their interest in mythology but also subverted its classical meaning
.    

In order to demonstrate the extent of the changes that were brought about by the expansion of comparative mythography, I will briefly refer to Creuzer’s treatise and its import upon French aesthetics. Creuzer said that the Indian priests created visual symbols that codified their doctrine and expanded the spiritual concerns of the nature-based religion. The closest analogues to these symbols were the hieroglyphs and the Pythagorean figures. The Hellenic myths were later contrivances that explicated the intuitive knowledge of Indo-European symbols to the writers of discursive classical texts that gave a distorted image of prehistory. Creuzer tried to reverse this process by looking for common patterns between the national myths and investigating the ways in which the ancient symbols provided an intuitive grasp of the metaphysical aspects of nature. Hence, a clear distinction was made between allegory, where a hint of the intellectual intentions is necessary, and symbolic art, where the incongruence between the visual form and its content is removed by the direct appeal of the artistic whole to one’s spiritual faculties. As a result, the systems of signification that were employed by Indian, Egyptian or Middle Eastern artists were not necessarily less effective than those of classical art. Creuzer implied that the drawback of Greco-Roman literature, which was used as an absolute authority after the 5th century B.C., was the transformation of Indo-European symbols in edifying storylines. The aim of comparative mythographers was to discover the hidden traces of primitive symbols within the classical myths, to measure them against the testimony of archaeological findings and to offer a reconstitution of their meaning that is at once imaginative and historically accurate. This process would reconcile the Neo-Platonist background of classical culture and the artistic taxonomy of G.Hegel (1770-1831) with the nineteenth-century fascination with prehistory and the Orient
. 

Creuzer transferred the transcendental properties of the artistic image (which Winckelman specifically attributed to classical and Hegel to Christian statues) to the creations of remote antiquity. In his opinion, prehistoric and archaic art is the proper realm of the symbol, as the perfectly “sense-perceived, embodied idea”
. Yet, a work of art from another period- to the extent that it stirs our soul by a visionary understanding of the civilisation that begot it- can also be described as “symbolic”. By elevating the images of primitive art at the same aesthetic level with classical vases and statues, Creuzer enticed non-realist painters, from Moreau’s generation and onwards, to incorporate in their work mythical symbols (e.g. the Sphinx) that celebrate the importance of chthonic deities in pre-classical Greek, Etruscan, Assyrian, and Indian art. 

Creuzer did not envisage an open clash between the philosophical investigation of the past, which was his initial research field, and the autonomous evaluation of art, which followed a timeless set of values. Still, his writings induce a gradual separation of the two as far as the formulation of aesthetic statements is concerned. By stating that the ancient symbols were introduced by priests that unified the wishes of the divine and the regal authorities, Creuzer differentiated the beliefs of the Indo-Europeans from the natural religion that impeded the socio-cultural progress of primitive communities. This would become Bachofen’s special object of interest, in an age where the absolute validity of idealism had begun to wane. The concept of the “nature symbol”, which included the compilation of religious images out of purely secular elements, was not within Creuzer’s grasp. However, Bachofen and himself, as well as the British clergyman G.Cox (1827-1902) that followed their example, envisaged the ability of the mythical sign to convey the orientation of a culture and the psychological attitudes that it fostered
. Hence, the conviction of nineteenth-century mythographers that the symbol was supposed to act as a transparent veil that both obscured and revealed inner truths, seems to have laid the foundations of Symbolist art theories
. 

The ideas of Creuzer were principally transmitted in France through J.D.Guigniaut (1794-1874), who translated and expanded Creuzer’s work through explanatory annotations and illustrations. Guigniaut’s ten volumes (1825-1850) influenced post-Romantic pioneers, e.g. Moreau and G.Flaubert (1821-1880). Additionally, Creuzer’s conclusions about ancient art influenced V.Cousin (1792-1867) who founded the philosophical system of Eclecticism. Cousin was the first thinker before Gautier to proclaim art’s independence from external concerns, although he insisted on the inter-relation of beauty, goodness and truth as equal provinces of ideality. If art is presented as the subjective reproduction of ideal beauty by imagination and cultural memory, the gap between Creuzer’s three conflicting categories of aesthetic value is bridged
. Art must create a beauty that makes the spiritual element of nature known to the senses, and thus comprehensible, without the intervention of scientific reason. The intelligible core of composition protects art from the degrading influence of its material means, but its formal components were the ones that stimulated “the disinterested emotion of beauty”
. The integration of Creuzer’s opinions in Eclecticism was the second factor that paved the way for the Symbolist concept of interaction between the Idea and its artistic presentation. Because Creuzer’s theory exemplified this principle, the mythological painters of the 19th century turned to his advocates for inspiration on how to articulate their cultural concerns in a symbolic manner
.     

1.5. The impact of Esotericism on nineteenth-century aesthetics

The pioneers of archaeological studies, Aestheticism and comparative mythography viewed ancient art works as a springboard for epiphany, i.e. a furtive stage of enlightenment during which the rational substratum of academic morality yielded to pantheistic premonitions
. Thus, the history painters that surpassed the passionate outbursts of Romanticism produced images that combined beauty with sibylline spirituality. Their primary aim was to establish artistic perfection as a secret link between the celestial and the terrestrial sphere. Under the spell of Baudelaire, they viewed nature and mythology as “forests of [primitive] symbols” whose harmonious and repetitive patterns created correspondences between the sensory and the spiritual realm of experience
. Art must not be burdened with mundane considerations that emanate from the scientific study of external phenomena. Contrariwise, painting must reflect the tragic struggle of mankind to strike a balance between ideality and corporeality through symbolic creation. In this way, every artist would undertake the role of the ancient hierophant, while remaining true to the material exigencies of his medium. If one perceived a painting as a beautifully crafted object which transposes its maker’s natural impressions to a metaphysical level, he associated its preparation and reception with magic and meditation. Nineteenth-century painters were thus encouraged to refute the calls of positivism, where art became a mere extention of science, and to seek guidance in cultural instances where religion and aesthetics enjoyed an equal and fruitful collaboration
. 

The use of mythical images in nineteenth-century painting, when it is not a result of blind faith to academic types, is related to the appeal of esotericism. Notably, Morice classified myths and legends among “the communal and unique sources of art” that lead one’s soul to the absolute
. Even Mallarmé, who was not very well-disposed towards traditional themes, confirmed the aesthetic purity of fables and the fact that they encompassed an apocalyptic outlook that was absent in history and philosophy
. Several painters developed an interest in mysticism, which presented meditation as the best way of attaining cosmic wisdom, and in occultism, whose practitioners believed that certain ritual actions would summon the aid of universal powers in practical undertakings. Due to the integration of spiritual principles in archeological theories, comparative mythography and Aestheticism, nineteenth-century painters like Ingres and Moreau pointed at mythical images as a means of artistic and spiritual purification
. 

The most important link between Symbolism and the esoteric tradition was the writer and critic E.Schuré (1841-1929). His Great Initiates (1889)
 gave an account of “the common line of [arcane] thought which runs through the many traditions and phenomena of magic recorded in the history of [all] nations, religions and civilizations”
. This book sustains the efforts of H.P.Blavatsky (1831-1929) to present mythology as bridge between science, art and pantheistic religion. Schuré was affiliated with the Theosophical Society (1887), read Blavatsky’s treatises and the journal Lotus Bleu, and agreed with their exegesis of mythical symbols according to the principles of Hermeticism
. This line of esoteric thought had its roots in Renaissance Florence and the efforts of its scholars to unify the Plotinian tenets of the Eastern dogma with the apocryphal tradition of Catholicism. Hermes Trismegistos was viewed as an envoy of the divinity, which is essentially the same whether it is called Osiris, Deva Nehusa or Zeus. He is the supreme embodiment of the perfect man, who is endowed with supernatural powers of creation that permit humanity to free its spiritual core from the chains of its material existence. According to the Hermetic texts, this process of liberation consists of seven stages that lift the human soul from its terrestrial carcass to the ethereal body of divine light. Hermes Trismegistos was said to carry an emerald plate that bears the main spiritual commandments in mystical characters; hence, Schuré describes him as the Egyptian analogue of Rama, Krisna, Moses, Orpheus, Pythagoras, Plato and Jesus. On the other hand, Hermes is presented as the living spring out of which stem the arcane waters of occult practices. Schuré and Blavatsky denied that alchemy and magic were the only means of spiritual illumination. Nonetheless, they place great value to the relevant guidance of their forefather, E.Lévi (1810-1875)
. 

Most precursors of Symbolism consulted at least the most innocent of Levi’s treatises
. His exposition of traditional storylines as both artistic expositions of the fundamental inter-relation between solar and lunar, positive and negative, powers is echoed by several works of nineteenth-century painting and literature, inclusive of those that deal with the Sphinx. Furthermore, Lévi’s grasp of nature as a living organism whose fallible beauty conceals the luminous essence of God, links his ideas with the visionary propositions of E.Swedenborg (1688-1772) and, consequently, with Baudelaire’s theory of natural symbols as a sublime starting-point for artistic correspondences that point towards ideality
. Lévi argued that the success of a magical work relied on the medium’s knack for manipulating the supernatural power of the astral light, i.e. “the manna out of which this illusory world is made”
. These claims appealed to French and British Aesthetes, e.g. J.Gautier (1841-1917) who asked Lévi to be her teacher in magic, and E.Bulwer-Lytton, who helped him to invoke the ghost of Apollonius of Tyana
. On many occasions, Lévi’s disciples also used alcohol and drugs for inducing an artificial trance in which they envisioned their past lives, conversed with dead spirits and approached the essence of the divine androgyne through an uninhibited approach to the sexual act
. However, even the most converted of them used their esoteric knowledge for imbuing their art works with formal and intellectual freedom
. Mallarmé, who was fascinated but not taken in by occultism, used the Koan, i.e. a Buddhist technique of expressive derangement which eliminated rational contingencies and drove the reader of his poems to envision the Idea within the calculated interplay of verbal signs and silence
. 

Symbolist painters were influenced by esotericism in various ways. Some of them, such as the participants to the Salon de la Rose+Croix or F.Kupka (1871-1957), were engrossed in esoteric studies and directly transferred their experiments and readings of the above texts to their compositions. The majority were in two minds about the actual validity of such claims but let them inform their artistic choices as a result of their social contacts with occultists. In some cases, such as that of Moreau, the Symbolist painters had a marginal interest in the esoteric tradition, but their compositions were being repetitively juxtaposed with its major theoretical premises
. Specifically, the concentration on the symbolic image of the Sphinx, which was frequently present in ancient temples and Masonic lodges, forged a link between aesthetic and religious intentions that both obscures and enriches the meaning of the image. 

1.6. The role of mythology in the contacts between Wagnerian and Decadent aesthetics

The above cultural factors that gave a new importance to mythological themes in the visual arts were primarily derived from a Romantic context. Hence, their innovative contribution did not produce a structural system for traditional signs that would take nineteenth-century art out of its dead-end. The first generation of Symbolist thinkers, who are known as the Decadents, were haunted by visions of total destruction of art and society. In their opinion, the obsession with progress was a dangerous enemy of socio-political and aesthetic well-being; it was due to this factor that Carthage, Rome and Byzantium had lost their primacy. The main centres of cultural power -such as the State, the Church and the Academy- played a negative role. Therefore, the Decadents strove to find a balance between the scientific and the esoteric tenets of Creuzer’s symbol theory in a trans-historical medieval context. Their major reason for integrating mythology to their psychocentric exegesis of cultural decline was their fascination with the music-dramas of R.Wagner (1813-1833). Wagnerism was more influential in Germanic countries, where it became a filter for distilling Symbolist ideas. In France, Belgium and Britain, the language barrier curtailed the public exposure to Wagner’s original works. However, these nations benefited from Wagner’s concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk, i.e. the collective work of poetry, dancing, scene painting and polyphonic music that is centered on the re-discovery of myths and legends. 

The first major reference to Wagner’s work in France was made by Baudelaire
. Further to this article, the learned visitors of the 1864 Salon were encouraged to compare the Sphinx images of Ingres and Moreau to the new notion of pictorial musicality. These painters were not consciously influenced by the vogue of Wagnerism; yet their insistence on evocative mythical patterns and a harmonious arrangement of lines and colours suggest the existence of eclectic affinities. In the 1870’s, the dominant agent of Wagner’s ideas was Schuré, who was familiar with their linguistic and intellectual context
. Another factor of notable Wagnerian influence in France was La Révue Wagnérienne (1885-1890), i.e. a monthly journal edited by the Decadent writers E.Dujardin (1861-1949) and T.de Wyzéwa (1862-1917)
. This journal publicized selected parts of Wagner’s texts, and interpreted them in a way that sustained Mallarmé’s art theory. This intentional fusion of contradictory ideas (Wagner insisted that both poetry and painting were aesthetically inferior to music) and the irregular exposure of Frenchmen to Wagnerian performances affected their understanding.  

Still, Baudelaire, Schuré and La Révue Wagnérienne offered a well-grounded account of Wagner’s ideas on mythology. Medieval legends figure importantly in these sources as a sign-system that can be articulated on multiple artistic levels. The legendary themes in the tragedies of Wagner and his French and Belgian followers hesitated between an allegorical approach to history, where the individual action is at odds with the socio-political matrix, and a consultation of the myth as a site of creative interaction between the protagonists and their environs
. Although Wagnerian plays use second-degree myths that could be read as socio-political allegories, their traditional images act primarily as symbols, which unify the spiritual portent of the modern artist with this of the tragic heroes
. 

Wagnerian subject-matter highlights the conflict between “the exquisite unconsciousness of artistic creation” in primitive cultures and the “rationally or consciously formed ideas” that permeate art in capitalistic societies
. This problematic ambiguity attracted the attention of the Decadents, who wanted to put the achievements of science in the service of democratic and spiritually-oriented art. Wagner’s heroes, such as Sigfried, are symbolic representations of mankind’s struggles against carnal passions, which are triggered by merciless gods and cunning rulers. As a result, they constitute a link between historical personalities (e.g. F.Barbarosa), the mythical heroes of Greece (e.g. Oedipus), religious figures (e.g. Orpheus or Jesus Christ) and the protagonists of medieval masterpieces (e.g. Hamlet). The dressing of such a plot with music undermines its allegorical function and brings the symbolic core of the mythical traditions to the fore
. The frequent references of Symbolist writers to the Leitmotifs, i.e. the sound-patterns that evoke the recurrence and development of emotional situations, prove the existence of an established identity between their thematic choices and their aesthetic intentions. The most important thing that the French intellectuals learnt from Wagner is that the myth can act as a bridge between the visual, the literary and the musical, i.e. the natural, the intellectual and the spiritual, elements of any work of art. The optimal combination of these factors took place under the aegis of the Symbolist movement. Thus, the integration of the latter with certain Wagnerian ideas affirmed that mythology could set its metaphorical implications aside and become a depository of intuitively read symbols.
.  

The presence of mythical images in non-academic French paintings created after the 1860’s is usually a result of the extended appeal of Wagnerian ideas. Wagnerism put in practice, at one and the same time, the scholarly conclusions on the comparative meaning of the myths, the re-evaluation of indigenous traditions, the archaeological documents on non-classical civilisations and the presentation of art as a site of perfect beauty and spirituality. In some cases, French painters copied Wagner’s legendary themes in an exclusive manner. Still, even the most faithful expounders of Wagnerian mythology, such as H.Fantin-Latour (1836-1904) (fig.7)
 often resort to classical subject-matter. This was probably due to the fact that La Révue Wagnérienne also published indicative parts from the Birth of Tragedy by F. Nietzsche (1844-1900), which linked comparative mythography with the redeeming function of art in the essays of A.Schopenhauer (1788-1860)
. Nietzsche became popular in France, because of his seminal assertion that Wagner’s music-dramas reconstituted the pre-Euripidean form of tragedy
. This argument was withdrawn, as soon as Nietzsche came to the conclusion that Wagner had used Schopenhauer’s achievements for personal interests. However, Nietzsche’s claim that the tragic myth unified the Apollonian façade of poetry and the Dionysian core of music had a lasting effect on the Wagnerian tradition. In the late 1890’s, the Birth of Tragedy became a nexus between the different branches of European Symbolism. Therefore, the classical backbone of Wagnerism helped fin-de-siècle painters to fabricate self-analytical versions of the Sphinx myth in a symbolic manner. 
� Oil on canvas, 188.9 x 143.8 cm, Louvre, Paris in Eisenman, S. et al., Nineteenth Century Art. A Critical Introduction. London/ New York: Thames and Hudson, 1994, p.279, fig.12.11.
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� J.-A.-D. Ingres, Napoleon on his Imperial Throne, oil on canvas, 1806, 265.7 x 160 cm, Palais des Invalides, Paris in Eisenman et al., 1994, p.51, fig. 1.35. 
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