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BOURDELLE SPEAKS TO HIS PUPILS

¥rom a Paris Diary

By ArRNOLD RONNEBECK

W hen Arnold Ronnebeck studied with Maillol
and Bourdelle, he kept a diary. His account of the
sayings of Maillol with an appreciation of Maillol’'s
art was published in THE ARTS for July. We are
now publishing a series of the sayings of Bourdelle
which Mr. Ronnebeck took down word for word
when he was studying under Bourdelle some years
ago. Much has been published in Europe about
Bourdelle, but in all the vast mass of printed
eulogies, nothing has appeared as revealing as Mr.
Ronnebeck’s exact transcription of Bourdelle's
words.

F Maillol I have written that “when
he came to the criticism as a teacher,
he was usually embarrassed. He

could not say anything about a pupil's work.
The process of his own creating was so
natural to him that there was nothing to
speak about. And that is why he could
hardly give any practical advice to his
pupils.” The sculptor Lacombe was his abso-
lute contrast. His way of working was a
purely intellectual process. He constructed
a plastic figure like a problem in geometry
and arithmetic. Lacombe was lost in the
abstract science of numbers. Maillol was too
simple and, so to speak, too unsophisticated
in the logic of training and teaching. Bour-
delle, on the contrary, had the great faculty
of expressing himself in a vivid and philo-
sophical way about art. life in general,
about religious, moral’ and psychological
questions. g

He always repeated that he was not teach-
ing a dogma, but that he only wanted to
stimulate the desire of personal research in
his pupils, and that each had to find the way
of expression which corresponded to his own
personal gifts, his own personal vision. He
never came as a teacher, but as an elder
comrade, who had had more experience in
sculpture and who had given much thought
to it. He did not want blind followers. He
wanted questions and contradictions. His
desire was to recreate a community of spirit-
ual collaboration as he believed it had existed
in the Athens of Plato, in the Florence of

Lorenzo di Medici, and in the great period
of the unknown masters of the cathedrals.

I can think of no better way to character-
ize his teaching than by quoting his own
words, put down exactly as they were spoken
after each criticism.

W hat Bourdelle Said

“Pain is the effect of the universe in man.
The more man suffers, the more he grows as
a whole.

“A nation leaves sometimes only one
single great poem, but he who has sung it
has carried the whole burden of suffering of
his whole nation; this is the destiny of each
creator. He who can see, suffers. And the
more he sees, the more he suffers. Because,
in proportion as he sees beauty, it recoils.

“The physical look stops at the letter of
things. Pain is only born when internal
effort separates the plane from the letter of
things and makes it retreat to the spirit, as
illustrated by the sculptor working at a bas-
relief.

“Our work must be our confession before
the inner revolt of the universe. It must
tremble with our own being in order to be
great with our own truth.

“If the end of man is veiled in darkness
it is because we are not able to look into the
world to come. But there is no ‘end.
Nothing is ever ‘finished,” nothing is ever
‘done.” The end would be the nothing, and
the nothing we shall never see.

“What shall become of your clay? What
shall it do, this grey clay, which was destined
for the plow, to bear grain and wine and
fruits? g’ou have torn it from the lap of
the earth. What shall become of it? What
is your grain, your fruit, what beautiful seed
of the spirit will you sow?

“Do you bring an experience, a flower
which is a beautiful human unity? Is your
soul moved by the blue wind of the ocean, by
the rustling wind which carries away the
leaves of the forest, by the star-sown wind
of God? Ask yourself, examine your spirit.

“Art is like the floods of the infinite ocean.
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THE SURGEON

If you dare to risk the struggle with the
waves, take only a boat that is strong enough ;
the sail is your heart, the mast is your will,
the rudder your daily labor, the compass the
quality of your soul. Do not go out if you
are not saﬁors—thc ocean will devour your
boat.

“Thus it is with art: if you are not will-
ing to devote all your life to it, stay at the
beach, do not go out, it is useless. Leave the
clay to others who are called and are more
worthy than you, worthy to bear the burden
ot the sufferings of humanity.

“But those who are really consumed by
art are taken by it altogether. Either one
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stays on the strand, playing like the child
does with all sorts of colored stones and
shells (like the big mass of the wrong art-
ists) or one follows the path of truth—and
escapes the world. One answers the ques-
tions of truth as one who speaks in a dream.
Let us be ashamed of our superficial life
which is full of lies.

“There are only two possibilities: the one
is that we are not able to see the truth, the
other that, when we have once seen glimmer-
ing before us the path that is leading to it,
we are devoured by the eternal thirst to fol-
low it to the end.

“He who is filled with this love for truth
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goes out into life like a hero without weapons,
but under the spread-out wings of an arch-
angel‘. .

‘Forge for yourself. If you want to live
the life that has duratiggeand carries blos-
soms even in the wintﬂrou the love of
the beautiful, create-for yourself that winged
companion !

“The beauty of sculpture lies in the interior
construction, in the architecture of masses and
volumes and their composition. [ myself have
about thirty different ways of working. Each
depends upon the character of the model, but
the laws are always the same. They are the
same in sculpture, in painting, in music and in
poetry: always the architecture of the big
masses, their construction and harmony,
decorated and interwoven with subordinate
details.

“Sculpture is logic. In order to be an art-

ist, one must be wise, but sometimes one must
be able to look at the world like a child,
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knowing everything, and being able to be a
child.

“No really great work of art has been
done instinctively. Man has not been created
to work under the influence of instinct alone.
He must know what he is doing, in order to
create something good. The beautiful Gothic
statues of the cathedrals have been worked
out after sculptural laws; the old masters
were perfectly conscious of what they were
doing. It is absolutely impossible to create
such sculpture without the knowledge of the
science of volumes, of the logic of architec-
ture and the subordination of sculpture to it.
But the Gothics, like the Greeks, were in
possession of this knowledge.

“All academic sculptors of today are work-
ing in just the opposite sense. How are thev
working? They make an ear, an eye, a nose.
a foot, an arm, but nothing holds together,
nothing is in its place. It is all falling to
pieces, because it is an accumulation of details,
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no volumes, no grand planes, not even casts
from nature, but false photographic repro-
ductions of incoherent forms which have
nothing whatsoever to do with art.

“Today one does not look at nature any
more. One is only superficial. But the sculp-
tors of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries
knew. They were men who loved their fel-
low men, their animals, their flowers and
their cabbage. And they carved the pictures
of all these in stone and gave them flaming
forms on the walls and in the interior of the
cathedrals.

“On and in the cathedrals you have the
whole knowledge and wisdom of sculpture.
These simple artists were living in families,
fifteen, twenty, together, and the one con-
tinued what the other had begun. By these
means they kept alive the tragition of their
art, of that immense wonderful art which
through the great number of collaborators
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has remained anonymous.” On another occa-
sion Bourdelle had harsh words for the critics.

“Technique and aesthetics are useless
words, preached by certain critics and writers
who don't understand anything about art.”

A very wonderful work of Bourdelle’s was
exhibited in the Salon d’Automne. He had
represented Hercules drawing the bow to
shoot the stymphalic birds. A certain critic
ha.c‘ii written an article about it in which he
said:

“Why does this Hercules not have a beard
as in the old traditions, why is his nose so
curved and his eyes so big?”

Bourdelle quoted this to us, and said:

“All these questions have nothing to do
with the meaning of my work which simply
deals with the problems of form in a human
body in action. But the public reads this
article and forms an opinion after it.

“Critics like this man are of the greatest
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nuisance for art as well as for the artists.
They are dangerous people. Sculpture is the
science of form. Of course we have to give
a title to our statues, just as every human
being has to have a name in order to dis-
tinguish him from his J#@How men. And be-
sides, we have also tg" considgr the fact that
the public wants’a“title of some ‘poetic’ or
‘literary’ meaning, but if one is a sculptor one
must not make literature in stone or in
bronze. If you have to tell something—
write it down. Sculpture is dealing with form
only.

‘“Beauty is everywhere. Nature is always
beautiful. You can make a masterpiece of
each human face. When nature seems ugly
to us we are not able to see its beauty because
we do not understand it. And if our life is
not beautiful, it is our fault. Each of us is
building up his own life, and even things

which seem exterior can entirely change our
life.

“Only the most severe spiritual discipline
creates a work of art. Its gcauty and gran-
deur lies in analysis. Only he who knows his
model thoroughly is allowed to represent the
forms of nature by an interpretation of his
own. Do not- think that you know your
model when you have been working from it
five weeks. One must be able to work at one
foot or one hand from two to three months.

“Only when you have really seen each pro-
file, only when you have compared each
volume to the general volume of the whole,
are you capable of making a sketch or an
interpretation of what you have seen. Not
before. Because only after you have done
that, you know that the big plane which you
are cutting in your clay with one stroke, is
composed of a hundred smaller ones and of
a hundred thousand profiles.

“In order to be able to create a beautiful
work, a personal interpretation of your inner
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vision, you must be able to render nature as
exactly as a plaster cast does it. But who is
able to do that? Today nobody has the
requisite patience. With a little poetic feeling
each takes himself for a sculptor. But if the
sensitivity of observation and the inner struc-
ture are missing, the work is empty and
worth nothing. %‘his rocess of study takes
years and years of infinite work.”

Bourdelle always said that he owed very
much indeed to l¥odin, with whom he had
been working a long time. Rodin was ex-
tremely conscientious in everything he did.
When he did a draped figure like the “Bour-
geois de Calais” or the “Balzac” he used to
do not only one, but a great number of plas-
tic studies of the nude before. For many of
his works Bourdelle did these preparatory
studies and he told us that only at the knee

STUDY FOR PORTRAIT
BOURDELLE
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of the *‘Balzac” statue he worked five weeks.
Yet in the finished monument the whole body
of Balzac is covered with a sort of bathrobe.
and only the head is bare.

At another time Bourdelle said:

“There is no such thing as ‘National’ art.
There is only art. And the artist must not
be a French, an Italian, German or an Amer-
ican artist. He must have a universal spirit.
One must not belong to one country. The
art of the Hindus is of the same wonderful
beauty as the art of the French Gothic artists
because the spirit is the same.

“There is no patriotism in art.

“The whole of our destiny forms the
flower of our work. Its beauty and its vital-
ity depend on how we are nourishing the
ground on which it is supposed to grow. But
what can we do and what influence can we
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AUGUSTE ARNAULT

have on that? Can we form our desting after
our will? Can we look into the future? Yes,
we can! And for this purpose we need not
even be a magician or an alchemist.

“I did not gather a thousand mysterious
plants and boil them in retorts at midnight by
the light of the full moon. 1 have only
advocated all the work I have been doing, all
I have been feeling, all e been suffering,
in a word, my whole past. Apd I saw that
that which I am fow and that which my
work is now, is the result of my life up to this
moment.

And I saw this: our future follows us, and
our past guides us.

“Our future life does not lie before us
under deep vales of darkness, impossible to
penetrate. No, each tomorrow depends on a
today. And we can very well see the conse-
quences of what we are doing today. We can
even prepare them consciously by our actions.

“Each single day is an immense gift. It is
our task to receive it in the right and digni-
fied way and make the best use of it. Let us
look deeply into ourselves and ask ourselves
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if everything that we do is really something
good and valuable, something which is bear-
ing a future in itself. And out of each new
day let us make something better and greater
than the day past.

“Life is a mathematical problem of which
the last result is the sum of its actions.

‘““Be sincere and honest with yourself. Ask
yourself if everything you do, if every hour
of the day contributes to the happy forma-
tion of your destiny. If not, find out how to
give the right direction to your efforts. Try
to discover your faults and eliminate them.
chr always awake in you the thirst and the
restless research for beauty.

“Be a mirror that reflects and holds in it-
self all eternity. Look into the world that
surrounds you with the deep visionary eye
of the spirit to which eternal laws and har-
monies reveal themselves in everything that
happens, and grows and blooms.

“If the ships and sails, passing over the
infinities of the oceans are so beautiful, it is
because they are built and guided by un-
changeable truths and laws. The quality of
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the waves eternally moved by the great
winds, have created their beautiful forms—
those forms which are the most suitable for
their purpose. And exactly the same laws
form the beauty of the human body, its in-
terior construction, which results from the
problems of the struggle for existence. The
soul, the passions, the internal events and
experiences of a human being are the forces
which form the features of its face, its planes
and lines.

“The internal, invisible planes must there-
fore correspond with those which are exter-
nal and visible, and which can be reproduced
in the creator’s material.

“In the beginning I have spoken of my
past. I have said that it is the past that forms
our future. What have I made therefore of
my past and who is he who speaks to you
about these great things? He is the son of a
simple family of shepherds.

“I grew up in the woods of my home coun-
try, Montauban, in the south of France,
among herds of goats with beautiful horns
and capricious foreheads. I was the friend
of the dark nightingale, and the trees and
flowers and the sounds of the woods were my
companions and brothers.

“I have always loved the poor, the modest
and the humble. My playmates were poor
little fellows in rags who in everything were
the contrary of the city people in their Sun-
day suits and the beautiful ladies promenad-
ing in the public parks with the bands play-
ing. I had a deep and instinctive antipathy
toward these vanities. And, therefore, [ was
later without friends.

“I was always alone, maybe with a book,
in the woods, in the mountains, in the open.
There I heard other things than superficial
talk. Yes, little nightingale, your burning hot
iv._(;ng of longing is echoing through all my
ife.

“And the greatness and power of the trees
has revealed to me the secret of their lives,
which by and by, in the slow growth of long
years, hynally completed them in all their
splendor and beauty. Each day, each hour,
had added something, had made them grow,
had endowed them with daily increasing full-
ness and power of resistance. All their past
had formed their destiny. Life is a continu-
ous succession of causes and effects. There is
no tomorrow, no yesterday, no today. Life
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is one. We human beings alone have divided
it into degrees.

“Let each hour be a step toward another
more beautiful one, let each lost joy prepare
another greater one, let each work under the
failure of which you sink down, prepare the
success of new coming works. Let the great
joys and the great pains make you strong.
Test the course of your days, create for your-
self a sublime destiny. Live your life in clos-
est contact with your art, and may each of
you find his own truth. For each one of us
1s carrying it inside of himself.

“But why these differences? Why must so
many of us be disappointed? And where is
a perfect truth? Where does he hide—he
who alone can answer?



