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Some of you, perh~ps most of you, are wondering if the 

title of my talk this ~ perhaps should include a question 

mark. Redon? Music? 
Slide, Photo of Redon 

This man brought up in an isolated house in the barren 

lands of the Medoc? What could he know of music? The 

answer is -- a great deal. His recollections are particularly of 
his brother, Ernest, a pianist. 

When I was born, he already played; still in the cradle, I 

heard Beethoven and Bach. I was born on a sound wave. 
There is not a recollection of my early childhood which is 
not linked to melody, to music of quality. Later as an 
adolescent, I listened to then still-little-known works by 
Berlioz, Schumann, Chopin. Our family home was filled 
with it. Music surely left its mark on my soul.1 

1 John Rewald, Odilon Redon , Exhibition Catalogue of Museum of 
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Redon, himself, played violin, and at one point in his long 
struggle to make his art known, he contemplated abandonning 
his creative work for the relative security of a theater violinist. 
He became an intimate friend of Chausson and the two men 
played Beethoven sonatas together.2 

He attended concerts frequently and wrote with perception 
about the quality of performance. In his personal journal, he 
wrote essays on Berlioz and Schumann. He knew all of the 
musicians of his own generation, Debussy, Ravel, Deodat de 
Severac, Roussel, etc. etc., and appreciated their works. 
Debussy wanted him to design the sets for Afternoon of a Faun 
which Nijinsky danced but Redon could not find time and the 
decor fell to Leon Bakst. 

Slide -- Bakst decor 
Ricardo Vines, the pianist who introduced most of the modem 

works, was a special friend who vacationed with Redon. 
Ricardo Vines, Lithograph by Redon 1903 

He regularly attended Diaghilev's ballets and heard the 
latest in Russian music. At the end of his life in the midst of 
World War I, he wrote to his son in military service: 

Modern Art, 1961. 

2 Lettres a Odilon Redon , ed. Ati Redon (Paris: Jose Corti, 1960), p. 
87. 
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What service rendered to those who have remained behind 
in security thanks to the army! And then, the future that is 
prepared through all that! It will be a new Europe and a 
new France. You will see the scope of it. Save yourself 
for the approaching years. Preserve your sensitivity for 
fine literature, for the performance of Russian music, and 
all the renewal that is going to come. 3 

Not only was Redon a life-long devotee of music but his 
experience extended over a vast period of stylistic change from 
the liberating influence of Schumann, still a "wild man" in the 
eyes of officialdom, to the realisation that Russian music of the 
second decade of the twentieth century would set a pathway for 
modem style. 

The next question that you might ask would be, "Did he 
try to illustrate musical works, to translate them literally into 
terms of visual art?" The answer to that is essentially, "No," 
just as he did not literally depict literary works. I know of only 
a few that might in some way be direct representations of 
music. One is the oil painting of the Evocation of Roussel, a 
large orchestral work which made a big success in 1912 and 
which is still considered one of Roussel's best compositions. 
The composer entitled the first movement The Gods in the 
Caves and indicated more specifically that he had in mind the 

3 Letter to An, 19 July 1915, Lettres d'Odilon Redon, 1878-1916 
(Paris: van Oest, 1923), p. 133. 
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statue of Shiva, god of destruction and renewal, in the Caves of 
Ellora. The music has a high shimmering background below 
which a darker and more solemn bass part emerges, the texture 

Of.. . 
designed probably to show the dual nature ~htva. Redon makes 
no real caves, his figure exists in isolation as do most of his 
images, the face and body are placed in darkness but are 
surrounded by light and flowers, destruction and renewal. 

Slide and music of Evocation 4 3' 8" 
Another is the drawing of The Despair of Orpheus which, 
Redon associated with Gluck's opera as shown by the musical 
notation he placed at the bottom of the drawing. 

Slide of The Despair of Orpheus 5 

Redon's figure is not singing as in the opera but seems to exist 
in a tug of war between upward and downward lines. 
Orpheus's lyre is leaning against the tree, abandonned, and in 
the foreground area are a few desolate stones. Gluck's music 
likewise consists of upward-moving lines which immediately 
subside into dejected downward motion. Perhaps we can gain 
an insight into the mood that Redon sought by noting that he 
quoted in an abbreviated and incorrect fashion the first line of 
music, "I have lost my Eurydice," but he quoted accurately the 

4 Washington, National Gallery of Art, Chester Dale Collection, 
Recording Supraphon 1112 2454, Czech Philharmic, Kosier. 

5 Drawing (1900), Ted Coe Collection, Cleveland, see John Rewald 
"Quelques notes et documents sur Odilon Redon," Gazette des Beaux
Arts , Nov. 1956. 
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second melancholy line, "Nothing equals my sorrow." 

Music of J'ai perdu mon Eurydice 6 2' 10" 

There is one work in the present exhibition that 1--pictures 
a scene from Wagner's dramas, a music and an outlook which 
during the 1880s and 90s led to a cult of Wagnerism in France,7 

a veneration that formed the basis for the discussions of 
symbolism by Redon's friend, Mallarme and resulted in a 

passionate journal, The Wagnerian Review , to which Redon 
contributed a drawing of Parsifal. 8 

Redon's lithograph of Parsifal 
Riot in Paris after Wagner's Lohengrin 

Redon's oil painting in the exhibition shows Briinnhilde at the 
moment when she rides into the fire destroying herself but also 
destroying the old order of the Norse gods. 

Slide of Briinnhilde9 

Here is the exact moment when the Rhine has begun to flood 
the scene quenching the fire on earth and giving the 

Rhinemaidens final possession of their stolen gold. However, 

there is none of the detail of the story in this painting. 

6 Recording, Angel 3568 B/L, Nicolai Gedda. 

7 Suzanne Bernard, Mallarme et Ia musique (Paris: Nizet, 1959), pp. 
27-5 6. 

8 Richard Hobbs, Odi/on Redon (Boston: New York Graphic Society, 
1977), pp. 51-54. 

9 No. 13 in the exhibition catalogue. 
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Briinnhilde is a not too well-defined shape with flesh tones, 
already dissolving as a form, the red of the fire gives way to an 
intermediate zone and finally~he blue of the river. There are 
no Rhinemaidens, no Valhalla glowing in the distance, no 
Alberich making one last grasp for the golden ring of power. 
Instead, Redon seems to be concerned with the single figure, 
the transition into the blue area, and the color contrast that was 
to mark so many of his late paintings. 

Music of Briinnhilde's Immolation10 3' 10 " 
, I 

Briinnhilde remained for him 
5
a1flroine. Slide, litho 

Despite the literary men who at this time linked the arts 
into a system of correspondences 

Like dwindling echoes gathered far away 
Into a deep and thronging unison 
Huge as the night or as the light of day, 
All scents and sounds and colors meet as one. 
Perfumes there are as sweet as the oboe's sound, 
Green as the prairies, fresh as a child's caress, 
-- And there are others, rich, corrupt, profound 

And of an infinite pervasiveness, 
Like myrrh, or musk, or amber, that excite 
The ecstasies of sense, the soul's delight. II 

1 0 Recording, London OSA 1604, Solti, Ring Cycle. 

11 Charles Baudelaire, Correspondances, trans. by Richard Wilbur, 
The Flowers of Evil , ed. Martheil and Jackson Mathews (New York: 
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despite these ideas, the artists themselves, engrossed in their 
own particular techniques, were skeptical of utterly direct 
connections between the various arts. Visual artists knew that, 
while their subject matter and treatment might recall another 
art, their approach must be in plastic terms. We sometimes 
forget the circumstances surrounding visual apprehension and 
creation. A whole century earlier (1770), Henry Fuseli and 
Thomas Banks drew figures by arbitrarily placing five dots to 
represent head, hands and feet. 12 Redon made quick sketches 
that he called his "scales," in analogy to the warm-up exercises 
of musicians, and later developed these into complete works 
working from the visual influence alone and without direct 
musical experience.13 He spoke of the invigorating force of 
the play of lines, of the arabesque. 14 Musicians too were 
skeptical of an arbitrary mixing of the arts. Even Wagner, 
purporting to create the complete art work, scorned the so
called unified drama that consisted of "reading a romance by 
Goethe in a picture-gallery adorned with statues, during the 

New Directions, 1955). 

12 Catalogue of the Henry Fuseli Exhibition , Tate Gallery, 1975, p. 
84. 

13 Letter 14 Oct. 1914 to Sabouraud, Lettres d'Odilon Redan , p. 117. 

14 ASM, p. 28. 
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performance of a Beethoven symphony." 15 None-the-less, 
musicians, artists, and poets seemed to feel that there were 
some proper analogies between the arts and, used with care, the 
correspondences between them were of value. 

Redon was committed to the resources of chiarascuro and 
the effects of the abstract line acting directly on the spirit.16 
The critics of the time agreed with him even when they called 
him a "symphonic painter," a phrase that that did not mean a 
direct connection with music but meant that he went beyond the 
routine descriptive technique and into the realm of the 
emotional, therefore, the musical. A "symphonic painter" was 
one who encompassed both realms, the plastic and the 
emotional. 17 The phrase derives from the high esteem in which 
symphonic music was held but also from the basic meaning of 
the word itself -- syn , together, and phone , sound, that is a 
harmony. This is the harmony that Redon wanted, the uniting 
of technique and feeling. He scorned academic painting and 
could not bear academic instruction.18 

15 Richard Wagner, Opera and Drama , Prose Works ed. and trans.by 
Ashton Ellis, II, p. 121. 

16 Redon, A Soi-meme, Journal 1867-1915 (Paris: Floury, 1922), 
p. 26 (hereafter ASM ). 

17 Lettres a Odilon Redon , pp. 88-89. 

18 AS M , p. 129. He speaks of many artists being mere 
grammarians who rely on formulas. They lack the overwhelming 
authority of love. "Or il faut aimer pour croire, et il faut croire pour 
agir: le meilleur enseignement sera done re~u de celui qui aura deja 
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Now if he did not often try to directly translate music into 
visual terms, what was his artistic connection with music? I 
believe it lies in two areas, the flrst, a supporting force for his 
own uncompromising ideas of artistic integrety, and second, a 
cultivation of themes and outlooks which were similar in the 
two arts, themes and outlooks that create analogies between his 
art and music. 

Let us look first at his devotion to artistic integrety. 
Redon returned again and again to contemplation of Durer, 
Rembrandt, da Vinci, and Delacroix, not just to admire their 
technique but also to grasp technique placed at the service of 
the spirit. He also was attracted by writings about music as 
well as by the music itself. Thus he and Chausson were both 
fervent admirers of Schumann, a composer who could unite 
fantasy with solid construction. Schumann proved a liberating 
force for the French; his music shifted rapidly from sketch to 
sketch, his New Journal of Music upheld the highest standards 
of criticism and artistic integrity, it was the counterpart to the 
French Musical Revue and Gazette which had similar aims. 
Fantin-Latour, who did try to picture musical works, portrayed 
Schumann as one of the greatest heroes. 

touche l'apprenti d'une sorte de revelation creatrice, issue de Ia 
beaute des ses propres oeuvres. 
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Fantin-Latour Un morceau de Schumann etching 1864 
Fantin-Latour Le genie de Ia musique litho 1881 

' Fantin-Latour A Robert Schumann litho 1893 
Fantin-Latour Un lied de Schumann 

Chausson wrote to Mme. Raynac from Munich. 

There is a sentence of Schumann's [essays] which is 
frightening and which sounds constantly in my ears like 
the trumpet of judgment -- "One is not master of thought 
when one is not completely master of form. 19 

Redon was so taken with the German composer that Chausson 
who usually addressed him as "my dear Redon" sometimes 
wrote "my dear Schumann. "20 Redon started his own essay on 
Schumann by quoting the composer's aphorism, "Be a noble 
artist and the rest will be given to you in abundance." 

19 Letter to Mme. Raynac, Munich, Friday, Englishcer Hof, 1879 in 
"Lettres inedites a Mme. Raynac" La Revue musicale, Numero special, 
Ernest Chausson , December 1925. 

20 Letter of 28 March 1875, Lettres a Odilon Redon. 
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Schumann has given his fruit; he gave it as the apple tree 
gives apples without thought of personal gain and without 
regret. He has given his heart and his thought, his works, 
his life, one that placed him among those who suffer for 
others, and that indeed is the crowning grace, the 
characteristic sign of profound genius. One would not say 
it of those who, like Berlioz, for example, only opened his 
heart accompanied by continual recrimination.21 

The essays of Schumann who portrayed himself under three 
different personalities, Eusebius, the introspective man, 
Florestan, the exuberant, and Raro, the rational, must have 
appealed to Redon. Likewise Schumann's music such as this 
composition "In the Night" from his Fantastic Pieces has with 
its opposing rhythms, its dark low background, and its bit of 
melody that arises out of the background, a similar daring to 
Redon's Noirs , his blacks. 

Music of Schumann's In der Nacht 22 1' 5" 

Slide of Redon's Et tout a coup (Flaubert I) 
Slide of Redon's Des tenebres l'envelloppent (Flaubert III) 

Redon "remained an assiduous listener," his son reported, "to 
Schumann, Chopin, Gluck, Berlioz and Beethoven." 

21 ASM , p. 135. 

22 Recording, RCA LM-1072, Rubenstein. 
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They remain for me the five luminous and vivifying points 
of a mystic star which has sustained me lightly throughout 
life, making me forget its rigors. Oh! that beautiful art. 
It is more powerful than the one I exercise. 23 

The past of Diirer, Rembrandt, da Vinci, Delacroix, 
Schumann, Chopin, Gluck, Berlioz and Beethoven remained a 
constant inspiration. The dark shadows of a Rembrandt, the 
exotic color of a Delacroix, the detailed observation of a Diirer, 
the fantasy of a Schumann, the imagination of a Chopin, the 
power of a Beethoven are in his work -- but all expressed in 
terms of modern themes and techniques. Here we find the 
second main point, the analogies between musical practice, 
musical subject matter, and the visual art of the master. 

In the period of 1870 to 1910, the height of Redon's 
productive period, musicians were extending the textures of 
music by very high and very low sounds, by sounds that did not 
take defined shape but existed as background murmurs, by the 
sudden appearance of pure sounds, the precise joined to the 
imprecise as Verlaine said. To choose at random, here are the 
first 24 measures of Debussy's Image (that is picture or print) 
of Iberia called "In the Highways and Byways." Against the 
background of plucked strings, kettledrums, castanets, and 
Basque drum, the woodwinds give out a rhythm, the horns 

23 Art Redon, Preface to Lettres a Odilon Redon , p. 25, trans by 
Rewald, Odilon Redon . 
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suggest the start of a melody which only emerges as a clarinet 
tune. Just at the end of the excerpt, the oboe rises in a 
langorous line. A large palette of orchestal textures was 
necessary. 

Music of Debussy's "Dans les rues et par les chemins"24 25 " 
Similarly as you visit the exhibition, you will find that Redon 
uses all resources of texture from pencil sketches and charcoal 
drawings, some on tinted paper, to lithographs, some directly 
on the stone, others from transfer paper, to pastels,. water 
color, oils on wood, on paper, or on canvas, and his black or 
color varies from almost transparent to thick impasto -- a very 
large orchestra of visual textures, if we may put it that way. 

In order to achieve these new effects, musicians had to 
master an art that allowed them to subtly blend harmonies, 
orchestral colors, and bits of melody and to suspend for long 
periods of time the expected arrival points. Although many 
composers were discovering these means, as usual Wagner, 
with a certain German thoroughness, carried it to the greatest 
extreme by employing "transformation scenes" on stage and in 
the orchestra. He stated bluntly, "My art is the art of 
transition." Here is an example from Wagner's Rheingold . 
You will hear the shrieks of the Rhinemaidens just as their gold 
has been seized, the robber's laughter, then the rocks of the 
Rhine disappear in thickest darkness, the whole stage from top 

24 Recording, London OS 7128, Cleveland Orchestra, Maazel. 
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to bottom is filled with black waves which for some time seem 
to sink downward but are gradually changed into clouds which 
become lighter and dissolve into fme mist. An open space on a 
mountain height becomes visible in the twilight disclosing the 
chief of the gods and his consort asleep on a flowery bank. 

Example from end of 1st part of Rheingold 25 3' 
Now Redon did not attempt anything so melodramatic -

such was entirely against his taste. But he did achieve a 
shading, a transition, so miraculous in his noirs , his blacks, 
that Degas could only exclaim, "But his blacks! Oh! His 
blacks ... impossible to pull any of equal beauty. "26 Consider 
this lithograph from The Temptation of Saint Anthony , the set 
with quotations from Flaubert as titles for each print. 

Slide, // hausse le vase d'airain , set I, 1888/89 
Note how the transitory, vacillating light from the torch reaches 
out into the darkness revealing the figure. Or from the same 
series how the strange human image is in the act of becoming 
The Buddha. 

Slide, Ayant vaincu le demon, III, 1910 

25 Recording, London OSA 1309, Solti, Ring Cycle. 

26 John Rewald, Odilon Redon . 
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Having vanquished the demon, I passed 12 years 
nourishing myself exclusively on perfumes. and when I 
had acquired the 5 virtues, the 5 faculties, the 10 forces, 
the 18 substances, and had penetrated into the 4 spheres of 
the invisible world, Intelligence was mine. I became The 
Buddha. 

Or the figure of Death speaking as she evolves from a serpent 
into thin air. 

Slide, LA MORT: Mon ironie depasse toutes les autres, II, 
1896 

My irony surpasses all others. There are convulsions of 
pleasure at the funeral ceremonies of kings, at the 
extermination of a people -- and war is made with music, 
plumes, flags, trappings of gold-- and unfolding of 
ceremony to extend yet more hommage to me ... 

Redon even evolved a view of life in transition toward 
death. He was not a believer but he had his understanding 
which he expressed in his journal. 
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I walked along the cold and silent aisles of the cemetery 
near unfrequented tombs. And my spirit knew a calm. 
Death, there, under my feet, in dark pits where friends and 
kindred repose, happy finally, because they feel no more, 
death, there, certain, soon arrived, which hovers over our 
anxious days as the the sole balm for our misery, death, 
there, mistress and sovereign forever, I have seen you, 
divine refuge, happy end to the ills of life. 27 

Close to the same acceptance is that of Faure, another 
unbeliever, in his journals and in several songs such as At the 
Cemetery (refer to your handouts). This song starts in 
quietness, has a transition to the turmoil of the sea and then 
returns to the fulfillment of the initial peaceful attitude. 

Example, Faure's Au cimitiere 
For some Redon has seemed morbid and forbidding and that 
may be true of a few works but I find him accepting all that the 
world has to offer, joy, sadness, the logical and the mysterious. 

The poem of the preceding song is by Jean Richepin. It is 
taken from a great cycle of poems of the sea, another recurring 
image in the music, poetry and visual art. The sea's endless 
and isolated quality could be shown in new impressionistic 
musical techniques which deliberately abandonned a central 
focus note, the keynote, in favor of constantly shifting 

27 12 June 1885, ASM , p. 84. 
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reference points. In a moment I am going to show you a Redon 
pastel while we listen to a bit of Debussy's La Mer, The Sea. 
But first let me suggest what our artist thought of the sea. 
Redon in the finest pages of his journal rises to inspired 

writing. 

Fine gentle barks, raised softly by eternal waves, you float 

in a friendly port. Your long masts leaning and your 

slender ropes scratch patterns on the backdrop of a stormy 
sky -- and the breath of the air and the rhythm of the tide 

cradle the spirit like a pleasing harmony. 

You hurry suddenly to reach the bay; in the distance, on 
the open sea, the last ship has lowered its solemn sail and 

the breath of the air and the rhythm of the tide cradle the 
spirit like a pleasing harmony. 

The port is festive, they have seen you from afar; here is 
the woman, here is the wife, the virgins who, two by two, 

speak in low voices on the beach. And the breath of the 
air and the rhythm of the tide cradle the spirit like a 
pleasing harmony. 

Fine gentle barks, so dear to the sailor, what do you carry 
in the depths of the skiff? From the bosom of the ocean to 
the immortal spring, fish, treasure, the catch was good. 

And the breath of the air and the rhythm of the tide cradle 
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the spirit like a pleasing harmony. 

0 Sea, 0 close dear friend ...... 28 

Painters, go then to observe the sea. You will see there 
marvels of color and light, a sparkling sky. You will feel 
the poetry of the sand, the charm of the air, the 
imperceptible nuance. You will return stronger and filled 
with great intensity. 

Poets, go see the shore. Then will you sing the mystery of 
the infinite. And on those banks will come strengthening 
solitude. 

Musicians, go listen to the harmonies. 

You, finally, those fatigued with earthly life, you weighed 
by the burden of days, all you who work without relief and 
without rest in the bosom of your distress, all you, men of 
the fields and men of the people, go to breathe io/strength 
and faith in fertile nature, our mother and our friend. 29 

28 12 June 1885, ASM, p. 85. 

29 1875, ASM , p. 49. 
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Slide, La Barque mystique 30 

Music, the beginning of Debussy's La Mer 31 3" 

You may have noticed that Redon is not faithful to nature in 
this work--the pennant on the bark flies against the wind not 
with it and thus increases the sense of forward motion, of the 
passage of time--just as the sea meant that to Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti, a favorite poet of Debussy. 

Sound example, Rossetti's The Sea Limits 32 1' 50" 

Such an interpretation is supported by Redon's other sea 
pictures, they all exist to show the passage of time. 

Slide, Old Man in a Sailing Ship, oil, c. 1908 
Slide, The Ship of the Dead, watercolor 

Slide, Red Boat with Blue Sail, oil, 1906-07 
Now, though I have entitled this talk "Red on and the 

Musical Fantastic," I have resisted the temptation to classify the 
fantastic either in music or in art. This is not sheer laziness on 
my part, but I am trying to carry out Redon's own thought that 
these things must be felt and must not be classified. He entitled 
his journal "To One's Self' and he expected each viewer to 
understand art works "For One's Self." Far from embracing any 
system, Redon remained aware that symbolism, impressionism, 
W agnerism, nabiism, or any of the other chapels of the devoted 

30 No. 14 in the exhibition catalogue. 

31 Recording, EMI 4 A E 34447, Philharmonia Orchestra, Guilini. 

32 Recording, 
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were limiting in a way that music was not. 

Music shapes our soul in youth and one remains faithful 

later to these first emotions; music renews them as a sort 

of resurrection. 33 

Redon was a seer, an oracle, he wanted "the logic of the visible 

at the service of the invisible. "34 And we might take leave of 

him by absorbing the emblem of this exhibition, his pastel of 

The Druidess , another seer, as we listen to Debussy's evocation 

of the oracles of antiquity as they unfolded their mysteries. 
Slide, La Druidesse 35 

Music, Les Danseuses de Delphes 36 3' 20" 
Thus in artistic integrety, a large orchestra of textures, a means 

of transition, an art of acceptance and the passage of time, 

music was to Redon that resurrection, "that leaven, that yeast of 

a very special sensitivity" which allowed "one's spirit to escape 

33 ASM , p. 56, 1876. 

34 ASM , p. 30. 

35 No. 12 in the exhibition catalogue. 

36 Recording, Nonesuch HB 73031, Paul Jacobs. 
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swiftly into a better world. "37 His earlier Despair of Orpheus 
is replaced by a gentle pastel of Orpheus floating in the grip of 

his magical art. 
Slide, Orphee 38 

As it did for most of the Symbolist School, Music became 
~ 

37 

38 

Slide, 1]1& C_!lestig,l Art , lithograph39 

My drawings inspire and cannot be explained ... that art 

of suggestion is complete in the energetic art of music, 

more freely, more radiantly; but it is mine also.40 

1900,. ASM , p. 95. 

Pastel, Cleveland Museum of Art. 

3 9 Lithograph, Metropolitan Museum of Art 

40 ASM , pp. 27-28. 
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