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The Byzantine in Paris:
Stylistic Selection in the Church of Saint-Vincent-de-Paul

Chikashi KITAZAKI

The Church of Saint-Vincent-de-Paul in Paris is built on a three bay basilica
plan. With its very large painting of Christ in the apse and a procession of
saints along the central nave friezes, both against a gold ground, to our modern
minds this church seems very similar to Byzantine period churches. This is also
the impression that was received by the people of the 19th century when the
structure was built. Nevertheless, it is clear that the builders of this church did
not specifically intend to make a direct copy of the Byzantine form.

Architect Jean-Baptiste Lepére was commissioned to build this church in
1824 and his adopted son-in-law Jacque-Ignas Hittorff became the main figure
involved in its realization. Hittorff presented a memorandum regarding the
interior decoration of the church to the Préfet de la Seine in 1838, but that plan
was changed in 1848 by the painters Edouard Picot and Hippolyte Flandrin.
The presence of these two factions in the production of the church, architects
vs. painters, has led to a major trend in scholarship on the church to focus on
either the architect or the painters involved. However, as is clearly seen in
Hittorff’s memorandum, the architect strongly desired a unified presentation
of architecture and interior decoration, and the painters must have considered
the architect’s intentions.

The changes made by the painters actually were related to the period’s
new movement in religious art. Amidst the drive to renovate churches damaged
during the French Revolution, questions arose about what should constitute a
religious art style. This led to a resurgence of Quattrocento and Trecento
styles. Picot and Flandrin both showed a tendency towards earlier styles, and
they used gold grounds, full-frontal images and compositions with left-right
symmetry and other pre-Renaissance religious painting methods as the hieratic
mode for new religious paintings.

The use of gold ground on the walls had already been mentioned in
Hittorff’s memorandum and as such was not directly related to the reform
movement. Hittorff had conducted surveys of ruins in Sicily and came to
emphasize the polychromy found in ancient Greek temples. He saw the
Byzantine gold ground mosaics as a continuation of the painting styles in these
ancient Greek frescos and sought to create such images in his works. Thus the
desires of the architect did not accord with those of the painters, and indeed
neither thought to directly copy Byzantine forms. The use of gold grounds for
the walls of the church was the point of commonality between the architect and
the painters, and the gold ground resulted in the church’s strong resemblance to
a Byzantine church.

But, this issue of copying elements from Byzantine art also had a complex
relationship with the view of Byzantine art during this period. Hittorff
believed that the polychrome architecture of ancient Greece was continued in
the mosaics of medieval Sicilian churches, and that the image of Christ
Pantocrator resembled the images of ancient pagan gods. This sense of the
pagan quality of Byzantine art was mentioned by contemporary critics of the

Church of Saint-Vincent-de-Paul.

34



