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Symbolist art. That Symbolist art expressed ideas and was “subjective” would not have been 
contested. But the proposition that Symbolism should be “synthetic” and therefore generally 
comprehensible was not shared by reclusive Symbolists concerned primarily with exploring 
their own imaginations or expressing metaphysical concepts—in other words, artists whose 
“ideas rise out of the darkness.” Aurier’s support of Synthetism as an appropriate technique or 
medium of expression resulted from his desire to promote artists like Gauguin who belonged 
to the “concrete” camp of Symbolism.

To Aurier, art that was ideist, symbolist, synthetist, and subjective was intrinsically decora-
tive—a concept quite different from the pejorative connotation with which that term is now 
burdened. During the late nineteenth century, however, “decorative” was opposed to “imitative,” 
and indicated reliance on imagination rather than sense perception. The British poet and play-
wright Oscar Wilde observed that “art begins with abstract decoration with purely imaginative 
and pleasurable work dealing with what is unreal and non-existent.”86 Gauguin included flowers 
in the background of Spirit of the Dead Watching to satisfy his “decorative sense.” Decoration 
resulted when an artist-genius was guided by his aesthetic instinct. Despite its modern elements, 
Symbolism’s roots were embedded in earlier aesthetic and philosophical currents, as we shall 
see in the next chapter.

Symbolism arose first in Paris as the city was undergoing unprecedented demographic and 
physical changes during the second half of the nineteenth century. Throughout Europe, a 
combination of demographic, economic, and political circumstances reduced the individual 
to the cash value of his labor. Writers were the first to lament the condition of Western society, 
and Moréas’s manifesto on Symbolism coincided with a surge of Symbolist art and literature, 
which often idealized temporally or physically remote cultures. Although no single definition 
of Symbolism emerged, artists and intellectuals distinguished it from Naturalism, whose preoc-
cupation with visible reality, they believed, led to degeneration, materialism, and superficiality. 
Symbolists advocated turning inward, to the worlds of dream and imagination; thought and 
feeling took precedence over action. Symbolists accorded privileged (genius) status to individu-
als able to penetrate appearances in order to reveal underlying, eternal truths, the recognition 
of which were essential to humanity’s salvation. The special powers of such individuals endowed 
them with a creative ability comparable to the Creator’s. Because their contemporaries often 
failed to appreciate the efforts of such geniuses, they often envisioned themselves as martyrs, 
even as Christ figures.
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