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CULTURECIDE 

One could argue that the Gulag did not kill the 
Russian soul, that the Holocaust strengthened Judaism 
and that the persecution of Christians defined their faith. 
One could further remark that the accoutrements of raw 
power ...:. the cross bow, catapults, pistols, flame throwers 
and B-2 bombers - always end up in the junk yard of 
history or as scurrilous objects stored in war museums 
no one visits. Or that Genghis Kahn, "the perfect war
rior" and symbol of relentless cruelty, or conquerors such 
as the Visigoth Alaric I, Emperor Louis IV of Bavaria, 
General Kuropatkin or the name of the squadron leader 
of the bombers which destroyed Dresden have mercifully 
faded into the second dimension. Would Louis LX be 
remembered without the Sainte Chapelle, or the scro
fulous Sun King without Versailles? Would one visit the 
Vatican or Liechtenstein without their princely 
collections? 

Webster's dictionary asserts that culture trains the 
mind, refines thought, leads to civilized behaviour and 
in the end differentiates us from animals. No wonder that 
the devastators who unleash the high passions of war or 
impose ideological or religious servitude, the preverse 
engineers of humankind which turn people into mobs 
clamoring for self immolation or vaporization, must 
destroy the cultural identity of nations and supress creative 
freedom. 

Pol Pot's obscene purism in Kampuchea, Hitler's and 
Stalin's choice of deadening art and architecture, Nicolas 
Ceausescu's ongoing destruction of 7000 Romanian vil
lages for the purpose of "systematization:• the eradica
tion of Tibetan monuments and customs, the wanton 
destruction of the Byzantine heritage in Cyprus in fact 
auest to the power of cultural artifacts which must be 
destroyed if dehumanizing utopias are to succeed. 

In his bestselling "The Rise and Fall of the Great 
Powers" (Vintage 1989), Paul Kennedy stipulated that na
tional stability must be backed up by military might. In 
the short run this may be true. ln the long run however 
ambitious rulers have always known that their support of 
a free cultural expression, a true contemporary modernity 
would inscribe them in the memory of future generations, 

and t.hey knew that a dictatorial erasure of the cultural 
identity of their people would move them to the back
burners of history. The present leaders of France - which 
surely is no military superpower - Mitterand and the 
minister of culture Jack Lang are acutely aware of culture 
and power and have allocated large sums for the support 
of the arts and architecture. While the creative energy of 
Europe and the Pacific rim is coalescing, and the Berlin 
Wall, as Heinrich Boll predicted, is becoming a historic 
monument whose grafilli will be preserved, an ebbing 
creativity in the increasingly television-dominated United 
States is being hounded by intellectual midgets. Votes in 
Congress defining a wide range of shocking, forbidden 
and thus unfundable topics reflect a fear of daring reflec
tions of national problems such as the disappearance of 
mythologies, newly acknowledged biological facts, the in
creasing inhumanity of urban life, the mistrust of govern
ment. These are items which the carthartic vision of artists 
must bring out in the open before they fester in America's 
soul. 

Every large scale destruction of artifacts or autocratic 
ll?glementation of taste such as the iconoclastic movements 
in the eighth, the sixteenth, and the twentieth centuries 
which obliterated unwanted expressions of the human 
station were and are in fact an admission of weakness 
imposed by inept. political systems whose falacious 
cultural tomtom and pablum art forms expose rather than 
bolster their lies. Free artistic expression is and will remain 
the essence of a thriving and secure national persona and 
the honest barometer of its energy level. 

The paintings and architecture described in this ninth 
volume of Athanor were fed by individual or communal 
commitments which made not only their creation possible, 
but also guaranteed their survival. It might be time for 
us to insist on the appointment of a minister of culture, 
and even more so to convince the government of the 
political power inherent in daring, honest and truly con
temporary art. The small sums spent to further frank 
cultural exchanges have more often than not produced 
creative responses which have always reveberated around 
the globe. 

Fran9ois Bucher, Faculty Advisor 
Professor of Art History, Florida State University 
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A Late Classic Ceramic Standing Male Figure 
from Remojadas, Veracruz, Mexico 

Myra L. Engelhardt 

This essay explores the iconography of a Late Classic 
(A.O. 550-900) standing male unglazed terracotta sculp
ture (Figure I) from Remojadas, Veracruz, Mexico.' The 
figure, in the collection of the Appleton Museum of Ari 
in Ocala, Florida, has been described as a "priest or a 
warrior or a depiction of the person with whom it was 
interred.'" More likely it represents a priest of the cult 
of the god Xipe Totec with his warrior anributes.' 

Any iconographic study of Pre-Columbian an is 
complicated by the lack of wri11en historical, literary, and 
philosophical sources contemporary with the period. 
What is available are a handful of Pre- and Post-Conquest 
pictorial codices and the writings of the Spanish chron
iclers. Because we know most about the Aztecs, who were 
observable at contact, we will use their society as a point 
of refcrenoe from which 10 interpret material about lesser
known cultures. Although it is a standard approach, this 
method of utilizing Post-Conquest European texts 10 in
terpret art created prior 10 contact may be somewhat de
batable because of the pitfalls of disjunction, "a mode 
of renovation (that) happens whenever members of a suc
cessor civilization refashion their inheritance by gearing 
predecessors' forms to new meanings and by clothing in 
new forms those old meanings which remain acoeptable. "' 
Nevertheless, many Aztec ideas and practices were derived 
from much older concepts, some associated with the first 
sedentary cultures in Mesoamerica.' Thus, despite impor
tant regional differences with respect 10 mythology and 
rituals, for example, the underlying world view and the 
basic cultural pa11ems were similar throughout much of 
the area.• 

Deciphering the iconography of figures from Central 
Veracruz presents three additional problems. First, rela-
1.ively little archaeological work has been undertaken in 
the region, and there are scant records of contact with the 
original communities there. Second, ceramics like the 
Appleton figure were found in burials, where they were 
placed, unprotected, into shallow graves of heavy soil.' 
Thus, breakage was possible during interment and pro
bable during excavation. Because so many of these sculp
tures have been "recovered" by looters rather than by 
means of controlled, documented archaeological proce
dures, original elements may be missing, new ones may 
have been added, and massive reconstruction may result.• 
Third, there is the problem of forgeries; hundreds of clay 
sculptures from the period and region are modern 
counterfeits, many of which have been in prestigious col
lections for years; thus, scholars have been compiling a 
corpus of work based, in part, on fraudulent material.' 

The art of Pre-Columbian Mexico reflects, above all, 
the religious beliefs of its peoples. Every aspect of religion 
was developed, including shamanism, a pantheon of 
deities, ritualism, mythology, and a formal priesthood!' 

At contact, fertility, well-being, and even the existence of 
the universe depended on nourishing the gods with hearts 
and blood procured by the constant waging of ,var to 
obtain sacrificial victims. " War had become a form of 
worship!' Because warfare and religion were intimately 
related, so, too, were the realms of priest and warrior. 
Some young priests were trained in warfare, and many 
engaged in ba11le to take sacrificial prisoners;" thus, they 
were warrior-priests. 

That many Pre-Columbian objects send mixed mes
sages, perceptually and conceptually, is understandable 
considering that deities were related to each other in 
various ways, could appear in multiple aspects, and could 
change from young 10 old, male to female, and malevolent 
10 benevolent!' In addition, although each had specific 
insignia and costume, these elements were not exclusive 
but were shared with other deities. " 

This concept of duality is common to all Pre-Con
quest Mesoamerican cultures from the earliest to the 
latest. The constant cyclical rhythms of nature- of living 
and dying-were most obvious- celestially-as day 
and night, and-seasonally- as crops grew, ripened, 
were harvested, and died; "dead" seeds were then planted, 
and a new cycle began!' The principle reflects not a duality 
of struggling opposites but rather complementary, inter
dependent forces in a state of dynamic tension!' Life and 
death were accepted as two states that formed the whole 
of the natural order; one without the other was incom
plete, and, therefore, one was not preferable to the other. 
That burial iconography involves gods who represented 
both death and fertility and sometimes was almost iden
tical with that of agricultural fertility cults is consistent 
with this world view. 

The Appleton sculpture was produced in the Remo
jadas area of south-central Veracruz. Generally hot and 
humid, Veracruz is a narrow, ferti le plain that lies along 
Mexico's Gulf Coast (Figure 2) and rises 10 the dry, high 
plateau of Central Mexico. The coastal plain was a major 
trade and migration route, and commerce between Vera
cruz and Tootihuacan, in the Valley of Mexico, was estab
lished by 300 A.O.; contact was maintained throughout 
the Classic . " 

Teotihuacan was the center of power and prestige in 
Mesoamerica between 350 and 500 A.O. and, although 
that city stimulated changes in art throughout the 
region, " the period is characterized by the development 
of local cultures, each with a distinct artistic style." We 
know li11le of the role played by Veracruz in the Classic 
period, but it did undergo a period of population expan
sion during which large ceremonial centers, indicating in
creasingly sophisticated religious rituals, were erected." 
Under the influence of Teotihuacan, the lively, casual style 
of earlier Central Veracruz art became more formal and 



rigid, exhibiting rectilinear shapes, bilateral symmetry, and 
repetition of decorative details." 

The Appleton sculpture is 29¾ inches high, 14 inches 
wide, and 6 inches deep. The barefoot figure wears a short 
skin to below the knee; two raised diagonal panels are 
attached to the skirt front. The ties of a bow knot at the 
proper left of the waist fall over remnants of appliqued 
scallops which wrap around the side and extend across 
the rear of the figure. "Trousers" extend under the skirt 
to shortly above the ankles; "sleeves" extend to midway 
between elbow and wrist. Behind its head is a horizontal 
cylindrical bar from each side of which hang three feather 
representations. The flared headdress, attached by a chin 
strap, has two concave circular disks at the front and a 
bowknot at the tOp, center. A small figure sits atop the 
flat surface of the headdress;" behind it is a broad, flat 
band adorned on each side by four representations of 
feathers. Tubular earrings extend midway down the back. 
A flat, narrow neckpiece, missing its ornament, is scored 
with slashes. In the proper right hand is a baton-like ob
ject that extends from above the shoulder to the ground 
and tapers downward. The proper left hand holds a flat 
rectangular object by a thong. The eyes are represented 
by horizontal slitS. A thin black line extends from the 
outer corner of each eye across the temples. The mouth, 
surrounded by a patch of black that extends across the 
lower part of the nose, is open, as if in a howl, exposing 
a second, inner, mouth. u 

A savior figure and an agricultural deity of regenera
tion and fertility, Xipe Totec, according to myth, provided 
food to mankind by skinning himself alive and tearing 
out his eyes; because of his sacrifice, the gods granted to 
humans the gift of maize, which also sheds its skin (husk) 
as new life sprouts." Xipe is the personfication of the 
process of renewal and transformation-for the new to 
emerge, the old must be sacrificed- and thus is the 
demonstrator of the ultimate duality. 

The Appleton figure exhibitS a primary attribute of 
Xipe: what·appears to be clothing- trousers and a long
sleeved shirt-is actually the flayed skin of another 
person (Figure 3)." ln addition, the mouth-within-a
mouth indicates that a full-face mask covers the head of 
the wearer. In the Xipe ritual, a sacrificial victim, usually 
a captured warrior, was slain by a priest, who removed 
and then "entered" the victim's body and facial skin, thus 
becoming one with the god." 

In the Aztec pantheon, the flayed skin is also asso
ciated with T lazoltcotl, an earth-fertility goddess." 
T lazolteotl is depicted wearing a black mouth patch, a 
feature she shares with the Appleton figure. 

Although primarily an agricultural-fertility divinity, 
Xipe had a military association as an aspect of Tezcatli
poca, the Aztec patron deity of warriors," and was himself 
especially venerated by warriors." Those who captured 
victims for the Xipe festival were honored with gifts, and 
many viewed, and some participated in, a gladiatorial 
sacrifice; thus, the militaristic association of the ritual is 
enhanced." 

The distinctive black patch (see Figure 4) around the 
mouth and lower part of the nose of this figure is made 
of chapopore, a shiny tarlike substance composed of 
several elements." It has been suggested that such masks 
on both male and female figures of the Late Pre-Classic 
represent flayed skin." If, however, that is the case, it 
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seems likely that the chapopole mask ponrayal would have 
been superceded when full-flayed-skin depictions of Xipe 
and Tlazolteotl became prominent. To impose a represen
tation of a skin mask on what is already a full head mask 
(as on the Appleton figure) is redundant. As I will show, 
the mouth mask, particularly on male figures, may have 
had other implications. 

The magical connotations or the consistency of 
chapopote may have been more important than its color, 
although black does have iconographic significance. For 
the Aztecs and the Maya, the color was associated with 
death, the underworld,' ' warriors, and the west-where 
the sun symbolically dies." An Aztec idol of Thzcatlipoca 
was sculpted of obsidian, the same shiny black stone of 
which knives, blades, and spear points were made." 

Black was also strongly associated with priests. Aztec 
priests smeared the sick with a multi-component black 
pitch, significantly called Food of God (7eotlacualh), the 
same substance with which they covered an image of Tez
catlipoca and themselves when they retreated into the 
woods to perform ritual sacrifices." In addition, priests 
painted their faces (with a mixture of other substances) 
in a pattern of two black stripes, one outlining the eyes 
and extending to the ears, and one across the mouth;" 
both patterns appear on the Appleton figure. Thus, the 
black mouth patch on male figures may be a priestly at
tribute with little or no relation to flayed skin. 

In the Tonatamatl Aubin, Xipe is depicted as a 
sacrificial knife, wearing a garment that resembles a short 
skirt." On males, skirts usually appear on deities or deity 
impersonators; therefore, the gannent was used only in 
ritual contexts," supponing the identification of the 
Applet0n figure as a priest. This interpretation is further 
reinforced by a Classic Veracruz bowl depicting a ritual 
in which men are ceremonially attired in kilts, elaborate 
headdresses, and mouth masks." · 

The appliqued scallops at the left of the skirt of the 
Appleton figure probably originally extended across the 
entire front of it as well. Such scallops have been thought 
10 represent the flayed skin associated with Xipe." In the 
codices, however, two types or feathered garments exhibit 
a pattern very similar to that on the skirt: the ehaut/, a 
short tunic, and the tlahuizt/4 a full body suit (Figure 5).'' 
Therefore, the scallop pattern probably represcntS feathers, 
and may indicate Xipe in his warrior affiliation. The 
gladiatorial component of the Aztec Xipe festival involved 
warriors dressed in tlahuiztlis, sometimes covered with 
feathers." Figure 6 shows Xipe in this type of garment. 

In the proper left hand the Appleton figure holds an 
unadorned rectangular object that may be a bag or a 
shield. According to Duran, a stone ritual image of Xipe 
carried in his left hand a shield decorated with feathers." 
A priest, however, might carry an incense bag, but given 
that the scallops place Xipe in a warrior context, the ob- · 
ject is probably a shield. 

In the right hand may be an at/at/, a staff, or a rattle
stick. An at/at/ would be consistent with Xipe in his 
warrior mode, and Tezcatlipoca, as a warrior, carries this 
weapon.•• According to Burland, however, Xipe always 
carried a staff." Duran is more specific, stating that Xipe 
carried in his right hand a staff with rattles at the end.•• 
Such sticks, probably made or wood or cane, were about 
4 to 6 feet long," which would be consistent with the 
height of this figure. The priest as shaman "in the festival 



of Xipe enters into the skin of the flayed victim, dons the 
feathered headdress, and by means of music and dance, 
employing drum and rattle-stick, becomes one with the 
god ... !''• 

Feathers adorn the headdress of rhe Appleton figure. 
Highly prized by the Indians of Mesoamerica since the 
earliest times, they signified status or rank." Neumann 
writes of the priest of Xipe donning a feathered head
dress," and Oaxacan depictions of Xipe wear quetzal 
feat hers." 

The headdress is topped with a prominent central 
bowknot." The stone image of the Aztec Xipe wore a 
headdress tied in a n elaborate bow on his forehead," and 
bows are attributes of Oaxacan Xipes." 

A stick-figure-like character sits atop the headgear 
- feet flat, knees flexed, elbows resting on knees, and 
hands clasping opposite shoulders. Its pose is a burial 
position and can be related 10 a figure of the death god 
Mictlantecuhtli {Figure 7)." Its posture resembles as well 
1har of Xochipilli, god o f dance and flowers, an aspect 
of Xipe, who wears a flayed skin covered with blossoms." 

The concave disks on the front of the headdress may 
represent mirrors, relating to Xipe's ability to see into the 
future," or 10 this deity as an aspect of Tezcatlipoca, the 
all-powerful god whose name means "smoking mirror"" 
and who possessed occult powers." La Venta, a Middle 
Pre-Classic site, provides an early precedent for highly 
reflective concave mirrors," which priests used for divina
tion." Symbolic of enlightenment and implying unique 
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A.O.; and Late Classic, SS0-900 A.O. 
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powers of vision," mirrors are consistent with the priestly 
role of the shaman as a bridge to the supernatural. 

The neckpiece, scored with slash marks, resembles 
an animal pelt. It may be the ehuacozcatl, a skin collar, 
mentioned by Nicholson, although he does not specify 
whether the skin is animal or human." Horns and neck
pieces similarly marked appear on Oaxacan Xipc figures 
and represent the skin of the victim." 

The earrings (Figure 8) may be tubular plumes. Long, 
flowing feathers were symbolic of water and would be con
sistent with Xipe in his ferti lity role." Here, however, they 
more likely represent cloth strips, similar to those pulled 
through the earlobes of Maya penitents involved in sacri
ficial rites." 

The Appleton figure thus embodies the Mexican 
concept of duality and is related to warfare, sacrifice, and 
the cycles of life and death. Almost certainly it may be 
identified as depicting a priest who wears the garb of 1he 
agricultural-fertility deity Xipe Totee. The mouth-within
a-mouth and the flayed skin is the costume of Xipe; the 
mouth mask and the lines extending from the eyes to the 
ears, the skirt {worn by males only in a ritual context), 
the raule-stick used to invoke the gods, and the mirrors 
as divination devices, all identify this figure as a priest. 
Finally, the scallop applique places the figure in a military 
context, most likely 1ha1 of the priest's role as a warrior 
involved in the capture of sacrificial victims. 
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certain and arc still being elaborated. According to McBride's eor• 
rcla1ions. however, the Appleton rigurc should be c.lassified as 
"Veracruz Late Classic Monumental Clay Sculpture'' (McBride 27). 
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217). 

33 S. Jeffrey K. Wilkcl'$0n, '' In Search of the Mountain or Foam: Human 
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is ritually pe,rforming a priesll)· funaion. tha1 character is probably 
a human appearing as a dci1y impersonator (8ctl)' Ann Brown, "Setn 
Bui Not Heard: Women in A2tec Ritual - The Sahagl.in Tc.'(1s:• 
'ltxt and Image in Pre-Columbian Art, ed. Janet Catherine Bero 
(Oxford. England: 8.A.R., 1983) 120). 

41 John Lunsford, "Prtdassic and Protoclassic Sources for a Classic 
Veracruz Bow1:• Precolumbian Ari in Southern Collections (Hunts
ville, Alabama: Huntsville Muse.um or Art, 1979) S. The masks on 
the bowl figures appear to be physical cniitics rather than painted 
representations. 

42 Hasso von Winning. Pre-Columbian Art of Mexico and Central 
America (New York: Abrams, 1968) 169. 

43 Anawalt 76, E.:umple 6e. 

44 Nicholson, Handbook 424. John F. Scott sugg,es1s that similar depic
tions or thjs "pilly texture" on stone figures ma)' represent conne<:• 
tive tissue or a na)'Cd skin turned inside out ("Potbellies and F'a1 
Gods:• Journal of New World Archaeology June 1988: 3S). Bernard• 
ino de SahagUn, hO\l,'C\'CT, relates that the skins were worn for t>,1,'Cflly 
days after which time they were remO\'t'd, and the wearers were washed 
in such a way that "the fat from th e skins they had worn would come 
orr· (A History of Andent Mexico. trans. Fanny R. Bandelier 
(NashvilJe: Fisk U Press. 1932) 79): this implies that flayed skins were 
worn epidermis-side ou1 and reinforcts the interpretation of the 
scallop paue.rn as representing feathers. 

4S Durcin 74. 

46 Caso 31. 

47 Burland 137. 

48 Dur8.n 174. 

49 JosC Luis Franeo, "Musical Instruments from Central Veracruz in 
Ancient Times:• Ancient Ari of Vel'OC'rut, ed. Olga Hammer (Los 
Angeles: Ethnic Aris Council of Los Angeles, 1971) 18. The stick 
held by the Appleton figure has been ro::onstructcd and ma)' originally 
have been topped with representations of ratdes. 

SO Frank J. Neumann, "The Rattle-Stick of Xipe Totec: A Shamanistic 
Element in Pre-Hispanic Mcsoamcrican 8.etigionr Ac1as de/ XL! Con• 
gre.so Internacional dt Americanistas (Mbtico: Jnslituto Nacional 
de Antropologia e Historia, 1976) 249. This stick. the chicohuauli, 
was a male symbol for rain and played a role in water a nd mountain 
deity cults (not inconsistent with Xipe as a fenili1y god) (Neumann 
247). The concepts of male symbols, Polency, and Xipe. himself as 
a phallic symbol will not be discussed here. although these connota• 
tions arc cenainly present. 

St Jacques Soustellc. Doily Life of the A U«sOn 1he B·t of tht Spanish 
Conquest (Stanford: Stanford U Press, 1970) 139. 

52 Neumann 249. 

S3 Alfonso caso and Ignacio Bernal, Urnas de Oaxaca (Mexico: fo. 
stituto Nacional de Antropologia. 1952) 253. 

S4 T hal bows and ties can be highly specific indicators is illuslrated b)' 
Schele and Miller (196), who refer to t ies on a container a.s "blood• 
lening knots'.' 

SS Dur3.n 174, 

S6 Frank H . Boos. The Ceramic S,culpwres <>f Ancitnr Ooxaca (New 
York: A. S. Barnes, 1966) ISi. 



l7 Drucker Pl. 14<. 

SS Dur:in 173-, fn 2. 

S9 Burland 137. 

60 Caso 27. 

61 Theodore Stun, The Rubber-Boll Gomes of tht Americas (Seattle: 
U of Washinglon Press. 1949) 66. 

62 Muriel Porter \\~~wcr, The A uecs. Maya and Their Predecessors (New 
York: Seminar Press. 1972) S4-SS. 

63 Nicholson. Handbook 412. 

64 Klein 209, 217. 

65 H. B. Nic.holson, "The Late Pre-Hispanic Cen1ral Mexican (Aztec) 
Iconographic SY$tcm:• The Iconography of Middle American 
Sculpture (New York: Metropolitan Museum of An. 1973) 88. 

66 Boos 161 . 

67 Carmen Cook de Leonard, "Minor Arts of the Classic Period in Cen-
1ral Mexico;• Handbook of Middle American Indians. ed. Robcn 
Wauchopc (Aus,in: U of Texas Pr<M, 1971) 10, p1. I: 218. 

68 Sciielc and Miller 192. 

s 



Figure I. Standing Male. A.D. 500-900. Veracruz (Remojadas), ceramic, 29¾ in. h. Appleton Museum of Art, Ocala, Florida. 
Photo: Roy C. Craven, Jr. 
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Figure 2. Map of Mesoamerica. From Elizabeth Kennedy Easby, Ancient Art of Latin America from the Collection of 
Jay C Leff (Brooklyn: The Brooklyn Museum, 1967), 112. 

Figure 3. Seated Xipe. A.O. 1200-1500. Aztec (Toxcoco, Valley of Mexico), stone, 15¾ in. h. Museum fiir 
Volkerkunde, Basel, Switzerland. From Samuel K. Lothrop, Treasures of Ancient America (Cleveland: World 
Publishing Co., 1964), 61. 
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Figure 4. Standing Male. A.O. 500. 700. Veracruz, 
ceramic, 30 in h. Private Collection. From Olga 
Hammer, ed., Ancient Art of Veracn,z (Los 
Angeles: Ethnic Arts Council of Los Angeles, 
1971), fig. 37. 
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Figure 6. Standing Xipe Wearing a Tlahuizt/i. A.O. 
900-1200. Veracruz, ceramic, 45¼ in. h. From Elizabeth 
Kennedy Easby, Ancient Art of Latin America from the 
Collection of Jay C Leff (Brooklyn: The Brooklyn 
Museum, 1967), fig. 4-05. 

Figure 5. Right: Warrior Wearing a Tlahuizt/i. From 
Patricia Rieff Anawalt, Indian Clothing before Cortes: 
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Mesoamerican Costumes from the Codices (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1981), fig. 27 (from Lienzo 
de Tlaxcala), © 1981 by the University of Oklahoma Press. 



Figure 7. Michtlantecuhtli. A.O. 500-700. Veracruz (Los 
Cerros, Tierra Blanca), ceramic, 14 ½ in. h. Museo de 
Antropologfa, Jalapa, Veracruz. Mexico. 

Figure 8. Side View of Appleton Figure. 
A.O. 500-900. Veracruz (Remojadas), ceramic, 
29¾ in. h. Appleton Museum of An, Ocala, 
Florida. Photo: Sandra Tularico. 
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An Overlooked Source of Influence for the Fan Vaulting 
of the Chapel of Henry VII at Westminster Abbey 

Virginia K. Henderson 

The vaults of the Divinity School and Christ Church 
Cathedral at Oxford are generally regarded as the proto
types for the vaulting of the Chapel of Henry VII a1 
'&suninster Abbey. While undoubtedly influenced by the 
vaults, the design of the fan vaulting in the Chapel ap
pears to have another, overlooked source of inspiration. 
A marked similarity in conception exists between the 
vaulting of the Chapel and the hammerbeam roof of the 
Great Hall at Westminster Palace. That becomes apparent 
in the comparison of the cross-sections of !he two struc
tures (Figures 1-2), though I have found no reference 
which makes an association between them. Pevsner sug
gests that the use of strong transverse arches, cusping and 
tracery in the spandrels of the arches at the Chapel are 
derived from timberwork but goes no further. ' 

The basic designs of the hammerbeam roof and 1he 
masonry vault are essentially related, and their differences 
can be explained by the inherent disparity of their 
materials. Therefore, it seems possible, and even likely, 
given their proximity, that the timber roof may have sug
gested the solution to the problem of successfully com
bining the fan vault with the pendant vault, accomplished 
al the Chapel of Henry VII, 1503-09. That solution was 
sought but not quite successfully achieved by William 
Orchard at the Divinity School, 1480-83, and Christ 
Church Cathedral, 1500. Additionally, if in fact the design 
of the limber roof suggested the design of the masonry 
vault, then there occurred at London a productive fusion 
of the accomplishments of East Anglican timberwork and 
West Country masonry vaulting. 

If 1he basic structural elements of the design of the 
limber roof at Westminster Hall, that is, the transverse 
arches, 1he arch braces and 1he vertical strut, or hammer 
posLS, were rendered in stone, 1he result would be essen
tially the underpinning structure of the Chapel. It would 
be possible then to superimpose upon that structure the 
unique system of fan vaulting found in the Chapel. The 
very nature of executing those forms in stone would 
eliminate the need for the supporting hammerbeam itself, 
and therefore, free the vertical strut, now a suspended 
voussoir-pendant, to serve as the springing for the fan 
vault.' In seeking prototypes for the design of the vault 
a1 Henry VII's Chapel, the tendency appears to have been 
10 seek the obvious, that is any structure the vault of which 
relies on pendants for its springing. In fact, the roof of 
Wes1mins1er Hall, in its medium, provides the framework 
for just that. 

The most readily apparent similarity between the 
vault of Henry Vll's Chapel (Figure 3) and the hammer
beam roof of Westminster Hall (Figure 4) is their common 
use of prominent transverse arches. A remarkable struc
tural as well as aesthetic feat, 1he vault of the Chapel is 
actually a combination of interpenetrating fan and 

pendant vaults in which the transverse arches pass through 
the independent shell structure created by the fans (Figure 
5). The transverse arches support the eight foot pendants 
which are, in fact, elongated voussoirs, the wedged build
ing blocks of the arch itself. The pendants, in turn, sup
port 360 ° conoids which, together with connecting span
drels, constitute the fan vaulting. While the transverse 
arches a1 Westminster Hall are totally exposed, there being 
no fan vault superimposed upon them, those at the Chapel 
are hidden above the shell structure for 1he center two
thirds of the vault. 

A fan vault is composed of inverted conoids, or 
cones, which are generated by the revolution of an arc 
around its vertical axis (Figure 6). The conoid consists of 
ribs of the same curvature, spaced at equal angles and 
bounded by a horizontal circular rib.' All horizontal sec
tions of the conoid are segments of circles, or sections 
into which circles can be inscribed.' Were the vertical strut 
at Westminster Hall to become the vertical axis of a fan 
conoid, the arch brace which begins at its base to be 
revolved around the vertical strut, according 10 the defini
tion of a fan conoid, and 1he hammerbeam itself removed, 
then the design of the Great Hall would be very close to 
that of the Chapel. The hypothetically suspended fans 
would then create a curved shell structure independent of 
the central section of the transverse arch, much as it is 
found at the Chapel of Henry VII. The change of building 
material from timber to stone would enable such a trans
formation of the design. 

The principal differences between the construction 
of the hamrnerbeam roof of Westminster Hall and the 
masonry vault of the Chapel relate to the differences in 
the properties of the material used. The vertical strut of 
the hammerbeam roof occupies a comparable position to 
that of the stone pendant. However, 1he 1wo function anti
thetically because of the differing constructional proper
ties of the materials. While the vertical strut of the timber 
roof is supported by the barnmerbeam, its counterpart in 
stone is suspended from its transverse arch because the 
masonry arch is, to the extent 1hat i1 is properly con
structed, a self-supporting composite of wedged voussoirs. 
or stones, eliminating the need for support from below. 
By executing the design of the timber roof in masonry 
and eliminating those features necessitated only by timber 
construction, the design of Westminster Hall would yield 
the underlying design of Henry Vll's Chapel. 

While the vaults of the Divinity School (Figure 7) 
and Christ Church Cathedral (Figure 8) are more im
mediately obvious prototypes for the vaulting of 1he 
Chapel, in some respects their designs are not as close to 
that of the Chapel as the harnmerbeam roof of the Great 
Hall. The vaults of both these buildings are pendant vaults 
combined with lierne vaults, a related but altogether 
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different concept from fan vaulting. While lierne vaulting 
is conceived in linear terms, fan vaulting is conceived in 
terms of solid geome.1ric forms which are necessary 10 
create an independent shell structure such as that al the 
Chapel. The design of the vault at Christ Church Cathe
dral more nearly approaches the design of Henry VIl's 
Chapel, than does that of the Divinity School. lls 
transverse arches become lost behind the central lierne 
work and its more greatly extended pendants support rib 
pallerns more suggestive of fans. The transverse arches 
of the Divinity School, by contrast, remain fully exposed 
and support short pendants, and are, therefore, less con
vincingly integrated into the vault design. The most strik
ing feature common to the three masonry vaults, however, 
in addition 10 their use of strong transverse arches, is their 
use of a pair of pendants suspended a distance from the 
side walls. A pair of pendants is suggested also in the 
design of the roof of Westminster Hall, although allow
ing for the inherent structural characteristics of timber, 
the pendants are represented as a pair of vertical struts 
resting on hammerbeams. 

The adaptation of timber constructional forms to 
masonry construction was not unprecedented during the 
Gothic period. Walter Horn suggests 1ha1 the concept of 
the medieval bay system used in Gothic masonry construc
tion had its orig.ins in constructional forms logical to 
timber but unnatural 10 stone cons1ruc1ion.' Jean Bony 
cites the vaulting of the aisles of Bristol Cathedral, circa 
1311-30, as an example of timber constructional forms 
rendered in stone.• He states that "it was part of the 
refinements of Court art 10 translate forms from one 
material into another," giving further support to the 
likelihood lha1 lhe limberwork al Westminster Hall may 
have influenced the stonework at the Chapel of Henry 
Vil.' 

1 Nikolaus Pevsner and Priscilla MetcaJf. Tht Ca1httlrols of England, 
2 vols. (New York: Viking Penguin Inc., 198$) 2: 174. 

2 The exact function of the hammerbcam within Hugh Hcrland's design 
remains much debated. For various arguments ooncerning the 
loadbearing clements of 1he roof, sec L:f. Courtenay and Robert 
Mark, "The Westminster Hall Roof: A Historiographic and Struc .. 
tural Stud)';' Journal of tht Soc.iety of Archittttural Historians 46 
(1987) 374-39$. 

3 My definition of a fan conoid combines concepts derived from Willi$, 
HO\loard and Leedy. Rohen Willis, "On the Construction or the Vaults 
of the Middtc Ages:• Tronsociions of the Royal Institute of British 
Architects l (1842): 44, SS. Reprinted in Rohen Willis, Archilectural 
History of Some Engli$h Cathedrals, 2 \'Ols. (Chichcley: Paul Mince, 
197:lj 2, Appendix. F. E. Ho.-ard, "Fan Vaul1S:' Arr:hooological Jour
nol 68 (1911): 2. 
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Fifteenth-century masons appear to have been cau
tious about spanning significant distances with masonry 
fan vaulls and ii appears lhal experimental designs were 
often first executed in timber, especially when greater 
spans were 10 be covered. The earliest fan vaults, excluding 
minor tomb canopies and small chantries, are found a1 
the cloisters of Gloucester Cathedral, begun between 1351 
and 1377 and completed by 1412, which span a mere 
twelve feet. Fan vaults of significant width and height were 
not constructed in stone until the second half of the fif
teenth century. lnteres1ingly enough, the first high vault 
of fan construction of considerable span was executed in 
limber al Winchester College Chapel between 1395 and 
1400, attributed 10 Hugh Herland, the master carpenter 
and designer of the bamrnerbeam roof at Westminster 
Hall, which was built almost simultaneously between 1393 
and 1398. 

The vault of Henry VII's Chapel was built a century 
later, between 1503 and 1509, probably by Robert Janyns, 
although older scholarship has attributed the design er
roneously to Robert or William Vertue. Each structure is 
considered the supreme achievemenl in its medium. John 
Harvey described the 1imberwork at Westminster Hall as 
the most splendid of all timber construction.' Francis 
Bond described Henry VII's Chapel as "the most wonder
ful work of masonry ever pul together by the band of 
man."' 11 seems probable that the earlier timber master
piece inspired the later stone masterpiece, not only because 
of its renown and proximity, but primarily because of the 
visual resemblance of the two designs. 

The University of Alabama at Birmingham 

4 Walter C. Leedy, Fan Vaulting: A Study of Form, 'ltchnology ond 
Meaning (Santa Monica: Arts & Architecture, 1980) 3. 

S Walter Horn, ''On the Origins or the Medieval Bay System;' Jour
nal of the Socie1y of Architectural Historians 17 (1958) 3. 

6 Jean Bony, The English Decorated Style: Gothic Architec.ture 
1>rmsformed 1250-/350 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1979) 36. 

7 Bony 22. 

8 John Harvey, The Perpendicular Style 1330-1485 (London: e:r. 
Bacsford, 1978) 74. 

9 Francis Bond, Westmlnst~r Abbty (London: Oxford UP, 1989) 134. 



Figure I. Cross-section, Vault of the Chapel of Henry VII, 
Westminster Abbey, British Crown Copyright, reproduced 
with the permission of the Controller of Her Majesty's 
Stationery Office. 

Figure 2. Cross-section, Hammerbeam Roof of the 
Great Hall, Westminster Palace, Medieval Structure: 
The Gothic Vault, James H. Aclund (Toronto: 1972). 

Figure 4. Hammerbeam Roof, Great Hall, Westminster 
Palace, Courtesy of the Royal Commission on the His
torical Monuments of England. 

13 



Figure 3. Vault, Chapel of Henry VII, Westminster Abbey, Courtesy of the Royal Commission on the Historical 
MonumentS of England. 
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Figure 5. Isometric Drawing of the Extrados of the Vault 
of the Chapel of Henry VII, Westminster Abbey, drawn 
by Roben Willis (1842). 

Figure 7. Vault, the Divinity School, Oxford University, An 
Introduction 10 English Church Architecture, Francis Bond 
(Oxford: 1913). 

+ 

Figure 6. Drawing of a Fan Conoid. Drawn by James R. 
Alexander to the author's sketch. 

Figure 8. Vault, Christ Church Cathedral, Oxford, 
An Introduction to English Church Architecture, 
Francis Bond (Oxford: 1913). 
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The Artist As Patron: An Examination of the Supervisory and 
Patronal Activities of Giuseppe Cesari, The Cavaliere D'Arpino 

Thomas M. Bayer• 

The focus of this discussion is the examination of 
1he life and career of the painter Giuseppe Cesari, the 
Cavaliere d'Arpino. This artist skillfully managed to play 
an exceedingly important role- a role quite outside the 
framework generally associated with the activities of a 
painter in the cultural environment of Rome during the 
Baroque period. Unencumbered by his noticeably limited 
talents as an artist, he rose to a position of eminent in
fluence as a result of his work as a supervisor of several 
of the most important papal decoration projects under
taken during his lifetime. This activity allowed him to 
significantly affect the careers of many of the leading 
artists of his day, playing a pivotal role in the success of 
such great masters as Caravaggio, Guido Reni and Andrea 
Sacchi. 

Cesari's success as superintendent and the impact of 
his patronal ambitions have largely been ignored in the 
pertinent literature, and it is the aim of this report to 
illuminate these aspects of his career and to assign to him 
the proper role he played in the cultural world of the 
Italian Baroque. 

Cesari's father, originally from Arpino was a painter 
of minor devotional paintings. Giuseppe, born in Rome 
in 1568 was discovered by the painters working in the 
Vatican, where he was employed as a mixer of colors, and 
surprised them one day by painting on their work in their 
absence. This attracted the attention of the papal 
cosmologer, Egnazio Danti, who adopted the boy into the 
circle of artists and eventually introduced him to the Pope. 
Giuseppe was quickly put to more serious work and 
favorably impressed his new employer who awarded him 
with a monthly papal stipend. More important, however, 
during this year was his entry into the prestigious 
Academia de S. Luca, the powerful artists' organization 
of Rome. • His position within the Academia in general, 
as well as his influence as the thrice elected Principe, 
formed, as we will see, one of the major building blocks 
of his career, providing him later with the necessary pool 
of talent from which to choose those artists he wished 
10 hire for the various projects he was to control. The 
papal reign of Gregory XIII proved to be quite fruitful 
for the artist. Hess informs us that the Pope considered 
Giuseppe something of a prodigy, in fact, as his own 
discovery, and the Pope favored him with numerous papal 
commissions.' The artists of Rome, with whom Cesari 
came in contact during this time were all late Mannerists 
and essentially followers of Zuccari.' After the death of 
the Pope, Cardinal Santori patronized the young painter, 
and, in 1586, he gained admission to the influential Con
grega:ione dei Virtuosi al Pantheon. By 1588, he was 
awarded his first major fresco commission by Sixtus V 
in S. Lorenzo in Damaso. In the following year Cesari 
signed a contract with the prior of the Cer1osa di S. Napoli 

in Naples to decorate the church. After his return to Rome 
in late 1591, the artist again worked for Cardinal Santori 
as well as Cardinal Sfondrato.' Other patrons of note were 
Cardinal Salviati and Cardinal Montalto who had in
tervened on behalf of Cesari's brother, Bernardino, in a 
most unpleasant dilemma involving several bandits and 
attempted extortion.• Also during this time, the contract 
for the Contarelli Chapel was signed.' Cesari's somewhat 
problematic involvement in this project was to be of 
supreme importance to the career of Caravaggio. Success 
continued as the newly elected Pope Clement VIII extend
ed his much desired protezione particulare. His reign 
proved to be extremely successful for Cesari; besides the 
Contarelli Chapel, he also worked on the Aldobrandini 
Chapel,' the Olgiati Chapel,' and the Loggia Orsini;' to 
name only a few. 

Of direct bearing on the topic of this paper arc 
Cesari's papal contracts as the supervisor of major 
decorative projects, the first being the complete remodel
ling of the transept of the Cathedral of Rome, the most 
extensive enterprise of its kind during the papacy of 
Clement VJII. " The painting of the transept, the super
vision of which was entirely entrusted to the organiza
tional skills of Cesari, was begun in 1599. The exact cir
cumstances under which Cesari was able to secure this 
extremely important and profitable job are not known. 
I can only surmise that Cesari's considerable social skiUs, 
enhanced by his membership in such influential organiza
tions as the Academia degli lnsensati, played a significant 
role. " It is interesting to note that only five months after 
being granted the position of superintendent, Giuseppe 
was for the first time elected Principe of the Academia 
de S. Luca. It came as no surprise that the artists he hired 
for the execution of the work were all members of this 
organization, and for the most part, his personal friends. " 
As supervisor, Cesari was also in charge of handling the 
finances, and by the time the project was finished, he had 
received a total of 9000 scudi. Cesari, himself, worked on 
only one of the transept frescoes; in spite of its being the 
largest, it is predictably unimpressive. Clement VIII, 
however, was so pleased with the work of his new super
visor that he made Cesari a present of a horse and a gold 
cup and also bestowed upon him the title of Cavaliere 
d'Arpino. 11 

Almost simultaneously with the redecoration of S. 
Giovanni in Laterano, the Pope undertook the renovation 
of S. Cesareo. Again the supervision over parts of this 
project was placed in the hands of Cesari. " The church 
was in a near ruinous state and had to be rebuilt almost 
entirely. The Cavaliere, in charge of only the decoration, 
hired Rossetti and Zucchi to execute his own designs. '' 
He possibly further involved his brother as well as An
drea Lilio, Corce, and Nogari. " Unfortunately, beyond 

• Mr. Bayer's paper was awarded the 1989 Giinther Stamm Prize for excellence. 
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somewhat risky stylistic comparisons, there exists no 
documentation for the participation of these artists in the 
Cesareo project. 

The preceding enterprise enhanced the Cavalierc's ex
perience and reputation and helped pave the way for the 
highly prestigious commission for the decoration of the 
Dome of S. Peter, the third and final project for Clement 
VIII!' According to Baglione, this undertaking, without 
doubt the most important and extensive one of this 
period, was first awarded by the Congregazione Reveren
da Fabbricca to Cristofano Roncalli. This, however, did 
not please the Pope who ordered Roncalli to be removed 
and the supervision of the decoration be given 10 the 
Cavaliere." Of course, the Fabbricca followed the papal 
orders and payments 10 Cesari for the project commenced 
July 1603, and he remained on the Pope's payroll until 
January 1613, well into the reign of Paul V. It is a tribute 
10 the Cavalierc's understanding of the advantages and 
disadvantages of papal favoritism that, after the death of 
his great patron and friend, Clement VIII, and some in
itial difficulties with the Borghese family of Paul V," he 
nevertheless managed to stay in charge of the building pro
ject. Abromson and Rougcn refer to recent documents 
that indicate the engagement of the artists, which were 
again either personal friends of Cesari and/ or members 
of the Academia." His position as supervisor of the 
decoration of the Dome of S. Peter served the Cavaliere 
as an extremely useful bridge 10 cross the dangerous cur
rents caused by the change of papal rule. 

Evidently the Cavaliere's new employer, Paul V, ,vas 
very pleased with the work of the inherited supervisor. 
He hired Cesari to take charge of the painting of his newly 
erected chapel, the Capella Paolina." A project of extreme 
importance to the new Pope, it was the first visible sym
bol of his presence in the seat of power, and in early 
August of 1605, the Pope personally laid the first stone. 
The selection of Cesari as his supervisor provides the most 
convincing evidence that the Cavaliere was considered to 
be the leading expert for such an undertaking. For the 
execution of the program which, according to Rottgen, 
,vas designed by the Oratorians, Tommasso and Francesco 
Bozzi," d'Arpino hired an impressive register of artists, 
again mainly from his circle of friends, including also, 
Guido Reni." The hiring of Reni came as a result of a 
patronal relationship between the Bolognese master and 
d'Arpino, the exact nature and circumstances of which 
follow later.,. 

The four projects I have just discussed constitute 
Giuseppe Cesari's major work as the superintendent of 
papal building projects. They rank among the most note
worthy accomplishments of the early age of Italian Baro
que, and confirm the Cavaliere d'Arpino's significant role. 
His patronal work is an even more interesting aspect of 
the multifold activities of this capable individual. 

As mentioned earlier, the position of superintendent 
enabled Cesari 10 favor artists of his choice when it came 
to selecting those he wished to hire for the various pro
jects of which he was in charge. As such, he took on the 
esteemed role of patron, a role to which he much aspired, 
not only for its social prestige, but also for the elevation 
of his position in the cultural hierarchy. 

The first patronal connection to examine is the rela
tionship of Cesari and Caravaggio, which leads us back 
to one of the early major commissions Cesari undertook 
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as a painter - the fresco decoration of the Contarelli 
Chapel. Giuseppe received the contract in May 1591 and 
was supposed to complete the work in two years time for 
the total cost of 650 scudi. The details surrounding the 
decoration of the chapel have been extensively examined 
and need not be repeated here." Of interest to us, however, 
is not what the Cavaliere painted, but rather what he did 
not paint - specifically the decoration of the sidewalls. 
Evidence which suggests that Cesari took an active role 
in recommending Caravaggio for the completion of the 
two paintings in these areas. Since this notion contradicts 
the general opinion that Cardinal de! Monte alone was 
responsible for this," it demands closer examination. 

On July 4th, 1593, d'Arpino finished the frescoes of 
the vault of the chapel, and, from this point on, he almost 
completely ignored the continuation of the project. This, 
of course, did not sit well with the priests of S. Luigi, who 
were left with a half finished construction site where they 
had expected an extraordinary chapel° instead. The 
Crescenzi family, whose responsibility as testamentary ex
ecutors of Cardinal Contarelli included the completion 
of the chapel decoration, were called to account and a 
lengthy lawsuit resulted from the auempt 10 resolve this 
matter. As defense, the Creseenzi family claimed to have 
spent already 4000 scudi on the chapel and placed the 
blame for the incompleted project with Cesari." By the 
summer of 1597, the priests finally exhausted their pa
tience and drew up a petition asking Clement VIII for 
assistance. The Pope accommodated them by paying a 
personal visit to the site which resulted in his relieving the 
Crescenzi family of their responsibility, impounding the 
left-over funds and assigning the supervision of the pro
ject to the governing body of the Fabbricca of S. Peter 
This organization approached Cesari with the promise 10 
pay him 400 scudi to finish the decoration and requested 
the issue of a draft, on November 6th, 1597, to serve as 
a promissory note.•• Cesari, however, was quite unimpress
ed with this action and on March 26th, 1598, the priests 
of S. Luigi once again petitioned the Fabbrieca to inter
vene. It had become clear that it was indeed Cesari who 
was responsible for the procrastination. There are several 
reasons why Giuseppe was really not interested in gelling 
involved again with the Contarclli project. The first was, 
naturally, monetary. The 400 scudi offered for the com
pletion of the painting was a rather pitiful sum of money 
when compared to his usual fees at the time of JOO scudi 
for a life-size figure, and, in view of the size of the wall 
paintings Cesari could have easily expected twice that 
amount." Secondly, while the project had certainly been 
of importance to the young, up-and-coming artist when 
he signed the contract in 1592, by 1598, the relatively 
minor private commission was certainly considerably less 
appealing. Thirdly, and perhaps most important, was the 
fact that the Pope's nephew had invited Giuseppe 10 be 
part of the papal entourage travelling to Ferrara and on 
10 Bologna to attend one of the most important political 
and social events of the time - the double-wedding of 
the Archduchess Margret of Styria to Phillip lil of Spain 
and the Archduke Albert to the lnfanta Isabella." For this 
occasion, Cesari had been asked to execute three paint
ings 10 be presented to Duke Alberto and Princess Margret, 
as well as her mother." The opportunity to travel in this 
prestigious company and present his work to such noted 
personalities ,vas, for obvious reasons, a major considera-



tion in Cesari's reluctance to become again involved with 
the Contarelli project. In order 10 solve this tedious prob
lem, the Fabbricca assigned father Beringherius to find 
a solution. The priest arranged for a meeting with Cesari 
which resulted in the return of the payment and Caravag• 
gio receiving the commission." Unfortunately, Rottgen 
only refers to the meeting and not its actual content. 
However, since this conversation was crucial to the Con
tarelli Chapel situation, I have tried to reconstruct cer
tain aspects of the content of this conference. 

The fact that this meeting resulted in Caravaggio 
being assigned the completion of the wall paintings im
plies that his name was brought up in the conversation. 
The question here is: by whom? 

Caravaggio at this time was under the patronage of 
Cardinal de! Monte, an influential member of the Fab
bricca, and it is believed that he was responsible for ob• 
taining this commission for his protege." However, if 
Caravaggio ,vas under consideration for the job prior to 
the meeting between the priest and Cesari, the Fabbrioca 
would not only have had no reason to literally force pay• 
ment on Cesari only four months earlier, but it would have 
negated the need for the meeting alt.ogether. These con
siderations eliminate, in my mind, the possibility of 
Caravaggio's name being introduced by Father Bering
herius. This, of course, leaves only the other participant 
in the meeting, Giuseppe Cesari, as being responsible for 
bringing up Caravvagio as a possible candidate for the 
completion of the project. We already know that Cesari 
had several very strong reasons not to be tied down with 
the job, yet, he could not really ignore the explicit wishes 
of the Pope, and it seems logical to consider that he went 
10 the meeting with some proposal in mind. This notion 
is further supported by Hibbard's suggestion that Cara
vaggio worked with d'Arpino on the Contarelli Chapel 
during the artist's brief stay with Cesari in 1593." 

The difficulties and speculative nature of a11empting 
to reconstruct the content of this meeting are obvious, yet 
considering the positions of the two parties involved, it 
is feasible to suggest that, after explaining his reluctance 
to complete the assignment, d'Arpino recommended the 
use of his one-time student, Caravaggio, while pointing 
out that the young artist was familiar with the task and 
would eagerly undertake a major commission and earn 
the 400 scudi budgeted for the job. Thus, having resolved 
the matter 10 the satisfaction of all, Cesari would be free 
to depart on his trip to Ferrara that was less than a month 
away. 

As previously mentioned, Caravaggio apprenticed 
with Cesari in 1593 for a brief period of about 8 months, 
painting flowers and fruits. Through his teacher, as Saler
no points out," Caravaggio had exposure 10 such affluent 
members of society as the personalities of the Academia 
degli lnsensati, where be possibly made his first contact 
with Maffeo Barberini, the later Pope Urban VIII." It 
is equally possible that Caravaggio also met at this time 
his first major patron, Cardinal del Monte. The Cardinal 
almost certainly knew Cesari; one of his works is men
tioned in the inventory of the Cardinal's collection." In 
addition, Bellori refers to a long-lost still life by Caravag
gio also in the del Monte's possession,'• which could have 
easily been acquired from d'Arpino's studio, since it 
represented the type of painting the young artist did for 
Cesari. If, in fact, Cesari was responsible for Caravag-

gio's initial contact with de! Monte, it would considerabl)• 
reduce the role of the unknown French art dealer, Valen
tino, who is generally credited with the introduction." 
There is further evidence that the Cavaliere thought highly 
of Caravaggio's work; his inventory of 1607 lists a number 
of paintings by this artist,'' and Malvasia informs us that 
he once asked Guido Reni to purchase a work by Caravag
gio on his behalf." 

Although the conclusions derived from the cited 
evidence arc largely conjectural, they suffice to suggest 
that Giuseppe Cesari may have had his first try in 
patronizing other artists with Caravaggio. This notion, 
however, challenges currently established opinion and fur
ther research beyond the scope of this article is necessary 
to fully substantiate this theory. 

While the suggestion of a patronal relationship be· 
tween d'Arpino and Caravaggio is still in need of further 
documentation, there is a wealth of evidence concerning 
the Cavalierc's activity in advancing the career of Guido 
Reni. Malvasia, in his Life of Guido Reni, mentions their 
first meeting during Cesari's trip to Bologna as pan of 
the papal entourage accompanying Clement VIII. The 
first encounter with the already famous Reni resulted in 
an invitation to come to Rome, and a payment be received, 
in October 1601, documents his presence in the holy city 
at that time." Immediately upon Reni's arrival, it appears 
that he contracted his new friend d'Arpino, who arranged 
for him to stay in the monastery of S. Prassede." Pepper 
suggests that the Bolognese artist ,vas introduced by Car
dinal Facchene11i to his first major Roman patron, Car
dinal Sfondrato.•• However, in examining Reni's Roman 
career, we find a constant involvement with d'Arpino. 
Malvasia refers directly to a letter by Cesari, urging Reni 
to come to Rome and states: "There he was well received 
and especially helped by d'Arpino:• The author further 
describes certain promotional activities Cesari undertook 
10 advance Reni's reputation in the papal court." This 
resulted, for instance, in Reni obtaining the commission 
for one of his most accomplished and famous works, the 
Crucifixion of St. Pe1er." The death of Clement VIII 
briefly jeopardized Reni's good standing in Rome, and, 
unable to find work, he returned to Bologna. Shortly after 
his arrival there, Reni again received a wrinen invitation 
from Cesari to return to the holy city, apparently at the 
urging of the new Pope." Further evidence documents 
Cesari's support; he advised on the purchase of Guido's 
Twelve Aposlfes by an anonymous connoisseur for the 
fathers of S. Andrea deUa Valle and continuously pro
moted the painter in every possible way - calling him, 
"the chief artist of the century."" As a result of this sup
port, Reni received a papal stipend plus provisions and 
a rent allowance above and beyond compensation for his 
work." The last commission executed by Guido as a result 
of the Cavaliere's support ,vas the completion of the 
frescoes around the tomb of Clement VIII in the Cap
pella Paolina." Reni apparently took much longer than 
expected, and it became necessary for his friend d'Arpino 
to appease the annoyed Pope." Since the frescoes were 
such a huge success with the public, the Pope forgave 
Guido and invited him to stay at court. lo fact, d'Arpino 
ment ioned to Reni that he was informed by the Pope that 
a papal pension and a knighthood would be forthcom
ing to honor the achievements of the master." Reni, how
ever, discovered a bookkeeping error regarding the bi-
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weekly bank draft, and tempermental as he was, abruptly 
left to return to his native city, never to visit Rome again." 
His depanure ended the extremely successful patron-client 
relationship between the Cavaliere d'Arpino and Guido 
Reni, which played so significant a role in the develop
ment and career of one of the greatest painters of his age. 

Next to the tomb of Giuseppe Cesari in S. Giovanni 
in Laterano lies the tomb of Andrea Sacchi. In his testa
ment the artist explicitly asked to be buried next to the 
Cavaliere. This strong gesture of attachment, however, 
could not have been as a result of artistic indebtedness, 
as Sacchi demonstrated an early independence from his 
one-time teacher, Cesari." Artistic considerations seemed 
to have played no part in his specific request regarding 
the location of his grave. 

Andrea Sacchi was born around 1599, the son of a 
Nicola Pellegrini of Fermo. Andrea's last name was taken 
from Benedeuo Sacchi, who was probably his first teacher, 
and also responsible for sending the young boy to study 
with d'Arpino," who at the time was very much occupied 
with his work for the Borghese. II was fortunate for Sacchi 
to have come under the guidance of the affluent Cavaliere; 
already at the age of ten, he had won a prize at the 
Academia di S. Luca for a drawing," Bellori reports that 
soon afterwards Cardinal de\ Monte happened to see the 
young artist drawing and decided to take him into his 
household. The exact circumstances of this meeting have 
not been recorded. Considering the fact that Cesari knew 
the Cardinal and was aware of his keen interest in young 
talent, and taking into account that a chance meeting be
tween a young ten-year old pupil of d'Arpino and the rich 
and sophisticated Cardinal was highly unlikely, it becomes 
quite conceivable that Cesari was resPonsible for introduc
ing the young artist to del lvlonte. In order for the Car
dinal to take the youthful Andrea into his household, it 
would appear necessary to obtain permission, or at least 
approval from the person to whom the child was entrusted 
- his teacher Cesari. Consequently, it is quite possible 
to consider 1he notion that the auachmenl and gratitude 
Andrea felt for Giuseppe resulted from the latter having 
been responsible for the start of his successful career. An 
inlroduction to del Monte certainly would have been 
reason enough 10 feel indebted to Cesari since all of 
Sacchi's recorded works prior to 1627 were paid for by 
the Cardinal, and it canno1 be denied that as a result of 
the Cardinal's pa1ronage which may well have been on 
Cesari's recommendation, the career of Andrea Sacchi 
was very significantly aided. 

The name of several other artists appear in connec
tion with the Cavaliere. Piero Francesco Mola, for in
stance, was apprenticed by his father to Cesari." The 
painter, Guido Ubaldo Abbadini, who worked for Ber
nini, also started under d'Arpino." Giovanni Baglione en-
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joyed a special rapport with the Cavaliere." The details 
and nature of the connections lhese artists had with 
Giuseppe Cesari have not yet been explored. Also the 
careers of the artists hired by d'Arpino for the various pro
jects he was in charge of should be investigated for possi
ble on-going patronal support by him. Research into 
Cesari's relationship with such individuals as Ferrante 
Carlo, Rome's foremost an dealer, or the colorful under
world figure of Valguanera, with whom Cesari had a brief 
contact late in his life, could shed further light onto 
Cesari's activities.62 

The material presented in this paper poses an obvious 
question: how did the role of the Cavaliere influence the 
artistic legacy of his rime? Since it is impossible to deter
mine the outcome of the various projects, be they of 
supervisory or patronal nature, in the absence of d'Ar
pino's participation, the answer to this question inevitably 
involves a degree of speculation. The Cavaliere, as we saw, 
favored artists of late Mannerist background and provid
ed, therefore, the oppQrtunity to expand the visual repre
sentation of this school. Already in decline, it may well 
have fallen more rapidly out of fashion due to the power
ful naturalist influence of the newly prevailing taste. Had 
any of d'Arpino's projects been assigned to the Carracci 
studio, for instance, certainly we would notice a signifi
cant difference. Thus, the Cavaliere's activities provided 
a showcase for the works of late Roman Mannerist paint
ers. A more direct evidence of the effect of d'Arpino's in
fluence exists in one of the commissions he obtained for 
Guido Reni, the Crucifv:ion of St. Peter. Malvasia repons 
that Giuseppe negotiated for this work in behalf of Reni 
to spite Caravaggio, who was also under consideration for 
the commission." Cesari promised the patron, Cardinal 
Aldobrandini, that the Bolognese artist would paint a 
work just like Caravaggio. Without the influence of the 
Cavaliere, the church of S. Paolo a/le lf'I! Fontane may well 
have been decorated differently. As far as the career of 
Caravaggio is concerned, the evidence for the Cavaliere's 
involvement is at this point too conjectural to allow for 
speculation within the framework of this essay. To my 
knowledge the same holds true for Andrea Sacchi; beyond 
the initial contact during Sacchi's childhood, no further 
evidence of patronal support exists. 

The Cavaliere d'Arpino was clearly an individual 
whose role in the cultural and artistic environment of early 
17th century Rome has yet to be fully assessed. Through 
his special, and to my knowledge, unique form of patron
age and his accomplishments as a superintendent. Giusep
pe Cesari takes on a considerably more important posi
tion than presently allotted. It is hoped that this paper 
will s1imulate further in-depth research into his life and 
activities. 

Tulane University 



I wish to ,hank Dr. James CLifton for suggesting the topic of this Study 
and the patience and guidance he extended to a novice; further thanks 
go to Franco Valobra for his assistance with the original Italian texts. 

I Herv."anh Rougen, // Cavaliere d!4rplno (Rome: De Luca Editore, 
1973): Thieme Btc.kcr, Allgeme;nes Lexikon dtr Bildtndtn Kfm$lltr 
von der Anlike bis :ur Gegtnwarl, ed. Verlag von E.A.Seemann, 
(1.eiplig: 1973). 

2 Jacob Hess. Ku1tS1gesdiic.h1liche S,udien 1J,1.r Renaissance und Barock 
(l.tipzig: Edizioni di Storia E Le11era1ura 1936). 

J B«t tr, ,-ol. VI 309. 

4 B«ker and Rottgen. 

S M.C. Abrom.son, Pointing in Rome During the Papacy of Cltmtnt 
Ylfl, a Documented S1udy (New York and London: Oarland 
Publishing, Jnc., 1981). 

6 Rougen, II Cavalitrt 28. 

7 Herwanh Rougen. "Giuseppe Cesari, die Conlarelli Kapelle und 
Cara"11ggio", aitschri/1 fur Kunstgeschichi,, 21 (1964): 202. 

8 Rongen, II CavaUtrt 31. 

9 Rougen, II Cavaliere 31. 

10 Abromson 277 and 360. 

II Abromson 48. 

12 L.SaJerno. "The Roman World of Caravaggio:• The Age of Cora~•og. 
gio (New 'lbrk: The Meuopoliran Museum 1985) 18. 

13 Abromwn 57. 

14 Roat.gen, II Cavaliere 38: Abromson 58 n.57. 

JS Anthon)' Blunt. Guide 10 Baroque Rome (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1982). 

16 Abromson 86. 

17 Abromson 87 n.127. 

18 Rudolf Wiukow-er, Art and Architttlure In llaly 16()() • 1750 (New 
York: Viking Penguin, Inc. 1958) 28. 

19 GiO't'tl.nni Baglione. le Vitt dt Pittari, $cu/tori, Architetti, ed Jn. 
tagllatori. dal Ponli/icato di Gregorio XIII dtl 1572. Flno o Tt.mpi 
di Papa Urbano VIII nel 1642 (Rome: 1642) 290,372. 

20 Rottgen, II Cavaliere 43. 

21 Francis Ha.skel, Pt'Jtrons and Painters (Connecticut: Yale Uni\·ersity 
Plffl, 1980) 27. 

22 Abrom.son 83: Roug<n, JI Covo/i"' 119-121. 

23 Ludwig von Pastor, The His1ory of the PoJle$, 1rans. Dom Erne.st 
Graf 35 vols. (London: Routledge & Keegan Paul, Ltd .. 1891) 26:471. 
from papal secret Archivts. 

24 Rougc.n, II Cavaliere 43. 

25 Rougen, // Cavalitre 43; Pas.tor 26:409. 

26 Hess 96. 

27 Rongen; Rottgcn, "Die Stcllung dcr Contarclli Kapelle in Caravag
gio's Werk;' 2.eitschri/t /Ur Kunstgeschichte~ \'OJ. 28 (1965) 1,2; and 
Walter Friedlander, Carrn-aggio Studies (New York: Schaken Book.s, 
1969): Hess. 

28 Hess; Friedlander 106. 

29 Howard Hibbard, Carol'aggio (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 
1983) 93. 

30 Rougen, II Cavaliere 93. 

31 Hess 305. 

32 Pastor 24:402. 

33 Rougen, II Cavaliere 36. 

34 Rottgen, ''Die Stellung" 47. 

35 Hibbard 93. 

36 Hibbard 93. 

37 Salerno JS. 

38 Hibbard 341. 

39 Ludwig Frommel, "Caravaggio's FrUhwcrk und der KardinaJ dcl 
MontC:' Storio del Arte 9110 (1971) :8. 

40 Hibbard 10 n.83: Friedlander 246. 

41 Friedlander 101. 

42 Hibbard 17. 

43 Carlos Cesare Malvasia. The lift of Guido Rent trans. and imroduc
tion by C. and R. Engass (Penns.ylvania: Pennsylvania State Univer
sity Press, 1980) 15. 

44 Stephen Pt"pper, Guido Ren; (Oxfonl: Phaidon, 1984) 22. 

45 Hess, p.306 and n.5. 

46 Pepper 22. 

47 Malvasia 49. 

48 Rottgen, II Coval/ere 40. 

21 



49 Malvasia 63•64. 

51 Mah,asia 51~53. 

52 Blunt 93. 

S3 Malvasia 63-64. 

54 Malvasia 63-64. 

55 Malvasia 63-64. 

56 Ann Sutherland Harri~ Andrto Sacchi (New Jersey: Pr inceton 
University Press, 1977) S. 

22 

57 Harris J. 

58 Harris J. 

59 0 .8. Pass<ri, V/t,d, Pillori, (Rome: 1772) ed. J. Hess (Leipzig: 1939 

60 Winkowe.r 173. 

61 Becker. 

62 Jane Castello, .. The 12 Pictures ordered b)• Velasquez and the Tria 
of Valguanera:1 Journal of the Warburg lnslirut~ 13. (1950) 237-281 
Francis Haskell, Palrons and Pointers(Connectkut: l's.le Univcrsit 
Press, 1980) 123. 

63 Ma)vasia SO. 



fiauR I. Giuseppe Cesari, Self Portrait, 1640; De Luca Editore, Rome, Italy. 

23 



Procession and Return 
Bacchus, Poussin, and the Conquest of Ancient Territory 

Robert D. Meadows-Rogers 

The Bacchanals of Nicolas Poussin have generally 
been construed either as archaeologically-exacting 
representations of ancient orgiastic frenzies or, more 
usually, as syncretistic allegorical summaries of late 
Renaissance and Baroque natural philosophy. Focusing 
specifically on the Kansas City Triumph of Bacchus, this 
discussion seeks to add the dimension of the political con
cerns of the patron, Cardinal Richelieu. The Cardinal of 
course played a crucial role in the propagandistic eleva
tion of the Bourbon monarchy as both a fecund and wise 
institution, necessary to France's growth in power and in
fluence. Such concerns are posited here as directly related 
to the choice of a Bacchic theme for the Poussin 
commission. 

The present author shares an interest in Poussin's use 
of the antique with those who have previously commented 
on the painting. Some new directions in the search for 
the painting's ancient models, both literary and visual, 
a,c proposed here. In addition, the deletions, insertions, 
and emendations made by the artist with regard to the 
proposed antique sources receive equal emphasis. These 
alterations point to the development of the painting as 
a political emblem, albeit one that is saturated with 
religious and metaphysical legitimators congruent with the 
assenion of royal rule by divine ordination. Such an in
te,pretation will perhaps nuance the iconographic estima
tion of the meaning of the Bacchic iconography in other 
paintings by Poussin, as well as by his contemporaries. 
It may be that, more often than usually considered, 
political emblem, as a primary signifier of meaning, 
sub,~ns mythological narrative and the complications of 
a discursive metaphysic. 

Writing of Bacchus/Dionysus in his first-century B.C. 
Histories, Oiodorus of Sicily describes a triumphal pro
cession by the god which evinces antiquity's understand
ing of the god as more than a deity of natural process 
and liberated libido: 

" ... Dionysus made a campaign into India, 
whence he returned to Boeotia in the third 
year, bringing with him a notable quantity of 
booty, and he was the first man ever to 
celebrate a triumph seated on an Indian 
elephant. And the Boeotians and other Greeks 
and the Thracians, in memory of the cam
paign in India, have established sacrifices every 
Other year to Dionysus, and believe that at that 
time the god reveals himself to humanity. Con
sequently in many Greek cities every other year 
Bacchic bands of women gather, and it is 
lawful for the maidens to carry the thyrsos and 
to join in the frenzied revelry, crying out 
"Euai!" and honouring the god; while the 
matrons, forming in groups, offer sacrifices to 

the god and celebrate his mysteries and, in 
general, extol with hymns the presence of 
Dionysus, in this manner acting the pan of the 
Maenads, who, as history records, were of old 
the companions of the god. He also punished 
here and there throughout all the inhabited 
world many men who were thought to be 
impious ... ,,. 

Poussin's Triumph of Bacchus (Figure l) reflects the 
seemingly oxymoronic Bacchic frenzy for order described 
by Diodorus and prevalent in the Orphic Hymns as well. 
According to this perspective, in the course of Bacchic vic
tories, the impious are punished, liturgical discipline is 
set, and the prerogatives of the revel are upheld 
concurrently. 

In May 1636, the Bishop of Albi delivered this paint
ing to Cardinal Richelieu, as well as its pendant, The 
Triumph of Pan.' These were subsequently hung in the 
Chambre du Roi al the Chateau Richelieu with paintings 
by Mantegna, Perugino, and Costa which had previously 
decorated the studiolo of Isabella d'Este in the palace of 
Mantua. Slightly later, the anist completed this pair with 
an additional Bacchanal, The Triumph of Silenus.' Focus 
on The Triumph of Bacchus is a first step in a projected 
study of the decoration of the entire room of the now
destroyed Chateau Richelieu designed by l..emercier in 
1631.' 

Bellori, a seventeenth-century theoretician and early 
biographer of Poussin, notes that "these compcsitions [for 
Richelieu] derive very exactly from the study of antique 
marbles and from the artist's facility in poetic inventions 
which were the fruit of his very fortuitous genius."' Most 
scholars have followed Bellori in stressing Poussin's use 
of antique reliefs in the invention of this composition. The 
bright and evenly distributed lighting, as well as a consis
tent emphasis on the frontal plane,make it appear im
mediately congruent with antique sarcophagi. Such monu
ments were readily accessible to Poussin in Rome and were 
a frequent source of study by the antiquarian and phil
osophical circles of which he was an intimate member. 

The two extant preparatory studies for the figural 
composition of the Richelieu commission, as well as their 
relation to the finished painting, reveal Poussin's choice 
between two stylistic alternatives presented by ancient sar
cophagi reliefs depicting the Triumph of Bacchus.• This 
choice reflects the artist's preference for the reduction of 
anecdote, narrative development, and discursive complex
ity. It also points to a search for a pictorial rhetoric dif
ferent from previous Renaissance and Baroque depictions 
of the subject. 

Both Raphael and Pietro da Cortona, for example, 
modeled their Bacchic Thumphs after a relief which, since 
the early seventeenth century, had been in the Casino 
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Rospigliosi in Rome {Figure 3).' The horror vacuui of this 
Severan composition of ca. 200 A. D. visually embodies 
Bacchic ca1harsis. The firs! Poussin study {Figure 4) shares 
bo1h 1he mul1iplicity of mo1ifs and a general spiri1 of com
posi1ion with the sculpture. In both works a profusion 
of exotic animals, musicians, and merry-makers almos1 
engulfs the deity and his old companion Silenus, who 
typically evinces the after-effects of Bacchic liberation. 
Like Raphael's invention and the painting by Pietro, which 
Poussin studied in Rome, the figures in the drawing a.re 
projected into the viewer's space on a diagonal, which in 
Poussin's case is a quite radical one. 

The second drawing {Figure 5) reveals a markedly dif
ferent alternative. Here the artist returns to the planar 
structure of the sarcophagi reliefs.• Most of the figures 
continue to be related to Severan sarcophagi of roughly 
the beginning of the third century, such as the Rospigliosi 
example just mentioned. However, the artist has excised 
the frequently occurring Silenus motif. He has also 
focused the composition on the immediate entourage of 
the chariot, which in the sarcophagi is often restricted to 
the left third of the composition or to even less. Also 
unlike the sarcophagi, he has divided the composition into 
two adjacent planes which are not integrated with each 
other. The exotic animals and their riders, with the ex
ception of the centaurs, thus occupy a plane beyond that 
of the chariot group and serve as a kind of zoological foil 
to it. Surprisingly, Hercules now appears with the tripod 
at the center of the composition.' Neither in the antique 
visual and literary sources nor in those of the Renaissance 
and Baroque does Hercules appear in Bacchic processions 
carrying the tripod. His role instead appears to have had 
more to do with a reputation for drinking. This inclina
tion, noted for example by Macrobius. certainly made him 
an appropriate member of the triumphant Bacchic 
thiasos!' On 1he sarcophagi reliefs he often reclines in a 
drunken stupor, or staggers in inebriation while supported 
by satyrs or sileni, or rides in a chariot as the bearer of 
a kantharos for the sacred elixir!' His only omnipresent at-
1ribu1es in the antique reliefs are the club and the lion skin. 
His presence here with the trophy from his struggle with 
Apollo, deity of a recalcitrant Delphic oracle, constitutes 
a problem to which I shall presently return. 

In the finished painting (Figure I), Poussin excises 
1he exotica which inhabit the secondary plane in the last 
drawing. This subtraction draws the logical pictorial con
clusion from the process of analytical simplification in
herent in the planar structure of the second drawing. It 
also denotes a definitive change of antique models. In his 
finished painting the artist has exchanged the complex
ities and horror vacuui of 1he Severan sarcophagi for the 
comparative simplicity, restraint, and legibility of the im
mediately preceding Antonine period of the third quarter 
of 1he second century. " In both Poussin's composition 
and a mid-second century sarcophagus well-known to the 
seventeenth century (Figure 6), a winged putto drives Bac
chus' chariot." As frequently in Antonine versions of the 
Triumph, the chariot is pulled by centaurs, in these two 
instances by a backward glancing male centaur and his 
rearing female companion. " 

In the painting, Hercules now appears as a mature 
bearded hero, as he does in most of the sarcophagi, while 
Bacchus is en1hroned in a less elaborate chariot. He sits 
in majestic profile, his red cape billowing behind him. Ad-
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ditlons to the compos1t1on include the infant in the 
foreground, who is climbing up from a watery pit in which 
his left leg is still submerged ankle-deep; the foreground 
urn with reeds; a female centaur, who carries a torch and 
flowers; Apollo in his solar chario1 with the zodiac 
aureole; the serpent-headed trumpet, whose particular 
form appears unique to Poussin; and a fully developed 
landscape background. " 

In tandem with a greater restraint which reflects his 
Antonine models, Poussin has also nuanced his use of 
antique reliefs through a number of s1ra1egies which ef
fect a seemingly paradoxical, hermetic stasis and which 
problematize narrative illusion. All the figures of the 
painting glance away from the beholder, who is removed 
from the composition not only by its basic confrontational 
planarity but also by the geological rift depicted in the 
foreground. 

The planarity of the figural composition is rendered 
even more impenetrable by a conceptual system of axes 
and diagonals which organize and assert the enamel-like 
surface of the canvas. The horizontal axis established by 
the putto's rein is intersected by a vertical axis which ties 
the foreground urn to the middle-ground Hercules and 
the background Apollo. The implied privileging of 1he 
surface through this rectilinear axiality is then in tum rein
forced by a system of double-diagonal axes. One diagonal 
runs from the river god to Bacchus. The other connects 
the putto in the left foreground to the diagonally-aligned 
figures of the centaur group. The thyrsos a1 the righ1 then 
logically extends the direction of this diagonal to the up
per right of the painting." 

Even the movement of the figures derives from sur
face organization. The canon of movement is provided, 
not by the narrative rela1ionship between figures, but by 
a rhythm of restrained decorum initiated in the chariot 
garland. Its measure, approximated by the pullo's, is 
repeated in two more implied swags, as delineated by 1he 
centaur group and the two leading maenads. Such an 
abstract and regular rhythm offsets any idea of spon
taneous liveliness, to say nothing of Bacchic frenzy. " 

Turning from style to iconography, one fmds further 
differences between the painting and its antique sources. 
The sarcophagi, although their concern was of course 
religious, approached that religious concern from the 
angle of mythological narrative and anecdote. However, 
in conjunction with its problematic illusionism and its 
abstracting, two-dimensional quality, Poussin's presenta
tion of the Triumph represses anecdotal narrative in favor 
of emblem, as informed by ritual." 

It is my thesis that a well-known Bacchic li1urgy can 
assist in accounting for all of Poussin's motifs which do 
not appear in antique or Renaissance visual sources for 
the Indian Ttiumph: Hercules with the tripod; a more 
regal and self-contained Bacchus than is typical; a fully 
realized landscape background; the uniquely shaped horn; 
Apollo in his chariot; the infant climbing into the com
position from the foreground; and the torch and flowers 
in the hands of the female centaur. 

Both antique sources with which the seventeenth cen
tury was familiar and the contemporary literature itself 
document a Bacchic festival known as the Triennial 
Feast. " Its basic components reflect the ubiquitous ar
chetype of the dying and rising god. The festival involved 
the torch-lit procession of the Bacchic thiasos with 



sacrificial animals from Athens to Mt. Parnassus and 
Delphi. The return to Athens was highlighted by the bring
ing of tripods from the oracle, presumably in connection 
with the legend of the god's infant burial near the oracular 
tripod. Central to the celebration was the ritual "awaken
ing" of the god from slumber/death in the underworld, 
his home with Persephone after his childhood dismember
ment by the Titans and the locale of bis rescue of bis 
mother Semele. This ritual reveille, enacted near a lake 
or swamp, involved the calling forth of the infant god 
from the dank subterranean waters by the blowing of 
ritual horns.•• The return of the child Dionysus to renewed 
life, from whence he would "mature" with the passing of 
the seasons, was associated precisely with Bacchus' 
triumphant return from India. In its specifically Athenian 
version, the celebration of the god's resurrection was in
corporated in the springtime new year's festival, the An
thesterion, held during the month of that name, when, 
as the Greek word indicates, flowers began to bloom. 

As the god's companion, both in general and specifi
cally in the Indian victory procession, Hercules was also 
operationally identified with the god of the vine. Both 
were construed as lawgivers, deities of civilized order, sub
jugators of barbarians, and gods who literally set boun
dary markers at the ends of the world: Hercules in the 
West, in Spain, and Bacchus in the East, in India. 

Poussin presents the Bacchic thiasos, not in terms of 
mythological narrative, but in terms of a syncretistic con
ception of Bacchus as it arose in the course of the develop
ment of a specific ritual. The ritual determines the literally 
central action of the painting, which is def med not by the 
processional direction but by the oppositely-inclined 
diagonal of the centaur group, directed 10 t,he rising god. 
The syncretism of later antiquity, a major source for 
seventeenth-century theological speculation, determines 
the intermingling and co-identity of the deities. 

The procession moves from twin-peaked Parnassus 
to the town of Athens, schematically represented in the 
background to the right of the torch." Presiding over the 
procession, Bacchus sits in Apollonian severity, while 
Bacchus-Hercules, wearing Bacchic ivy, serves him in the 
thiasos and carries the symbol of bis (and therefore 
Bacchus) triumph over the lyric deity and over death." 
Bacchus-Apollo is linked axially with Hercules and is 
thereby drawn into the myteries. And Bacchus-as-Infant, 
awakened and resurrected by the sound of the ritual horn 
and wearing Apollonian laurel, climbs up to join the 
celebration. He is welcomed with springtime flowers by 
the female centaur, just as Apollo receives a similar bou
quet from the the hand of a nymph in Giulio Romano's 
1Humph of Bacchus in the Sala di Psicbe in the Palazzo 
de! le in Mantua (Figure 7). The river god presides over 
the foreground as an indication of the setting at the body 
of water from which the god is resurrected." 

In Poussin's painting, therefore, Bacchus assimilates 
the auribuies of Apollo, sun, and Hercules and recapitu
lates himself throughout the comp0sition as the triumph
antly fenile lord of all. This accords well with the bias 
of seventeenth-century religious syncretism, which focused 
on the Egyptian derivation of all religious beliefs." In a 
description of the worship of Isis and Osiris, often quoted 
in the seventeenth century, Plutarch identifies Osiris and 
Bacchus and posits this conglomerate deity as the source 
of the sun itself, and therefore as the source of all creation, 

of all divinity." 
Poussin's Bacchic Triumph for Richelieu specifically 

figures the deity as lord of springtime rejuvenation.,. But 
it is not only nature whose metaphysical essence is being 
revealed here. For Bacchus and Hercules do not appear 
in this work only as solar deities. As Charles Dempsey 
asserts in a meticulously documented article which in
spired my own research on Poussin's Richelieu commis
sion, Bacchus and Hercules display a reserve peculiar 
for a representation of revelry." Although Dempsey draws 
quite different conclusions from this observation than 
those presented here, his insight is important. Bacchus in 
particular assumes a p0se which one might more readily 
associate with the divine rationality of Apollo. Indeed, 
Giulio Romano, again in the Sala di Psiche (Figure 7), 
depicts Apollo in precisely the pose struck by Bacchus 
in the Chateau Richelieu painting." In terms of the ritual 
source of the present composition, one might describe 
Bacchus' demeanor, and that of Hercules, as reflecting 
the rebirth of a regal self-possession appropriate to their 
roles as deities of civilization, law, and divine order. 
Another painting by Poussin, also for a French patron, 
confirms the artist's familiarity with a juridical side of 
the Bacchic character that is wise, enlightened, and 
enlightening. In The Judgment of Solomon (Figure 8), 
executed in 1649 for Pointe!, the Biblical personification 
of kingly wisdom and justice is enthroned over a relief 
which depicts griffins nanking a baetylus, or Bacchic 
pillar. This was a frequent motif on Bacchic sarcophagi." 

An interpretation of Poussin's Triumph of Bacchus 
primarily as a depiction of the triumphant resurrection 
of civilizing imperial wisdom and power seems better to 
conform to its p0si1ion in the Chateau Richelieu's Cham
bre du Roi than Dempsey's interpretation of it as a visual 
extrap0lation of natural philosopby. Especially interesting 
in this regard is the fact that the ceiling medallion of the 
room depicted the Apotheosis of Hercules, who, along 
with Bacchus, was crucial for ruler iconography from 
Alexander the Great 10 Septimus Severus 10 the Bourbon 
Louis XlII of France." The translation of Hercules 10 
Olympus in the ceiling painting parallels the celebration 
of bis companion deity in Poussin's composition, in which 
Hercules also plays a literally central role. One can then 
interpret the entire room in the chateau as an extended 
political emblem of the wisdom, justice, and irresistible 
p0wer of Louis XIII and of bis minister, the Cardinal 
Patron. 

The painting by Jacques Stella, which the Cardinal 
commissioned for the Chambre du Roi a few years after 
the Poussin paintings, further suggests a political inter
pretation of the Triumph of Bacchus. It will be 
remembered that Stella's allegory, The Liberality of Louis 
XII and Cardinal Richelieu (Figure 2), was hung above 
the fireplace between Poussin's Bacchus and bis Triumph 
of Pon. Based on the liberality of the Roman emperor 
Titus, the painting shows Louis and Richelieu, elevated 
on an architectural ledge, exhibiting their imperial largesse 
by casting coins to their subjects. This p0pulace has both 
the character of the supplicants before St. Cecelia in 
Domenicbino's San Luigi dei Francesi composition and 
the character of a Bacchanal obviously dependent on the 
Poussin compositions." The companionship between the 
king and his minister in the Stella canvas provides an in
teresting parallel to the pairing of Bacchus and Hercules 
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in the earlier paintings in the room. Perhaps the commis
sion was intended to extrapolate the contemporary mean
ing of those emblematic works. 

Although I can only speculate at this point, it seems 
at least conceivable that, when he commissioned the 
decoration of this important room in his chateau, 
Richelieu had another ruler's similar decorative program 
in mind. In 1629, Charles I of England finally prevailed 
with the Gonzagas of Mantua and purchased Mantegna's 
Triumph of Julius Caesar. As the most cursory examina
tion of the composition will reveal, Mantegna derived his 
invention from Bacchic iconography, via reliefs of Roman 
Imperial triumphs." Charles had these paintings installed 
in Hampton Court Palace, where they served as tokens 
of his power as ruler and as inheritor of the role of 
Renaissance patron from the fading aristocracies of Italy. 
Charles also acquired two Correggios from the same 

I Oiodorus. Hi.stories. 4 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard Univenity PrC$$) 
I V:3.1-3.4. 

2 Th~ Triumph of Pon is in the Nationa1 Gallery, London. On 1hc 
d0<;umcntation of the Richelieu conunission and the deJi\~ry of the 
paintings, cf. Rene Pintard, "Recontres a"« Poussin:· Acres du 
Colloque Nicolas Poussin, 2 vols. (Paris, 1%0) 1:31•35. Blunt asserts 
that The Triumph of Przn should actually be construed asa Triumph 
of Pr;opus, s« Nicolas Pou$.f;.n, 2 vols. (New York: Pantheon Books. 
1967) 1:135 rr. 

3 What LS generally regarded as an old copy of the lost Poussin Triumph 
of Sifenu.s is in the Nat.Ona! Gallery, London. Slightly earlier Pous.sin 
had painted a Triumph of Neptune (or 1hc Cardinal. but, according 
to conlemp0rary souroes, that painting did not hang in the Cham• 
bre du Roi. For documentation of the disp0sition of the paintings 
in the room.see Anthony Blunt, The Paintings of Nicolas Poussin: 

28 

A CritiaJI Cata/qg (London: PhaKlon, 1966) 95-96; Candace Adel5on, 
"Nicholas Poussin et les tableaux du Studiolo d' Isabella d' EstC:' 
La Revue du Louvre et des Musks de France 2S (1975): 237-41; S.J. 
Frccdbctg, "Lorenzo Louo to Ni<:holas Pou$$ll\:' Apollo 107 (1978): 
397; Doris Wild, Nicola., Poussin, 2 vols. (Frciburg, 1980) 2:63. 
Scholars do not agree on the precise arrangement of the paintings, 
but there seems to be a general consensus that Poussin's Bacchus 
and Pan were hung togeUler on one wall as pendants., while the Silenus 
was integrated with the Mantuan paintings, Freed.berg notes that 
Jacques Stella's Liberality of UJuis XIII and Cardinal Richelitu of 
ca. 1637•38 (Fig. 2) hung abo\-e the fireplace in the Chambre du Roi 
and was nanked by the Bacchus and Pa.n. Charles Sterling notes that 
se-.-eral criticaJ expositions of the seventeenth century mention five 
paintings executed for the Cardinal and that some h.a\·e identified 
a B«chus Leading Ariadne to the Chariot in the Hermitage as prc$Cf· 
ving the now lost coml)OSition. However, Sterling o:prcsses his doubts 
on this identification: Germaine Ba1pin. Anthony Blunt, Charles 
Sterling, and Madeleine Hours. Exposition Nicholas Poussin: Seconde 
Edition Corriegtt (Paris: .edition des Mus«$ Nationaux, 1960) 
230-231. Blunt notes that SC\'tnteenth..('.C;ntury visitors to the chateau 
mention onJy three paintings by Poussin in the Chambre du Roi. 
Poussin's extant Bacchanals have occasioned much debate regarding 
their authenticity. The 'Triumph of Pon has garnered almost uni\·er• 
sat support, hO\lo'C\-et, and The Triumph of Bacchus has been incrcas• 
ingly accepted as an autograph work since Pierre Rosenberg's com• 
ments at the 1977 Rome exhibition. Having seen the Bacchus at the 
1988 exhibition or Poussin's early work in Ft. \\bnh, I am personally 
comfonable with its authenticity. HO"'CVCr, a detailed examination 
or the authenticity of chis or the 0th.er two works in the series is 
beyond the scope of this may. 

studiolo that had originally contained the Richelieu paint
ings from Mantua. 

Perhaps there was a strategy to the Cardinal's decor
ative scheme that went beyond a display of his sophis
ticated taste Like Charles, he also featured paintings from 
the Gonzaga collection, including two by Mantegna. To 
these he added a Triumph of Bacchus by a preeminent 
"modern" painter. The latter composition by Poussin 
privileges Hercules as the deity of French monarchy and, 
like Mantegna's Triumph of Caesar, articulates imperial 
virtue and power. In the process, the keenly competitive 
Richelieu may very well have been one-upping his insular 
rivals to political pre-eminence in seventeenth-century 
Europe through the display of the artifice of politics. 

The University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 

4 for the most extensive comments on Poussin's Ti'iumph of Bacchus, 
see Charles Dempsey, "The Oassical Pcrccpdon of Natutt in Poussin's 
Earlier Works!' Journal of 1he Worbuf8 and Courtauld Institutes 29 
(1966): 2l9-2A9; "Pouss.in and the Natural Orde(,' diss., Princeton 
University, 1963. 218-224. Dempsey draws p.micularly on Panofsky's 
A My1hologica.f Poinling by Poussin in tht Nationalmuseum 
S1ockholm (Stockholm: Nationalmusci Skriftseric NR S, l960). 

I am restricting myself to a discussion of Tht 1Humph of Bacchus 
in full knowledge, hOWC'o'Cr, that only a comptthensi~ oonsideration 
of all paintings and of the decorali\'e program in the Chambre du 
Roi as a whole can yic:ld a trul)' adequate understanding of any one 
painting, Not only ha,-e res.trictions of time and space restricted m)· 
approach, but such an initiaJ exploration is recommended by the faa 
that Tht Ti'iumph of Bacchus has received cxtcn.sive comment as an 
individual work by, in particular, Charles Dempsey, II is to the la.I· 
ter•s comments and to the insights of Er\l,in Panofsky from which 
Dempsey proceeds that this paper is both indebted and to which it 
is a response. 

5 " •. .ces compositions vicnncnt tres cxaetemcnt de l'ctude des marbrcs 
antiques, de sa facilitt aux in\--e.ntions poetique, fruit de son trtS 
heureux g(nie:• O.P. BctJori, Vie de Nic<>las Poussin. trans.. Georgt:t 
R6nond (Geneva: A Vesenaz, 1947) 4$-49. 

6 There are~ drawings for individual motifs as \l,'CII as these t¥1'0 

which represent in each case a full invention of the subject. Because 
of the restrictions of 1ime and space I am fottgoing a discuss.ion of 
the drawings of the motifs. 

7 The Raphael eompos:ition is preserved in a painting by Garofalo of 
The 7Humph of Bacchus, Ocmiildegalerie, Orcsd,n. Pic1ro da 
Cortona's 'l>iumph of Bacchus is in the Capitoline Museum, Rome. 
For the connection bet-ween Raphael's drawing and Garofalo's painl• 
ing, see Edgar Wind, ''A Nole on Bacchus and Ariadne!' The Burl• 
ington Maga,ine XCII (1950): 85 ff. R>r a brief noiation of Rapbaefs 
use of the Casino Rospigliosi sarcophagus, sec F. Mati. Die 
Dionysischen Sorkophage (Berlin: Ocbr. Mann Verlag, 1975) 234. For 
Poussin's study of Pietro da Cortona's Triumph of Bacchus, see G. 
Briganti, Pietro do Cor1ono e de/la pittura barocca (Aorenoe, 1962). 

8 A planar design is re0ected in an earlier drawina by Poussin of The 
Triumph of Bacchus. This drawing, which is unrelated to the Richelieu 
commission, is in the Royal Library at Windsor Castle. 

9 The figure of Hercules in the study seems to be based upcn a draw
ing by Poussin after the antique: see Walter Friedlaender and Anthony 
Blunt, The Drawings of Nicolas Poussin, 5 "'''· (London: 1939-12) 
V: cat. 1325. 



10 Macrobius. The Saturnalia, 1rans. Pcn:ival Vaughan Davies (New York 
and London: Columbia Unh-ersity Press. 1969) 3~381. 

II r-or examples of these depictions of Hercules. sec. respectively, The 
Ouvaroff Sarcophagus, ca. 210 A.O •• Puschkin-Museum, MO$COW 
(formerly Palazio Alleml)$. Rome); The Albani Sarcophagus, ca. 
190-200 A.O., The Capi1otine Museum, Rome; Roman Sarcophagus, 
ca. 21().220 A.D., Woburn Abbey, England. 

12 Thddeo Zuccaro exerciud a similar compositional preference in his 
in\'tntion of a Triumph of Bacchus for 1he eeilin_g decoration of the 
Camerino cit.JI' Auwnno in the Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola. Sec 
J. A. Gere. 7addeo Z.Uccoro: His Development Studitd in His Draw-
ings (London: Faber and Faber, 1969) cat. entry 217, figs. 138, 139. 
For discussions of the stylistic periods of 1he sarc<>phagi, cf. Karl 
l.thmann-Hartleben and Erling C. Olsen. Dionysiac Sarcophagi in 
Baltimore ('Baltimore: The Institute of Fine Ans, New York Univer• 
si1y, and the Tl'ustees or the WaJters Ar1 Gallery, 1942) 60 ff.; and 
Anna M. McCann, Roman Sarcophagi in the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (New York: Mecropolitan Museum of Ari, 1978) 86-91. 

13 Like the 5,eo.-eran sarcophagus illustrated in Fi_g. 3, this Antonine sat• 
cophagus of ca. 150 A.O. \loa5 iru:talled between 1611 and 1613 in a 
wall of the Casino Rospigliosi. Poussin would h.ave had easy access 
to both reHcfs. Severa] drawings after the Se-,•eran example exist in 
the Museum Chartaceum, the drawings after the antique commis• 
sioncd by Poussin's patron and friend Cassiano dal Pozzo. Ste F. 
Mat:c., Die Dionyrischen Sa.rkophage, 4 \'Ols. (Berlin: Gebr. Mann 
~ 1975) cat. entries 59, 96; Cornelius Vermcule. "The Dal Pozzo. 
Albani Drawings of Classical Antiquities in the British Museum and 
at Windsor CastlC:' Transactions of the Amerkan Philosophical 
Soci,iy so.s. 56.2 (1960, 1966) figs. 17Z.174. 

14 Another drawing from the Dal Pozzo Museum Chartaceum appears 
pa.nicularly relevant to the Poussin painting. It depicts a Portion of 
the front of a sarcophagus or ca. 160 A.O .• now in Woburn Abbey, 
Ellgland. (See \<nneule fig. 171, eaU!log entry 8638.) The figural eom• 
position closely parallels 1hat of Poussin. Both the antique sculptor 
and the pain1er ha\'C grouped an old bearded man with a ritual im• 
plemen1, a mature. bearded man with a shepherd's staff, a youth, 
and a putto driver between Baochus in his charioc and Hercules. who 
carries his club in hi.s left hand and wean a wreath of grape ivy. 

A compilation of possible visual parallels in antiC!Ue sources pro
\ides an index of the scope of Poussin's reference and or his ability 
to integrate a plethora or material into a cohere,nt statcmtnt with 
the cha,accer of unmedialod and non-derh•a1ive Dasein. I provide 
ibis list, nOf 10 suggest 1hat Poussin compiled a similar one, much 
less I be same one, but only to illustrate his concern for constructing 
a visuaJ Language oll'antica: 

-for the pose and throne-chariot of Bacchus, cf. Roman coin, 
N. 14S4 l48, Illustrated in Matz I.plate I. 

-for the chariot t~ cf. sarcophagi with the Triumph of Bac
chus from the Vatican Cortile Ottagonale and the British Museum 
(formerly from St.a. Maria Maggiore); both these sarcophagi date 
from the second century A.O. 

-for a pan/silenos/shepherd with a lagobolon and pipes, cf. 
Roman sarcophagus., The THumph of Bacchus. ca. 190-200 (The 
Albani Sarcophagus), The Capitoline Museum, Rome. 

-(or the round standard. carried by the o1d man. cf. a Poussin 
dra"'ing after the antique, formerly in the Blunt collect.ion, London. 
Tht inscription on the standard in the painting is Evoe. which is the 
Bacchic ritual shou1. 

-for ctni.aurs with riders, cf. a Hellenistic relief, Bocchic TMasos, 
co. 100 B.C., ~tican Beh-edcre. Rome. 

-for the 1hyrsos-bearer, er. Poussin, Maenad with Thyrsos from 
1ht Borghese Krater, British Museum, London: a drawing from 
Mustum Chortaceum, Bacchic Thiasos, 1600-1650, Roya) Llbrary, 
Wlndsor Casile. Also note a literary source for snakes coiling a.round 
lhc th)TSOS: Philos.tratus, Imagines, trans. Arthur Fairbanks (Cam
bridge: Han•ard University Press, 1960) 203. 

- for the lead woman. cf. a drawing from the MUMUm Char• 
"'"""' Maenad and Satyr, 1600-1650, Royal Ubrary, Windsor Cas~e; 
figures from a sarcophagus originally at the Villa Doria PamphiLi, 
Rom, (fig. 33); figure from The Ouvaroff Sarcophagus, ca. 210, 
Puschkin-Museum, MO$COW; for the ueatmeru of the arm in the circle 
of draper)', er. Raphael, God Appe.aring 10 Issac, ½.t.ican Loggia. 

-for the rh-cr god, cf. Ocean from the Seasons Sarwphagus, 
~20.250 A.O., The Metrop0litan Museum of Art, New York, as well 
\ the river god in Raphael's Consecration of Solomon in the Yatican 

Loggia. 
-for the child in the foreground, cf. infant satyrs who often ap

pear in sarcophagi depicting Bacchus' Triumph; the setting and type 
of infant here remind me. respecti\•ely, of Michelan1elo1s Battle of 
Casdntl and Children's Bacchanal. 

-for the coloring of Bacchus. whose flesh tones seem between 
1he ruddy color typical for males and the pallor 1ypical for females 
throughout ancien1 an, cf. frequent statements regarding his an
drogyny. for example, see Natalis Comes. Mythologie ou explica
tion dts fables. oeuvre deminente, doctrint. & d'agreoblt Lecture, 
trans. Jean Baudouin. 2 vols. (1627: New York and London: Garland 
Publishing Company, 1976) 2:464. 

I 5 Charles Sterling notes that this landscape, cspeci~ly with regard to 
the trees at lhc left, recalls Bellini's Feast of the Gods, which Poussin 
cop;ecl: Sterling 23-0. 

I could find no antique or contemporary source for 1he serpent 
trumpet depicted in the Bacchus. In the Bacchic sarcophagi, the type 
of trumpet which usually appears is either 1he Roman lituus or the 
tuba. Both or these are long straight horns. although the bell end 
of the lituus curves upward to give the instrument its characteristic 
J-shapc. For his serpent horn, Poussin appears to have conflated 
SC'\-eral different kinds of instruments. Most probably he has com
bined the Renaissantc folded trumpet wilh the anc:iau Roman buc
dno. He would h&\'C known the form of this instrument not only 
from his own observations or antiquWes but also from his acquain
tance with the studies of Guillaume du Choul Poussin copied both 
illustrations and texts from Ou Choul's Disc.ours sur la religion des 
oncitns Romains (15.56; New York and London: Garland Publishing 
Co., 1976); page 288 or this \•olume, which Poussin copied. includes 
an illustration of 1he buccina. Anthony BJunt has di$C.u$$cd Ou 
Choul's imp0rtance for Poussin with respect 10 he Latter's at• 

chaeological aactitude: ''Poussin et Jes ceremonies religieu.ses:• 
Revut des Arts X (1980): 59ff. Fandfully shaped trumpets. often 
utilizing animal motifs_ frequently appear in the: SC\'Cntecnth century. 
One. a tenor corneu, although not appearing in precisely the shape 
or Poussin's instrument, was actually called 1he "serpent": cf. "Cor
ntlt!' The New Grvve Dictionary of Musical /nstrument.s, ed. Stanley 
Sadie (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1984). II featured a winding 
tubu1ar body which terminated in a grotesque animal head as the bclJ. 

16 The coherence of figual relationships 1hroughout the composition 
requires a greater illusionistic depth than afforded in che sarcophagi, 
which only accommodate either frontally-situated or adjacently
related figures. At the same lime, 1he abstracting double-diagonal 
system weakens spatial illusion by drawing attention to the two
dimensional design. 

On lhc structure and role of the glances exchanged between figures 
in the reliefs and their relation to the participation or the spe,ctator 
sec Lehmann-Hartleben and Olsen ~2. 76, 71. 81. 

l7 Cf. Blunt, Poussin 1:129. As Blunl has pointed out, IDO\temcnt in 
Poussin's comPositions of the 1630s is a k.ind of analyzed or "logical 
mQ\'e:rtle-n1;• which results from depicting each fig·ure SC1)3rately at 
an extreme Point of movement that abstractly gauges its Possible o:• 
tent. Tb.is results in a kind of visual oxymoron. a kind of static move
ment. which both recalls che antique triumph of depicting movement 
in stone and al 1he same time problematizcs any reference to the 
$CU!ptural suggestion of mo\'cme,nt through flowing line and danc-
ing chiaroS(.u.ro. • 

18 This point of view recalls Walter Fricdlacnder's assertion that 1he 
Richelieu Bacchanals connote "mysteries - mysteri - in a religious 
Stnsc,, as in the mysteries of the Sacraments": Nicolas Poussin: A 
New Approach (New York: Abrams. 1964) 49. This was also the 
guicling principle of the Edinburgh exhibition in 1981 which exhibited 
Poussin's Bacchanals together with his two Socro~nts series: cf. 
Poussfn: Sacroment.s and Bacchanols: Paintings and Drawings on 
Sacred and Pro/one Themes (Edinburgh: nustCC$, National Gallery 
of Scotland. 1981). 

19 The sources for 1his summary of the Triennial feast are either six
teenth/seventeenth-century sources or antique sources which were 
quoted by them. They include. most i.mponantly: The Orphic Hymns, 
trans. and notes Apostolos N. Athanassalds (Atlanta; Scholars Press 
for The Society for Biblical Literature, 1977) esp. numbers IZ. 30, 
34, 42, 45, 46, 52. 53); Pluta.rch, De /side~, Osiridt. ed. and trans. 
J. Gwyn Oriffths (cambridgc: University of Wales Press, 1970) par
ticularly chapters 34-36; Diodorus of Sicily, History 4:1.5-5.4; 
Macrobius Book I, chapters 18, 20.6 ff.; Vincenzo canari. Nove 
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lmagini de Gli Delli Antichi. ed. Lorenzo Pignoria (16tS; New York: 
Garland Publishing Company, 1979) 368-391 (esp. 317, 370, 380-381, 
388); Comes. Mythologie 1:459-500 (esp. 4o4, %6, 473-476, 479-483, 
489-493) and 2:669-710 (esp. 683-684, 699, 710); Pausanias, Guide 
to Greece, tran~ Peter Levi. 2 \'Ols. (Baltimore: Penguin books, 1979) 
t :20S, 4ll, 4S4, 490. An interesting recent summary of the ancient 
literature is K. Kercnyi. Dionysus.: Archetypal Image of Indescructible 
Lift (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 'Bolligen Series. 1916), 
cs:p. 180, lt<J.-315. The latter provided the information regarding the 
carrying or the Dclph\c tr\t>()(h from Parnusus to A.thens. Furthet 
TCStarcb \s nc«\ed to document the avai\ab\li\)' of tb.'\s detai.\ \.n. the 
se-,-enteenth century. 

20 In De /side ti Osiride, Plutarch dcsignates these horns as solpinges 
(chapter 3S). This instrument is not mentioned with any frequency 
in Greek literature. and only one ocample is extant today (in the 
Bo$l0n Museum of Fine Arts). Perhaps Plutarch's designation ac• 
counts for Poussin's occentric im-ention. Not knowing the form of 
thesalplnx. and )'Cl wanting to differcrniate th.is ritual occasion from 
Bacchic criumph in general as it appears on the sarcophagi, he 
designecl a unique inscrument. In using the boccina, a variation on 
the cornu, Poussin perhaps was familiar with the particular uses of 
those instruments. The cornu often accompanied public funtrals and 
was sometimes associated with the cull of Cybele, as well as with 
imperial triumphal processions. The ba«ina was used on the battle 
field as che trumpet for re.,.eille, a fact which would certainly make 
it an instrument of choice for the e.,.ent depicted by Poussin, if indeed 
he was aware of this use. Virgil as.sociates the buccina particularly 
with shepherds and with barbarian peoples. On these instrumencs 
cf. particularly: The New G~ Dictionary of Music:ol Instruments, 
ed. Stanley Sadie (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1984); Philip Bate. 
The Trumpet and Trombone: An Outline of their History, Develop
mtnt, and Construction (New York: WY/. Norton & Co., Inc., 1972) 
92-98. 

21 Lucan describes the two peaks of Ml. Parn.as.sus, one sacred to APolJO. 
the ocher to Dionysus.: Ph0"'1/l(I; Dramatic Episodes of the Civil Wars. 
trans. Robert Graves (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 19S6) v. 63-69. 
Maerobius (Saturnalia 1:18) menlions chat there were caves sacred 
to Dionysus on Parnassus, and one can barely make out some caves 
in the peak behind Bacchus in the painting:. 

22 C.a.rtari notes chat Bacchus had a tripod sacred to him also; he used 
it as a cup for v,inc. which was his source of truth: 317,370. Alhcnaeus 
describes a sumptuous Baochic procession in Ptolmaic: Egypt in whjch 
were featured numcrou.s Delphic Tripods: Dt-ipnosophistae, trans. 
Char1es Bunon Gulick (Cambridge: Harvard University~ 1967) 
S:197 rr. - An apparently unique visual document which specific:aUy 
associates Hercules' wresting of the Tripod from Ap0Do with the wor. 
ship of Bacchus is a pair of terracotta plaques recently discovered 
in excavations al the 'Iemple of Apollo on the Palatine in Rome. One 
plaque reprcsenu: Hercules and AJ)Ollo struggling O\'er a trip()d, while 
the other reprcscncs AJ)Ollo and Diana worshipping at a Baocltic pillar. 

23 A frequent Bacchic symbol of resurrection is the rising of a coiled 
snake up a th)'J'SOS or up a tree. As in Poussin's painting, this motir 
suggC$lS both resurrect.ion from death, and the springtime rebirth 
of nature. Cf. Lehmann-Hartleben and Ols.cn 29.30. The motif may 
ha,.-c had the same connotation hert as ..veil. 

24 Cf. J. Scz:nec. "Un es:sai de mythologie compare¢ au dCbut du XVllc 
s.i&:1e!' Milonges d'orchtologie et d'hlstoireJ xlvijj (1931): 277 ff. 

2S Plutarch chapter 34. 

26 Building on the insights of Panofsky in the latter's analysis of 
Poussin's &cchus-Apollo in Stockholm. Dempsey has co!Jated 
nwnerous antique and sevtntecnth-ccntury sources which, he asserts. 
indicate that Poussin's Bacx:hus. Hercules, and Ap0llo play coordinate 
roles in a solar syncrctism concerned with the transition of the 
seasons. (See note 4: "Natural Order" and "Classical Perception!') 
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Bccaus.c or the sometime identification of Hm:.ulcs with winter, Bac
chus with autumn, and APollo with summer, he incerprcts 1he paint• 
ing as an emblematic depiction of the change from autumn to winter. 
Tbe centraJ motif of an offering or spring flowers, howt'·er, would 
seem to belie such an intcrptt1ation, as docs the obvious prM:m.incncc 
of Baochus O\'Cf Hercules. Hertu.lcs does not lead here. He is definitd)' 
a follower of the god of wine. albeit a significant foUower. In 
"C1ass.ical Ptrception!' Dempsey also fails to account for the 
foreground figures., thtreby abandoning his earlier attempt to do so 
in the Natural Order ll\9). 

Mthony B\unt \nterpreu tne m)"\ho\og\C:a\ scenes \n 'Pou.ss\~s 
paintings of the l630s in terms of the struggle between genuine love 
and concupiscence. He associates the depiction of nature deities and 
of the amorous encounters of the gods as allegorical representations 
of the C)'Clical resur~ion of nature and of the soul: Poussin !:chapter 
3. By oont.ra.st Christopher Wright notes that in the Richc1ieu Bor
chonals, "Bacchus and his follo...,-crs give them.seh·es O\'er to wild 
revelry ... (in Poussin's creation of a) mood of artificial humour. 
Richelieu was obviously not interested in the deeply serious s.ide of 
Poussin's nature and Poussin totaJly sublimated this aspect of his 
character. Instead the ensemble was light, delicate and decorative..:': 
Poussin Painting~· A Catalogue Rai$onne (London: Jupiter Books, 
1984) 178. {)r()ris Wild, presenting )'Ct another J)Oint of view, notes 
the relevance to Poussin's painting of the Greek celebration of the 
rc1.um of Ba<Xhus from the underworld and the east, how'C"o-cr she 
does not expand on this: 2.6S. Badt also notes the god's yearly return 
to share in human and earthly life, but does not specifically relate 
this fact to the painting: Die Kunst des Nicolas Poussin, 2 \'OLs. (KOln: 
Verlag M. Dumont Schaubcrg, 1969) 2:S3t. My ()'l,i, point or \•iew 
is closest to thos.c of Blunt, Wild, and Badt, ahhough none or those 
aut.hors cxtraJ)Olate the political context of the painting, and none 
deal v,ith the figures in the foreground. 

27 Dempsey, "Classical Perception .. 244. 

28 Cf. Panofsky, Stockholm for a discussion of the iconographic com
bination of AJ)Otlo and Bacchus in the \lo'Orks of Poussin. The antique 
sarcophagi which depict the Bacchic triumph normaUy portray 
Bacchus in an indolent, presumably inebriated, posture. Pans and 
satyrs often prop him up in the chariot or bolster him when he stands. 
One thinks of Annibale's Bacchus in the central panel of the Farncs,c 
Gallery ceiling. 

29 See. [0< example. the ,o-<:alled Griffin Sorrophogus, ca. 140 A.D., 
The waiters Art Gallery, Baltimore. 

30 Blunt, 1%6, p. 96, mentions the ceiling painting of Hercules. Howc-.u 
he does not indicate the way in whjch this subjec:t fit into the pro• 
gram of the room. One might assume that its theme was not urutlaled 
to the depictions of battles and the triumphs of marine gods that 
were set into paneling beneath the four canvases by che fifteenth
and s.ixtccnth-ccntury painters and the three by Poussin. There is a 
well-documented connection, of course, betv.cen heroic militar)' ex
ploiu: and the Bacchic process.ions, which provided the models for 
Imperial Triumphs (or vice versa). This connfflion was explicitly made 
in antiquity by such authors as Strabo: The Geography of Strabo, 
trans. Horace Leonard Jones, 8 .. -ols. (cambridge; Harvard Uni-.-cr• 
sity Press, 1917) ll.S.S, IS.l.1•58). For an extensive study of the 
development of the Imperial victory procession from Dionysian ritual 
see H .S. Versnel, Triumphus.· An Inquiry into tht Origin. Develop• 
ment and Meoning o/tht Romon Triumph (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1970). 

31 For the connection bet.ween Stella's and Poussin's paintings in the 
Chambre du Roi, sec: Anthony Blunt, "La LiberalitC de Louis 
XIII et de Richelieu:• Revue de /'art II (197)): 74; Adelson 241, n. 
II; Freedbcrg 397. 

32 Aside from the generally recognizable fonnat of the ImperiaJ demi· 
god in his chariot, preceded by a military "thiasos;• a number of 
motifs reference the Bacchic heritage. for example, one finds a bronze 
plaque among the booty wruch depicts centaurs and riders. 



Figure I. Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of Bacr:hus, 1635-1636. Courtesy of The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas 
City, Missouri (Nelson Fund). 
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Figure 2. Jacques Stella, The Liberality of Titus (allegory of The Liberality of Louis Xlll and Cardinal Richelieu), ca. 
1637-1638. Courtesy of The Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge. Gift of Lewis G. Nierman and 
Charles Nierman and the Alpbeus Hyatt Fund. 
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Figure 3. Roman Sarcophagus, The Triumph of Bacchus, 190-200 A.O. Casino Rospigliosi, Rome. (Photo: F. Matz, 
Die Dionysischen Sarkophage. 4 vols. Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 197S. 'Tafel 122.1) 
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Figure 4. Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of Bacchus (drawing), mid-1630s. Windsor Castle, The Royal Library. © 1989. 
Courtesy of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. 
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Figure 5. Nicolas Poussin, The Triumph of Bacchus (drawing), mid-1630s. Courtesy of The Nelson-Atkins Museum 
of Art, Kansas City, Missouri (Nelson Fund). 

Figure 6. Roman Sarcophagus, The Triumph of Bacchus, ca. 150 A.O. Casino Rospigliosi, Rome. (Photo: F. Matz, Die 
Dionysischen Sarkophage. 4 vols. Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1975. Tafel 69.1.) 
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Figure 7. Giulio Romano, The Triumph of Bacchus, ca. 1S30. Sala di Psiche, Palazzo del Te, Mantua. Alinari/Art Resource. 

Figure 8. Nicolas Poussin, The Judgment of Solomon, 
1649. Courtesy of The Louvre, Paris. Cliche des Musees 
Nationaux - Paris. 
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Lilly Martin Spencer: Genre, Aesthetics, and Gender in the Work 
of a Mid-Nineteenth Century American Woman Artist 

Helen S. LAnga 

Nine1centh-century American genre paintings have 
long been appreciated as documents of the varied aspects 
of daily life in a developing young nation. Viewed less 
romantically, they also point to complex cultural changes 
produced by the increasing industrialization and urbaniza
tion of American society. The gradual reshaping of gender 
roles for women, an important aspect of that transfor
mation, can be traced in these paintings of "ordinary ex
perience" through shifting emphases in the ponrayal of 
female character and social experience. 

Cultural changes produced a gradual transition from 
affirmation of women's active participation in household 
production and community life to an emphasis on the 
feminine experience of mothering and domestic manage
ment isolated within the home. Advice manuals and 
magazine fiction, written for the middle class, projected 
propriety for white women through an ideal of piety, pur
ity, domes1ici1y, and submissiveness known as the "cult 
of 1rue womanhood." These gender-stereotyped feminine 
vinues failed to account for the energy or imagination 
of many women, nor did 1hey take class and racial dif
ferences imo account. Nevertheless, ideological cons1ruc-
1ions of women's "natural" domestic and spiri1uaJ.iden-
1i1y influenced the portrayal of feminine character in both 
li1era1ure and painting. Notions of gender propriety were 
inscribed into artistic practice in American nineteenth• 
century genre painting through the ideological patterns 
1hat shaped both the larger development of American 
cullure and the specific preference of American audiences 
for the depiction of daily life in the visual arts. 

The transition from active to sentimental domesti
city can be seen with particularly vivid comrast in some 
paintings by Lilly Martin Spencer (1822-1902), the only 
female American genre painter in the middle decades of 
1he nineteemh century whose work was widely popular. 
Spencer's domestic genre paintings dating from the 1850s 
are unusual in their focus on lively and humorous in
cidents of daily household experience, most often repre
sented from a woman's poin1 of view. Her domestic im
agery was enthusiastically received by subscribers to two 
of the major organizations for art distribution during the 
la1e 1840s and 1850s, the American Art-Union and its later 
counterpart, the Cosmopolitan Art Association. This en
thusiasm was encouraged b~ reviews that acclaimed the 
artist's female identity as a circumstance which provided 
her wilh direct, intuitive insight into feminine experience 
in the domestic environment. ' 

Spencer's subjects, however, were not determined only 
by her felicitous experience of domestic activities. She 
worked ou1 an unusual marital arrangement in which her 
husband acted as her agent, assisted her in 1he studio, and 
helped her rear their children, while she bore the major 
responsibility for 1he family's economic survival.' Her 

thematic choices often were made in part because of 
financial necessity, as she attempted to discover subjects 
that would please contemporary buyers. 

Spencer's early pain1ings of domestic·genre scenes 
emphasize women's active identities and resist idealized 
stereotypes of female charaCler; her later works continue 
to give women's collective experience unusual importance, 
while addressing Victorian sensibilities about childhood 
and family life. Peeling Onions (1852, Figure I) and Shake 
Hands? (1854, Figure 2) are typical examples of her 
humorous early subjects, while 'This Li/lie Pig Went 10 
Market" (1851, Figure 3) and "Fi!Fo!Fum!" (1858, Figure 
4) suggest her eventual turn to more sentimental images 
of family play and affection between parents and 
children.' Many of these paintings articulate at leas1 two 
levels of gendered experience. While they ostensibly pre
sent woman at home in her proper sphere, !hey also repre
sent women as playful, audacious and witty, qualities 
distinctly outside the conventions of the "cult of true 
womanhood. " 

Spencer was in her thirties and at the height of her 
professional career during 1he decade when she produced 
most of these images. She began working as a professional 
artist in 1841, when at age nineteen she moved to Cincin
nati, a center of intellectual, theological, and artistic ac
tivity in the 1840s. In 1848, she moved her career and fam
ily to New York City 10 improve her access 10 commis
sions, shows, and further training. Her work gained im
mediate respect in New York, and she was nominated an 
honorary member of the National Academy of Design in 
1850. Allentive to public taste because of her urgent need 
to sell her paintings, she soon began to explore the humor 
of daily household experience as a novel adaptation of 
the genre imagery which interested many American 
patrons. 

Spencer's paintings from this decade reveal the same 
generalized emotional values and aesthetic qualities that 
characterize 1he work of her male contemporaries; genre 
painters responded to the preference of American collec
tors for humorous, optimistic , depictions of typically 
American themes.• Her domestic imagery is primarily 
distinctive in its focus on urban household subjects and 
female experience, in comparison to paintings by male ar
tists which often portrayed the public amusements or 
labors of rural life or frontier communities, and gave ma
jor importance to 1he actions of male characters or male 
and female couples.' Spencer also excelled at the use of 
naturalistic rendering to intensify the persuasive realism 
of genre subjects. Despite some problems with drawing 
and proportion in the figures, her domestic scenes, with 
their elaborate kitchen s1ill-li fes, varied household fur
nishings, and carefully detailed costumes, demonstrate 
skillful application of the artistic techniques mos1 admired 
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by mid-century patrons and critics.• 
Writers for The Cruyon and the American Art-Union 

praised paintings which depicted contemporary American 
experience but also encouraged the development of for
mally complex and carefully finished pictures. They en
dorsed a combination of nativist sentiment and European 
technique derived from seventeenth-century Dutch and 
Flemish paintings and contemporary works by artists 
trained at the Dilsseldorf Academy in Germany.' Nether
landish paintings portrayed daily life in morally instruc
tive or humorous subjects, while works of the Dilsseldorf 
school were characterized by careful and accurate draw
ing, natural grouping of figures, and the use of 
chiaroscuro to define and dramatize forms.• Spencer's 
facility with these technical skills and her development 
of themes similar to Netherlandish models was noted by 
the editors of The Cosmopolitan Art Journal in 
September, 1957. One of their reviewers praised Shake 
Hands? effusively, commenting: 

Perhaps no picture in this country is better fit
ted for popular appreciation. It reminds us 
constantly of the incomparable pictures by the 
Flemish artists. No person is doing more than 
Mrs. Spencer to popularize art, and for that 
the people owe her a debt of gratitude, which 
they do not fail to acknowledge, if acknow
ledgement is signified by appreciation.' 

Spencer's works manifest the synthesis of daily life 
and aesthetic sophistication demanded of genre painting 
by contemporary critics and collectors. However, her in
terest in the limited terrain of household labor and 
feminine domesticity and her identity as a woman separate 
her paintings from those of her contemporaries. 

Some critics have suggested that Spencer's focus on 
women's activities in the kitchen and children's play in 
the nursery was a natural result of her experience as a 
mother. " The demands of thirteen pregnancies and rear
ing eight surviving children, as well as some responsibil
ity for household routines, must have played a significant 
role in Spencer's daily work. But her imaginative develop
ment of domestic themes was also linked to her constant 
struggle for economic survival as a professional artist. 
When Spencer complained in a letter to a friend that she 
couldn't sell enough works to support her growing fam
ily, her correspondent replied that just as Wilkie had 
painted so many "Blind Fiddlers" and "Penny Weddings, " 
she would have to continue painting domestic themes 
because they were most popular with her public. " 

Beyond economic necessity, the restrictive standards 
of behavior for women defined by the "cult of true 
womanhood" limited even an ambitious female artist. At 
mid-century, notions of female respectability demanded 
behavior that made it impossible for a woman to explore 
the spaces of public culture from which male artists took 
their themes. Gathering places in which men shared in
formation and entertainment, such as the post office, 
businesses, saloons, or clubs, were alien territory for 
middle-class women. Respectable women rarely went out 
alone, and unsupervised interaction with any male other 
than a relative might be cause for public scandal. Al
though Spencer went to evening drawing classes at the 
National Academy of Design during her first years in New 
York and clearly insisted on some independence, she could 
never interact with male artists as a peer. Spencer's 
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experience as an artist was shaped in varied ways by social 
and economic forces beyond the facts of her female iden
tity and artistic talent. To say that her choice of subjects 
was felicitously determined by her sex is to leave out half 
the picture: she may have had a "natural" affinity for 
humorous and sentimental household themes, but her 
range of vision as a genre painter was inevitably con
strained by the ideologies of gender and class that limited 
her to the domestic sphere. 

In view of the limitation imposed on her talent by 
gender, it is ironic that Spencer's popularity in the late 
1850s was due in part to critical idealizations of her iden
tity as both woman and artist. The Cosmopolitan Art 
Journal praised Spencer's dual identity in a biographical 
article on her achievements in September 1857, and put 
several of her paintings at or close to the top of their 
catalog lists in the following years. " The Association en
couraged women to become members and to solicit 
membership clubs; its journalistic rhetoric reflected con
temporary middle-class idealizations of women as more 
sensitive to beauty and aesthetic value than men. " 
Although the ideology of domesticity negated professional 
careers for women, Spencer was lauded by The Cosmo
politan Art Journal for combining serious artistic work 
with family responsibilities because her imagery was seen 
as inseparable from her domestic and maternal experience. 
Her ability to validate the daily humor and tribulations 
of women's domestic world for female viewers made her 
an ideal example for the Art Journal's admiration and pro
paganda of the Art Journal. 

Spencer's popularity was therefore partially con
structed through a reading of her images that suited 
prevailing gender stereotypes, but the characteristically 
active personalities displayed by her female subjects may 
also have been a factor in the appreciation of her works, 
though not one that was publicly articulated. The depic
tion of women in Spencer's domestic genre paintings is 
not at all the normative one for art of the 1850s, as com
parison of her works to paintings by some of her male 
contemporaries demonstrates. 

Spencer's two most important surviving domestic 
subjects from the mid-1850s, Shake Hands? (Figure 2) and 
Kiss Me and You'll Kiss the 'lAsses (1856, Figure 5), as 
well as the earlier Peeling Onions (Figure I), show women 
as primary subjects whose sense of self underlies the 
significance of the humorous incidents. In many nine
teenth-century American genre paintings by male artists, 
women are portrayed only as incidental figures in the 
predominantly masculine realms of political life or fron
tier society; they are given slightly more significant roles 
in household scenes or as the objects of romantic affec
tion or frustration. Overall, however, female figures are 
shown in dependent or responsive relations to the male 
subjects of these works, whether tending numerous child
ren or aged parents, listening 10 traveling musicians or 
art.ists, flirting with agricultural workers, or pausing in 
the midst of domestic tasks to attend to some momen
tary drama. " 

Whether representations of agricultural and frontier 
themes or middle-class social experience, in most paint
ings by men portray women in ways which remain conson
ant with prevailing notions of gender propriety. Earlier 
images of women emphasize their active domestic labor 
as well as dependence, while later images tend to develop 



the ideals articulated in the pages of contemporary novels, 
magazine fiction, and advice manuals, which valorized 
woman's domestic roles of mother and household mana
ger. Visual art replicated the rhetoric of the "cult of true 
womanhood," which assigned women ultimate responsi
bility for the physical and spiritual welfare of their families 
while idealizing their sweet dependency, piety and sub
missiveness. 11 

By the 1850s, women in the abolitionist, feminist, and 
temperance movements were expressing frustration with 
this ideal in their writing and public speeches, such as 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton's "Declaration of Women's 
Rights" at Seneca Falls, Harriet Beecher Stowe's best
selling novel Uncle 1bm's Cabin, Sojourner Truth's aboli-
1ionis1 "An't I a Woman?" diatribe, and Mary C. Vaughn's 
advocacy of the destruction of contemporary feminine 
stereotypes at a temperance rally. Vaughn commented: 

This is nearly the masculine idea of woman
hood, and poor womanhood strives to person
ify it. Bui not all women. This is an age of 
iconoclasms; and daring hands are raised to 
sweep from its pedestal, and dash to frag
ments, this false image of woman. We care not 
how soon, if the true woman but takes its 
place. " 

These women and many others sought to reform or 
subvert 1he idealized stereotype of the "cult of true 
womanhood." Although Lilly Martin Spencer painted 
women who appear to be cheerfully acting out their 
domestic roles, many of her paintings could also be read 
as resisting, rather than supporting, narrow idealizations 
of feminine duty. They can be read by a modem viewer 
as a demonstration of Spencer's ability to use the language 
of contemporary art lo reshape conventional meanings 
attributed to woman's domestic labor. 

The mos1 unusual of these works is Shake Hands? 
(1854, Figure 2). The painting established the artist's 
reputation for comic household scenes and was published 
in both engraved and lithographed reproductions." 
Although formal etiquette would hardly apply to kitchen 
activities, Spencer marked out a challenge to conventional 
feminine behavior by her female subject's humorous offer. 
The following description from an 1849 book of manners 
is typical of mid-nineteenth century articulations of 
proper demeanor for women, to which the gesture and 
attitude of Spencer's model can be compared: 

But what is especially insupportable in this 
(female) sex is, an inquiet, bold and imperious 
air, for it is unnatural... let her not forget, that 
she may be a man in the superiority of her 
mind and decision of charac,ter, but that ex-
1emally she ought 10 be a woman! She ought 
10 present herself as being made to please, 10 
love, and to seek a support; a being inferior 
10 man, but near 10 angels. An affectionate, 
complying, and almost timid aspect, a tender 
solicitude. .. should be shown in her whole 
person. 11 

Spencer's figure hardly illustrates the ideals described 
here; on the contrary, she offers her sticky hand to every 
viewer in bold, egalitarian friendliness. The painting con
s1i1u1es an amusing visual jes1-bu1 it also proposes a 
cheerfully subversive alternative to the restrained propriety 
assigned to women by contemporary middle-dass gender 

ideologies. 
Painted two years later, in 1856, Kiss Me and You'll 

Kiss the 'I.Asses (Figure 5) depicts a similar humorous 
challenge in somewhat less direct form. The Cosmopolitan 
Art Journal described this work in November 1856 as por
traying "a coquettish girl, apparently engaged in peeling 
apples. " The writer continued: 

She is teased by some person, whom the pic
ture does not show, who is trying to kiss her. 
She quietly seizes a spoon from the bowl of 
molasses on the table beside her, and is pois
ing it to give the 'provoking fellow' a daub. " 

The romantic situation suggested by the title (the 
work was originally exhibited as "Kiss me if you dare..!'), 
is elaborated in this appraisal, allowing romance 10 take 
the edge off the me11lesome quality of the female sub
ject. Her leasing demeanor, like that of lhe woman in 
Shake Hands?, is self-assured not dependent; her strong 
arms and solid hands imply she is capable of vigorous 
labor, not just timid and tender solicitude. Both paintings 
suggest that while working from the stimulus of her own 
domestic experience in the 1850s, Spencer chose some 
themes that specifically demonstrated women's energy, 
humor, and self-possession in its literal as well as figurative 
meaning. 

The subtle difference in class status that can be 
observed in these two paintings represents the beginning 
of a change in Spencer's imagery. Under the constraints 
of economic necessity and her desire to accommodate the 
changing tastes of patrons during the late 1850s, Spencer 
began to create paintings that separate comfortable 
middle-class family themes from the livelier activities of 
servants. In the 1854 Shake Hands? the identity of the sub
ject as servant or middle-class housewife is no1 clearly 
established, although her gesture 10,vard the viewer sug
gests an egalitarian openness that negates pretentious 
social distinctions. Spencer herself could not always af
ford a domestic helper, and she may also have learned 
resistance to class hierarchies from her parents, who ad
mired Robert Fourier's utopian values." However, the 
figure's facial characteristics resemble those of a woman 
carefully portrayed by Spencer in a drawing dated ca. 1854 
and titled Our Servant (Figure 6); this woman could well 
have been the model for Shake Hands?" In the September 
1857 issue of The Cosmopolitan Art Journal, a reviewer 
also described the woman as a maid: 

At the table stands the maid-we don't have 
many such maids now-a-days!- with her 
hands just from the pan in which she is manu
facturing stuffing ... " 

Servant status might be mistaken by an observer who 
saw the woman as atypical for that identity "now-a-days." 
The woman's dress, in fact, is ambiguous, since she wears 
her work apron over a much finer one and her skirt is 
tucked up 10 protect it from damage which a servant might 
be expected to tolerate. Spencer's humor in this work can 
be interpreted as resisting the hierarchical formulations 
of both class and gender propriety. In Kiss Me and You'll 
Kiss the 'Losses, however, Spencer began to emphasize the 
young woman's middle-class status by giving her a more 
elegant and tidy appearance, and revealing an orderly 
parlor behind her. 

Three other paintings demonstrate this shift in 
Spencer's choice of subjects and modes of presentation 
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that catered to a more elegant conception of the domestic 
world and to an increasingly sentimental vision of family 
relations. Her earLier humorous style is still evident in 
works such as Fruit of'Iemptation (1857, now known only 
from a lithograph copy, Figure 7), which plays children's 
mischief against maternal dismay. The theme of naughty 
childhood escapades was a popular genre topic in nine
teenth-century America, but Spencer made it her own in 
the comic contrast she developed between the self
absorbed primping of the adolescent girl, the delight of 
her siblings in their feast, and the mother's horrified 
discovery of their activities." 

The humorous narrative suspense of "Fi!Fo!Fum!" 
(Figure 4), painted a year later in 1858, turns from the 
comedy of household catastrophe to a celebration of fam
ily unity. This image of a storytelling father, with his 
children next to him and his wife leaning amusedly around 
his chair, draws on the newly sentimental attention to 
childraising and family values that paralleled the ideals 
of the "cult of true womanhood." In "This Little Pig Goes 
to Market" (1858, Figure 4) and other paintings of 
mothers and children from the end of the 1850s decade, 
Spencer also depicted middle-class women in more elegant 
clothes and elaborately decorated settings. These works 
seem to have been intended to please potential middle
class patrons by constructing images with which they 
would more easily identify. 

The shift from good-humored camaraderie to ele
gance and more distanced amusement characterizes most 

I The Cosmopolitan Art Journal Sept. l8S7: 165. Sec also Joshua 
Tuylor, lntroduction, Lilly Mortin Spencer 1822·1902: The Joys of 
Sentiment (Washington: Smithsonian Tnstitution P, 1973) 8. 

2 Lilly married Benjamin Rush Spencer in 1844 and the first of their 
1hirteen children was born in 1845. It soon became dear to both or 
them chat her talent offered the likeliest suppon for their family since 
Benjamin had few useful professional sk:Ws.. Besides helping her with 
the mundane aspects of a professional career, he took over as nurse 
and nanny to 1hcir children whe,n she had commissions to complete 
and they were too J)OOr for a servant's assistance. 

3 A number of Spence:-'s paintings. known through anecdotal evidence. 
have been lost, including her fint domes.tic genre painting, titled Tht 
Jolly llf>shen,-oman, (NY: American Art-Union sales aualogue 1852). 
Bolton-Smith and Tructtncr 148 and n.79. 

4 Uylor 31. Sec also Brucia Wi1thoft., ''American Artists in Di.isseldorf: 
184().1865" (FraminiJ,am, MA: Danforth Museum, 1982) 10. 

S Linda S. Ferber analyzes these interests in "Themes in American 
Ocnre Painting: 1840-80;' Apollo April 1982: 250.259. 

6 For di$CUssion of the changes in American caste and preference for 
genre painting by the 1840s, see Ferber 250. Also Lillian 8. Miller, 
Patrons and Patriotism. The Encouragtmtnl of the Fine Arts in the 
United States 1790-18()() (Chicago/1..ondon: U or Chicago P, 1966) 
170-171. 

7 These would have been known in collections of American patrons 
or through 1ra,·cUing an exhibitions and art publications. See H. 
Nichols 8. aark, Froncis W. Edmonds,· American Master in lhe 
Durch 7rodition (Washington: Smithsonian Institution P, 1988) 4S. 

8 Witthort 9·10. 
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of Spencer's domestic themes from the late 1850s, but she 
continued to portray her female subjects as prime movers 
in the household drama. Her domestic genre paintings 
represent an intervention in the tradition of imagery that 
ordinarily depicted women as unassertive respondents to 
male action and emotion. She altered this tradition by por
traying woman as subject of her own experience, witty, 
spirited, or absorbed in an impLied interaction with the 
viewer or in attention to family, work, or children's mis
chief. Spencer said she could not actively participate in 
the women's right.S movement because she needed to focus 
exclusively on painting to survive as artist and family 
breadwinner, but she created images that can be read as 
visual corollaries to the arguments made by advocates of 
more expansive social and domestic roles for women." 

Lilly Martin Spencer's "feLicitous" experience as both 
woman and artist in fact allowed her to use the aesthetic 
formulae popularized by contemporary critics and male 
artists while subverting dominant visual codes of proper 
feminine demeanor. Her paintings of domestic genre 
scenes map out a complex set of intersecting meanings: 
the struggle of a particular woman to maintain an artistic 
career; the humor, pleasure, and difficulty she perceived 
in women's maternal and domestic responsibilities; and 
the tension between women's daily experience and prevail
ing white middle-class ideologies of gender in mid-nine
teenth century American society and art. 

University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill 

9 The Cosmopolitan Ari Journal Sep1. l8S7: 165. 

lO Recent comments echo the nineteenth-century analysis of authors 
such as Mrs.. Elizabeth EUet. Sec Bolton.Smith and Truettner 48: 
"Because of a fortuitous coincidence in her own cireumstanocs and 
the publies wte ... ;" or Taylor 8: ''The hand that rocked the cradle 
held the brush. Contemporary [ninctcc,nth-«.ntury) criticism rattly 
failed to point up the association ... ., 

11 Bolton.Smith and Truettner 30, n.70. 

12 The CA.rs 1outing of Spencer as a Y.-oman artist seems to ha,·e bttn 
prompted partly by their desire to build a pool of female subscribers 
to the Cosmopolitan Ari As.sociation; in any case the organizalion 
was ,-cry supportive of her work. Sec Th~ Cosmopolitan Art ASS'O('ia,. 
tion Catalog for 1858, 1859 and 1860. Shake Hands? was 116 in 1858, 
~'Fi!,Fo.',Fum!"was 11 in 18S9, and 'This Lillie Pig Wenl 10 Market" 
was #1 in 1860. ln 1858, olhcr $pc.ow paintings ...,-ere nos. 9, 22, 
28 and 98 out of 34S total. In 1859, her works were nos. 5, 9, 25, 
and 38 out of approximately 400. In 1860, they were nos. 10, 132, 
213 and 337 out of 422 total. 

13 "The '\¼>men of America• and the •cosmopolitan•, " The 
Cosmopolilon Art Journal Dec. 1857: 44-45. 

14 Numerous examples could be gh"tn from the late 1840s and 1850s: 
for instance, Richard Caton Woodville, War News from Mexico, 1848.· 
Francis W. Edmonds. Tbking tht Qn.sus, 18S4 or Tht Thirsty Df'(IVtr, 
1856: Jerome Thompson, Apple Gathering. 1856; or East.man 
Johnson. LJ/e ot the South. 1859. 

IS Des pile the ostensible imponance of womc.n's domestic roles, they· 
were permitted almost no independent legal or social existence either 
before or after marriage. Married women could not sign a contract, 
witness a deed, or make a will without male permission, could nol 
vote, hold any public office, ente.r most professions, or obtain leg.al 



relier from domestic abuse. Stt Russell Nye, Society and Culture in 
Ameri<Xl 1830-1860 New York: Harper. 1974) SI or Barbara Welter, 
"The CUh of True V.bmanhood 1820-1860;' American Quarterly 
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Amtrlca: Refocusing /ht,,.,,, ed. Linda K. Kerber and Jane De Han
Malhews (New Yo1k: Oxford U P, 1987) 21)-216. 

17 Shake Hands? was engraved for the Cosmopolitan Ari Association 
by Rogers and PhUlibrovm, New York. for distribution to subscribers 
in 1858. A lithosraph V.'.lS made by Lafosse for WilLiam Schau$, New 
York, probably in 18S4. Bolton.Smith and 'Jruettncr 167. 

18 Mme. Cdnart, Tht Cdntleman and lildy"s Book of Politen,ss and 
Propridy of Def)Ortmenl (Philadelphia: Grigg, Elliot and Co., 1849) 
86. 

19 Tht Cosmopolitan Art Journal Nov. 1856: SO. Also cited in Bolton• 
Smith and 'IhJtttner 148•149. 

20 Elsie F. Frievogel, "Lilly Martin Spencer," A~hives of American 
Art Journal 12A (1972): 9. Spencer's parcnlS mo\-ed to Marittta. Ohio 
to join one or Robert Fourier"s utopian communities which empha• 
sized egalitarian values and agrarian harmony. AJthough the com• 
munity was never established, both her parents continued to follow 
many or Fourier's principles. Angelique Manin. Lilly's mother, was 
also acci\,ely involved in lhe women's rights movement. 

21 Bolton.Smith and Trueuncr 159. 

22 The Cosmopolitan Art Journal Sept. 1857: 16.5 (emphasis in original). 

23 Jadviga M. da Costa Nunes, "The Naught)' Child in Nineteenth• 
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Figure I. Lilly Martin Spencer, Peeling Onions, ca. 1852; 
collection of Mr. and Mrs. William Postar, Boston. 
(Reproduced in Lilly Martin Spencer. The Joys of Senti
ment (19731). 

Figure 4. Lilly Martin Spencer, "Fi!Fo!Fum!'; 1858; col
lection of Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Betz, Fort Lauderdale, 
Florida. (Reproduced in Lilly Martin Spencer. The Joys 
of Sentiment [19731). 
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Figure 3. Lilly Martin Spencer, "This Lillie Pig Went to 
Market': 1857; Campus Martius Museum, Marietta, Ohio. 

Figure 6. Lilly Manin Spencer, Our Servant, ca. 1854; 
Hirschi & Adler Galleries, New York. 



Figure 2. Lilly Manin Spencer. Shake /1a11ds?, 1854; Ohio Historical Society. Columbus. Ohio. 
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Figure 5. Lilly Martin Spencer, Kiss Me and You'll Kiss the 'I.Asses, 1856; The Brooklyn Museum, 

Brooklyn, New York. 
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Figure 7. Lilly Martin Spencer, Fruit o/Iemptation, 1851; {original not located); lithograph by Lafosse published by 
Goupil, 1857; Campus Martius Museum, Marietta, Ohio. 
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Paradoxical Primitivism in the Early Art 
of Giorgio de Chirico (1911-17) 

Roxanne Farror 

In Primitivism in Modern An, Robert Goldwater ex
amines the tendency of nineteenth and twentieth-century 
European artists to seek inspiration from so-called 
"primitive sources. "1 These sources include exotic art, 
prehistoric art, the art of children, and native European 
folk art. Goldwater points out that many modern artists 
rejected the academic tradition based on the standards of 
the High Renaissance as incompatible with the goals of 
modern artistic expression, and that they often turned to 
primitive art for fresh inspiration in the hopes of develop
ing a new visual language. 

European avant-garde artists sinoe the late nineteenth 
century sometimes adopted the early art fonns of their 
native lands as sources for their primivitism. Giorgio de 
Chirico, for instance, used fourteenth and fifteenth
century Tuscan art as a source for his paintings from 
1911-17.' Ironically, de Chirico's "primitive'' source was 
a seminal part of the Renaissanoe tradition rejected by 
many of his avant-garde contemporaries: be appropriated 
elements in the formal vocabularies of Proto and Early 
Renaissance art and inverted their emphases and intents 
10 develop a modern visual language expressive of 
1wen1ieth-century experience. Thus, de Chirico's early 
primitivism can be termed "paradoxical" in two ways: 
both in its souroe of inspiration and in its unusual adap
talion of selected techniques from this source to express 
modern conoerns and values. 

Most of de Chirico's theoretical and autobiographical 
writings were produced after 1917, when he began to 
develop increasingly academic tendencies in his art.' A 
few manuscripts by de Chirico from 1911-17 attest to the 
profound impact that Proto and Early Renaissance Tuscan 
art bad on the young man.• Furthermore, many of the 
paintings from this precociously innovative period of de 
Chirico's artistic career give compelling evidence of !he 
innuence of these sources on his art. 

De Chirico was born in 1888 in Greece of Italian 
parents. In 1909, he moved to Milan where he lived until 
he settled in Florence the following year. The sojourn in 
Italy was a voyage of discovery, enlightening him to the 
richness of his native cultural inheritance. De Chirico's 
intense identification with Italy is indicated by his 
responses on paper-work for later gallery exhibitions of 
his art: in the blank space designating "place of birth;' 
he would sometimes write "Florence, Italy." His choice 
of the most important city of the Italian Renaissance as 
his fictive birth-place is significant. The art and culture 
of Florence made a powerful impression on the young ar
tist. There, he spen1 countless hours haunting museums, 
churches and piazzas. He was particularly affected by 1he 
painlings of Proto and Early Renaissance Tuscan masters 
such as Giotto, Uccello and their followers. 

In viewing Proto and Early Renaissanoe masterpieces 

virtually side-by-side in the churches and museums of 
Florence, young de Chirico was fascinated by the am
biguities that he perceived in their divergent represenla
tional methods. For example, wha1 interested him most 
in Giotto-esque' paintings was not their emotionally ex
pressive figures, but rather their distinctive treatment of 
space. Conversely, de Chirico appears to have been in
trigued by the figurative aspects in Uccello's Early 
Renaissance masterpieces. In his early writings, de Chirico 
often mentioned these artists. However, the direct in
fluences of these sources on his art did not become ap
parent until after his departure for Paris in 1911. Though 
invigorated by the heady artistic climate of his new en
virorunent, he brooded about the adopted homeland he 
had left behind. In spite of his proclaimed nostalgia for 
Italy, he remained in Paris for nearly five years. 

One of the recurrent motifs in de Chirico's art from 
this early period was self-portraiture. Certain aspects of 
a self portrait of 1911 (Figure I) refer directly to conven
tions of Early Renaissance formal portraiture (Figure 2). 
Both compositions include illusionistically painted fram
ing devioes; also, the crisp profile view of de Chirico's Self 
Portroit appears to intentionally replicate that of Uccello's 
subject. Both faces are cool and aloof and lack any 
expression of emotion. 

Other early paintings by de Chirico exemplify more 
subtle forms of imitation. In a painting from the " Italian 
piazza series" of 1914, The Enigma of o Day (Figure 3), 
intense sensations of solitude and apprehension are pro
duced through a deliberate misapplication of the rules of 
linear perspective. No rationally imposed order is ap
parent: the orthogonals overlap and multiple vanishing 
points appear. An analogous effect of perspective is ap
parent in the architecture of the Giotto-esque painting in 
Figure 4. Although architecture is an important feature 
in both compositions, the expressive emphasis of 1he 
Giotto-esque composition is on the human drama de
picted; the architecture serves to frame and extend the 
primary action of the human foITI)S that oocupy the front
al plane. A feeling of disorientation is not produced 
because the composition is anchored by its primary focus 
- the human drama and emotion of the scene. De 
Chirico's painting has no such anchor. Instead, our at
tention is riveted by the spatial distortions of his 
composition. 

De Chirico stressed that which is incidental in Giotto's 
style for the expressive intent of his own painting. Jean
Paul Sartre wrote that "de Chirico revealed to us a nature 
that was haunted and yet had nothing of the supernatural 
about it" and that the artist "painted the life and suffer
ings of stones." However, the emotionally expressive aspect 
of this painting does not so much lie in the stone figure 
in the foreground as it is rendered by a psychologically 
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disturbing distortion of space. De Chirico's inversion of 
his archetypal models' expressive emphases served to 
convey his mood of ambiguity and alienation. 

De Chirico perceived a duality in the nature of the 
world and in all objects. He wrote that 

[E]very object has two appearances: one, the 
current one, which we nearly always see and 
which is seen by people in general; the other, 
a spectral or metaphysical appearance beheld 
by some rare individuals in moments of clair
voyance and metaphysical abstraction, as in 
the case of certain bodies concealed by sub
stances impenetrable by sunlight yet discern
ible, for instance, by X-ray or other powerful 
artificial means.' 

He felt that the task of the artist, as one of those "rare 
individuals" with extraordinary powers of perception, was 
to reveal the hidden, "metaphysical" aspects of the world 
- through the "powerful artificial means" of his 
representational technique. 

De Chirico admired a similarly perceptive sense of 
mystery and ambiguity in the art of Giotto. He wrote of 
Giotto's treatment of architecture as follows: 

And the perspectives of buildings seem to rise 
full of mystery and misgiving, corners conceal 
secrets, the work of art ceases to be a terse 
episode, a scene limited by the actions of the 
figures presented, and it all becomes a cosmic 
and vital drama which envelops men and con
stricts them within its spirals, where past and 
future merge, where the enigmas of existence, 
sanctified by the breath of art, are divested of 
the entangled fearfulness that man - outside 
the world of art - imagines; only to assume 
the eternal, peaceful, consoling aspect of a 
work of genius.• 

In this revealing passage, de Chirico is also describing the 
effect produced by his own early paintings - with one 
crucial difference. Where fear of the unknown was 
minimized in Giotto's art with its concentration on the 
human drama, de Chirico's art stimulates and reinforces 
those fears and a sense of foreboding is experienced. 

De Chirico's expressive inversion of Proto and Early 
Renaissance representational techniques is also illustrated 
in his series of "claustrophobic interiors" and oppressive 
city-scapes of 1915-16. The artist left Paris in 1915 to enlist 
in the Italian army during World War I, but was soon 
transferred to work in a hospital in Ferrara because of 
"nervous disorders:• His overwhelming feelings of dis
orientation were expressed in his paintings from this 
period (Figure 5). The example bears a bitterly ironic title 
reflecting de Chirico's dismay over the violent circum
stances responsible for his precipitous return to his 
adopted homeland: The Joy of Return. A comparison with 
a detail from a fourteenth-century Giotto-esque painting 
(Figure 6) illustrates his indebtedness to his archetypal 
models. 

48 

De Chirico exploited certain elements of Uccello's 
pictorial technique in his "still-life series" of 1914-15 
(Figures 7 and 8). Like Uccello, de Chirico placed toy
like objects along perspective orthogonals. Uccello's ra
tionally organized composition reflected Early Renais
sance ideals of order and harmony, whereas, de Chirico's 
deliberately skewed perspective expressed contemporary 
feelings of disorientation and ambiguity. In viewing these 
two paintings together, one is reminded of de Chirico's 
vision of the world as 

an immense museum of many colored toys 
which change their appearance and that, like 
little children, we sometimes break to see how 
they are made on the inside, and disappointed, 
realize that they are empty.' 

A painting from the "mannequin series" of 
1915-1917, The Seer, contains numerous distorted 
references to the artistic and humanistic tradition of the 
Early Renaissance. It depicts an armless, eyeless manne
quin who sits before the hopelessly contradictory or
thogonals of an ambiguous perspectjve line drawing 
(Figure 9). Several arcs and angles in the drawing are 
labeled with symbols which are reminiscent of the med
ieval fascination for alchemy and numerology. A drafts
man's right-angle stands tantalizingly near to the Seer, but 
he is, of course, incapable of using it!• The building in 
the background could be a simplified, stylized version of 
a medieval Italian basilica - but it has no door through 
which a man could enter to seek solace. The Seer is alone 
amidst the trappings of a civilization that can have no 
potential value or meaning for him - alone, that is, ex
cept for the unseen statue whose presence is indicated by 
a dark, menacing shadow. The rough wooden platform 
upon which the Seer and his accouterments are situated 
resembles the temporary, makeshift stages that are still 
erected in Italian piazzas for performances of medieval 
and Renaissance plays. It is on this stage that the Seer 
is presented - to the pity, derision or scorn of passers-by. 

The objects that surround the Seer on his lonely plat
form symbolize the productivity, confidence and optimism 
of an earlier epoch. Medieval and Renaissance tools, 
mathematical formulae and religious faith have become 
useless symbols mocking his impotence. The painting sug
gests that inadequacy does not necessarily reside in the 
objects or in the concepts that they represent, but rather 
in the Seer himself, who is helpless to employ them. The 
essential optjmjsm of the Renaissance was grounded in 
the conviction that man is inherently capable of making 
correct choices based upon his rational ability to impose 
order upon his world. Through his paradoxical inversion 
of Renaissance representational techniques and expressive 
intent, De Chirico reveals the twentieth-century loss of 
this optimism. 

Florida State University 



I Roben Goldwater. Primitivism in Modern A rt (Cambridge and 
London: Belknap Press/ Harvard University Press, 1986 edition). 
Goldwater's use or the term '"primith'e"' is descriptive, not normative. 

2 James Thrall Soby (in James Thrall Soby, Giogio de Chirico [New 
York: MOMA, 19S40 and Maurizio Fagiolo dell'Aroo (in De Chirico 
[New York: MOMA, 1982)) have alluded to correlations between de 
Ch.irico's early art and the an of Early Renaissance Ualian artists. 
It has also been $1.lggestcd that de Chirico may have been inspired 
by Italian Mannerist and Baroque artists. My purpose jn this a11iclc 
1$ to focus on specific examples and to more fully examine some of 
the wa)'S in which de Chirico seems to ha\'e appropriated certain 
reprcsenta1ional techniques from the styles of Giono and Uccello. 

3 1917, a critical year in de Chirico's artistic ear«,r, was marked by 
his vituperative break with the •'s,cuola mctafisic:a'' whicti was founded 
by de Chirico bimsdf and Italian artist catlo cam.. De Chirico 
became increasingly bitter and antagonistic towards Carri and other 
modern artists, and CYen rcfen cd to 'M'.>rlcs by many of his eontem• 
porarics as "trash!' ln these later writings. he often paid homage to 
sixtcenlh-century masters like Michelangelo and Raphael a.s inspira
tional sources in an apparent effort to identify his own art with the 
1radi1.ion of the High Renaissance. Many scholars agree that de 
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4 De Chirico's manuscripts from 1he collection of Paul El'uard are par
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Soby. Many of the manuscripts by de Chirico in this collection were 
written from 1911-17. 
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in the church of Sta. Croce in Florence. (In his writings. he frcqucntl>• 
mentions the great deaJ of time he spent both in the church and the 
piazza of Sta. Croce.) Unfonunately a major flood in 1966 scvcrel>• 
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the disaster are available. It is for this reason that I use examples 
from the Upper Church of San Francesco in Assisi to illustrate many 
of my points. lf de Chirico saw these frescoes he <:ertainly would 
have taken them to be painred by Giotco (as the controversy surroun• 
ding their authorship has only arisen in rcoent years). Furthermore, 
Sta. Croce, like San Francesco in Assisi, is a Franciscan basilica, and 
the few fragments that remain of Giotto's fresco cycle in the Florc,n• 
tine church bear marked similarities to the style and theme of the 
Giotto-esque frescoes in the church at Assisi. 

6 Jean-Paul Sartre. Literary Essays (New York: PhilosophicaJ Library, 
19S7) S9. 

7 Fagiolo dell'Al<O 68. 

8 Soby 109. 

9 Soby 246. 

10 De Chirico's father was a railroad engineer and this fact is often used 
by critics to explain the frequent appearance of draftin,g tools and 
trains in the artist's paintings. 
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Figure I. De Chirico, Self Portrait with Tower, 1911-12. Collection Carl van Vechten, New York. 
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Figure 2. Uccello, Portrait of a Young Man, n.d. Chambery 
Museum. 

Figure 4. School of Giotto, St. Francis' Renunciation of 
Worldly Goods, ca. 1296,Upper Church, San Francesco 
of Assisi. 

Figure 3. De Chirico, The Enigma of a DaY, 1914. Private 
Collection, New Canaan, Connecticut. 

Figure 5. De Chirico, The Joy of Return, 1915. Collection 
Mrs. L. M. Maitland, Brentwood, California. 
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Figure 6. School of Giotto, St. Francis Casting the Demons 
out of Areuo (detail), co. 1296, Upper Church, San 
Francesco of Assisi. 
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Figure 7. De Chirico, The Evil Genius of a King, 1914-15. 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. 



figure 8. Uccello, The Rout of San Romano. 1456-60. London National Gallery. 

Figure 9. De Chirico, The Seer, 1915. Private Collection, 
New Canaan, Connecticut. 
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The Place of the Skull: 
Rudolf Steiner and the First Goetheanum 

David D. McKinney 

And when they were come unto a place called 
Golgotha, that is to say, a place of a skull ... 
they crucified him ... that it might be fulfilled 
which was spoken by the prophet ... Now from 
the sixth hour there was darkness over all the 
land unto the ninth hour ... Jesus, when he had 
cried again with a loud voice, yielded up the 
spirit. And, behold, the veil of the temple rent 
in twain from the top to the bottom; and the 
earth did quake ... 

- Matthew 27:33-35,45,50-Sl 

For the philosopher and cult-leader Rudolf Steiner, 
architecture mirrored the spiritual development of its 
builder, and he designed the buildings for his utopian 
community to demonstrate the enlightenment of its in
habitants. At the center of the community, he placed the 
Goetheanum (Figure l). Constructed between 1914 and 
1922, the Goetheanum stood as a symbol for the interna
tional Anthroposophical Society and functioned as an 
auditorium for the community's euryrhmic activities. ' As 
conceived by Steiner, the building also served as a 
metaphor for the individual at the reconciliation of his 
physical and spiritual natures, and every element of its 
design, including the activities it housed, was engineered 
to illuminate the path to this reoonciliation. Within the 
design of the Goetheanum, he articulated the natural and 
spiritual elements of Man through the twin domes of the 
structure and symbolized their reconciliation by the inter
section of the domes above the curtain which divided the 
auditorium from the stage. 

According to Steiner, Man's attempt to achieve this 
reconciliation was renected in his physical body which 
e,•olved according to his level of spiritual development. 
Since architecture combined the powers of thought with 
physical expression, it too represented Man's progress 
toward reconciliation.' For architecture to exist in a true 
state, Steiner believed that it must obey the same physical 
laws that govern the development of Man as well as 
express Man's thoughts in plastic form. He stated that 
" ... architecture consists of projecting into the space out
side the laws of our human body. " ' 

Through the Goetheanum, he expressed his concep
tion of these physical laws as they relate to the spiritual 
doctrine of Anthroposophy. This doctrine taught that 
every man could recognize the divine or clairvoyant spirit 
within himself and harness its power to reconcile his own 
physical and spiritual natures. The resolution of his dual 
natures began at the crucifixion of Christ, and the occur
rence of this event at the Place of the Skull (Golgotha) 
fulfilled part of a universal plan to effect Man's recon
ciliation.• Steiner believed that " ... the very moment when 

the blood flowed from the wounds of Christ-Jesus upon 
Golgotha all spiritual and earthly relationships ... chang
ed ... [and) that impulse which formerly could only stream 
down upon the earth as light began to unite with the earth 
itself." ' By occurring at the Place of the Skull, the cru
cifixion also foretold of another event when every Man 
could recognize this spirit ,vithin himself. As the world 
was given the god-spirit or imernal impulse at Golgotha, 
every individual could now receive this spirit by accept
ing the tenets of Anthroposophy within his own mind.' 

In the Goctheanum, Steiner provided a picture of the 
mind and its physical presence, the skull. The design pro
gram of the building reinterpreted the events of the 
crucifixion according to the doctrine of Anthroposophy 
and provided a symbolic statement of this doctrine. As 
Wolfgang Pehnt has noted, the building embodied the 
"principle of reconciliation associated with the figure of 
Christ.'" It became the second Golgotha which intro
duced Man to the god-spirit and directed him to a new 
spiritual level. 

The theories of Steiner expressed through the 
Goctheanum may seem important only to the Anthro
posophical Society, but they directly affected the develop
ment of art and architecture in the early twentieth cen
tury. As the art historian Sixten Ringbom has demon
strated, Steiner's ideas influenced the painters Wassily 
Kandinsky, Paul Klee, and Pict Mondrian.' The influence 
of Steiner's theories and the Goetheanum on German 
Expressionist architecture has been recognized, though 
few writers have examined the relationship of his spiritual 
doctrine to the design of the Goctheanum.' Wolfgang 
Pehnt acknowledged this relationship in Expressionist 
Architecture, but he concentrated on the cross-fertilization 
of ideas between Steiner, German Expressionism, and the 
Art Nouveau and De Stijl movements!' While Eugene 
Santomasso noted the use of both Goethean morphology 
and Christian doctrine in the design of the Goct.heanum, 
he considered the building primarily a bridge between the 
Romantic movement of the nineteenth century and Ex
pressionist architecture!' A study of Steiner's writings on 
Anthroposophy as well as his statements on art and 
architecture is necessary to understand the building. 

Born in 1861, Rudolf Steiner was educated in tech
nical schools and at the Polytechnic Institute in Vienna. 
He studied philosophy under Karl Julius Shroer, who 
secured a position for him at the Goethe Archives. Be
tween 1884 and 1893, Steiner worked on the papers of 
both Goethe and NieLZSChe. This grounding in philosophy 
became an important resource in his later development 
of the science of Anthroposophy. 

In 1893, Steiner left the Goethe Archives to work in 
the Theosophical Library. By October 1902, he was named 
lecturer and general secretary of the German section of 
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the Theosophical Society. He remained in these positions 
until he quarreled with Annie Besant, the president of the 
International Theosophical Society, over Besant's selec
tion of a Hindu youth named Krishnamurti as the new 
messiah. Steiner, instead, embraced the messianic tradi
tion of Christianity and combined Christian dogma with 
eastern mysticism to form an occult science that built on 
all the world's religions as well as natural science. Because 
of Steiner's divergent teachings, Besant revoked the charter 
for the Gennan section, and Steiner founded the An
throposophical Society in 1913 with the German section 
as its nucleus. 

Through its name, the Goetheanum acknowledged 
the evolution of Steiner's ideas from his study of Goethe. 
As interpreted by Steiner, Goethe's scientific writings in
dicated the supremacy of Man among the animals of earth 
through the science of morphology. " Steiner accepted 
Goethe's theory that the skull's position crowning the erect 
human spine indicated the dominance of the human brain 
over the physical body. Steiner further adopted Goethe 
and Lavater's belief that the human face reflected the 
countenance of the soul, and each person's face was 
unique because it was formed by the force of the soul. " 

Steiner found a complementary doctrine to Goethe's 
theories of morphology in the Theosophist treatise by 
Besant and C.W. Leadbetter entitled Thought-Forms." 
Besant and Leadbetter described the transmission of 
thought into physical objects and listed three types of 
forms produced by human thought. The first type re
flected the image of the thinker while the second mirrored 
the form of an object in nature. The third type, and the 
idea that Steiner appropriated, expressed the inherent 
qualities of thought through a combination of color, light, 
and maner. He synthesized these ideas with Goethe's con
cept of morphology 10 create a theory of architecture 
which, according to Rex Raab, auempted to " ... objectif(y] 
the laws that build up the human body and maintain it ... "" 

To explain his architectural theory, Steiner presented 
a series of lectures 10 the workers who constructed the 
Goetheanum!' In these lectures, he rewrote history to 
demonstrate both the importance of the Goethcanum and 
of the teachings it represented in the evolution of man
kind. He traced the rise of a spiritual presence in architec
ture beginning with the classical orders, specifically noting 
Vitruvius' account of the legend of the Corinthian 
capital, " and continuing through the development of 
Gothic architecture. " With the architecture of the Renais
sance, Steiner believed that architects abandoned the 
spiritual component of design and turned to servile im
itation!' In the Goetheanum, Steiner auempted to rein
troduce the spiritual component into architecture and 
bring it to a complete realization. 

As early as 1907, Steiner had planned a prototype 
building which embodied his theory of spiritual develop
ment (Figure 2). In the next year, he proposed a new head
quarters for the Gennan section of the Theosophical 
Society in Munich (Figures 3 and 4). After the city re
jected the designs and following the formation of the 
Anthroposophical Society, Steiner established a commun
ity for the Society near Dornach, Switzerland in 1913 with 
the Goethcanum as its centerpiece. 

The Goethcanum followed the basic layout of the 
earlier Munich project (Figure 4). It retained the interior 
plan consisting of two intersecting circles which created 
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the auditorium and stage (Figure S). The wooden struc
ture stood on an elevated concrete base with the exterior 
walls sculpted in deep relief and pierced with tripartite 
stained-glass windows (Figure I). From the walls sprang 
the two domes which dominated the exterior of the build
ing as well as the skyline of the community. 

The two circular interior spaces served a specific sym
bolic function. The larger area represented the physical 
realm while the smaller area personified the spiritual. In 
developing this idea, Steiner echoed Friedrich Schiller, 
who identified two aspects of perception." The first type 
was mechanical and consisted of logical and quantitative 
information that could be evaluated through rational or 
scientific method." The second was qualitative and was 
determined by the senses. 

Steiner then developed a unique theory related to 
morphology. He believed that these dual elements which 
he identified as the natural and ctheric bodies opposed 
each other, and through this opposition, the human skull 
was formed. In Steiner's theory, the scientific force was 
personified by the sun's rays, and the skull had been 
formed by the interaction between this downward force 
and the upward movement of Man's spirit. The skull had 
evolved as a means 10 shield the spirit or the soul. While 
the skull was formed in reaction to the downward forces 
of the sun's rays, it was also shaped by the thoughts of 
the individual. 

To demonstrate the evolution of the human skull and 
the reflection of its development in the Goetheanum, 
Steiner illustrated his lectures with several sketches 
(Figures 6 and 7) to indicate the skull's creation and its 
expression in architecture. He depicted the development 
of the outer crust which he referred to as the skull (Figure 
6). Within the crust, he showed the placement of vertical 
members that acted against the downward thrust of the 
sun's rays and carved out an interior space (Figure 7). 
Steiner identified them as legs. He contended that they 
were created by the power of thought and were indicative 
of spiritual development." 

As translated into the design of the Goetheanum, this 
crust was transformed into the domes that covered the 
building like helmets (Figure I). To indicate the upward 
thrust of the power of thought within the building, Steiner 
constructed a colonnade that lined the periphery of both 
chambers and that corresponded to the vertical supports 
in the sketches (Figure 8). 

The Goetheanum differed from the sketches (Figures 
6 and 7) in that the natural or scientific force was also 
incorporated in the building and. was represented in the 
design by the addition of a second domed area (Figures 
I and S). Through the interaction of nature with the spirit, 
Man had created the body as his own physical presence, 
and like the spirit, it developed as a living being. Through 
the internal impulse or god-spirit, the individual was 
taught to reconcile the physical body with the spiritual 
being. This reconciliation restored the spiritual control 
within the individual and was illustrated in the design of 
the Goethcanum through its two chambers. 

Steiner attempted to demonstrate the power of the 
spirit in all aspects of the Goetheanum including the 
choice of building materials. He chose to construct the 
building in wood because it could be molded into a har
monious organic whole. He wanted craftsmen to leave 
chisel marks on the interior surfaces to personify the 



outward thrusts of the power of the spirit in shaping the 
building." 

This sculptural approach to construction also mirror
ed Steiner's design process for the building. He began by 
carving a plasticine block into a model. This medium 
allowed him to leave the marks of his hand on the mater
ial. He believed that sculpting differed from designing 
because the sculptor transformed the material into the 
object during the inception of the form." He maintained 
that this direct relationship between the thought of the 
creator and the shaping of the mass reflected the forma
tion of the human skull. The total effect of his design pro
cess resulted in an object that appeared as a seamless 
organic form. 

Through this approach to architecture, Steiner at
tempted to create a new design aesthetic and to redefine 
the determinants of beauty. Because his architecture called 
for the combination of natural and spiritual components, 
Steiner believed that his buildings were organic and 
therefore reduced the distinction between rigid planes. In 
the Goetheanum, walls grew out of the foundations and 
merged into the domed roof. Decoration on the interior 
was incised in the wall surfaces as if it was projected from 
the mind while exterior ornamentation was applied to in
dicate the downward physical forces. He dubbed this form 
a "living progression" which he substituted for the formal 
rules such as symmetry found in classical and Renaissance 
architecture." 

Steiner articulated this new design aesthetic in the 
free expression of architectural members within the 
Goetheanum. The cornice (Figure 8) retained the arches 
between the columns that were present in the prototype 
building (Figure 2), but were now irregular and appeared 
more sculptural than architectonic. The cornice was c.arved 
in relief and gave the iUusion that it consisted of a flexible 
or wax-like substance that may be reshaped at will. 

Above the cornice, Steiner used color to diminish the 
physical reality within the building thereby enabling the 
visitor to concentrate on the spiritual realm. He believed 
that "color is the soul of nature and of the whole cosmos 
and we partake of this soul as we experience color. " " On 
the ceiling he placed a whirl of color which ranged from 
red to blue (Figure 8). When these basic colors changed, 
they created other colors. For instance, red changed to 
orange then to yellow. The movement expressed by these 
changes directed the eye from the entrance at the west 10 
the stage at the eastern part of the building. They focused 
the attention of the visitor on the wholly spiritual realm 
of the stage. 

Steiner maintained that the movement insinuated by 
the whirl of color recalled the agitation of the atmosphere 
that occurred at Golgotha during the crucifixion. In a 
direct reference 10 this association, he executed a paint
ing of the crucifixion within the smaller dome." This whirl 
of color was more than just a symbolic statement of a 
past event. According to Steiner, it was the personifica
tion of spirituality. He explained: 

Form is of course the element at rest, station
ary; but the movement in form has colour, the 
inner movement in the colour rises out of the 
form, and the whirl of the cosmos, the whirl 
of spirituality passes through the form. If you 
colour a form you endow it with the soul cle
ment of the universe, with cosmic soul... We 

breathe soul into dead form through colour, 
we make it living." 

Steiner believed that thought existed as actual colors and 
that these colors created forms in dreams. For this reason, 
he considered painting to be the purest art form. It 100k 
color (pure thought) and transformed it into a physical 
likeness." By coloring the interior of the Goetheanum, 
Steiner made it a symbol for the mind. 

While color dominated inside the building, only a 
neutral hue was employed on the exterior. This color 
represented human nesh. Steiner explained that the ex-
terior of the Goetheanum was colored the " ... tint of 
human skin as it appears in the temperate zones ... "•• Like 
the skull, the skin was a protective device. Although some 
of the personality of the individual was expressed by them, 
the skin and skull also mask Man's spirit. It is only 
through introspection that Man discovered his true self. 
According to Steiner and the doctrine of Anthroposophy, 
the search for fulfillment began within one's own mind. 

Upon entering the building, the neutral tint changed 
into brilliant colors through the stained-glass windows and 
the whirl of spirituality on the ceiling. This contrast be
tween the neutral hue of the exterior and the bright colors 
of the interior was calculated to produce an emotional 
response within the visitor. Steiner believed that "Colour 
is changed into flowing perception or feeling in Man ... " '' 
This perception led Man into what he called the fourth 
stage of Man's being, where intuition dominated." Here, 
Man is moved by the god-spirit or internal impulse, and 
his mind is focused only on what is good. 

Indicating the movement toward this fourth stage of 
perception, the cycle of single colored panes within the 
auditorium's windows followed a sequence that illustrated 
Man's spiritual evolution. They moved from red 10 green 
to blue, then from blue to violet to rose. According to 
Steiner, red represented passion while blue personified 
rest. These two principal colors signified the dual nature 
of Man. When they blended into rose, the color that they 
created symbolized the reconciliation between nature and 
spirit that Man achieved in the fourth stage. In his com
mentary on the imagery of the windows, the anthropo
sophist Wilhelm Rath noted that the rose colored window 
indicated the "building becomes Man" and "the herald 
of the Christ on earth."" 

The capitals crowning the colonnade (Figure 8) con
tinued this theme of spiritual development. On the west 
side of the auditorium, they were carved in a simple 
paHern, and their forms grew more elaborate as they ap
proached the stage curtain in the east. According to 
Steiner, this progression demonstrated the new spiritual 
reality that was hidden from view, but was now accessi
ble bec.ause of the crucifixion as revealed through the prac
tice of Anthroposophy." 

The crucifixion of Christ destroyed the barrier be
tween the physic.al and etheric bodies and was symbolized 
by the ripping of the veil of the temple. Its reinterpreta
tion in the Goetheanum revealed this gift to mankind 
through Anthroposophy. Wilhelm Rath noted that the 
etchings within the stained-glass windows retold the events 
of the crucifixion, and he demonstrated their relationship 
to the building. Using the analogy of the temple veil, he 
described the symbolism in the red window in the west 
with the following Jines: 

Has the temple's veil been rent in twain 
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That hid the sanctuary from view?" 
These lines had dual meanings. They looked back 10 the 
Temple of Solomon and forward 10 the Goetheanum. 

Within the Goetheanum, the veil became the curtain 
1ha1 divided the auditorium from the stage (Figure 9). By 
.separating the chambers within their respective buildings, 
both the veil of the temple and the curtain in the Goethe
anum isolated the physical realm from the spiritual. When 
opened or "rent in twain, " they signaled the reconcilia
tion of these elements and revealed the full Man. The com
parison between the temple and the Goetheanum was 
made by Steiner and references 10 the Goetheanum's stage 
curtain echoed the description of the rending of the tem
ple veil at the time of the crucifixion as described in 
Matthew's gospel." 

As Christian symbolism was combined with mor
phology in the design of the building, they were also wed 
to the functions that occurred inside the Goetheanum. 
The auditorium housed the mystery plays which were writ
ten by Rudolf Steiner and staged by his wife Maria von 
Sievers." The plays and the eurythmic dance which ac
companied them were a metaphor for speech. The very 
motion of these activities articulated ideas just as speech 
expressed thought. According to Frans Carlgren, these 

I The Goetheanum was destroyed by fire on 31 Dettmber 1922. Jt was 
replaced by another building concch-ed by Steiner and finished after 
his death in 192S. This structure is also named the Goc:theanum. This 
paper examines only the design and meaning or the first building. 

2 Rudolf Steiner, Anthrop<>S()phle and Ari: AnthroJX)SOphie and Poetry 
(New York: An1hroposophic Press, 1937) 20.21. 

3 Quoted in Hagan Biesantz ti al, The G<Mtheanum: Rudolf Steiner's 
Architectural Impulse (London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1979) 41. 

4 The iml)Ortance of the crucifixion is fully detailed in Rudolf Steiner, 
Mon's Bein& His De.sliny. ond World-Evolution. trans. Erna Mc• 
Arthur, (New York: AnthrOPoSOph.ic PrCM, Inc, 1966) 89-1 14. 

S Rudolf Steiner, The Gospel of St. John: A Cycle of Le<:tures (New 
Yor k: Anthroposoph.ic Press. Inc.. 1973) 111. ln th.is statement, he 
adapts the fim chapter of John. God exists on earth in the begin• 
ning as light and then is made flesh in Christ Jesus. After 1h e crucifix. 
ion, lhe god-spirit is made known to Man through Anthroposophy. 

6 Rudolf Steintt, Mocrorosm ond Microcosm (London: Rudolf Steiner 
Press, 1968) 23·2S. 

7 V.'otfgang Pchrlf, Exf)l'eSSionist Architecture (New York: Praqer, 1973) 
139. 

8 Sixten Ringbom, "Art in 'The Epoch of the Great SpirituaJ': Occult 
Elements in the Earl)' T heory or Abstract Painting;• Journal of the 
Warbu,r and Courtauld Institutes 29 (1966): 386-416. 

9 The previous scholarship on the Cioetheanum has attempted to 
minimize the spiritual ideas of Steiner and emphasize his dftct on 
mainstream Moderist thought. He is most often portrayed as pan 
of the Expressionist movement within Lhe development of twentieth• 
century architec:1u.re. See Use Meissner Reese, •"Steiner's Goetheanum 
at Domach, S"ittcrland~ J>rogres.si~ Archittt:ture 46 (1965): 146--IS3; 
Dennis Sharp, .. Rudolf Steiner and the Way to a New St)'le in Ar• 
chitectuCC:' Architec.tural Asscctaaon Journof 18 (1963): 373-374: and 
Rex Raab et al .. Eloquen1 Concrete: How Rudolf Steiner Employed 
Reinforced Concre.te (London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1979) 11-19. 
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plays developed speech into a new art. In describing these 
activities, he stated: 

Unseen gestures and movements accompany 
in us each sound and note. These hidden 
movements are the source of the art of 
eurythmy. Thus it can be called "visible 
speech" and "visible song."" 

To complete this metaphor, the entrance sequence into the 
auditorium was designed as an anthropomorphic 
representation of the ear and its canal." 

Both the activities and the interior planning of the 
building complemented the associative meaning of the 
Goetheanum. When the eurythmic activities occurred, 
they introduced motion to light, materials, and color giv
ing yet another expression to the ideas personified by the 
building. They complemented the picture of Man's being 
upon the reconciliation of his dual natures, and Steiner 
believed that this reconciliation was demonstrated in all 
aspects of the li fe and culture of the spiritually enlight
ened. By building the first Goetheanum, he offered both 
a statement of the spiritual development of Anthropo
sophy and a path to spiritual initiation. 

University of Virginia 

10 P<:hnl 137-148. 

I I While Santomasso goc-s further than any previous writer in examin
ing the influence of Steiner's spiritual doctrine on the design or the 
Goeth eanum, his primary thesis is that Steiner " .. .constituted an im
ponant bridge between established Romantic and Jugcnstil traditions 
and an emergent Expressionism~• Sec Eugene A. Santomasso. 
''Origins and Aims of Gum an Expressionist Architectu~ An Essay 
into the Expressionist Frame of Mind in Germany; Especially as 
Typified in the Work of Rudolf Steine(,' diss.., Columbia Unh-ersity, 
1973, 241. 

12 Rudolf Steiner, Goethe, The Scil'ntist, trans. Olin D. Wannamaker 
(New York: Anthroposoph.ic Press, lnc., 195-0) 2. In his history of 
architecture, Steiner claims that the classical column with its crown
ing capilal is a primoridal expression of the human body (see below). 

13 Coe1hc deri\'cd this concept from Johann Cas.par Lavalcr with whom 
he corresponded, and Steiner read la\•ater's Essays on Physiognomy 
in preparation for his book on Goeth e. In Goe.the, The Scientist, 
Steiner first indicated the importance of morphology in his state• 
ment that Lavater j' .. .cndeavorcd 10 recognize in the external form 
of the human body h.is inner spirit, (and) the fonn was considered, 
not for its own sake, but as an expression of the soul:' Sec S1e-iner, 
Goethe 2. 

14 Published in 1901, Thought-Forms gives 1he basic ideas of the occult 
color theory of Theosophy. h also restricts thoughts to mankind and 
notes that it is the power of thought which separates man from the 
lower animals. Sec Annie Besant and C.W. L.cadbctte:r, Though1-Forms 
(London: Theosophical Publishin,g, 1904). For Steiner's debt to this 
work, see Ringboin 402. 

ll Raab S3. 

16 These lectures were translated into English and published as Woys 
to a New Style in Arc.hitec:ture (London: Anthropo.sophical Press, 
1924). 

17 According to Steiner, caJlimachos did not observe the acanthus leaves 
enveloping the baske1 O\'Cr the girl's grave. He saw the spirit of the 



girl through clairvoyant vision, He states: 
That is the important thing, for it implies no less that 
than Vitruvius, although he wisely holds his tongue 
about it, intends to indicate that catlimachos was cla.ir• 
VOyant and saw. o..-cr a girl's gra\'C lhe Sun-motif s1rug
gling with cbe Earch-motif, and abO\•e this the girl 
herself, ho\tting in her ethc,ric body. ('1"he Acanthus 
Leal:' in Steiner, 111,ys 9.) 

These opposing forces were resident in man and found expression 
in his architecture. When man constructed buildings, he struggled 
to express the thoughts created by his etheric body in the physkal 
world. 

18 According to Steiner's history, Go«hic architecture was the first realiza. 
tion of structures that united man's opposing natures. Through the 
cnginoering of the structure which appears to defy the ru1es or naturt.. 
the Gothic cathedraJ provides a picture of a new spirirual reality made 
possible through Golgotha. 

Steiner believed that Gothic architecture made two significant in• 
novations. The height and slimness of lhe piers seemed to reduce 
the forces of gravhy and indicate 1he triumph of the spirit of man 
over nuurc. Secondly, the opening up of the ca1hedral through the 
great staincd-glau windows introduced colored light which per. 
sonified thought and mo\·cment. See "House of Speech;' in Steiner. 
Wu)'S 19-21. 

19 Steiner, Man's Being 43-44. Jn h.is autobiography, Steiner blames 
Giotto and Raphael for the .. dimming of s,pi.ritual peroeption~ Rudolf 
St<lner, The Story of My Life (New York: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1928) 
331. 

20 Steiner discusses his adaptation of Schiller's ideas in his 
autobiography. See Steiner, Story 46-47. 

21 This aspect of Man's nature is socn in t.he dimen$iOns of the 
Ooethcanum. As noted by Wolfgang Pehnt and Frans Carlgren, the 
plan or tht building is based on the golden section. and the 
Ooethttnum ~as planned according to an underlying mathematical 
system. Sec Pthnt 139 and Frans Carlgrcn, Rudolf Steiner and An• 
throposophy (London: Rudolf Steiner Pres,, c.1979) U-27. It was 
Striner's belief that temples and churches, since the Temple of 
Solomon whose proportions were established by God, represented 
lhc uniform Jaws of the universe (natural science). Geometry pro. 
jected the laws of natural science into three dimensions. Vitruvius 
had shown how lhe oonsteUations, planets. and even the body of man 
were ordered by this science. Since Steiner was projecting the laws 
of 1he human body onto the design of 1be Goetheanwn, he foUow
ed 1he mathematical system which he thought governed the universe. 
This oonccpt may derive from his intcres1 in rnema.sonry. For Steiner's 
interest in geometry and its relationship to freemasonry, see Steiner, 
Story 11•14. Hl$ treatment of Vitruvius is found in Steimer, Ways 
8•17, and the refationshjp of the Goetheanum to the 'lbmple of 
Solomon is discus.sed be-low. 

22 "The New Conception of Architecture!' in Steiner, Ways 35. Their 
rcla1ionship 10 spirituaJ dC\•elopment is discussed below. 

23 .. The House of Speech:' in Steiner, Ways 21. 

24 Steiner was also a sculptor and was executing a large sculpture in 
wood concurrently with his work on the Goethcanum. He be.)jC\•ed 
that the two media were closely related. for the relationship between 
Steiner's architeclure and his sculpture. see Ake Fant, et al .. Rudolf 
Steiner's Sculpture in Dornach, trans. Erick We-sterber and A. John 
Wilkes, ((l..dchworth]: Rudolf Steiner Press, © 1975) 16-21. 

25 "The Acanthus Leaf:' in Steiner, Ways 12. 

26 .. The Creative ·world of Colour, " in Slcine.r, Ways 55. 

27 Carlgrcn 27-29. 

28 "The Creative World of Colour," in Steiner, Ways 55. 

29 Steiner, Story l96•197. 

30 "The Creath'C World of Colour," in Steiner, Ways 53. 

31 "True Aesthetic Laws of Form:• in Steiner, U~ys 45. 

32 Steiner noted four $tages of dC\'Clopment in spiritual science: I) The 
mattriaJ which concentrated on conc:rete objects; 2) The imaginative 
which dealt with the emotions; 3) The inspirational state that opened 
the door to spiritual understanding; 4) The intuiti'-'C' in which com• 
plcte spiritual understanding wa$ obtained. These concepts are out• 
lined in Rudolf Steiner, The Stages of Higher Knowledge (New York: 
O.P. Putnams, 1930). They are related to theosophy (Santomasso 
269-296) and are tied to Steiner's own life by his followers as 
demonstrated by the chapters divisions in Frans Carlgren's Rudolf 
Steiner and Anthroposophy. 

33 Wilhelm Rath, The Imagery of the Goetheonu.m Windows, trans. 
William Mann (London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1976) 27•29. 

34 Steiner first introduced columns to represent spiritual development 
a.t the Congress of Munich in 1907. Each column repreJented a new 
level of spirituaJ reality, and the capitals were shaped differcntJy to 
indicate the level of devt-lopment. Man reached these lcvcls in SC",-en 
year increments. Man attained full maturity at seven times seven or 
around his fiftieth )'ear of life. for a discussion of the Congress of 
Munich, JCC Biesantz 17. 

35 Rath 9. 

36 As the Old Testament had figures that anticipaled Christ, Steiner 
believed that the Temple of Solomon as a divinely inspired structure 
indicated the coming of the Goetheanum (Santomasso 242). In the 
design of the building, Steiner made direct references to the temple 
and based the dimensions of the building in pan on those of the 
Thmple or Solomon (l'l,hnt 140). 

37 Johannes Hemleben, Rudolf Steiner. A Documtntary Biography. 
trans. Leo Twyman, (London: He.nry Goulden, 1975) 110. 

38 Carlgrcn 27-28. 

39 Santomasso 252. 
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Figure I. Exterior of the first Goetheanum as seen from the south before its destruction by fire on New Year's Eve, 1922. 
(Reproduced from Walter Kugler, Rudolf Steiner und seine Architektur [Koln: DuMont Buchverlag, © 1980] pl. 25) 
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Figure 2. The interior of the Malsch Model Building after its completion in 1907. The building is the first expression in 
architectural form of Steiner's ideas. The columns, cornice, and domed interior space are repeated in the first Goetheanum. 
(Courtesy of Rudolf Steiner Press, London) 

I 

I 

11~ 
I igure 3. Rendering of the exterior for the Munich project of 1912. The twin domes and axial arrangements are retained 
in the design of the Goetheanum. {Courtesy of Rudolf Steiner Press, London) 
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Figure 4. Interior plan of the Munich project. The in
tersecting circular spaces introduced in this building are 
repeated in the first Ooetheanum. The colonnade is taken 
from the Malsch Model Building, but ii extends only 
around the auditorium section of the building. (Courtesy 
of Rudolf Steiner Press, London) 

Figure 5. Plan of the first Ooetheanum. While the cir
cular spaces are repeated from the Munich project, Steiner 
extended the colonnade around the periphery of the stage 
in this plan. At the intersection of the two spaces, the stage 
curtain divided the two spheres. The placement of the cur
tain in the design was determined by a mathematical 
system based on the golden section. (Courtesy of Rudolf 
Steiner Press, London) 
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Figure 6. Facsimile (1924) of a sketch drawn by Rudolf 
Steiner to indicate the evolution of the human skull and 
its representation in the first Goetheanum. Arrows in
dicate the downward thrust of the sun's rays which create 
the rounded exterior surface while the force of man's spirit 
shapes the interior. (Courtesy of Rudolf Steiner Press, 
London) 

Figure 7. Facsimile (1924) of a sketch drawn by Rudolf 
Steiner to indicate the shape of the human skull by the 
placement of vertical supports. The vertical members cor
respond to the colonnade found in the prototype building, 
the Munich project, and the Goetheanum. (Courtesy of 
Rudolf Steiner Press, London) 

,,,--- Btheric Legs 

~ -r 1. 1st pair Life Pillars 

\ ,i. 2nd pair and so on until t he 
7t h pair at the age of 49 
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Figure 8. Colonnade in Steiner's model of the Goethcanum (ca. 1913). The capitals crowning the columns symbolize the 
development of man as he reaches new levels of spirituality. They are carved with a simple pattern at the western end of 
the building and their forms grow more elaborate as they approach the stage. Above the cornice is the whirl of spiritualit) 
which personifies the thought of man and has direct references to the occurrences at Golgotha. (Courtesy of Rudolf Steiner 
Press, London) 
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Figure 9. Curtain dividing the auditorium from the stage area (ca. 1922). It is a reinterpretation of the veil of the temple 
which was rent in twain at the time of Christ's crucifixion. (Courtesy of Rudolf Steiner Press, London) 
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El Lissitzky: Revolutionary Images 
from a Primitive Soul 

Karen Richter-Hill 

"In the name of our tomorrow let us bum Raphael."' 
The revolutionary message of this slogan reflects one of 
the reasons why the new Communist regime of 1917 
embraced its leftist Russian artists. The words resound 
with a rejuvenation of life and culture similar to the 
Futurist manifestoes which fostered radical social up
heaval, though their extremist stridency was to eventually 
prove useless to Lenin and his formation of a new society. 
For the artist El Lissitzky, the slogan represented logical 
evolutionary formulae for the Socialist utopia he en
visioned. 

Lissitzky felt that Socialist rebirth begins in the Old 
Testament, gives way to the New Thstament and is realized 
in Communism.• Each doctrine equally teais down and 
rebuilds the previous one. His own artistic production 
follows a similar formula of building on the past while 
outmoding it and his methods were closely linked to the 
avant-garde, primivist ideologies which included futurism. 
However, Lissitzky's contributions to art are motivated 
by more than aesthetic fulfillment or academic rebellion. 
He lived by an overwhelming social and artistic optimism 
that could only be compromised if it was deemed neces
sary for the betterment of the Communist state. Lissitzky's 
utopian auitude gave him the power to activate his Jewish 
heritage, build on Russian tradition, and create a new 
language for art, which in the end did not need to burn 
Raphael. 

Lissitzky's positive nature and his belief in the col
lective ideal were formed in his youth. He was born in 
1890 in northwestern Russia, and his early years were spent 
in Vitebsk, where his orthodox Jewish parents raised him 
with a love for books and Mother Russia. Despite the 
organized massacre of Jews under the Tsarist pogroms 
followed by endless restrictions for survivois, Lissitzky's 
parents also managed to instill in the young boy a firm 
belief in Judaism and the hope for a better world.' This 
optimism for life, and his parents' commitment to religion 
and country provide insight into Lissitzky's quest for a 
new art and help to e><plain an intermittent career in the 
illustration of children's books. Indeed these books stand 
out as the vital link between Lissitzky's traditional values 
and his undying hope for the future. 

Lissitzky's early work reveals his ability to utilize 
European avant-garde techniques individualistically. An 
early sketch, The Church of the Trinity, is a good example 
of this blend (Figure 1). At first glance The Church of the 
Trinity appears reminiscent of Van Gogh's aggressive use 
of line. Closer observation, however, reveals remarkable 
draftsmanship in the rendering of architectural elements. 
The sky and landscape are blank areas of space which 
strongly contrast with the detailed church and its fence. 
Lissitzky creates ambiguity while maintaining order by 
alternating areas of void and description. Combinations 

of order and spatial ambiguity remain a crucial part of 
Lissitzky's later artistic development.' It is in this and 
similar examples that the young artist's formula led 
Socialist recreation. 

According to Lissitzky's wife, Sophie Kiippers-Lissit
zky, the yeais following the revolution were a time of 
liberation and purpose. She writes, "When the bullets were 
still whistling through the streets of Moscow, he hurried 
to see the Committee for Art ... to obtain the ordeis neces
sary for undertaking effective propaganda work!'' Lissit
zky's work between 1917-20 centered around graphic art, 
and in panicular, his children's books. In 1918, Marc 
Chagall, then head of the Vitebsk Art School, appointed 
Lissitzky 10 the faculty as professor of Architecture and 
Graphics.• Book illustrations from this period include 
works such as The Kid of 1917 and The Fiddler of 1919 
(Figure 2). These unique books of Yiddish and Ukrainian 
fairytales, reveal a lyrical use of Chagall color and form. 
The compositional sources for Lissitzky's illustrations are 
found in the 17th century tradition of circulating songs, 
stories and dances through woodcut images known as 
lubok (Figure 3). A comparison of an original lubok 
woodcut with Lissitzky's illustration for The Four 
Bi/lygoats of 1919, reveals that Lissitzky has utilized and 
built from his Russian heritage. 

Around the turn of the century, the lubok became 
more political in subject matter. The simplicity and tradi
tion of the lubok was revived by artists such as Mikhail 
Larinov, who formed a distinctive primitive style in the 
early Russian avant-garde before the Revolution.' This 
synthesizing of the old and new was inherited by Lissitzky 
and was to play an important role in his move towards 
non-objective an. More importantly, Larinov's neo-prim
itive lubok form helped Lissitzky visualize his revolu
tionary formula for art and life. 

The other major aspect of Lissitzky's artistic produc
tion at the Vitebsk school was his move towards abstrac
tion and political awareness. Some historians have argued 
that after 1922 Lissitzky's art became almost anti-Jewish 
and had no correlation to his early works.• Alan Birnholz, 
author of many studies on the art of Lissitzky, disagrees. 
He correctly states that "If the Revolution provided the 
social and political framework in which Jewish art could 
flourish, Jewish art in turn, provided a unique vehicle in 
which the ideals of the Revolution could be visually ex
pressed!" In view of this reciprocity, it is crucial to 
remember two things that were central to Lissitzky's 
formal and theoretical development: Malevich's replace0 

ment of Chagall as leader of the Vitebsk school, and the 
activities of an organization called Proletkult. The formal 
transition is obvious in a comparison of the Billygoats 
with Malevich's Morning in the Country after the Rain, 
1911. Faceted forms in Lissitzky's townscape are the direct 
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result of Malevich's influence. 
The Proletkult organization was established mainly 

to bring together workers and artists. The artists however, 
were absorbed in Futurist ideas which were alien to the 
working class. A worried Lenin officially condemned 
these theories in 1920, and instigated a new method of 
unity which included Social Realism and the eventual 
elimination of groups deemed too far left!' These artistic 
and political events are helpful in understanding the con
tingency between Lissitzky's change of style and his 
ideological development. 

In Lissitzky's book illustrations for Chad Gadyo in 
1919, we can trace his stylistic development (Figure 4). 
Here Lissitzky still clung to the formula of the lubok. 
However, be pushed the simplicity of the primitive wood
cut into a synthesis of Hebrew type and geometic form. 
Likewise, he replaced the flat color and heavy outline of 
The Kid with voluminous spheres and highly contrasting 
angles of light and dark. Again, the influence of Malevich 
is obvious; yet, Lissitzky's illustrations for Chad Gadyo 
connote more than this mere artistic rapport. 

The story of Chad Gadyo is a part of the Haggadah 
which commemorates the deliverance of the Jews from 
Egypt. The final episode of the Haggadah story reads, 
"God slays the Angel of Death."" It is significant for 
Lissitzky's political beliefs that this aspect of his illustra
uon can be understood as a documentation of current 
events. For in 1919, the civil wars between Socialist fac
tions had ended and the Revolutionary cause had succeed
ed in squelching any attempt at counterrevolution by 
Tsarists!' 

If Lissitzky used Chad Gadyo to unite the political 
present with the religious past, then his first major work, 
Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge, 1919, did even more 
to capitalize on Jewish and traditional involvement in 
Communist party affairs (Figure 5). It was a powerful pro
paganda piece associating the Tsarist pogroms and the 
counterrevolutionaries with the "Whites" and the Bol
sheviks and Jews with the "Red Wedge;• and its simple 
message was not perceived as too intellectual or spiritual 
for the masses. Even Lenin endorsed its propagandistic 
power since it did not appear to be formulated in some 
artistic 'ism' which, he felt, had no place in Marxism!' 

Lissitzky's Beat the Whites is especially significant 
when compared to most poster art of this period, of which 
most reflected the Cubo-Futurist style of the Proletkult 
and was not accepted by the public for whom it was 
created. In their propaganda images, these artists broke 
down the human form to the abstract essentials but were 
unable to trigger the proper psychological response in the 
masses. 

In contrast, Lissitzky's symbolism was clear. For 
many viewers, especially Jews who had suffered under 
Tsarism, the arrangement of powerful geometrics recalled 
images of good over evil and God over the Angel of 
Death. According to Birnholz, the words, "Beat the 
Whites" were a shocking reminder of a common phrase 
from the pogoms "Beat the Jews."" Lissitzky's clear in
tentions secured his position in the Russian avant-garde. 
As far as the Communist party was concerned, he had 
proved loyalty and dedication to the cause. 

In 1920 Lissitzky made a radical turn towards non
objectivity. With Malevich he created the fust Proun. The 
Proun, an acronym for "For the New Art:• was a com-
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positional breakthrough in Lissitzky's establishment of 
dynamic vibration through space. Extending Malevich's 
Suprematist forms and concepts, Lissitzky maintained 
that the Proun was not created by a single artist or move
ment, but rather it was a creative process which involved 
collective effort!' This was an obvious reference to Lenin's 
dislike of 'isms' and furthered his intentions that the 
Proun be immediately understandable and accessible to 
the masses. Lissitzky attributed the success of Beat the 
Whites to the universal recognition of basic geometric 
shapes, and concluded that such primary shapes could 
be the basis for a new artistic language in the restructur
ing of society. Lissitzky explained the formation of Prouns 
in a unique blend of mysticism and scientific theory. At 
first, the artist passively observes the movement of shapes 
in any given space as they overlap, intersect and dissect 
each other, a potentially chaotic episode in need of organ
ization. Next, the artist becomes active. He orders the 
forms and their splinters so as to create a universal system 
for art and life. The artist/constructor, according to Lissit
zky, might be any arbitrary mediator whose function was 
to utilize the composition for societal need. When viewed 
on a picture surface, Prouns appear as illustrations of 2 
and 3 dimensional objects, vibrating through their as
signed space in dialectical tension.• 

In 1922, Lissitzky used the Proun concept for the pro
duction of a new children's book titled Of 1wo Squares, 
which recalled the symbolic impact of Beat the Whites. 
The book is a clever propaganda piece in which Lissitzky 
used the Proun structure to provide a historical telling of 
the Revolution: its dedication reads "To all, all my 
children" and begins with rules for playing out the story 
of the 1wo Squares. The text reads as follows: "Don't read, 
get paper, rods, blocks, set them out, paint them, build" 
(p.1); "Here are the Th·o Squares" (p.2); "They fly on to 
the earth from far away and" (p.3); "And see a black 
storm" (p.4); "Crash, and everything flies apart" (p.5); 
"And on the black was established the red clearly" (p.6); 
"This is the end-let's go on" (p.7)" (Figure 6). 

In the formation of a true Marxist society Lenin 
could not have asked for a better didactic example than 
Of 1wo Squares. It is simple and direct, recalls the past, 
unites opposing forces, is optimistic and, most of all, is 
universal. Unfortunately its vital, abstract quality became 
lost in Russia's move back to realism. 

In 1923, Lissitzky was still convinced of the Prouns 
capability to solve the artistic problems of the new society. 
He began work on a set of illustrations for the opera Vic
tory over the Sun called the Puppet Portfolio. The port
folio consists of fascinating and modern figures who exist 
in Proun space and are identifiable by their unique com
bination of geometric form, line and color. The Old Man 
with His Head 1wo Paces Behind, is a whimsical and 
kinetic creation-which represents the moment when 
movement stops-and most resembles the physical and 
mental attributes of age. The New Man presents the 
strength of youth in the formation of diagonal forces 
which extend the figure in all directions. The large red 
square, which is absent in the Old Man, stands out on 
the New Man and symbolizes the heart as the basis for 
proletarian strength (Figure 7). 

Lissitzky has reduced some of the non-objectiveness 
of the Proun compositions in his creation of figurative 
forms, possibly in an effort to conform to the growing 



demand for realism. What is important here is that in his 
effort to maintain revolutionary purpose, Lissitzky again 
held true to his formula for re-creation from the past. By 
comparing the Old Man and New Man with figures from 
his early folk-tale illustrations, it is obvious that Lissit
zky has not lost t'he primitive aspects of his Russian 
heritage (Figure 8). The similarities are intended to show 
the authorities that he was indeed creating a new art based 
on proletarian sources. He transformed the same gestures 
for youth and age found in the early works to create a 
new language for artistic symbolism which is childlike in 
its simplicity and powerful in its propagandistic purpose. 

In October of 1924, Lissitzky presented a lecture en
titled "Prouns: Toward the Defeat of Art" and subtitled 
"May the overthrow of the Old World be imprinted on 
the palms of your hand."" Despite its Futurist sounding 
title, it was Lissitzky's explanation of Proun concepts and 
their meaning for the new society. While the content of 
the lecture is a detailed account of Proun development 
and function, it is obvious Lissitzky was attempting to 
justify the inclusion of Proun theory in the confines of 
Social Realism. Lissitzky claimed in conclusion that Proun 
activity was the true path to reality." 

A self-portrait entitled The Construe/or, 1924, 
visualizes some of the lecture points (Figure 9). The Con
structor is a photomontage of Proun forms, typography 
and mathematics which represents the subtitle of the lec
ture. Lissitzky superimposed photographs of his hand and 
face, leaving his eye in the center of his palm. By in
tegrating word and image, he wished to present himself 
as witness to the constant struggle to find utopia. 
Geometric shapes behind him intersect in the shape of 
a cross with the name El Lissitzky printed on them. 
Underneath the type are the letters "XYZ:' connected by 
an arrow to the letters "el'.' As a blank piece of graph 
paper moves in and out of tangible and intangible ob
jects, Lissitzky's position has become clear. He has placed 
himself as artist in the role of seer and martyr in the tradi
tion of Gauguin's Se/f Porlrait with Yellow Christ.'' 

Among the many compositional similarities, the 
hand which moves through Lissitzky's face is most signifi
cant. It mirrors the hand that covers the mouth of Gau
guin's self-portrait on the tobacco jar to the right of the 
main figure. Although Gauguin's hand denotes his primi-

I John Bowlt. "The Failed Utopia: Russian Art 1917-1932:' Art in 
Amtrka July 1971: 4S. 

2 Alan C. Bimholz. "El Lissitzky and the Jewish Tradition:• Studio 
lnttrnaHonal Oct. 1973: 132. Some reproductfons of this quote in
clude after the word "Communism!' "The Testament ofSuprcmatism 
or CommunjM Constructivism:• I do not feel that this contradicts 
my argument that Llssitzky followed one fonnula for the re-creation 
of art and lire 11 actually reveals his dedication to any art form thaL 
could serve 1he needs or the Communist swc and in the end it ...,-ould 
appear that he conceded the title to Social Realism. 

l Sophie Koppers-Lissit1..ky, El Lis$itzky: life, Letters, Texts (Green• 
wich: New York Graphic Society, 1968) IS. 

4 Alan C. 8irnhol~ "for the New An: El Llssi1zky"s Prouns:• Art• 
forum No,•, 1969: 65-66. 

l KOppers-Lissitzky 20. 

6 £1 Li.ssittky. Exhibition catalog from Galttie Gmurzynska (Cologne 
1976) 26. 

tive fetal self, Lisstizky has varied ihe theme." His 
stigmatized hand is similarily positioned to show im
potence, while a cruciform design evokes other martyr im
agery." He may have portrayed himself in the tradition 
of Gauguin's artist as outcast, but Lissitzky is still op
timistic about his faith in re-creating the past. The juvenile 
ending of the alphabet XYZ, becomes a symbolic end of 
anything past and is linked by the arrow 10 societal re
creation through the guidance of the artist. 

By 1928, the pathos of The Constructor disappeared 
as Lissitzky again turned 10 illustrating children's books. 
He created a delightful book of geography and mathe
matics in the format of Communist propagaoda (Figure 
10). The illustrations are more realistic than Of Two 
Squares and focus has shifted from geometrics to 
typography. His love of children and interest in their 
education is obvious in the text; by creating art for children 
Lissitzky continued to renew his faith in the future of 
Communism. 

Unfortunately for Lissitzky, the late twenties marked 
the adoption of Social Realism as the official Soviet style 
for art. Non-objectivity and abstraction, regardless of 
their power, had no place in the new system. Malevich was 
an artist out of favor by 1928 and spent his remaining 
years involved in theoretical work. Lissitzky's fortune was 
different but only to a degree. He continued to receive 
government commissions which centered around pro
paganda posters and exhibitions, but his work in Social 
Realism appears to us as a loss of the faith and optimism 
of his earlier work (Figure 13). For Lissitzky, Social 
Realism became the final phase of his re-creation triad 
in the new society. Where Chad Gadyo and The Church 
of the Trinity are the thesis of his Judeo-Christian 
background, Proun became the antithesis of his revolu
tionary soul and Social Realism the synthesis of his 
utopian goals. 

Lissitzky's artistic achievements do not lend them
selves to a single stylistic label. He was a visionary, driven 
by messianic purpose and utopian goals. Above all he was 
both Jewish and Communist and through his art and life 
he never ceased to unite the two. 
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Figure I. El Lissitzky, The Church of the 1/-inity, 1910. 
Courtesy of Sophie Kiippers-Lissitzky, El Lissitzky: Life, 
Letters, Texts, trans. H. Aldwinckle and M. Whittal. 
(Greenwich: New York Graphic Society, 1968). 
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Figure 2. El Lissitzky, The Kid, 1917. Courtesy of Sophie 
Kiippers-Lissitzky, El Lissitzky: Life, Letters, Texts, trans. 
H . Aldwinckle and M. Whittal (Greenwich: New York 
Graphic Society, 1968). 



Figure 3. Artist unknown, 19th century Lubok, illustrating 
a tale by Krilov. Courtesy of Camilla Gray, The Russian 
Experiment in Art, 1863-1922, (New York: Thames and 
Hudson, 1986) fig. 60. 
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Figure 4. El Lissitzky, Chad Gadyo, 1919. Courtesy of 
Camilla Gray, The Russian Experiment in Ari, 1863-1922, 
(New York: Thames and Hudson, 1986) fig. 167. 

Figure 5. El Lissitzky, Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge, 1919. Courtesy of Sophie Kiippers-Lissitzky, El Lissirzky: 
Life, Letters, Texts, trans. H. Aldwinckle and M. Whittal (Greenwich: New York Graphic Society, 1968). 
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Figure 6. El Lissitzky, Tale of nvo Squares, a Supremist 
fairytale in six pictures, 1922. Courtesy of Larissa A. 
Zhadora, Malevich: Suprematism and Revolution in Rus
sian A rt 1910-1930. trans. A. Lieven (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1982) fig. 187. 

,ll,/ 
Figure 8. El Lissitzky, "Boy Playing" illustration from a 
Ukrainian fairytale, 1919. Courtesy of Sophie Kiippers
Lissitzky, El Lissitzky: Life, letters, Texts, trans. H. 
Aldwinckle and M. Whittal (Greenwich: New York 
Graphic Society, 1968). 
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Figure 7. El Lissitzky, The New Man, from the Puppet 
Portfolio, 1923. Courtesy of Sophie Kiippers-Lissitzky, El 
Lissitzky: Life, Letters, Texts, trans. H. Aldwinckle and 
M. Whiual (Greenwich: New York Graphic Society, 1968). 

Figure 9. El Lissitzky, The Construe/or, 1924. Courtesy 
of Sophie Kiippers-Lissitzky, El Lissitzky: Ufe, lelters, 
Texts, trans. H. Aldwinckle and M. Whittal (Greenwich: 
New York Graphic Society, 1968). 
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Figure 10. El Lissitzky, "Mathematics:• illustration for a children's book, 1928. Courtesy of Sophie Kiippers-Lissitzky, 
El lissitzky: Life, Letters, 1/!xts, trans. H. Aldwinckle and M. Whittal (Greenwich: New York Graphic Society, 1968). 
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