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Painted Paradoxes: The Trompe-L’Oeil Fly in the Renaissance
Kandice Rawlings

The fourteenth-century Florentine Giotto has long been 
regarded as the genius who revived naturalism in European 
painting, liberating the art, as later commentators like Vasari 
would have it, from its medieval rut. Apparently Giotto was 
also something of a practical jokester. Filarete, in his treatise 
on architecture written in the 1460s, recounts one of Giotto’s 
jokes in a discussion of the illusionistic merits of painting 
versus sculpture:

We also read that Giotto, while young, 
painted flies that fooled his master Ci-
mabue. He thought they were alive and 
tried to shoo them off with a cloth. These 
marvelous things, derived from the knowl-
edge of the force of color and how to locate 
it, are not seen in sculpture.1

Filarete’s wording allows us to assume that the Giotto 
story, a version of an ancient literary topos in which people 
or animals are deceived by the work of a virtuoso artist, 
dates back at least to the middle of the fifteenth century.2 
The tremendous fame of Giotto and his legendary sense of 
humor recorded in numerous other tales give credence to 
the speculation that such anecdotes, whether genuine or 
apocryphal, were likely circulated in literature or through 
oral tradition.3 The theme of the trompe-l’oeil fly appears in 
over twenty extant Netherlandish, German, and north Ital-

ian paintings from the period of about 1450 to the 1510s, 
apparently meant to trick their audiences, just as Giotto had 
deceived his teacher. 

Although earlier scholars have cited Filarete’s story and 
its precedents in ancient literature as possible sources for 
paintings depicting flies, no one has evaluated their connec-
tion with two satirical essays, one classical and one from the 
fifteenth century, that give exaggerated praise to the lowly 
creature.4 These essays, like the paintings, are self-referential 
and paradoxical: both demonstrate the creator’s great intel-
lect and skill in praising a lowly, common insect, while at 
the same time exposing the rhetorician’s and the painter’s 
ability to deceive by truthful representation—their tricks of 
the trade, so to speak. In painting the trompe-l’oeil fly, the 
artist showed off his wit and his manual skill and created 
modern, self-aware images.

The use of trompe l’oeil is in some ways antithetical 
to our understanding of Renaissance artistic theory. Early 
modern painting is traditionally conceived as a “window,” 
as prescribed in Alberti’s treatise On Painting of 1436. In this 
highly influential work, Alberti describes the painting as an 
opening through which we view a scene that recedes away 
from us.5 According to this model, the picture plane can be 
thought of either as a barrier between the viewer and the 
image or as a permeable, fluid boundary that sets up the im-

 This paper has benefited tremendously from the patient and insightful 
help of Sarah Blake McHam; to Wendy Bellion I owe my scholarly 
interest in trompe l’oeil. I also thank the editorial staff of Athanor, 
the organizers and participants of the Florida State Graduate Student 
Symposium, and the faculty and students of that program for the op-
portunity to present my research.

1 See Book XXIII of Filarete’s Treatise on Architecture (New Haven: Yale 
UP,1965). The story is later repeated by Vasari in slightly different form. 
See note 33, below. 

2 E. T. Falaschi, “Giotto: The Literary Legend” Italian Studies 27 (1972): 
19, states that “Filarete does not reveal his source but the idea of a 
painted insect deceiving the spectator is traceable to a practice in 
fifteenth-century workshops.” Unfortunately, Falaschi does not state 
what this practice might be or cite where there is any documentation 
of it.

3 See Kris and Kurz, Legend, Myth, and Magic in the Image of the Artist 
(New Haven: Yale UP, 1979) 102, and Boccaccio, Decameron, Sixth 
Day: Fifth Tale, as well as those in Vasari’s Life of the artist. For Re-
naissance art and humor, see Kris and Kurz, 99-109 ; P. Barolsky, “In 
Praise of Folly” Source 20 (2001): 8-12; Infinite Jest: Wit and Humor 

in Italian Renaissance Art (Columbia and London: U of Missouri P, 
1978); and Edgar Wind, Bellini’s Feast of the Gods (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard UP, 1948).

4 Several explanations have been proposed for the motif, attesting 
to its multi-layered meanings, but not acknowledging the potential 
importance of literary sources besides Giotto’s so-called “burla della 
mosca.” The most complete evaluation of the motif is A. Chastel, “A 
Fly in the Pigment” FMR 19 (1986): 61-75, in which Chastel men-
tions very briefly Alberti’s encomium. See also A. Pigler, “La mouche 
peinte: un talisman,” Bulletin du Musée Hongrois des Beaux-Arts 24 
(1964): 47-64, which argues that the fly had an apotropaic function, 
a concept derived from ancient sources and surviving in medieval 
superstition. While this is a valid proposal, it fails to take into account 
other traditions as well as contemporary pictorial innovations.

5 See Alberti, On Painting, trans. John Spencer (New Haven: Yale 
UP, 1966), esp. 56: [describing the process of beginning a drawing] 
“I inscribe a quadrangle of right angles, as large as I wish, which is 
considered to be an open window through which I see what I want 
to paint.” Later explanations in the treatise describe a similar model, 
instead referring to the picture as an intersection of the visual pyra-
mid.
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age as an extension of the real space of the viewer. In either 
case, the placement of a trompe-l’oeil element subverts this 
conception of the painted image—the fly belongs in neither 
the receding space of the painting nor in the domain of the 
viewer, nor can it land on and cast a shadow on an intangible 
plane. Therefore, in painting the trompe-l’oeil fly, artists 
acknowledge two different modes of pictorial mimesis: the 
naturalism generally associated with Renaissance art and its 
revival of antique principles, and deceptive images, meant 
to fool the eye. Contemporary writers also make this distinc-
tion. In his commentary on Dante’s Inferno in a comparison 
of the poet’s and the painter’s abilities, Boccaccio writes, 
“The painter endeavors that the figure painted by him… 
can deceive, either partly or wholly, the eyes of the viewer, 
making him believe to exist that which does not.”6 Painters 
of trompe-l’oeil flies used both degrees of deception. In their 
paradoxical works, painting is simultaneously a form of truth, 
in its role as the mirror of nature, and of deception, in its 
ability to trick the viewer.7 

The success of trompe l’oeil depends on several factors, 

besides the obvious criterion that it has to convincingly imi-
tate its referent.8 For one, the trompe-l’oeil object must be a 
believable component of the physical context of the painting. 
Autonomous trompe-l’oeil paintings take advantage of this 
characteristic by representing mundane and ubiquitous ob-
jects integrated into the setting where the painting might be 
installed, such as Jan van der Vaart’s Violin Suspended from 
a Peg (after 1674, Chatsworth, Devonshire Collection), in 
which the artist has painted a trompe-l’oeil violin on the door 
of an English noble’s sitting room or, in a different century 
and medium, Duane Hanson’s Security Guard (1990, Collec-
tion of Mrs. Duane Hanson), which achieves the extremely 
difficult illusion of a living person. Flies are common and 
might land on anything—this is surely a factor in Filarete’s 
legendary account of Cimabue’s deception. 

For the illusion to deceive, the subject depicted must be 
life-size and shown in full view. For example, Carlo Crivelli’s 
standing figure of St. Catherine of Alexandria (c.1491-4, Fig-
ure 1), which measures 37.5 by 18.5 cm, approximately the 
size of a legal sheet of paper, depicts the figure of the saint 
well under life-size while representing the fly actual-size. 
The disparity in scale between the two serves to emphasize 
the depiction of the fly and the saint in separate realms,9 
and resolves the spatial ambiguity potentially created by 
the parallel surfaces of picture plane and niche wall.10 The 
small detail of the fly reveals the artificiality of the painting 
as a whole.

Petrus Christus deliberately includes such ambiguity in 
his Portrait of a Carthusian (dated 1446, Figure 2), the earliest 
known example of a panel painting with a trompe-l’oeil fly. 
By placing the fly on the edge of the frame itself, the artist 
emphasizes the nature of the picture as a window, complete 
with a fictive frame inscribed with the artist’s signature. In this 
picture, the trompe-l’oeil devices of frame and fly occupy a 
liminal space and connect the realms of the sitter and the 
viewer, although the frame separates them. The fly’s size con-
tributes to the ambiguity, since it seems as though it could be 
painted to the sitter’s scale or to our own. A successful trompe 
l’oeil requires both the trick and its discovery; because of the 
fly’s ambiguous size and placement, the viewer can easily 
oscillate between different modes of viewing—understanding 
the fly as part of the painted scene and being tricked into 
thinking it has actually landed on the frame.

The fly in Christus’s painting has been explained as a 
symbol of the “transience of life and the mortality of the sitter 
despite the perfection of his painted image.”11 In addition 
to using the fly as a symbol of vanitas, as in the Portrait of 
a Carthusian, painters depicted insects in Christian art to 
sanctify nature in all its forms, inspired by the writings of 
Saint Jerome and later theologians.12 These Christian as-

6 Quoted in N. Land, The Viewer as Poet (University Park, PA: Penn-
sylvania State UP, 1994), 8. The issue of interpreting viewers’ written 
responses to art in antiquity and in the Renaissance is a complicated 
one. Descriptions of paintings by Giotto and Cimabue that claim 
that they are lifelike enough to fool the eye should not be simply 
taken at face value, since these types of characterizations of art were 
imitating ancient literary traditions. Land’s discussion of this tradition 
and different degrees of illusionism is helpful (“Ut Pictura Poësis and 
the Renaissance Response to Art” in The Viewer as Poet), along with 
Carl Goldstein, “Writing History, Viewing Art: The Question of the 
Humanist’s Eye” in Antiquity and its Interpreters (Cambridge & New 
York: Cambridge UP, 2000).

7 P. Carabell, “Painting, Paradox, and the Dialectics of Narcissism in 
Alberti’s De Pictura and in the Renaissance Theory of Art,” Medievalia 
et Humanistica 25 (1988): 53-73; V. I. Stoichita, The Self-Aware Image 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997) 271-9; Watkins, “Untricking the 
Eye: The Uncomfortable Legacy of Carlo Crivelli,” Art International 5 
(1998): 48-58; Land, “Carlo Crivelli, Giovanni Bellini, and the Fictional 
Viewer,” Source 18 (1998): 18-24.

8 Charles Sterling defines a trompe l’oeil as a “painting which sets out 
to make us forget the fact that it is a painting, which aspires to be 
a fragment of reality. To achieve this end, it suggests not only spatial 

recession but also the space in front of the picture surface; it sets up 
a continuity between the space figured in the painting and the real 
space in which the spectator stands…It keeps the exact dimensions 
of nature. Lastly, it employs a smoothly blended, invisible execution.” 
Still Life Painting (New York: Harper & Row, 1981) 152. Gilbert, in 
“Grapes, Curtains, and Human Beings: The Theory of Missed Mimesis” 
in Kunstlerischer Austausch Internationaler Kongreß fur Kunstgeschichte 
(Berlin: Akademie, 1993) 413-22, discusses many of the differences 
between mimetic naturalism and trompe l’oeil.

9 Another example where the scale of the fly plays a factor is in a Sienese 
Crucifixion (mid-fifteenth century, Princeton Art Museum). The fly 
covers nearly the entire top of the skull at the base of the cross. The 
effect of two opposing levels of naturalism, however, is mitigated by 
the Byzantine gold background as opposed to a deep space. This 
is probably closer to the effect that Giotto’s fly would have had on 
Cimabue’s painting. 

10 Many of the painted flies have this ambiguous placement—they are 
often placed over surfaces parallel to the picture plane or the difference 
in scale is not as obvious as in the case of Crivelli’s St. Catherine.

11 Ainsworth, Petrus Christus in Renaissance Bruges (New York: Metro-
politan Museum of Art, 1995) 94.
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sociations, along with an increasing interest in the scientific 
study of nature during the early modern period, made the 
fly a frequent inclusion in late-fourteenth- and fifteenth-
century illuminated manuscripts and in later still-lifes.13 Yet 
in certain examples, such as Carlo Crivelli’s Madonna and 
Child (c. 1480, Figure 3) and the Netherlandish Madonna and 
Child in a Landscape (Figure 4), the fly is spatially separate 
from the painted scene, even though the subject allows for 
its integration into the setting. In the former, Crivelli might 
have simply placed a fly on one of the fruits in the garland 
hanging above the figures,14 whereas the painter of Figure 
4 could have integrated a fly within the landscape setting. 
Thus, the fly would have been allowed to signify the worth 
of God’s most humble creatures as well as alluding to themes 
of death and decay. The fact that these artists deliberately 
chose to subvert the supposed truth of their paintings with 
a trompe-l’oeil element, however, renders these interpreta-
tions insufficient.

Both contemporary and ancient literary sources provide 
richer understandings of the possible motivations for creating 
these paradoxical images. Ancient precedents of Giotto’s 
practical joke were well-known to sophisticated audiences in 
the early fifteenth century. One is of an informal competition 
between the Greek painters Zeuxis and Parrhasius, recounted 
in Pliny the Elder’s Natural History. According to Pliny, 
Zeuxis painted grapes so convincingly that birds flew down 
to peck them; in response, Parrhasius exhibited a painting 
of a curtain, depicted with such a degree of illusionism that 
Zeuxis asked the other painter to pull aside the curtain so 
he could see his rival’s work. On discovering his mistake, 
Zeuxis conceded that whereas he himself had only tricked 
birds, Parrhasius had tricked a painter.15 Philostratus, the 

Greek writer of a set of ekphrases, the Eikones, specifically 
describes the illusionistic painting of insects. In his description 
of a painting of Narcissus, he praises the realism of a bee 
settling on flowers: “whether a real bee has been deceived 
by the painted flowers or whether we are to be deceived into 
thinking that the painted bee is real, I do not know.”16 

These sources are essential in establishing the impor-
tance placed on illusionism in antiquity and subsequently in 
the Renaissance, but the trompe-l’oeil fly also finds a literary 
parallel in two panegyric essays, or encomia, dedicated to 
flies published in the mid-fifteenth century. The second-
century satirist Lucian wrote the first encomium to the fly in 
Greek, which the humanist Guarino da Verona translated into 
Latin in the early fifteenth century.17 Guarino published his 
translation in 1440, sending a copy to Alberti, who composed 
his own encomium to the fly modeled after Lucian’s in 1441 
or 1442.18 Significantly, both texts were circulated among 
Italian intellectuals just prior to Filarete’s incorporation of 
the anecdote about Giotto’s prank into his treatise. These 
paradoxical encomia to flies are satirical demonstrations of 
the rhetorician’s ability to argue the admirable qualities of 
the most banal and irritating creatures. 

Lucian’s writing, especially his satirical prose, was part 
of the humanist curriculum and known in artistic circles be-
cause of his treasured descriptions of Greek paintings, such 
as Apelles’ Calumny, famously cited by Alberti in his treatise 
On Painting.19 In “The Fly” Lucian demonstrates his rhetori-
cal wit by first describing the fly’s beauty, its delicate wings, 
and the way it eats with its front legs, like a person. He then 
enumerates the good qualities of the irritating creature so 
often associated with death, turning these faults into praise-
worthy attributes. He cites bravery as a virtue of flies, an idea 

12 Jerome wrote, “For just as we marvel at the Creator when we behold 
not only heaven and earth, sun and ocean…but also tiny creatures—
ants, gnats, flies, worms and the like—their forms are better known 
to us than our names.” Quoted in H. Friedmann, A Bestiary for Saint 
Jerome (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1980) 24.

13 On insects in illuminated manuscripts, see T. Da Costa Kaufmann and 
V. Roehrig Kaufmann, “The Sanctification of Nature: Observations 
on the Origins of Trompe l’oeil in Netherlandish Book Painting of the 
Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries” J. Paul Getty Museum Journal 19 
(1991):43-64, esp. 58 ff.; Meiss and Kirsch The Visconti Hours (New 
York: George Braziller, 1972) LF19; and Ebert-Schifferer, Deceptions 
and Illusions (Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 2002) 173-
9.

14 As in Philostratus’ description of the bee on the flower in the painting 
of Narcissus below (see n. 16), it is possible that the fly is meant to be 
understood as being attracted to the fruit and is attempting to move 
between real and represented realms. The depiction of fruit and flow-
ers in Madonna and Child paintings and their iconographic relationship 
to the Song of Songs has been studied by R. L. Falkenburg, The Fruit of 
Devotion: Mysticism and the Imagery of Love in Flemish Paintings of the 
Virgin and Child, 1450-1550 (Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishers, 
2004). Falkenburg makes the distinction, however, between cut fruit 
and flowers in Flemish paintings (where consumption is either depicted 
or implied) and the garlands frequently seen in Italian paintings of the 
mid- to late fifteenth century influenced by the school of Squarcione, 
such as Crivelli’s.

15 Jex-Blake, The Elder Pliny’s Chapters on the History of Art (Chicago: 
Argonaut Publishers, 1968) 110-11. 

16 Philostratus the Elder, Imagines, I.xxiii, trans. A. Fairbanks (New York: 
G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1931) 89-90. In his ekphrasis of a painting of 
Penelope at her loom, Philostratus also describes a spider in its web 
in the doorway, painted with extreme realism—“the mark of a good 
craftsman and one skilled in depicting the truth”—including a fly that 
tries to free itself from the web. Book II.xxviii, 250-2. Philostratus’ 
description of the bee has been used in connection with trompe-l’oeil 
flies by Panofsky. While the comparison is apt in describing the illusory 
qualities of ancient paintings that were being revived by Renaissance 
painters, the two different insects should be interpreted on different 
grounds. See Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1964) 489, n. 5.

17 D. Marsh, Lucian and the Latins (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1998) 28. 
For full text see “The Fly” in Lucian, trans. A.M. Harmon (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard UP, 1913) 83-95.

18 For full text in Latin, see “Musca” in Opuscoli inediti, edited by Cecil 
Grayson (Florence: Olschki, 1954) 25-62.

19 On Lucian’s popularity in the Renaissance, see D. Marsh 2-41, with 
extensive bibliography, and C. Robinson, Lucian and His Influence in 
Europe (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1979) 65-197.
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that Lucian attributed to Homer, who compared heroes to 
them.20 Lucian also asserts that flies, born from dead flesh, 
have immortal souls, since one can sprinkle a dead fly with 
ashes and it has a “second birth and a new life,” investing it 
with another layer of meaning as a Christian symbol.21 

Alberti’s encomium to the fly, although a much longer 
essay, is a reprisal of Lucian’s text. The subtext of Alberti’s 
essay mocks the exaggerated solemnity of humanist rhetoric 
and its application to unworthy subjects. He rationalizes his 
praise of flies by explaining that too often people ignore fa-
miliar subjects, instead preoccupying themselves with more 
elevated, philosophical topics, perhaps a nod to Aristotle’s 
comment in his Poetics on the pleasure viewers find in the 
illusionistic portrayal of patently unpleasant subjects.22 This 
contrast is mirrored in the ‘split’ paintings of diminutive 
flies and spiritual imagery or celebrations of the individual 
in portraits. For Alberti, the fly’s virtues include its tireless 
curiosity, insistent nature, and discretion (the proverbial fly 
on the wall witnesses shameful deeds but never snitches). 
In addition, Alberti praises the piety of flies, since they are 
always swarming around sacrificial altars, a comment that 
may be connected to their depiction on altarpieces.

The earliest surviving trompe-l’oeil fly, that on Petrus 
Christus’ portrait of about 1446, appeared just after Gua-
rino published his Latin version of Lucian’s “The Fly” and 
Alberti composed his imitation. Northern European paint-
ers’ knowledge of these texts written by Italian humanists 
is feasible, given the well-established evidence of cultural 
awareness and exchange between Italy, Burgundian cities, 
and French courts, via commercial relations in particular.23 
Alberti’s humanist writings were widely circulated among 

courts and humanist circles in Italy and Northern Europe, 
and Lucian was already part of the humanist canon north 
of the Alps when Erasmus began writing in the early years 
of the sixteenth century.24 The earliest translator of Lucian’s 
text outside the Byzantine Empire, Guarino da Verona, 
admired the painting of Jan van Eyck and Rogier van der 
Weyden, providing a more specific link between Italian 
humanism and the artistic practices of fifteenth-century 
northern Europe.25 

Guarino also wrote, “If [painters] have depicted worms 
and serpents, mice, scorpions, flies, and other distasteful 
creatures, will you not admire and praise the artist’s art and 
skill?”26 He posed his rhetorical question in a discussion of 
the proposed relationship between painting and poetry and 
their success in the imitation of nature, an idea that had its 
roots in classical literature. The theories that painting is “silent 
poetry” and poetry “painting that speaks” are at times mani-
fest in the rivalry between artists and men of letters.27 The 
debate over which art was better suited to represent nature, 
as well as artists’ increasing desire to be seen as intellectuals 
on par with scholars and poets, inspired painters to convert 
literary works into images. Likewise, humanists conjured 
images through ekphrastic descriptions, as ancient writers 
like Lucian and Philostratus had done. Therefore, painters of 
trompe-l’oeil flies could have been attempting to show their 
ability to represent in painting the satirical, self-deprecating 
paradox presented by Lucian and his imitator Alberti.28

Of course, only the more sophisticated, literate ele-
ment of Renaissance society could have detected these 
subtle, witty references. Of the twenty-three paintings 
under consideration, eight are portraits and thirteen are 

20 Lucian 87.

21 Lucian 89.

22 The passage is from the Poetics: “Things which in themselves we view 
with distress, we yet enjoy contemplating if they are represented with 
great accuracy—the forms of the basest creatures, for example, and 
even of dead bodies.” Quoted in Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators 
(London: Oxford UP, 1971) 40.

23 Furthermore, Flemish painters would likely have been especially 
attracted to the suggestion of precisely rendered and symbolically 
charged details in paintings. On cultural exchange between Italy and 
northern Europe in the Renaissance, see C. Harbison, The Mirror of 
the Artist (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1995) 155-167, Aikema 
and Brown, Renaissance Venice and the North (New York: Rizzoli, 
1999), T. Borchert, The Age of Van Eyck: The Mediterranean World 
and Early Netherlandish Painting, 1430-1530 (New York: Thames and 
Hudson, 2002), Meiss, “Jan van Eyck and the Italian Renaissance” in 
The Painter’s Choice (New York: Harper & Row, 1976) 19-35, Paula 
Nuttall, From Flanders and Florence: The Impact of Netherlandish 
Painting (New Haven: Yale UP, 2004), M. L. Evans, “Northern Artists 
in Italy during the Renaissance” Bulletin for the Society for Renaissance 
Studies 3 (1985): 7-23, and Schmidt, Italy and the Low Countries: 
Artistic Relations, the Fifteenth Century (Florence: Centro Di, 1999). 

24 Robinson 95. Erasmus was greatly influenced by the works of Lucian, 
particularly in his essay “In Praise of Folly,” published in 1511, which 

is modeled after Lucian’s satirical encomia. On Erasmus, see Robinson 
165-97 and Marsh 167-76.

25 According to Baxandall, Bartolomeo Fazio, Guarino’s student, reflects 
the opinions of his teacher in his De viris illustribus (1456), a collec-
tion of ninety-two biographies of contemporaries, including those of 
Jan van Eyck, Rogier van der Weyden, Gentile da Fabriano, Pisanello, 
Donatello, and Lorenzo Ghiberti. Fazio, and by extension Guarino, 
praised these artists on the basis of naturalistic style, variety, and 
expressiveness. See “Guarino, Pisanello and Manuel Chrysoloras” 
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 28 (1965): 200.

26 The comment is based on a passage in Aristotle, as in n. 22.

27 See Land 4-5 and R.W. Lee, “Ut pictura poesis: the Humanistic Theory 
of Painting” Art Bulletin 22 (1940): 197-269. On the rivalry between 
painting and poetry, see Land 13-15 and Ames-Lewis, The Intellectual 
Life of the Early Renaissance Artist (New Haven & London: Yale UP, 
2000) 163-76, 189-207. For a more specific discussion of the relation-
ship between rhetoric and the visual arts in the fifteenth century, see J. 
R. Spencer, “Ut Rhetorica Pictura: A Study in Quattrocento Theory of 
Painting” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 20 (1957): 
26-44.

28 Some authors imply that the story of Giotto’s joke may have actually 
derived from the practice of fifteenth-century Flemish artists painting 
trompe-l’oeil insects, not the other way around. See Falaschi 19 and 
Kris and Kurz 64.
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small-scale religious paintings—only two are monumental 
works intended for public locations. Most of these works 
were made for private viewing in domestic settings, where 
the small details of the flies could be closely examined and 
where the humor of the paradox would not interfere with 
the level of decorum necessary for monumental altarpieces 
and public, dynastic portraits. The intimacy of consumption 
would have allowed for a sympathetic response to such wit, 
and the paintings may have served as conversation pieces. 
It is easy to imagine, for example, a patron wishing to dem-
onstrate his sophistication to visitors and friends by tricking 
them, having a good-natured chuckle at their expense, and 
then having an opportunity to discuss the life of Giotto or 
the writings of Lucian and Alberti.29 

Renaissance artists also had something to gain from 
displaying such knowledge, and the motif speaks to their 
personalities. In about half of the examples, the artist’s name 
or image is juxtaposed with the fly, linking these associations 
with his own personality, education, and training.30 Although 
short-lived and relatively rare, the trompe-l’oeil fly motif pro-
vides an interesting alternative to prevailing interpretations 
of Renaissance paintings—with seriousness and attention to 
their professional, dynastic, or spiritual significance to artists 
and patrons. In this case, the viewer is asked to consider the 
painter’s sense of humor.31 This is perhaps why Filarete, and 
later, Giorgio Vasari, in his sixteenth-century biographies of 
Renaissance artists, wanted to relate the anecdote of Giotto’s 
prank. The story illustrates Giotto’s primacy over Cimabue 
and therefore Vasari’s model of a steady progression in artistic 
achievement from one generation to the next. In Vasari’s 
version of the story, he specifies that Giotto painted lifelike 
flies on the faces of Cimabue’s Byzantine figures.32 At the 
same time, Vasari contrasts the personalities of Giotto and 

29 Perhaps there would have also been the revelation of wordplays. Barol-
sky analyzes the folly of the artist in a novella by Franco Sacchetti, who 
uses the verb uccellare to mean “to fool.” In Carlo Crivelli’s Madonna 
and Child in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (49.7.5), the Christ Child 
holds a goldfinch (a symbol of the passion, see H. Friedmann, The 
Symbolic Goldfinch [Washington: Pantheon Books, 1946]) that could 
also be referring to the illusionism of the painting.

30 See Albrecht Dürer, Feast of the Rosegarlands (1506, Prague, Narodni 
Galerie), Master of Frankfurt, Portrait of the Artist and His Wife (1496, 
Antwerp, Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten), Carlo Crivelli, 
Madonna and Child (c. 1480, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art) 
and Madonna and Child Enthroned (1472, New York, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art) and Madonna and Child (c. 1480, London, Victo-
ria and Albert Museum), Francesco Benaglio, St. Jerome (c. 1470, 
Washington, DC, National Gallery of Art), Sebastiano del Piombo, 
Cardinal Bandinello Sauli and Three Companions (1516, Washington, 
DC, National Gallery of Art), Petrus Christus, Portrait of a Carthusian 
(dated 1446, New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art), Jacopo de’ 
Barbari, Fra Luca Pacioli (1495, Naples, Capodimonte), Lorenzo Lotto, 
Portrait of Agostino and Niccolò della Torre (1515, London, National 
Gallery). All the above except the Master of Frankfurt portrait bear 
signatures.

31 The root of ‘illusion’ is ludere—to play. See P. Barolsky 17.

Cimabue—Giotto is fun-loving and irreverent while Cimabue 
is conservative. His gesture of shooing away the fly is one of 
protection—of the holy image, certainly, but also of his own 
outmoded Byzantine style.33

Lucian and Alberti, in their praise of flies, share Giotto’s  
irreverence. These paradoxical encomia visually parallel 
paintings of trompe-l’oeil flies in approach and in content. 
Both the rhetorician and the painter, in setting up the paradox 
between subject matter and refinement of style, transform 
their works into self-referential statements. The portrait is 
not just about the sitter or about a fly, but about painting 
itself; the encomium to the fly is not really about flies, but 
about rhetoric. With the illusion of the fly, painters are able 
to extend the paradox yet further by trumping the naturalism 
of the painted scene or person, prescribed by contemporary 
treatises and demanded by patrons. In a witty display that 
pokes fun at both the viewer’s gullibility and the artist’s 
profession, the fly exposes the painting as artifice rather than 
presenting it as truth. 

André Chastel described these painted representations 
of flies as “a passing fashion, adopted by artists eager to 
proclaim their modernity.”34 As a clever demonstration that 
would have likely been misunderstood by most of the Re-
naissance public, and was not as common as other similarly 
functioning motifs like the cartellino, the painted fly suffered 
the fate of all fads, easily and quietly going out of fashion. 
By the High Renaissance period, artists had adopted other 
modes of proclaiming their skill and modernity with an 
intensified interest in the physical, rather than the literary, 
remnants of antiquity and a strengthened dedication to the 
painting as image rather than as object.

Rutgers University

32 Vasari’s story reads, “It is said that Giotto, while working in boyhood 
under Cimabue, once painted a fly on the nose of a figure that Ci-
mabue himself had made, so true to nature that his master, returning 
to continue the work, set himself more than once to drive it away with 
his hand, thinking that it was real, before he perceived his mistake.” 
Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, trans. 
Gaston de Vere (London: MacMillan and Co., Ltd. 1912) 98. Lomazzo 
tells a similar story about Mantegna and his teacher Francesco Squar-
cione in 1584, writing that “Andrea Mantegna deceived his master 
with a fly painted above the eyebrow of a lion.” Quoted in Lightbown, 
Mantegna (Berkeley: U of California P, 1986), 24.

33 See N. Land, “Giotto’s Fly, Cimabue’s Gesture, and a Madonna and 
Child by Carlo Crivelli,” Source 15/4 (1996): 11-15 on the gesture as 
an act of protection.

34 Chastel 66. Robinson makes similar statements about the genre of the 
mock encomium: “Just as the initial sixteenth-century interpretation 
of Lucian differed little in substance from that of the Italian humanists, 
so his influence continued to exercise itself in much the same modes. 
Two of them, mock-encomium and theatre, were to prove dead ends.” 
Robinson 98.
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Figure 1. Carlo Crivelli, Saint Catherine of Alexandria, c. 1491-94, tempera 
on wood panel, 37.5 x 18.5 cm. National Gallery of Art, London. Photo © 
The National Gallery of Art, London.

Figure 2. Petrus Christus, Portrait of a Carthusian, 1446, oil on wood panel, 
29.2 x 21.6 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Jules Bache 
Collection, 1949 (49.7.19). Image ©The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Figure 3. Carlo Crivelli, Madonna and Child, c. 1480, tempera and gold on wood 
panel, 37.8 x 25.4 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Jules 
Bache Collection, 1949 (49.7.5). Image © The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

Figure 4. Netherlandish master, Madonna and Child, c. 1515-20, oil and tem-
pera on panel, 68 x 51 cm. Akademie der bildenden Künste, Vienna. Photo 
© Gemäldegalerie der Akademie der bildenden Künste Wien.
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Death and Devotion in Renaissance Venice: 
Giorgione’s Boy with an Arrow and the Cult of Saint Sebastian

Rebekah Perry

The subject of Giorgione’s Boy with an Arrow (Figure 1) has 
been an on-going mystery in the study of Venetian Renais-
sance art. The painting’s simple black background and near-
complete lack of material accouterments offer few clues to 
a definitive interpretation of this comely youth lost in wistful 
meditation. In the first half of the twentieth century, he was 
identified as Saint Sebastian by Heinrich Kretschmayr and 
Bernard Berenson.1 However, since the 1960s, with few 
exceptions,2 that characterization has been increasingly 
dismissed in favor of an identification of the subject as Eros, 
Apollo, or Paris;3 as an ambiguous conflation of Sebastian 
and various mythological figures;4 or as a metaphor for the 
paradoxical nature of love and pain.5 Perhaps it is time to re-
think this trend. Examining compositional and iconographical 
relationships between Boy with an Arrow and contemporary 
devotional imagery may provide new evidence for identifying 
the figure as Saint Sebastian. Positioning the painting within 
the context of an early sixteenth-century Venice traumatized 
by plague, this paper will examine the connection of Boy with 
an Arrow to several types of devotional art associated in this 
period with Sebastian, the saint most frequently invoked for 
protection against pestilence. This examination attempts not 
only to offer clarity to the problem of the painting’s subject, 
but also to offer insights into its function within Renaissance 
society.

There is little historical documentation on the painting 

referred to today as Boy with an Arrow, now in the Vienna 
Kunsthistorisches Museum. Most contemporary scholars at-
tribute the picture to Giorgione and date it to the end of his 
career, between 1506 and 1508. Marcantonio Michiel re-
corded two versions of the painting: one in the Venice house 
of Spanish merchant Giovanni Ram in 1531, and one in the 
house of Antonio Pasqualigo in 1532. Michiel attributed both 
versions to Giorgione, but it is unclear which is the original. 
By the seventeenth century, the version we know today was 
acquired by the imperial collections in Vienna. Unfortunately, 
the biographical records of Ram and Pasqualigo do not sug-
gest why either of these patrons commissioned Boy with an 
Arrow or what subject it was intended to depict.6 

Who was Saint Sebastian? What role did he play in 
Renaissance art and in Venetian art in particular? Answering 
these questions gives additional insight into why Giorgione 
may have intended Saint Sebastian as the subject of Boy 
with an Arrow and provides clues as to what the painting’s 
function may have been.

The story of Saint Sebastian’s life and martyrdom is 
told in the thirteenth-century Golden Legend of Jacobus de 
Voragine, which is based on Paul the Deacon’s De Gestis 
Longobardorum. According to the Legend, in the third cen-
tury Sebastian was the commander of Diocletian’s Praetorian 
Guard, the emperor’s bodyguard. As a Christian, Sebastian 
secretly sought to protect his fellow believers. When he con-

1  Heinrich Kretschmayr, Geschichte von Venedig III (Gotha: F.A. Perthes, 
1905-1934) 248, and Bernard Berenson, Italian Pictures of the Renais-
sance: a List of the Principle Artists and their Works, with an Index of 
Places: Venetian School (London: Phaidon Press, 1957) 84.

2  In 1997 Jaynie Anderson pointed out iconographical similarities be-
tween Boy with an Arrow and late fifteenth-century Milanese portraits 
of young men in the guise of Saint Sebastian. See Anderson, Giorgione: 
the Painter of Poetic Brevity (New York: Flammarion, 1997) 26.

3  See George Martin Richter, Giorgio da Castelfranco, Called Giorgione 
(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1937) 84; Friderike Klaunder and Günther 
Heinz, Katalog der Gemäldegalerie Italiener (Vienna, 1965) 64ff, no. 
553; Johannes Wilde, Venetian Art from Bellini to Titian (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1974) 81ff; Terisio Pignatti, Giorgione (Milan: Alf-
ieri, 1978) 112; A. Ballarin, “Una Nuova Prospettiva su Giorgione, 
la Ritrottistica degli Anni 1500-1503,” Giorgione: atti del Convegno 
Internazionale di Studio per il Quinto Centenario della Nascita, 29-
31 Maggio 1978 (Castelfranco Veneto: Comitato per la Celebrazione 
Giorgionesche, 1979) 229; Mauro Lucco, “Venezia fra Quattro e 
Cinquecento,” Storia dell’arte Italiana 5, part 2 (Turin: G. Einaudi, 
1983) 472; John Shearman, The Early Italian Pictures in the Collection 

of her Majesty the Queen (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983) 255; 
Paul Holberton, “Of Antique and Other Figures: Metaphor in Early 
Renaissance Art,” Word and Image 1 (1985): 55; Enrico Guidoni, 
Giorgione: Opere e Significati (Rome: Editalia, 1999) 217; Terisio 
Pignatti and Filippo Pedrocco, Giorgione (New York: Rizzoli, 1999) 
132; Paul Joannides, Titian to 1518: the Assumption of Genius (New 
Haven: Yale UP, 2001) 247.

4  In 1987 Christian Hornig posited that the boy in Giorgione’s painting 
is a conflation of Sebastian, Apollo, and Eros and does not depict 
a specific iconographic subject. See Horning, Giorgiones Spätwerk 
(Munich: W. Fink, 1987) 212. Later in this paper I will argue that 
while I find it likely that Giorgione’s painting carries multiple levels of 
meaning, I do not share Hornig’s conclusion that the subject itself is 
ambiguous.

5 Marianne Koos, Giorgione: Myth and Enigma (Milan: Skira, 2004) 
184.

6  My sources for the specifics contained in this paragraph on the history 
and provenance of Boy with an Arrow are Anderson 300 and Koos 
184.
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fronted Diocletian about his sinful persecution of the faithful, 
the emperor ordered Sebastian’s own archers to tie him to a 
stake and pierce his body with arrows. However, Sebastian 
miraculously recovered. When he confronted Diocletian a 
second time, he was beaten to death with rods.7 

By the seventh century Sebastian had become associ-
ated with the role for which he is best known—a protector 
against plague. He was connected to plague because in the 
Legend he healed the convert Tranquillinus and the prefect 
Chromatius, and because the arrows of his first attempted 
martyrdom were associated with the metaphorical descrip-
tions of plague in the Old Testament as the arrows of a 
wrathful God.8 Plagues were viewed as God’s punishment 
for wickedness, and the intercession of saints was necessary 
for both temporal and spiritual salvation. In Italy, a number 
of saints were invoked for protection against plague, includ-
ing Roch, Job, Christopher, Cosmas, Damian, Anthony the 
Hermit, and Nicholas of Tolentino, but Sebastian was the 
most popular, particularly in Florence.9 His cult flourished in 
Venice as well, where his fame as a protector against plague 
was rivaled only by that of Saint Roch.10 Saint Sebastian’s cult 
gained momentum in the wake of the Black Death of 1348 
through 1350, which decimated one-half of the population 
of Europe.11 

Appeals to Sebastian’s intercession were achieved 
through the creation and veneration of religious imagery. 
In the late fourteenth century, this imagery usually took 
the form of narrative cycles on stained glass windows and 
altarpieces like Giovanni del Biondo’s triptych Martyrdom of 
Saint Sebastian and Scenes from his Life, now in the Museo 
dell’ Opera del Duomo in Florence. 

After the major pandemic of the late 1340s, the plague 
continued to devastate Europe periodically until the eigh-
teenth century. The Veneto was especially hard hit.12 Besides 

the fact that Venice was a port city, which made it vulnerable 
to disease carried from abroad, its warm, humid climate 
provided ideal conditions for the black rat flea to flourish.13 
In fact, it was Venice that established the first municipal 
plague hospital in Europe.14 Venice contains no fewer than 
four major “plague churches.” These churches were built to 
demonstrate the piety of the faithful in hopes of protection 
from the plague, or were built by survivors in the aftermath 
of plague to give thanks for God’s mercy.15 Among the plague 
churches in Venice is San Sebastiano, built in the second 
half of the fifteenth century and dedicated to Sebastian for 
sparing the inhabitants of the quarter from the devastating 
epidemic of 1464. A remodeling of this church began in 
1506.16 Also in this period prayers to Sebastian were incor-
porated into the Venetian Mass. In 1504, for example, the 
“Giunta” or “Addition” to the liturgical text Missale romanum 
was issued in Venice with new prayers invoking Sebastian’s 
protection from pestilence.17 Interestingly, and perhaps not 
coincidentally, it was precisely in these middle years of the 
first decade of the sixteenth century that Giorgione painted 
Boy with an Arrow.

Sebastian’s cult was firmly established by the end of the 
fifteenth century.18 His ever-increasing popularity was accom-
panied by a “tremendous upsurge” in artistic renderings of 
Sebastian in the form of isolated figures or as part of narrative 
scenes or sacra conversazioni.19 A new class of patron also 
emerged in this period. Trade guilds and lay confraternities, 
as well as private lay individuals, enjoyed increased partici-
pation in the commissioning of art in Italy.20 Many of these 
groups adopted Sebastian as their patron saint. According 
to Louise Marshall, this “ubiquitous” saint, “was repeatedly 
and insistently displayed in churches and on street corners, 
in town halls and private dwellings.”21 

In Florence, for example, a cult of Saint Sebastian grew 

7  The Golden Legend of Jacobus de Voragin, trans. Granger Ryan and 
Helmut Ripperger (New York: Arno Press, 1941) 104-110.

8  Irving Zupnick, “Saint Sebastian in Art,” diss., Columbia U, 1958, 5; 
Louise Marshall, “Manipulating the Sacred: Image and Plague in Re-
naissance Italy,” Renaissance Quarterly 47: 3 (1994): 493; Theodore 
Rousseau Jr., “The Saint Sebastian by Andrea del Castagno,” The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin VII: 5 (1949): 126; and Ellen 
Schiferl, “Iconography of Plague Saints in Fifteenth Century Italian 
Painting,” Fifteenth Century Studies 6 (1983): 211.

9  Marshall, “Reading the Body of a Plague Saint: Narrative Altarpieces 
and Devotional Images of St Sebastian in Renaissance Art,” Reading 
Texts and Images: Essays on Medieval and Renaissance Art and Patron-
age in Honour of Margaret M. Manion (Exeter: U of Exeter P, 2002) 
238.

10  Louise Marshall, “’Waiting on the Will of the Lord’: the Imagery of 
the Plague,” diss., U of Pennsylvania, 1989, 110.

11  John Aberth, The Black Death: The Great Mortality of 1348-1350 
(Boston: Bedford/ St. Martin’s, 2005) 2-3.

12  Schiferl 205 and Victor Kraehling, Saint Sébastien dans l’Art (Paris: 
Éditions Alsatia, 1938) 25.

13  Gary Willis, Venice: Lion City, The Religion of Empire (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 2001) 263.

14  Raymond Crawford, Plague and Pestilence in Literature and Art (Ox-
ford: Clarendon Press, 1914) 162.

15  Antonio Niero, “Pietà Ufficiale e Pietà Popolare in Tempo di Peste,” 
Venezia e La Peste: 1348-1797 (Venice: Marsilio, 1980) 287-293.

16  Adriana Augusti Ruggeri and Simona Savini Branca, Chiesa di San 
Sebastiano: Arte e Devozione (Venice: Marsilio Editori s.p.a., 1994) 
11.

17  Venezia e La Peste 289.

18  Zupnick 4.

19  Schiferl 207.

20  Zupnick 22-24.

21  Marshall (2002) 237.
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up around the church of SS. Annunziata, which contained 
an oratory dedicated to Sebastian with a relic of Sebastian’s 
arm and an altarpiece by Pollaiuolo depicting the saint’s 
martyrdom. Behind the church was the lay confraternity of 
Saint Sebastian, the Compagnia di San Sebastiano. In 1529 
and 1530, during a severe outbreak of plague, the confrater-
nity had its reliquary that held a fragment of the saint’s head 
re-gilded and commissioned Andrea del Sarto to produce 
a votive painting of Sebastian (Figure 2), which became the 
altarpiece of its chapel.22 

Irving Zupnick, Louise Marshall, and Janet Cox-Rearick 
have demonstrated that in the late fifteenth and early six-
teenth century, the popular Sebastian narrative cycles were 
increasingly replaced by votive images such as del Sarto’s 
and private devotional paintings that contained a single scene 
of Sebastian’s martyrdom.23 In these scenes the archers are 
inactive or absent, placing the viewer’s focus on the iconic 
image of the martyred saint. Often traditional iconographic 
elements like the tree or column are eliminated, and only a 
single arrow pierces the saint’s breast. According to Zupnick, 
these iconic half-length devotional images of the martyred 
Sebastian emerged as the preferred type for individual and 
family commissions.24 Such a format enhanced the intimacy 
and emotional appeal of the image. Thus they were likely to 
be hung in domestic settings. As explained by Louise Mar-
shall, “In bust-, half- and three-quarter length paintings of the 
Martyred Sebastian, worshippers could come literally face to 
face with the object of their devotions and petitions.”25 

Several examples of such devotional paintings exist in 
Venetian art. One is a half-length picture, now in Bergamo, 
of Saint Sebastian made by Pietro de Saliba (Figure 3). In this 
image the nude bust of Sebastian dominates the composi-
tion; the post to which he is tied has been reduced to an 
almost abstract rectangle projecting discreetly from behind 
him. The two arrows that pierce his body serve as symbolic 
attributes rather than as instruments of grisly torture. The 
figure’s expression is melancholy and intimate, peering 
directly at the viewer to remind him or her of the suffering 
he bears on behalf of the plague-stricken. Closely similar ele-
ments can be seen in the Berlin half-length picture painted by 
Antonello de Saliba, nephew of Antonella da Messina (Figure 
4). A third example by an unknown Venetian artist (Figure 
5) is even more reductive. The background elements have 
been completely eliminated, and the viewer is compelled to 
focus on the monumental body of Sebastian and the single 
iconic arrow that pierces his breast.

The mood and iconography of Giorgione’s Boy with 
an Arrow is strikingly evocative of these three images. 

Background elements have been eliminated to highlight 
the monumental, idealized bust and visage of the solitary 
figure pushed up against the picture plane. The expression 
is somber and meditative, eliciting a feeling of pathos. The 
head is turned in three-quarter profile, and, as in Figures 3 
and 4, is inclined at a 45 degree angle from the body. Almost 
identically to Figure 5, the image contains a single, iconic 
arrow projecting upward to the left, fondled gently by the 
fingers of the right hand which are splayed out in the shape 
of a V. Boy with an Arrow also resembles these devotional 
images in its diminutive size. Just 48 centimeters high by 
42 centimeters wide, its dimensions are ideal for private 
domestic veneration.

There is another body of contemporary devotional 
images to which Boy with an Arrow can be compared. The 
painting may be related to the iconographic tradition of 
Christ as Man of Sorrows, a relationship that strengthens the 
connection between Boy with an Arrow and Saint Sebas-
tian because of the salvific connections between Sebastian 
and Christ. Marshall and Zupnick have demonstrated that 
Sebastian’s miraculous recovery after being shot with arrows 
was viewed as a type of resurrection. Sebastian was therefore 
likened to Christ in both the popular theology and art of the 
Middle Ages and Renaissance.26 Martyrdom scenes depicting 
Sebastian tied to a tree or post, in fact, derive from traditional 
iconography of the Crucifixion and the Flagellation.27 

To illustrate the relationship between Sebastian and 
Christ, Marshall compares Boticelli’s Martyred St Sebastian in 
Berlin and Venetian painter Giovanni Bellini’s Man of Sorrows 
in Milan. If this devotional and iconographic relationship is 
extended to Giorgione’s Boy with an Arrow, compelling visual 
analogies emerge between it and Bellini’s picture, as well as 
a Man of Sorrows by Marco Palmezzano and Titian’s Ecce 
Homo in Dublin (Figure 6). In particular, if Boy with an Arrow 
is compared with Titian’s Ecce Homo, marked similarities in 
the format, the three-quarter downcast gaze expressing a 
melancholic other-worldly detachment, and the inclination 
of the head are apparent, as is the fascinating parallel in the 
iconic instruments of torture—the arrow held by the young 
boy, and the rods held by Christ. 

One may question, however, why, if Boy with an Arrow 
can be categorized with these devotional images of Saint 
Sebastian and the Man of Sorrows, the figured is clothed 
and lacks a halo. How should this ambiguity be resolved? 
What may the omission of these traditional iconographic 
elements in Boy with an Arrow suggest about the painting’s 
function? There are several solutions to this problem. First, 
the nude representation of Sebastian is just one iconographic 

22  Janet Cox-Rearick, “A ‘Saint Sebastian’ by Bronzino,” Burlington 
Magazine 129 (1987): 160.

23  Zupnick 128-130; Marshall (2002) 259-260; and Cox Rearick 159-
160. 

24  Zupnick 126.

25  Marshall (2002) 259.

26  Marshall (2002) 256-257; Marshall (1994) 495; and Zupnick 77.

27  Zupnick 77 and Schiferl 214-216.
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tradition for depicting the saint and is relatively recent, only 
emerging in the late fourteenth century. An older tradition 
dating to the fifth century is the clothed Sebastian.28 Some 
notable examples of this type of depiction are seen in the 
fifth-century Roman frescoes in the Catacomb of Calixtus and 
the church of St Sebastian on the Via Appia, as well as in the 
seventh-century mosaic icon in the Roman church of San 
Pietro in Vincoli. This tradition of the clothed Sebastian con-
tinued into Giorgione’s time and is manifested in Raphael’s 
1503 half-length painting of Saint Sebastian now in Bergamo 
(Figure 7). Raphael’s picture uses the same compositional 
format and many of the same iconographic elements as the 
other devotional images of Sebastian previously noted, but 
here Sebastian is clothed. It is worth adding that there are 
compelling similarities in the details of the costumes worn 
by Raphael’s Saint Sebastian and the figure in Boy with an 
Arrow, such as the rich red drapery and the horizontal band 
of fine embroidery on the white shirt just below the throat 
of each figure. 

Another factor that must be considered is the trend 
toward naturalism and classicization of religious subject mat-
ter in the late fifteenth century. Venetian artists increasingly 
humanized religious figures by dispensing with traditional 
medieval conventions like halos and other hagiographic 
attributes. This new humanizing style can be seen in many 
Venetian works such as Marco Basaiti’s Christ Blessing, 
Giovanni Bellini’s Madonna of the Meadow, and Titian’s 
Gypsy Madonna. 

Furthermore, it is possible that Boy with an Arrow had a 
dual function. The picture may have had a strictly religious 
function as a devotional icon, but that need not necessarily 
have been so for the picture to represent Sebastian. A look 
at Agnolo Bronzino’s painting of Saint Sebastian in Madrid 
(Figure 8) may help explain how this works. Bronzino’s figure, 
like Giorgione’s, is missing the conventional halo and palm 
of martyrdom. He also exhibits a casual expression and an 
extraordinarily idealized, even eroticized, physique. Janet 
Cox-Rearick has persuasively argued that the painting is a 
portrait of a man as Saint Sebastian. She believes it belongs to 

a series of portraits Bronzino painted of Florentine noblemen 
as mythological or religious figures.29 However, she has also 
suggested that the picture may not have functioned only as 
a portrait, but that it may have had a dual nature, possibly 
commissioned as a votive offering in gratitude for the end 
of a plague outbreak in 1531. Cox-Rearick writes that the 
figure “is less an image of saintly intercessor (although that 
may well have been the primary function of the picture) than 
an image of secular, even erotic appeal.”30 She suggests that 
it “may have been intended to have an ambiguous mean-
ing—an image, on the one hand, religious, and on the other, 
homoerotic.”31 

While this paper does not argue that Boy with an Arrow 
is a portrait of a man as Saint Sebastian (although that has 
been proposed32), it does seek to demonstrate the possibility 
that like the Bronzino picture, Boy with an Arrow had a dual 
function as a devotional icon and an image of aesthetic or 
erotic appeal.This would explain the lack of hagiographic 
attributes, the extremely idealized features, the dreamy ex-
pression, and the classicizing costume. In fact, by the early 
sixteenth century, just such an amalgam of religious piety 
and classical sensuality had become normative in depic-
tions of Saint Sebastian in Venice. One can cite numerous 
examples, including Giovanni Bellini’s San Giobbe Altarpiece, 
Sebastiano del Piombo’s Sacre Conversazione, and Titian’s 
Saint Mark Enthroned. 

Until more definitive historical documentation is re-
vealed, the precise identity of Giorgione’s Boy with an Ar-
row will likely continue to elude scholars, but by comparing 
the painting to a broader scope of imagery, art historians 
can construct new avenues for approaching the problem. 
Examining the relationship between Boy with an Arrow and 
contemporary Venetian devotional art provides one such 
avenue by avoiding the trend that obscures the relationship 
between the painting’s subject and Saint Sebastian, and in 
doing so, opens up new interpretations of the painting’s 
function within Renaissance society.

University of Pittsburgh

28  Zupnick 7-14.

29  Cox-Rearick 155-162.

30  Cox-Rearick 160.

31  Cox-Rearick 161.

32  See Anderson 36.
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Figure 1. Giorgione, Boy with an Arrow, c. 1506–1508, oil on wood, 48 x 42 cm, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. Photo courtesy of the Kunsthisto-
risches Museum, Vienna.
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[facing page, upper left] Figure 2. Andrea Del Sarto, St. Sebastian 
Holding Two Arrows and the Palm of Martyrdom, oil on wood, 84 x 
68 cm, Musée des Beaux-Arts de Caen. Photo courtesy of the Musée 
des Beaux-Arts de Caen. Photo credit: Martine Seyve.

[facing page, upper right] Figure 3. Pietro de Saliba, Saint Sebastian, 
1490, oil on wood, 50 x 40 cm, Accademia Carrara, Bergamo, catalog 
#726. Photo courtesy of the Accademia Carrara, Bergamo.

[facing page, lower left] Figure 4. Antonello de Saliba, Saint Sebas-
tian, late fifteenth or early sixteenth century, oil on wood, 46 x 35 
cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin–Gemäldegalerie. Photo courtesy 
of the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin–Gemäldegalerie. Photo credit: 
Jörg Peter Anders.

[facing page, lower right] Figure 5. Unknown Venetian artist, Saint 
Sebastian, oil on wood, Private Collection. Photo courtesy of Simon 
C. Dickinson, Ltd.

[above left] Figure 6. Titian, Ecce Homo, 1558–1560, oil on canvas, 
72 x 55 cm, National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin, Photo courtesy of 
the National Gallery of Ireland.

[above right] Figure 7. Raphael, Saint Sebastian, 1503, oil on wood, 
45 x 36 cm, Accademia Carrara, Bergamo, catalog #647. Photo 
courtesy of the Accademia Carrara, Bergamo.

[right] Figure 8. Bronzino, Portrait of a Young Man as Saint Sebastian, 
c. 1525-1528, oil on wood, 85 x 70 cm. Photo courtesy of the Museo 
Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid.





Touch of Evil: Disease and the Diabolical in Grünewald’s
Temptation of St. Anthony

Jerry Marino

Differing from St. Roch, who was believed to have suffered 
from Bubonic plague and survived, or from St. Sebastian, 
whose arrow-pierced body came to represent transcendence 
over infectious disease, St. Anthony did not initially have the 
makings of a plague saint.6 However, throughout much of 
late-medieval France and Germany, his legend was reinter-
preted and his image was refashioned into that of a plague 
saint.7 He was invested with the power both to cure and to 
inflict his eponymous disease upon humanity, at will.8 He 
was also included among the pantheon of plague saints, 
often appearing in altarpieces alongside St. Sebastian as co-
intercessor for the afflicted.9 Finally, and most essential to his 
meteoric fame among the sick and dying, he was appointed 
patron saint of the Hospital Order of St. Anthony, a monastic 
order specializing in the treatment of St. Anthony’s Fire and 
other so-called plagues of the skin.10 

From the ninth century to as recent as the 1950s, a mysterious 
illness swept periodically through Northern Europe, ravaging 
entire villages and afflicting both population and livestock.1 
Eye-witness accounts, sometimes horrific in detail, described 
the devastation and posited a variety of infernal names for 
the ailment: ignis sacer (holy fire), ignis infernalis (hell fire), 
and ignis occultus (hidden fire).2 Outbreaks of this fiery illness 
were especially virulent in the late fifteenth century, such as 
those documented in Strasbourg in 1466 and in Augsburg in 
1488.3 Contemporary accounts make repeated mention of 
the now familiar ignis sacer, in addition to two other names 
of relatively later coinage, mal des ardents (the burning illness) 
and feu de Saint Antoine (Saint Anthony’s Fire).4 

The latter term has long been a conundrum since St. An-
thony Abbot, the third-century Egyptian hermit, scarcely had 
any biographical reason to be associated with this disease.5 

1 A complete chronology of Northern European outbreaks is provided 
by Elisabeth Clementz, Les Antonins d’Issenheim, Essor et dérive d’une 
vocation hospitalière à la lumière du temporel (Colmar: Société Savante 
d’Alsace, 1998) 29-37. For the journalistic account of ergot poisoning 
in France in 1951, see John Fuller, The Day of St. Anthony’s Fire (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1969).

2 An especially helpful guide to disease nomenclature is provided by 
Ernest Wickersheimer, “‘Ignis Sacer’—The History of a Name,” CIBA 
Symposium, 8.4 (October 1960): 160-9. Indispensable to the cultural 
history of St. Anthony’s Fire is Eugène Louis Backman, Religious Dances 
in the Christian Church and in Popular Medicine (London: Allen & Un-
win Press, 1952) 295-328, and with regard to the visual arts, Laurinda 
Dixon, “Bosch’s St. Anthony’s Triptych—An Apothecary’s Apotheosis,” 
Art Journal 44 (Summer 1984): 119-131. 

3 The Strasbourg account (Backman 299) underscores the severity of 
the disease, stating that “more offerings than usual were made to 
Anthony, because he was angry.” The 1488 outbreak in Augsburg is 
meticulously described and illustrated in Hartmann Schedel’s Liber 
chronicarum, published in 1493.

4 German equivalents include Antoniusfeuer and Kribbelkrankheit. See 
Adalbert Mischlewski, “Das Antoniusfeuer in Mittelalter und Früher 
Neuzeit in Westeuropa,” Maladie et Société (XIIe-XVIIIe siècles) Actes 
du Colloque de Bielefeld (Paris: Éditions du CNRS, 1989): 249-68, 
and Wickersheimer 164-165. 

5 St. Anthony was born in Coma, Egypt, in 251 and lived most of his 
long life (105 years old at his death) in the desert as a hermit. He is 
considered the first Christian monk as well as the founder and organizer 
of ascetic monasticism. The epithet Abbot (from the Greek Abbas for 
father) refers to his monastic ties and differentiates him from the likes 
of St. Anthony of Padua (1195-1231), the Portuguese disciple of St. 
Francis. 

6 Extensive bibliographies on Roch and Sebastian as plague saints are 
provided by: Irene Vaslef, “The Role of St. Roch as a Plague Saint: 
A Late Medieval Hagiographic Tradition,” diss. (Washington, DC: 
Catholic U of America P, 1984) and by Louise Marshall, “Waiting on 
the Will of the Lord: The Imagery of the Plague,” diss. (Philadelphia: 
U Pennsylvania P, 1989).

7 Elements of St. Anthony’s iconography are enumerated and explained 
in Louis Réau, Iconographie de l’Art Chretien (Paris: Presses Univer-
sitaires de France, 1958) 101-115.

8 Backman 299; Clementz 54.

9 This saintly pairing can be found in: The Beaune Altarpiece (1445-
48) by Rogier van der Weyden, The Dresden Triptych (c.1496) by 
Albrecht Dürer, and The Isenheim Altarpiece (c.1516) by Matthias 
Grünewald.

10 How St. Anthony’s name became associated with disease is a matter of 
surmise. He died roughly five hundred years before the first outbreak 
of ignis sacer was recorded in Northern Europe (Xantan on the Rhine, 
in 857). His bodily remains were removed from Constantinople to the 
Dauphiné by the Seigneur de la Mothe-Saint-Didier in the year 1070, 
and it is probable from the high repute of the saint that his aid was 
early sought on all occasions. The common story line is that a gentle-
man of the Dauphiné, Gaston de Vienne, attributed the recovery of 
his son from the feu sacrée to the fervent prayers addressed by him to 
St. Anthony on his son’s behalf. He vowed to devote his future life to 
the relief of those afflicted with the disease. He founded a hospital at 
Vienne in 1092, which was formally recognized by Pope Urban II on 
June 28, 1095. For a thorough history of the Anthonites, see Henry 
Chaumartin, Le Mal des Ardents et le Feu de Saint Antoine (Paris, 
1946). 
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In modern terms, St. Anthony’s Fire was not technically 
plague but rather ergotism, a non-communicable disease of 
alimentary origin.11 Only late in the sixteenth century, how-
ever, was it discovered that ergot, a fungal growth on rye, 
was the culprit, and that an entire village or city could be 
decimated by this insidious fungus entering the grain supply 
(Figure 1).12 Ergot, usually consumed in the form of bread, 
seriously impaired, if not destroyed, the nervous and circu-
latory systems.13 Victims experienced violent seizures, vivid 
hallucinations, and a painful burning sensation throughout 
the body. In more extreme cases, skin blisters proliferated and 
gangrene ensued: limbs would turn black and shrivel up or 
else require immediate amputation.14 The only recourse for 
the sufferers was in pilgrimage to the hospitals and shrines 
of St. Anthony where hospice care, religious rites, and only 
occasionally a cure could be administered.15

One such hospital renowned for its wealth, size, and 

innovative therapies was in the small town of Isenheim, 
near Colmar in the Alsace region of France. Here, from 
around 1510 to 1516, Matthias Grünewald worked on the 
Isenheim Altarpiece, a monumental polyptych which once 
stood majestically in the choir of this hospital church (Figure 
2).16 It served as the backdrop for the celebration of Mass 
and was used by the brotherhood, patients, and pilgrims 
in their daily prayers.17 For its intended audience, those af-
flicted with St. Anthony’s Fire, the altarpiece was foremost a 
therapeuticum, a healing agent, fortifying through faith that 
aspect most embattled by the pain and suffering, the human 
soul.18 Although the Isenheim Altarpiece is today exhibited 
at the Musée d’Unterlinden, miles away from the hospital 
church at Isenheim (now destroyed), its original setting is 
not altogether forgotten.19 The hospital context has proven 
indispensable to deciphering much of Grünewald’s otherwise 
elusive imagery.

11 In pre-modern disease nomenclature, “plague” can refer to a wide 
array of diseases, including Bubonic plague. As food-borne illness, 
ergotism was not infectious per se. Superficially, however, it might have 
resembled other diseases such as leprosy (for the loss of limbs), erysip-
elas (for inflammation of the skin) or even syphilis (for red blotches, 
sores, ulcers) which is believed to spread in Europe after Columbus’ 
return from the New World. Confusion of ergotism with diseases of 
similar etiologies is mentioned by Dixon 128 n.6. Syphilis as a Euro-
pean import is discussed in Alfred Crosby, The Columbian Exchange: 
Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Westport: Greenwood 
Publishing Company, 1987). For the bold (albeit problematic) assertion 
that Grünewald represented the crucified Christ as a syphilitic, see 
Eugene Monick, Evil, Sexuality, and Disease in Grünewald’s Body of 
Christ (Dallas: Spring Publications, 1993). 

12 In 1597 the medical facility at Marburg, Germany, deduced that 
blighted rye was the cause of St. Anthony’s Fire. In 1776 the same 
conclusion was reached in Paris by the Société Royale de Médecine. 
See Chaumartin 171, Wickersheimer 164, and The American Medical 
Association of Chicago, “From Ergot to ‘Ernutin,’ An Historical Sketch,” 
Lecture Memoranda (London: Burroughs Wellcome & Co., 1908) 
43.

13 The preferential consumption of rye over wheat was a matter of cost, 
and to economize, many northern Europeans would make their bread 
with higher proportions of the less expensive rye. Since poorer rural 
communities typically consumed more rye than wheat, and since 
ergot fungus grows predominantly on rye, outbreaks tended to occur 
in the country. Urban outbreaks were no less disastrous—that in Paris 
in 1418, claimed around 50,000 lives in a single month. See Dixon 
120, 128 n.10.

 
14 Two forms of ergotism have been identified, convulsive and gangre-

nous. The former, known to the Germans as Kribbelkrankheit, was 
mainly observed in Germany and Russia; the latter, often called ignis 
sacer, appeared predominantly in France. Sometimes the two forms 
could be found together as in the case reported by Sigebert de Gem-
bloux in 1089 in modern-day Belgium. Sigebert’s account is exerpted 
in Clementz 33. 

15 Helping the afflicted to cope with disease was of paramount impor-
tance to the Anthonites. Enacting a cure, however, was unlikely since 
the cause of St. Anthony’s Fire did not become common knowledge 
among Europeans until the late-eighteenth century (Backman 311). 
Since the Anthonites treated a variety of symptoms as if they derived 
from the same ailment, the resulting cures (if they happened at all) 

were more coincidental than strictly clinical. A most nuanced discus-
sion of Anthonite healing practices is offered by Andrée Hayum, The 
Isenheim Altarpiece, God’s Medicine and Painter’s Vision (Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 1989) 13-52.

16 Clementz (Les Antonins, 93) also suggests that Grünewald painted the 
panels in situ; she writes, “… it is difficult to imagine how Grünewald 
could have conceived of and created his monumental work without 
having looked directly into the eyes of those patients suffering from 
St. Anthony’s Fire.” The contract for the Isenheim Altarpiece is not 
extant, but the panels were probably completed before Guido Guersi 
(prior of the Anthonite Order at Isenheim and Grünewald’s patron) 
died in 1516. Guersi’s coat of arms is included in the panel of the 
Meeting of Saints Anthony and Paul beneath the seated St. Anthony 
who is widely regarded as a portrait of the patron; see Hayum 24, 
Fig. 11. Grünewald’s panels were affixed to a pre-existing sculpted 
shrine, completed by the Strasbourg sculptor, Nikolaus Hagenauer in 
c.1510. For details about this shrine, see Christian Heck, Le retable 
d’Issenheim et la sculpture au nord des Alps à la fin du Moyen Age, 
Actes du colloque (Colmar, 1989).

17 According to the statutes of the Anthonite Order at Isenheim, extensive 
daily prayer was mandated for all individuals living within the monastic 
community: “May each patient be required for every canonical hour 
to say twelve Our Fathers and as many Ave Marias, and in the church 
if possible.” Quote provided by Charles Cuttler, “Further Grünewald 
Sources,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 50.4 (1987): 543. With re-
gard to lay access to the altarpiece, a scholarly debate still rages: see 
Clementz 72, 46-47; Hayum 28-29; Heck 129-140 and Monick 91 
n.3.

18 Gottfried Richter, The Isenheim Altarpiece, Suffering and Salvation in 
the Art of Grünewald (Stuttgart: Floris Books, 1998) 12. The Anthonite 
physicians distinguished between health of the body and of the soul, 
privileging and emphasizing the latter. Prayer and meditation figured 
prominently in the Anthonite healing praxis and were likely performed 
before the Isenheim Altarpiece. Karen Roberts (“The Influence of Ro-
sary Devotion on the Isenheim Altarpiece,” diss. (Binghamton: SUNY, 
1985) attempts a reconstruction of Anthonite devotional practices in 
conjunction with the altarpiece.

19 The altarpiece was spared from the violent iconoclasm following the 
French Revolution and brought to Colmar for safe-keeping where 
(excepting visits to Munich in 1917 and Königsburg in 1941) it remains 
today. Its original location, the church at Isenheim, was consumed 
by fire in 1831. The fascinating history of this altarpiece’s survival is 
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first biographer.23 Chapter nine of the Athanasian account 
details how the Egyptian Christian hermit was often tempted 
by the Devil during his solitude and fasting in the wilderness. 
These temptations assumed a variety of forms, such as a 
scantily-clad seductress, a Nubian boy, or a sparkling mound 
of gold. Repeatedly, Anthony avoided these diabolical traps 
and remained steadfast in his faith and hermetic lifestyle. In 
one attempt to terrorize the saint and beat him into submis-
sion, the Devil visited Anthony with a slew of demons who 
provoked him in the form of ferocious beasts. His humble 
abode, an abandoned sepulchral cave in the desert, bristled 
with, “the phantoms of lions, bears, leopards, bulls…ser-
pents, asps, scorpions, and wolves…each [of which] moved 
according to the shape it had assumed.”24

In Grünewald’s panel, Anthony is shown powerless in 
his battle against a throng of horrific demons, a panoply of 
zoomorphic creatures in unnatural combinations (Figure 3).25 
Now incarnated in graphic detail, the so-called “phantoms” 
of the narrative account thrash violently at the saint and, in 
some cases, brandish weapons.26 Watching from on high, 
God the Father stands ready to call an end to the fighting 
once Anthony’s faith has been adequately tested.27 The 
hermit’s salvation hangs precariously in the balance: will he 
succumb to the horrific advances of his tormentors, cower 
helplessly in bodily pain, and abandon his belief in God, or 
will he internalize his suffering, disavow physical discomfort, 
and embrace the hope that divine succor is forthcoming? 
Viewers familiar with the legend would have known that 

In recent decades, it has been shown how profoundly 
aspects of the hospital are reflected in the imagery of the Isen-
heim Altarpiece. Andrée Hayum and others have revealed the 
encyclopedic content of this altarpiece, explicating numerous 
pictorial details related to disease and to the medical role 
of the Anthonites.20 As yet unresolved is how these disease 
related-motifs functioned within the work’s overarching 
narrative program.21 I would argue that for Grünewald, the 
representation of disease was integral to the story of good and 
evil which he vividly recounts in this multi-layered altarpiece. 
Disease, a malevolent force associated with and propagated 
by the Devil, is itself a character within the narrative program, 
but not conspicuously so.22 This paper revisits the Isenheim 
Altarpiece within its hospital context to excavate new mean-
ing from Grünewald’s narrative choices. Religious narrative, 
sufficiently porous and malleable, apparently provided 
Grünewald with a conceptual framework through which the 
transmission of disease could be explained pictorially. The 
analysis here is confined to one panel, the Temptation of St. 
Anthony, discussing first the legendary account of Anthony’s 
temptation by demons and then suggesting how Grünewald 
reconstitutes the narrative, layering it with new significance 
and greater relevance to an audience of ailing spectators.

temptation of st. anthony: narrative and meaning 

Grünewald surely knew of the Vita Antonii or Life of St. 
Anthony, written by St. Athanasius, Anthony’s friend and 

 found in Pantxika Béguerie and Georges Bischoff, “Grünewald, le 
maitre d’Issenheim” (Verona: Grafiche-Corra, 1996) 14-25.

20 Hayum 13-52; Clementz 68-88. See also Adalbert Mischlewski 
“Grünewald und die Antoniter,” Giessener Beiträge zur Kunstgeschichte 
3 (1975) 139-147.

21 Like Ann Stieglitz (“Exorcizing the Devil: A Recontextualization of 
Grünewald’s Isenheim Altar,” Art History 16.1 [March 1993]: 173-78), I 
envision deeper symbolic connections between Hayum’s iconographic 
findings and Grünewald’s religious narrative. The task at hand is to 
integrate these disease-related motifs into the overall narrative pro-
gram. This challenge, proposed by Stieglitz, is what I endeavor to do 
here with a single panel and, ultimately, with the entire altarpiece. 

22 Ruth Mellinkoff, The Devil at Isenheim: Reflections of Popular Belief 
in Grünewald’s Altarpiece (Berkeley: U California P, 1988). Mellinkoff 
identifies Lucifer as that mysterious angel, plumed as a peacock, within 
the Concert of Angels—Nativity panel. While her description of this 
figure—“evoking a sense of decay … reminiscent of earth, fungus, 
and rotting”—recalls the diseased skins of Anthony’s tormentors, she 
does not venture to equate Lucifer and his cohorts (in the Temptation 
panel) with the physical manifestation of disease. 

23 Athanasius, Vita Antonii (J.P. Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus …, 
series graeca, XXVI, Paris 1857, cols. 853-60), with the Versio Evagrii, 
the standard Latin translation in the Middle Ages, chaps. 8-10. His Vita 
Antonii is the definitive biography of the Egyptian hermit Anthony and 
an important source for early monasticism. The Athanasian account 
appeared, albeit much abridged, in vernacular editions of the Golden 
Legend by Jacopo da Voragine, printed for a growing audience in the 
late-fifteenth century. A German translation of the Golden Legend was 
printed in Augsburg in 1471 by Günther Zainer. Grünewald could 

have known Anthony’s legend either through the Athanasian account 
itself or through any number of editions of the Golden Legend then in 
circulation. See Robert Francis Seybolt, “Fifteenth Century Editions of 
the Legenda aurea,” Speculum 21.3 (1946): 329-34.

24 St. Athanasius, The Life of Saint Antony, trans. R.T. Meyer (Washington 
DC: Catholic U of America P, 1978) 26-27. For discussions of Anthony’s 
legend and its use by artists, see Jean Michel Massing “Schöngauer’s 
Tribulations of St. Anthony, Its Iconography and Influence on German 
Art,” Print Quarterly 1 (1984): 220-36. Also Charles Cuttler, “The 
Temptations of St. Anthony in Art from Earliest Times to the First 
Quarter of the XVI Century,” diss. (New York: New York UP, 1952). 

25 The most comprehensive surveys of Grünewald’s pictorial sources 
are provided by Charles Cuttler, “Some Grünewald Sources,” Art 
Quarterly 19 (1956): 100-124 and Jean Michel Massing, “Étude 
iconographique de l’aggression de saint Antoine de Grünewald,” 
Cahiers Alsaciens d’archaelogie, de l’art et d’histoire 19 (1975-76): 
105-126. See also Massing, “Schöngauer, Bosch, Grünewald et les 
autres, de quelques tribulations de saint Antoine et leur influence,” Le 
beau Martin, études et mises au point, Actes du colloque organisé par 
le musée d’Unterlinden à Colmar les 30 septembre, 1er et 2 octobre 
1991 (Colmar, 1994): 141-55. 

26 For the Italian origins of Grünewald’s anthropomorphic demons, see 
Massing “Étude iconographique,” 110-115. 

27 That Grünewald includes God the Father is strong indication that he 
knew the Vita Antonii and not the Legenda aurea, which replaces God 
the Father with Christ whose divine light drives the demons away, as is 
the case in the Temptations by Agnolo Gaddi and Bernardo Parentino. 
For these images see Massing “Étude iconographique,” 107, Fig. 1; 
111, Fig. 5.
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Anthony ultimately won the battle, and that God, as cited 
in the Athanasian account, both witnessed and eventually 
commended his bravery: “Anthony, I was right here, but I 
waited to see you in action. And now, because you held out 
and did not surrender, I will ever be your helper and I will 
make you renowned everywhere.”28 

Anthony seems to question his faith, as did Christ upon 
the cross when he exclaimed, “My God, my God, why hast 
Thou forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34). Christ’s impassioned plea 
echoes in the Athanasian account, in which Anthony, hav-
ing survived his diabolical beating, reproaches the Divine 
for not intervening sooner. His stern words, a commin-
gling of desperation and self-pity, are the same words that 
Grünewald inscribes on a cartello at the lower right hand 
corner of the panel. It reads (in Latin): “Where were you, 
good Jesus? Where were you? Why were you not here to heal 
my wounds?”29 The equation between Christ and Anthony, 
central to the narrative program of the Isenheim Altarpiece, 
is here manifest. Anthony, the alter Christus, will triumph 
through faith, even though his terrible ordeal may seem to 
indicate otherwise. His dreadful tribulation, a martyrdom of 
sorts, is just a fraction of Christ’s own suffering that ultimately 
accomplished mankind’s salvation. It is left to the viewer to 
gather these clues, both pictorial and textual, and to bring 
the narrative action to its triumphant conclusion within the 
mind’s eye.

 What, however, can be said about that diseased figure 
crouching in the immediate foreground? The Athanasian 
account does not mention lepers and the grotesquely dis-
figured among Anthony’s demonic tormentors, and yet this 
shocking figure, because of its ulcerated skin and prominent 
placement in the composition, commands as much of our 
attention as does Anthony, the protagonist of the narrative. 
Other demonic creatures reveal similar skin disorders—the 
horned figure grabbing Anthony’s cloak displays an arm 
peppered with lesions, as does the winged hippo-like crea-
ture whose nearly human hand, covered in sores, brushes 
Anthony’s left elbow (Figures 4 and 5). With these figures 
Grünewald adds to the narrative new thematic elements: 
disease and corruption of the flesh. Anthony’s tormentors 

are not only the minions of the Devil (as prescribed in the 
narrative account), but also the purveyors of disease. As they 
physically beat Anthony into submission, they also contami-
nate, or more literally, infect his body with their pestilence. 
This interpretation is supported by a closer inspection of 
Anthony’s attack.

 What appears at first glance to be a random and 
confused melée is actually a systematic raid in which each 
demon robs Anthony of his saintly (and prophylactic) at-
tributes.30 In the immediate foreground, a reptilian demon 
biting Anthony’s right hand attempts to pry away two of the 
saint’s highly prized possessions: his wooden staff and his 
rosary beads. The former, a Tau-shaped walking stick, was a 
common attribute of the Egyptian hermits and, for Anthony, 
the instrument of his numerous healing miracles. With it, he 
resuscitated the dead and restored vision to the blind.31 As a 
source of his miraculous powers, this cane was coveted by the 
demons during their ambush. A set of rosary beads, clutched 
in Anthony’s right hand, is also threatened by the foreground 
demon. These beads, though anachronistic to a hermit of 
the third century, were considered in the sixteenth century 
a powerful apotropaic device.32 By robbing Anthony of his 
rosary, his spiritual arsenal, this demon would weaken the 
hermit’s defenses as well as his faith during this moment of 
trial. Likewise, Anthony’s gray cloak, prominently featured in 
the upper left-hand corner, was believed to have apotropaic 
properties. According to an Arabic legend of St. Anthony, this 
cloak was endowed with special powers to ward off evil and 
was given to Anthony by God himself.33 Tugging violently at 
this hallowed cloak, the horned-demon in the upper left-
hand corner hastens to remove this final article of saintly 
immunity. Once divested of his protective accoutrements 
(the hermit’s staff, rosary beads, and cloak) Anthony would 
become even more vulnerable to his attackers, in particular, 
to the two club-bearing demons who prepare to strike him 
with their weapons as if to smite him with disease.34

Viewers of the early sixteenth century were likely to un-
derstand Grünewald’s diabolical imagery. In similar fashion, 
two nearly contemporary works cast demons as the purveyors 
of disease (Figures 6 and 7). These two woodcuts of c.1500 

28 Meyer 29.

29 The cartello reads: “Ubi eras bone Jhesu ubi eras. Quare non affuisti 
ut sanares vulnera mea.” The replacement of “troubles” (odunai) from 
the Athanasian account with “wounds” (vulnera) in the Voragine ac-
count (in the Golden Legend) was noted by Hayum in her discussion 
of the clinical context of this image. See Hayum 158 n.37. 

30 My analysis here draws from Massing “Étude iconographique,” 123-
126. That Grünewald’s demons attempt to contaminate Anthony 
with their illness was first suggested by Massing but not in the detail 
proposed here.

31 Cassianus, Collationes patrum, XI, 3. Cited by Massing, “Étude 
iconographique,” 119 n. 32.

32 Roberts (Rosary Devotion, 20-38) considers the increasing popularity 

of rosary beads in late-fifteenth-century Europe as a prelude to her 
discussion of Grünewald’s imagery.

33 A French translation of the Arabic text was first published by François 
Halkin, “La légende de S. Antoine traduite de l’arabe par Alphonse 
Bonhome, O. P.,” Analecta Bollandiana 60 (Brussels, 1942): 143-212. 
Massing (“Étude iconographique,” 119) considers the representation 
of Anthony’s cloak in light of this text.

34 We should note that Anthony’s person is attacked secondarily to his 
saintly paraphernalia. Anthony’s tormentors essentially act-out the 
iconoclasm then forming in the wake of Luther. John Dillenberger 
(Images and Relics: Theological Perceptions and Visual Images in Six-
teenth-Century Europe, New York, 1999) discusses how artists such as 
Grünewald and Dürer may have grappled with the currents of religious 
reform. See also Stephen Kayser, “Grünewald’s Christianity,” Review 
of Religion 5 (1940): 3-35.
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illustrate episodes from the life of Job whose misfortune and 
bout with plague were thought to prefigure Anthony’s own 
moral and physical trials.35 The climactic event represented 
here is from Job (11:7): “So went Satan forth from the 
presence of the Lord, and smote Job with sore boils, from 
the sole of his foot unto his crown.” In both works, Satan 
inflicts disease by means of a hand-held weapon: a club or 
a scourge. The onslaught of disease (infection in the modern 
sense) is visualized as a diabolical beating with Satan as the 
contagion, the agent through which disease propagates.36 

The equation between disease and the diabolical func-
tions within Grünewald’s narrative as well. This is supported 
by a peculiar iconographic detail central to his composition 
but, as yet, unmentioned by scholars (Figure 8). The left hand 
of St. Anthony is conspicuously discolored; a bluish hue 
covers three of his fingers, starting at the tips and abruptly 
stopping midway to the knuckle. The discoloration of these 
fingers is original to the work and is not the result of a hap-
hazard restoration or the reappearance of under-painting.37 
The broader significance of this detail is to be found in that 
diseased figure reclining in the foreground (Figure 9). Though 
not immediately recognizable, he too holds up what appears 
to be his left arm, albeit sadly withered and deformed. He, 
like Anthony, raises his left arm and leans towards the left 
with his head thrown back in anguish. His right hand clutches 
the cover of a tattered prayer book, just as Anthony’s right 
hand holds desperately onto his rosary and staff. A formal 
echo, the illuminated contour of his body follows the general 
outline of Anthony’s body. The use of homologous forms 
to convey meaning recalls Rogier van der Weyden’s Prado 

Deposition of c.1435-38, an image Grünewald could have 
known (Figure 10).38 Emphasizing that Christ’s suffering on 
the cross was shared equally by the Virgin Mary, Rogier 
represented her flaccid, lifeless body in a posture identical 
to that of her dead son, as if forming a psychological link 
between them. With this exceptional image, Rogier elevated 
the doctrine of compassio (literally the “suffering along with”) 
into poignant visual poetry.39

Akin to Rogier’s example, Grünewald’s image forges an 
identity between St. Anthony and the reclining demon who 
arguably represents an ailing supplicant, crippled and de-
formed by disease.40 This foreground figure serves as pendant 
to St. Anthony, linked visually by a similarity of pose and sym-
bolically by a shared deformity of the left hand. Grünewald, 
in a kind of cinematic progression, reveals what over time is 
to become of Anthony’s discolored hand; like the knurled 
remnants of the one exhibited nearby, his hand will inevitably 
blacken, decay, and wither. Anthony’s left hand, bluing at the 
tips, overtly refers to the symptoms of gangrenous ergotism, 
St. Anthony’s Fire. His necrotic fingers, a tell-tale sign of his 
illness, would have been recognized by those individuals 
who, approaching the base of this panel at eye-level, would 
have seen this diseased figure and Anthony’s battle as vivid 
dramatizations of their own suffering (Figure 11).41

Other pictorial elements connect this image to the ailing 
viewer. As previous scholars have mentioned, Grünewald’s 
use of brilliant colors may attempt to recreate the vivid hal-
lucinations experienced by the Anthonite patients.42 Modern 
science supports the observation: LSD (Lysergic Acid Di-
ethylamide), a chemical component of the ergot fungus, is 

35 By the late Middle Ages, St. Anthony was widely regarded as the 
new Job. The many typological parallels between Job and Anthony 
are discussed by Nancy Corwin, The Fire Landscape: Its Sources and 
Development from Bosch through Jan Breugel I, with Special Emphasis 
on the Mid-Sixteenth Century Bosch ‘Revival,’” diss. (Seattle: University 
of Washington, 1976) 115-120. On Job as a paragon of patient suffer-
ing, see G. Von der Osten, “Job and Christ,” Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes 16 (1953): 153-158. 

36 Henry Alan Skinner, Lexicon of Medical Terms (Baltimore: Williams 
& Wilkins Company, 1961) 122. Skinner defines contagion (from the 
Latin contingere—to touch closely) as “the communication of disease 
from one person to another via direct contact” and specifies that “a 
contagious disease is only acquired by contact with an individual 
suffering from the disease.” In line with this definition, I would add 
that Satan (and his minions) not only transmit diseases but also suffer 
from them, as evidenced by their diseased skins.

37 The saturation of blue pigment is so deep that it even appears in 
handheld photography taken at a distance. Upon closer inspection, 
the gradations of blue are unmistakable, especially dark around the 
contours of the nailbed and then speckled beneath the middle finger. 
The very complexity of this detail dispels any notions of it being an 
afterthought or later addition.

38 An especially poignant discussion of this work is Otto von Simson, 
“Roger van der Weyden’s Descent from the Cross,” Art Bulletin 35.1 
(1953): 9-16.

39 Reindert Falkenburg, The Fruit of Devotion: Mysticism and the Imagery 
of Love in Flemish Paintings of the Virgin and Child, 1450-1550 (Phila-
delphia: John Benjamins Publishing Co., 1994) 80-81. “Compassion,” 
he writes, “is expressed by showing the patron imitating the pose of the 
religious protagonist.” While I am not proposing a patron-protagonist 
relationship in the Temptation panel, I do believe compassion is com-
municated here via imitation.

40 Not all interpreters have been quite as sympathetic in explicating this 
foreground figure. Charles Cuttler (“Some Grünewald Sources,” 114), 
for example, described his position as “aping and mocking of the saint” 
and its nudity below the shoulders as having “by Grünewald’s day 
definitely unsavory connotations.” Moreover, it has been brought to 
my attention by Walter Melion that the hood of his red cowl drooping 
to a bulbous tip could suggest the costume of prankster or jester as 
well as the garb of an Anthonite patient. Most conspicuous among his 
bodily deformities are those amphibious feet for which no reasonable 
explanation yet exists. As per Charles Cuttler, they could be adaptations 
of the type of foot-coverings worn by syphilitics and illustrated in a 
woodcut of 1496 attributed to Dürer; see Cuttler (1956) 121 Fig. 12. 
Or, they could designate a metamorphosing of his body into that of 
the frog, recalling Revelation (16: 13-14): “And I saw three unclean 
spirits like frogs…for they are spirits of devils.”

41 Hayum 29.

42 Hayum 50-51. Dixon (125) makes a similar claim for Bosch’s St. An-
thony Triptych “reflecting not only the tortures of the saint but also the 
hallucinations of his followers, caused by their illness and magnified 
by the very medicines they took for relief.” 



28

athanor xxvi  Jerry marino

known to cause a wide array of hallucinations, ranging from 
the idyllic to the horrific.43 The attack by ferocious beasts, 
the sine qua non of Anthony’s legendary battle, could also 
be viewed as symptomatic of the disease and not strictly 
as narrative elements. In the most recent accounts of ergot 
poisoning, the afflicted repeatedly mention having to flee 
from menacing creatures, so much so that the term zoöpsie 
was coined to describe the phenomenon.44 Since Anthony’s 
diabolical assailants resemble the types of visionary creatures 
haunting the minds of the Anthonite patients, this legend-
ary battle scene may serve as the reenactment of a ghastly 
hallucination. That the ailing foreground demon adopts 
a catatonic pose—eyes closed, head thrown back, limbs 
splayed—invites reading his posture as one of intoxication or 
of the type of drug-induced stupor that would accompany 
ergot poisoning. His mental state, one of seeming discom-
fort and anguish, is a subtle but unmistakeable reflection of 
Anthony’s own bodily torment occurring nearby. Identifying 
both corporeally and spiritually with the saintly protagonist, 
this figural imitatio Antonii bridges the narrative action from 
saintly protagonist to the ailing viewer.

A proto-scientific interpretation of the narrative action 
could read as follows: through the image of a demon-belea-
guered saint, Grünewald pictures illness or, more precisely, 
the onslaught of disease. Contagion, that is, the spread of 
disease through touch, is essentially what Grünewald illus-
trates at the center of his composition. Barring mention of 
the more elaborate theories of contagion formulated during 
the mid-sixteenth century, there was growing awareness 
after the Black Death of 1348-49 of the communicability of 
disease directly through touch or indirectly through noxious 
vapors in the ambient air.45 The former mode may be have 
been suggested by the close proximity between Anthony’s 
arm and the nearly human hand of a demon, covered in 
sores, which brushes up against it. The calculated repeti-
tion of forms (Anthony’s red sleeved forearm alongside the 
yellowed forearm of the demons) leads the eye in an arc 

towards Anthony’s left hand. The ensuing infection begins at 
the extremities, Anthony’s fingertips, and moves up towards 
the wrist. Infection at this time, however, did not imply inva-
sion on a cellular level, but rather the tainting, dyeing, or 
polluting of a substance.46 The blackening of Anthony’s flesh, 
infection in the most literal sense, would likely have been 
explained in terms of physical contact alone: having been 
touched by the demon, the source of contagion, Anthony 
would then experience a similar corruption within his own 
flesh. Grünewald’s illustration of the Temptation of St. An-
thony, traditionally an image attesting to the hermit’s steadfast 
faith and patient suffering, here reads alternatively as a visual 
treatise on contagion. This is not coincidental.

Through Guido Guersi (d.1516), his patron, Grünewald 
likely became familiar with contemporary notions of conta-
gion as well as with many other medical beliefs referenced 
throughout the altarpiece.47 Guersi came to Isenheim from 
Ferrara, the cradle of medical humanism and botanical stud-
ies in fifteenth-century Europe.48 In the panel of the Meeting 
of Saints Paul the Hermit and Anthony, Guersi (dressed as 
St. Anthony and identified by his nearby coat of arms) is 
surrounded by an abundance of medicinal herbs, many 
identifiable by name.49 His prominent placement among 
these plants is good indication that his botanical knowledge, 
gleaned from Ferrara, reached Isenheim and was incor-
porated into Anthonite regimen. That Guersi knew about 
contagion theory could be explained by his own priorship 
at Isenheim (from 1490 to 1516) nearly coinciding with the 
publication of Laurent Fries’ Speigel der Artznei (Mirror of 
Medicine) in 1518.50 Written by a native of nearby Colmar, 
this treatise dealt with contagion in non-Galenic terms, 
describing disease as interpersonal and not the result of a 
humoral imbalance. Pre-dating Girolamo Fracastoro’s On 
Contagion (1546), Fries’ treatise may have provided the 
source for Guersi’s, and by extension Grünewald’s, famil-
iarity with contagion which, like the medicinal herbs, was 
articulated in the painted panel.51 

43 The activity of this compound was discovered, by accident, in 1943 
when organic chemist Albert Hoffmann hallucinated after having 
gotten this substance on his skin. He conducted a series of self-ex-
periments in 1943, one of which reads “My surroundings had now 
transformed themselves in more terrifying ways. Everything in the 
room spun around, and the familiar objects and pieces of furniture 
assumed grotesque, threatening forms. They were in continuous mo-
tion, animated, as if driven by an inner restlessness.” His observations 
are recorded in Alan Hoffman, LSD—My Problem Child (New York, 
1978). See also Dixon 128 n.12. 

44 Fuller 100. 

45 Vivian Nutton, “The Seeds of Disease: An Explanation of Contagion 
and Infection from the Greeks to the Renaissance,” Medical History 
27 (1983): 1-34.

46 Owsei Temkin, “An Historical Analysis of the Concept of Infection,” 
The Double Face of Janus and Other Essays (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University P, 1977): 457-458.

47 Most scholars agree that Guido Guersi had a hand in devising the 
narrative program of the Isenheim Altarpiece. He financed a major 
renovation of the Isenheim church in preparation for Grünewald’s 
altarpiece which, ironically, was completed the year of Guersi’s death 
in 1516.

48 A good overview of Ferrarese scientific thought during this period is 
found in Vivian Nutton, “The Rise of Medical Humanism: Ferrara, 
1464-1555,” Renaissance Studies 2.1 (March 1997): 2-19.

49 Clementz (Les Antonins 73-75) illustrates and names each of these 
plants. See also Lottlisa Behling, Die Pflanze in der Mittelalterlichen 
Tafelmaleri, Weimar, 1957.

50 Béguerie, Grünewald le Maître, 76. 

51 The first edition of Fries’ treatise was published in Strasbourg where he 
lived briefly from 1519-1525. The circumstances of his departure are 
mentioned in Kenneth F. Thibodeau, “Science and the Reformation: 
The Case of Strasbourg,” Sixteenth Century Journal 7.1 (April 1976): 
35-50. His intellectual breadth and various talents are the subject of 
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That within the Temptation panel St. Anthony is shown 
suffering from his namesake disease is paradoxical. Hav-
ing the power to inflict and to cure disease, Anthony, the 
patron saint of the Anthonite Order, should himself be im-
mune—but, he is not. The logical contradiction of Anthony’s 
dilemma is at the core of the altarpiece’s iconographic pro-
gram. Just as Christ had to suffer the motification of his flesh 
to redeem sinful humanity, so Anthony must experience the 
illness that he alone had the power to cure. Grünewald’s 
diseased Christ on the altarpiece’s exterior (Figure 2) and 
the now infected St. Anthony reveal, by example, that sin 
and illness are inseparable from the human condition, or as 
Jungian psychologist John Dourly would have it, illness is the 
human condition.52 To become truly human was to carry the 
burden of original sin and its many repercussions. The An-
thonite patients endured crippling disease as did their hero, 
St. Anthony, who suffered at the hands of demonic assailants, 
smiting him with pestilence and attempting to destroy his 
faith. The sequential unfolding of the Isenheim Altarpiece 
—from its gruesome exterior Crucifixion to St. Anthony’s 
pseudo-martyrdom in the Temptation—reiterated suffering 
as that single and ineluctable path to transcendence. Scan-
ning Grünewald’s panels, the ailing spectator would have 
empathized with Christ and Anthony, recognizing human 
suffering as both inevitable and meritorious. To follow in the 
footsteps of Christ and Anthony, to share in their grief, was 
to transform the solitary act of suffering into a communal 
experience. 

ConClusion

The Isenheim Altarpiece has been especially resistant to 
iconographic study since Grünewald seldom adhered faith-
fully to a single text as the source for pictorial imagery. Even 
in those instances in which a known biblical or hagiographical 
story appears as a possible source, Grünewald was only sec-
ondarily an illustrator of doctrine or time-worn narratives. In 

his uniquely personal approach, he was foremost a dramatist, 
staging sacred narratives in the present tense and inviting his 
viewers both to interact with and to participate in his stately 
and oftentimes larger-than-life images. 

Such is the case for the Temptation of St. Anthony 
which relied only tangentially on the Athanasian account. 
Grünewald saw within this legend a more universal meta-
narrative of the Christian soul pitted against sinful humanity 
which, through the lens of early modern science, reads like 
a visual treatise on contagion. The image of a demon-belea-
guered saint provided a ready-made conceptual framework 
through which the nature and propagation of disease could 
be explained, at least by analogy. To a society not yet aware of 
disease in microbiotic terms, religious doctrine explained the 
mystery of disease, a tall order it could not fill independently, 
hence the blending of religious doctrine, saintly lore, and 
empirical observation to visualize the inexplicable. Despite 
its horrific façade and macabre imagery, the Temptation of St. 
Anthony (or rather the Infection of St. Anthony) is an image of 
hope. Any individual afflicted with this ailment would surely 
identify with Anthony’s struggle, seeing within the desper-
ate actions of the hermit, a reflection of himself: the patient 
sufferer and suffering (albeit triumphant) patient.

Emory University

Figure 1. Ergot of Rye. The modern name for the fungus, ergot, is taken 
from the French word for cockspur, which the dark encasing resembles. 
Photo credit: Tom Volk, UW-La Crosse, TomVolkFungi.net

 C. Schmidt, Laurent Fries de Colmar, médecin, astrologue, géographe 
à Strasbourg et à Metz (Nancy: Berger-Levrault, 1890). 

52 John Dourly, The Illness That We Are: A Jungian Critique of Christianity 
(Toronto: Inner City Books, 1984). 
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Figure 2. Matthias Grünewald, Isenheim Altarpiece, 1510-16, oil and tempera on wood, Musée d’Unterlinden, Colmar. Photo credit: Octave Zimmer-
mann.
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Figure 3. Matthias Grünewald, Temptation of St. Anthony (inner wing from Isenheim Altarpiece), 1510-16, oil 
and tempera on wood, 9 feet 7 inches x 5 feet 5 inches (frame included), Musée d’Unterlinden, Colmar. Photo 
credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.
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Figure 4. Temptation of St. Anthony, detail. Photo credit: Scala / Art Re-
source, NY.

Figure 5. Temptation of St. Anthony, detail. Photo credit: Scala / Art Re-
source, NY.

Figure 6. Anonymous German, Job Tormented by Satan, c.1480-1500, col-
ored woodcut, 1 foot 6 inches x 9 3/4 inches, Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin. Photo credit: Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz / Art 
Resource, NY.

Figure 7. Hans Wechtelin, Satan Strikes Job with Leprosy, 1517, woodcut, 
n.d., Kupferstichkabinett, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.  Photo credit:
Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz / Art Resource, NY.
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Figure 10. Rogier van der Weyden, Detail from The Deposition, c.1435-
38, oil on panel, 7 feet 3 inches x 8 feet 6 inches (entire work), Museo del 
Prado, Madrid. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.

Figure 11. Matthias Grünewald, Detail from Temptation of St. Anthony, 
1510-16, Musée d’Unterlinden, Colmar. Photo credit: Author.

Figure 8. Temptation of St. Anthony, detail. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, 
NY.

Figure 9. Temptation of St. Anthony, detail. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, 
NY.





The Conquest of Etruria in Francesco Salviati’s
Triumph of Camillus

Caroline Hillard

In 1540, Cosimo I de’ Medici, Duke of Florence, transferred 
his residence from the Medici Palace to the Palazzo della 
Signoria (now the Palazzo Vecchio), the seat and symbol of 
the Florentine republic for almost two and a half centuries. 
Scholars have recognized the symbolic importance of this 
move: it signified the permanent demise of the republic and 
the stability of Medici rule. In the following years, the Duke 
initiated a massive campaign of renovation to transform the 
republican building into a ducal palace. One of his first proj-
ects was the decoration of the Sala dell’Udienza, or Justice 
Chamber, for which he called upon Francesco Salviati. The 
monumentality of Salviati’s frescoes, the public function of 
the space, and the project’s primacy in Cosimo’s early reno-
vation indicate the centrality of this commission in Cosimo’s 
early patronage.

A principal scene in Salviati’s decoration of the hall is 
the Triumph of Camillus, an opulent tapestry of figures, rich 
ornament, and antique references (Figure 1).1 It is curious that 
the Duke chose this subject for his first major public com-
mission. The main textual sources—the deeds of Camillus 
recounted by Livy and Plutarch—condemn the event as a 
blatant expression of dictatorial pomp and arrogance. This 
paper aims to reconcile the subject of Salviati’s Triumph of 
Camillus with its celebratory function. Reexamination of the 
subject matter—the Roman conquest of the Etruscan city 
of Veii in 396 BC—reveals a theme commonly overlooked 
in modern scholarship: the Roman conquest of Etruria, or 
ancient Tuscany. An iconographical and contextual analysis 
of the fresco suggests that it was part of a broader program 
to celebrate Florentine dominion over the region. In the 

same years that Salviati created his fresco, scholars of the 
Florentine Academy promoted their own thesis of Florentine 
cultural imperialism in their texts. Both the texts and the 
fresco celebrate the Duke’s image as master of an emerging 
Tuscan state, with ancient Etruria as the model for Tuscan 
unification.

Executed between 1543 and 1547, the decoration of the 
Sala dell’Udienza is an eclectic assortment of allegories and 
narratives drawn from historical, biblical, and mythological 
sources (Figure 2). The principal scenes are stories of Mar-
cus Furius Camillus, the Roman republican hero celebrated 
for his victories over neighboring tribes and for liberating 
Rome from the Gauls. The Triumph of Camillus depicts the 
triumphal procession following the destruction of Veii by the 
Roman army. Livy and Plutarch explain that the battle of Veii 
was a crucial victory, ending a ten-year siege and signaling 
a shift in the balance of power between Rome and Etruria.2 
The victory came soon after Camillus was appointed dictator. 
Unable to penetrate Veii’s fortifications, Camillus supervised 
the mining of a series of underground tunnels, allowing the 
Romans to infiltrate the citadel from below. The unsuspecting 
Veientes, still guarding the walls, were promptly defeated and 
their city sacked, the citizens killed or captured. In gratitude 
for his victory, Camillus sacrificed to the city’s patron, Juno, 
and directed her cult statue to be brought to Rome, where 
he would dedicate a temple in her honor. The Roman people 
were jubilant, and the general was awarded a triumph of 
unprecedented magnitude.

A letter of October 1543 relates that Duke Cosimo sent 
Salviati to his secretary, Pierfrancesco Riccio, to retrieve “all 

1 Although the bibliography on the fresco is vast, the decoration of the 
Sala dell’Udienza has not been the subject of an in-depth study in 
over 40 years. The fundamental source remains Iris Cheney’s Fran-
cesco Salviati, 1510-1563, 3 vols., diss., New York University, 1963, 
vol. 1, 162-89 and vol. 2, 359-74. A good overview of the hall and its 
decoration is found in Alfredo Lensi, Palazzo Vecchio (Milan: Bestetti 
e Tumminelli, 1929) 136; Ettore Allegri and Alessandro Cecchi, Palaz- 
zo Vecchio e i Medici: guida storica (Florence: S.P.E.S., 1980) 40-47 
and Luisa Mortari, Francesco Salviati (Rome: Leonardo—De Luca, 
1992) 25-34 and 110-112. For more specific discussions of style and 
iconography, see Catherine Dumont, Francesco Salviati au palais Sac-
chetti de Rome et la décoration murale italienne (1520-1560) (Rome: 
Institut Suisse de Rome, 1973) 105-21; Giulio Lensi-Orlandi, Cosimo 
e Francesco de’ Medici alchimisti (Florence: Nardini, 1978) 188-215; 
Candace Adelson, “Bachiaccca, Salviati, and the Decoration of the Sala 

dell’Udienza in Palazzo Vecchio,” Le arti del principato mediceo (Flor-
ence: S.P.E.S., 1980) 141-200; Melinda Schlitt, “Francesco Salviati’s 
Frescoes of Camillus and Cosimo I de’ Medici,” The Search for a Patron 
in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, ed. David G. Wilkins and 
Rebecca L. Wilkins (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1996) 157-177; 
Roberto Guerrini, “L’immaginario del principe e l’uso dell’antico: due 
episodi nella Firenze medicea tra manierismo e barocco,” L’architettura 
civile in Toscana: il Cinquecento e il Seicento, ed. Amerigo Restucci 
(Siena, It.: Amilcare Pizzi, 1999) 469-499 and Stefano Pierguidi, “Le 
allegorie di Francesco Salviati nella Sala dell’Udienza di Palazzo Vec-
chio,” Paragone Arte 67 (2006): 3-13.

2 Livy, From the Founding of the City, trans. B.O. Foster, vol. 3 (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1984) 65-83; Plutarch, Plutarch’s Lives, trans. 
Bernadotte Perrin, vol. 2 (New York: Macmillan, 1916) 104-113.
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of the notable works on Camillus, so that he might make a 
sketch for His Excellency.”3 Salviati’s fresco closely follows 
the ancient accounts, capturing the chaos of the siege and 
the splendor of the subsequent triumph. Like many Renais-
sance narratives, the fresco unites various moments of the 
story in a single composition. The city of Veii dominates the 
background, recognizable by its hill-top position and com-
manding walls, described by Livy and Plutarch. The moment 
before the battle is portrayed in the middle-ground, with the 
Roman army rushing into the tunnels beneath the city. The 
subsequent triumphal procession crowds the foreground. 
Camillus, seated in his chariot, is crowned by Fame, while 
the Romans escort prisoners, hoist standards, ceremonial 
banners and trophies, and cart off the spoils of war. At the 
head of the procession, a small group of priests transports 
the cult statue of Juno.

In the victory over Veii, Cosimo selected an unpopular 
event in the Camillus story. The ancient sources describe 
how the sumptuousness of Camillus’ triumph earned him 
the contempt of the Roman people. Plutarch writes:

Camillus was lifted up to vanity. . . and 
celebrated a triumph with great pomp: he 
actually had four white horses harnessed 
to a chariot on which he mounted and 
drove through Rome, a thing which no 
commander had ever done before or af-
terwards did. For they thought such a car 
sacred and devoted to the king and father 
of the gods. In this way he incurred the 
enmity of the citizens, who were not ac-
customed to wanton extravagance.4

Livy similarly relates that Camillus “rode into the City 
on a chariot drawn by white horses, which struck men as 
being not only undemocratic, but irreverent,” and that the 
citizenry was “troubled at the thought that in respect to his 
steeds the dictator was made equal to Jupiter and the sun-
god.”5 The general was also sharply criticized for opposing 
a bill to move half of Rome to the conquered city, and even 
more for his distribution of the spoils of war.6 Public disap-
proval was so great that Camillus lost the confidence of the 
Roman people and went into voluntary exile.

It is clear from multiple references to the Duke through-
out the Justice Chamber that Camillus is presented as an 
embodiment of Cosimo; why, then, should the Duke have 
chosen to identify with this episode of dictatorial arro-
gance? Perhaps because of this contradiction, many scholars 
downplay the importance of the ancient accounts and see 
the fresco rather as a general statement of princely virtue.7 
In the Renaissance, Camillus embodied prudence, justice, 
magnanimity, and moral strength.8 More specifically, the 
general was associated with ideal leadership: having freed 
Rome from the Gauls, Camillus was the savior of the city, 
its second founder, a new Romulus. In a similar way, Duke 
Cosimo liberated Florence from the threat of foreign rule, 
ushering in a new age of peace and prosperity.9 The Triumph 
has been understood as a celebration of Cosimo’s rise to 
power, his victory over his Florentine enemies, or his own 
triumphant return from exile.10

Although these observations may be valid for the nar-
rative cycle as a whole, the specific choice of the Triumph 
subject merits further consideration. If Cosimo intended the 
image as a general statement of triumph and virtue, why 

3 The letter was written by Lorenzo Pagni, a secretary of the Duke, and 
carried to Riccio by Salviati. It stated that Riccio was to give “a M.ro 
Franc. dipintore, datore di questa, tutte le opere notabili di Camillo, 
adcio possa farne uno schizzo per S.Ex.a., e così li piacera exeguire.” 
The document is reproduced in Cheney, vol. 2, 645, doc. 14.

4 Plutarch 111.

5 Livy 81.

6 See Livy 84-89; Plutarch 111-115 and 123. 

7 Cheney, vol. 1, 163 and vol. 2, 371, associates the Triumph fresco with 
not a specific historical event, but with several: Cosimo’s victory over 
the Florentine exiles, Florence’s regaining of lost territories, freedom 
from foreign troops, and general political stability. She further con-
nects the image to the adjacent Peace Burning Arms, but to argue that 
the message is one of peace and prosperity. Allegri and Cecchi, 44, 
for the most part follow Cheney, but also describe the painting as a 
“clear allusion to the apotheosis of Cosimo.” Adelson, 152, stresses 
the importance of the theme of renewal, the Golden Age, and peace. 
Joscelyn Godwin, The Pagan Dream of the Renaissance (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Phanes Press, 2002) 71, also sees the fresco as a general statement 
of triumph. The most important recent source on the iconography of 
the fresco is Schlitt, who offers a thoughtful discussion of the Renais-
sance accounts of Camillus, and argues that the Sala decoration is a 
general reference to Cosimo’s virtue and does not refer to specific 
historical situations. 

8 For an overview of the Renaissance textual sources, see Schlitt 163-
171.

9 On Cosimo’s early career see G. Spini, Cosimo I e l’indipendenza del 
principato mediceo (Florence: Vallecchi, 1980); Furio Diaz, Il Gran-
ducato di Toscana: i Medici (Turin: Utet Libreria, 1987) 79-83; Eric 
Cochrane, Florence in the Forgotten Centuries, 1527-1800 (Chicago: 
U of Chicago P, 1973) 13-92; Rudolf von Albertini, Firenze dalla re-
pubblica al principato, trans. Cesare Cristofolini (Turin: Guilio Einaudi, 
1970) 280-305.

10 Janet Cox-Rearick, Dynasty and Destiny in Medici Art: Pontormo, Leo 
X, and the two Cosimos (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1984) 239 and 
252-253 and Schlitt 169, relate the fresco to a Triumph of Camillus 
used in the 1514 festivities of S. Giovanni, which signified the return 
of Cosimo il Vecchio de’ Medici from exile. However, the scene 
depicted in the Sala dell’Udienza cannot be related to earlier Medici 
ephemera, since it conveys a different subject. The canzone written 
by Jacopo Nardi to accompany the Triumph float in the 1514 celebra-
tions makes it clear that the triumph portrayed was that celebrating 
Camillus’ return from exile and defeat of the Gauls, not the victory 
over Veii. See Jacopo Nardi, “Trionfo della Fama e della Gloria,” Tutti 
i trionfi carri, mascherate o canti carnascialeschi: andati per Firenze dal 
tempo del magnifico Lorenzo de’ Medici fino all’ anno 1559, ed. A.F. 
Grazzini (Lucca, It.: Pel Benedini, 1750) 136-137. For a discussion of 
the 1514 festivities, see Anthony M. Cummings, The Politicized Muse: 
Music for Medici Festivals, 1512-1537 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 
1992) 87-92.
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did he select the unpopular triumph associated with Veii, 
and not one of the other three uncontroversial triumphs 
that the general was awarded?11 Renaissance viewers surely 
recognized the sour connotations of the subject, since Livy 
and Plutarch were among the most widely read classical 
authors. Both were available in vernacular editions before 
1540, making them accessible to readers of Italian as well 
as Latin and Greek.12 Concerned as they are with his virtue, 
Renaissance authors understate Camillus’s Triumph, or omit 
it entirely.13 The victory over Veii was similarly avoided in art. 
More commonly, Camillus was included in painted cycles 
of uomini famosi, or “famous men,” role models of political, 
military, literary or artistic virtue.

In contrast, Salviati’s fresco is not only faithful to the 
ancient accounts, but even emphasizes the authors’ critical 
judgment. Elements such as the cult statue of Juno and the 
soldiers surging into the tunnels render the subject unam-
biguous. The spoils of war, Camillus’ handling of which was 
so criticized, are conspicuous at the head of the procession. 
The four-horse chariot, the object of the Romans’ contempt, 
is placed squarely in the center of the composition. The 
crowded scene, captured prisoners, and spoils of war evoke 
the “wanton extravagance” described by Plutarch. Like the 
Roman people in the ancient accounts, the viewer is alien-
ated by the magnificence of the spectacle.14 Far from an 
image of princely virtue, the fresco faithfully expresses the 
dictatorial pride described by Livy and Plutarch.

Given the artist’s faithfulness to his sources, it is neces-
sary to consider what exactly the conquest of Veii signified 
both in Roman history and in the Renaissance. Although 
Livy and Plutarch comment on Camillus’ arrogance and the 
lavishness of his triumph, the story of Veii is essentially one 
of Roman imperialism. Rome in the fourth century BC was 
a small city-state struggling to gain dominance over a region 
populated by various peoples. In particular, the Romans were 
frequently at war with the Etruscans, and Veii was the first 
major step towards Roman expansion into Etruria. In the 
fifteenth century, Leonardo Bruni described the war with Veii 
as the beginning of the end of the Etruscan civilization, as 

Etruscan cities fell one by one to Rome: “the capture of Veii 
seemed to open the way for Rome to subdue all of Etruria.” 
He then recounts the subsequent downfall of the remaining 
Etruscan cities, concluding, “So the Etruscans were beaten 
at last in a series of great battles. . . About four hundred and 
seventy years after the founding of Rome by Romulus. . .all 
Etruria fell into Roman hands.”15

Like the textual accounts, Salviati’s fresco presents a 
violent picture of imperial conquest. Although mentioned 
by neither Livy nor Plutarch, the defeated Etruscans are 
prominent in the painting and highlight the militaristic nature 
of its subject (Figure 3). Their stooped poses, bound arms, 
and tired facial expressions convey their subjugation. At the 
head of the procession, the Roman army flaunts the material 
remains of their civilization. Their characteristic dress renders 
them even more conspicuous: unlike the Romans, the cap-
tives are nude save for a colored cloak, and have long hair 
and beards. Many wear Phrygian caps similar to those worn 
by the Dacian prisoners on the Arch of Constantine, which 
Salviati surely observed during his recent stay in Rome. Their 
individualized facial features and garments distinguish them 
from their oppressors, while lending them a personality rarely 
seen in images of the vanquished. In his description of the 
fresco, Giorgio Vasari remarks on both the prisoners and the 
spoils, describing the “vessels. . .trophies and most beautiful 
spoils” and “countless prisoners in various attitudes.”16

The cult statue of Juno reinforces the fresco’s imperi-
alism by asserting that the conquest is justified by divine 
mandate (Figure 4). Livy explains that, when seized by the 
Roman army, the sculpture consented to being transported 
to Rome: “one of them. . .asked, ‘Wilt thou go, Juno, to 
Rome?’—whereat the others all cried out that the goddess 
had nodded assent. It was afterwards added to the story that 
she had also been heard to say that she was willing.”17 Sal-
viati captures the episode by depicting Juno as not a lifeless 
stone effigy, but a living figure in animated dialogue with the 
dictator, turning towards him as if to commend his victory. 
Her lifelike form, twisting pose, and facial expression also 
recall Plutarch’s version of the story, in which he describes 

11 Plutarch 93 states that Camillus was awarded four triumphs, and 
provides a detailed account of the triumph honoring his defeat of the 
Gauls, 169.

12 Livy, in particular, was among the most widely studied of the ancient 
historians and was taught to school boys and university students. See 
Peter Burke, “A Survey of the Popularity of Ancient Historians,” History 
and Theory 5.2 (1966): 135-152, especially 141.

13 For example, although Leonardo Bruni, in his History of the Florentine 
People, gives a lengthy discussion of the conquest of Veii, he omits 
the subsequent triumph. Leonardo Bruni, History of the Florentine 
People, trans. James Hankins vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard UP, 
2001) 27-31; Schlitt 163-171. 

14 Indeed, the sheer opulence of the imagery has led some scholars to see 
the work as a blatant, anti-republican celebration of Cosimo’s absolute 
power: “The other main fresco in the Sala dell’Udienza visualized 

even more explicitly Cosimo’s princely hauteur and his disdain for 
the republican past.” Henk Van Veen, Cosimo I de’ Medici and his 
Self-Representation in Florentine Art and Culture, trans. Andrew P. Mc 
Cormick (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge UP, 2006) 15. Similarly, Cheney 
vol. 1 164, writes, “Such an identification with Camillus at one of his 
most anti-plebian moments must surely be a deliberate rejection of 
republican ideas.”

15 Bruni 41-47.

16 “. . .vasi. . .trofei e spoglie bellissime” and “prigioni infiniti in diverse 
attitudini.” Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ più eccellenti pittori scultori e 
architettori nelle redazioni del 1550 e 1568, ed. Rosanna Bettarini and 
Paola Barocchi, vol. 5.1 (Florence: Studio per Edizioni Scelte, 1984) 
521.

17 Livy 79.
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“statues often dripping with sweat, images uttering audible 
groans, turning away their faces, and closing their eyes.”18 
Livy further reports, “she was moved from her place with 
contrivances of little power, as though she accompanied 
them voluntarily, and was lightly and easily transferred.”19 
Salviati similarly portrays the goddess as weightless, conveyed 
effortlessly by two figures, again emphasizing her willingness 
to submit to Roman rule (Figure 5).

Conquest is further sanctioned by the neighboring al-
legory of Peace Burning Arms, located above a door in the 
same hall (Figure 6). A personification of Peace sits upon a 
heap of armor, shields, arrows, helmets, and spears, which 
she ignites with a torch, signifying the hope for a peaceful 
reign. The image is also a powerful statement of military 
might: peace is achieved through victory and the subjugation 
of the enemy, as suggested by the two bound prisoners at 
her feet. With their nude torsos, long hair, and the distinc-
tive cap, these prisoners bear a clear resemblance to those 
in the adjacent Triumph of Camillus. The similarities link the 
two works together in a cause-and-effect relationship: by 
following the left to right motion of the Triumph, the viewer 
logically arrives at the allegory of Peace, with the image of 
the bound Etruscans still in his memory. Their reappearance 
at the feet of Peace lends a startling bellicosity to the image, 
and intensifies the imperialism of the Triumph.

Given its explicit imperialism, Salviati’s work seems to 
allude to Duke Cosimo’s imperial designs on Tuscany, the 
ancient seat of the Etruscan civilization. The association be-
tween Tuscany and Etruria is commonplace in Renaissance 
texts, and the region’s ancient heritage had been known and 
celebrated at least since the fourteenth century.20 There can 

be no doubt that Veii was understood as an Etruscan city, 
as both ancient and Renaissance sources are explicit on this 
count.21 The association between Veii and Etruria was so 
clear that, according to one sixteenth-century author, the 
terms “Veii” and “Veientes,” believed to derive from an 
archaic term for the word chariot, were synonymous with 
“Etruscan.”22 The cult statue of Juno reminds the viewer 
of the religiosity of the ancient Tuscans, whose piety is 
acknowledged in both ancient and Renaissance texts. The 
prominent incense burners on her shrine may be intended 
as an additional reference to Etruria, since it was thought 
that the name of the region derived from the use of incense 
in religious rituals.23

Salviati’s Triumph of Camillus, then, is not a general 
expression of princely virtue, but rather a statement of Floren-
tine dominion over Tuscany. As such, the fresco is related to 
a broader tendency among Florentine intellectuals to exploit 
Tuscany’s ancient heritage to promote Florence’s cultural and 
political dominance over the region. Central to this cause 
was the Accademia Fiorentina, or Florentine Academy, a 
group of state-sponsored scholars concerned with the ori-
gin, codification, and promotion of the Tuscan vernacular.24 
In particular, a group of academicians led by Pierfrancesco 
Giambullari and Giambattista Gelli exploited the Etruscans 
to promote Florence’s cultural and political supremacy.25 
Known derisively as the Aramei, these men espoused the spu-
rious theories of Annius of Viterbo, the notorious forger who 
manipulated medieval legend, questionable archaeological 
evidence, and inventive genealogies to reinvent the origins 
of Etruria.26 In his On the Origin of Florence (c. 1544), Gelli 
proclaims that Florence was founded not by the Romans, 

18 Plutarch 109.

19 Livy 79.

20 For an overview of Renaissance sources that discuss the Etruscans, see 
Giovanni Cipriani, Il mito etrusco nel rinascimento fiorentino (Florence: 
Leo S. Olschki, 1980).

21 Livy 78 calls Veii “urbis opulentissimae Etrusci nominis.” While medi-
eval sources do not always describe the ancient people of Tuscany as 
“Etruscan” or “Tuscan,” by the Renaissance it was commonplace. For 
example, Leonardo Bruni refers to Veii as both Etruscan and Tuscan. 
See also Biondo Flavio, Italy Illuminated, trans. Jeffrey A. White vol. 
1 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2005) 107.

22 “Da costui furon di poi similmente gli Etruschi chiamati Vei et Veienti, 
come nella Vita di Romulo da Plutarco descritta si legge.” Giambat-
tista Gelli, Dell’origine di Firenze, ed. Alessandro D’Alessandro, Atti e 
Memorie dell’Accademia Toscana di Scienze e Lettere La Colombaria 
3rd ser. 44 (1979): 61-122, quote, 93.

23 “Tuscia autem a frequentia sacrificii et turis dicta,” Isidore of Seville, 
Concordantia in Isidori Hispaliensis Etymologias, ed. Ana-Isabel Magal-
lón García vol. 4 (New York: Olms-Weidmann, 1995) 1939; “Toscana 
ebbe nome il paese e provincia, perocche vi furono i primi sacrificatori 
agl’Idii con fummo d’incenso, detto tuscio,” Giovanni Villani, Cronica, 
ed. Francesco Gherardi Dragomanni vol. 1 (Frankfurt: Minerva, 1969)  
42; “from their copious and frequent use of tura, frankincense, in the 
worship of the gods,” Biondo 45.

24 The Academy was originally established as the “Accademia degli 
Umidi” in 1540 by Giovanni Mazzuoli. The following year, Duke 
Cosimo gave the group state sponsorship, including a permanent 
meeting place and a salaried consulship. For the early history of the 
Academy, see Emilio Sanesi, “Dell’Accademia Fiorentina nel ’500,” Atti 
della Società Colombaria fiorentina 24 (1935-36): 223-44; Claudia di 
Filippo Bareggi, “In nota alla politica culturale di Cosimo I: l’Accademia 
Fiorentina,” Quaderni storici 8 (1973): 527-574; Eric Cochrane, “Le 
Accademie,” Firenze e la Toscana dei Medici nell’Europa del ’500, vol. 
1, Strumenti e veicoli della cultura; Relazioni politiche ed economiche 
(Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1983) 3-17. 

25 Other members of the Aramei included Giovanni Norchiati, Cosimo 
Bartoli, and Carlo Lenzoni. On the Aramei, see Armand L. De Gaetano, 
Giambattista Gelli and the Florentine Academy: The Rebellion Against 
Latin (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1976); Alessandro D’Alessandro, “Il 
Gello di Pierfrancesco Giambullari: mito e ideologia nel principato 
di Cosimo I,” La nascita della Toscana. Dal Convegno di studi per il 
IV centenario della morte di Cosimo I de’ Medici (Florence: Leo S. 
Olschki, 1980) 73-104; Cesare Vasoli, “Considerazioni sull’ ‘Acca-
demia Fiorentina,’” La nascita della Toscana. Dal Convegno di studi 
per il IV centenario della morte di Cosimo I de’ Medici (Florence: Leo 
S. Olschki, 1980) 3-63.

26 Annius, and Gelli and Giambullari after him, traced the origins of 
Etruria to the biblical patriarch Noah, whom he conflated with the 
pagan god Janus. His Commentaria super opera diversorum auctorum 
de antiquitatibus loquentium, better known as the Antiquitates, was 
first published in Rome by Eucharius Silber in 1498. On Annius, see
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but by the Egyptian Hercules, its population descending from 
the Etruscans of neighboring Fiesole.27 Similarly, he describes 
the Florentine Baptistery, long a symbol of the city’s Roman 
heritage, as constructed from Etruscan spoils.28 Gelli’s ideas 
were reiterated by Giambullari in his Il Gello (1546), in which 
the author argues that the Florentine vernacular derived “not 
from Latin, not from Greek, but from Aramaic, which was 
the same as ancient Tuscan.”29

The political implications of these texts have been widely 
recognized in modern scholarship.30 On the one hand, they 
provide a historical justification for Cosimo’s absolutism: 
whereas Florence’s republican roots might have suited 
the civic humanists of the fifteenth century, the Etruscan 
confederacy was a more appropriate model for Cosimo’s 
duchy.31 The work of the Aramei also promoted the birth of 
a new Tuscan empire under Cosimo’s rule. By reconciling 
Florence’s Roman origins with the Etruscan origins of subject 
cities such as Volterra, Fiesole, and Arezzo, Gelli and Giam-
bullari offered a cultural justification for a unified Tuscan 
state. They also employed expansionist rhetoric in their 
work on the Florentine language. In response to an ongoing 
pan-Italian debate on the codification of the vernacular—the 
questione della lingua—Gelli suggests that fixed rules could 
only be established through the political unification of Tus-
cany. The perceived superiority of the Florentine vernacular 
demonstrated Florence’s rightful position as the region’s 

cultural—and by extension political—capital.32

It is not surprising that Gelli and Giambullari flattered the 
Duke with such visions of empire. In the 1540s Cosimo ruled 
not only Florence, but also a major territorial state extend-
ing from Arezzo to the Tyrrhenian Sea. The expansion of his 
realm was among his primary ambitions from the beginning 
of his rule.33 Additionally, the Duke united Etruscan themes 
with imperial imagery to celebrate his dominion as early as 
1539, when he called upon Gelli and Giambullari to organize 
the public festivities for his marriage. In a text of the same 
year, Giambullari describes the lavish banquets, pageants, 
music, theater productions, and painted scenes created to 
honor the event. Personifications of subject cities Volterra, 
Arezzo, Cortona, Pisa, and Pistoia appeared on stage to give 
their best wishes to the couple and to pledge their allegiance 
to their capital city. During the performance, the cities de-
scribe their Etruscan origins—real or invented—according 
the beliefs of the Aramei.34 The idea of dominion through 
conquest is blatantly expressed. In describing Fiesole, the 
narrator states: “although she looks at Flora [i.e., Florence], 
adorned by her spoils, with a disdainful and proud eye, 
she bends her proud haughtiness, also vanquished by you
. . .”35 After introducing them, the narrator announced, “here, 
High Leader, is your devoted Empire; here are the faithful 
handmaidens of Florence.”36

The Etruscans, therefore, were at the forefront of 

  Anthony Grafton, “Invention of Traditions and Traditions of Invention 
in Renaissance Europe: The Strange Case of Annius of Viterbo,” The 
Transmission of Culture in Early Modern Europe, ed. Anthony Grafton 
and Ann Blair (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1990) 8-38; Walter 
E. Stephens, Giants in Those Days: Folklore, Ancient History, and 
Nationalism (Lincoln, NE: U of Nebraska P, 1989) 98-138; Stephens, 
“When Pope Noah Ruled the Etruscans: Annius of Viterbo and his 
Forged Antiquities,” MLN 119.1 Supplement (2004): S201-S223; 
Stephens,“The Etruscans and the Ancient Theology in Annius of Vit-
erbo,” Umanesimo a Roma nel Quattrocento, ed. Paolo Brezzi and 
Maristella de Panizza Lorch (Rome: Istituto di Studi Romani, 1984) 
309-322.

27 “l’origine della città [è] di Fiesole. . .imperoché, come dice il nostro 
Dante, una gran parte del popolo di Firenze discese ab antiquo da 
quella,” Gelli 87. On Gelli’s treatise, see also Michele Barbi, Il trat-
tatello sull’origine di Firenze di Giambattista Gelli (Florence: Carnesec-
chi, 1894); and D’Alessandro, “Il mito dell’origine ‘aramea’ di Firenze 
in un trattatello di Giambattista Gelli,” Archivio storico italiano 138 
(1980): 339-389.

28 “la materia di che egli è fatto chiaramente lo dimostra, imperoché 
non essendo primieramente le sue colonne di equale lungheza, né 
di pari grosseza, né i capitegli di quelle ancora d’una medesima. . .si 
può certamente credere che ei fusse fatto di spoglie et di pezi d’altri 
edifitii che vi erono innanzi [i.e., before the arrival of the Romans],” 
Gelli 74.

29 “non da la latina, non da la greca, ma da la aramea che era la stessa 
toscana antica,” Giambullari, Il Gello di M. Pierfrancesco Giambullari 
Accademico Fiorentino (Florence: Doni, 1546) 54.

30 See especially Michel Plaisance, “Une première affirmation de la 
politique culturelle de Côme Ier: la transformation de l’Académie 

des ‘Humidi’ en Académie Florentine,” Les écrivains et le pouvoir en 
Italie à l’époque de la Renaissance, 1st ser., ed. A. Rochon (Paris: Uni-
versité de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 1973) 361-438; Plaisance, “Culture 
et Politique à Florence de 1542 à 1551: Lasca et les ‘Humidi’ aux 
prises avec l’Académie Florentine,” Les écrivains et le pouvoir en Italie 
à l’époque de la Renaissance, 2nd ser., ed. A. Rochon (Paris: Université 
de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 1974) 148-242; Sergio Bertelli, “Egemonia 
linguistica come egemonia culturale e politica nella Firenze cosimiana,” 
Bibliothèque d’Humanisme et Renaissance 38 (1976): 249-283; and, 
more recently, Michael Sherberg, “The Accademia Fiorentina and the 
Question of the Language: The Politics of Theory in Ducal Florence,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 56.1 (2003): 26-55.

31 Cipriani 71-112.

32 Bertelli 266-268; Sherberg 35-43.

33 Diaz 79-83; Albertini 281.

34 Pierfrancesco Giambullari, Apparato et feste nelle noze dello illustris-
simo signor Duca di Firenze, et della Duchessa sua consorte,con le sue 
stanze, madriali, comedia, & intermedii, in quelle recitati (Florence: 
Benedetto Giunta, 1539). For a modern edition of the text with com-
mentary, see Andrew C. Minor and Bonner Mitchell, A Renaissance 
Entertainment: Festivities for the Marriage of Cosimo I, Duke of Flor-
ence, in 1539 (Columbia, MO: U of Missouri P, 1968). For example, 
of Arezzo the narrator states, “D’Armenia Aretia con Noè suo sposo / 
Che dagli antichi Iano è nominato. . .,” a clear reference to the theories 
of Annius of Viterbo, 195.

35 “Et benche Flora di sue spoglie ornata / Miri con didegnoso & fiero 
ciglio / Pur da tè vinta, et poi dalla belleza / Di quella, piega sua superba 
alteza,” Minor and Mitchell 168-169.

36 Minor and Mitchell 223.
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Florence’s intellectual currents in the very years that Salviati 
painted his frescoes, and were evoked to promote Floren-
tine dominion over Tuscany. Although their theories were 
not universally accepted, both Gelli and Giambullari were 
respected scholars and favorites of the Medici.37 Both were 
consuls of the Academy in the same years that their texts were 
circulating, 1547 and 1548 respectively. Although Gelli’s 
Dell’origine di Firenze was never published, Giambullari’s 
Gello had considerable success, enjoying a broad enough 
readership to merit a second printing in 1549. Giambullari 
had close ties with the Medici: previously a secretary of 
Alfonsina de’ Medici, under Cosimo he was the librarian 
of the Medici library at San Lorenzo. Other members of 
the Aramei were likewise linked to the ruling court. These 
included Giovanni Norchiati, canon of the Medici church 
S. Lorenzo, and Cosimo Bartoli, diplomat of the Duke.38 
Owing to their ties with the Medici, many scholars have 
suggested that the political content of their work amounts 
to ducal propaganda.39

Duke Cosimo’s patronage and the work of the Aramei 
are also linked by the figure of Pierfrancesco Riccio, who gave 
Salviati the textual accounts of Camillus in 1543.40 More than 
the Duke’s secretary, Riccio was Cosimo’s childhood tutor 
and later his majordomo. He was so involved with Cosimo’s 
affairs that, when he became ill in 1548, the Duke hired at 
least six men to replace him. Of Cosimo’s administrators, it 
was Riccio who supervised cultural activities in Florence.41 
Vasari, in fact, tells us that he helped secure Salviati’s employ-

ment in the Sala dell’Udienza, and payment records confirm 
his supervision of the project. 42

Riccio became a member of the Florentine Academy in 
1541, where he was friends with Gelli and Giambullari and 
other members of the Aramei camp.43 In 1548 Carlo Lenzoni, 
one of their clique and an interlocutor in Giambullari’s Gello, 
dedicated his translation of Hermes Trismegistus to Riccio.44 
Documents from the 1540s describe a dialogue between 
the Duke, Riccio, and Giambullari over the discovery of 
Etruscan antiquities and the translation of Etruscan inscrip-
tions. In a letter from 1547, Cosimo had his agent Giovanni 
Francesco Lottini send Riccio an Etruscan inscription, so 
that it might be taken to a Dominican friar who claimed to 
read Etruscan.45 A week later, Lottini reported to Riccio that 
Giambullari’s decoding of an Etruscan inscription pleased 
the Duke.46 Seen in the context of this exchange, the refer-
ences to the Etruscans in the Triumph of Camillus surely are 
not coincidental.

Through the imperial nature of the subject matter and 
unmistakable references to Etruria, Salviati’s Triumph of 
Camillus presents an unambiguous statement of imperial 
conquest. Cosimo’s iconographers and eulogists promoted 
his image as master of a Tuscan empire from the beginning 
of his reign. Ancient Etruria offered an ideal model for their 
imperial agenda, providing a cultural and political justifica-
tion for his expansionist ambitions. Much like the Romans in 
Salviati’s fresco, Cosimo himself would later flaunt the spoils 
of the defeated Etruscans. In 1553, the Duke acquired a 

37 In particular, Vincenzio Borghini ridiculed their work as “baie aramee.” 
See the introduction by D’Alessandro in Gelli 63.

38 Judith Bryce, Cosimo Bartoli (1503-1572): The Career of a Florentine 
Polymath (Geneva: Librairie Droz S.A., 1983).

39 See note 30. For an alternative view, see Mario Pozzi, “Mito aramaico-
etrusco e potere assoluto a Firenze al tempo di Cosimo I,” Le pouvoir 
monarchique et ses supports idéologiques aux XIVe-XVIIe siècles, ed. 
Jean Dufournet, Adelin Charles Fiorato, and Augustin Redondo (Paris: 
Publications de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 1990) 65-76 and Ann Moyer, 
“‘Without Passion or Partisanship’: Florentine Historical Writing in the 
Age of Cosimo I,” History and Nation, ed. Julia Rudolph (Lewisburg, 
PA: Bucknell UP, 2006) 45-69.

40 On Pierfrancesco Riccio, see Alessandro Cecchi, “Il maggiordomo 
ducale Pierfrancesco Riccio e gli artisti della corte medicea,” Mit-
teilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 42.1 (1998): 115-
143; Gigliola Fragnito, “Un pratese alla corte di Cosimo I. Riflessioni 
e materiali per un profilo di Pierfrancesco Riccio,” Archivio storico 
pratese 62 (1986): 31-83.

41 Fragnito 39. 

42 Vasari 520-21. A letter from Pierfrancesco Riccio to the Duke of 5 
January 1545 asks permission to give Salviati an advance of 50 scudi, 
because “nel vero lui lavora come un cane senza intermissione di 
tempo, et le cose sue sono molto lodate.” Cheney, vol. 2, 647, doc. 
17.

43 Vasoli 47.

44  Fragnito 45.

45 [...] Io rimando alla S. V. lo epitaffio con la littera del Buonami[ci]; 
quello che si dica non so, nè credo saperlo. S. Ex. [Cosimo I] ha havuto 
molto piacer di vederlo et mi disse che io scrivessi a V. S. che ella lo 
facessi vedere a un certo frate chiamato il Marmochino del ordine 
di Santa Maria Novella et che non sta infra i frati et fa professione di 
intendere la lingua etrusca. V. S. lo debbi cognioscer perchè è quello 
che scrive anche storie et è da San Casciano. Se messer Pier Vettori 
fusse costì V. S. poterebbe veder se ne intendesse nulla o ci sapessi dir 
nulla, che invero S. Ex ne harà piacer grande [...] V. S. alla quale bascio 
le mani preghandola che mentre che ella mostra lo epitaffio al Signor 
Piero che mi raccomandi a lui [...]” Letter from Giovanni Francesco 
Lottini (Il Lottino) to Pier Francesco Riccio, Carteggio dei Segretari: Pier 
Francesco del Riccio, Medici Grand Ducal Archive, vol. 1173, fol. 359, 
October 12, 1547, Medici Archive Project, http://documents.medici.
org/volume_details.cfm?mdp=1173, document ID 8177.

46 “Il desciferato dello Epitafio etrusco è stato grato a Sua Ex. [Cosimo I] 
et ha voluto che ne serbi una copia et certamente che il Giambullari 
ha fatto quanto [proposed reading: un grande] a fare in sin qui, et se 
farà più la farà da gigante.” Letter from Lottini to Riccio, Medici Grand 
Ducal Archive, vol. 1173, fol. 385, October 28, 1547, Carteggio dei 
Segretari: Pier Francesco del Riccio, Medici Grand Ducal Archive, 
Medici Archive Project, http://documents.medici.org/volume_details.
cfm?mdp=1173, document ID 8245.
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Figure 1. Francesco Salviati, The Triumph of Camillus, begun 1543, fresco, Sala dell’Udienza, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / Art Re-
source, NY.

magnificent Etruscan bronze, the Chimera of Arezzo, recently 
unearthed during work on the fortifications of Arezzo.47 Dis-
played in the ducal palace, the Chimera was a relic of the 
common heritage that united Cosimo’s Tuscan empire. A few 

years later, Cosimo’s imperial aspirations were fully realized: 
in 1569, he was named Grand Duke of Tuscany—Magnus 
Dux Etruriae.

Washington University in St. Louis

47 Mauro Cristofani, “Per una storia del collezionismo archeologico nella 
Toscana granducale. I. I grandi bronzi,” Prospettiva 17 (1979): 4-15.
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Figure 3. Detail of The Triumph of Camillus, begun 1543, fresco, Sala dell’Udienza, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / Art 
Resource, NY.

Figure 2. Francesco Salviati, Scenes from the Story of Camillus, begun 1543, fresco, Sala dell’Udienza, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Photo 
credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.
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Figure 5. Detail of The Triumph of Camillus, begun 1543, 
fresco, Sala dell’Udienza, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. 
Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.

Figure 6. Francesco Salviati, Peace Burning Arms, begun 1543, fresco, Sala dell’Udienza, Palazzo 
Vecchio, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.

Figure 4. Detail of The Triumph of Camillus, begun 1543, fresco, Sala 
dell’Udienza, Palazzo Vecchio, Florence. Photo credit: Scala / Art Re-
source, NY.





Unraveling the Deception: Trompe l’Oeil as Guide to 
Charles Bird King’s Picture Gallery, 1824-1861

Rowena Houghton Dasch

In June of 1824, American artist Charles Willson Peale 
visited Washington, DC, on business. Finding himself with 
free time, Peale, a man of prodigious energy and expansive 
interests, turned towards the studio of Charles Bird King. 
He later recounted in his autobiography that he “was much 
surprised to see so many Pictures, which testified the great 
industry of the Artist. [sic] for he had not only painted a great 
many portraits but also Landscapes, pieces of Still life and 
some imblematical [sic] subjects.”1 

Peale’s remarks offer one of the earliest references to 
Charles Bird King’s Gallery of Paintings, a for-profit picture 
gallery the artist maintained from 1824 to 1861.2 During 
that period, King’s gallery was the only cultural outlet of its 
kind in Washington. Though King was known primarily as 
a portraitist, Peale notes a large and widely varied collec-
tion of paintings, including landscapes, still lifes, and even 
“imblematical” subjects. Two of King’s emblematical trompe 
l’oeil paintings functioned didactically as introductions and 
guides to the collection and to King’s view of the importance 
of European stylistic tradition for the construction of Ameri-
can cultural identity.

The emblematic tradition had deep roots in American 
visual culture. Roger B. Stein has argued convincingly that 
Colonial Americans were conversant with emblematic visual 
tradition based on European prototypes, and he placed 
Peale, and in particular his late self-portrait The Artist in his 
Museum (1822), at the terminus of an overtly emblematic 
tradition in American art.3 Though most American artists 
moved away from such imagery in the nineteenth century, 
this paper will argue that avoidance was by no means com-
plete. King’s gallery, and the trompe l’oeil paintings that en-
capsulated its message, were a countervailing trend to most 
nineteenth-century American artists’ rhetorical propensity 
to dispose of European stylistic and symbolic tradition. The 
popularity of King’s collection demonstrates that this imagery 

also continued to resonate with American popular culture 
through mid-century.

Charles Bird King came of age at a transitional moment 
in American political and cultural history (Figure 1). Born in 
1785 in Newport, Rhode Island, King trained as a portraitist 
under a system grounded in craft tradition. After rudimentary 
instruction from a local Newport artist, King apprenticed 
for five years to Edward Savage, a portraitist and museum 
proprietor who had trained in London with Benjamin West. 
King moved to London in 1805 to study with West and at 
the Royal Academy, returning home at the end of 1811. At 
the time of his education, King was anything but an anomaly. 
Beginning with West’s departure for Italy in 1760, nearly 
every American artist of ambition who could find the means 
had traveled to Europe for formal academic training. 

Yet when King opened his gallery in 1824, European 
study was no longer a foregone conclusion for many Ameri-
can artists. Some artists and critics positioned the emerging 
landscape movement as an independent development that 
did not require —and indeed in some ways could be seen 
to be threatened by—European study. When American 
landscapist Thomas Cole embarked on a trip to Europe in 
1829, the poet William Cullen Bryant pleaded that the art-
ist not allow European splendors to dull his impression of 
American landscape: 

Gaze on them, till the tears shall dim thy sight,
But keep that earlier, wilder image bright.4

Many years later the American genre painter William Sidney 
Mount expressed a sentiment that echoed Bryant’s fear. 
Mount had never traveled to Europe for fear that he would 
dilute his American nationality:

I have often been asked, “Have you been 
abroad?” A visit to Europe would be gratifying 
to me, but I have always had a desire to do 
something in art worthy of being remembered 

1 Charles Willson Peale, The Autobiography of Charles Willson Peale, ed. 
Lillian B. Miller, Sidney Hart, and Toby A. Appel, The Selected Papers 
of Charles Willson Peale and His Family (New Haven, CT: Yale UP for 
the National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, 1983) 461.

2 It is unclear precisely when King opened his Gallery of Paintings. The 
National Intelligencer first mentions the gallery in November, 1824. 
Charles Francis Adams records a visit to King’s “painting rooms” in 
January 1824, in which he describes a number of works in the collec-
tion before entering the “painting room,” where he watched the artist 
at work on a portrait. Charles Francis Adams, Diary of Charles Francis 

Adams (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press for Harvard UP, 1964-1986) 
I: 47-48.

3 Roger B. Stein, “Charles Willson Peale’s Expressive Design: The Art-
ist in His Museum,” in New Perspectives on Charles Willson Peale: A 
250th Anniversary Celebration, ed. Lillian B. Miller and David C. Ward 
(Pittsburgh, PA: U of Pittsburgh P for the Smithsonian Institution, 1991) 
204.

4 William Cullen Bryant, Poems by William Cullen Bryant. Collected and 
Arranged by the Author (Philadelphia: A. Hart, 1853) 213.
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before leaving, for fear I might be induced by 
the splendor of European art to tarry too long, 
and thus lose my nationality.5 

Mount was more concerned about the art than the land-
scape, but both authors pinpoint the desire to achieve an 
American uniqueness that Europe would threaten.6

At its opening in 1824, King’s gallery stood in marked 
contrast to the emergent American visual rhetoric repre-
sented by the attitudes of Bryant and Mount, and it continued 
to do so through the mid-nineteenth century. In content, 
the gallery blended two popular exhibition strategies. King’s 
primary business was portraiture, but while he hung many 
portraits, he did not focus exclusively on this genre. He also 
displayed a collection of plaster casts, as well as numerous 
copies after European masters and original genre, trompe 
l’oeil, and still life paintings that emphasized his European 
training. An 1842 description of the gallery counted over 
250 paintings on display over two floors.7 Through the 
comprehensiveness of the collection, King impressed upon 
his viewers the importance of educating themselves to the 
many historical styles of Western art, a task that, by viewing 
his collection in its entirety, could be performed over the 
course of an afternoon. 

The contents of King’s gallery are known today through 
contemporary partial descriptions as well as through the list 
of 204 paintings the artist left to the Redwood Library and 
Athenaeum in Newport, Rhode Island, at the end of his life.8 
This represented the vast majority of his collection. Of the 
paintings, ninety-three were subject pieces. They ranged 
from copies after Ostade, Raphael, and Sir Joshua Reynolds 
to original compositions such as Rip van Winkle Returning 
from a Morning’s Lounge (c. 1825) and The Itinerant Artist 
(c. 1825). The visual complexity of King’s exhibition space 
cut a wide swath through European art historical traditions. 
However, it was the Dutch tradition, both in style and con-
tent, which King privileged in his reproduction choices and 
which subsequently appeared in his original compositions. 
For every Paris, Son of Priam, of Troy (after a cast) or Jeremiah 

after Michelangelo, there were two versions of “Way of the 
World” and The Love-Letter based on European prints.

In her 1828 novel What is Gentility? A Moral Tale based 
in Washington, DC, Margaret Bayard Smith sends her young 
protagonists to “Mr. K—’s painting room,” a loosely-veiled 
reference to King’s Gallery of Paintings.9 Upon their arrival, 
Lydia Tilton’s dog Tippo becomes agitated at a painting of 
a cat in the window of the gallery. The incident introduces 
a conversation on the ancients and the story of Zeuxis and 
Parrhasius. The young men and woman’s familiarity with the 
legends of ancient painters allows them to discuss with Mr. 
K—the various benefits of a “deception,” as trompe l’oeil 
paintings at that time were known. First Tippo is deceived by 
the cat, then by a still life of “a market basket filled with provi-
sions.” In the latter case, he is enlightened only by approach-
ing to smell the beef in the basket. The artist’s response is to 
tell Tippo that he paid the painting “as great a compliment 
as the birds paid to the grapes of Zeuxis.” Ultimately Lydia 
herself is deceived by a painting whose trompe l’oeil curtain 
covers a portion of the composition; she “start[s] back” in 
amazement when she recognizes the deception.

Smith’s novel explores the ennobling potential of edu-
cation and the fine arts. For her scene inside an artist’s stu-
dio/gallery, Smith naturally turned to Charles Bird King, the 
only local example and a personal friend. Considering their 
relationship, Smith’s focus on King’s deceptions rather than 
on his portraits or subject paintings suggests the importance 
of the genre to the artist and likely reflects his own attitudes 
towards their purpose. In the story of Zeuxis and Parrhasius, 
the two ancient Greek artists who competed to create the 
most realistic image of nature in a painting,10 the illusion-
ism of Zeuxis’ painted grapes induced birds to peck at the 
canvas. Not to be outdone, Parrhasius created a composition 
with a painted curtain, which Zeuxis attempted to remove. 
Realizing the deception, Zeuxis declared his opponent the 
winner for having deceived a true connoisseur—an art-
ist—whereas he himself had only deceived a bird. In Smith’s 
retelling, Tippo and Lydia both pay the artist a compliment 

5 Quoted in Albert Frankenstein, William Sidney Mount (New York: 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1975) 49.

6 On another occasion Mount wrote that European training—and in 
particular the grand manner style advocated by eighteenth-century 
British portraitist Sir Joshua Reynolds—distracted the painter from what 
should be his primary focus, Nature: “There has been enough written 
on ideality—and the grand style of Art etc.—to divert the artist from 
the study of natural objects. For ever after, let me read the volume of 
nature—a lecture always ready and bound by the Almighty.” Diary 
entry dated August 19, 1846. Quoted in Frankenstein, 143.

7 George Watterston, A New Guide to Washington (Washington: Robert 
Farnham; New York: Samuel Colman, 1842) 102-103.

8 Handwritten accession records are on file at the Redwood Library 
and Athenaeum. The list was included as well in Redwood Library 
and Athenaeum, Catalogue of Pictures, Statuary, &c., belonging to The 
Redwood Library, September 1, 1885 (Newport, RI, 1885).

9 Mrs. Smith refers to the American President’s wife as Mrs. M–d–n (Dolly 
Madison). For the passage at Mr. K–’s painting room, see Margaret 
Bayard Smith, What is Gentility? A Moral Tale (Washington, DC: P. 
Thompson, 1828) 183-88.

10 Pliny, Natural History, Book 35, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard UP, 1952) 309-11.

11 Charles Francis Adams recorded a similar visit to King’s gallery in 
his diary. After his first visit to King’s gallery, in January 1824, Adams 
described the contents of the collection. After commenting on a va-
riety of portraits and some “sweet fruit pieces,” Adams commented: 
“Some voluptuous pieces also which it would not do to notice before 
ladies. One in particular which appeared to be Joseph and the wife of 
Potipher although we could not see for a veil which John and myself 
attempted to raise, when we discovered the deception.” Adams I: 
48.
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by mistaking paintings for reality. Yet, Lydia’s reaction of 
amazement is the larger accolade, particularly because she 
herself is an amateur artist.11 

At the moment she realizes the deception, Lydia be-
comes an active viewer rather than a passive observer. 
Art historian Wendy Bellion has argued that trompe l’oeil 
requires collusion between the artist and his audience. For 
a “deception” to work, the viewer must allow him or herself 
to be deceived while simultaneously recognizing the artist’s 
role in creating the deception.12 This mechanism of the paint-
ing activates a relationship between the artist and viewer. 
He or she cannot passively receive the content of the work 
of art but must respond to it by choosing to continue the 
deception or by refusing it entirely. King exploited trompe 
l’oeil—the only medium that compelled his audience’s 
interaction—to justify the relevance of his own European 
training, as well as European tradition more generally, to an 
American audience.

Two paintings that hung in King’s gallery over the ma-
jority of its existence took advantage of the trompe l’oeil 
paradigm to engage the viewer in the gallery’s didactic 
program. King produced Poor Artist’s Cupboard in 1815 
(Figure 2) soon after his return from London and a decade 
before he opened his gallery of paintings. The artist depicts a 
carefully-stacked collection of books inside a niche, with two 
well-worn volumes open to the viewer at the front—Advan-
tages of Poverty: Third Part and Pleasures of Hope. A conch 
shell rests above the stacked books, boxed drafting tools sit 
at the center of the composition, a rolled-up canvas cuts 
across the space diagonally, and a portfolio exposes the edges 
of the sketches it houses just beneath a large volume titled 
Lives of the Artists. Not only the vanitas theme but also the 
separate elements of the conch shell, a glass of water, and 
large piece of bread and knife atop a Delft-style plate unify 
the composition within the pattern of Dutch tradition.

 Poor Artist’s Cupboard is the first iteration on a theme 
to which King returned several times in his career.13 The 
paintings explore the artist’s status in American society from 
an ironic, autobiographical perspective. Both Poor Artist’s 
Cupboard and the 1830 Vanity of the Artist’s Dream (Figure 
3) display an artist’s tools and book collection, surely based 
on King’s own possessions. Internal evidence suggests that 
King created Vanity as a continuation in a series and not as 
a completely independent work, but by that time the books 
had aged and the artist’s “cupboard” had become increas-

ingly cluttered. While some elements of the paintings—such 
as the books, some of which have fictional titles—are surely 
imagined, other objects must have been King’s own. The 
drafting tools that King places at the center of both paintings 
are identical, and both the porte-crayon and sketchbook in 
Vanity appear in self-portraits of the artist. The later painting 
appears to have been commissioned and likely never hung 
in King’s gallery,14 but the references (perhaps clear only to 
him) from one painting to the next indicate his investment 
in the trope of the struggling artist and in self-expression 
through its means.

Poor Artist’s Cupboard and Vanity blend fiction and real-
ity convincingly yet ironically. Charles Bird King was never an 
impoverished artist; he was a successful portraitist of inde-
pendent means. He did travel as an itinerant artist in search 
of sitters in the years after he returned to the United States, 
but he was not alone—even the most successful portraitist 
of the early nineteenth century, Gilbert Stuart, traveled to 
Washington in 1803 in search of new commissions. Indeed, 
in a romantic self-portrait of approximately the same date 
as Poor Artist’s Cupboard, King portrays himself as a well-
dressed young man. Though its date confirms that King did 
not produce Poor Artist’s Cupboard specifically for his gal-
lery, it served an important purpose in that space. Visitors 
would have recognized the dissonance between the artist’s 
circumstances—after all, they were standing in his finely-
appointed gallery—and those depicted in the painting. This 
would have led them into an engagement with the work 
that highlighted the elements of King’s profession that he 
considered important—training in draftsmanship, extensive 
reading and knowledge of tradition, and the importance of 
European precedents.

The many similarities between the paintings highlight 
two messages: the poverty of artistic patronage (and conse-
quently, of artists as well), and the importance of European 
study for artists and patrons alike. King elevates the former 
issue to primary importance textually as well as visually. Both 
paintings present themselves to the viewer as catalogues of 
the artist’s effects, introduced and reinforced by the “Sheriff’s 
Sale” clippings at upper left. The clipping from Poor Artist’s 
Cupboard reads in part:

The Property of an Artist
Consisting of one candle, one Bla-
nket, Two pair of Ruffles, Peticoat, 
Silk Stockings, and Peck of Potatoes

12 Wendy Bellion, “Likeness and Deception in Early American Art,” diss., 
Northwestern, 2001, 16.

13 There are two extant paintings on this subject: Poor Artist’s Cupboard 
(c. 1815) in the Corcoran Museum of Art collection and Vanity of the 
Artist’s Dream (1830) in the Fogg Art Museum. King exhibited vanitas 
paintings outside his own gallery periodically over his career. He sold 
Still Life. The property of a poor Artist to the Apollo Association in 
1839, which raffled the painting to Mr. Albert Christie of New York that 
year; he exhibited The Poor Artist’s Closet at the Boston Athenaeum 
in 1828; he subsequently exhibited a vanitas again at the Boston 

Athenaeum in 1832, titled Poor Artist’s Study, owned by J. Fullerton. 
Fullerton’s name appears on the face of Vanity of the Artist’s Dream. 
Finally, he bequeathed Poor Artist’s Closet; or Sale of Artist’s Effects 
to the Redwood Library in 1862. The Redwood Library subsequently 
deaccessioned that work, which could be the painting in the Corcoran 
today. The Corcoran painting could as well be the painting auctioned 
to Mr. Christie by the Apollo Association in 1839; or, the painting King 
gave the Redwood could be a fourth, unlocated, painting.

14 For Vanity of the Artist’s Dream provenance information, see footnote 
13 above.
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 Four Pictures, of Roast Pigs, Turkies,
Decanters of Wine, and Plumb Cake
Painted from Recollection….

Comparison with an 1823 National Intelligencer newspaper 
advertisement for a Sheriff’s sale highlights the poverty of 
King’s fictional artist. After stating that the defaulter, a John 
Perkins, has land holdings of 580 acres in different parts 
of Prince George’s County, Maryland, the advertisement 
continues:

The improvements are an excellent large 
frame dwelling house, tobacco houses, 
stabling, and a good well of water in the 
yard. The land will be sold with or without 
the crop, as may suit the purchaser.15

The comparatively few possessions of the artist—no land, no 
home, no furnishings beyond a candle—are striking. King 
humorously drives the final nail into his fictive poverty by 
stating that he painted still lifes “from recollection,” presum-
ably because he could not afford to eat. 

Another trompe l’oeil painting that hung in King’s gal-
lery claimed quite literally to be a guide to the exhibitions. 
Catalogue—a Deception (1828, Figure 4) represents a 
European-inspired ideal landscape with crumbling ruins in 
the background and a blasted tree trunk in the foreground. 
These evocations of the sublime serve as scenic backdrop 
to a disintegrating “Descriptive Catalogue of the Pictures in 
King’s Exhibition” dated 1828. Compositionally and sym-
bolically, the ruined building and ruined catalogue echo 
one another. The landscape must have shared similarities 
with many of the European copies in King’s collection; the 
painting, then, presents a guide to the collection through 
its compositional structure in addition to the catalogue de-
ception. The catalogue cues the viewer that the work itself 
contains a clue to the make-up of the collection and the 
stylistic vocabulary he or she needed to decode it. Further 
complicating the composition, the catalogue cleverly masks 
the suggestive encounter between a seated woman and a 
kneeling young man. We see the naked legs and gesturing 
hand of the woman, and the rolled-up pants leg of the man, 
who lean towards one another. King invites his audience to 
imagine the couple’s interaction, hidden discreetly behind 
the catalogue, perhaps considering at the same time that the 
other paintings in the collection will reward close scrutiny 
and active engagement. 

King did not capriciously depict this clearly European-
inspired landscape composition as the backdrop for the cata-
logue to his collection. It is a signpost to the visitor pointing 
to the importance of European stylistic conventions for the 

understanding of the collection, both American themes and 
copies after European masters. Indeed the very absence of 
blasted trees and crumbling ruins from King’s landscapes of 
Harper’s Ferry16 —sublimely peaceful, sun-bathed scenes of 
ferry workers and leisure fishermen—offer a symbolically-
loaded reference to the peace, prosperity and health of the 
young nation where all of nature is in alignment. 

To return to Poor Artist’s Cupboard, the same emphasis 
on European tradition, and on rigorous training appear more 
broadly at the forefront. In both this painting and Vanity, King 
placed draftsman’s tools at the center of the composition. In 
the former painting there are no brushes, and the palette is 
far to the back of the niche, barely visible at the left. Between 
the drafting tools, the books, and the prints, King makes 
a strong statement for the importance of tradition and of 
rigorous training—mirroring his own path to success and a 
regimen that few artists who came of age during and after 
the War of 1812 could rival. Furthermore, he emphasized 
in this painting the importance of training in emblems for 
both artist and patron. The conch shell, the knife, bread, 
Delft-style plate, and glass of water are all traditional symbols 
from seventeenth-century Dutch art. 

The emblematic tradition did not die with the Early Re-
public. Political and intellectual foci shifted, but the symbolic 
power of images did not wane. King’s success reflected the 
viewing and collecting interests of his patrons. Exhibition 
records for the Apollo Association and Pennsylvania Academy 
of the Fine Arts reveal that European originals and copies and 
American subjects within the Dutch pictorial mode remained 
important into the 1840s. King exhibited Grandfather’s 
Hobby (Figure 5), a genre study of a young boy pretending 
to be his grandfather —sitting in his armchair, wearing his 
spectacles and tricorn hat, holding his cane, and reading the 
newspaper—at the Apollo Association four times between 
1838 and 1839. The hobby horse hanging from the arm of 
the chair is a light visual-verbal pun, while the child himself 
evokes the passage of time and the fleeting moment of 
youth. The editors of the 1830 Christmas gift annual The 
Token reinforced the emblematic message through a poem 
that appeared alongside an engraving after the painting. The 
poem describes the young boy’s feeling of elation to have 
taken his grandfather’s chair, “deem[ing] himself in boyish 
glory,/ Like the old man that told the story!”17 

William Sidney Mount’s career reinforces the point that 
symbolic content never faded from the American visual 
vocabulary, though it did shift towards a more subtle evoca-
tion. A comparison of Mount’s Farmer’s Bargaining (1835, 
Figure 6) with King’s Interior of a Ropewalk (c. 1840, Figure 

15 National Intelligencer [Washington] 4 Sept. 1823.

16 For reproductions of Harper’s Ferry, Government Work Lock on the 
Potomac (c. 1815-1820) and Harper’s Ferry, Looking Upstream (c. 
1815-1820) see Andrew F. Cosentino, The Paintings of Charles Bird 
King (1787-1862) (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1977) Figures 99 and 100.

17 The Token engraved Thomas Sully’s copy after King’s original work. The 
Token; A Christmas and New Year’s Present (Boston, 1830) 233-34.

18 Elizabeth Johns, American Genre Painting: The Politics of Everyday Life 
(New Haven, CT and London: Yale UP, 1991) 31.
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7) emphasizes the distinction. King’s painting overtly employs 
European emblematic language in the inclusion of a child 
playing on a set of scales, whereas Mount hints that the two 
individuals are about to make a deal through the gesture 
of the older whittling farmer, who is “coming to a point.”18 
The gallery’s frequent inclusion as a tourist attraction in 
guidebooks and on maps from the 1840s onward, despite 
the outmoded visual language King employed, testifies to its 
continued popularity with the American public. 

Did King’s gallery help to formulate or merely reflect 
trends in American visual culture? The reality probably lies 
somewhere in between. He certainly did not initiate a col-
lecting interest in Old Master paintings, but he was at the 
forefront of the emerging genre tradition in the 1820s, and 
his Dutch-inspired works reinforced the importance of that 
visual language. By drawing the viewer into communication 
with the objects and their maker, Poor Artist’s Cupboard and 
Landscape with Catalogue helped to interpret the nature of 
the relationship between an American and a European visual 
language. Expanding this visual conversation to the collection 
at large not only educated King’s visitors to European tradi-
tion, but also helped them to experience American culture 
through the means of its symbolic visual vocabulary.

University of Texas at Austin 
Figure 1. Charles Bird King, Self-portrait at 30, c. 1815, bequest of the 
Artist. Courtesy of the Redwood Library and Athenaeum, Newport, 
Rhode Island.

Figure 2. Charles Bird King, Poor Artist’s Cupboard, 1815, 
oil on panel, 29 ¾ x 27 ¾ inches. Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, DC. Museum Purchase, Gallery Fund and 
Exchange, 55.93.
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[left] Figure 3. Charles Bird King, The Vanity of the Artist’s 
Dream, 1830, oil on canvas, 35 1/8 x 29 ½ inches, Harvard 
University Art Museums, Fogg Art Museum. Gift of Grenville 
L. Winthrop, Class of 1886, 1942.193. Photo credit: Imaging 
Department © President and Fellows of Harvard College.

[lower left] Figure 4. Charles Bird King, Landscape with 
Catalogue, 1828, oil on canvas, gift of the Artist. Courtesy 
of the Redwood Library and Athenaeum, Newport, Rhode 
Island.

[lower right] Figure 5. Charles Bird King, Grandfather’s Hobby, 
1820-1825, oil on canvas, 35.9 x 28 inches. Courtesy of 
Winterthur, bequest of Mrs. Waldon Phoenix Belknap.
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Figure 6. William Sidney Mount, Farmer’s Bargaining, 1835, oil on canvas, frame: 41 ½ x 35 ½ inches, The Stuart Collection, 
on permanent loan from The New York Public Library, accession number S-14. Collection of the New-York Historical Society.

Figure 7. Charles Bird King, Interior of a Ropewalk, 1845, oil on canvas, 39 x 54 ¼ inches, University of Virginia Art Museum. 
Museum Purchase, 197.10.





Grabbing Modernity by the Horns:
Mary Cassatt’s Offering the Panal to the Bullfighter 

Mary Dailey Pattee

Mary Cassatt’s (1844-1926) first encounters with Spain came 
through prose and through paint. Her earliest view of the 
country was seen through the lens of lively and colorful de-
scriptions put forth by popular travel writers like Théophile 
Gautier and Washington Irving, and through the eyes of 
such artists as Éouard Manet (1832-1883) whose Spanish-
themed canvases hung in the most prominent exhibitions in 
Paris when Cassatt was a student there between 1865 and 
1869.1 During this time, the craze for things Spanish that 
was manifest in the literature and arts of the late nineteenth 
century was at its height. Like so many painters of her day, 
Cassatt was eager to see Spain first hand and so made her 
own trip there in the Fall of 1872.

Cassatt’s artistic output while working in Spain was 
similarly shaped by both literary and visual precedents. 
This duality comes to the fore when comparing two of her 
signature Seville canvases: On the Balcony (1872, Figure 
1), and Offering the Panal to the Bullfighter (1873, Figure 
2), both completed during her seven-month stay in Spain 
(October 1872-April 1873). The light-hearted flirtation of 
the On the Balcony figures and the sumptuous hues of their 
features resonates with Gautier’s exoticized descriptions of 
Spanish women with their “…large eyes furnished with long, 

brown lashes,”2 and speaks to Irving’s quixotic tales of “dear 
old romantic Spain!”3 Although the balcony motif connects 
Cassatt to prestigious artistic precedents ranging from Goya 
to Manet, the anecdotal narrative of Cassatt’s painting does 
not carry any of the dark, brooding intrigue of Goya’s Majas 
on a Balcony (c.1820, Figure 3), nor does it echo the intensely 
anti-anecdotal character of Manet’s Balcony (1868, Figure 4). 
A more ready comparison is found in images of flirtation of 
the storybook type such as Murillo’s Two Women at a Win-
dow (1670, Figure 5) or, the contemporaneous, La Bomba 
(1863, Figure 6) by John Philip.4 Offering the Panal, however, 
resists the picturesque, prosaic overtones of On the Balcony. 
While previous scholars have duly noted the technical virtu-
osity of this painting, the extent to which Offering the Panal 
constitutes a significant departure from Cassatt’s previous 
Spanish pictures and from contemporary representations of 
the same theme remains largely overlooked.5 

At first glance, Offering the Panal does indeed appear 
to be an idle scene of flirtation, complete with the prime 
ingredients for a romantic rendezvous: mood lighting, hip 
thrusting, flowers, fiery reds, open mouths, and, the plung-
ing panale (a honey comb sweet that was often served with 
water).6 Nevertheless, there is something unmistakably 

 The inspiration for this paper came from two classes taken with Pro-
fessor Hollis Clayson in the Fall of 2005. The project could not have 
come to fruition without her energy, kindness and support. Professor 
Clayson was always generous with her time and her thoughts, and I 
am tremendously grateful for her invaluable insight, guidance, and 
friendship. I would also like to express my gratitude to the faculty of the 
Williams College Graduate Program in the History of Art. Director Mark 
Haxthausen and Associate Director Marc Simpson were extremely 
giving of their time and their insight. Their constructive criticisms 
on drafts of the paper helped me to rethink and refine many of the 
ideas behind it. I also would like to thank Nancy Mowll Mathews for 
sharing her thoughts with me, her expertise on Mary Cassatt was of 
enormous help. Special thanks also to the staff of the many libraries 
that I visited in the course of my research, particularly Karen Bucky 
at the Clark Art Institute and Todd Florio, the periodicals librarian at 
the Hispanic Society of America. 

1 Manet’s Spanish-themed canvases were not only exhibited numerous 
times at the Salon in Paris, but also formed a significant portion of his 
works exhibited in his solo show in 1867. See Catalogue des Tableaux 
de M. Édouard Manet Exposés Avenue de L’Alma en 1867, exh. cat. 
(Paris: Imprimerie L. Poupart-Davyl, 1867). See also, for example, 
Manet’s Balcony listed in Salon de 1869, exh. cat. (Paris: Imprimeurs 
des Musées Impériaux, 1869) 216. For more on Cassatt’s education 
and the influence of the Spanish craze see Andrew J. Walker, “Mary 
Cassatt’s Modern Education: The United States, France, Italy, and 

Spain, 1860-1873,” in Judith Barter et. al, Mary Cassatt: Modern 
Woman, exh.cat. (Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1998) 21.

2 Théophile Gautier, Voyages en Espagne, in The Works of Théophile 
Gautier, trans. and ed., F.C. de Sumichrast (1847; reprint, 4 vols. 
Cambridge, MA: John Wilson & Son, 1901) 4: 358. 

3 Washington Irving, “The Alhambra,” in Washington Irving: Bracebridge 
Hall, Tales of a Traveler, The Alhambra, ed. Herbert F. Smith et al., 
(1832; reprint, 2nd ed., New York: Literary Classics of the United 
States, Inc., 1991) 797.

4 Nancy Mowll Mathews was the first to point out the similarity between 
La Bomba and On the Balcony. See Nancy Mowll Mathews, Mary 
Cassatt (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1987) 16.

5 Griselda Pollock has noted that with Offering the Panal Cassatt elimi-
nated the “raunchy innuendo of the genre painters who specialized 
in projecting sexual fantasies on to people in exotic costumes from 
other lands.” See Griselda Pollock, Painter of Modern Women (Lon-
don: Thames & Hudson, 1998) 104. However, Pollock does not go 
any further into the more profound implications of the format of the 
painting. 

6 In the course of my research, I have found no reference to a ritual 
“offering of the panal” before the bullfight. I did however find that 
a panale (the title of Cassatt’s painting is a misspelling of the Spanish 
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unromantic about this picture. The figures are placed in 
close proximity and are joined by their mutual touching of 
the glass, but there is no apparent interpersonal connec-
tion—no psychological, emotional, or even direct physical 
engagement between the figures. The torero’s attention 
focuses towards the top of the young woman’s head rather 
than on her eyes, while she actively ignores his sparkly “suit 
of lights”7 and focuses on an indeterminate point in a uni-
form gray background. Yet to date, no one has attempted 
to mine the ambiguities of this interaction—to ask what it 
means that the figures have their eyes open but decidedly do 
not see each other. The present study seeks to address this 
question, to “recover the strangeness”8 of this picture and to 
reinvestigate the ways it explores certain of the socio-cultural 
complexities of its era. 

Cassatt’s manipulation of a boldly Velázquez-esque 
painting technique to create an anti-anecdotal picture can 
be seen as an attempt to put the pictorial vocabulary of Spain 
to use in the painting of modern life. By the mid-nineteenth 
century, avant-garde painters had come to realize, as Griselda 
Pollock explains, that “the road to the ‘new’ lay through a 
reworking of the Old Masters, not in order to emulate them 
as a fixed standard… but because paradoxically they offered 
the means to change and represent modernity.”9 Painters like 
Manet used the robust technique of Velázquez to infuse his 
subjects with a sobriety and, oftentimes, an illegibility that 
defied academic standards.10 The seemingly confrontational 
nonchalance of Manet’s Young man in the costume of a Majo 
(1863, Figure 7), or Mademoiselle V. in the costume of an 
espada (1862, Figure 8), confounded traditional appetites for 
easily digestible images of the exotic. While many of Manet’s 

peers were dumbfounded by his figures’ deadpan expres-
sion,11 forward thinking critics championed him as being 
truly of his time: “The future belongs to Manet,”12 declared 
Émile Zola in 1867. The differences between On the Balcony 
and Offering the Panal—specifically, the gray background, 
the dramatic foreshortening of the woman’s elbow, the 
meticulous attention to light and shadow, and finally, the 
anti-anecdotal character of Offering the Panal—show Cassatt 
vying for a place in that future. 

 The shared Spanish subject matter of Offering the Panal 
and On the Balcony has led most Cassatt scholars to discuss 
the works in conjunction with one another. Cassatt’s already 
entrenched interest in picturesque subjects and her training 
as a genre painter do lend weight to previous readings of 
Offering the Panal, which have tended to overlook the work’s 
connection to avant-garde painting in Paris.13 Certainly, part 
of the initial appeal of Spain was its promise of what Irving 
described as a painters’ paradise filled with picturesque 
models. Yet Cassatt considered herself a modern artist—one 
who aspired to paint, as she put it, “better than the old 
masters.”14 As such she also looked to Spain to provide her 
with the aesthetic tools that had earned her contemporaries 
great acclaim. 

In Spain, more specifically Seville, where she produced 
the bulk of her Spanish paintings, Cassatt not only acquired 
the technical skills, but also the experience integral to the 
painting of modern life. Although Cassatt may have seen 
Parisian modernity first hand, she did not necessarily have 
the means to understand its implications. For contemporary 
male Parisians, the social impact of the development of urban 
modernity was particularly vivid in the rise of commercialized 

 word) is synonymous with azucarillo, a honey comb sweet made with 
sugar and egg which was sold by water vendors on the street and could 
be eaten by itself or dissolved in water. Panale is listed as a synonym 
for azucarillo in Encyclopedia Universal Ilustrada Europeo-Americana 
(66 vols., Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1920) 41: 644. Additionally, in his 
Spaniards and Their Country (2 vols., New York: Putnam, 1847) 2: 140, 
Richard Ford asserted the following: “Aguador carries on his back, like 
his colleague in the East, a porous water-jar, with a little cock by which 
it is drawn out; he is usually provided with a small tin box strapped to 
his waist, and in which he stows away his glasses, brushes and some 
light azucarillos-panales, which are made of sugar and white of egg, 
which Spaniards dip and dissolve in their drink.”

7 The bullfighter’s suit was referred to as “traje de luces.” See Danièl 
Carbonel, Oro Plata: Embroidered Costumes of the Bullfight (Paris: 
Assouline, 1994).

8 I am adopting this phrase from Bryan Wolf’s, Vermeer and the Inven-
tion of Seeing (Chicago and London: U of Chicago P, 2001) 18.

9 Griselda Pollock, Mary Cassatt: Modern Woman, 96.

10 Numerous scholars have commented on the effects of Manet’s use of 
Spanish painting techniques. See, for example, Michael Fried, Manet’s 
Modernism, or The Face of Painting in the 1860s (Chicago and London: 
U of Chicago P, 1996). See also, Carol Armstrong, Manet Manette (New 
Haven and London: Yale UP, 2002). See also Manet/Velázquez: The 

French Taste for Spanish Painting, ed. Gary Tinterow et al., exh.cat. 
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2003).

11 In 1867, the critic, Eugène Spuller, for example, cautioned visitors to 
Manet’s one-man exhibition, writing “You will find yourself surrounded 
by personages endowed with all the appearance of reality, [but] at 
bottom devoid of precisely what constitutes it, I mean expression. . . 
. soon [your eyes] perceive only sad and graceless figures, or a strange 
appearance and black and heavy coloring.” E. Spuller, “M. Edouard 
Manet et sa peinture,” Le Nain jaune, June 8, 1868, trans. Michael 
Fried, Manet’s Modernism, 284.

12 Émile Zola, “Une nouvelle manière en peinture: Édouard Manet 
(1867),”in Le bon combat: de Courbet aux Impressionistes, Antholo-
gie d’Écrits sur l’Art, ed. Jean Paul Bouillon (Paris: Collection Savoir 
Hermann, 1974) 85. “L’avenir est à lui.” 

13 For a thorough discussion of Cassatt’s artistic training, see Nancy Mowll 
Mathews, “Mary Cassatt and the ‘Modern Madonna’ of the Nineteenth 
Century,” diss., New York University, 1980. See also, Nancy Mowll 
Mathews, Mary Cassatt. 

14 Eliza Haldeman to Mrs. Samuel Haldeman, 15 May, 1867: “Mary 
wishes to be remembered to you, she laughed when I told her your 
message and said she wanted to paint better than the old masters,” 
in Nancy Mowll Mathews, ed., Cassatt and Her Circle (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 1984) 46. 
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leisure.15 The unprecedented intermingling of classes that 
occurred at newly established entertainment venues like the 
café-concerts was seen as representative of the eradication of 
the older, more hierarchical social structures of the pre-mod-
ern era.16 Indeed, much of the scholarship on nineteenth-
century French art has been devoted to a discussion of the 
extent to which modern painting represented the anxieties 
that accompanied the socio-cultural shifts commensurate 
with the development of urban modernity.17 Nevertheless, 
the sites of such changes were not as readily available to 
Cassatt in her early years in Paris. Prevailing social mores 
dictated that women be restricted in their public activities.18 
Young ladies, particularly those under the careful watch of 
their mothers (as was the young Cassatt), would not have 
frequented public places like the café-concerts where the 
social implications of modernization were most evident. It 
was thus virtually impossible for Cassatt to gain equal access 
to the kinds of places, and more importantly, to the kinds 
of experiences that provided the raw material for paintings 
of modern life. 

In Spain, however, things were different. As Mary 
Elizabeth Boone has demonstrated, being an independent 
tourist allowed Cassatt to explore issues normally deemed 
inappropriate for a female painter.19 Boone’s perceptive 
analysis of Cassatt’s Spanish period has demonstrated that 
the subject matter of such paintings as Offering the Panal 
and even On the Balcony was, in fact, modern, since work-
ing-class interaction was a prevalent and pertinent theme 
at that time.20 More importantly, the nineteenth-century 
bullfight was a burgeoning form of commercialized leisure 
in which shifting class dynamics were especially vivid and 
legible.21 In this way, the bullfight could function metaphori-
cally as a representative site of larger social phenomena that 
accompanied the development of urban modernity. A closer 

look at the social history of the bullfight can help us to un-
derstand how Cassatt’s experience in Spain threw certain of 
the more profound social implications of modernization into 
sharp relief and that Offering the Panal constitutes Cassatt’s 
own interpretation of the anxieties that accompanied the 
development of urban modernity. 

 As the birthplace of the bullfight, Seville was both a 
major tourist attraction and a thriving commercial center. 
Despite his attraction to the picturesque aspects of Spanish 
life, even Gautier asserted that Seville “has all the excitement 
and bustle of life … it is wholly given up to the present.”22 
When Cassatt encountered Seville first hand, the bullfight 
had become a seminal fulcrum for the merger of the cultural 
and the commercial. It was, as historian Adrian Shubert 
points out, “one of the most modern things in Spain and a 
herald of the future for a wider world.”23 The modernization 
of the bullfight was particularly evident in the emergence of 
working-class toreros and the consequent development of 
a subculture known as majismo—characterized by “a sexy, 
self-assured, and flippant manner”24 of behavior. By Cassatt’s 
day, majismo came increasingly to blur class distinctions.25 
Aristocrats began to adopt the “saucy” style of the working 
class, while the working-class toreros dominated the once 
aristocratic art of tauromaquia.26 Thus, the Seville bullfight of 
Gautier’s florid praise was rapidly becoming a commercial 
spectacle, increasingly overshadowed by what would later 
be described as the “society of the spectacle,” actualized by 
the burgeoning of capitalist society.27 

The tangential association between the “spectacle” of 
the bullfight and modern theorists’ conceptions of capital-
ist society as spectacle warrants attention here because it 
suggests an analogous relationship between the modern 
thematics that Cassatt was working with in Seville and the 
materials that she had seen her contemporaries employ in 

15 See Michael Robert Marrus, The Emergence of Leisure (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1974). 

16 See T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet 
and his Followers (revised ed., Princeton: Princeton UP, 1999).

17 See, for example, T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the 
Art of Manet and his Followers. See also, Jonathan Crary, Suspensions 
of Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1999).

18 See Griselda Pollock, “Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity,” in 
Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and the Histories of Art 
(London: Routledge, 1988).

19 M. Elizabeth Boone, “Bullfights and Balconies: Flirtation and Majismo 
in Mary Cassatt’s Spanish Paintings of 1872-1873,” American Art 9.1 
(1995): 55. 

20 Boone 55. 

21 The most comprehensive study on the Spanish bullfight that I have 
read is Adrian Shubert, Death and Money in the Afternoon: A history 
of the Spanish Bullfight (New York: Oxford UP, 1999).

22 Gautier, Voyages en Espagne, 4: 356-357.

23 Adrien Shubert Shubert, Death and Money, 15. 

24 Timothy Mitchell, Blood Sport: A Social History of Spanish Bullfighting 
(Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1991) 56.

25 Boone, “Bullfights and Balconies,” 69. Boone also talks about majismo 
in conjunction with Cassatt’s Spanish paintings and her work has 
directed my thinking in this matter. However, Boone’s focus is on the 
working class status of the torero, not the intermingling of classes in 
Seville and its connection to similar phenomena in Paris. 

26 Boone 69. 

27 In his guide to Spain and Portugal published in 1908, Karl Baedeker 
wrote: “The bull-rings [sic] attract as great crowds as ever, but a trans-
formation is taking place in the methods which will doubtless make 
them less popular with the better-educated people. The love of gain 
and honor (vergüenza torera) and the advent of female bullfighters 
and toreros in motor cars is degrading the bullfight into a national 
spectacle.” Karl Baedeker, Spain and Portugal: Handbook for Travelers, 
3rd ed. (London: Dulau and Company, 1908), xxxiii. See also, Guy 
Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith 
(1967; reprint, New York: Zone Books, 1995). 
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 Paris. Like the theater, which would become the subject of 
many of Cassatt’s Impressionist paintings, the arena of the 
bullfight was a space of social performance—a space in 
which interactions among members of the crowd existed 
primarily on the level of the superficial. Writing in 1847, 
Richard Ford asserted that women at the bullfights cared little 
about the fight taking place: “Their grand object, after all, 
is not to see the bull, but to let themselves and their dresses 
be seen.”28 Just as male Parisians could observe the social 
implications of modernization in “spectacles” like the café-
concerts or theater, Cassatt could perceive such phenomena 
in the fragments of the bullfight that she encountered in 
Seville. When compared to the direct colloquial exchanges 
among the women and men in On the Balcony, the discon-
nect between the figures in Offering the Panal seems clear 
evidence of Cassatt’s progressing attention to the details of 
changes in modern social interaction, and to her increasing 
focus on the displacements and disjunctions inherent to this 
progression. 

Although it is uncertain whether Cassatt would have 
gone to a bullfight, images of bullfighters and of the culture 
of majismo were virtually inescapable on the streets of Seville. 
As Italian writer Edmondo de Amicis recalled: 

[bullfighters’] names, their faces, and their 
deeds are even better known to people 
than the deeds, faces, and names of their 
commanders and statesmen. ..toreros in 
pictures, toreros in the windows of print 
shops, statues of toreros, … these one 
sees …on every occasion and in every 
place.29 

We also know from her letters that Cassatt was sensitive to 
the disparity between the Spain she had read about and 
the Spain she encountered. As she wrote in a letter to her 
friend, Seville was quite different from the “infinitely pictur-
esque.”30 Before she had arrived in Seville, Cassatt professed: 
“I really feel as if it was intended I should be a Spaniard & 
quite a mistake that I was born in America.”31 Before she 
left, Cassatt’s view had considerably cooled. “I should never 
care to live here,”32 she wrote.

Taking into consideration Cassatt’s lived experience of 
the friction between the tradition she expected and the ur-
banization she witnessed in Seville, and recognizing her prior 
knowledge of Manet’s anti-narrative bullfighting pictures in 
modern day Paris, one is equipped to see that Offering the 

Panal is not only a general commentary on majismo behav-
ior, but also an adroit use of this ostensibly prosaic theme 
to portray the eroding prestige of cultural standbys. The 
ambiguities and absences in Offering the Panal speak to the 
emptiness of tradition and the accompanying uncertainty 
that arose in the context of modernization. Furthermore, the 
conspicuous absence of authentic interaction between the 
figures in Offering the Panal connects the work explicitly to 
late nineteenth-century visual and literary cultural production 
in Paris. For example, the pair’s unconsummated encounter 
has a verbal counterpart in the work of the Parisian modern 
poet par excellence, Charles Baudelaire. Although couched 
in the language of a lyric love poem, Baudelaire’s To a Pass-
erby speaks to the frustrating anonymity and emptiness of 
modern interpersonal interaction. Addressing himself to a 
passing woman, the speaker professes: “Ironically you seem 
to multiply the miles / That separate my arms from the blue 
immensities.”33 Here Baudelaire wistfully introduces organic 
images to give voice to his isolation—the image of the “blue 
immensities” underscores the poem’s evocation of loss and 
lament for the absence of authentic human connection.

In Offering the Panal, Cassatt also uses the organic to 
underscore the transience and obfuscation of personal re-
lationships endemic to urban modernity. Something akin to 
Baudelaire’s passing moment is evoked by the passing looks 
in Cassatt’s painting when we consider the centrality of the 
flower—the solitary raw, organic element. Significantly, the 
torero cannot actually see the flower, although his stance 
and expression indicate that he seeks it. He seems almost 
to peer around the woman’s head toward the flower, as if 
drawn by its scent. Cassatt’s conspicuous placement of the 
flower at the center of our attention, but out of reach of the 
male figure evokes what should be there but is not—the 
natural. His simmering but unactualized curiosity implies 
an uncultivated taste for organic processes of interaction. At 
the very least we might surmise that Cassatt’s own yearning 
for the authentic is projected onto this man who masks any 
physical demarcation of his desire by conspicuously pulling 
the bright red cape around the lower half of his body. 

The torero’s position is just one of the visual elements 
that instate sexual tension in the picture. The close proxim-
ity of the figures, and the rhythmic echoing of their hip and 
elbow positions, along with the dipping of the cylindrical 
honeycomb in the vessel, and the pure, white, feminine 
flower, work together to suggest an impending sexual en-

28 Richard Ford, Spaniards and Their Country, 2 vols. (New York: Wiley 
and Putnam, 1847) 2: 322.

29 Edmondo de Amicis, Spain and the Spaniards (Philadelphia: 1895), 
239-42.

30 Mary Cassatt, Seville, to Emily Sartain, October 27 [1872]: “Around 
Seville though there are enough trees, but miles and miles on the other 
side of Cordova without a tree, and no houses, here and there, a flock 
of sheep, a herd of cattle or swine, with the herdsman wrapped in his 
cloak, immensely sad, vast, and dreary, but infinitely picturesque. Here 

it is very different.” In Mathews, ed., Cassatt and her Circle, 109.

31 Mary Cassatt, Hollidaysburg, to Emily Sartain, May 22 [1871], in 
Mathews 70.

32 Mary Cassatt, Seville, to Emily Sartain, October 22 [1872], in Mathews 
109.

33 Charles Baudelaire, “À une Passante,” reprinted in Walter Benjamin, 
“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire (1939),” Illuminations, trans. Harry 
Zohn (1939; reprint, New York: Harcourt Brace, 1955) 190. 
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34 Sigmund Freud’s “The Dream Work,” (1900) in The Nineteenth-Cen-
tury Visual Culture Reader, eds. Vanessa R. Schwartz and Jeanene M. 
Pryzblyski (1900; reprint, New York and London: Routledge) 47, has 
shaped my thinking on this.

35 Carol Armstrong provides a provocative discussion of the effects of 
Manet’s use of Spanish costume in her Manet/Manette (New Haven 
and London: Yale UP, 2002). Her work has informed my thinking on 
this matter. 

36 Katherine Cassatt to Alexander Cassatt, 22 November [1878], in 
Mathews, Cassatt and her Circle 141. It is difficult to know exactly 
which theater painting Cassatt was talking about, as she produced 
many of them, but from what I can discern, her At the Français, was 

counter—one that goes unfulfilled for both the subjects and 
the viewers, who are quite conspicuously elbowed out of 
the picture. The “on the brink” quality of the painting—its 
vivid imminence—reinforces our awareness of the lack of 
engaged experience. The vacuity of their interaction, the un-
metness of their gazes, and the absence of background detail 
exude a compelling experience of emptiness and isolation, 
an experience that leaves the senses unsated. 

What quite literally gets in the way of the human touch 
is the painting’s namesake—the offering of the panale. The 
torero dips the panale in a vessel of water, held by a woman, 
symbolically performing a sexual plunging motion, without 
giving a second thought to the woman into whose vessel he 
plunges. The conspicuously absent sensual connection in this 
picture evokes what is arguably the latent content of modern 
interaction—corporeality, sensuality, authenticity, and a civil-
ity that Cassatt undoubtedly missed in Seville.34

As she witnessed the majismo behavior on the streets 
and as she may have seen it in the bullfight, Cassatt must 
have come to recognize that modernity didn’t solely bring 
progress, but also effected the erosion of older cultural values 
and the liquidation of the meaning of the past—a liquidation 
that was manifest in the Spanish paintings of Manet, whose 
figures were not authentically Spanish, but Mademoiselle[s] 
V or Young Men “in the costume” of Spain.35 It only makes 
sense that the conspicuous clash between the prose that 
Cassatt had read and the people whom she saw in Seville 
would take the poetry out of the picturesque and would 
make her sensitivity to modernity even more acute.

Cassatt’s pride in Offering the Panal is a testament to the 
importance of the painting within her oeuvre. In addition 
to exhibiting it at the Paris Salon of 1873, Cassatt showed it 
at several prestigious institutions in the United States before 
it came up for sale in 1878. In discussing the sale with her 
mother, Cassatt suggested that she thought Offering the Panal 

was as good as her At the Français, A Sketch (1877/78, Figure 
9), a painting that was produced when she was collaborating 
with the Impressionists, and, consequently, one that has been 
read as more “modern” than her previous pictures.36

It seems clear from a thorough investigation of Offering 
the Panal that even before she began collaborating with the 
Impressionists, Cassatt was exploring the themes of modern 
life in a challenging and complicated way. Moreover, the is-
sues that Cassatt begins to wrestle with in Offering the Panal 
are taken up in many of her Impressionist works. In such 
paintings as At the Français, A Sketch (1877/78) and Woman 
with a Pearl Necklace in a Loge (1879, Figure 10), the location 
of Cassatt’s exploration of perception has shifted from the 
spectacle of the bullfight to that of the theater. Nevertheless, 
her interest in both the psychological and physical aspects 
of vision persists.37 

In Offering the Panal it is not only through her atten-
tion to perception but also, and perhaps more so, through 
her visualization of the uneasy merging of the picturesque 
and the modern that Cassatt decisively stakes a claim as a 
painter of modern life. To adopt the phrasing of T. J. Clark, 
modernity is not the physical connection brought about by 
the exchange, nor is it the psychological separation evident 
in the figures’ gazes: “Modernity is the pathos of the two 
states coexisting—the pathos and the stiff delight.”38 By set-
ting the dialectic between the old and tired and the new 
and disorganizing, Cassatt comments on the nineteenth-
century implosion of cohering cultural images. Offering the 
Panal is a dialectical friction between the old and the new, 
between tradition and transaction. The past is emptied by 
the bullfight; the act of offering is no longer serviceable as a 
connection. The picturesque has become a costume and is 
now nearly caricature. 

Yale University

the only theater painting completed early enough to have been put 
up for sale at this date. 

37 Judith Barter has called attention to Mary Cassatt’s “fascination with 
perception” and her interest in the psychological and physical compo-
nents of vision. See Judith Barter, “Mary Cassatt: Themes, Sources, and 
the Modern Woman,” in Barter et al, Mary Cassatt: Modern Woman, 
51. 

38 Clark 20. The author also stated: “[Modernity] is not the well-managed 
look outward nor the world of longing—the wish for the drama of 
someone else’s interior life—the index finger points on to and back 
to….” 
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Figure 1. Mary Cassatt, On the Balcony (The Flirtation: A Balcony in Seville), 1872-
1873, oil on canvas, 101 x 54.6 cm (39 3/4 x 32 1/2 inches). Philadelphia Museum 
of Art: Gift of John G. Johnson for the W.P. Wilstach Collection, 1906. 

Figure 2. Mary Cassatt, Offering the Panal to the 
Bullfighter, 1873, oil on canvas, 101.2 x 85.1 cm 
(39 5/8 x 33 1/2 inches). The Sterling and Francine 
Clark Art Institute, Williamstown, Massachusetts. 
Photograph © 2003 Clark Art Institute, All rights 
reserved. 

Printer—please look for the glossy B&W for this image.
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Figure 4. Édouard Manet, Le Balcon (The Balcony), 1868-69, oil on canvas, 169 
x 125 cm (66 1/2 x 49 1/4 inches). Legacy Gustave Caillebotte, 1894, Musée 
d¹Orsay, Paris.

Printer—please look for the glossy B&W 
for this image.

Figure 3. Attributed to Francisco de Goya y Lucientes, Majas on a 
Balcony, c. 1824-1835, oil on canvas, 194.9 x 125.7 cm (76 3/4 x 
49 1/2 inches). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, H.O. Havemeyer 
Collection, Bequest of Mrs. H.O. Havemeyer, 1929. Image © The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

Figure 5. Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, Two Women at a Window, c. 1655-60, oil 
on canvas, 127.7 x 106.1 cm (49 1/4 x 41 1/8 inches). National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Widener Collection. 

Printer—please look for the glossy B&W for 
this image.
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Printer—please look for the glossy B&W 
for this image.
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[facing page, top] Figure 6. John Phillip, La Bomba,1863, oil on canvas, 
91.9 x 114.2 cm (36 1/4 x 45 inches). Aberdeen Art Gallery and Mu-
seums Collections, Aberdeen, Scotland. 

[facing page, lower left] Figure 7. Édouard Manet, Young Man in the 
Costume of a Majo, 1863, oil on canvas, 188 x 124.8 cm (74 x 49 1/8 
inches). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, H.O Havemeyer Collection, 
Bequest of Mrs. H.O Havemeyer, 1929. Image © The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 

[facing page, lower right] Figure 8. Édouard Manet, Mademoi-
selle V… in the Costume of an Espada, 1862. Oil on canvas, 
165.1 x 127.6 cm (65 x 50 1/4 inches). The Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, H.O. Havemeyer Collection, Bequest of Mrs. H.O. 
Havemeyer, 1929. Image ©The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

[right] Figure 9. Mary Cassatt, In the Loge, 1878.Oil on canvas, 81.28 x 
66.04 cm (32 x 26 inches). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, The Hayden 
Collection—Charles Henry Hayden Fund. Photograph © 2006 Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston.  

[below] Figure 10. Mary Cassatt, Woman with a Pearl Necklace in a Loge, 
1879, oil on canvas, 81.3 x 59.7 cm (32 x 23 1/2 inches). Philadelphia 
Museum of Art: Bequest of Charlotte Dorrance Wright, 1978.  





Reconciling the Civil War in Winslow Homer’s Undertow
Clara E. Barnhart

Winslow Homer’s Undertow (1886), rendered primarily 
in shades of blue and grey, depicts four figures emerging 
from an ocean (Figure 1). Upon first glance, and as it was 
perceived by contemporary viewers, Undertow might well 
seem to document superior masculine heroics. Surely the 
men’s verticality alerts us to their chief roles as rescuers of 
the women they bracket. Erect and strong, they haul their 
catch to shore while the women, victims in need of saving, 
lie prostrate and sightless. However accurate this cursory 
reading may be, it denies Undertow the complexity with 
which Homer infused it. This paper asserts that Undertow is 
far more than the straightforward rescue scene nineteenth-
century critics assumed it to be. Rather than a document 
of “simple heroism,” functioning “beyond question or criti-
cism,” Undertow is symbolically layered, engaging deeply 
with cultural topics of its time.1 

The sexed tinge to Undertow is explicit.2 Dressed in 
form-fitting swimsuits, the women are affixed to a sling-like 
rescue sled. The mounting of one woman’s body upon 
the other as the painting’s central-most vignette forms the 
basis for its erotic overtones. While the acclivous woman 
touches her breast, the down-turned female’s swimming 
outfit is tightly glued to her pliable body, a single ripple of 
white water highlighting her rounded posterior. Far from 
inactive, the women join forces and work cooperatively 
to secure their rescue. The upturned woman in particular 
participates actively in the affair. Hoisted at an upward angle 

by the leading male, she reaches back with her right hand to 
grip the rescue sled. With her left arm she tightly grasps her 
companion, clasping her to her body, her left hand grazing 
her companion’s right which is swung around the lateral side 
of her frame. Their embrace is insecure; the down-turned 
woman is in danger of tipping further to her right, her body 
weight slumped and precariously distributed along the length 
of the other woman’s body. Save for the efforts of her female 
ally to whom she clings, the down-turned woman appears to 
have a perilous hold. Her closest male rescuer does little to 
rectify her unsteadiness, holding only the end of her fabric 
bathing dress, or possibly the end lip of a rescue-sled cov-
ered by her dress. His actions appear strikingly ineffectual 
either way, especially in light of his tattered clothing and 
ultra-flexed arm.3

A hyper-muscular male figure commands the highest 
peak of the group’s frieze and forcibly pulls the rescue sled 
toward the left without looking at it. He shields his eyes from 
the light-source in a gesture that resembles a salute. Stand-
ing in the brightest section of the canvas with an upright, 
stiff torso and flexed physical frame, he assumes leadership 
and a kind of military authority.4 His taut, erect body glis-
tening amidst the spume of the crashing wave contributes 
perhaps the most phallic eroticism of all. In contrast to 
his assertive posture, the other man hunches over in dark 
shadow, fixated on the backside of the woman he drags;5 
instead of directing the group, he follows it. In addition to 

 This paper began in a graduate seminar under the tutelage of Wil-
liam Oedel at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. I thank 
him for his direction and encouragement with its initial stages. My 
paper developed further at Washington University in St. Louis where 
I am grateful to be surrounded by inspiring, dedicated professors. I 
am especially appreciative of my advisor Angela Miller for her close 
readings of this paper and her continued guidance and enthusiasm 
throughout this project and others. Special thanks to Iver Bernstein for 
always having insightful comments and thoughtful recommendations. 
Finally, I am indebted to my family—to my mother for her unwavering 
confidence, to my father Richard Barnhart for his invaluable critiques 
and to Joshua, for his ideas, love and partnership. 

1 John R. Tait, “The Academy Exhibition,” The Mail and Express [New 
York] 11 April, 1887: 3, “Fine Arts: The Academy Exhibition, I,” The 
Nation, 14 April, 1887: 327, both quoted in Margaret C. Conrads, 
American Paintings and Sculpture at the Sterling and Francine Clark 
Art Institute (New York: Hudson Mills Press, 1990) 80.

2 Undertow’s sexualized content has been noted by several scholars 
but has yet to be adequately explored. See Jules D. Prown, “Winslow 

Homer in His Art,” Smithsonian Studies in American Art 1 (Spring 
1987): 31-45, who famously analyzes the sexual potency of The Life 
Line and mentions the “sexual implications” of Undertow. See Randall 
C. Griffin, Homer, Eakins, & Anshutz: The Search for American Identity 
in the Gilded Age (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State UP, 
2004): 101, who writes, “It is difficult to imagine a picture with more 
unresolved erotic tension or one more sexually stereotyped than 
Undertow.”

3 The “odd and awkward manner” by which the right-hand male at-
tempts to rescue the down-turned female has been noted by Charlene 
Engel, “‘For Those in Peril on the Sea’: The Intaglio Prints of Winslow 
Homer,” Print Review (1985): 32.

4 The saluting gesture and military implications of the left-hand male 
figure has been identified by Prown 278, who writes of “the oddly 
military pose of the almost marching and saluting muscled figure on 
the left.” 

5 The focus of his stare is a point of scholarly contention. Elizabeth 
Johns, Winslow Homer: The Nature of Observation (Berkeley and Los 
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their conflicting actions, the men’s distinct clothing—one in 
simple bathing trunks, the other with a tattered shirt and a 
fisherman’s hat6—also indicates two contrary characters with 
dissimilar social positions.7 The men appear to be physically 
disconnected. They look and walk in different directions, 
the leading figure sharply headed toward the left, the other 
male directed more frontally. Because of these contradictory 
movements and lack of coordinated involvement, they ap-
pear to be in danger of pulling the women apart from one 
another, rather than uniting them in a successful rescue.8 
Both men seem self-focused, emotionally detached, rather 
than devoted to the life-and-death situation at hand. Anti-
thetical to the men’s disjointed opposition, the two female 
protagonists form a connecting force between them, their 
physical forms intently engaged in the semi-union of this 
polarized and faltering community.

Furthering the oppositional essence of this image is the 
bifurcated space of the sea. The crossing of the females’ 
bent arms forms an X in the center of the canvas; their 
fused bodies bisect a background wave split into dark and 
light halves, a division that extends the vertical length of the 
canvas. Their physical connection articulates the canvas’s 
polarized sections and organizational fissure. The visible 
disjunction between the two halves is striking. The left side, 
including the two leftmost figures, is illuminated, bathed in 
bright light caused by the spray of the breaking wave which 
has crested and begun crashing. The face of the woman on 
the left is angled upward; the head of the left male figure is 
held high. Conversely, the remaining two figures are engulfed 
in shadows due to the mounting wave behind them whose 
imminent crash increases the possibility of the sled’s capsiz-
ing. The inverted woman’s face is obscured, and her male 

counterpart looks and bends downward. These contrasting 
visual indicators between the two halves of the canvas sug-
gest an underlying rupture.9 Furthermore, the very title of the 
work designates opposition.10 An undertow is quite literally 
a contrary force. Once a wave has crashed, it sweeps back 
into the ocean—against the incoming water, creating the 
dangerous undertow into which these women had presum-
ably been drawn. Moreover, the layered implications of the 
painting’s title point to meanings implicit in the work itself, 
for an undertow is an undercurrent, suggestive of figurative 
connotations operating beneath the literal surface. The com-
plexity of the painting is reflected in the status of the women, 
casualties of the sea’s undertow, who find themselves under 
tow once again by the men dragging them to shore.

When Homer (1836-1910) completed Undertow at 
the age of fifty in December of 1886, he was known as a 
leading American realist painter, enabling him to operate on 
multiple artistic and symbolic levels to nearly assured critical 
acclaim.11 If Undertow depicts a microcosmic community 
in distress, it is significant that in 1886 Homer himself was 
part of a community in the process of healing, of learning 
how to exist as a singular cultural entity following the na-
tional trauma of the Civil War. Homer’s past as a Civil War 
correspondent, and the nation’s reconciliation present, are 
embedded in the structure of this painting. The war repre-
sented an arena for heroism in the face of American crisis, 
which constitutes the simple subject of Undertow. Building 
from recent scholars who rightly problematize the posed 
and frozen figural group, and the unsettling behavior of the 
so-called heroic rescuers,12 this paper disputes the passivity 
of the women,13 and identifies the bisected light and dark 
canvas, not simply as a compositional tool, but as a key sig-

 Angeles: U of California P, 2002) 118, contends that the rescuers “car-
rying out their work as a team, avert their glances from the women.” 
Henry Adams, “Mortal Themes: Winslow Homer,” Art in America 2 
(February 1983): 119, explains that the men “avert their eyes from 
the breasts and buttocks of the women.” On the contrary, I agree with 
Griffin (2004) 158 n. 47 who notes that the male figure on the right 
blatantly “gazes at the woman’s buttocks.” 

6 Fishermen in works such as The Herring Net, 1885; The Fog Warning, 
1885; and Eight Bells, 1886, wear the same type of hat.

7 To my eyes, the colors of the group’s clothing—such as the delicate 
gold details of the down-turned female’s blue dress and the shabby 
grayish costume of the male on the right—joined by the overall blue 
/ grey coloring of the painting, are evocative of Civil War uniforms, 
especially as Homer painted them. See The Last Goose at Yorktown, c. 
1863; The Sutler’s Tent, 1863; and Prisoners from the Front, 1866.

8 The lack of figural coordination was astutely noted in an important 
early Homer monograph. See Lloyd Goodrich, Winslow Homer (New 
York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1944) 96, who writes, “The 
energetic movement displayed in single figures did not link up with 
any ordered movement throughout the whole design.” 

9 To my knowledge, the light and dark halves of the divided canvas have 
never been discussed, not even in strictly formal terms. 

10 For a detailed etymology of the word undertow, see the Oxford English 
Dictionary. 

11 On Homer’s artistic career and persona, see Sarah Burns, Inventing 
the Modern Artist: Art and Culture in Gilded Age America (New Haven, 
CT: Yale UP, 1996) 42-43. 

12 While there exists no in-depth critical analysis of Undertow, scholars 
have made a good number of suggestive comments about the paint-
ing. See Gregory M. Pfitzer, “Women at the Water’s Edge: The Body 
Language of Winslow Homer’s Seascape Women,” American Tran-
scendental Quarterly 8.4 (1994): 266-267, who notes the rescuer’s 
indecent stare and the immovable, static quality of the two men. 
The most recent provocative reading of Undertow, which notes that 
Victorian gender boundaries are undercut by the staring male figure, 
unfortunately resides in a footnote. See Griffin 158 n. 47, who writes, 
“on the one hand, the picture reinforces gender demarcations, while 
on the other it unmasks the artificiality and arbitrariness of those so-
cially constructed boundaries.” While I agree that Undertow reveals 
Homer’s rejection of stringent gender boundaries, and, in fact, found 
them to be harmful to the success of American society, I part ways 
with Griffin who finds the painting suggestive of Homer’s disavowal of 
heterosexuality, loosely implicating Homer’s sexual preferences into 
his analysis of the painting. 

13 Early Homer biographer William Howe Downes, “Marine Pieces with 
Figures: 1885-1889,” The Life and Works of Winslow Homer (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1911) 143 writes, “one of the two has lost 
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nifier of community fracture. In confronting the gendered 
politics and tensions of the postwar United States, Undertow 
stresses a polarized and endangered society, condemns the 
instigating forces behind male heroic action, and by featuring 
women as reconciliatory agents, advocates their centrality 
in cultural unification.14 

Contemporary critical responses to Undertow were 
overwhelmingly positive.15 Amidst an artistic climate of 
overt femininity and European influence, critics embraced 
Homer and his paintings in strikingly masculine, native 
terms.16 One critic called Undertow “penetrating.”17 Kenyon 
Cox wrote in 1910, “[Homer] strikes one as a natural force 
rather than a trained artist…His handling is forthright and 
almost brutal…[His paintings] give the world assurance of 
a man.”(author’s italics)18 The truth is that his brushstrokes 
were as delicate as they were rugged, and women were 
protagonists of his imagined communities, perhaps more 
so than men.19 Fisherwomen from Cullercoats, England, 
for instance, captivated him as subjects in the early 1880s 
(Figure 2). His series depicts courageous, physically and 
psychologically strong women who seem to blur the line 
between masculine and feminine in their bodies and ac-
tions. Frequently, Homer turned his attention to characters 
who fell outside of society’s prescriptive gender boundaries, 
honoring women as independent human beings rather than 
members of a subservient sex.

That critics espoused Homer’s paintings as wholly mas-
culine was partly due to his perpetual bachelor status during 
a time when family values and domesticity were prized. Crit-

ics understood Undertow in the same terms they had come 
to understand Homer. This was a masculine painting by an 
unadulterated masculine painter. Homer also contributed to 
his self-image, vocally criticizing fashionable French art as 
un-genuine.20 He is quoted as saying, “I wouldn’t go across 
the street to see a Bouguereau. His pictures look false; he 
does not get the truth of what he wishes to represent; his light 
is not out-door light; his works are waxy and artificial. They 
are extremely near being frauds.”21 (Figure 3) The women in 
Undertow are meant to be everything those in Bouguereau’s 
works could not be: real, believable women who emerge 
from the water in their tight fitting, wet bathing clothes in a 
narrative of unsettled catastrophe.

Despite critics’ claims of rugged, untrained artistry, 
Homer worked carefully, well within the boundaries of the 
studio tradition. While his women emerging sensuously from 
the waves make obvious reference to a long tradition of Ve-
nus sea imagery, his women are not mythological; they con-
front the possibility of death. Homer’s alignment of figures 
and their sculptural mass is reminiscent of the Parthenon’s 
sculptural program. Like many travelers, Homer visited the 
British Museum where the Parthenon marbles were promi-
nently displayed (Figure 4).22 Undertow’s monolithic figures 
prompted critics to make connections: it possessed “that 
harmony and dignity which we call Greek,” and a “sculptur-
esque effect which endows [the figures] with the quality of 
the antique.”23 Undertow was received in strictly aesthetic 
terms and it was understood as a straightforward depiction 
of male heroic rescue. 

 consciousness, and both are apparently helpless and exhausted.” 
Griffin (2004) 101, explains that the women are “utterly passive” and 
“no longer perceive the world around them.” Henry Adams, “Mortal 
Themes: Winslow Homer,” Art in America 2 (February 1983): 119, 
observes, “we see two female swimmers, either unconscious or dead.” 
On the contrary, the most compelling explanation of the women’s 
predicament comes from Conrads 80 who writes, “The women still 
seem alive—how else could they hold on?—but their ultimate fate is 
uncertain.”

14 My essay joins a growing group of studies which closely interrogate the 
symbolic and cultural significance of Homer’s paintings, attributing to 
Homer a culturally cognizant voice. See David Park Curry, Winslow 
Homer: The Croquet Game, exh. cat. (New Haven: Yale University Art 
Gallery, 1984), Saul E. Zalesch, “Against the Current: Anti-Modern Im-
ages in the Work of Winslow Homer,” American Art Review 5 (Autumn 
1993): 120-125, and Nicolai Cikovsky Jr., “A Harvest of Death: the 
Veteran in a New Field,” Winslow Homer Paintings of the Civil War, 
exh. cat. (San Francisco: The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 
1989): 82-101. 

15 The New York Herald reported that Undertow was “the star painting 
of the [National Academy] exhibition…a masterpiece which is quite 
classic in its rugged strength and vigorous simplicity of treatment.” 
“The National Academy of Design,” New York Herald 8 April 1887, 
quoted in Conrads 80. The New York Evening Post stated, “[Undertow 
has] a force about it, an air of truth …by its virility, its truth, its sincerity 
of intention, [it] outranks every picture in the Academy exhibition.” 
“The Academy Exhibition. First Notice,” New York Evening Post 14 
April 1887, quoted in Conrads 80.

16 On Homer’s relationship to realism, and realism’s relationship to 
American art in the late nineteenth century, see Bruce Robertson, 
Reckoning with Winslow Homer: His Late Paintings and their Influence, 
exh. cat. (Cleveland: The Cleveland Museum of Art, 1990).

17 “Art Notes. American Pictures at Doll & Richards,” Boston Daily 
Evening Transcript 21 January 1887. While the sexual innuendo was 
likely accidental, it unwittingly speaks to Undertow’s obvious sexual 
potency.

18 Kenyon Cox, “Winslow Homer,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
Bulletin 5, no. 11 (November 1910): 254-256. 

19 See, for instance, Scene at Houghton Farm, 1878; Eastern Point Light, 
1880; The Berry Pickers, 1873; A Summer Night, 1890.

20 His persona was one whose creation he contributed to over the years, 
helping to craft a virile American identity for himself and his work. See 
Burns 42-43.

21 Burns 42-43, quoted from George William Sheldon, Hours with Art 
and Artists (New York: Appleton, 1882) 137. 

22 According to Conrads 79, he visited the British Museum during his 
1881-1882 travels through London.

23 “The Fine Arts: Good Work at the Academy,” The Critic 7 (9 April, 
1870): 4, quoted in Conrads 80. Mrs. Schuyler van Rensselaer, Six 
Portraits (Boston and New York: Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1894).
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The irony of Homer’s condemnation of Bouguereau is 
that Undertow is just as synthetic in its own right. Not only 
did Homer alter a rescue scene he may have seen, posing 
models to decide upon bodily posturing,24 he rendered the 
bodies, in the words of one contemporary critic, “discordant, 
hard, [and] lifeless.”25 Other than that single critical response, 
the immobility of the figures and their placement, as if upon 
a theatre stage, went surprisingly unnoticed. Indeed, Homer 
arranged his figures in a way that seems purposefully directed 
and intentionally unnatural. The frozen gesture of the saluting 
male, the unproductive positioning of the right male figure, 
the blatant contrast between hard, erect male bodies and 
supple, prostrate female ones are details that appear as engi-
neered elements of a theatrical drama.26 While they did not 
fault the posed nature of the tableau-scene, contemporary 
reviewers did consistently critique Undertow’s unusual color-
ation, as too harsh or dissonant, but it was never considered 
an intentional artistic move.27 Homer was certainly capable of 
capturing movement in his figural compositions and creating 
less jarring color palettes.28 Yet here the blues and whites are 
bold and harsh. As a result, the water appears sharp and cool. 
The light shining upon the left side of the canvas is without 
warmth.29 There is a choreographed awkwardness unusual in 
Homer’s work. The peculiar coloristic effects, accompanied 
by the staged configuration of figures, encourage recognition 
of the scene’s pretense and the unnatural, forced character 
relationships Homer captured so realistically.30 

While Homer’s stylistic debt to Greek friezes has been 
suggested, the larger meanings behind his elongated compo-
sitions have been somewhat overlooked. Homer painted at 
least three of his major works as classically inspired friezes, 
or banded compositions. Undertow, Prisoners from the Front 
(1866), and Snap the Whip (1872) employ the same compo-
sitional structure: a linear group of contiguous figures inhab-
iting the same picture plane (Figures 5 and 6). Historically, 
the frieze was intended to form connections, linking figures 
or foliage together in an unbroken line to create a sense 
of continuity or forward movement.31 Homer has reversed 
this trend, using the frieze instead to signify disjointed com-
munities and divergent directions. Prisoners from the Front, 
his only large scale Civil War painting, depicts the most bla-
tantly divided community of the nineteenth century, as three 
aligned Confederate prisoners face a commanding Union 
officer. In this visual stand-off, the opposing men represent 
the larger combative country. Similarly, despite the group 
activity and collaborative game-playing depicted in Snap the 
Whip, the game results in the collapse of community ties, 
when all figures, save the anchors, have lost physical contact 
with one other. The two boys who have broken off from the 
group are falling toward two young girls with a waving family 
farther behind them.32 Symbolically, they leave behind their 
community of boy friendships to forge new relationships, 
those involving domesticity and union with the opposite 
sex.33 The broken communities evidenced in these three 

24 According to Downes 120-121, Homer conceived of Undertow three 
years before he finished it; in Atlantic City he witnessed a drowning 
rescue. He worked on the painting and its preparatory drawings in 
New York by drenching female models with water on the roof of his 
studio, and he completed the painting in his recently renovated studio 
in Prout’s Neck, Maine. For a detailed review of Homer’s preliminary 
drawings and group figural experiments, see Nicolai Cikovsky Jr. and 
Franklin Kelly, Winslow Homer, exh cat. (Washington: National Gallery 
of Art; New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1995) 231-235. See also 
Alexandra R. Murphy, Winslow Homer in the Clark Collection, exh.cat. 
(Williamstown, MA: Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, 1986) 
52-53, who mentions the various drawings and the likely Atlantic 
City rescue spawning them. According to Murphy 52, Homer visited 
Atlantic City specifically to monitor the techniques of the Atlantic City 
Rescue Guard.

25 Anonymous reviewer, quoted in Philip C. Beam, “Winslow Homer 
before 1890,” Winslow Homer in the 1890s: Prout’s Neck Observed, 
exh. cat. (New York: Hudson Mills Press in association with the Me-
morial Art Gallery of the University of Rochester, 1990) 24.

26 Adams 119 states that the figures appear to be made of “porcelain 
rather than flesh and blood,” attesting to their unnatural, contrived 
appearance. Griffin 101 also notes, “[Undertow’s] classicized figures 
appear frozen in a tableau vivant. For an artist known for Naturalism, 
this overt artifice was unusual.”

27 See Conrads 81 n. 22, who states, “The coloration of Undertow is 
the only aspect of the painting that provoked a less-than-favorable 
response on the part of the reviewers. Nearly everyone, and some 
more vehemently than others, found Homer’s colors too bold or 
discordant.”

28 Homer’s Cullercoats series of women by the sea demonstrate his 

clear proficiency depicting figural groups and movement. See, for 
instance, Fishwives, 1883. Other paintings that, like Undertow, depict 
figures against the backdrop of the sea, also illustrate Homer’s ability 
to capture motion in paint. See Breezing Up (A Fair Wind), 1873-76, 
and The Life Line, 1884. Homer was also a brilliant colorist, produc-
ing stunning watercolors and oil paintings. Among those that predate 
Undertow are Sunset Fires, 1880; Promenade on the Beach, 1880; 
Autumn, 1877, and Hark! The Lark!, 1882. These examples further 
indicate the intentionality behind Homer’s color and compositional 
choices.

29 See Conrads 80, who writes that “Homer worked with a limited palette 
based in cool colors appropriate to the iciness of the setting.” To her, 
the iciness of the setting reflects the literal life and death situation on 
view. 

30 Engel 32 identifies a contrived quality to Undertow, writing, “It is 
only upon close examination that the unnaturalness of the situation 
becomes apparent.” She neglects, however, to explore the reasoning 
behind Homer’s artistic and thematic choices.

31 Among a host of others, see the Ara Pacis Augustae, 13-9 BCE, and 
the Parthenon friezes, 438-432 BCE. 

32 Homer painted two versions of Snap the Whip in 1872. The larger of 
the two, shown and discussed here, includes the two small girls and 
waving family standing before a mountainous backdrop. In the other 
version, housed at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the background 
figures are indeterminate, smaller and much less prominent, and they 
stand against a flat landscape.

33 Other than this now-standard reading alerting us to a form of com-
munal opposition in Snap the Whip, Zalesch 120-125 also notes the 
contrast between smaller, weaker town boys—Homer indicated as 
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paintings are thus comprised of individuals struggling to find 
their rightful places within new societal arrangements. The 
banded compositional device Homer used alerts viewers to 
a telling symbolic correlation among these works. 

As seen in Snap the Whip and other works, conceptions 
of gender in the late nineteenth century were in the process 
of transformation. With the radical number of deaths and 
casualties to men during the Civil War, gender roles became 
confused and unclear as women assumed new familial and 
societal responsibilities.34 Homer’s version of postwar gender 
dynamics foregrounded not simply the charged nature of 
male / female relationships at the time, but society’s nascent 
movements toward political equality for women. As David 
Park Curry has demonstrated, Homer’s croquet series from 
the mid-1860s accentuated the dismantling of male domina-
tion and the sexual role reversal that took place in croquet 
games whereby women assumed more active, participatory 
roles denied to men.35 In Croquet Scene (1866), it is the 
women who stand erect as the main players and the man 
who bends to assist them (Figure 7). As in Snap the Whip, 
the game of croquet that Homer was interested in had 
much to do with the social dynamics that transpired, given 
the reversed convention of male sportsmen and sidelined 
females.

Opposition to female empowerment at the end of the 
nineteenth century was widespread. Croquet itself soon fell 
out of favor, in part because of its emphasis on the equality 
of the sexes. Despite societal attempts to assert what many 
considered to be an obvious male hegemony over the fe-
male sex, women strove for new political authority within 
their communities and claimed what territory they could.36 

Women’s reforms demanded a role, for instance, in reconcil-
ing Northern and Southern animosity, and they advocated 
their unique female power to do so. The Daughters of the 
American Revolution (DAR), founded in 1890, maintained 
that “women’s healing capacities might do more than male 
posturing in restoring sectional harmony,” and that women 

were “active contributors to the patriotic consensus of the 
present.”37 As evidenced in Undertow, Homer appears to 
have agreed that women were active agents in community 
bonding, whereas the ‘posturing’ of men became an inflated 
feature of his work. 

The war caused the country profound loss and mourn-
ing; it also presented women with new public responsibilities. 
Our Watering Places—The Empty Sleeve at Newport (1865), 
documents a female driver who exemplifies the postwar 
generation of self-sufficient women (Figure 8). Yet, as this 
image also makes clear, the war altered male roles. This 
man has lost a limb, requiring his wife to take the reigns of 
the carriage. Homer presented the ex-soldier not as a war 
hero, but as a man struggling to accept the reality of his 
newfound physical limitation and social situation. Battle has 
scarred him—socially emasculating him rather than shaping 
a courageous hero; he appears apathetic and malnourished. 
With this image, Homer mocked the glorification of war, 
emphasizing instead its psychologically devastating and 
physically disfiguring effects. Incapacitated and forced to 
ride as a passenger in his own car, this man might well have 
doubted his claim to masculinity. 

This type of situation helped to instigate what historians 
have termed a societal crisis of manhood.38 Masculinity at 
the turn of the century was a complicated concept. Whether 
or not white men should be controlling the country by 
themselves, how seriously women’s reforms ought to be 
taken—these subjects were inevitable, conspicuous com-
ponents of the postwar United States. Middle-class men at 
the turn of the century were pointedly interested in—even 
infatuated with—manhood, as evidenced in fictional ac-
counts like Henry James’ postwar novel The Bostonians.39 
Victorian ideals of gender demarcation were no longer as 
relevant or even possible, because of the war’s destabiliz-
ing effects upon traditional gender roles, and because of an 
upsurge of women and men interested in female rights.40 
There was even a contemporary theory that sexual inter-

 much by outfitting them in shoes—and the stronger group of farm boys 
from whom they fall. See Zalesh for an intriguing account of Homer’s 
anti-industrialist sentiments, and his use of the shoe as a symbol of 
urban modernity. 

34 On postwar conceptions of gender and specifically manhood, see Gail 
Bederman, Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender 
and Race in the United States, 1880-1917 (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 
1995).

35 For an analysis of Homer’s croquet paintings (Croquet Player, 1865; 
Croquet Players, 1865; A Game of Croquet, 1866; Croquet Scene, 
1866; The Croquet Match, 1867-69) and an overview of the gendered 
dynamics affecting the sport’s postwar rise and fall, see David Park 
Curry, “Winslow Homer and Croquet,” The Magazine Antiques 174 
(July 1984): 154-162, and Curry, Winslow Homer: The Croquet Game 
(1984).

36 On female involvement in postwar cultural unification, see Nina Silber, 
The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865-1900 
(Chapel Hill: The U of North Carolina P, 1993) 168.

37 As quoted in Silber 164.

38 See Bederman 10-11. On the shifting meanings of masculinity 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, also see E. Anthony 
Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity to the 
Modern Era (New York: Basic Books, 1993).

39 The Bostonians, published the same year Homer completed Undertow, 
confronts the male society’s gender dilemma through Basil Ransom, 
the novel’s protagonist. Stringently determined not to let female 
reformers strip him of his rightful masculinity, Ransom defends the 
“masculine character” of the world that he fears is fading. See Henry 
James, The Bostonians (New York: The Modern Library, 2003): 325-
326.

40 On how the Civil War challenged traditional conceptions of gender, 
see Joan E. Cashin, ed. The War Was You and Me: Civilians in the 
American Civil War (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton UP, 2002) 3, who 
writes, “The war unsettled, undermined, and sometimes destroyed 
traditional gender roles, in all regions, forcing people to reconsider 
their assumptions about appropriate behavior for men and women 
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course undermined male integrity, sapping men of their 
vital energy, one more element in the era’s sexual tension.41 
Undertow highlights male preoccupation with proper gender 
relationships, and with it Homer articulated the complex 
masculine identity crisis of his time. The peeping male res-
cuer undermines Victorian sexual restraint, and the leading 
male figure, whose self-control restricts him from looking at 
the women, exaggerates it.42 Representative of contradictory 
models of masculinity—one male working to uphold the 
Victorian moral model, the other breaking it and losing his 
concentration—the men embody the country’s disjunction. 
By awkwardly avoiding contact with the women—they are 
careful not to actually touch their bodies, which would be 
a much more effective way of saving them43—the men’s 
rescue skills themselves, ironically their most masculine 
characteristics, are called into question.44 Disconnected 
from their environment, the men’s attempts to adhere to an 
ideal, chaste masculinity endanger the survival of the very 
community they wish to save.

Homer was a Civil War correspondent, not a fighter. 
Even if he wanted to, he could never lay claim to male 
heroic status the way a war veteran could. Yet, he was po-
litically active, mindful of the psychological ramifications of 
war, and intensely aware of the war-hero phenomenon. Far 
from celebrating heroism, Homer avoided clear-cut heroic 
subject matter throughout his career.45 Instead, he reminded 
his viewers of the great toll war takes upon humanity. His 
Civil War images address the human costs of war: soldiers 
visiting cemeteries, soldiers in camp reading letters from 

home, women mourning for men.46 A near contemporary 
of Homer’s also acutely tuned to a cultural fixation on man-
hood and its link to heroic fervor was William James. Like 
Homer, James was vocally critical of war and its unnecessary 
violence. While prizing masculinity as a positive virtue, his 
essay entitled The Moral Equivalent of War, 1906, mocks war 
apologists, reproving their romanticized views about heroic 
death and their exaggerated military patriotism.47 

Also grappling with the potential artifice and conceit of 
heroic action, Stephen Crane’s Red Badge of Courage (1895), 
likewise debunks the pure nobility of war.48 The Naturalistic 
novel’s title is instructive—the protagonist seeks a badge of 
courage, an outward showing of it rather than the quality 
itself. Crane documented what appeared a rather obvious 
tension between the quest for manhood and true heroism; 
the soldier’s ego endangers his ability to find his internalized, 
moral core.49 Concern for heroism was a significant charac-
teristic of the postwar American consciousness. According to 
many men, the Civil War still represented the apex of man-
liness.50 Yet, the postwar generation of American men had 
experienced no war battles and no brave moments of military 
command; instead, they knew them only through “roman-
ticized legacy.”51 Surely they felt a pressure to continue the 
ancestral masculine tradition established by their fathers and 
grandfathers. In this light, the male figures in Undertow ap-
pear to be copying a manly tradition of heroic action. The 
leading male emulates the soldierly tradition passed down 
to him with a saluting gesture of his own. Homer depicted 
men struggling to achieve their own acceptable versions of 

 of both races.” Also see Will Kaufman, “The Regendered Civil War,” 
in The Civil War in American Culture (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2006): 92-109. 

41 On the construction of manhood and the mid-late nineteenth century 
conception that sexual intercourse compromised a man’s strength, 
see G.J. Barker-Benfield, The Horrors of the Half-known Life: Male 
Attitudes Toward Women and Sexuality in Nineteenth-century America 
(New York: Routledge, 2000). He discusses the belief that proper male 
behavior depended upon the utmost control of sexual urges. For ac-
cording to period health experts, male ejaculatory release enervated 
and debilitated men. According to this mentality, by carefully regulating 
copulation, a man could preserve his energy and ensure his capability 
to function in society.

42 See Griffin (2004), 158 n. 47. 

43 Exemplifying a more effectual rescue strategy, see “Wreck of the 
Huron,” from Harper’s New Monthly, February 1882, an eponymous 
image which depicts the aftermath of the catastrophe. A male rescuer 
carries a woman out of the water in his arms. His right arm is extended 
underneath her bent knees, and he holds onto her outer thigh. His 
left arm supports her upper back and turns her slightly inward toward 
his body for protection. Her arm is draped around his neck for added 
support.

44 Pfitzer 266 labels both men “utterly immoral” because their rigid 
stances and refusal to make human contact suggest a lack of moral 
integrity. Yet to say simply that they are immoral neglects to account 
for the gendered tensions involved in the rescue, and the complicated, 
shifting nature of masculinity at the turn of the century.

45 On Homer and the heroic, see Cikovsky 95, who writes, “So much 
did Homer avoid the glorification of heroic personality, it seems, that 
he more than once depicted its complete opposite.” While Homer 
avoided concentrating on male heroic personalities, he did ennoble 
individual fisherwomen from his Cullercoats series to heroic propor-
tions. More typical of Homer’s heroic subject matter, though, is a work 
like Wreck of the Iron Crown, 1881, in which heroic activity takes 
place but is secondary to the deeper themes of man’s vulnerability to 
nature, and life versus death, that captivated Homer throughout his 
career.

46 The paintings I am referring to are: Trooper Meditating Beside a Grave, 
1865; Home, Sweet Home, c.1863; The Initials, 1864. For an anthol-
ogy of essays on Homer’s paintings associated with the Civil War, see 
Marc Simpson, Winslow Homer: Paintings of the Civil War, exh. cat. 
(San Francisco: The Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, 1988). 

47 William James, The Moral Equivalent of War (New York: American 
Association for International Conciliation, 1910).

48 Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage and Other Stories (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1998).

49 Similar stories of misguided heroism can be found in Civil War veteran 
Ambrose Bierce’s short stories. See Ambrose Bierce, Civil War Stories 
(New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1994). 

50 See Silber 169.

51 Silber 169.
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manhood in order to insure the prosperity of their commu-
nity—which was, no doubt, of grave national concern. 

Undertow is the result of a deeply reflective, cultur-
ally conscientious individual who understood sexuality as 
a profoundly important part of human nature, holding very 
real repercussions for the community at large. If we are to 
understand this work within its postwar context, this broken 
community is in need of reconciliation and the women are 
the central, mediating entities who provide the link. Certain 
biographical experiences may have contributed to Homer’s 
attunement to and recognition of society’s gendered system: 
his close relationship with his independent-minded mother 
and her recent death in 1883, for instance.52 Other potential 

influences are solely speculative, such as Homer’s sexual 
preferences. Whatever the motivating factors, Homer’s pre-
sentation of women as resolute cultural agents contributed to 
the salient national issue of female equality.53 The women are 
focally-placed starring actors here, insisting on community 
connectedness despite conflicting male leadership in a time 
of crisis. In Undertow, Homer advocated for female central-
ity in societal resolution and warned of society’s dangerous 
emphasis on masculine gender ideals that threatened com-
munal survival during an ongoing, unresolved trauma. 

Washington University in St. Louis

Figure 1. Winslow Homer, Undertow, 1886, oil on canvas, 29 13/16 x 47 5/8 inches (75.7 x 121 cm.). Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Wil-
liamstown, Massachusetts, © 1996 Clark Art Institute.

52 According to Johns 112-115, Homer’s mother was an independent 
woman, while Homer’s father was impetuous, dependent upon others, 
and self-absorbed. Griffin 12-13, refers to Homer’s father as “selfish, 
irascible, egomaniacal and impractical,” discussing Homer’s closeness 
to his mother. 

53 On Homer and equality, see Cikovsky 95. 
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Figure 2. Winslow Homer, Fishwives, 1883, watercolor on paper, 18 x 29 1/2 inches (45.72 x 74.93 cm.). Currier Museum of Art, Manchester, New 
Hampshire, Museum Purchase, 1938.1.

[above left] Figure 3. William Adolphe Bouguereau, Biblis, 1884, 
oil on canvas. Salar Jung Museum, Hyderabad, India. 

[above right] Figure 4. Phidias (c.490-430 BCE), Three goddesses 
(Hestia, Dione and Aphrodite?), frieze from the east pediment 
of the Parthenon, Acropolis, Athens, Greece, c. 438-432 BCE, 
marble. British Museum, London, Great Britain. Photo credit: 
Scala / Art Resource, NY.

[left] Figure 5. Winslow Homer, Prisoners from the Front, 1866, 
oil on canvas, 24 x 38 inches (61 x 96.5 cm.). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Gift of Mrs. Frank B. Porter, 1922 (22.207).  
Image © The Metropolitan Museum of Art.



71

reConCiling the Civil war in winslow homer’s undertow

Figure 6. Winslow Homer, Snap the 
Whip, 1872, oil on canvas, 22 x 36 
inches. Collection of The Butler Institute 
of American Art, Youngstown, Ohio.

Figure 7. Winslow Homer, American, 1836-1910, 
Croquet Scene, 1866, oil on canvas, 15 7/8 x 26 
1/16 inches (40.3 x 66.2 cm). Friends of American 
Art Collection; Goodman Fund, 1942.35, The 
Art Institute of Chicago, © The Art Institute of 
Chicago.

Figure 8. “Our Watering Places: The 
Empty Sleeve at Newport,” After Win-
slow Homer, 1865, wood engraving on 
paper, sheet size 16.38 x 11.10 inches, 
image size: 13.66 x 9.21 inches. Sterling 
and Francine Clark Art Institute, Wil-
liamstown, Massachusetts.





Excavating the Subjective in Gustaf Nordenskiöld’s
The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde

Bryna R. Campbell

The realms of romantic imagination and documentary 
investigation collide in a pair of photographs published in 
Gustaf Nordenskiöld’s 1893 report, The Cliff Dwellers of 
the Mesa Verde (Figures 1-2). As close-up shots of Mountain 
Sheep Canyon, these images verge on abstraction. Framing 
the jagged white slit in the first are impermeable canyon walls 
that, like curtains pulled back only slightly, play psychological 
games on their viewers. The light streaming into the narrow 
slot canyon teases but distracts; it draws viewers in but never 
reveals the inner secrets. The light in the second work is only 
somewhat more submissive. Landing like a spotlight on the 
masonry wall that clings to the left side of the canyon, it il-
luminates the evidence of a human element in this remote 
and seemingly unspoiled location. However, the canyon 
bends just beyond this crumbling masonry, and the right 
cliff wall shields viewers from the majority of the streaming 
light. With only a remnant of ruin revealed, viewers are left 
to ponder what lies in the depths of canyon. 

To scholars of archaeology, these images are scientific 
documents by Nordenskiöld that “magnificently illustrate” 
a text.1 They are seen as visually supplementing what has 
often been regarded as the “first scientific monograph” on 
ruins in the American Southwest.2  Their ability to attract 
international attention, and thereby assist in the develop-
ment of Mesa Verde as a National Park in 1906, makes them 
important photographic contributions.3 Yet in both of these 
works, it is the suggestive and secretive that reigns. At once 
claustrophobic and sublime, these photographs suggest an 
intimate and even voyeuristic relationship with Mesa Verde 
that is often overlooked by scholars. Given the authority of 
these works as documents, these seemingly contradictory 

elements warrant closer investigation within the context of 
the photographer’s engagement with the ruins.

Despite the supposed neutrality of his report, Norden-
skiöld’s actual encounter with the dwellings had been a very 
personal experience, one framed, as he would later write 
in his publication, by anticipating the sites as “a tourist.”4 
Nordenskiöld, a Swede, visited the dwellings in 1891 as part 
of global sightseeing trip. Upon encountering the mysterious 
dwellings that he had known only through illustrations and 
photographs, Nordenskiöld altered his itinerary to make 
Mesa Verde the last leg of his journey. Alongside his report, 
he also published a popular travel account, From the Far 
West: Memories of America, and after his trip he reveled in 
his experience by decorating his Stockholm apartment with 
his Mesa Verde photographs as well as Navajo artifacts that 
he had collected.5 

The photographs in Nordenskiöld’s publication offer a 
striking view of the ruins (see Figures 1-5). Some, like the 
two of Mountain Sheep Canyon, emphasize a voyeuris-
tic quality, while others exhibit the ruins as a world unto 
themselves. How did Nordenskiöld’s particular viewpoint 
have an impact on his perception and subsequently inform 
these photographs? What did he, as a European visiting 
the American West at the turn of the last century, bring to 
his encounter, and what can we make of these works as 
documents? Cliff dwellings had entered the realm of public 
imagination in the 1870s when survey photographers first 
documented the ruins at Mesa Verde, Canyon de Chelly 
in northern Arizona, and elsewhere in the southwest while 
they were mapping the American West to facilitate expan-
sion. Did the popular perception of these works, as filtered 

 This paper derived from a seminar course on landscape art, taught 
by Elizabeth C. Childs. I would like to thank Dr. Childs, my advisor 
Angela Miller, and the rest of the faculty at Washington University for 
their guidance and suggestions for this study.

1 Robert H. Lister, interpretive Foreword, The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa 
Verde, by Gusaf Nordenskiöld (1893; Glorietta, NM: The Riogrande 
Press, Inc., 1979) 31. Within the field of art history, Evan S. Connell 
includes Nordenskiöld’s photographs in his essay for the1996 Whitney 
Museum of American Art Museum exhibition, “Perpetual Mirage.” 
However, his discussion is brief and primarily considers the Swede’s 
work within a larger historical narrative on the discovery of Mesa Verde. 
See Evan S. Connell, “Mesa Verde,” Perpetual Mirage: Photographic 
Narratives of the Desert West (New York: Whitney American Museum 
of Art, 1996) 77-81.

2 Don D. Fowler, A Laboratory for Anthropology (Albuquerque: U of 
New Mexico P, 2000) 191.

3 See Duane A. Smith, Mesa Verde National Park: Shadows of a Century 
(Boulder: UP of Colorado, 2002) 30-35; Judith Reynolds and David 
Reynolds, Nordenskiöld of Mesa Verde: A Biography (Philadelphia: 
Xlibris, 2006) chapter 11; Fowler 189-192.

4 Gustaf Nordenskiöld, The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, trans. D. 
Lloyd Morgan (1893; Glorietta, NM: The Riogrande Press, Inc., 1979) 
14. 

5 Olaf W. Arrhenius, Stones Speak and Waters Sing: The Life and Works 
of Gustaf Nordenskiöld, ed. Robert H. Lister and Florence C. Lister 
(Mesa Verde National Park: Mesa Verde Museum Association, Inc., 
1984) 10; Reynolds and Reynolds 114.
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through these photographs, shape Nordenskiöld’s own 
encounter? In the context of his report, the issues of tourist 
imagination intersect in particularly suggestive ways with 
those of documentary representation. Thus, his publication 
warrants closer examination as well. An investigation of the 
role of cliff dwellings in contemporary imagination, alongside 
Nordenskiöld’s background, reveals the complexities behind 
these photographs that have been lost on modern viewers. 

To consider Nordenskiöld’s images through this perspec-
tive, it is important to understand his trip to Mesa Verde 
within the context of the period. In the months leading up to 
his encounter with the dwellings in 1891, the twenty-three 
year old Swede had been on a sightseeing tour through 
Europe and the United States that had been funded by his 
father, a well-known explorer famous for circumnavigating 
Eurasia. Nordenskiöld shared in his father’s enthusiasm for 
adventure, and the year before he had been a member of 
a geological expedition team to Spitsbergen where he had 
contracted tuberculosis. Doctors in this period often recom-
mended travel in temperate climates as a form of treatment, 
and his tour was intended as a remedy for his illness. A num-
ber of his travel stops, including Niagara Falls and Mammoth 
Cave, pertained to a developing interest in geology. He did 
not decide to visit Mesa Verde until he arrived in Denver, 
where a local resident who had visited the ruins suggested 
he make a brief detour before continuing westward.6 

Popularized through explorer accounts and government 
photographs, the abandoned cliff dwellings of the American 
Southwest had been a major source of fascination in this 
period. Abandoned in the fourteenth century, these ruins 
raised profound questions about primordial time, the origins 
of civilization, and Native American culture. Of interest, in 
particular, was how the ancient people had survived in this 

arid and seemingly uninhabitable region of the country, 
and subsequently, why they had disappeared.7 Many of the 
documentary photographs that circulated during this period 
heightened their romantic appeal. In John K. Hillers’s pho-
tograph of Mummy Cave at Canyon del Muerto (1881), for 
example, which is shot in high contrast to emphasize cliff 
striations illustrating deep geological time, a few structures 
emerge from a mysterious abyss (Figure 6).8 Meanwhile other 
images, such as William Henry Jackson’s survey photograph 
of Two Story Cliff House (1874), in Mesa Verde, emphasized 
the thrill of exploring these ruins in and of itself (Figure 7). 
Jackson’s photograph includes two figures that not only 
illustrate the dramatic scale of the ruins, but also provide 
an entry point for would-be tourists interested in exploring 
these sites.9 Given Nordenskiöld’s scientific background 
and his experience in exploration, the ruins as they were 
captured in these works would have naturally piqued the 
young man’s interest. 

When Nordenskiöld arrived in the summer of 1891, the 
Wetherills, a family of ranchers who had been living nearby 
for a decade, had registered the ruins as a tourist attraction; 
their Alamo Ranch, northeast of the Mesa near Mancos, 
served as Nordenskiöld’s home base.10 He arrived with the 
intention of staying about one week, but after a few days 
of guided tours, decided to hire the Wetherill sons and two 
Mexican workers to assist him in performing excavations. 
Although Nordenskiöld had no previous experience in ar-
chaeology, after discovering that no one had yet explored the 
ruins in any detail, he seized the opportunity to extensively 
excavate the sites, filling almost a dozen crates with artifacts 
that he shipped back to Sweden.11 He also requested that 
his father send him his professional camera, a tripod, and 
lenses to supplement the Eastman Kodak that he had with 

6 The individual with whom he spoke was Alice Eastwood, a Denver 
botanist who would later become Curator of Botany in California Acad-
emy of Sciences in San Francisco, in 1892. For more on Nordenskiöld’s 
travels, see Arrhenius 3-6.

7 For a discussion of cliff dwellings in the public imagination see Emily 
Ballew Neff, The Modern West: American Landscapes, 1890-1950 
(New Haven: Yale UP, 2006) 36-44; Connell 77-81. In reference to the 
cliff dwellers’ disappearance, the Marquis de Nadaillac presents two 
primary theories circulating in the period. The first, originally posited 
by U.S. survey geologist William Holmes, was that the cliff dwellers 
moved to another region of the country after the climate became more 
arid. The second theory was that violent intertribal warfare forced the 
cliff dwelling society’s removal. See Marquis de Nadaillac, Pre-historic 
America, trans. N. D’Anvers (London: John Murray, 1885) 214-15. For 
a contemporary discussion of the later theory see Frederick Chapin, 
The Land of the Cliff Dwellers (1892; Tucson: U of Arizona P, 1988) 
14. Archaeologists have since discarded this second theory.

8 Hillers had been working for the Bureau of Ethnology when he took 
this photograph. See Don D. Fowler, The Western Photographs of John 
K. Hillers (Washington DC: Smithsonian Institute P, 1989) 123. His 
photograph visually supports the nineteenth-century uniformitarian 
theory of geology developed by Charles Lyell, which assumes from 
processes at work today the same rate of processes in past. Thus as 

markers of time, the striations in the cliff emphasize the age of the 
ruins. For more on the uniformitarian theory and its relation to survey 
photography, see Elizabeth C. Childs, “Time’s Profile: John Wesley 
Powell, Art, and Geology at the Grand Canyon,” American Art 10.1 
(1996): 6-35; Neff 40-41.

9 Jackson’s photograph would have also been important to Nordenskiöld 
because it was one of the first to capture a ruin in Mesa Verde. For 
more on Jackson’s photography of the cliff dwellings, see William H. 
Jackson, The Diaries of William Henry Jackson: 1866-74, ed. LeRoy R. 
Hafen and Ann W. Hafen (Glendale, CA: Arthur H. Clark Co, 1959) 
309.

10 Benjamin Alfred Wetherill, The Wetherills of the Mesa Verde, ed. and 
annot. by Maurine S. Fletcher (Cranberry, NJ: Associated UP, 1977) 
214-15.

11 Gustaf Nordenskiöld, journal entry, 1 August 1890, in Arrenhius 14-15. 
Nordenskiöld’s exportation of artifacts was not well received by the 
citizens of nearby Durango. The Swede was arrested for taking pos-
sessions of the United States out of the country in September 1891. 
These charges were later dropped, however, since there was no law 
at the time barring such actions. The artifacts he shipped to Sweden 
now belong to the National Museum of Finland. See Reynolds and 
Reynolds 69-85.
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him. The Swede took over 100 glass-plate negatives, many 
of which became a part of his report.12 Nordenskiöld com-
pleted his work in spring of the following year, and two years 
after that published his findings, first in Swedish as Ruiner af 
klippboningar i Mesa Verde’s canons, then months later in 
English through a Chicago publishing house.13

Comprised of fifteen chapters that both describe and 
analyze the cliff houses and the remains he excavated there, 
The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde is both a document 
of the ruins and a personalized account of Nordenskiöld’s 
encounter. Throughout, Nordenskiöld includes accurately 
drawn diagrams and maps that provide useful information 
on the individual excavation sites, and he gives a careful 
analysis of the pottery and implements that he uncovered 
during his visit. At the same time, he repeatedly frames his 
experience as one guided by his own enthusiastic curiosity 
as a visitor.14 What the discipline of archaeology provided 
was not only an interpretive means through which to analyze 
the ruins, but also the authoritative permission for in-depth 
exploration and documentation. “I had come as a tourist in 
order to see the objects of interest in the vicinity,” he writes 
in his first section on the excavations. “My first ride along 
Mancos Cañon, during which . . . I visited some of the most 
remarkable and largest ruins, had already inspired me with 
a strong desire to examine them more closely.”15 

If archaeology provided Nordenskiöld the authoritative 
means through which to explore Mesa Verde, photography 
was the medium through which he savored the experience 
by fetishizing the ruins, transforming his own sight into a 
form of representation that he could repeatedly turn to after 
leaving the ruins.16 With the exception of the photographs 
he used to describe the surrounding area, the majority of 
the images in Nordenskiöld’s text are close up shots of the 
dwellings. His striking photographs of Mountain Sheep 
Canyon are exemplary, as is a photograph of the ruins of 
Spruce Tree House, which features the fraction of a larger 
site (Figures 1-3). Shot in high contrast so as to highlight the 
rough edged walls and black window openings, the latter 
photograph emphasizes the buildings’ mysterious abandoned 
quality. Nordenskiöld anticipated his encounter with these 

ruins through a variety of sources that grounded his under-
standing of the dwellings and filtered his perspective of the 
American West more generally. An analysis of these photo-
graphs within the context of Nordenskiöld’s text illuminates 
how various romantic notions from the period guided his 
scientific exploration and thereby shaped his approach to 
visually documenting these ruins.

Nordenskiöld begins The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde 
with a chapter designed to familiarize his readers with the 
region, its history, and the geographic features that make 
the area striking. He includes photogravures such as Navajo 
Cañon that provide readers with a sense of the landscape 
(Figure 4), as well as a photograph of the Wetherill ranch. 
What readers find is a description constructed through 
Nordenskiöld’s perspective as a Swede, who frames his 
perception of Colorado as “not unlike the fells of Northern 
Scandinavia.”17 The author characterizes his journey to Mesa 
Verde as a virtual trip through time, going first by train and 
then by “buggy” from Durango, but he stops short of call-
ing southwest Colorado a frontier, instead characterizing 
it as “some decades since a mere wilderness,” lamenting 
that “step by step the Indians were forced to relinquish the 
land.”18

Though Nordenskiöld’s melancholic tone might sound 
ironic since he would not have been able to visit Mesa Verde 
if it had not been for America’s westward expansion, this 
romantic perception bespeaks a larger attitude towards the 
American West at the turn of the century. A nostalgic concep-
tion of Native Americans as a vanishing race had emerged 
as the era of Westward expansion came to an end after 
decades of brutal conflict. This concept, often described in 
the period as the “Vanishing Indian,” neutralized discomfort 
engendered by the genocide of Native Americans enacted at 
the hands of whites.19 Nordenskiöld romanticizes this history 
of conflict, characterizing the Ute Indians still residing in the 
region as “the last remnant of a once great and powerful na-
tion” that had “once rendered traveling dangerous.”20

Any number of popular sources that dramatized this 
history would have contributed to Nordenskiöld’s percep-
tion of the region as such. The Swede’s favorite author, Jules 

12 Gustaf Nordenskiöld, letter to Nils Adolph Erik Nordenskiöld, 11 July 
1891, in Arrenhius 8. 

13 Nordenskiöld also exhibited his photographs and findings at the Span-
ish Columbia Jubilee in Madrid, in 1892. See Arrhenius 9. 

14 See, for example, Nordenskiöld 1-9, 14, 135.

15 Nordenskiöld 14.

16 Here I am drawing from contemporary theories on the tourist gaze by 
Ellen Strain, John Urry, and others. Though there is no single tourist 
gaze as such, Urry argues that tourists construct their gaze through dif-
ference. They anticipate their experience through a variety of sources, 
and then contain and fetishize it through processes of representation. 
This is a mediating process that Strain calls “distanced immersion.” 
See Ellen Strain, Public Spaces, Private Journeys: Ethnography, Enter-

tainment, and the Tourist Gaze (New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003) 
24-27; John Urry, The Tourist Gaze (London: Sage, 2002) chapter 1. 
For an example of the tourist gaze as it relates to visual art, see Griselda 
Pollock, “On Not Seeing Provence: Van Gogh and the Landscape of 
Consolation, 1888-1889,” in Framing France: The Representation of 
Landscape in France, 1870-1914, ed. Richard Thomson (Manchester: 
Manchester UP, 1998) 81-118.

17 Nordenskiöld 1-2.

18 Nordenskiöld 1.

19 The literature on the “Vanishing Indian” concept and its relation to 
Westward expansion is extensive. See, for example, Neff 36; Fowler 
(2000) 93-95, 209. 

20 Nordenskiöld 1, 3.
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 Verne, for example, includes an episode in Around the World 
in Eighty Days (1872) in which a train to Denver is stopped 
by a Sioux attack.21 This idea was also embodied in the 
theatrical reenactments of Western history in Buffalo Bill’s 
Wild West show, which were touring through Europe in the 
late 1880s.22 Regardless, the photographs that he includes 
in his first chapter reaffirm this point of view: the Wetherill 
Ranch signifies settlement to the region, while the lonely 
landscape scenes exemplified by his Navajo Cañon omit any 
evidence of the Ute population of Native Americans who 
lived nearby (Figure 4).

If the American West was settled territory for Norden-
skiöld, the ruins represented the vestiges of a former frontier 
era of violence, conflict, and danger that he reveled in explor-
ing. Nordenskiöld had consulted a variety of sources before 
his trip, including Jackson’s photographs of Two Story Cliff 
House, as well as the popular French text, Pre-historic Amer-
ica (1885) by the Marquis de Nadaillac, that emphasized the 
inaccessibility of the ruins.23 Illustrations in Nadaillac’s text 
feature individuals scaling cliff walls to dwellings perched 
high up from the canyon floor (Figures 8 and 9). Like Jackson’s 
photograph, these images include figures, notably in con-
temporary dress, who highlight exploration as a dangerous 
endeavor. Nordenskiöld anticipated his own investigation of 
the sites through these works, which subsequently informed 
his approach to documenting them. He points out a remnant 
of a ruin in the extreme right corner of Navajo Cañon, for 
example, that he describes as “perched like an eagle’s eyrie 
half-way up the most inaccessible precipices.”24 Later in his 
text, he includes a photograph that resembles Nadaillac’s 
illustrations, of an individual peering into the canyon floor 
below with one arm steadied against the cliff structure (Fig-
ure 5), and he notes his own difficulty in photographing this 
image, highlighting his role as an adventurer.25

Nordenskiöld’s perception of the ruins as such not only 
affected his engagement with the sites, but also his interpre-
tation of the ancient civilization itself. Significantly, when 
Nordenskiöld speculates in his text on the abandonment of 
the ruins, he argues that bloody conflict between the cliff 
dwelling culture and nomadic tribes caused the former’s 
disappearance. He grafts his understanding of the West as a 
space of conquest and struggle onto this theory, imagining 
the Ancient Puebloans as threatened by “ever imminent at-
tacks,” and he describes their homes tucked alongside the 

canyon walls as “impregnable” locations.26 
A final look at his photographs of Mountain Sheep 

Canyon is revealing when we consider this viewpoint on the 
dwellings (Figures 1-2). The setting in these photographs is 
spatially confusing, highlighting the inaccessibility of the ru-
ins. For viewers, the experience is almost claustrophobic. This 
is rightly so, according to Nordenskiöld, for the canyon is “a 
refuge,” he writes in his report, “hidden from the advancing 
enemy.”27 The voyeuristic compositions visually engage the 
dynamics of violence and conquest that the photographer 
describes as once occurring in this very location. At the same 
time, the light that filters from above enhances the mysteri-
ous quality of the ruins, emphasizing their allure as spaces 
dramatically abandoned as a result of “constant menace.”28 
Nordenskiöld’s other close-up photographs achieve a similar 
effect: alongside the text, the crumbling ruins in Spruce Tree 
House are suggestive of a former violent battle (Figure 3).

In conjunction with the text, then, Nordenskiöld’s 
photographs do not so much document the sites as they 
existed, but rather as they were constructed through the 
tourist’s imagination. In other words, Nordenskiöld did not 
“see” Mesa Verde at all when he visited and excavated the 
ruins. Rather, his encounter was largely informed by his larger 
perception of the American West that he had anticipated 
exploring as a tourist, and was especially distilled because 
of his background as a European. Through the borrowed 
discourse of archaeology, he was able justify this point of 
view. Alluring, mysterious, and inviting—his photographs 
are the result of a highly personal engagement with the 
ruins. It is their role within the report that gives them their 
authoritative meaning.

Nordenskiöld’s photographs and publication can also 
be understood as presenting centuries-old evidence of the 
“Vanishing Indian” that makes the disappearance of con-
temporary Native Americans seem inevitable. “There is little 
doubt,” he writes with melancholy in his conclusion, “that at 
no very distant date from the present this last remnant of the 
agricultural Indians. . . will disappear.”29 By beginning his own 
report with a description of the settled West, Nordenskiöld 
invites readers to draw comparisons between the contem-
porary Native Americans’ state of existence and the situation 
for cliff dwellers in the ancient past. The Swede channels 
a lament of Westward expansion into his investigation and 
documentations. This point of view neutralizes guilt for Nor-

21 Jules Verne, Around the World in Eighty Days, trans. Michael Glencross 
(London: Penguin, 2004) 176. Nordenskiöld’s interest in Verne is 
evidenced by the fact that upon his return from Colorado, the Swede 
translated several of the author’s novels from French into Swedish. 
See Reynolds and Reynolds 136.

22 John F. Sears, “Bierstadt, Buffalo Bill, and the Wild West in Europe,” 
in Cultural Transmissions and Receptions: American Mass Culture in 
Europe, ed. R. Kroes, R.W. Rydell and D.F.J. Bosscher (Amsterdam: 
VU UP, 1993) 5-10.

23 Marquis de Nadaillac, Pre-historic America, trans. N. d’Anvers (London, 
1885) chapter 5.

24 Nordenskiöld 6.

25 Nordenskiöld 58.

26 Nordenskiöld 45.

27 Nordenskiöld 36.

28 Nordenskiöld 93.

29 Nordenskiöld 171.
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denskiöld, whose trip to the West was enabled by expansion 
and development. It also justifies his own archaeological 
endeavors because it frames his excavation and deportation 
of artifacts as preservative rather than destructive. In this 
way, Nordenskiöld’s report also shares certain features with 
other contemporary projects in the fields of archaeology and 
anthropology. The Bureau of Ethnology best exemplifies this 
view: formed in 1879, this organization became one of the 
first of many U.S. government agencies devoted to preserv-
ing the Native American populations that the government, 
ironically, had a hand at reducing.30

Nordenskiöld’s encounter with Mesa Verde falls within 
a brief period between the era of exploration and that of 
tourist regulation in the American West, when the discourses 

30 See Fowler (2000) 92-103.

31 This era ended in 1906, when the United States passed the Preser-

of tourism, science, and fantasy-adventure could and did 
blend.31 When viewed in this context, the authority of his 
report becomes unhinged. What makes his publication 
such a compelling case study, however, is that it speaks 
not only to the subjectivity of documentary photography, 
but also to the impact that this medium had on the public 
imagination. As a technical medium invented a half-century 
before Nordenskiöld’s excursion, photography revolution-
ized the way people saw the world. He anticipated his own 
encounter with the dwellings through this medium, which 
in turn became the form of documentation through which 
he furthered his own romantic vision.

Washington University in St. Louis

vation of American Antiquities Act forbidding the removal of Native 
American artifacts from the United States, making excursions like 
Nordenskiöld’s impossible.

Figure 1. Ruin 18: Mountain Sheep Cañon, autotype reproduced from 
1891 photograph by Gustaf Nordenskiöld, 1893. Published in Gustaf 
Nordenskiöld, The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, trans. D. Lloyd 
Morgan (1893; Glorietta, NM: The Riogrande Press, Inc., 1979) plate 
VI.1. Courtesy of Mesa Verde National Park.

Figure 2. Ruin 18: Mountain Sheep Cañon, autotype reproduced 
from photograph Gustaf Nordenskiöld, 1893. Published in Gustaf 
Nordenskiöld, The Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, trans. D. Lloyd 
Morgan (1893; Glorietta, NM: The Riogrande Press, Inc., 1979) plate 
VI.2. Courtesy of Mesa Verde National Park.
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Figure 3. The Spruce Tree House, 
autotype reproduced from 1891 pho-
tograph by Gustaf Nordenskiöld, 1893. 
Published in Gustaf Nordenskiöld, The 
Cliff Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, trans. 
D. Lloyd Morgan (1893; Glorietta, 
NM: The Riogrande Press, Inc., 1979) 
plate X.2. Courtesy of Mesa Verde 
National Park.

Figure 4. Navajo Cañon, photogravure 
reproduced from 1891 photograph by 
Gustaf Nordenskiöld, 1893. Published 
in Gustaf Nordenskiöld, The Cliff 
Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, trans. D. 
Lloyd Morgan (1893; Glorietta, NM: 
The Riogrande Press, Inc., 1979) page 
7. Courtesy of Mesa Verde National 
Park.

Figure 5. A Cliff Fastness, photogravure 
reproduced from 1891 photograph by 
Gustaf Nordenskiöld, 1893. Published 
in Gustaf Nordenskiöld, The Cliff 
Dwellers of the Mesa Verde, trans. D. 
Lloyd Morgan (1893; Glorietta, NM: 
The Riogrande Press, Inc., 1979) page 
59. Courtesy of Mesa Verde National 
Park.
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Figure 6. John K. Hillers, Mummy Cave, Canyon del Muerto, Ariz., albumen print, 
1881. Geological Survey and Bureau of Ethnology photographs, Prints & Photographs 
Division, Library of Congress, LC-USZ6-23.

Figure 9. House in a Rock of Montezuma Cañon, artist unknown, 
1885. Published in Pre-historic America, by the Marquis de 
Nadaillac, trans. N. D’Anvers (London, 1885) 218. Olin Library, 
Washington University, St. Louis.

Figure 8. Cliff-house in the Cañon de Chelly, artist unknown, 
1885. Published in Pre-historic America, by the Marquis de 
Nadaillac, trans. N. D’Anvers (London, 1885) 221. Olin Library, 
Washington University, St. Louis.

Figure 7. William Henry Jackson, Two Story Cliff House, albumen print, 1874. Courtesy 
Mesa Verde National Park.





The Country Cousin: Advocating an Arcadian America
Keri Fredericks

The Country Cousin, a cartoon short in Walt Disney’s Silly 
Symphony series, premiered in theaters across the United 
States on 31 October 1936 (Figure 1).1 Echoing the populist 
politics of its day, it won an Academy Award in 1937 and 
provided a sympathetic and empowering portrait of modern 
life expressed in a visual language that viewers could eas-
ily understand. Playing before films like Frank Capra’s Mr. 
Deeds Goes to Town and Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, 
The Country Cousin, like these features, reaffirmed and 
reinforced small-town values and traditional beliefs while 
advocating rural simplicity and portraying the dangers of 
technology and urbanity.2 This paper proposes that The 
Country Cousin invoked the utopian myth of an arcadian 
America in order to enact a critique of the modern American 
city and high society.

Based on Aesop’s fable, “The Town Mouse and the 
Country Mouse,” the Disney cartoon combines technical, 
artistic, and musical skills to update a classic morality tale for a 

specific, adult American audience.3 Working with composer 
Carl Stalling, Disney created seventy-five Silly Symphonies, 
which advanced Technicolor filmmaking, the integration of 
sound and film, special effects, and storytelling techniques.4 
Unlike the Mickey Mouse series produced simultaneously, 
the Silly Symphonies were conceived as an opportunity 
for music and animation to cooperatively propel narratives 
without the aid of dialogue.5 Directed by Wilfred Jackson, 
with a score by Leigh Harline and animation by Art Babbitt 
and Les Clark, The Country Cousin, like other work at the 
Disney Studio, was a collaborative process, and it is widely 
held by scholars that Walt Disney himself contributed story 
ideas and tightly oversaw the execution of the short.6

Despite its artistic innovations and compelling story, The 
Country Cousin has received limited critical consideration.7 
During the past decade historians like Steven Watts and 
Eric Smoodin have demonstrated how cartoons, as cultural 
artifacts, are intertwined with behavior, socialization, and 

 This paper developed from a course on the art of Walt Disney under 
the direction of Dr. Robert Neuman. I am grateful to Professor Neuman 
for his guidance throughout this project, and to Drs. Karen A. Bearor, 
Adam Jolles, and Roald Nasgaard for their helpful suggestions. I am 
equally indebted to Florida State University for providing a forum for 
the presentation of my ideas and to the audience and the key note 
speaker, Michael Leja, for their insightful comments.

1 For the music of Disney and the Silly Symphonies see Daniel Gold-
mark, Tunes for ’Toons: Music and the Hollywood Cartoon (Berkeley: 
U of California P, 2007); David Tietyen, The Musical World of Walt 
Disney (Milwaukee, Wis.: H. Leonard Publishing Corp, 1990); and 
Darlene Geis, Walt Disney’s Treasury of Silly Symphonies (New York: 
H.N. Abrams, 1981). Other Silly Symphonies to win Academy Awards 
include: Flowers and Trees (1932), Three Little Pigs (1933), The Tortoise 
and the Hare (1934), Three Orphan Kittens (1935), The Old Mill (1937), 
Ferdinand the Bull (1938), and The Ugly Duckling (1939).

2 Mr. Deeds Goes to Town is the story of a simple small-town man, 
Longfellow Deeds, played by Gary Cooper, who inherits a fortune, 
visits the city, and encounters people who want to use his money for 
their own aims. He is able to fight all of them off until a scheming 
newspaperwoman (Jean Arthur) comes on the scene. The script was 
written by Clarence Budington Kelland and Robert Riskin, and directed 
by Frank Capra. The film earned Gary Cooper his first nomination 
for Best Actor, and was voted Best Picture of the year (1936) by the 
New York Film Critics and the National Board of Review. It was also 
nominated for the Academy Award for Best Picture. Capra won an 
Academy Award for Directing.

Modern Times is one of the last silent films; it was written, 
directed, and produced by Charlie Chaplin in 1936 when everyone 
else was making talkies. In the film, Chaplin’s Little Tramp character 

struggles to survive in the modern, industrialized world. The film is a 
comment on the desperate employment and fiscal conditions many 
people faced during the Great Depression, conditions created, in 
Chaplin’s view, by the efficiencies of modern industrialization.

3 Other Aesop fables produced by Disney include The Grasshopper 
and the Ants (1934) and The Tortoise and the Hare (1935). Other 
Silly Symphonies were drawn from the stories of the Brothers Grimm, 
Hans Christian Anderson, Greek mythology, and the Bible. The Wise 
Little Hen (1934) is based on the Russian folk tale The Little Red Hen 
and has a similar moral message to that of Aesop’s The Ant and the 
Grasshopper.

4 The Silly Symphonies also provided the studio with an opportunity to 
develop ideas they could use in animated features. One can see refer-
ences to The Country Cousin in Dumbo, which was released in 1941. 
These include the drinking scene and the modeling of the mouse.

5 Tietyen 25.

6 Steven Watts, The Magic Kingdom: Walt Disney and the American Way 
of Life (Columbia: U of Missouri P, 1997); Leonard Maltin, The Disney 
Films (New York: Disney Editions, 2000); Richard Schickel, The Disney 
Version: The Life, Times, Art, and Commerce of Walt Disney (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1968).

7 The Country Cousin was recently included in Russell Merritt and J.B. 
Kaufman’s Walt Disney’s Silly Symphonies: A Companion to the Clas-
sical Cartoon Series (Gemona: La Cineteca del Fruili, 2006) 180-182. 
This invaluable reference text provides information on each animated 
short, including detailed production credits, release dates, and story 
synopses.



82

athanor xxvi  Keri frederiCKs

even transnational politics, and Esther Leslie’s Hollywood 
Flatlands: Animation, Critical Theory and the Avant-Garde has 
situated Disney within a theoretical framework.8 Following 
Walter Benjamin’s assertion that film’s montages reconfigure 
the representation of the modern world, Leslie compellingly 
argues that Disney constructed “restitutive utopias” that of-
fered “therapy for damaged lives.”9 Continuing in this vein 
and following Donna M. Cassidy’s contention that Region-
alism embodied a set of nostalgic values that appeared in 
various and diverse forms of 1930s cultural production, this 
paper will situate The Country Cousin within this discourse 
and argue that Disney, like Regionalist artists of the 1930s, 
advocated a realistic, indigenous art grounded in a nostalgic 
and idyllic past and accessibly reproduced for a wide audi-
ence.10 

America’s shift from a producer to a consumer culture 
manifested itself in society’s passive consumption of images. 
The 1930s was the golden age of movies, a period when 
hundreds of feature-length films and animated shorts were 
watched by millions of adults who had not only grown ac-
customed to the relatively new technology, but also craved 
it.11 Inexpensive to attend, theaters dropped their ticket 
prices after the 1929 crash, and viewers could opt for movies 
that avoided or confronted the societal issues of the Great 
Depression. In this context, Disney’s cartoons provided a 
piercing social commentary couched in the language of 
the burlesque. Like Chaplin and the Marx Brothers, Disney 
elevated the quotidian through parodic caricatures. Seek-

ing to restore the self-confidence of the common viewer, 
Disney invested timeless children’s tales with new meaning 
that resonated with the economic situation of contemporary 
adults. In Three Little Pigs (1933) and The Wise Little Hen 
(1934), Disney celebrated hard work and industry during a 
period when the myth of Horatio Alger and the self-made 
man were collapsing under what Alan Trachtenberg termed 
“the debris of the [1929] crash.”12 

Fables were popular with Disney, a modern moralist 
and pedagogue who updated stories in order to satisfy the 
demands of contemporary society. Aesop’s fables have a long 
history: the earliest collections bearing Aesop’s name were 
compiled in Greece sometime between 250 B.C. and 200 
A.D, and many versions of the approximately two-hundred 
morality tales exist, so that it is difficult to ascertain which 
of the translations were consulted by the Disney team.13 
Aesop’s themes were famously adopted by Theocritus and 
Virgil, and his fables enjoyed a resurgence of popularity dur-
ing the Renaissance that has lasted to the present.14 In the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries artists began illustrating 
Aesop’s collections, most notably Gustave Doré in 1868 and 
Alexander Calder in 1931. These illustrations could range 
from detailed color compositions to simple line drawings, 
but Disney was the first artist to animate the story for the 
silver screen.

Part of Disney’s construction involved valorizing agrar-
ian life and looking backwards into American history for 
those elements of what Van Wyck Brooks terms the “us-

8 Eric Smoodin, Animating Culture: Hollywood Cartoons from the Sound 
Era (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers UP, 1993); J. Michael Barrier, Hol-
lywood Cartoons: American Animation in its Golden Age (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1999); and Esther Leslie, Hollywood Flatlands: Animation, 
Critical Theory and the Avant-Garde (London: Verso, 2002).

For a brief sampling of the vast literature on Walt Disney, his 
company, and his visual sources see: Bruno Girveau, Once Upon a 
Time: Walt Disney: The Sources of Inspiration for the Disney Studios 
(New York: Prestel Publishing, 2007); Robin Allan, Walt Disney and 
Europe: European Influences on the Animated Feature Films of Walt 
Disney (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1999); Christopher Finch, The Art 
of Walt Disney: From Mickey Mouse to the Magic Kingdoms (New 
York: H.N. Abrams, 1975).

9 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Mechanical 
Reproduction,” in Art and Interpretation: An Anthology of Readings 
in Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art, ed. Eric Dayton (Toronto: 
Broadview Press, 1998), 415-428, and Leslie 23.

10 Donna M. Cassidy, “‘On the Subject of Nativeness’: Marsden Hartley 
and New England Regionalism,” Winterthur Portfolio 29 (1994): 227-
245.

11 For the history of Hollywood and film in the 1930s see David Thom-
son, The Whole Equation: A History of Hollywood (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 2005); Gerald Clifford Weales, Canned Goods as Caviar: 
American Film Comedy of the 1930s (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1985); 
and Walter Wells, Tycoons and Locusts: A Regional Look at Hollywood 
Fiction of the 1930s (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois UP, 1973).

12 Alan Trachtenberg, “Signifying the Real: Documentary Photography 
in the 1930s,” in The Social and the Real: Political Art of the 1930s in 

the Western Hemisphere (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State UP, 
2006) 3-19.

13 Joseph Jacobs, The Fables of Aesop (New York: Schocken Books, 
1894).

14 The Ecologues (Selections), also know as the Bucolics, were Virgil’s first 
major work. These ten poems were written between 42 and 39 B.C. 
and take the form of the pastoral, which the Sicilian poet Theocritus 
(c. 280 B.C.) had developed in his Idyls. Leonardo da Vinci owned 
numerous copies of Aesop’s fables, which were referred to in his 
notebooks. See Paul Barolsky, “Leonardo, Satan, and the Mystery of 
Modern Art,” Virginia Quarterly Review, 74 (1998): 393-414.

Several versions of this story were published in the mid-to-late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries including: Joseph Jacobs, 
The Fables of Aesop (New York: Schocken Books, 1894); M. Gaster, 
Rumanian Bird and Beast Stories (London: Folk-Lore Society, 1915); 
Peter Christen Asbjørnsen and Jørgen Moe, Fairy Tales from the Far 
North, trans. H. L. Brækstad (New York: A. L. Burt Company, 1897); 
and Roger l’Estrange and Alexander Calder, Fables of Aesop (Paris, 
1931). The seventeenth-century writer, Jean de la Fontaine wrote 
fables which included “The Town Rat and the Country Rat.” They 
enjoyed resurgent popularity when they were illustrated in 1868 by 
Gustave Doré. The original tale features two large dogs instead of a cat. 
Perhaps the most similar retelling is found in the Norwegian version, 
“The House Mouse and the Country Mouse.” This is the only tale I 
have found that includes drunkenness, although it is from Christmas 
ale rather than the Champagne of the Disney version. The Romanian 
tale, “The Town Mouse and the Field Mouse,” is rather grim, with the 
city mouse plotting the demise of the field mouse. It does, however, 
have a single cat like the film.
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able past.”15 The Country Cousin used the visual tropes 
of high art to depict idyllic views of America’s history and 
reinvigorate the nation for a better future. The past and the 
present, representative of utopia and dystopia, or producer-
ism and consumerism, were reflected in the creation and 
representation of a rural and urban dichotomy. In high art 
this binary system manifested itself in the division between 
Stuart Davis’s city scenes like New York Mural (1932, Figure 
2) and Grant Wood’s Midwestern landscapes like New Road 
(1939, Figure 3). While one painting pulses with the vibrant 
jazz-like rhythms of the chaotic city, the other speaks in the 
slow-paced monosyllabic language of rural small-town life. In 
The Country Cousin images of the city are depicted with mul-
tiple perspectives and fractured planes evoking movement 
and chaos, while the interior scenes employ a sentimental 
realist style that recalls the past and visually expresses what 
James Truslow Adams’s 1930 best-selling book, The Epic of 
America, termed the “American Dream.”16 

The film begins with an Expressionistic title card, which 
shows a small mouse caught between a rustic sign for Podunk 
and a foreboding city stoplight. He stands apprehensively in 
the shadow of an ominous city skyline replete with eerie-
looking, dangerously leaning skyscrapers (Figure 1). This 
portentous nightscape is reminiscent of the sets in Cabinet 
of Dr. Caligari and foreshadows Joseph Stella’s view of the 
city in Brooklyn Bridge: Variation on an Old Theme (1939, 
Figure 4). Through the use of this visual language, the city is 
connected to chaos and danger; but when the camera turns 
to the country mouse walking along train tracks, the back-
ground, as well as the music he whistles, takes on a folksy 
and familiar feeling. Scored for the film, the fiddle plays a 
melody based on the popular tune “The Chicken Reel.”17 
Composed in 1910, “The Chicken Reel” was often used in 
animated scenes of barnyard animals or, in this case, to give 
a sense of rural “hickness” to the country mouse. The sense 
of familiarity evoked by the music is further enhanced by 
the scene’s action because a very high percentage of the 
American rural population moved to urban centers to escape 
agricultural instability in hopes of finding a better life, while 

still others resigned themselves to an itinerant life riding the 
rails.18 This journey was well represented by Resettlement 
Administration photographs like Dorothea Lange’s Toward 
Los Angeles, California, March 1937, which shows two men 
following a dusty beaten path to their urban destination 
(Figure 5).

The cartoon protagonist Abner Countrymouse is, like 
many people, seduced by the purported offerings of the city. 
The promise of the city is embodied in Monty Citymouse 
who inhabits a posh domestic interior. His name evokes 
supercilious urbanites, like Monte the cowardly brother in 
Howard Hughes’s 1930 war epic Hell’s Angels, while Abner 
alludes to Lil’Abner, the simple-minded denizen of humble 
Dogpatch and paragon of virtue in Al Capp’s popular comic 
strip.19 The reference to Lil’Abner encourages the viewer 
to identify with the small town values of the title character. 
Additionally, Disney re-titled the cartoon, possibly referring 
to a popular silent serial of the twenties, The Adventures 
and Emotions of Edgar Pomeroy. This sentimental series of 
twelve two-reelers written by Booth Tarkington featured 
an episode entitled Edgar’s Country Cousin (1921) which 
showed a hapless cousin visiting the city and embarrassing 
the title character. While Disney’s version utilizes the phrase, 
it inverts the conventional understanding of the aphorism to 
celebrate the simplicity and dignity of country life. 

When Abner arrives at 66 1/8 Parkritz Row, Monty, 
dressed ridiculously in top hat, tails, spats, and red bowtie, 
greets him with an emphatic “Shush” before rudely ushering 
him inside. Although Monty is well-dressed, he lives on the 
“row” and is, in fact, just a mouse stealing bits off someone 
else’s table. Confronted by the innumerable delicacies of a 
lavishly laden banquet and an urbane, Gershwinesque jazz 
melody, the stereotypes of the rural and urban are depicted 
in the mice’s distinct values as embodied in the foods they 
choose, clothes they wear, and manners they exhibit. While 
Abner greedily eats a large piece of Cheddar and noisily 
blows his nose with a red-and-white polka dot bandana, 
Monty, in connoisseur-fashion, opts for a slice of Swiss and 
daintily wipes his mouth on a silk handkerchief before mov-

15 Van Wyck Brooks, “On Creating a Usable Past,” in Van Wyck Brooks: 
The Early Years, ed. Claire Sprague (New York: Harper, 1968) 219-
26.

16 James Truslow Adams, The Epic of America (Boston: Little, Brown, and 
Company, 1931).

17 Thanks to Russell Merritt and Daniel Goldmark for their assistance in 
identifying the musical inspirations for Harline’s score. 

18 Droughts, floods, and depressed futures markets were among the 
agricultural conditions that contributed to the Great Depression. There 
is a vast literature examining the conditions and consequences of the 
Great Depression. For a sampling see, David E. Kyvig, Daily Life in the 
United States, 1920-1940: How Americans Lived During the Roaring 
Twenties and the Great Depression (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2004); 
Ludwig Von Mises, Between The Two World Wars: Monetary Disorder, 
Interventionism, Socialism, and The Great Depression, ed. Richard 
M. Ebeling (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2002); William Solomon and 

Richard Perren, Agriculture in Depression, 1870-1940 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1995). 

19 Released in 1930, Hell’s Angels was Howard Hughes’s air spectacle 
that was the first multi-million dollar talking picture. Written by Harry 
Behn and Howard Estabrook, it features two brothers, Roy and Monte 
Rutledge, played by Ben Lyon and James Hall, who enlist in the Royal 
Air Force when World War I breaks out. Monte is a freewheeling 
womanizer, even with his brother’s girlfriend Helen, played by Jean 
Harlow. Monte proves to have a yellow streak when it comes to his 
Night Patrol duties, while Roy is made of strong moral fiber and at-
tempts to keep his brother in line. 

“Li’l” Abner, a hulking man-child, was the frequent foil for Capp’s 
satirical stories about American life and politics. Like Mr. Deeds, the 
Little Tramp, and Abner Countrymouse, he often found himself far 
from home. Whether in the company of the unscrupulous industrial-
ist General Bullmoose or in hapless snowbound Lower Slobbovia, 
Li’l Abner was a heroic hillbilly whose small town values and naiveté 
shined a reflexive light on the corrupt world.
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ing on to the caviar. Here Great Britain and France, foreign 
and classed signifiers, become the culprits and corrupters of 
the American mouse. Indeed, Abner burns his mouth on hot 
English mustard and then gets drunk on Champagne.

Drunkenness is not a traditional feature in the Aesop 
fable, but it was an important part of the Disney adaptation 
for two reasons: first, it provided a social commentary on 
Prohibition; and, second, it offered Art Babbitt an opportu-
nity to include animation gags that enhanced the comedic 
value of the film. Prohibition, in effect from 1920 to 1933, 
was ignored by wealthy socialites like those parodied in F. 
Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, where drinking and the 
perilous journey between Long Island and Manhattan led 
to death and disaster. Similarly, the presence of alcohol on 
the city banquet table and the country mouse’s accidental 
drunkenness associate alcohol with the degenerate morality 
of urbanites. Through this sequence, the homespun inno-
cence of specifically “American” and rural ideals is presented 
in humorous contrast to the snooty and “foreign” values of 
the city, a city that was meant to be read as New York, a 
signifier of wealthy Robber Barons but not of the Midwestern 
values continually constructed by Disney for the pleasure of 
his “everyman” viewer.

The struggle of enacting a specifically American identity 
(one separate from its European heritage) and the division of 
the individual into two selves is explored in a classic reflection 
gag that evokes humor, while also eliciting a psychoanalytic 
exploration. Tipsy from his Champagne, Abner leans on 
his umbrella in direct mockery of Monty and a parody of 
the Little Tramp. Noticing himself in a large molded piece 
of raspberry Jell-O, “America’s Most Famous Dessert,” he 
then imitates a Marx Brothers routine in which he tricks his 
double into a reflection that does not mirror his own move-
ments (Figure 6).20 Lacan has argued that one’s sense of self 
or identity is created externally through the confrontation 
with one’s reflection (what he terms the imaginary).21 In this 
model, one’s self is constituted in and constructed through 
the recognition of the Other.22 Abner recognizes his ego 
through a clever interaction (what Derrida terms an event 
or rupture) with his reflection.23 The molded Jell-O becomes 
a mirror in which Abner, and by extension the American 
viewer, discovers his true self. 

After tricking his double, Abner falls onto a saucer that 
spirals off the table, taking with it a surprised Monty, as 

well as food, drink, and china. Landing in close proximity 
to a sleeping housecat, Monty, as usual, retreats from the 
cat that he generally evades, but Abner, with new-found 
bravado—indicative of the recognition of his identity as a 
rural, masculine, American—kicks the cat in the behind, 
signaling his readiness to stand up to the challenges of 
New Deal society (Figure 7). This example of courage is an 
interesting addition to the tale that does not exist in any of 
the earlier translations. Like the Big Bad Wolf in Three Little 
Pigs, the housecat operates as a symbol for societal ills that, 
in the Disney version, cannot be tiptoed around. Through 
this thinly veiled allusion, Disney asserts his belief in the 
power of the little guy and small-town values to confront 
poverty, unemployment, and social inequities and restore 
prosperity to the country. While the wealthy, urban, and 
impotent mouse prefers a peaceful coexistence that avoids 
the menace of the cat and thus the larger societal issues of 
the period, the strong work ethic and morality of Abner force 
him to confront adversity, just like the “common man” or 
film viewer who was likewise dealing with the hardships of 
the Great Depression.

The film viewer is positioned to identify with Abner—the 
movie screen acts as a mirror in which the American audi-
ence is reflected. Disney refracts that constructed image 
onto the audience. Specifically, Abner and the viewer see 
themselves, not in the splendor of the city but in the acces-
sibility and strength of the rural poor. By changing Aesop’s 
title to The Country Cousin, Disney parodied the concep-
tion of agrarian people as backward-thinking and presented 
rural Americans as authentic and heroic. Like Roy Stryker, 
the director of the Historical Section of the Resettlement 
Administration (later Farm Security Administration), who 
insisted that his photographers construct “real” images of 
the idealized masses, Disney possessed a certain small-town 
nostalgia and interest in cultural constructions.24 These would 
later be most notably manifested, not to mention physically 
constructed, in Main Street, USA at Disneyland Park, but are 
already present in The Country Cousin.  

Having tricked his double, embraced his authentic self, 
and confronted the cat, Abner determines it is time to re-
turn to his rural, American home. Finally out of the house, 
however, he has still not achieved safety as high-heeled 
shoes, roller-skates, and bicycles threaten his escape (Figure 
8). Here the scenery abruptly shifts from a realistically and 

20 Although invented in the nineteenth century and featured in print 
advertisements as early as 1902, Jell-O became widely known in 
1934 when Jack Benny began radio spots for the product. For more 
information on the history of Jell-O see Carolyn Wyman, Jell-O: A 
Biography (San Diego: Harcourt Press, 2001).

21 Jacques Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the 
I as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience,” in The Norton Anthology 
of Literary Criticism, ed. Vincent B. Leitch (New York: W.W. Norton 
and Company, 2001) 1285.

22 For further discussion on establishing subjectivity through the recogni-
tion of another/object, see Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: 
A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New 
York: Washington Square Press, 1993) and Judith Butler, Gender 
Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 
1999).

23 Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discovery of Human 
Sciences,” in Writing and Difference, ed. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 
2001) 278-294.

24 Trachtenberg 3-19.
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sentimentally depicted interior to a dizzying Surrealist mon-
tage of flying motorcycles, cars, trucks, and trains that hurtle 
toward Abner and the viewer while atonal music assaults our 
ears. In this powerful scene, the city is shown offering more 
danger than salvation, a concept echoed by the historical 
record, since few of the impoverished refugees of floods 
and droughts found prosperity in the city. Instead, they 
were confronted with poor sanitation, high unemployment, 
and deplorable living and working conditions.25 Thus, the 
argument against a mechanized, urban, and foreign world 
is made explicit in the film as angry, anthropomorphized 
horns honk loudly and various modes of transportation zoom 
toward the viewer. The film closes with Abner escaping this 
technological nightmare by running down the railroad tracks 
toward the horizon’s full moon (Figure 9).

Unlike Aesop’s original—which both opens and closes 
in the country—Abner never reaches Podunk, because it 
exists elusively off-screen. So where is Podunk? In 1846 
some widely-read and humorous letters published in New 
England answered this question stating: “It is in the world, 
and more than that, it is a little world of itself, a bright and 
shining light amid the surrounding darkness,” 26 and in 1933 
the Boston Herald observed “Podunk, like Atlantis, has no 
locus.”27 Podunk, then, is a mythical place that exists both 
within the world and apart from it, outside the frame of the 
film and of everyday reality. Like utopia and identity, Podunk 
is impossible to represent. As pointed out by Amy Bingaman, 
Lise Sanders, and Rebecca Zorach in the introduction to 
their anthology Embodied Utopia, “the word invented by 
[Thomas] More—from the Greek ou meaning ‘not’ or eu 
meaning ‘happy’, and topos meaning ‘place’—remains today 
a source of theoretical speculation. Is utopia the good place 
or the impossible place? Is the good place, in fact, no place at 
all?”28 Historically, Podunk is less a reality than an abstracted 
signifier, and it exists in the film only as an abstract marker—a 

25 See Randall E. Parker, The Economics of the Great Depression: a 
Twenty-first Century Look Back at the Economics of the Interwar Era 
(Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2007); Susan Currell, The March of Spare 
Time: the Problem and Promise of Leisure in the Great Depression 
(Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 2005); and Edward C. Weideman, 
A Hobo Life in the Great Depression: a Regional Narrative from the 
American Midwest (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellon Press, 2005).

26 Anonymous, Buffalo Daily National Pilot [Buffalo] 13 January 1846: 3a.  
Cited in Allen Walker Read, “The Rationale of ‘Podunk.’” American 
Speech 14 (1939): 108. 

signpost indicating its direction, a place that Abner and the 
viewer never reach. Its conception and (de)materialization 
reside in the imagination of Disney and the viewer. Podunk 
is the non-place, the off-screen, and the non-site of nostalgic 
cultural production. 

Because Podunk exists only in absentia, it is possible to 
expand upon Robert Smithson’s theory of sites and non-sites 
to further understand the space enacted by its (non)existence. 
According to Smithson, a non-site is an abstracted picture 
or diagram of an actual site, yet it does not resemble the 
site to which it refers. In the distance between the non-site 
and the actual site, or in the “psychological topography,” 
Smithson hoped to create a metaphorical space in which 
one could encounter an authentic experience.29 Abner 
is traveling between two places, or negotiating the space 
between the elusive Podunk and the dystopic mechanized 
city. It is in this journey—a nostalgic metaphorical journey 
to a pre-Depression era of economic sustainability—that 
Abner and the viewer recover their authentic identity as 
rural Americans.

It is clear that in The Country Cousin, Disney invoked 
various and divergent artistic and musical tropes to update 
Aesop’s fable and reflect the concerns of contemporary au-
diences. He quoted European avant-garde artistic styles to 
depict and critique the city and framed the vista of Podunk 
with signifiers of salvation, including cross-like telephone 
poles and the setting full moon. Like the Regionalists, Dis-
ney privileged a realistic and indigenous art grounded in a 
nostalgic conception of a usable past that offered hope for 
a broken America. Yet even Disney had trouble represent-
ing the pre-Depression small town of his idealized memory, 
because utopia, like “happily ever after,” is an elusive space 
persistently defined, not by what it is, but by what it is not. 

Florida State University

27 F. W. Buxton, Boston Herald [Boston] 2 February 1933: 4b. Cited in 
Louise Pound, “The Locus of ‘Podunk.’” American Speech 9 (1934): 
80.

28 Amy Bingaman et al., eds. “Embodied Utopia: Introduction,” in Em-
bodied Utopias: Gender, Social Change, and the Modern Metropolis 
(London: Routledge, 2002) 1.

29 Robert Smithson, The Writings of Robert Smithson, ed. Nancy Holt 
(New York: New York UP, 1979). See also Michel Foucault, “Of Other 
Spaces,” Diacritics 16 (1986): 22-27 for his analysis of heterotopias.
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Figure 2. New York Mural, Stuart Davis, 1932, oil on canvas, 84 x 48 inches, Norton Museum 
of Art, West Palm Beach, Florida, Purchase, the R.H. Norton Trust, 64.17 © Estate of Stuart 
Davis / Licensed by VAGA, New York, New York.

Figure 1. Film Still, “The Country Cousin,” 1936, © Disney Enterprises, Inc.
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Figure 4. Joseph Stella, Brooklyn Bridge: Variation on an Old 
Theme, 1939, oil on canvas, 70 x 42 inches, Whitney Museum 
of American Art, New York, purchase 42.15.

Figure 5. Dorothea Lange, Toward Los Angeles, California, 
March 1937, B&W photograph, Farm Security Administra-
tion, Library of Congress.

Figure 3. Grant Wood, New Road, 1939, oil on canvas on paperboard mounted 
on hardboard, 13 x 14 7/8 inches, National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, gift 
of Mr. and Mrs. Irwin Strasburger, 1982.7.2.
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[opposite page, top] Figure 6. Film Still, “The Country Cousin,” 1936, 
© Disney Enterprises, Inc.

[opposite page, bottom] Figure 7. Film Still, “The Country Cousin,” 
1936, © Disney Enterprises, Inc.

[right] Figure 8. Film Still, “The Country Cousin,” 1936, © Disney 
Enterprises, Inc.

[bottom] Figure 9. Film Still, “The Country Cousin,” 1936, © Disney 
Enterprises, Inc.





Hardcastle (1962): Memory, Catastrophe, Minimalism
Michael Alvar de Baca

“Are there wounds that never heal? Yes. When accurately 
pricked, they bleed as freshly, but not as long, as when first 
pierced.”1 Anne Truitt, an American sculptor most often 
associated with minimalism, wrote this in the first of her 
three published artist journals in 1982. Her book proceeds 
to meditate on her past, layering childhood imagery with 
reflections upon her adult life. The interlacing of memories 
is characteristic of Truitt’s writing: emotive, metaphorical, 
and nearly ecclesiastical in its tone. The past constitutes a 
source-text for the lived life, tuned to the pitch of an emo-
tion, and foreboding: “Are there wounds that never heal?” 
And then the refrain, grim, steady: “Yes.”

When the renowned mid-century art critic Clement 
Greenberg saw Hardcastle (Figure 1) for the first time in 
1962, the artist remembers him backing away from it and 
muttering under his breath, “Scares the shit out of me.”2 
Greenberg’s “fear” or shock doesn’t register a negative reac-
tion, but instead indexes what he found to be the experiential 
quality of the work. In fact, Greenberg befriended Truitt and 
endorsed her work after seeing this and others of her early 
minimal sculptures.3

Greenberg’s response to Hardcastle suggests that it does 
not merely occupy the gallery space, but rather lurks within 
it ominously: the sculpture’s form and color work together 
with scale to create an environment of confrontation. Hard-
castle is an eight-foot plywood plank arranged vertically 
on an oblong box base that is about four feet across, six 
inches high, and about a foot deep. Truitt constructed the 

base with small risers underneath the platform to give the 
illusion that the sculpture hovers just perceptibly above the 
ground. The plank and the platform are coated with black 
acrylic paint. Taken together, Hardcastle, at almost nine feet 
high, curiously exaggerates the human scale. If the object 
were smaller, it would be perceived within a body’s normal 
range. If it were larger, it would be dismissed out of human 
scale altogether.4 In everyday terms, the sculpture physically 
fills the approximate size and shape of a standard doorway, 
and in so filling that space, visually literalizes blockage and 
evokes a feeling of claustrophobia within its range.

On its reverse, two identical wedges buttress the vertical 
plank (Figure 2). Running parallel from the platform to just 
short of the top margin, these wedges, painted in high-keyed 
burnt vermillion, provoke a jarring optical interruption. In 
fact, the sculpture as a whole punctuates the course of its 
experience with a series of interruptions: the first as an 
obtrusive, hovering, black presence in the gallery space, 
and the second as two red slashes accent this presence and 
emphasize its looming verticality.

Greenberg’s response to Hardcastle is revealing because 
it is a visceral reaction, precisely the type that a traditional 
understanding of minimalist artwork avoids. Truitt’s painted 
wooden sculptures register differently from what might be 
anticipated with a sculpture like Tony Smith’s Die, a six-foot 
steel cube originally fabricated (like Hardcastle) in 1962 (Fig-
ure 3). Hermetic and object-like in its appearance, Smith’s 
mute sculpture is what the critic Michael Fried understood as 

 This essay is a condensed version of a chapter from my doctoral thesis, 
“Memory Work: Anne Truitt and Minimalism” (in progress, Harvard 
University, anticipated 2009). I would like to thank my thesis adviser, 
Jennifer Roberts, for her support of this topic. I am also grateful to the 
Smithsonian American Art Museum for the luxury of a pre-doctoral 
fellowship, during the tenure of which these following ideas were 
conceived.

1 Anne Truitt, Daybook: Journal of an Artist (New York: Penguin, 1982) 
123.

2 Anne Truitt, interview with James Meyer, “Grand Allusion,” Artforum 
40.9 (2002): 159.

3 Truitt’s work was the first “minimal” work Greenberg praised for true 
artistry: “Truitt’s art did flirt with the look of non-art, and her 1963 
show was the first occasion on which I noticed how this look could 

confer an effect of presence.” (Emphasis in original.) Clement Green-
berg, “Recentness of Sculpture,” American Sculpture of the Sixties, 
ed. Maurice Tuchman (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum 
of Art, 1967) 24-26. See also Clement Greenberg, “Changer: Anne 
Truitt, American Artist whose Painted Structures Helped to Change the 
Course of American Sculpture,” Vogue 151.9 (1968): 212-3, 284.

4 I am reminded, here, of Michael Fried’s assertion in “Art and Object-
hood” (1967) that the “disquieting” quality of some minimalist (he 
calls them “literalist”) objects draws from the formal quality of size 
deployed into relationships of scale with the human body. Fried criti-
cizes the latency of statuary in minimalist objects as a form of artistic 
disingenuousness. As I hope this essay reveals, the objectification of 
human scale in Truitt’s work is positively linked to an aesthetic of 
memory and affect. See: Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Art 
and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1998) 
148-172.
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“literalist” art: an art semi-purged of metaphor, expression, 
and transcendence.5

It is commonly suggested that Truitt’s painted sculptures 
are more like color-field paintings in three dimensions; Truitt 
herself admits that the forthright optical impact of Barnett 
Newman’s 1953 Onement VI (Figure 4) at the Guggenheim 
Museum’s exhibition in 1961 provoked her to work in what 
would become her signature minimalist style.6 Even in his 
criticism on post-painterly abstractionists such as Newman, 
Mark Rothko and Clyfford Still, Clement Greenberg uses 
terms like “invention,” “inspiration,” or even “intuition,” 
but resists language indicative of any felt emotion.7 By con-
trast, waxing poetic in a 1967 essay on Truitt’s sculptures, 
Greenberg remarks: “Despite their being covered with 
rectilinear zones of color, I was stopped by their dead-pan 
‘primariness,’ and I had to look again and again, and I had 
to return again, to discover the power of these ‘boxes’ to 
move and affect.”8

I wish to draw attention to Greenberg’s phrasing. Note 
the adverb “again” used here: Greenberg did not look at 
the sculpture only once—but “again and again, and I had to 
return again,” he writes—a threefold return to the experience 
of the sculpture to comprehend fully its emotional grip. The 
sculpture demands familiarity through revisiting and return-
ing, but at the same time the lurking physical quality of the 
structure delivers a decidedly dark, even painful, experi-
ence. I think of Truitt’s own words written much later about 
memory as a wound that never heals: it bleeds as freshly as 
when “first pierced.”9

Yet what exactly is being conjured by Hardcastle? Cer-
tainly any proposed emotional experience with an object 
will read differently for different viewers. James Meyer has 
written of Truitt: “Her works are not depictions of images 
or events, but metonyms pointing to a complex of associa-
tions.”10 For him, the well of the artist’s inspiration seems 
sealed off, based in memories too personal to attempt 
significant interpretation. To that extent, Truitt’s sculptures 
do resist staging the psychological anxieties of the artist in 
quite the same way as analyses now accepted of abstract 
expressionists in the forties and fifties. At the same time, 
Meyer correctly differentiates Truitt from other minimalists, 

whose programmatic approach to creating self-consciously 
hermetic objects removes the potential of representation or 
effect from the means of construction altogether.11

However, one is drawn to Greenberg’s return to the 
experience of Truitt’s sculpture “again and again” as a 
suggestion at least to retrace partially the artist’s own met-
onymical substitutions in order to decipher the thematic 
preoccupations of the objects. This persistence of experi-
ence would provide a compelling reading of Hardcastle 
alongside Sigmund Freud’s theory of the traumatic event 
and its consequential mnemonic return: that the first ex-
posure constitutes a shock, but that trauma occurs in how 
the mind and emotions reinterpret the event subsequent to 
the original encounter. However, this essay will not subject 
Truitt’s work to rote psychoanalytic readings that so often 
plague the historical interpretation of mid-century art ob-
jects. These early sculptures are themselves loci of memory: 
lurking, unsettling, and yet familiar and identifiable. Truitt’s 
early sculptures have the quality of remembering the texture 
of past places, especially evident in the very earliest of her 
minimal sculptures, abstractions modeled on picket fences 
(Figure 5), garden walls, trellises, and gravestones (Figure 
6)—that is, objects ubiquitous in the American vernacular 
suburban and rural built environment. The representational 
similarity of her sculptures to common objects catalyzes and 
facilitates a reciprocal emotional dynamic with the object. By 
retracing the complex of associations in Truitt’s immediate 
context, we may, by turns, begin to understand the intricacy 
of her talent for transforming affect into form and color. 

Hardcastle takes as its subject a memory of a car acci-
dent near Easton, Maryland, that the artist remembers from 
a summer spent in a country home on Maryland’s rural 
Eastern Shore. She recalls, 

a man… was killed in ‘Lee Haven,’ a 
country place where I spent my fifth sum-
mer. He was drunk in his car. I guess he 
got nervous, and a train ran over him. You 
know, those side places in the country with 
one-line tracks? One night his car got stuck 
and he got killed. It was the most terrifying 
thing!12 

5 Fried 155-157. Tony Smith’s Die (1962) is here used merely as an 
informative example of minimalist style. Upon closer examination, 
Smith’s work is similar to Truitt’s in many ways, both formally and in 
the artists’ choices of allusive titles. The longer version of this essay 
offers a discussion of the work of Smith and Truitt as artists deeply 
invested in vernacular architectural space.

6 Truitt (1982) 150-1. For an analysis of Truitt vis-à-vis Newman, see 
also James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the 1960s (New 
Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2001) 72-3.

7 Clement Greenberg, “After Abstract Expressionism,” Art International 
6.8 (1962): 24-32.

8 Greenberg (1967) 26. Emphasis added.

9 My fixation on the word “again” to signify a return to the object is firmly 
rooted in Truitt’s own writings and interviews. The artist repeatedly 
uses the word “turn” or “return” to address the vicissitudes of life. Her 
second published book is titled Turn (New York: Penguin, 1986). In an 
interview in 2002 for the Archives of American Art, the elderly artist 
habitually used the word “turn” to connote reliving an experience, 
e.g.: “Life is so interesting because it turns, as you know—you must 
already have noticed—it turns on itself.” (Anne Truitt, interview with 
Anne Louise Bayly, April—August 2002, Archives of American Art.)

10 Meyer 72. Emphasis added.

11 Meyer 72.

12 Truitt as quoted in Meyer 72.
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Truitt elsewhere remembers her summer at Lee Haven to 
have been her seventh, not her fifth, that is, in 1928.13 The 
later date is compelling because the horror of Truitt’s descrip-
tion of the accident squares with a report of an accident in the 
June 16, 1928, edition of the Easton Star-Democrat. Rather 
than a man named “Hardcastle,” this accident involved a 
foreman named Howard Porter, who was struck by a train in 
the early morning as he rounded up pea pickers for work.14 
The newspaper report headlined it: “Easton Man Killed at 
Railroad Crossing—Body Dragged 400 Feet and Mangled 
Almost Beyond Recognition.”15 The locomotive, which was 
a small commuter trolley, exploded in the accident from 
a gasoline tank that loosened and fell onto the tracks as a 
result of the impact.16

Easton felt Porter’s death as a tragic warning of the 
possible incommensurability between rational modernity 
and the local and specific culture of the Eastern Shore. Con-
sistently throughout the latter part of that decade, articles 
concerning automobile accidents and changes to railroad 
junctions made front-page news in the Star-Democrat.17 
At once embedded in the local commerce, transportation 
technology was acknowledged as a personally threatening 
force. Cut off from nearby Baltimore by the Chesapeake Bay, 
Easton relied on systems of modern transport to sustain its 
local, mostly agrarian economy. As the county seat, Easton 
served as the area’s railroad hub as well as a transportation 
nexus for automobiles, necessitating the first traffic lights in 
the region, and the locus of a rapidly modernizing locomotive 
enterprise linking the Western and Eastern Shores.18 

Given a narrative, Hardcastle seems to recreate the ac-
cident iconographically. The blank, foreboding field of black 
suggests Porter’s blindness induced by darkness of the early 
morning dawn. The two red parallel wedges suggest the 

man’s blood, smeared heavily on the orthogonal lines of the 
railroad tracks as the trolley collided with him, dragging his 
fragmented body further than the length of a football field. 
Moreover, the attenuated sloping of these wedges along the 
flat surface of the plank resonates with the moments after 
impact as the trolley moved along its course impervious to 
the fatal disaster, gradually slowing and then stopping in 
flames. Yet, Hardcastle is obstinately not a mirror held up to 
a disaster, consistent as it is with a postwar abstract mode 
of sculpture.

Why did this particular recollection from Truitt’s child-
hood resurface in the 1960s? To examine this question, 
one might turn from minimalism to an adjacent artistic 
practice: pop art. Truitt paints Hardcastle in 1962, at the 
same historical moment when another, very different art-
ist, Andy Warhol, took the theme of disaster as a subject in 
his “Death in America” images, proposed to be displayed 
in Paris in 1964. Warhol depicted contemporary car and 
plane accidents (Figure 7), electric chairs, victims of untimely 
deaths, race riots, and post-JFK assassination photographs of 
Jacqueline Kennedy in his characteristic silkscreened, block 
repetitions. 

A surface comparison here posits that both Warhol and 
Truitt register a change in the place of disaster—particularly 
in catastrophes resulting from technological failure—in the 
American consciousness during the early 1960s. Thomas 
Crow has suggested of Warhol’s accident paintings that the 
artist critiques the image of a car as a powerful signifier of 
American affluence in the fifties by exposing it as an instru-
ment of fatality.19 The symbolic significance of the automobile 
in postwar culture is historically congruous to the symbolic 
significance of the train in the earliest decades of the twen-
tieth century, certainly true for Easton in the twenties: a 

13 Truitt (1982) 29. Truitt remembers the summer at Lee Haven as her 
seventh (i.e., 1928) in Daybook: “Blackberry bushes grew close to the 
dirt road at Lee Haven, a house near Easton, Maryland, in which we 
spent a summer when I was about seven.” 

14 A search in area newspapers from the time and in Maryland state death 
records to find the proposed “Hardcastle” incident meets without 
success. From the period 1924—1933, there are only four registered 
deaths of persons surnamed “Hardcastle” in the state of Maryland. 
The death certificates reveal that these four were all elderly women 
who died of natural causes. Maryland State Archives, Vital Records 
Indexing Project. Online. <<http://mdvitalrec.net>> 31 January 
2007. 

15  “Easton Man Killed at Railroad Crossing,” The Easton Star-Democrat. 
16 June 1928: 11.

16  The article identifies the locomotive as a “Toonerville Trolley,” a 
popular culture reference to a cartoon strip by Fontaine Fox, syndi-
cated in newspapers from 1908 to 1955. The Toonerville Trolley was 
a dilapidated old trolley car that ferried commuters between larger 
suburban towns and smaller rural communities. The humor of the 
comic strip derives from the countrified behavior of the commuters 
and the apparently reckless driving habits of the conductor. I explain 

the history of the trolley here at length to suggest that the anxieties 
regarding the interface of “city” and “country” enabled by mass 
transportation existed in a broader American cultural awareness (not 
just specifically in the mid-Atlantic).

17 Accident reports and railroad news are nearly ubiquitous in The 
Easton Star-Democrat, more often than not as front-page news. Some 
examples from the time coinciding with the misremembered Hard-
castle incident include: “More Rumors of a Union Station at Railroad 
Junction,” 22 May 1926: 1; “Bad Auto Accident on Dover Street,” 10 
July 1926: 1; “Pennsylvania R.R. Blocks Traffic at Cordova Crossing,” 
31 July 1926: 1. Moreover, Truitt remembered Hardcastle as “drunk in 
his car;” the offense of driving while intoxicated was itself also on the 
front page: “Got Thirty Days for Operating a Car Under the Influence 
of Liquor,” 19 July 1926: 1.

18 Dorothy M. Brown, “Maryland Between the Wars,” Maryland: A His-
tory, 1632-1974, ed. Richard Walsh and William Lloyd Fox (Baltimore, 
MD: Maryland Historical Society, 1974) 672-769: 698.

19 Thomas Crow, “Saturday Disasters: Trace and Reference in Early 
Warhol,” Reconstructing Modernism: Art in New York, Paris, and 
Montreal, 1945-1964, ed. Serge Guilbaut (Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 1992) 322.
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promise of expanded economic prosperity belied by the 
potential for catastrophic incident.20 

Naturally it is a limited analogy, based on the differ-
ences between minimalism and pop. Truitt’s sculpture is 
connotatively denser because of the lack of photographic 
representation (one doesn’t “see” disaster). There is a com-
pelling similarity in the way that both Truitt and Warhol 
cipher the traumatic incident through formal qualities of 
the works. Both artists deploy narratives of disaster to pose 
the issue of modernity as a loss of affective connection to 
authentic experience.21 Hal Foster, for example, reads “Death 
in America” as a type of grotesque détournement: Warhol’s 
lurid repetition of the photographed deaths might suggest an 
apparent indifference to the victim of the disaster—but this 
is precisely the point. These “disasters” refocus the concern 
on society’s passive consumption of grotesque, mass-medi-
ated images and its subsequent detachment from authentic 
experience.22 

Truitt’s sculpture, unlike Warhol’s canvases, forges 
the interface between public and private perceptions of 
memory. Rather than representation, which is outwardly 
focused, Hardcastle depends on recognition by sculpturally 
exaggerating familiar architectural geometries and human 
scale. Truitt uses modern abstraction to mourn the passing 
of a form of human communication occurring at the level of 
personal interaction. For example, there is little doubt that 
the community of Easton felt all the pathos of Porter’s death 
even though the story that ran in the local paper included 
no depiction. In fact, there is little doubt in a reader’s mind 
that the catastrophe would have been well known and lo-
cally discussed without newspaper coverage altogether. The 
memory is both personal (Truitt’s) and public (belonging to 
the community and to the archive via reportage). Truitt’s 
recognition, rather than representation, of Porter’s death 
conjures a nostalgic removal from highly personalized en-
counters. 

The haunting quality of Hardcastle—as Greenberg 
perceived—resides in how Truitt brings awareness to un-
comfortable emotions in a minimalist idiom that otherwise 
might convey the frustration or blockage of emotional re-
lease. Hardcastle is a paradox: it addresses an “accident” as 
its subject, yet represses the concept of “accident” in formal 
terms. Truitt preserves the handcrafted quality of painting her 
sculptures, but slips and streaks identifying a more painterly 
habit are all but erased. Hardcastle and others of the 1961 
and 1962 sculptures are constructed by layering several 
coats of gesso followed by several more successive coats of 
commercially available acrylic paint. Later in the sixties and 
early seventies, Truitt elaborated upon this procedure to 
involve dozens of washes of paint, coat after coat, sanding 
between layers to achieve an even finish. The act of painting 
and repainting with tantamount precision, incipient in 1962, 
suggests the uncontrollable inclination to express emotion 
through color and yet contain it at the same time.

Greenberg asked: what is the “power of these boxes to 
‘move’ and ‘affect’”? Hardcastle’s place in discourse elabo-
rates the definition of minimalism to suggest that apparently 
hermetic objects refer the beholder to tangible reminders of 
personal history literalized as wood and paint. Truitt deploys 
the formal composition of the sculpture to confront the 
viewer and suggest a persistent and pungent return to the ob-
ject, conjuring particular and local memories. As a mnemonic 
device, the sensorial field implied by the structure calls up 
other objects in memory, other emotions therein contained, 
other names therein bespoken. Rather than relieving these 
emotions, Hardcastle dams them up, calling up the wound 
that bleeds as freshly again, and again, and again. 

Harvard University

20 For more on the transition between the speeding train and the speed-
ing automobile as cultural signifiers, see: Jeffrey T. Schnapp, “Crash 
(Speed as Engine of Individuation),” Modernism/Modernity 6.1 (1999) 
1-49: 37.

21 The idea of alienation with respect to late capitalist society was 
germinating in the early sixties, evidenced importantly by Herbert 
Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man (1964). Marcuse writes: “What they 
[artists] recall and preserve in memory pertains to the future: images 
of a gratification that would dissolve the society which suppresses it.” 
Artists like Truitt and Warhol (and, indeed, Jim Dine and John Cham-

berlain, among others), who call attention to automobile and railroad 
disasters, propose a destructive truth about modernity that is, itself, 
at the close risk of being recommodified. The closeness of Warhol’s 
painting to commodity status in its means of production and in its sale 
is exemplary here. Truitt’s Hardcastle strives for a condition of memory 
that resists commodification through its empathic identifications and 
emotional release. Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man: Studies 
in the Ideology of Advanced Industrial Society (Boston: Beacon Press, 
1991) 60-1.

22 Hal Foster, “Death in America,” October 75 (1996) 36-59.
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Figure 1. Anne Truitt, Hardcastle [front view], 1962, acrylic on wood, 99 x 42 x 16 inches. © Anne Truitt courtesy of: www.picturere-
searching.com <http://www.pictureresearching.com>
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Figure 4. Barnett Newman, Onement VI, 1953, oil on canvas, 102 x 120 
inches. Weisman Family Collection, © Barnett Newman Foundation / 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

Figure 3. Tony Smith, Die, 1962 / 8, steel with oiled finish, 72 x 72 x 72 inches. 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. Gift of the Collectors Committee, © 
Estate of Tony Smith / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

Figure 2. Anne Truitt, Hardcastle [rear view], 1962, 
acrylic on wood, 99 x 42 x 16 inches. © Anne 
Truitt courtesy of: www.pictureresearching.com 
<http://www.pictureresearching.com>
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[above left] Figure 5, Anne Truitt, First, 1961, latex semi-gloss enamel on wood, 44 x 
17 x 7 inches. © Anne Truitt courtesy of: www.pictureresearching.com <http://www.
pictureresearching.com>

[above right] Figure 6. Anne Truitt, Southern Elegy, 1962, acrylic on wood, 47 x 20 7/8 x 
6 7/8. © Anne Truitt courtesy of: www.pictureresearching.com <http://www.picturere-
searching.com>

[right] Figure 7. Andy Warhol, Ambulance Disaster, 1963-1964, silkscreen on linen, 119 
x 80 1/8 inches (302.3 x 203.5 cm). The Andy Warhol Museum, Pittsburgh, Founding 
Collection, Contribution Dia Center for the Arts, © Andy Warhol Foundation for the 
Visual Arts / ARS, NY.





The event scores of American Fluxus artist George 
Brecht are minimal and enigmatic, meant to be interpreted 
and enacted by a viewer according only to the limits of the 
imagination. Whether imperative or merely propositional, 
Brecht’s scores always position objects and actions in spa-
tial and temporal relationships, and they are open and 
generative, embodying the potential for an immense range 
of actions to take place in their wake. These qualities of 
the event score—the arrangement of spatial and temporal 
relationships, the call to the beholder’s imagination, and 
its infinite potentiality—seem to belong to the order of the 
diagram, and thus connect Brecht’s work to an entire history 
of avant-garde engagements with a diagram model that we 
are only beginning to recognize. Printed modestly on white 
cards, Brecht sent his event scores to friends through the mail, 
included them in Fluxus publications, and published them 
in various editions as Water Yam, a collection of event score 
cards in loose arrangement (Figure 1).1 Following Brecht’s 
experiments, the event score became a popular format 
with Fluxus artists, being adopted by such figures as George 
Maciunas, Yoko Ono, and Dick Higgins. This practice was 
Brecht’s most important contribution to Fluxus, an artistic 
movement deeply committed to reinvigorating aesthetic 
pleasure within the quotidian.

Brecht’s oft-enacted piece Drip Music (Drip Event) is an 
exemplary event score. 

DRIP MUSIC (DRIP EVENT)

For single or multiple performance.

A source of dripping water and an empty vessel are 
arranged so that the water falls into the vessel.

Second version: Dripping 

G. Brecht (1959 – 1962)2

When discovered by Fluxus ringleader George Maciunas, 
Drip Music was immediately incorporated into the reper-

The Diagram Dematerialized, from Marcel Duchamp
to John Cage to George Brecht

Natilee Harren

toire of Fluxus events. It appeared in the premiere Fluxus 
concert in Wiesbaden, Germany, in September, 1962, and 
remained on the program as it traveled to Copenhagen, Paris, 
Düsseldorf, and Amsterdam.3 In Copenhagen, Higgins stood 
atop a wooden ladder and poured water in a slight arc from 
a small watering can into an aluminum tub on the ground. 
In Amsterdam, Maciunas held a clear bottle in one hand, 
releasing a slight stream into a shallow tin at his feet. Brecht 
performed the piece himself at a concert of happenings in 
April, 1963, at Rutgers University, where he bent over half-
way to pour water from a curvaceous white pitcher into a 
white teacup on the floor below (Figure 2). He made several 
sculptures from the score, including a 1966 version in which 
he secured a burette over an opaque bottle. 

How can we understand the translation of Brecht’s 
Drip Music into its myriad outcomes as performance and 
sculpture? The actors, “a source of dripping water and an 
empty vessel,” are set into motion by relational and temporal 
parameters. The score suggests a spatial relationship with the 
prepositional phrase “into the vessel” and a time-enfolding 
process by “water falls.” These relationships proposed by the 
score are brought to life by an interpreter, through perfor-
mance or an arrangement of objects. Presenting a situation 
in which very little is prescribed, Drip Music, as we have 
seen, is open to varied and endless interpretations; and so 
we have Higgins spilling water from atop a ladder alongside 
Brecht’s kinetic, dripping sculptures. More advanced per-
formers might heed the score’s “Second version: Dripping,” 
which implies but does not name the agents involved: a 
liquid, the receptacle from which it escapes, and the surface 
it hits. Despite the minimalism of version two, a temporal 
and relational structure is evident just as in the first. Like a 
diagram, the score for Drip Music lays out a set of spatial and 
temporal relationships that, while to an extent specifically 
delineated, invite infinite creative interpretations. The score 
calls the viewer to recreate it again and again, to flesh out a 

1 My description of Water Yam is based on a first-edition box held in the 
Jean Brown Papers, Research Library, The Getty Research Institute, 
Los Angeles. The box is cardboard and designed like a large, sliding 
matchbox of 15 x 17.3 x 4.6 cm. It contains 73 scores. The Jean Brown 
Papers include four copies of Water Yam in total, three from 1963 and 
one later 1972 reprint by the English publisher Parrot Impressions. The 
1963 copies are all in different types of boxes—cardboard, masonite, 
and wood—and hold slightly different numbers of scores: 73, 79, and 
91 respectively. It is certain that the number of scores differs from 
printing to printing, and it is possible that there are slight differences 

in the number of scores contained in different Water Yam boxes of 
the same edition.

2 The January 1962 date refers to when the score was first printed on 
a card in the manner of those included in Water Yam.

3 For an account of the early European Fluxus concerts, see Owen Smith, 
“Developing a Fluxable Forum: Early Performance and Publishing,” 
in Ken Friedman, ed. The Fluxus Reader (Chichester, West Sussex: 
Academy Editions, 1998).
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landscape of inextinguishable possibility. Long considered a 
neo-avant-garde approach to the Dada readymade, wherein 
the viewer’s attention is directed to contemplate everyday 
activity, the event score reconsidered as diagram can account 
for the active role demanded of the viewer. 

We can view broadly the development of the diagram 
model via the work of three major artists: Dadaist Marcel Du-
champ; the mid-century avant-garde composer John Cage; 
and George Brecht. This transformation can be described 
as a progressive dematerialization from a diagram model 
based on graphical representation to one founded upon 
the diagram’s abstract operations. If Dada’s initial attraction 
to the diagram was its ability to subvert objectivity, then 
Cage’s innovation on this model was picked up by Brecht 
and furthered. Absorbing the strategies of Duchamp and 
Cage, Brecht produced a purely conceptual iteration of the 
diagram model by placing it in the service of the production 
of events rather than objects. 

In a ground-breaking essay entitled “Dada’s Diagrams,” 
David Joselit adds a third category, the diagrammatic, to 
the well-understood Dada strategies of photomontage and 
the readymade. These three tactics achieve in different 
ways the undermining of commodity fetishism: “Montage 
does so by rupturing the proprieties of commercial speech, 
and the readymade by demonstrating the void underlying 
consumerism’s proliferation of things.”4 The diagrammatic, 
on the other hand, “emphasizes pure relationality between 
things rather than directly assaulting their objectivity.”5 Joselit 
leans heavily on Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concep-
tion of the diagram as “pure Matter-Function…independent 
of the forms and substances, expressions and contents it will 
distribute.”6 The diagram’s meaning depends on its analogous 
relationship to physical objects despite being a decidedly ab-
stract structure. Its outcome, Joselit argues, is a visual politics 
able to “circumvent the object altogether.”7

Joselit examines works by Duchamp, Francis Picabia 
and Marius de Zayas that employ diagrams as visual mo-
tifs to show the model’s wide application within Dada, 
pointing to the spatial and temporal relations fundamental 
to this model. In a work like Picabia’s 1919 Construction 
moléculaire (Molecular construction), “[T]he grid spatializes 
historical relationships of adjacency among affiliated artists 

and publications while the machinic element evokes a logic 
of production through time” (Figure 3).8 The diagram would 
be characterized also by a certain flexibility, generativity, and 
potentiality, exemplified in another Dada work: Duchamp’s 
Fountain of 1917, a urinal chosen from a plumbing shop 
and submitted for exhibition under the pseudonym R. Mutt. 
Fountain subsequently appeared in various incarnations as 
sculpture, drawing, photograph and maquette until 1964.9 
To chart the outcomes of Fountain would produce something 
like a diagram: a collection of lines vectored through space 
and time that describe the life of Duchamp’s fruitful idea. 
The readymade as thought strategy is itself a conceptual ap-
proach to the diagram model—a plan, as it turns out, for an 
object that is never the object, in the same way that Fountain 
is lost, recreated, and duplicated over the years. Duchamp’s 
approach is unique among Dada’s diagrams, which are by 
and large literal appropriations of graphical imagery in the 
vein of Picabia’s Molecular construction. His clairvoyance 
was not sensed until decades later, when Brecht systemati-
cally engaged the same strategy. As we have seen through 
the varied outcomes of Drip Music, Brecht’s scores have 
achieved at least as much as Fountain. But they do something 
more. The scores call the viewer to action, thus representing 
a potentiality not just for objects, but for activity operating on 
the level of real experience. Like Dada’s diagrams, Brecht’s 
event scores arrange temporal and spatial relationships. 
Additionally, however, the scores’ vectors of force travel 
outward to unnamed objects and actors, proposing activity 
into which the viewer is implicitly incorporated. It is by this 
promise of potentiality, futurity, and active engagement that 
the scores’ diagrammatic structure distinguishes itself from 
earlier avant-garde aesthetic fascinations with the diagram-
matic as graphical representation—even from Duchamp’s 
Fountain, which required the artist’s authorial presence.10 

Brecht’s practice did not begin with the successes of Drip 
Music, although by 1953 he was already thinking in terms of 
drips and flows. From 1953-1962 he worked full-time devel-
oping patents in the Personal Products Division of Johnson 
& Johnson (Figure 4). His project was to develop tampon 
designs through the study of “the properties of menstrual 
fluid and the mechanics of fibrous absorption systems.”11 In 
1963 he was granted permission to scale back his research 

4 David Joselit, “Dada’s Diagrams,” in The Dada Seminars, ed. Leah 
Dickerman with Matthew S. Witkovsky (New York: D.A.P., 2005) 
234.

5 Joselit 234. Joselit’s emphasis on reconnection as opposed to narratives 
of visual and psychic separation and dislocation has marked a radical 
rethinking of Dada. He contributes to a greater redirection of Dada 
scholarship toward connectivity, relationality, and the diagram that is 
evident throughout The Dada Seminars.

6 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 
1987) 141.

7 Joselit 238.

8 Joselit 233.

9 For an exhaustive genealogy of Duchamp’s Fountain, see William 
Camfield, Fountain (Houston: The Menil Colletion, 1989).

10 The scores’ generative potential comes from their open enactor role 
and timelessness, yet their treatment by arts institutions and theoretical 
obsolescence in the wake of new technologies of “open systems” has 
precluded their continued distribution and productive life. The scores 
are locked away for the most part in libraries and archives, awaiting 
an advance in museological legitimation to ascend from ephemera 
to art object.

11 George Brecht, George Brecht Notebook IV (September 1959-March 
1960), ed. Hermann Braun (Cologne: Walther König, 1998). Four 
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the sound quality represented by the line.15 Cage achieved 
an innovation in diagrammatic strategy by treating diagrams 
as scoring elements. Rather than employing the diagram as 
visual motif in the Dadaist manner, he explicitly invited the 
viewer to bring the diagram to bear on reality. Cage’s trans-
parent diagrams were not purely imaginary, like Picabia’s 
Molecular construction, but corresponded to a real playing 
field wherein their vectors would be enacted. Cage remarked 
that distances between points and lines in Variations I may be 
either “measured or simply observed,” and the piece is for 
“any number of performers; any kind and number of instru-
ments.”16 His anything-goes approach to performance did 
not negate the fact, however, that lengthy explanations had to 
accompany the new notational forms in order for performers 
to be able to interpret them. This paradox recalls Duchamp’s 
grandest engagement with diagrams and transparency, the 
Large Glass (1915-23)—a work so obscure that it demanded 
the publication of the artist’s preparatory sketches and notes 
in the form of the Green Box (1934). 

Whereas for Cage and Duchamp the diagram and lan-
guage stand symbiotically side-by-side as communication 
tools, Brecht developed the means to enfold a diagrammatic 
structure within language itself, and he did so under Cage’s 
instruction. One of his earliest scores generated for Cage’s 
class was Time-Table Music:

TIME-TABLE MUSIC

For performance in a railway station.

The performers enter a railway station and obtain time-
tables.

They stand or seat themselves so as to be visible to each 
other, and, when ready, start their stopwatches simulta-
neously.

Each performer interprets the tabled time indications in 
terms of minutes and seconds (e.g. 7:16 = 7 minutes and 
16 seconds). He selects one time by chance to determine 
the total duration of his performing. This done, he selects 
one row or column, and makes a sound at all points where 
tabled times within that row or column fall within the total 
duration of his performance.

George Brecht, Summer, 1959

Tarlow. Jim Dine, Harvey Gross, Al Kouzel, George Segal, and Larry 
Poons sometimes visited. Brecht remarks having known of Cage as early 
as 1951, but did not meet him until 1956. Brecht sent Cage his notes 
for an essay on chance methods called “Chance-Imagery” (finished 
in 1957 but not published until 1966 by Dick Higgins’s Something 
Else Press), and subsequently Cage came to Brecht’s house with 
David Tudor for a visit. It was Cage who urged Brecht to enroll in the 
experimental composition course. For an account of the experimental 
composition course, see Bruce Altshuler, “The Cage Class,” in Cor-
nelia Lauf and Susan Hapgood, eds., FluxAttitudes (Ghent: Imschoot 
Uitgevers, 1991) 17-23. 

15 For an analysis of interpretations of Cage’s score, see David P. Miller, 
“The Shapes of Indeterminacy: John Cage’s Variations I and Variations 
II,” Frankfurt Journal of Musicology, No. 6 (2003): 18-45.

16 John Cage, Variations I (New York: Henmar Press, 1960).

on feminine hygiene products in order to develop his theo-
ries on “Innovational Research,” which he describes in his 
notebooks as “a system for inventing inventions.”12

“I.R. [Innovational Research],” he writes, “is ‘meta-cre-
ational,’ that is, it is concerned with creativity as such, with 
the nature of creativity, conditions for maximizing it, possibly 
its measurement, certainly the stimulation of it in individuals 
who have not previously made use of their creative poten-
tial. It is concerned, then, with meta-creation, in analogy to 
‘meta-linguistics,’ meta-mathematics.”13 Brecht’s theory, a 
study of structure independent of particularizing elements, 
represents a tactical evasion of objectivity belonging to the 
order of the diagram. A diagram represents actors engaging 
in activity, but the precise visuality of its operation is not 
predetermined, granting the diagram a certain openness 
and flexibility that accepts the circumstances of the world 
to which it is applied. Specifying how the objects relate to 
each other over delineating their particular form is how the 
diagram can, as Joselit says, circumvent the object altogether. 
Brecht’s notes on “Innovational Research” appear in the same 
notebook he used to design artworks, confirming his broad 
interest in functional structures of production. 

Brecht’s formal experimentations with the score format 
began in the context of Cage’s experimental composition 
class at the New School for Social Research, which he at-
tended from June 1958 to August 1959.14 The class was 
oriented toward writing musical scores, but since Cage’s 
definition of music was anything but conventional, students 
were encouraged to push the format’s limits. At that moment, 
Cage was preoccupied with breaking away from traditional 
methods of written musical composition by inventing a new 
system of graphical notation. Variations I of 1960 involves sets 
of transparencies bearing point and line formations that can 
be overlaid freely in various combinations to produce scores 
that resemble diagrams. Each point stands for an individual 
sound of the performer’s choice, and the lines represent 
frequency, amplitude, duration, and order, also decided 
upon by the performer (Figure 5). Once the performer 
settles upon a particular orientation of points and lines, the 
distance between a point and a line gives the magnitude of 

 of Brecht’s patented designs appear in Julia Robinson, George Brecht 
Events: A Heterospective (Cologne: Museum Ludwig, 2005) 190. The 
earliest patent dates February 11, 1958, just five months before Brecht 
began participating in Cage’s “Experimental Composition” course. 

12 Brecht 108. From June 1958, at the start of his participation in Cage’s 
experimental composition course, Brecht kept detailed notebooks of 
his ideas for artworks and performances. These notebooks continue 
well after he left the course in August 1959. Copies of Brecht’s research 
proposal detailing his early theories on “Innovational Research” reside 
in the Gilbert and Lila Silverman Collection in Detroit and in a George 
Brecht artist file at the MoMA New York library, but the essay remains 
unpublished.

13 Brecht 109.

14 Other participants in the class included: Steve Addiss, Al Hansen, Dick 
Higgins, Scott Hyde, Allan Kaprow, Jackson Mac Low, and Florence 
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 This score instructs performers to go to a train station and use 
posted arrival and departure times as durations for whatever 
sounds are made. It was the first score that Brecht signed 
and dated in his notebooks and the first to be typewritten 
on a white card, a practice he faithfully continued.17 Brecht 
sets up a framework for an action through the written word 
and leaves the content of the piece up to chance and the 
performers’ interpretations. The written instruction for Brecht 
does not merely supplement musical notation but precedes 
and replaces it, thus being accessible to anyone who can 
read English. In October 1958, the following text appeared 
in his notebook:

A. The Problem: To construct situation 
in which it is made possible for light and 
sound events of any desired characteristics 
(frequency/wave-length, amplitude/bright-
ness, duration/spectral distribution, mor-
phology) to occur at any points in space 
and time.

B. Requirements for the System
1. Maximum Generality (as above)
2. Maximum Flexibility (possibility for 
changing the nature of the universe of 
possibilities from which the elements of A 
are chosen, and for changing the nature 
of the situation in which the elements of 
A find themselves.)
3. Maximum economy.18

This was likely an assignment from Cage in the wake of 
stifling compositions produced by his students. It seemed 
slowly to guide Brecht’s production for the rest of the class 
and beyond, for it was not until April of 1961 that Brecht 
finally reached “maximum economy” with Word Event (EXIT), 
a score containing only the bulleted word EXIT. The impor-
tance of these notes is their indication that the solution to 
the “problem” Brecht faced was not to be found in an object 
but a system, and so the level on which Brecht conceived 
his work was primarily functional. His compositions were 
supposed to do something, and the diagrammatic model I 
am proposing for his work fulfills this “requirement” as well 
as those of generality, flexibility, and economy. 

If Joselit has argued that the diagrammatic emphasizes 
pure relationality between things rather than directly as-
saulting their objectivity, then the liminal emerges as a major 
thematic concern of Brecht in scores like Drip Music and 
Word Event. His fascination with border situations is also 

expressed through his preoccupation with Duchamp’s female 
alter-ego Rrose Sélavy, who has served as a critical mascot 
for Dada obsessions with sexuality and ambiguity. In a letter 
to George Maciunas, written sometime after Brecht’s 1965 
move to Cologne, he writes:

I have often felt that we fluxers have really 
lacked a kind of Rrose-Sélavy type, who 
perhaps would rise beyond the charm and 
delicacy of that gallante, and really carry it 
off live (not simply in a photo, using some-
one else’s hands, as chez MD).19

Clearly Brecht saw Fluxus in terms of Dada, even to the level 
of desiring analogous dramatic characters able to inhabit the 
liminal. Duchamp’s transgressions did not stop at gender, of 
course. He was interested, like Brecht, in all sorts of border 
situations, including the shared territory of art and science. 
Brecht’s fixation on liminal zones, and the separation of his 
work into scores and their resulting performances and ob-
jects, represents his response to the tense meeting of text and 
image, an anxiety of the avant-garde throughout a century in 
which images come to dominate the cultural landscape. 

I want to draw attention to the opening of Joselit’s es-
say, specifically to his discussion of Duchamp’s Unhappy 
Readymade of 1917, in order to deepen his analysis of the 
way text and image operate within it (Figure 6). This was a 
geometry book presented to Duchamp’s sister Suzanne and 
her husband Jean Crotti as a wedding gift to be hung from 
their balcony, as Duchamp has described, for the wind “to 
go through the book, choose its own problems, turn and tear 
out the pages.”20 Joselit carefully relates the book’s subject to 
the weather’s effect on its pages. “[I]f geometry is not repre-
sented, it has nevertheless been enacted through processes 
of puckering, folding, and furrowing caused by exposure 
to weather. The diagrams visible in these documents are 
inscribed not by the printing press but by the elements.”21 
All that remains of Unhappy Readymade is a painting by 
Suzanne Duchamp, a photograph of the hanging book, and 
an altered version of this photograph that Duchamp included 
in his Boîte-en-Valise (Box in a Valise), a mini-exhibition of 
his major works in a suitcase (1934-41). Joselit draws at-
tention to the reinscription made by Duchamp in the last 
version—“He added these details to make the weather’s 
disorderly diagram collide more forcefully with geometry’s 
universal abstraction”—but strangely he does not attend 
to the particular diagram Duchamp chose to reinsert.22 If 
Unhappy Readymade is to be understood as a diagram in 
and of itself, then certainly the illustration of Duchamp’s 

17 George Maciunas, who oversaw the publication of Brecht’s scores, 
also played a role in ensuring their visual consistency. He typically 
used New Gothic font on his IBM Composer typewriter for all Fluxus 
texts.

18 This entry is dated 26 October 1958. George Brecht, George Brecht 
—Notebooks II (October 1958-April 1959), ed. Dieter Daniels with 
Hermann Braun (Cologne: Walther König, 1991) 35.

19 Jean Brown Archive, Box 30, Folder I.30.31.

20 Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp, trans. Ron Padgett 
(New York: Viking, 1971) 61.

21 Joselit 221.
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historically locatable origin and ends prior to history where 
its vectors lay in wait for an active interpreter to reconnect 
them to the real, always with the potential for creating 
something radically new. 

Brecht gave the title Event Score to one work, strangely 
exempted from Water Yam, which emblematizes the em-
bodied utopianism of all the others: 

EVENT SCORE

Arrange or discover an event score and then realize it.

• If the score is arrived at while awake, then make 
 a dream realization, that is, note all dreams until 
 a realization of the score has been discovered in 
 a dream.

• If the score is dreamed, then make a waking 
 realization, that is, search in your waking life for 
 whatever dream or part of a dream constitutes the 
 score.

 George Brecht25

Here again Brecht focuses upon the liminal but at the 
level of consciousness. It is a symbol of Brecht’s aspiration 
for event scores to connect the known and the unknown, 
to translate dreams into something real. If, in Joselit’s words, 
“What has been called the postwar ‘dematerialization’ of 
art…is founded in a diagrammatic visuality that…is purely 
semiotic,” then Brecht has contributed significantly to the 
transformation of the diagram model from the visual to the 
textual, from the material to the abstract.26 But the goal 
therein is also to enact the reverse: to make the abstract 
diagram yet again real when the viewer brings it to bear on 
reality. Brecht’s event scores extended the possibilities of the 
diagram as a model for artistic production by associating the 
diagram with the production of creative activity itself. Guided 
by the event score, the viewer is at once faced with the reality 
of his or her dreams and awakened to the potential of these 
dreams made reality.

University of California, Los Angeles

choosing should take on a heightened significance. It is a 
diagram of two overlapping circles whose intersecting points 
are connected by a straight line to a point “M,” from which 
tangents to each circle are drawn. One tangent meets point 
“C” (Jean Crotti?), the other, point “D” (Suzanne Duchamp?). 
In geometry, this diagram exhibits what is called the radical 
axis of the circles, or the locus of points whose tangents to 
the two circles are the same length. Our point “M” (Marcel?) 
finds itself not only at the radical axis of intersection between 
these two spheres, but also connected in two directions to 
lines meeting the horizon of each. 

Superficially, the image is a coded diagram of Crotti and 
the Duchamp siblings’ triangulated relationship but may be 
read more deeply as a metaphor for Duchamp’s deliberate 
and repeated self-positioning between two worlds—that of 
the textual and visual, the male and female, or of art and sci-
ence, to name but a few. For if, as Joselit suggests, the diagram 
emphasizes pure relationality between things, then the radi-
cal axis Duchamp reinscribed in Unhappy Readymade was a 
premonition of the crucial role the diagram would play in the 
twentieth-century contest between text and image, and an 
acknowledgment of the diagram’s capacity for embodiment 
of the uncomfortable in-between. A purely instrumental 
structure, it wedges itself uncomfortably between a design’s 
inception and use. Deleuze and Guattari’s theorization of the 
diagram confirms its liminal status in claiming that:

[I]t plays a piloting role. The diagram-
matic…does not function to represent, 
even something real, but rather constructs 
a real that is yet to come, a new type of 
reality. Thus when it constitutes points of 
creation or potentiality it does not stand 
outside history but is instead always ‘prior 
to’ history.23

If the diagram “plays a piloting role,” then it provides 
guidance from one position or state to another. Joselit in-
troduces the term “embodied utopianism” to describe this 
process because, for Deleuze and Guattari, the diagram is 
linked “to a dynamic form of agency on the one hand and 
to a nonplace or utopia on the other.”24 It exists between an 

22 Joselit 222.

23 Deleuze and Guattari 142.

24 Joselit 235.

25 Jean Brown Papers, Box 3, Folders 31-35.

26 Joselit 238.
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[facing page, top] Figure 1. George Brecht, Water Yam, boxed event scores, 1963-
c. 1970. Photograph by Brad Iverson; courtesy of the Gilbert and Lila Silverman 
Fluxus Collection, Detroit.

[facing page, lower left] Figure 2. George Brecht, Drip Music, performance at 
Rutgers University, April 1963, photo by Peter Moore © Estate of Peter Moore/
VAGA, New York, NY.

[facing page, lower right] Figure 3. Francis Picabia, Construction moléculaire 
(Molecular construction), front cover for 391 8 (February 1919), © 2007 Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris.

[this page, right] Figure 4. George Brecht, et. al., “Absorbent Product,” United 
States Patent No. 3079921, filed April 17, 1959.

Figure 5. John Cage, Variations I, 1960, used by permission of C. F. Peters Corpora-
tion on behalf of Henmar Press, Inc.

Figure 6. Marcel Duchamp, Unhappy Readymade, from Boîte-en-Valise, 1934-
41 (box), 1938 (collotype), Philadelphia Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter 
Arensberg Collection, © 2007 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, 
Paris / Succession Marcel Duchamp.





Hans Haacke’s Zero Hour
Rachel Churner

Perhaps more than any other, Jack Burnham’s 1969 essay 
“Real Time Systems” solidified the central position of systems 
theory in contemporary American art and secured for Hans 
Haacke a distinctive position in the context of conceptual 
art. Burnham begins the essay, traditionally enough, with an 
epigraph, but his is not a quote from Norbert Wiener, founder 
of cybernetics, nor from Ludwig von Bertalanffy, whose popu-
lar studies on the interconnection of biological and social 
systems had influenced Burnham and Haacke considerably. 

Nor did Burnham appeal in the pages of Artforum to an 
educated elite, as did Michael Fried in “Art and Objecthood” 
(1967) with his epigraph from Jonathan Edwards. Neither 
from the realm of science nor the echelons of higher learn-
ing, Burnham began—rather unexpectedly—with a stanza 
from the Beatles’ newly released album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely 
Hearts Club Band:

I read the news today oh boy
Four thousand holes in Blackburn Lancashire
And though the holes were rather small
They had to count them all
Now they know how many holes it takes 
To fill the Albert Hall
I’d love to turn you on.1

The decision to open his essay with John Lennon’s “A Day 
in the Life” is, on the surface, strikingly incongruous. Un-
like Fried’s text, there is no dramatic moment of revelation 
regarding its intended application. Indeed, Burnham seems 
not to have noticed it at all.  

Yet its subtle hail to the absurdity and erotics that arise 
from information analysis renders it perfect for his task. For 
through Lennon’s negative/positive sleight of hand, four 
thousand potholes gained enough material status to fill the 

esteemed Albert Hall. Just like that, a void was institutional-
ized and the institution itself riddled with holes.

The citation well describes the task of the art historian 
revisiting the 1960s and ’70s: part information gathering, 
part systems analysis, part entertainment. This paper takes 
one hole of Burnham’s and explores it in depth: that of 
Hans Haacke’s involvement with the German artist group 
Zero in the mid-1960s. The influence of Zero is paramount 
to understanding Haacke’s artistic practice, even though he 
would reject associations with the group by the late ’60s, 
for there were not only morphological similarities between 
the work of Haacke and Zero at this time; there were, more 
critically, structural resonances that lingered in Haacke’s 
later works.

In 1965 Haacke proposed to “lure 1000 seagulls to a cer-
tain spot (in the air) by some delicious food so as to construct 
an air sculpture from their combined mass.”2 The proposed 
work, entitled Living Flight System (Figure 1), was the first 
of Haacke’s to explicitly refer to systems, and although the 
concept was not carried out until three years later on Coney 
Island,3 the proposal itself has tended to stand for a shift in 
Haacke’s work and that of his contemporaries as well: the 
shift from object to system, or what Lucy Lippard famously 
called the “dematerialization of the art object.”4

What is significant about Haacke’s proposal, however, 
is not its status as a watershed in contemporary art, for as 
Leo Steinberg has written that moment would come much 
more forcefully with the cancellation of Haacke’s Guggen-
heim Museum exhibition (1971) precisely because of “Real 
Time Social Systems,”5 but its subjection to a series of critical 
decontextualizations. Jack Burnham cited Haacke’s proposal 
in the essay “Real Time Systems,” and Lippard included the 

1 Jack Burnham, “Real Time Systems” Artforum 8.1 (1969): 52. “A Day in 
the Life” is quoted with permission of Sony Records from Sgt. Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts Club Band, released in 1967.

2 Burnham (1969) 52. 

3 The project was then titled Live Airborne System, November 30, 
1968. 

4 Such a shift was more than the dissolving of material art, more than a 
change from paint on canvas to steam on roof: it was a political shift 
that reflected the postwar transition from a goods-producing society 
to a service society in which knowledge and information replaced 
financial capital as the strategic resource. Critics like Burnham ac-

knowledged the origins of systems analysis as “the military-industrial 
strategy of the Vietnam War meant to ‘solve’ mega-dollar problems 
in logistics and weaponry,” yet beneath these concerns remained a 
certain cautious optimism about the possibilities of real time systems 
to effect change. Jack Burnham, “Hans Haacke: Wind and Water 
Sculpture,” TriQuarterly Supplement [Evanston, IL] 1 (1967). For more 
on this shift from object to system in the art of the 1960s, see Pamela 
M. Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2004).

5  Leo Steinberg, “Some of Hans Haacke’s Works Considered as Fine 
Art,” in Brian Wallis, ed. Hans Haacke: Unfinished Business  exh. cat. 
(New York: New Museum of Contemporary Art and Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1986) 8–19.
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1968 manifestation of the project in her Six Years: The Dema-
terialization of the Art Object, to name just two examples.6 In 
each case, the project was isolated from its original context, 
the exhibition Zero op Zea/Zero on Sea, scheduled to take 
place in Scheveningen in the spring of 1966.

While critics have retroactively explored Haacke’s early 
works—setting turtles free (1970), growing grass (1966 and 
1969), freezing and melting water on a rope (1969), and 
hatching incubated bird eggs (1969)—in light of his political 
engagements, they have often severed them from the spe-
cific German exhibition history from which they emerged. 
The early works are, then, either grafted onto an American 
version of conceptual art, a trajectory that began with Burn-
ham and has continued though current practice, or they are 
relegated to an experimental status, as if mere preparation 
for the artist’s subsequent use of “more complex” economic 
and political systems. Several of Haacke’s most outspoken 
supporters have gone so far as to suggest that the early works 
be disregarded altogether: as one scholar recently stated, “it 
is only when [Haacke] abandons systems theory—says I have 
to get rid of [the] von Bertalanffy that Burnham bought for 
me—that he gets to something real: real political agency.”7 
Thus Haacke’s connection with the German group has 
been, when not overtly ignored, relegated soundly to the 
footnotes.8

Yet Haacke’s early involvement with the group was not 
at all marginal. From 1962 to 1966, Haacke participated 
in fourteen Zero exhibitions, including two major shows in 
Amsterdam and significant exhibitions in London, Philadel-
phia, and Washington, DC. His work, however, has rarely 
been included in the numerous Zero retrospectives.9 The 
omission of Haacke’s work from these retrospectives is due 
as much to the artist’s decision as to curatorial oversight, 
as when Haacke refused to exhibit his works in the Zero 
aus Deutschland exhibition at the Villa Merkel in Esslingen, 
Germany, although he was included in the catalogue. An 
examination of the ways Haacke’s early work intersects with 
Zero, in particular, and European kinetic art more broadly, 
will recover something of the specificity of Haacke’s practice 
at the time, by returning to the moment of production. The 

argument that something was switched “on” between the 
early works and the later ones that gave them “real” agency 
is a myth of activation that insists upon a binary framework 
and presupposes an absolute break between the zero and the 
one. It is precisely this notion of disconnect that this paper 
argues against: Haacke’s involvement with Zero does not 
simply function in the zero, “off,” position.

Founded by Heinz Mack and Otto Piene in 1957, joined 
by Günther Uecker in 1961, and officially disbanded five 
years later, Zero was an artists’ group that explicitly contested 
such a label, even while exploiting that status by exhibiting 
and publishing collectively. Instead of the word “group” 
they insisted upon “zone” and “network,” hailing the new 
technologies of systems theory and cybernetics and, perhaps 
less consciously, the military connotations of each. 

The “result of months of search…finally found more or 
less by chance,” the name Zero was intended neither as an 
“expression of nihilism” nor a “dada-like gag,” but rather as 
the designation of a starting zone and launch pad for artistic 
exploration. Thus, as a name Zero represented both the 
literal building blocks of a new information age—the world 
as reconfigured through ones and zeros—and the very un-
hinging of that mathematical logic. 

The Zero “network” expanded and contracted con-
siderably over its eight-year lifespan, and their exhibitions 
included Yves Klein and Lucio Fontana (often called the 
“spiritual forefathers of the group”), as well as Piero Manzoni, 
Jean Tinguely, Arman, and Pol Bury. Gruppos T and N from 
Milan, the Dutch group Nul, and the Japanese Gutai group 
were also included in their shows and publications. The 
international aims of the group, and by extension of their 
audience, were further underscored by the three volumes 
of their magazine Zero, which presented contributors’ texts 
in their original language without translation. 

What Piene called “the great quarantine, Zero” was es-
tablished to hold at bay “the scrimmage of forms and colors, 
the dramatic closeness, the nightmares, the agglomerations 
of fear and despair” that had emerged in 1950s tachisme.10 
It inaugurated a space separate from the drama of the im-
mediate postwar years, isolated from what the artists called 

6 Burnham does mention that the proposal was for an “art festival in 
Holland,” but does not mention Zero. Lippard listed the work under 
the title Live Random Airbourne System in Lucy R. Lippard, ed. Six 
Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972 
(New York: Praeger, 1973) 62.

7 Benjamin Buchloh at the conference “Communities of Sense: Rethink-
ing Aesthetics in Practice,” held at Columbia University, 18 April 2003. 
Buchloh’s division between the works of “systems esthetics” and the 
“mature—i.e. political—works” is well known and generally accepted. 
Such a conceptual divide between the “early” and the “mature” works, 
is not accepted by all of Haacke’s critics, several of whom have recon-
nected the biological and political systems with regard to Haacke’s 
recent project for the new Reichstag, Der Bervölkerung  (1999), as in 
the work of Rosalyn Deutsche. Nonetheless, the separation between 
the two is implicit in many writings on Haacke, even when the early 
work is not at issue in the critique itself. See, for example, Yve-Alain 
Bois, “The Antidote,” October 39 (1986): 128–44. 

8 In a 1975 essay, Burnham was explicit about Haacke’s connection 
to Zero, and even acknowledges that Haacke exhibited with Zero 
artists in several major shows; but he quickly dismissed the German 
group’s work, and by implication their influence, as “early idealism 
degenerate[d] into chic interior decoration.” Jack Burnham, “Steps in 
the Formulation of Real-Time Political Art,” in Hans Haacke, Framing 
and Being Framed: 7 Works, 1970 – 1975 (Halifax: Press of the Nova 
Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975) 127.

9 To my knowledge, the first Zero retrospective to show Haacke’s work 
took place in 2004. In Milan, a small Zero exhibition presented three 
Haacke pieces from the collections of Zero members Otto Piene and 
Günther Uecker. Zero, 1958 – 1968: tra Germania e Italia exh. cat. 
(Cinisello Basalmo [Milan]: Silvana, 2004). 

10 “Augen,” speech delivered by Otto Piene at Galerie Schmela, Düs-
seldorf, September 1963.
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the “poetry of catastrophe” and the “fashionable convention” 
of misery and melancholy.11 In direct opposition to what they 
saw as sentimental pessimism, indeed to discipline and pun-
ish this spontaneous gesturality, Zero focused on “dynamic 
optimism,” on purity, silence, and light.12 To quote Piene: 
“Where [other] artists are pointing out the evils of techno-
logical expenditure, we don’t feel there are evils. We see no 
nightmare of machines.”13 

Though the rejection of art informel and tachisme served 
as a common bond, such “dynamic optimism” distinguished 
the three Germans from others who took part in Zero’s 
activities. Their works have, for example, neither the irony 
of Manzoni nor the “conspicuous phoniness” of Klein.14 In 
contrast to other European kinetic artists, Zero aimed not 
just for an integration of art and technology, but also for 
the utopian reconciliation of art, technology, and nature, 
emblematized by a space-age fetish of aluminum’s reflec-
tivity, Plexiglas’s durability, and helium’s buoyancy (Figure 
2). Mack, Piene, and Uecker did not strive to “colonize of 
the everyday” in the same way as did the Situationists, but 
rather to conquer the skies and seas. It was what critic John 
Anthony Thwaites described as the “organic sense” of their 
artworks that distinguished the German artists from their 
Dutch and French colleagues.15 In his 1965 article “The Story 
of Zero,” Thwaites concludes, “It is extraordinary. They seem 
the perfect fusion of nature and technology.”16 

Two images dominated Thwaites’s article: a close-up of 
streaming water droplets and a billowing square of fabric, 
captured mid-flight by the camera (Figures 3 and 4). Although 
Haacke’s name was not mentioned until the article’s con-
cluding paragraph, these images of Condensation Cube and 
Blue Sail, respectively, were central to the “Story of Zero,” 
and they were two works in particular that illustrated for 
Thwaites this “fusion of nature and technology.”

Both the Blue Sail and one of Haacke’s “weather boxes” 
were exhibited at the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, in the 
show Nul 1965, a follow-up to an exhibition three years 
prior. In nul (1962)—Haacke’s first major show—the art-
ist exhibited several mirror-reliefs in the room adjacent to 

Mack, Piene, and Uecker’s “salle de lumière collectif,” which 
combined a “light-dynamo” by Mack, five light-spheres by 
Piene, and a rotating nail-work by Uecker. On the heels of 
Zero exhibitions in the United States and Great Britain and 
a successful presentation Documenta 3 (1964), for which 
Mack, Piene, and Uecker had reconstructed their collec-
tive installation, Nul 1965 was an ambitious successor to 
nul.17  While Haacke’s exhibited works had changed from 
mirror-reliefs to wind and water pieces, the impetus behind 
them had not: indeterminate was the word Haacke used to 
describe them in both 1962 and 1965. 

The aluminum mirror-reliefs created in the early ’60s 
were very much like those of Mack, whose textured patterns 
on metal refracted and reflected light. Shifting between real 
and reflected space, materiality and immateriality, Mack’s 
reliefs were indefinite and inexact, and this was precisely 
what intrigued Haacke: “Their indetermination—that’s what 
fascinates me.”18

From 1962 to 1965, “indeterminacy” was presented as 
a concept in several variations: containers of oil and water 
could be turned over by the spectator, so that the immiscible 
liquids floated slowly past one another, and towers filled with 
water that dripped through layers of perforated acrylic could 
be inverted. Large Wave (1965) was a thin Plexiglas box, 
filled partially with water and suspended from the ceiling. 
By pushing the plastic, the viewer created waves that rolled 
from one side to the other and bounced off the ends until 
the turbulence inside returned to stillness. The works had 
the aura of science museum displays: exhibited at different 
heights (some hung at eye level, others at waist level), they 
demonstrated physical properties and natural processes, par-
ticularly the way systems, when disturbed, seek equilibrium. 
It was not the homeostatic regulation of systems that caused 
such fascination for Haacke, but rather the way dynamic pro-
cesses could be aestheticized. In his oft-repeated catalogue 
statement for the 1965 exhibition, Haacke wrote, “[M]ake 
something indeterminate, which always looks different, the 
shape of which cannot be predicted precisely. . . .”19 Just as 
the attempts of kinetic and op art to literally set painting in 

11 Otto Piene, “The Development of the Group Zero,” The Times Literary 
Supplement 3 September 1964: 812. Piene continues, “We recognized 
the authentic interpreters of the Forties: Wols, Hartung, Fautrier, 
Michaux, Pollock and De Kooning; but we did not feel any need to 
assume their position. We opposed them as soon as their existential 
experience and its expression were turned into . . . a handy spiritual 
convenience.” 

12 Heinz Mack and Otto Piene, “Dynamo,” nota 4 (1960).

13 “Art in Orbit,” Newsweek 14 April 1966: 93.

14 The phrase is Nan Rosenthal’s. See her unpublished dissertation The 
Blue World: Yves Klein, Harvard, 1976. 

15 John Anthony Thwaites, “The Story of Zero,” Studio International 
169–170 (1965): 9. 

16 Thwaites 9.

17 For example, Alfred Schmela offered Haacke his first one-man show 
in his gallery after seeing Nul 1965. Letter from Hans Haacke to A. J. 
Petersen, dated April 28, 1965. Stedelijk Museum Exhibition Archives, 
Amsterdam.

18 “Leur indetermination, voilà ce qua me fascine.” Hans Haacke’s 
statement in the exhibition supplement to nul, Amsterdam: Stedelijk 
Museum, 1962.

19 The entire statement reads “... make something which experiences, 
reacts to its environment, is nonstable ... / ... make something inde-
terminate, which always looks different, the shape of which cannot be 
predicted precisely ... / ... make something, which cannot ‘perform’ 
without the assistance of its environment ... / ... make something, 
which reacts to light and temperature-changes, is subject to air cur-
rents and depends, in its functioning, on the forces of gravity ... / ... 
make something, which the spectator’ handles, with which he plays 
and thus animates it ... / ... make something, which lives in time and 
makes the ‘spectator’ experience time ... / ... articulate something
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 motion belied their engagement with art as a fundamentally 
perceptual practice, Haacke’s attempt to “make something” 
that could not be visually anticipated esteemed the dyna-
mism of systems on a purely aesthetic level. 

At the same time, the ideas of self-regulation and self-
maintenance were steadily gaining significance in Haacke’s 
projects. A work’s reaction to environmental changes was 
increasingly separated from its visual clues and even from 
the viewer. It was with the weather boxes that the idea of 
entropy (a version of indeterminacy) from cyberneticians 
like Max Bense merged with concepts of dynamic self-
regulation, central to the systems theory of Bertalanffy. The 
underlying independence of the works, and their adamant 
refusal to be taken in at a glance, distinguished them from 
their minimalist counterparts. Haacke’s condensation cubes 
and ice sticks changed slowly and surely on their own, seem-
ingly without external stimulus. No courageous spectator 
was needed to turn the works over or set them in motion, 
and the processes were physical, not perceptual. The cubes 
could function as records of the viewer’s presence, antici-
pating Haacke’s viewer polls, since they responded to the 
atmospheric changes that accompanied the spectator: when 
more people crowded into the gallery space, the external 
temperature rose and the cube acted accordingly; when 
a viewer cast a shadow over the cube, the temperature 
dropped and the system would again adjust. Yet the viewer 
was not required. 

Condensation regenerated on its own. As light entered 
the cube, its internal temperature rose and water evaporated 
and condensed on the interior, slowly moving back down to 
the cube’s base: more light, more condensation. Loquacious 
in their interactions, constantly adjusting and readjusting, 
the works themselves effect changes in other pieces. Haacke 
described it as such: “Air drifts play a role, light sources play a 
role, the temperature in the room plays a role, and naturally 
the changing relationships between these factors.”20 

Haacke’s 1966 Ice Stick (Figure 5) was equally dynamic. 
A tall copper pole attached to a refrigeration element, the 
work covered itself with a layer of frost as humidity from the 
surroundings condensed on its surface. The work visually re-
called, and parodied, Constantin Brancusi’s bronzes, Barnett 
Newman’s zips and Naum Gabo’s kinetic wires, just as Jean 
Tinguely’s meta-matics mocked the skilled hand of the artist; 
but more immediate in Haacke’s mind were likely to have 
been Uecker’s large nail works from 1965 and 1966. These 

slender sculptures, nine-foot-long polished tubes meant to 
resemble the nails for which the artist was famous, each 
contained a fluorescent bulb, whose light was visible through 
a slit in the metal casing. Rising from a square platform and 
plugged into the wall, works like Electric Nail (1966) were 
manipulated by the viewer, who was free to move the ele-
ments or change the intervals at which the light flashed. 
Taking the idea of participation even farther, Ice Stick actively 
draws from its surroundings; pulling moisture out of the air, 
it registers that effect on its surface. In Lawrence Alloway’s 
1968 Options exhibition, Ice Stick was placed in the same 
room as another Haacke work, Steam (1967).21 As Steam 
continually evaporated water, it increased the humidity of 
the room, thereby hastening the melting of Ice Stick, which 
in turn changed the atmospheric conditions for creating 
steam. The pairing perfectly demonstrated the definition of 
systems aesthetics offered by Burnham: “A dialogue where 
two systems gather and exchange information so as to change 
constantly the states of each other.”22 As Haacke put it, “Ir-
respective of what he [the viewer] was reading into it, the 
dynamic system took its own course. I was dealing with real 
stuff, on its own terms.”23

It was hardly a big step, then, from the wind and water 
works to Haacke’s Living Flight System, and to return to 
Haacke’s proposal is to recontextualize both his involvement 
with and break from Zero. The Zero on Sea festival was to 
be the culmination of Zero’s activities; had the financial 
backers not pulled out shortly before the opening, it would 
have been Zero’s grand finale, for the group disbanded 
later that year. Thirty-seven artists from ten countries were 
commissioned to submit proposals for the three-week event, 
including the Gutai group and Fontana.24 Mack, Piene, and 
Uecker, in collaboration with Haacke, had conceived of 
seventeen stations to be seen from the Scheveningen piers. 
Mack described them as “a flourish of euphonious and spa-
cious genius,” but this was a fantastical “circus” with distinctly 
apocalyptic overtones: clouds of smoke, burning oil barrels, 
one thousand red balloons alit with fire, and searchlights 
scanning the sea through the nights, “the whole thing like 
an air-, steam-, fireship.” 25 Uecker even suggested painting 
a rocket-launcher pink. 

To suggest why Haacke would distance himself (and 
be distanced by others) from Zero in the 1970s is thus not 
difficult. Against the backdrop of the Vietnam War, racial 
tensions, and the increasingly contentious view of American 

 natural ...” First printed in Nul 1965 exh. cat. (Amsterdam: Stedelijk 
Museum, 1965) n.pag. 

20 Hans Haacke in Wulf Herzogenrath, ed., Selbstdarstellung: Künstler 
über sich (Düsseldorf: Droste, 1973) 61.

21 Directions 1: Options, curated by Lawrence Alloway, opened at the 
Milwaukee Art Center, Milwaukee in June 1968 and later traveled to 
the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago.

22 Jack Burnham, “The Aesthetics of Intelligent Systems,” in On the Future 
of Art, ed. Edward Fry (New York: Viking Press, 1970) 96.

23 Hans Haacke, “Provisional Remarks,” in Hans Haacke: Mia san Mia (We 
Are Who We Are), ed. Sabrine Breitwasser (Wien: Generali Foundation, 
2001) 149–50.

24 The show was planned by Leo Verboon and Albert Vogel of the Orez 
Gallery, The Hague. See Renate Wiehager, “The ZERO Spirit: action, 
demonstration, and teamwork,” Zero aus Deutschland 1957–1966: 
Und heute (Ostfildern bei Stuttgart: Hatje Cantz, 2000) 25.

25  Quoted in Wiehager 25.
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imperialism, the Zero on Sea projects demonstrate how close 
to untenable a position such as Zero’s must have seemed. If 
it was possible in 1965 for Piene to say without irony, “The 
exploding atom bomb would be the most perfect kinetic 
sculpture, could we observe it without trembling,” such a 
time had passed. If Zero had been negligent in dealing with 
their historical past, if their optimistic internationalism had 
smoothed over any postwar limits and prohibitions implied 
by their own experiences in the war, the few years that had 
tolerated such options were by that point over. After 1968, 
the ineffectiveness and impotency of such groups, along with 
the disillusionment of technological idealism, would have 
been reason enough to separate oneself. As Haacke wrote 
to Burnham in 1968, “No cop will be kept from shooting a 
black by all the light-environments in the world.”26 

Haacke’s move away from Zero, then, may not be 
surprising, but the reason given for it should be, since his 
involvement with the group has been tersely explained by his 
naiveté. Such a characterization allows Haacke’s involvement 
to be summarily dismissed, as if so childish as to render any 
exploration of it unnecessary and misguided, while sidestep-
ping any questions of the group’s specific European context 
and implying that Haacke’s own associations with the group 
are beyond responsibility. 

Naiveté on the part of Zero or Haacke had little to do 
with it. One of the significant reasons Zero did not survive 
the ’68 moment, one reason why it became little more 
than “chic interior decoration” (in the pejorative words of 
Burnham), was its silence in the post-WWII years, a silence 
that was actively cultivated. Zero was, according to Piene, a 
“zone of silence,” that “immensurable zone” formed from 
“a longing for silence, freedom, peace.”27 It was a silence 
that could be read as complicity, and one that allowed the 
war experience to be aestheticized without comment. “Up 
to now we have left it to war to dream up a naïve light ballet 
for the night skies, we have left it up to war to light up the 
sky with colored signs and artificial and induced conflagra-
tions.”28 Mack’s sense of aesthetic community with the 
maker of the sign marking Ground Zero at the site of the 
first atomic bomb explosion reveals a troubling displacement 
of a historical register onto an aesthetic one. His breathless 
exclamation—“we used the same font”—could not be farther 
from Tinguely’s The End of the World, No. 2 (1962). While 

Tinguely’s piece makes clear the historical connection be-
tween site and destruction, Mack’s work seems to enforce 
a willful iconographic amnesia.

Only four years after Piene’s and Mack’s proclamations, 
silence would serve again as the breeding ground for revolu-
tion, but then it became a battle against it. For 1968 was, 
at least in part, about the right to language and its political 
necessity. It was this clash that most trenchantly positioned 
Zero among the obsolete.

It is through silence, rather than speech, that Haacke’s 
projects most effectively function. Silence, as John Cage 
taught us, can be rather noisy, and Haacke’s numerous boy-
cotts, pullouts, and cancellations of exhibitions have become 
part of his most effective work. This was a concept learned 
from Zero and immediately distorted, as if in resistance to 
the “great quarantine,” and its isolationist approach to the 
political realities around it was refracted through Haacke’s 
own wind and water works, themselves literally determined 
by their containers. 

Treating like with like is the dominant technique in 
Haacke’s projects. As he has often stated, he uses the en-
emies’ tactics to best them: hence the metal plaques of On 
Social Grease (1975), the simulated advertisements of A 
Breed Apart (1978), the photorealistic oil painting of Taking 
Stock (1983–84). Haacke’s meticulous efforts to determine 
the right antidote for the social ill he fights is comparable to 
a homeopathic method, “the controlled introduction of a 
negative element—a symbolic, or in medical contexts, real 
poison—[in order] to heal a system.” 29 Homeopathy is more 
than appropriation: it is a method that empowers the ele-
ment of disruption to become the cure. On a metaphorical 
level the homeopathic method is that by which the “work of 
mourning” is accomplished in a “process of elaborating and 
integrating the reality of loss or traumatic shock by remem-
bering and repeating it in symbolically and dialogically me-
diated doses.”30 Small measures of poison are administered 
to the patient so that a tolerance can be built up, thereby 
enabling the individual to master the “potentially traumatic 
effects” of larger doses of the “morphologically related poi-
son.”31 Rejecting Zero’s call for quarantine, Haacke has also 
homeopathically cultivated his own brand of silence. If an 
insistence on exposure, rather than isolation, distinguishes 
Haacke from Zero, the maintenance of such silence is what 

26 Letter dated April 10, 1968, quoted in Jack Burnham, “Steps in the 
Formulation of Real-Time Political Art,” Framing and Being Framed 
130.

27 Otto Piene, “Ansprache zu Eröffnung der Austellung Mack-Piene-
Uecker im Kaiser-Wilhelm Museum Krefeld, Haus Lange, January 
1963,” in 0: Heinz Mack, Otto Piene, Günther Uecker, ed. Wieland 
Schmied (Hannover: Kestner-Gesellschaft, 1965) 132, and Piene, 
“The Development of the Group Zero” 812.

28 Otto Piene, “Wege zum Paradies,” ZERO 3 (1961). Such a claim sug-
gests that for Piene the violence of recent history has more to do with 
the gestural abstraction of informel than with the Holocaust.

29 Eric L. Santner, Stranded Objects: Mourning, Memory, and Film in 
Postwar Germany (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1990) 21. Yve-Alain Bois 
has explored this subversive means with regard to Brecht’s “On the 
Restoration of Truth” in his essay, “The Antidote” 130–34.

30 Santner, Stranded Objects 21.

31 Eric L. Santner, “History Beyond the Pleasure Principle: Thoughts on 
the Representation of Trauma,” in Probing the Limits of Representation: 
Nazism and the Final Solution, ed. Saul Friedländer (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard UP, 1992) 144.
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The bird, however, never did master his task, or bet-
ter, never succumbed to the mastery of language. When 
Haacke’s Guggenheim exhibition was cancelled, lessons 
stopped, and the bird never spoke.33 In retrospect, the 
failure of Haacke’s lesson, however tongue-in-cheek, may 
be more telling than the gesture behind the attempt. The 
bird’s inability to repeat such a phrase (one is tempted to 
say, his refusal to toe the party line) confirmed Wiener’s 
fears even while ironizing them. Nature had resisted his at-
tempt at organization, but its resistance retained meaning. 
Norbert: All Systems Go poignantly brackets the technologi-
cal optimism of the rocket launch a decade before (Figure 
7) and the cynicism with which reality responded to such a 
takeoff; it is the acknowledgment, however slight, that such 
a failure may still have something to offer. Silence, after all, 
speaks to change.

Columbia University

links his work (then and since) to the group. In his work, si-
lence functions as the hinge, as opposed to switch, between 
his Zero-era works and later ones. 

In 1970, Haacke set about training a mynah bird to 
say “All systems go” (Figure 6). The phrase, wildly popular 
at the end of American’s first decade of space travel, has 
been attributed to astronaut John Glenn, who used it to 
announce his readiness for takeoff. It is emblematic of an 
optimistic preparedness in the face of technology, a “ready-
set-go” for the atomic age. Part tribute to and part parody of 
Norbert Wiener, Haacke’s Norbert: All Systems Go applied 
the methods of command used in cybernetics to harness a 
single element of nature. In communication and control, 
“We are always,” wrote Wiener, “fighting nature’s tendency 
to degrade the organized and to destroy the meaningful.”32 
Haacke’s absurdist attempt to force a bird to internalize 
this technological stance made comic Wiener’s belief that 
language had to be employed against nature’s entropic 
tendencies. 

32 Wiener quoted in William Gaddis, “The Rush for Second Place,” 
Harper’s (April 1981): 35.

33 As noted in 1971 records, Galerie Paul Maenz Köln Records, 
1956–1991, Getty Research Institute, Research Library, Accession no. 
910066.

Figure 1. Hans Haacke, Living Flight System, 1968, dimensions variable. © Hans Haacke, Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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Figure 2. Installation view, nul 1962 at the Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam, Courtesy Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam.

Figure 3. Hans Haacke, Condensation Cube, 
1963–65, acrylic plastic, water, climate in area 
of display, 11 ¾ x 11 ¾ x 11 ¾ inches. © Hans 
Haacke, Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 
/ VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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Figure 4. Hans Haacke, Blue Sail, 1965, 
chiffon, oscillating fan, fishing weights, 
and thread, 134 x 126 inches, Collection 
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 
SFMOMA, Accessions Committee Fund 
purchase: gift of Carla Emil and Rich Sil-
verstein, Mimi and Peter Haas, Patricia and 
Raoul Kennedy, Elaine McKeon, and Robin 
Wright, 2005.185.A-B. © Hans Haacke, 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

Figure 5. Hans Haacke, Ice Stick, 1966, stainless steel, copper, refrigeration unit, 
frozen and condensed water vapor, Art Gallery of Ontario. © Hans Haacke, 
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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Figure 6. Hans Haacke, Norbert: All Systems Go, 1968, mynah bird and cage. © Hans Haacke, Artists Rights Society (ARS), New 
York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

Figure 7. The Zero rocket launch, final page of Otto Piene and Heinz Mack, eds. 
ZERO 3 (1961; Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, reprint 1973). 
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