Fin de siecle: for second time?
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	Jugendstil, Art nouveau, Secession - they are expressions with the same meaning. The art of the fin de siecle is considered. It means different kinds of art at the end of the 19th century and the early beginning of the 20th century. Using of equivalents in various languages, it signifies that the style was international. Wavy line was used in France and, on the opposite side, art noveau was used in England. (Mrázovi 1976, Wittlich 1985, L’apocalypse Joyeuse 1986.) All these expressions were used not only for the arts like painting or architecture or sculpture but for the applied arts and crafts, too. The motifs of poppies and tulips or peacock’s feathers we can find in books, on screens or women clothes. Music of Debussy contains some similar motifs: La fille aux cheveux de lin or Le clair de lune is typical for it. (Hollander 1976, Art nouveau and Jugendstil in the Music of the Early 20th Century 1984, Gerlach 1985, Doubravová 1992 a), 1994.) You know probably several main important exponents of this style like Antonio Gaudí, Gustav Klimt, Alfons Mucha, Eliel Saarinen, etc. Before I will show you typical objects of secession - s e c e s e - in our country, I would like to put a question: was it a belle époque?


	Take into account: it was the time of T. D. Roosevelt, emperor Wilhelm II., Franz Joseph I., czar Nikolaus II., and the Great Queen Victoria, etc. Here it was the time of the old Austrian monarchy.


	From the technical point of view, two very important things were there: railway and telephone. Don’t you think it could be something similar as internet and express railways (TGV, Pendolino, etc.) in our time? - From the social view point, the increasing industrialisation caused  arising of the trade unions. A new social class was developed: the employees, a new middle class. - The wars stimulated a contact between the old Europe and the Far East. I suppose many of you know the beautiful opera by Puccini - Madame Butterfly: it presents, a.o. the influence of the political situation upon the art. There were many „Japanese motives“ on the screens, i.e., many operettas with Japanese themes and the fashionable using of kimono design for gowns. Small European nations, like Czechs or Finns felt and used a possibility to start developing the idea of the national independence. It carried a strong influence in arts of those countries. Many of new tendencies of life, life style and art were presented on the world exhibition in Paris 1900.


	For the Czech milieu the publication of the work Boje o zítøek (Struggling for tomorrow) by Czech avant-garde theoretician F. X. Šalda in the year 1905 was significant. It was a literary, architectonic, pictorial, and musical manifestation and it was closer to nationalism than other parallel trends (symbolism, etc.). It is typical for the Czech countries, as well as for Finland, that secession was accepted immediately without any delay as it was case, e.g., with romanticism or the late romanticism. This secession had strong features of lyricism and idealisation: historical past was transformed by myth into great stories which promised very hopeful future in the time of enlightenment. Secession developed new sensual qualities of it. See, e.g. The Great Epic by Alfons Mucha or Akseli Gallen-Kallela pictures for Finnish pavilion on the World exhibition, inspired by Finnish national epic Kalevala. (Doubravová 1992 b).


	The manifesto of the Czech modern style and the journal Moderní revue appeared in 1895, the Almanac of Secession was published one year later. The poems of Otokar Bøezina, Jiøí Karásek ze Lvovic or Antonín Sova and others, the paintings of František Kupka, Jan Preisler, Vojtìch Preissig, Josef Váchal or Max Švabinský, the sculptures of František Bílek, Ladislav Šaloun, Vojtìch Sucharda or Josef Václav Myslbek - all these created secession atmosphere of the period, as did the musical works of Josef Suk, Vítìzslav Novák and others, performed in new built Municipal House. (Dìjiny èeské hudební kultury 1972, Vlèek 1976, Hudba v èeských dìjinách 1983.) 


	If  is typical for the secession-world the wide style and value extension from hedonism (Debussy, e.g., new materials in women clothes, new colour palette in paintings or unusual materials in architecture) to symbolistic and decadent trends (Les fleures du male, by Ch. Baudelaire, some Beardsley’s pictures or Ravel’s Scarbo), for the secession in Czech lands or Finland the pole of new feeling was stressed: the outsiders started to gain the centre. It was really the case of Sibelius’ music at the World exhibition and later or Alfons Mucha paintings.


	The existence and development of psychoanalysis in three main important schools seems to be important for the time atmosphere: those of Sigmund Freud, of Karl Gustav Jung and - last but not least - of Alfred Adler. In order to characterize the whole, we will use the polarity of Debussy’s music on one side and Gustav Mahler’s music on the other side. Hedonism of Debussy’s music is without any doubt. L’apres midi d’un Faune or La cathédral engloutie or La mer (connected with the well known Hokusawa’s wood-cut), the orientation towards poetic and musical extasis - they all stress sensual qualities of art and life, as well. Typical for it is also the silhouette of women clothes, similar to double „P“: one in normal shape, the other inverted in both axes. - Mahler’s music - is very strange from the point of view of pure genre. In symphonic music we can hear the folk music: horns or cornets open the association with free nature, the form of his symphonies and particularly the 1st movements, is quite irregular not only with regard to tradition but in the whole Mahler’s work, as well. His music is full of co-feeling, even if it is also the music of life pleasure. Of course, the texts are very important, as well (Arnim, Brentano, Goethe). But the music itself plays the decisive role in it. Remember e.g. Visconti’s “Der Tod in Venedig” according to the novel of Heinrich Mann: Adagietto from Mahlers 4th symphony creates a leitmotiv of the whole film story. This polarity of the hedonism and sympathy seems to be typical not only for the end of the 19th century and beginning of the last century but for our situation, as well. The hedonism of consumer life style is evident: no responsibility for the future from ecological and ethical view point. We live in this moment and „anything goes“ (Fayrabend). On the other side there is the concept of sustainable development, connected with „voluntary simplicity“. Even if this concept is not acceptable for everybody, it seems to be necessary to take it into account, at the least.


	Now I would like to present you some slides in order to offer you an insight into the Czech milieu of the fin de siecle and later. After that I will try to round up your impressions through a typical secession music of the Czech origin.


	This is a Municipal House, built by Antonín Balšánek and Osvald Polívka in the years 1906-1911. In its interior you can see Šaloun Slavonic dances, e.g., or Preisler’s and Mucha’s pictures. - Well known is Šaloun’s monument of John Hus (built 1903-1915), thanks to the demonstration and its TV reports from the Old Town Square at the end of the 20th century. Some other Šaloun’s sculptures remind you to Rodin: this is The Kiss and The Wave.  -Sucharda’s monument of the Czech politician and historian František Palacký is less known, even if it is very typical monument for the period. His statue of Comenius is less decorative but still monumental.- Myslbek’s St. Venceslaus you know well, I will show you his Karel Hynek Mácha in Petøín Park and beautiful sketch for a statue of Music for the National Theatre: Mácha’s monument was created in 1912. - If you know Helsinki railway station, you will be surprised of the similarity with the Prague railway station, s.c. Willson Station, created by Josef Fanta in the years 1901-1909. Hlávek’s bridge was built in the years 1909-1912 by Pavel Janák and František Mencl. A new tendency brought the Victory-Genius of Jan Štursa, as well as the whole work of this sculptor. This sculpture you can see near Belveder in the vicinity of the Prague castle. - It seems that the work of František Bílek comes from some other world. He was a deeply religious man and his work is manifestation of it. In Prague you can see his villa, very typical is his landscape house in Chýnov. This endeavour of creating complete life surroundings seems to be characteristic for this time. If you know, e.g., the house of Akseli Gallen-Kallela near Helsinki, you will understand what I mean. It was typical for secession to present not only an artistic style but the life style, including attire, gestures, social contacts, applied arts and art industry. Secession was a trial for universal aestheticism. (See: Wittlich 1985, Hollander 1975, etc.)


	My collection of paintings is limited because most of them you know, I presume. So I would like to remind some typical creations only: Mucha’s The Spring and Blessed Charitably, Preisler’s Diana, Adam and Eve and a study to fairy-tale (1902), Švabinsky’s The poet and his muse and Preissig’s Meditation and The Tree. Now the music comes: Vítìzslav Novák’s About and Eternal Desire and Josef Suk’s The Sommer Fairy-Tale. (Example and explanation.)


	Novák’s music (written 1903-5) was inspired by the a story-telling of moon from Andersen’s “Bilderbuch ohne Bilder” : „Moøe bylo klidné, voda byla tak prùzraèná, jako vzduch, kterým jsem plul. Hluboko pod hladinou vztahovaly podivné rostliny ke mnì své obrovské vìtve. Ryby plavaly pøes jejich vrcholy... Vysoko nad moøem táhlo hejno divokých labutí. Jedna z nich klesala unavenými køídly níž a níž, zraky její sledovaly vzdalující se družky, až s rozepjatými perutìmi padla na hladinu vodní. Tiše ležela jako bílý lotos na vlnách... A vítr se zvednul a rozvlnil éterem záøící hladinu. Labu� pozvedla hlavu a voda jakoby modrými plameny ovíjela její tìlo. V ranním úsvitu vzplanula rùžová oblaka - labu� se vznesla a letìla vstøíc vycházejícímu slunci, k modravému pobøeží, kam spìly její družky. Letìla však sama s nesmírnou touhou v prsou, opuštìná letìla nad modrými, rozvlnìnými  vodami....“ (Lébl 1964: 105).


	Suk’s music (op. 29, written 1907-8) is highly autobiographical, as it is known. (Berkovec 1956, Sádecký 1966, Doubravová 1974, etc.) In the Jugendstil connection especially 2nd and 3rd movements (At Midday and The Blind Musicians) are important because of typical colourfulness of sound and ‘empty space’ of chamber music in the symphonic cycle.


	There are still three very important fields of human activities which influenced substantially not only the character of the beginning of the 20th century but - they very probably will influence the beginning of the 21st century, as well: the waves of emigrations, importance of education and a cult of human body.


	The Promised Land-America was the goal for many people who were in their countries too poor or rather persecuted. Spain and Irish people belonged to them at the beginning and Russians, Greeks, Armenians, Japanese, and, of course, Jews came later. The pogroms in Germany brought about 2 millions of German Jews to America. In the whole 12 millions of people suffered the fate of emigrants. Boston, Chicago, San Francisco and Toronto represented new multi-cultural communities of citizens. The cultural mixture, the hot pot of many influences, traditions and rules necessary created new conditions for art, applied art and crafts and for all life activities, as well.


	Naturally, the education started to be very important as a ‘carte blanche’ for the higher society. In the 20th the first alternative schools opened. To them  belonged Waldorf schools and many others came later. Their teachers applied new method of education, using not only the memory capacity but all creative forces of man, as well. - Body culture was considered to be important for the representation of the school on one side and for the development of personality, on the other side. Physical fitness was desirable for working force of everybody and the saying „healthy body - healthy mind“ (M. Tyrš) started to be put into practice. A new kind of art dance was characteristic for that time. It was not a classical ballet, it was a free dance, as it is known in connection with the names of Isadora Duncan, Madame Palluca or e.g., Jenèík’s Girls, as well: this female dance choir appeared on the stage of modern theatre, called „D“ and was directed by Emil František Burian, an avant-garde artist of the 30th (Holzknecht 1957).


	The new choreography brought a new attire: chiton from the Old Grece. Improvisation, relaxing of the whole body and bare feet were characteristic. - The free movement inspired many paintings, e.g., Lois Fuller served as a model for many painters, including František Kupka. Free line of movement, similar a flapping scarf, this wavy line of secession, brought something young, nonchalant and playful. ‘L’apocalypse Joyeuse’, the title of the proceedings, published in Paris 1986 showed the vain gesture of a new generation, full of lyricism and sensuality but out of ‘Drang nach Erfolg’. In spite of all that this vain gesture lasted another century lived. It was a symbol an Eternal Youth.


	At the turn of the century the symbol of tree in the fine arts was very important. The tree represents an archetypal symbol, illustrating the unity of nature with the living organism and also with mystical thinking. This symbol came into use in the first two decades of the 20th century as an element of artistic language expression, the „speech“. We can find graphic and plastic objects with the tree theme in the work of Gustav Klimt and Antonio Gaudí, and the transformation of the symbol in relation to social reality in the poems of the Czech poet Karel Toman and in the pictures of František Kupka, who lived in France. Moreover, we find this theme in Julius Zeyer’s „Legend under the apple tree“ and in his dramatic fairy-tale Radúz and Mahulena. One should also note the special meaning of the tree theme in Piet Mondrian’s paintings from 1908-1913. It is possible to say the tree was the main symbol of that time, a mandala of the epoch. (Vlèek 1976, Doubravová 1992 a/ 1994, Cook 1992.)


	Neo - floral style (as an expression, denoting the secession), was inspired, a.o., by the contrast between velvet surface of leaves and the roughness of bark, powerfulness of stem and delightness of smallest branches. The most important for this symbol is of course the mediation between the above and the below, that is, between sky and earth, between something concealed and apparent, between what was and what will be. It symbolizes the changes of generations, protection and permanency, and secrecy - we do not see the roots but we are aware of them, when observing the limbs. It is also a symbol of time and a symbol of cognition, but above all it is a sign of the natural processes of growth and decay, a symbol of life and procreation.1)


	In our fairy-tales, including Radúz and Mahulena by Zeyer, (Doubravová 1997) the woman is often condemned to transformation into a tree, and she dies when the tree is injured. This injury can activates the hero’s memory by the blood which runs from the tree and mixes with the earth. (The symbolic act of conjunction develops into a magical solution which promotes both continuity of action and summation). In the symbolic form - the earth sprinkled by blood of its heroic sons - it acted as a magical trigger of national feelings in many situations, and was readily exploited by politicians and praised by poets. The tree of life is likewise a symbol of the future: it allows us to express the model of unity of human life and of the universe.


	The symbol of the tree we can find in music of that time as well. Between 1912-1917, Czech composer Josef Suk (1874-1935) wrote the „Zrání“ (Ripening) for large orchestra. Suk was inspired by the similarity of his own idea to the theme of the poem of the same name by Czech poet Antonín Sova, one of the founders of modern Czech lyrics. The verses: „... what was strong had to thrust towards the light, had to grow and bear grain and fully live in ripening...“ he wrote into the score. The work was performed on the 30th October 1918, two days after the declaration of the Czechoslovak independence.


	Suk’s  work aimed at the expression of an „internal model“, and was deeply symbolic in character. Ripening is actually a music symbol of the Tree of Life, from the point of view of both its original inspiration and thematic development. During the first four minutes of this long work one hears four of its eight themes. Individual sections indicate various moments of life: youth, love, searching, sorrow over the loss of person’s close to us, creative work seeking the unity of man and nature. These aspects were revealed by hermeneutic oriented musicology as early as the time of the birth of work. The most important moments are the autobiographical features, created by musical self-quotations and symbols which exceed the boundaries of the strict stylistic constraints.


	Jean Sibelius’ Tapiola, op. 112 from 1926, with the subtitle ‘Song of woods’ (a motto written in the score in three languages) resonates meaningfully with a piece like Suk’s Ripening, especially with the later quotation of a poem by Sova. Let us also recall Sibelius’ Seventh Symphony and Suk’s composition for large orchestra and small mixed choir, with soprano, baritone and bass solos on the text of David’s Book of Psalms and with the words from Zeyer’s „Legend under the apple tree“ as an Epilogue (its original name was „The harvest of love“). Both composers succeeded in expressing something profoundly appealing and typical for the life style at the turn of the century: they both gathered a large public for their music: Sibelius (1865-1957) acquired world fame, while Suk found his audience mainly in the Czech milieu. The common denominator of these similarities was probably the political and cultural atmosphere in which these artists lived and composed. The Czech lands were part of the Austrian monarchy at the turn of the century. There were movements for independence, though chances for a political solution were dim. The Finns lived under similar circumstances. The origin of independent Finland in 1917, and that of independent Czechoslovakia one year later opened perspectives for both nations. The symbol of the tree in the works of Josef Suk and Jean Sibelius was the symbol of belief in the future, a typical secession idea. (Doubravová, 1992 a), 1994.)


	If we intend to summarize what was said about the similarities of both the ends of centuries, we can do it as follows:


the demands on technical means connected with information exchange and travel were similar: more capacity and more quickness;


the style and value extension was large in both the epochs and contains the wide scale from pure hedonism to the sympathy with the other;


we can see some similarities between fin de siecle, secession and Jugendstil on one side and post modernism on the other side, including „black“ part of both of them;


some conditions were similar: strong waves of emigration and migration, the establishment of multi-cultural communities (not without difficulties), the hot pot of cultures, rules and traditions, the importance of education and the cult of body;


it seems that a feeling of time was similar: the vain gesture of secession and the irrationality of the end of 20th century show the same existent anxiety.2)











Note:


See the poem collection by Jaroslav Vrchlický (1909): Strom života.


See catalogue of the exhibition ‘Dva konce století’ (the House of Black Virgin Mary, autumn 2000), curator: J. Køíž.
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