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2 Anthony Barrett, Agrippina: Sex, Power, and Politics in the Early Empire 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 216.

1 Susan Wood, Imperial Women: A Study in Public Images, 40 B.C.-A.D. 
68 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 296.

Looking the Part:
Transcending Gender in the Portraits of Agrippina the Younger

Kristin M. Hébert

A princess of the imperial family, Agrippina the Younger 
(15-59 CE) is most famous for committing incest with her 
deranged brother Caligula, marrying and then murdering her 
uncle Claudius, and being put to death by her rebellious son 
Nero. Agrippina’s imagery, however, contrasts greatly with 
her overwhelmingly negative portrayal in the ancient textual 
sources. Her depictions offer valuable information about the 
roles and functions of women within the imperial dynastic 
ideology. Imperial women were often displayed in reliefs 
or in portrait groups as symbols of morality, femininity, and 
fecundity. While scholars have discussed this issue in great 
detail, they have overlooked the fact that the portrait images 
of these very same women may contradict the feminine 
virtues that they are meant to convey. For instance, portraits 
of Agrippina are divided into typologies based upon, among 
other things, the incorporation of physiognomic features 
of the contemporary emperors, which lend an element of 
androgyny to her depictions. It is likely that Agrippina, and 
women like her, saw that these masculine features were 
integrated into their portraits to reinforce their various posi-
tions in relation to the emperor, while demonstrating the 
unity and cohesiveness of the imperial dynasty as a whole. 
Furthermore, this gender transcendence was employed to 
advance the political aspirations of these women through 
the formation of alliances with popular political factions.

The sheer number of Agrippina’s surviving portraits at-
tests to the visibility she obtained during her lifetime. Five 
types of her portraits can be identified, although classifica-
tions vary from scholar to scholar. In addition to being set 
apart by their coiffure, the typologies are derived by their 
physiognomic resemblance to Caligula, Claudius, or Nero. 
They are listed here chronologically:

n The Adolphseck 22 type (also called the Providence-
Schloss Fasanerie type), which is Caligulan in date, is 
identified by hair that is waved in concentric arcs with 
the addition of distinctive forehead curls. A slight resem-
blance to Caligula is noticeable.

n The Parma/Naples type also dates to the time of Caligula, 
and a similarity to the emperor has been noted here as 

well. It is because of this similarity that some believe 
this type is actually Claudian in date, and served as a 
solution for re-carving portraits of Claudius’ former wife, 
Messalina.1 Predominant scholarly opinion holds that 
they were likely created at the beginning of Claudius 
and Agrippina’s marriage from her older, Caligulan-era 
portraits.

n The Copenhagen/Ancona type is the most influential 
and widespread of the five types. It is of Claudian date 
and is often recognized by hair that is parted in the 
middle and rises in tiers of curls over the temples. Typi-
cally, the curls are drilled. The back of the hair is tied, 
and long corkscrew curls fall from behind each ear. The 
type sometimes includes a diadem. The lips are tightly 
set, and the upper lip protrudes slightly over the lower. 
The cheekbones jut out, the chin is broad, the eyes are 
large, and the nose is prominent with a rounded tip. 
Scholars have noted a somewhat masculine cast to the 
face, which suggests an assimilation to Claudius.2

n The Milan/Florence type is also Claudian in date. It is 
similar to the Copenhagen/Ancona type but tends to be 
less ornamental. It is distinguished mainly by a number 
of small curls on the forehead. 

n The Stuttgart type is of Neronian date and shows a slight 
increase in age. Many of this type show a crescent dia-
dem, and the hair is typically displayed in rows of curls 
that start immediately at the center parting. The facial 
features are softer and fleshier, stressing a resemblance 
to Nero. 

Many scholars note that this resemblance is the result 
of unconscious carving on the part of the portrait copyists; 
however, it is more likely a calculated maneuver developed 
by both the patron and the official portrait artists. The rea-
soning behind this may be explained by investigating the 
copying process, which must not be overlooked. The official 
portrait was usually copied in bronze miniatures, which 
were distributed to individual workshops, where they would 
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well as the retreating, yet sharp, chin of Germanicus. A perfect example 
can be seen in their respective portraits on the Gemma Claudia.

9 Smith et al., “Roman Portraits,” 214.

10 As far as dynastic portrait groups are concerned, Agrippina’s ap-
pearance is recorded in approximately eleven groups of Claudian or 
Neronian date. See Charles Brian Rose, Dynastic Commemoration 
and Imperial Portraiture in the Julio-Claudian Period (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997).

11 Wood mentions that the princess probably did not sit for a new portrait 
in 54 CE for the creation of the Stuttgart portrait type and that the type 
was likely a modification of the existing Ancona and Milan types, from 
which it only deviates slightly. See Wood, Imperial Women, 299.

12 Katarsi, “Public Images.”

13 Ibid.

3 The small bronze bust of Agrippina from Alba Fucens may be identified 
as one such miniature. See Barrett, Agrippina, 130.

4 R. R. R. Smith et al., "Roman Portraits: Honours, Empresses, and Late 
Emperors," Journal of Roman Studies 75 (1985): 213.

5 Constantina Katarsi, “Public Images of Roman Imperial Women during 
the Julio-Claudian Period: A Review Article,” Women’s Studies’ Review 
8 (2001): 1-12.

6 Smith et al., “Roman Portraits,” 214.

7 Natalie Boymel Kampen, “Gender Theory in Roman Art”, in I, Claudia: 
Women in Ancient Rome, ed. Diana Kleiner and Susan B. Matheson 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Art Gallery, 1996), 14-25.

8 Judith Ginsburg, Representing Agrippina: Constructions of Female 
Power in the Early Roman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 61. Agrippina’s portraits tend to stress the broad, square jaw, as 

then be pointed up and copied accordingly.3 These impe-
rial portrait models were highly elaborate and would have 
displayed advanced levels of skill. It is likely that copyists 
were not always able to reproduce all of the subtle nuances 
and details in effect. Therefore, the copied pieces vary in 
degrees according to the copyist’s ability and ingenuity, while 
the end result still remains recognizable.4 When analyzing 
these portraits, it is imperative to remember that, while the 
basic facial structure of the model is present in all portrait 
types, minor details were often altered as new types were 
introduced.5 In addition, variances are unavoidable when 
multiple artists and workshops copy numerous pieces. Still, it 
is unlikely that the masculine attributes that appear in Agrip-
pina’s portraiture are a result of the copying process, since 
each individual typology, and not each individual portrait, 
resembles a male. Further, this assimilation cannot be acci-
dental because it appears in the highest quality portraits of 
each type, indicating that the transference of traits began in 
the modeling stage, and not in the copying stage.6

Agrippina was related, closely, to all of these men, and 
so it is only logical that they would share physiognomic char-
acteristics. Since everyone’s appearance changes with age, 
it is again only logical for Agrippina’s four portrait types to 
vary; but this is thinking too simplistically. Students of Roman 
art have, for a long time, understood that visual likeness is 
only one of the many elements that a portrait encompasses. 
Concepts of spiritual likeness, the representation of ideals, or 
fictive assimilations may account for just as much as visual 
resemblance. There is no doubt that Roman portraitists regu-
larly sacrificed verisimilitude for a more idealized depiction 
of character or status-enhancing associations.7 

The method of visual allusion and assimilation, in which 
an image can simultaneously resemble more than one person 
or idea, was a tool that portrait artists commonly employed 
to characterize their subjects. In the depiction of relatives, 
family traits and resemblances could be accentuated to call 
attention to bloodlines.8 As a result, Agrippina would not 
only be legitimizing the reigns of both her husband and her 
son, but she would also be gaining a political advantage 

by recalling the memory of her parents, who were held in 
high esteem during their lives. This evocation is a fine line 
between introducing formal elements of the emperor’s physi-
ognomic type into the female portraits in a way that is clearly 
recognizable and suggestive, yet not masculinizing.9 When 
comparing contemporary images of Agrippina and Nero, 
historians note that Agrippina’s portrait appears “Neronian” 
not in date but in physiognomic features, and the viewer’s 
translation becomes “Agrippina, mother of Nero.” It is also 
likely that these portrait types of Agrippina and Nero were 
made together to refer to one another (Figures 1 and 2). 
Many imperial portraits were viewed in the context of dy-
nastic groups, and so it is possible that certain features were 
emphasized to draw a resemblance between individuals 
within the same group.10 In the case of Agrippina’s Stuttgart 
type portrait, for example, it seems that her previous portrait 
types may have simply been adapted and altered to include 
this assimilation to Nero in order to emphasize Nero’s Julian 
heritage and therefore secure his claim to imperial power.11 

Where does this tradition of physiognomic assimilation 
come from? To find the answer, an historian should examine 
Hellenistic influences on the portraiture of imperial women. 
This influence should not be underestimated because there 
were few depictions of women presented in a public context 
before the time of the triumvirate, while depictions of Hel-
lenistic queens were widespread in the eastern provinces.12 

The phenomenon of gender transcendence has precedence 
in Hellenistic and Ptolemaic examples, especially when it 
comes to depictions of Cleopatra I and II, which display 
distinctively masculine features. 

Such widespread Hellenistic imagery also includes coins 
depicting Cleopatra VII during the Late Republic. These de-
pictions show her as a beneficent ruler and protector of the 
state. We must not forget that the Hellenistic queens had a 
greater scope of political power than our imperial empresses 
—Cleopatra was the legitimate heir of authority and power 
from her father and was worshiped as a goddess in her own 
right, whereas women of the imperial family had extremely 
limited political power within the public sphere.13 An emula-
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14 Ginsburg, Representing Agrippina, 61.

15 Ibid.

16 Kleiner and Matheson, I, Claudia. Agrippina’s mother, Agrippina the 
Elder, set a new standard for women in public life. She headed her 
own political party, the Partes Agrippinae, with the aim of securing the 
throne for one of her sons. She was the antithesis of the woman of the 
domus in that she exhibited loyalty, courage, and a lack of domestic 
serenity while still embodying the idea of pudicitia, or chastity. Agrip-
pina’s role in the political sphere was more active than it was thought 
women should be, especially when compared to her grandmother 
Livia, wife of Augustus, who was the exemplary model of the passive, 
virtuous femina. Agrippina the Younger would also later start her own 
party. See Richard A. Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome 
(London: Routledge, 1992), 120-195.

17 Susan Wood, "Memoriae Agrippinae: Agrippina the Elder in Julio-
Claudian Art and Propaganda," American Journal of Archaeology 92, 
no. 3 (1998): 409-426.

18 Emily Ann Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the Roman 

Élite from Cornelia to Julia Domna (London: Routledge, 1999).

19 Plin., Ep. 5.16.9: “Ignosces, laudabis etiam, si cogitaveris quid amiserit. 
Amisit enim filiam, quae non minus mores eius quam osvultumque 
referebat, totumque patrem mira similitudine exscripserat.”

20 Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta, 91.

21 Kampen, “Gender Theory,” 14-25.

22 Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta, 91.

23 See Judith P. Hallett, Fathers and Daughters in Roman Society: Women 
and the Elite Family (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), 
57, for a list of references in Tacitus.

24 Smith et al., “Roman Portraits,” 209-221.

25 Eric Varner, “Transcending Gender: Assimilation, Identity and Roman 
Imperial Portraits,” in Role Models: Identity and Assimilation in the 
Roman World, ed. S. Bell and I. Hansen (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2008), 190.

tion of Hellenistic modes of depiction tells us that imperial 
women had a role to play in the public domain—that is, to 
strengthen the dynastic power and authority of their families, 
to personify virtues that the emperor sought to promote, and 
to represent the continuation of the dynasty.14 

For an imperial woman with a prestigious bloodline 
such as Agrippina’s, strengthening the authority of her family 
was of the utmost importance when it came to continuing 
the Julio-Claudian dynasty. Portraits of the imperial women 
were generally either “prospective” or “retrospective,” in that 
they not only represented the continuation of a dynasty, but 
also provided a link back to other distinguished members of 
the Julio-Claudian family.15 Portraits such as the portrait of 
Agrippina the Younger from the Museo Charamonti show 
a heavy assimilation with her mother, Agrippina the Elder, 
likely in an attempt to claim the respect that was given to 
the latter by association (Figures 3 and 4).16 Susan Wood has 
put forward the idea that a new portrait type of Agrippina 
the Elder was issued after her death in order to underscore 
the link between the two generations of women.17

It is certainly possible that Agrippina the Younger’s im-
agery aims to provide a retrospective link back to her father, 
Germanicus, a beloved general and adopted son of Tiberius. 
Through the tool of gender transcendence, it is likely that 
Agrippina’s Copenhagen/Ancona portrait type shows notable 
physiognomic similarities to portraits of Germanicus (Figures 
5 and 6). Resembling one’s father was a fashionable trait in 
the Roman world, and Pliny the Elder’s letters reflect this.18 
In one letter, Pliny praises the daughter of a friend, Minicia, 
as a true copy of her father, not only in outer appearance, 
but also in manners and character.19 Here, it is important 
to point out that virtues were, and still are, tied to gender, 
and in the ancient world, women were often thought to be 
irrational and lacking judgment, whereas the male mind 
was associated with reason and discernment.20 Women who 
were praised for their “male” rationality and their “manly” 
courage were almost seen, in a sense, as honorary men. 

A woman, by taking on the attributes of a male, instantly 
became more virtuous.21 Often, the ability for a woman to 
inherit and transmit these “male” qualities was regarded as 
a credit to her male relatives and, especially, to her father.22 
Consequently, we can understand the great significance of 
why Tacitus repeatedly mentions that Agrippina depended 
on her position as the daughter of Germanicus to uphold her 
political influence.23 Proceeding further, we also understand 
the significance of the incorporation of Germanicus’ physi-
ognomic traits within the portraits of his daughter.

Certainly it is possible that the Copenhagen/Ancona 
type may aim to suggest a resemblance to Agrippina’s uncle 
and husband Claudius, as opposed to Germanicus (Figures 
7 and 8). This idea has been the most commonly and read-
ily accepted explanation for the slightly masculine facial 
features because the tool of gender transcendence could 
also be used to emphasize legal relation as well as familial 
relation. In fact, portrait artists often employed the technique 
to create a false resemblance between people who were not 
even related by subtly manipulating their features. While 
subjective, the frequent evocation of the emperor’s image 
in the portraits of his wife has been acknowledged by many 
scholars.24 A practice common in Hellenistic art, and later in 
the art of the Empire, it is most notable in the coins of Marc 
Antony that feature his Roman wife Octavia, and his later 
wife Cleopatra VII. Eric Varner mentions that due to these 
depictions of Cleopatra that assimilate the physiognomic 
features of Antony, scholars have taken her depictions on 
coins “at face value” and have had difficulty reconciling the 
noted literary accounts of the queen’s beauty with her more 
masculine depictions.25 With this assimilation, Cleopatra is 
not subjugating herself to Antony, but rather appropriating 
aspects of his masculine identity to fashion herself as a worthy 
opponent to Octavian and the Roman Empire in the west. 

This could be taken to an even greater extent when we 
examine the Fayum type of Livia’s portraits, which seem to 
give her a new face shape that derives from the typically 
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26 Wood, Imperial Women, 15.

27 Ibid.

28 A less subtle form of this type of gender transcendence is seen in 
images of the Trajanic women, who take on a noticeable masculine 
appearance. See Smith et al., “Roman Portraits,” 214.

29 Ibid.

Julian triangular face, assimilating her features to those of her 
husband Augustus.26 At the same time, this creates a ficti-
tious resemblance between Augustus and his adoptive son 
Tiberius, with whom he had absolutely no blood relation. 
All of this was done to remind the viewer of a family tie that 
was legal and not made by blood.27 Later portraits of Faustina 
the Younger integrate the physiognomy of her husband by 
incorporating the heavy brows and bulging eyes of Marcus 
Aurelius, seemingly to associate herself with a family to which 
she belonged through marriage and not blood.28 Sometimes, 
it was taken to an even greater extreme—for example, in the 
numismatic images of Maximinus Thrax and his wife Paulina, 
the pair is shown as identical, with Paulina simply lacking 
a beard and wearing a veil.29 We can see how our modern 
expectations of gender have likely led to the misidentifica-
tion of portraits that display such an exaggerated degree of 
gender transcendence. 

It should be clear that this masculine resemblance is by 
no means the result of careless carving. Instead, it was a tool 
used intentionally to refer to other portraits, therefore allow-
ing women like Agrippina to benefit from the associations 

made with other prominent individuals. In the literature, 
Agrippina is cast as a woman who crossed the barriers of 
gender in order to gain political recognition. The transcen-
dence of gender that we see in the portraits of Agrippina 
was used as a vehicle to break through the social confines 
of gender and its associated characteristics, allowing her to 
gain a small amount of authority within the dynasty. This tool 
of gender transcendence was used not only to legitimize the 
continuation of the Julio-Claudian dynasty, but also to further 
Agrippina’s own aspirations in association with her father, 
an assimilation that allowed her to play on his popularity 
and appear favorable to his political faction. As a result, a 
masculine assimilation does not reflect Agrippina subjugating 
herself to or defining herself through her male counterparts. 
Rather, Agrippina’s portraits show a woman striving to break 
free of the social confines of gender by embodying male 
attributes in an effort to gain prominence in a world that 
regarded women as a weak link.

Louisiana State University

[facing page, upper left] Figure 1. Agrippina the Younger, Stuttgart type, 54-
59 CE, marble, h. 40.5 cm. Stuttgart, Württemburgisches Landesmuseum, 
Arch, 68/2. Wikimedia Commons.

[facing page, upper right] Figure 2. Nero, 55-59 CE, marble. Olbia (Sardinia), 
Cagliari, Museo Nazionale di Cagliari. Photo credit: Dan Diffendale.

[facing page, lower left] Figure 3. Agrippina the Younger, detail of face 
from statue of Ancona type, 49-54 CE, marble, h. 183 cm. Vatican, Museo 
Chiaramonti, inv. 2084.

[facing page, lower right] Figure 4. Agrippina the Elder, 17 BCE-33 CE, marble, 
h. 59 cm. Rome, Museo Capitolino, inv. MC0421. Photo credit: ElissaSCA.
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Figure 5. Agrippina the Younger, Copenhagen/Ancona type 
with diadem, 49-54 CE, marble, h. 36 cm. Copenhagen, Ny 
Carlsberg Glyptotek, cat. 636. Photo credit: Peter Repetti.

Figure 6. Germanicus, bronze, 15 BCE-19 CE. Rome, Palazzo Massimo, Museo Nazionale 
Romano. 
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Figure 7. Agrippina the Younger, Copenhagen/Ancona type with diadem, 
49-54 CE, marble. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum. Photo credit: Joe Geranio.

Figure 8. Claudius, 41-54 CE, marble. Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek. Wikimedia Commons.
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Narcissus the Hunter in the Mosaics of Antioch
Elizabeth M. Molacek

Among the hundreds of mosaic pavements discovered at 
Antioch-on-the-Orontes, a total of five represent Narcissus, 
the beautiful youth doomed to fall in love with his own 
reflection. The predominance of this subject is not entirely 
surprising since it is one of the most popular subjects in 
Roman visual culture. In his catalogue of the mosaics of 
ancient Antioch, Doro Levi suggests that Narcissus’ frequent 
appearance should be attributed to his watery reflection due 
to the fact that Antioch was a “town so proud of its wealth 
of waters, springs, and baths.”1 The youth’s association with 
water may account for his repeated appearance, but the 
present assessment recognizes a Narcissus that is unique to 
Antioch. In art of the Latin West from the first century BCE 
onwards, Narcissus has a highly standardized iconography 
that emphasizes his youthful appearance, the act of seeing 
his reflection, and his fate for eternity. His attributes, ac-
tions, and accompanying figures are rooted in mythological 
sources, primarily Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In the mosaics of 
Antioch, however, Narcissus appears as a hunter—a role not 
emphasized in visual representations elsewhere. The Antio-
chene Narcissus adjusts and adapts the existing iconography 
to emphasize not the watery reflection, but the attributes 
and apparel of a virtuous hunter. Because hunting was a 
popular activity in Roman Antioch, the Narcissus mosaics 
present a picture of the way in which visual culture changes 
and adapts to its specific setting, in this case Antioch of the 
second to fourth centuries CE. 

Cultural Context

Ancient Antioch, and its suburbs of Daphne and Seleucia 
Pieria, was located near the Orontes River at the base of 
Mount Silpius in modern Turkey. This location contributed 
to its immense prosperity in antiquity. Antioch was founded 

as the capital of the Hellenistic Seleucid kingdom in 300 BCE 
and remained a thriving city until the Romans took power in 
64 BCE. Antioch became the capital of the Roman province 
of Syria; however, it was captured by the Arabs in 637 CE, 
bringing an end to almost a thousand years of occupation.2 
While its political history is simple to trace from the Hellenis-
tic founding to the Arab sacking, Antioch’s cultural identity 
is less transparent. The city was part of the Roman Empire 
for over five hundred years, but the inhabitants of Antioch 
did not immediately consider themselves Roman, identifying 
instead with their Hellenistic heritage. As was standard in the 
Greek East, the spoken language remained Greek even after 
Rome established control, and many traditions and social 
norms were deeply rooted in the Hellenistic culture.3 Antioch 
was a hybrid of both eastern and western influences due to 
its location, Hellenistic history, and Near Eastern neighbors. 

Since its excavation in the 1930s, the city has garnered 
attention for its stunning, polychrome mosaic pavements. 
Over three hundred mosaics, dating from the early second 
century to the early sixth century CE, were discovered pri-
marily located in domestic spaces.4 The mosaics adhere to 
the Hellenistic emblemata tradition with central figural scenes 
framed by borders. The subjects and themes are primarily 
drawn from classical mythology, and the compositions are 
naturalistically rendered in polychrome tesserae, often utiliz-
ing illusionistic devices in geometric borders. There were also 
regional features, such as Greek labels to identify figures and 
Persian or other Near Eastern motifs, including beribboned 
birds or other exotic animals such as lions and rams.5

The Reflective Narcissus

The primary source for the Narcissus myth is Ovid’s 
Metamorphoses, written and widely distributed in the first 
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century CE.6 Versions of the story existed prior to Ovid’s 
poem, but his account is the longest and most famous ver-
sion, and its popularity prompted the prolific production of 
Narcissan visual imagery in a variety of media.7 According 
to Ovid, the beautiful, young Narcissus hails from Boeotia 
and is known for rebuffing the affections of his many admir-
ers. After scorning the nymph Echo, Narcissus is sentenced 
to the same fate: an eternity of unreturned love. One day 
while out hunting, Narcissus falls in love with his reflection 
at a spring. Unable to leave his own reflection, Narcissus dies 
and narcissus flowers grow in his body’s place.

Narcissus’ story was repeatedly portrayed by artists in 
the Latin West. Visual representations consistently focus on 
the theme of reflection, resulting in what Jas ̀̀̀ ̀Elsner has called 
the “reflective Narcissus” pose.8 Narcissus sits in a pastoral 
setting, lounges by a pool of water, and leans his weight 
on his arm as he looks over his shoulder at his reflection in 
the water below.9 Narcissus is either partially or fully nude, 
sometimes wears a crown of narcissus flowers, and is oc-
casionally accompanied by either Eros or Echo. Examples 
of the reflective Narcissus abound in Roman freestanding 
sculpture and especially in painting of the first century CE, 
such as a fresco from the Casa di Marco Lucrezio Frontone 
at Pompeii from c. 62-79 CE (V.4.a; Figure 1).10 Narcissus 
sits on a rock, leaning his weight on his left arm and crossing 
his legs in front of him. He looks down over his left shoulder 
toward a pond below him, where a reflection of his face 
is visible in the water. The figure is almost entirely naked, 
draped only in a purple garment that falls from his hips. He 
also wears a crown of narcissus flowers and holds a spear. 
Gazing at his own reflection, “he desires himself; he praises, 
and is himself what he praises.”11

The Antiochene Narcissus

The five pavements of Narcissus come from suburban 
houses in Daphne and Seleucia Piera and are dated from 
the early second century CE to the fourth century CE. At 
Antioch, Narcissus maintains a relatively standardized ico-
nography. In both the House of Narcissus (DH 21/22-H; 
early second century CE) and in the House of Menander (DY 
17/18-H/I; late third century CE), Narcissus sits poised on a 
rock, gazing over his right shoulder towards his reflection in 

the pool of water located at his feet (Figures 2 and 3).12 In 
the House of Menander, the area where Narcissus’ reflec-
tion was located is destroyed. In both pavements, Narcissus 
sits alone, his head surrounded by a golden nimbus and his 
body partially draped by a garment. Behind him is a pastoral 
landscape indicated by sparse shrubbery and one leafless 
tree. The third pavement in which Narcissus is present is from 
the House of the Buffet Supper (DH 26/27-O; c. 250 CE; 
Figure 4). Narcissus again sits next to a pond, looking over 
his right shoulder at his reflection.13 He is partially draped 
by a garment which displays his youthful, nude body, but 
this time he wears a petasus, or wide-brimmed hat, on his 
head. Narcissus is rarely shown wearing a petasus, which 
is normally reserved for Hermes or other travelers, but this 
detail may further indicate his position as a hunter or some-
one on the move.14 Narcissus is again located in a pastoral 
landscape, but this time he is also accompanied by two 
figures: Echo, who is  identified by a Greek inscription, HXω, 
and Eros, who is denoted by his wings, bow, and arrow.15

These three Antiochene pavements depict the “re-
flective” Narcissus, but they also represent the youth as 
a hunter—an iconographic aspect not typically seen in 
Roman visual representations of Narcissus. In all three 
pavements, Narcissus carries a spear and wears a sword 
strapped across his chest. In the House of Menander pave-
ment Narcissus also wears red laced buskins—calf-length 
boots appropriate for activities that involve walking dis-
tances, such as hunting. In the pavement from the House 
of the Buffet Supper, Narcissus’ feet are not visible due to 
damage; however, Echo is dressed as a huntress. She wears 
high-laced buskins and carries a bow—a typical weapon 
of the Parthians and Persians, Antioch’s neighbors to the 
east. In the Metamorphoses, Ovid identifies Narcissus as 
a hunter, yet visual representations rarely depict hunting 
attributes or focus on this aspect of the youth’s identity. In 
the aforementioned wall painting from the Casa di Marco 
Lucrezio Frontone at Pompeii (Figure 1), Narcissus noncha-
lantly holds a spear, but his languid pose and lack of any 
other implements almost negate the weapon’s implications. 

Narcissus the hunter appears in two additional pave-
ments at Antioch. In a pavement from the House of the Red 
Pavement (DH 26-M/N; third-fourth centuries CE), Narcissus 
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stands, crossing his left leg over his right leg in a casual pose 
(Figure 5).16 He rests his right arm on his hip while holding 
a bow and quiver in his left hand. He is partially nude and 
wears a dark green mantle, as well as matching green buskins 
with red laces. He stands amidst a landscape, indicated by 
rocks and one tree on the left, with a pedestal to the right. 
Unlike the other pavements, there is neither a water source 
nor a reflection. The standing Narcissus is less common than 
the “reflective” Narcissus and was prevalent in statuary of the 
Hadrianic and Antonine periods.17 The standing type usually 
depicts a youthful Narcissus, standing frontally and looking 
at his reflection in the water below—essentially transforming 
the earlier, lounging “reflective” Narcissus from a seated to 
a standing form. The House of the Red Pavement mosaic is 
largely adapted from the Hadrianic and Antonine formula: 
there is no water source, Narcissus does not stare down 
towards a reflection, and neither Echo nor Eros is present. 
Instead, this Narcissus actively holds his bow and quiver while 
he stands ready to embark on a hunt. Narcissus has been 
transformed into an active, assertive hunter. The previous 
connection to Ovid’s myth is gone. 

Narcissus’s transformation into a hunter is most evident 
in the Megalopsychia pavement from the Yakto Complex 
(DY 17/18-H/I; fifth century CE) which associates the youth 
with other young heroes and the act of hunting (Figure 
6).18 At the center of the large rectangular pavement is a 
medallion in which is depicted a human head representing 
Megalopsychia, the personification of heroic virtues.19 The 
central medallion is surrounded by a hunting scene, which 
is partitioned into six sections by giant trees. In each of 
the six partitions appears a famous Greek hero: Narcissus, 
Hippolytos, Acteon, Meleager, Adonis, and Teiresias. On 
the lower side of the mosaic, Narcissus is shown hunting 
a lion as he holds a spear and lunges forward, thrusting 
his weapon into the beast’s breast (Figure 7). He wears a 
tunic and mantle, covering his entire body, and buskins. He 
twists his body forward so that his torso is almost entirely 
frontal; however, his youthful face remains in three-quarter 
profile. A tree and small flower are depicted beside him on 
the neutral background, perhaps indications of setting, but 
otherwise he is outside of his normal pastoral landscape. If 

not for the Greek inscription above his head, ΝΑΡΚΙСΟС, the 
figure would not be identifiable as Narcissus. 

In the Megalopsychia pavement, Narcissus is situated 
outside of his usual pastoral landscape and does not look 
at his reflection. The pavement has no indication of his fate 
or the Ovidian narrative. The various hunters are somewhat 
visually interchangeable—they do not have unique icono-
graphic features and are only identified by inscriptions. The 
pavement’s composition emphasizes this visual congruity: 
while the other four Narcissus pavements adhere to the tra-
ditional emblemata form, this pavement has a carpet-style 
composition in which figures are evenly dispersed through-
out the space while still maintaining a unified theme. The 
composition’s large size and dispersed format attempts to 
harmonize and unify many figures, instead of focusing on 
any single figure. The carpet-style composition lessens the 
importance of individual narrative and relies solely on the 
subject of hunting.20 

Hunting at Antioch

While the Megalopsychia pavement depicts Narcissus, 
it has more in common with a different group of Antiochene 
pavements: hunt scenes. Hunting scenes were popular 
subjects of Antiochene pavements beginning in the third 
quarter of the fifth century CE and were frequently found 
throughout the wider Syrian region during the fifth and sixth 
centuries CE.21 The Megalopsychia pavement is one of the 
earliest hunting mosaics from Antioch.22 Antiochene hunt 
scenes are similar in style and composition to that illustrated 
by the famous Worcester Hunt (Figure 8). At the center of 
the pavement stands a figure who is surrounded by seven 
additional hunters on foot and horseback. The anonymous, 
unlabelled hunters attack animals with spears, swords, and 
bows and arrows. The figures are oriented to each side of the 
rectangular pavement resulting in four different viewpoints. 
Irving Lavin has demonstrated that Antiochene and other 
Syrian hunt mosaics almost certainly derived from earlier 
mosaic traditions in Roman North Africa produced in the 
third century CE, which eventually made their way into 
workshops of the Latin West. These pavements consisted of 
dispersed polychrome figures, mostly anonymous hunters, 
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on a neutral background.23 Christine Kondoleon has sug-
gested that Antiochene and Syrian hunt scenes draw their 
iconography and compositions from western sources but 
actually depict and commemorate contemporary, publicly 
staged wild beast hunts (venationes) in the city.24 The hunt 
scenes reflect a popular, public activity.

Wild beast hunts were a form of Roman public spectacle 
during the Empire and were standard occurrences in any 
major city. As a particularly Roman form of entertainment that 
was generally housed in the amphitheater (a uniquely Roman 
form of architecture), wild beast hunts not only entertained 
the public crowds; the events also signaled the patron’s and 
audience’s Roman identity, especially in outlying areas of the 
Empire.25 Antioch was known for its public entertainment 
scene following its Roman takeover in 64 BCE. In addition 
to the Greek-style Theater of Dionysos, an amphitheater was 
constructed in the first century BCE to accommodate Roman 
events such as wild beast hunts or gladiatorial games.26 The 
Roman-style Theater of Olympian zeus was also built at 
Daphne in the first century CE.27 Public shows not only pro-
vided entertainment, but also demonstrated the individual 
benefactors’ wealth and Antioch’s prosperity. Writing in the 
fourth century CE, Libanius of Antioch recounts that animals 
and hunters were brought from afar to ensure interesting 
public games.28 An amphitheater and its wild beast hunts 
would have emphasized Antioch’s prosperity and increas-
ingly Roman character.

Publicly staged entertainments, including wild beast 
hunts, were often partially or fully funded by individual 
members of society, and mosaic pavements could vener-
ate both the event and the patron’s generosity in funding 
the performance.29 The Megalopsychia hunt scene almost 
certainly alludes to Antioch’s embrace and enjoyment of 
publicly staged wild beast hunts, as well as the patron’s role 
in production. An inscription in the topographical border 
surrounding the pavement names the patron, Ardaburius, 
and his munificence towards the city while serving as ma-
gister militum per orientum (commander in chief of the 
eastern areas) from 450-457 CE.30 The same practice is seen 
in earlier North African mosaics, the best example being 

the well-known mosaic from Smirat, Tunisia, which depicts 
several performers surrounded by an inscription that praises 
the patron, Magerius, for paying the arena hunters double 
the sum they requested.31 The Megalopsychia hunt scene, 
including Narcissus, represents the type of public event that 
Ardaburius could have sponsored and credits the patron for 
his generosity. Narcissus and his fellow hunters are the ideal 
performers—their place in the mosaic is no longer connected 
to myth. Katherine Dunbabin has gone so far as to suggest that 
his inscribed name is merely a stage name or arena name, 
meaning the label is completely divorced from the myth.32

Conclusion

Narcissus is represented in five Antiochene mosaic pave-
ments with consistent iconography that emphasize his role as 
a hunter. Three of the five pavements maintain elements of 
the youth’s standardized “reflective” type in which Narcissus 
gazes at his reflection in a pool of water; however, all five 
pavements adapt the youth’s iconography to highlight his 
role as a hunter. Narcissus is not always engaged in the act 
of hunting, but wears hunter’s attire: sword, spear, bow and 
arrow, and buskins. In the Megalopsychia pavement, Nar-
cissus actively participates in a wild beast hunt, completely 
divorced from the earlier “reflective” pose. 

Narcissus’ highly standardized visual formula, which had 
been developed in the Latin West, was adjusted at Antioch 
to accommodate the city’s changing culture and specific 
interests. While the Megalopsychia pavement refers directly 
to the publicly staged wild beast hunts with its dispersed de-
piction of hunters and prey, as well as a named patron, the 
other four mosaics more subtly indicate the cultural interest 
in hunting. The Antiochene Narcissus is not entirely discon-
nected from its Roman artistic models in the West, yet adjusts 
and adapts earlier forms.33 The five depictions of Narcissus at 
Antioch are innovative, adaptive representations, crafted to 
reflect specific cultural values. The sword-bearing, buskins-
wearing, spear-wielding Narcissus does not represent the 
metamorphosis told by Ovid, but instead commemorates 
the Antiochene interest in the spectacle of wild beast hunts. 

The University of Virginia
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Figure 1. Fresco of Narcissus from the Casa di Marco Lucrezio Frontone, Pompeii (V.4.a), third quarter of the first century CE, fresco. Photo credit: 
Elizabeth M. Molacek.
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Figure 2. Mosaic of Narcissus from the House of Narcissus, Antioch (DH 21/22-H), second century CE, stone and lime mortar, 
top 208.4 x 320.1 cm; bottom 144.8 x 320.1 cm. The Baltimore Museum of Art, Antioch Subscription Fund, BMA 1938.710. 
Photo credit: Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University. 

Figure 3. Mosaic of Narcissus from the House of Menander, Antioch, (DY 17/18-H/I), late third century CE, stone and lime mortar. 
Antakya Museum, 1008. Photo credit: Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University. 
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Figure 4. Mosaic of Narcissus, Echo, and Eros from the House of the Buffet Supper, Antioch (DH 26/27-O), c. 250 CE, stone 
and lime mortar, 358 x 349 cm. Antakya Museum, 938. Photo credit: Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University. 

Figure 5. Mosaic of Narcissus from the House of Red Pavement, Antioch (DH 26-M/N), third-fourth centuries CE, 
glass, stone, and lime mortar, 144.78 x 93.98 cm. Dumbarton Oaks, Bz.1967.44.2a. Photo credit: Department 
of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University. 
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Figure 6. Megalopsychia Pavement, Yakto Complex (DY 17/18-H/I), fifth century CE, stone and lime mortar, 739 x 820 cm. Antakya Museum, 1016. 
Drawing by Daniel Weiss.
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Figure 7. Detail of Narcissus from the Megalopsychia Pavement, Yakto 
Complex (DY 17/18-H/I). Antakya Museum, 1016. Photo credit: 
Department of Art and Archaeology, Princeton University. 

[below] Figure 8. Worcester Hunt Floor Mosaic, early 6th century CE, 
cubes of marble and limestone embedded in lime mortar, 625.8 x 
716.2 cm. Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, Massachusetts, Excava-
tion of Antioch and Vicinity funded by the bequests of the Reverend 
Dr. Austin S. Garver and Sarah C. Garver, 1936.30.
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 All three of the drawings after Ovid are mentioned by name in a letter 
from Cavalieri to Michelangelo dated 6 September 1533. In the letter, 
Cavalieri thanks Michelangelo for “il mio Fetonte assai ben fatto” (my 
Phaeton, very well done), which he had received three days earlier.

The Political Context of Michelangelo’s Cleopatra 
for Tommaso de’Cavalieri

Abigail Upshaw

In the winter of 1532 Michelangelo (1475-1564) met Tom-
maso de’Cavalieri (1509-1587), a young and politically 
ambitious Roman nobleman.1 Following this meeting, the 
two men shared a lifelong friendship, which may be traced 
through poems, letters and, most importantly for art histori-
cal discussion, drawings. One such drawing, the Cleopatra, 
depicts the ancient Egyptian queen Cleopatra at the mo-
ment of her suicide, grasping an asp, the instrument of her 
death (Figure 1). The meaning of this enigmatic drawing has 
consistently eluded scholars. The following argument sug-
gests that the Cleopatra has been isolated from its historical 
circumstances—its literary and visual context, and ultimately 
its political context as well.2 It situates the Cleopatra within 
its appropriate historical moment to reveal that the drawing 
functioned as a tribute to the artist and his friend’s shared 
veneration of ancient Roman political ideals. 

The Cleopatra forms part of a group of highly finished 
drawings, referred to as presentation drawings, that Michel-
angelo executed for his closest friends beginning in the 1520s 
and continuing to the 1540s. In contrast to the Cleopatra, 
the additional drawings that Michelangelo gave to Cavalieri 
are well documented and have been the subject of much 
scholarship. Three are based on ancient myth as recounted 
by Ovid—the Rape of Ganymede, the Fall of Phaeton, and the 
Punishment of Tityus—and two others often included in this 
group, the Bacchanal of Putti and Il Sogno, are considered al-
legorical. Traditionally scholars have dated these drawings, as 
well as the Cleopatra, to the years 1533 and 1534. However, 
the only drawings that have documentation to support this 
date are the three drawings after Ovid, which are mentioned 
by name in a letter from Cavalieri to Michelangelo dated 6 
September 1533.3 The present discussion will presuppose 
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tra. First, based on a careful formal analysis of Michelangelo’s stylistic 
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bust of Brutus from c. 1539, I think it possible that the Cleopatra may 
be dated to the later years of the 1530s. Second, due to the histori-
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angelo nelle redazioni del 1550 e del 1568, ed. Paola Barocchi (Milan: 
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an English translation see Illya S. Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola: The 
First Great Woman Artist of the Renaissance (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 
72. The letter may be found in Florence, Archivio di Stato, Mediceo 
del Principato, f. 262r. 3281. For Vasari’s recording of the translation 
see Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de’ piú eccellenti pittori, scultori, ed achitet-
tori, ed. Gaetano Milanese (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1962), 5:81.

5 Hirst, Michelangelo and His Drawings, 116. Hirst was the first to pro-
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6 For a comprehensive discussion of the shifting iconography of 
Cleopatra from antiquity through the Renaissance and Baroque eras 
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the proposition that the Cleopatra was executed and gifted 
later than has previously been suggested—either in the late 
1530s or the late 1540s.4    

Michelangelo’s Cleopatra twists her head across her 
body to look over her left shoulder and down the right side 
of the sheet. Her elongated neck forms a graceful s-curve 
echoed by the elaborate coils of her hair and headdress. 
A slender snake encircles Cleopatra’s shoulders while its 
mouth and teeth sink into her exposed breast. The snake’s 
curved body reinforces the curved termination of Cleopa-
tra’s body, suggesting that Michelangelo was emulating the 
style of ancient portrait busts in his drawing.5 The artist’s 
use of light and shade (most abundantly clear across the 
left side of the figure’s face and continuing down her neck 
and upper back) produces a three-dimensional effect that 
aids in conveying the dramatic turn of Cleopatra’s head. 
Furthermore, the Cleopatra exhibits subtle modeling of facial 
features. The figure’s deep-set eyes convey a sense of sadness 

and interiority, her firmly set mouth suggests determination 
and strength in submitting to the asp’s bite, and her slightly 
raised eyebrows perhaps belie a moment of trepidation at 
the thought of her impending death. 

In his figure’s dynamic physiognomy, Michelangelo re-
calls a very specific moment in the narrative of Cleopatra’s 
life and death, one that has a long history of representation 
in both text and image. The moment before Cleopatra’s 
death stands as a pivotal, yet ultimately ambiguous, instant 
in her story. As this paper will show, the ancient authors of 
Cleopatra’s account struggled to define Cleopatra’s moral 
character. Indeed, the perception, which persists today, of 
Cleopatra as a seductive beauty is nothing more than a con-
struct of the exotic fallen woman, a representation initiated 
by the exaggerated moralizing of medieval authors including 
Boccaccio and Dante.6 This paper suggests that Michelan-
gelo’s Cleopatra breaks from the popular sexualized tradition 
of depicting Cleopatra and consciously recalls the ancient 
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members of the Julio-Claudian dynasty also added themselves to the 
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pointed statement about his own moral and political superiority. 

10 Horace, Odes and Epodes, trans. Niall Rudd (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004); and Plutarch, Lives IX Demetrius and Antony, 
trans. C.B.R. Pelling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).

11 A great deal of literature treats the political motivations behind both 
Horace and Plutarch’s accounts of Cleopatra. For a general discus-
sion of Horace’s role in the foundation of the Roman Empire see V.G. 
Kiernan, Horace: Poetics and Politics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
1999). For Horace’s account of Cleopatra as both a heroine and a 
monster see J.V. Luce, “Cleopatra as Fatale Monstrum (Horace, Carm. 
1. 37. 21),” Classical Quarterly 13 (1963): 251-257. Luce argues that 
Horace’s term fatale monstrum carries the weight of representing 
Cleopatra as both a formidable opponent whom Octavian mythically 
conquered at the Battle of Actium and a morally deviant person. For 
a discussion of Plutarch’s account of Cleopatra see Robert A. Gurval, 
“Dying like a Queen: The Story of Cleopatra and the Asp in Antiquity,” 
in Cleopatra: A Sphinx Revisited, ed. Margaret M. Miles (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011), 54-78.

12 Horace, Odes and Epodes, 261.
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accounts of Horace and Plutarch, as well as a celebrated 
ancient statue at the Vatican believed to depict Cleopatra. 
Michelangelo ultimately worked to authenticate his figure 
as the true Cleopatra, the Cleopatra of the ancients, who 
represents a political figure of the ancient Roman Republic. 

Cleopatra VII Philopator of Egypt was first and foremost a 
powerful political agent in antiquity. She was the last Pharaoh 
to rule Egypt and was considered by her subjects a reincarna-
tion of the goddess Isis. Her unfettered ambition and power 
resulted in the fall of the Republic of Rome. It is important 
to recall here, briefly, the demise of the Roman Republic. 
Almost immediately after the murder of Julius Caesar in 44 
BCE, Octavian (Caesar’s nineteen-year-old grand-nephew 
and adopted son) and Marc Antony began to grapple for 
control of Rome. Although they formed two parts of the 
“Second Triumvirate” for a period of ten years from 43 to 33 
BCE, their relationship was consistently strained. Antony’s 
abandonment of Octavia, his wife and Octavian’s sister, for 
Cleopatra fractured an already tenuous peace between the 
two men. In 33 BCE Octavian declared war, not against 
Antony, but against Cleopatra.7 

Following the declaration of war, Antony and Cleopatra 
fled with their naval fleets to the western coast of Greece. In 
early 31 BCE Octavian attacked the joint forces of Cleopatra 
and Antony at Actium. Generally seen as the decisive victory 
for Octavian and Rome, the Battle of Actium left Antony and 
Cleopatra’s forces severely weakened. The lovers escaped 
to Egypt with only a quarter of their fleet. In late August of 
30 BCE, Antony and Cleopatra lost the Battle of Alexandria, 
and the war, to the army of Octavian.8 Following this final 
defeat, Antony and Cleopatra both committed suicide rather 
than be captured by Octavian. 

Upon the deaths of Antony and Cleopatra, Octavian re-
turned to Rome in triumph. Over the ensuing years, Octavian 
assumed greater and greater power in the city. By 27 BCE 
Octavian had skillfully diminished the power of the Senate 
to an administrative role while granting himself a new “impe-
rial” court. That same year, the Senate granted Octavian the 
honorific title of Augustus, the majestic one. Octavian’s new 

title and his subsequent consolidation of power were made 
possible only by his defeat of Antony and Cleopatra, a fact 
he never forgot. He consistently utilized Egyptian imagery 
in his commissions to cement his moral and military victory 
and even had the Senate declare the province his personal 
domain in 27 BCE.9 For these reasons, Cleopatra’s death 
may be considered a mark of the end of the Republic and 
the beginning of the Roman Empire. Although this idea is 
often overlooked in later narratives regarding Cleopatra’s life, 
the early chroniclers of Rome’s history did not ignore her 
political significance for the history of the Roman Empire. 

The most complete sources on the life of Cleopatra 
known during Michelangelo’s lifetime were Horace’s Ode 
1.37 of c. 23 BCE and Plutarch’s Parallel Life of Antony of 
c. 75 CE.10 Although writing almost a century apart and in 
completely different political climates, both Horace and 
Plutarch struggled with the conflicting characteristics of the 
defeated queen. On the one hand, her greed and lust for 
power were undeniable, but on the other, her decision to 
take her own life rather than be taken captive by the forces 
of Octavian was courageous.11 Of Cleopatra’s suicide Horace 
writes, with a note of admiration, “She had the strength of 
mind to gaze on her ruined palace with a calm countenance, 
and the courage to handle the sharp-toothed serpents…She 
would not be stripped of her royalty and conveyed to face 
a jeering triumph: no humble woman she.”12 

Cleopatra knew well the tradition of the Triumph from 
her time spent in Rome with Julius Caesar in 44 and 46 BCE. 
She knew that upon the victor’s return to the city, his captives 
and booty would be marched through the city to the top of 
the Capitoline Hill. In taking her own life, Cleopatra denied 
Octavian the glory of displaying the victim of his conquest. 
According to both Plutarch and Horace, Octavian was so en-
raged upon hearing news of Cleopatra’s suicide that he called 
for one of the psylli—men who would suck venom from a 
snake wound—to rouse her.13 When their efforts failed, he 
ordered a statue of the dead queen be made in order to 
display her effigy in his Triumph. There are no records of 
what this statue looked like, but we do know the effigy of 
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17 For a discussion of the political implications of the statue ensemble 
at the Vatican Belvedere Courtyard see Hans H. Brummer, “On the 
Julian Program of the Cortile delle Statue in the Vatican Belvedere,” in 
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des internationalen Kongresses zu Ehren von Richard Krautheimer, 
Rom, 21-23 Oktober 1992, ed. Bernard Andreae, Carlo Pietrangeli, 
and Matthias Winner (Mainz: Philipp von zabern, 1988), 67-76.
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to create his own interpretation of classical material. Indeed, Michel-
angelo’s utilization of the Vatican Ariadne must be seen as a quotation 
of a recognizable antique sculpture now reinterpreted to convey a 
novel narrative. For a discussion of Michelangelo’s appropriation of 
the antique see Lisa Koch, “Michelangelo’s Bacchus and the Art of 
Self-Formation,” Art History 29 (2006): 345-386.

14 Gurval, “Dying like a Queen,” 64. Plutarch was the first to describe 
Cleopatra’s decision to adorn herself in royal regalia and diadem and 
lay down on a couch before she took her own life: see Plutarch, Lives 
IX, 333.

15 Francis Haskell and Nicholas Penny, Taste and the Antique: The Lure of 
Classical Sculpture, 1500-1900 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1981), 184. Julius purchased the statue from the Roman Angelo Maffei 
for a great sum of money. Though the exact amount is unknown, it 
is said that the statue was still being paid off during the pontificate of 
Paul III (1534-49). For the discovery of the statue see W. Amelung, Die 
Skulpturen des vaticanischen Museums (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1903), 
1:636n414. 

16 Mary Hamer, “The Myth of Cleopatra since the Renaissance,” in 
Cleopatra of Egypt: From History to Myth, ed. Susan Walker and Peter 
Higgs (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 304.

the queen was positioned as if she were lying on a couch in 
keeping with the idea owed to Plutarch that Cleopatra had 
positioned herself upon a luxurious bed before she allowed 
the snakes to bite her arms.14

Horace and Plutarch’s presentations of Cleopatra are 
undeniably ambiguous. Neither author it would seem could 
definitively label the ancient queen as good or bad. For these 
ancient authors, Cleopatra’s suicide, the razor-thin moment 
of time when she took her own life, garnered her praise and 
some degree of redemption from her previous amorality. 
This paper asserts that it is this ambiguous moment that 
Michelangelo captures in his own depiction of Cleopatra. 
Michelangelo’s Cleopatra exists in the liminal space between 
life and death, victory and defeat, condemnation and praise. 
She is neither hysterical nor terrified, sexualized heathen nor 
enslaved captive. Instead, she is dignified and conscious of 
her own decision as she willingly submits to the asp. 

Cleopatra’s political significance was not lost during the 
Renaissance; it was resurrected in at least one notable case. 
In 1512 Pope Julius II purchased a late Hellenistic statue of 
what was believed to be a dying Cleopatra and installed it 
in the Vatican Belvedere statue court (Figure 2).15 Although 
it was identified as a Sleeping Ariadne in the eighteenth 
century, Renaissance viewers assumed the statue to represent 
Cleopatra primarily because of a snake bracelet wrapped 
around her upper arm.16 It is quite possible that the statue 
was believed to be a representation of Cleopatra because 
a figure of a recumbent woman displayed on a couch also 
resonated with the ancient accounts regarding Octavian’s 
effigy of the defeated Cleopatra. What is essential here is 
that the entire Julian program at the Belvedere courtyard, 
which included the Cleopatra, the Laocoön and the Apollo 
Belvedere, worked to promote Julius as the new Augustus 
and moreover, the pope as the continuation of the Roman 
Emperors.17 A reference to the effigy of Cleopatra paraded at 
the defeat of the Republic is thus a tempting and appropriate 
image for Julius’ collection. Like the first Augustus before him, 
Julius was to consolidate power in the city of Rome and rule 
as the rightful heir to imperial prestige. 

Michelangelo would have been intimately familiar with 
the Ariadne since he was in close proximity to the statue 

during his painting of the Sistine Ceiling at the Vatican from 
1508 to 1512. Notwithstanding obvious differences between 
the full body of the sculpture and the bust-length depiction, it 
may be said that the Vatican Ariadne served as a figural source 
for Michelangelo’s own Cleopatra. First, the Cleopatra and 
the Ariadne share a subtlety of expression in their tilted faces 
that points to a similar psychological state. Second, and more 
importantly, this paper suggests that there is a formal parallel 
in the dramatic contortions of the necks of both figures. Both 
artists here sacrifice logical anatomy in order to present a 
perfect serpentine line.18 The only difference is this: Michel-
angelo’s Cleopatra is not asleep, she is not dead, and most 
importantly, she is not lying recumbent to be part of a victory 
parade. Rather, Michelangelo’s Cleopatra is the conscious 
queen in control of her own destiny, refusing to be taken 
captive. In his drawing Michelangelo utilized the antique 
visual source of Cleopatra at the Belvedere, but subverted 
its imperial function by alluding to the ancient accounts 
that praise Cleopatra as a heroine in her final moments.

The question that remains is why Michelangelo would 
give Cavalieri an image of Cleopatra that seems to refer to 
the ambiguous accounts of ancient authors. The answer to 
this question lies in a consideration of Michelangelo and 
Cavalieri’s shared belief in the ideals of the ancient Roman 
Republic. This paper suggests that Michelangelo’s projects 
for the First and Second Florentine Republic, coupled with 
Cavalieri’s career in the civic government of Rome, provide 
the appropriate context in which to understand the meaning 
of the Cleopatra. 

Michelangelo’s political beliefs have been the subject 
of much scholarship. The most convincing examples of his 
commitment to republican rule are his decisions to twice 
align himself with the Republic of Florence despite the threat 
of retribution from the overthrown, but still powerful, Medici 
family. The David of 1501-4 and The Battle of Cascina of 
1506 are evidence of Michelangelo’s support of the First Re-
public, while his role as Governor and Procurator General of 
Florence’s fortifications from 6 April 1529 until August 1530 
make clear his devotion to the Second (and final) Republic. 
Furthermore, some scholars have proposed that the Leda of 
1530 and the bust of Brutus from the late 1530s are other 
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aesthetic desires: see Charles de Tolnay, “Michelangelo, Studies, II: 
Michelangelo’s Projects for the Fortifications of Florence in 1529,” 
Art Bulletin 22 (1940): 130-137. Wallace argues that the drawings 
are evidentiary of Michelangelo’s experiments in formal design 
techniques, his dedication to finding practical and strategic defense 
strategies, and his desire to prove his credentials to the civic officials 
who employed him. Wallace argues that Michelangelo’s fortification 
designs were primarily intended to secure a commission from the 
government. They were meant to be visual aids to Michelangelo’s 
proposed defense strategies. When Michelangelo was eventually ap-
pointed Governor General of the fortifications, there was no time to 
construct such elaborate designs and thus the artist simplified them. 
Ultimately, Michelangelo did oversee the erection of the simplified 
fortifications during the summer of 1529. 

 For the Brutus as a symbol of classical republicanism see Gordon, “Cult 
of Brutus,” 281-296.

20 For example, in a letter dated October of 1512, Michelangelo, 
obviously distressed, writes to his father about his concern over his 
connections with anti-Medicean proponents in Rome. He writes, “I 
learn that it is said in Florence that I have spoken against the Medici…I 
have never said anything against them except what is said generally by 
everybody…I want Buonarroto [Ludovico, Michelangelo’s brother] to 

see if he can find out on the quiet whence the fellow had it that I had 
spoken against the Medici, in order to see if I can find out where it 
came from, so that, if it came from any of my acquaintances, I can be 
on my guard.” Carteggio, 1:139; and Ramsden, Letters of Michelangelo, 
1:81-82. There are many more examples of Michelangelo’s anxiety 
over the effects his political opinions had on his family. For a further 
discussion of Michelangelo’s consciously hidden political messages see 
Wallace, “Michelangelo’s Finished Drawings,” 131-176; and Maria 
Ruvoldt, “Michelangelo’s Slaves and the Gift of Liberty,” Renaissance 
Quarterly 65 (2012): 1029-1059.

21 See Frommel, Michelangelo und Tommaso dei Cavalieri, 76-79. 
Cavalieri’s career in civic government officially began in 1535 when 
he was elected caporione of San Eustachio. Over the course of his 
illustrious career, Cavalieri rose through the ranks of public officials 
to be elected conservatore twice, first in 1564 and again in 1571.

22 Emmanuel Rodocanachi, The Roman Capitol in Ancient and Modern 
Times (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1906), 123n2. In the last quarter of 
the fifteenth century, the Communal Council of Rome became more 
organized and took on a more distinct role in the government of Rome. 
Composed of more than fifty magistrates, the Communal Council held 
great authority in the city. The Council was primarily responsible for 
edileship, that is, the maintenance of public buildings, as well as the 
regulation of public events/festivals (the term edileship is derived from 
the office of Aedile, which had been an official government office 
during the ancient Roman Republic). The Communal Council also 
oversaw all questions of municipal finances. According to Rodoca-
nachi, the Communal Council of Rome was so powerful that it often 
went toe-to-toe with papal authority—most notably with Sixtus V. The 
Conservators were elected from, and presided over, the Communal 
Council. 

23 For Michelangelo’s designs for the Campidoglio see James Ackerman, 
The Architecture of Michelangelo (New York: Viking Press, 1966), 54-
74; Giulio Carlo Argan and Bruno Contardi, Michelangelo Architect 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1993), 252-264; and Charles Burroughs, 
“Michelangelo at the Campidoglio: Artistic Identity, Patronage and 
Manufacture,” Artibus et Historiae 14 (1993): 85-111.

24 Burroughs, “Michelangelo at the Campidoglio,” 91. 

examples of Michelangelo’s controversial political beliefs.19 
It is important to note here that in his works, Michelangelo 
was often obliged to hide his messages of solidarity with the 
republican cause. Due to his conflicted relationship with the 
Medici family, Michelangelo constantly negotiated his own 
political opinions for the safety of his family in Florence.20 
In contrast, Cavalieri’s role in the civic government of Rome 
is far easier to access.  

When Cavalieri met Michelangelo in 1532, his civic ca-
reer was already well underway. During his long life Cavalieri 
served in multiple positions in the government of Rome. He 
started his career as a local official and rose rapidly through 
the ranks of government office to be elected in 1564 to the 
most powerful civic position in Rome, that of Conserva-
tor.21 The conservator council of Rome was made up of 
three elected officials (each serving a three-month term), 
who served together as the head of the Communal Council 
of Rome.22 In short, the role of Conservator was second in 
power only to the pope.

Two projects suggesting Cavalieri’s republican sentiments 
mark his role in the government of Rome and are related 

to Michelangelo’s plans for the restoration of the Capitoline 
Hill (Figure 3). The first is Cavalieri’s appointment, in 1548, 
as one of the Deputati speciali alla fabbrica del Campidoglio 
(Special Deputies to the Design of the Capitol). Cavalieri 
spent most of his career, from 1548 to 1564, involved in 
the renovation of the Capitoline Hill. The project began 
sometime in the late 1530s when Michelangelo began ex-
ecuting preliminary drawings. Construction began in 1561 
but was not fully complete until well into the seventeenth 
century.23 The project was a constant reminder to both men, 
and indeed to the city of Rome at large, of the city’s ancient 
republican government. In a city controlled by papal author-
ity, the revitalization of the civic center of Rome signified 
the strengthening of the municipal government. As Charles 
Burroughs has noted, from the beginning, Michelangelo’s 
designs for the Capitoline Hill were saturated with profound 
civic and republican ideals.24 

A second example of Cavalieri’s republican self-iden-
tification may be seen in his role in the display of the Fasti 
Consulares in the courtyard of the Capitoline Palace (Figure 
4). In 1546, workers excavating the Roman Forum to obtain 
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25 Argan and Contardi, Michelangelo Architect, 257; and David E. 
Karmon, “Michelangelo’s ‘Minimalism’ in the Design of Santa Maria 
degli Angeli,” Annali di architettura 20 (2008): 147 and 152n47. On 
the discovery see Rodolfo Amedeo Lanciani, New Tales of Old Rome 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1901), 66-71. The remains found in 1546 
were copies of the original tablets that had been created to adorn a 
triumphal arch to honor Augustus in 29 CE. Lanciani records that after 
the Fasti had been discovered, Alessandro Farnese had them removed 
from the Forum and moved to his own palace. In 1548, Farnese gifted 
the tablets of the Fasti Consulare to the people of Rome. The frag-
ments were then moved from the Farnese Palace to the Capitoline 
Hill where they were installed in the courtyard of the Conservators’ 

building stones for St. Peter’s unearthed fragments of ancient 
tablets known as the Fasti Consulares and the Fasti Trium-
phales.25 In antiquity, the Fasti were calendars of official and 
religious events. More importantly, they were also records of 
the civic officials of Republican Rome.26 Thus, in the context 
of sixteenth-century Rome, the Fasti were potent relics of 
the Republic. Arguably, the display of the Fasti at the Capi-
toline Hill was a conscious recollection and celebration of 
the contemporary magistrates’ esteemed ancient forebears. 

As was the case in the design of the Capitoline Hill, Mi-
chelangelo and Cavalieri worked together to appropriately 
honor the Fasti as physical remains of the Roman Republic. 
When the fragments of the Fasti Consulares were given to the 
people of Rome in 1548, the Communal Council immedi-
ately appointed a committee to determine the most suitable 
way to display them; Cavalieri was one of only six men com-
prising that select committee.27 Shortly after the committee 
had been determined, Michelangelo was commissioned 
to design the display.28 In both the renovation of the Capi-
toline Hill and the display of the Fasti at the Palace of the 

Conservators, Michelangelo and Cavalieri worked to restore 
the ancient seat of the Roman Republic to its former glory.

In light of Michelangelo and Cavalieri’s shared venera-
tion of republican ideals, this paper suggests that the image 
of Cleopatra’s suicide is ultimately a reference to the grievous 
fall of the Roman Republic. Michelangelo’s drawing perfectly 
captures the ambiguity of the moment of Cleopatra’s death 
as recorded by both Horace and Plutarch: Cleopatra has al-
lowed the snake to deliver its bite, but the poison has not yet 
taken its toll. In his drawing Michelangelo gives Cavalieri the 
very moment that Cleopatra denied Octavian his triumph, 
and in so doing, proved her nobility and courage. Weaving 
together the ancient accounts of Cleopatra’s suicide and the 
political context of Michelangelo and Cavalieri’s relationship 
in sixteenth-century Rome, this argument confirms that Mi-
chelangelo’s choice of narrative moment in the Cleopatra 
functioned as a symbol of republican fortitude in the face 
of tyrannical forces.

Florida State University

Palace. Later, in 1586, the fragments were moved again to the Sala 
della Lupa inside the Conservators’ Palace. These fragments are often 
referred to as the Fasti Capitolini in order to distinguish them from 
other discovered Fasti remains. 

26 Argan and Contardi, Michelangelo Architect, 255. Incised on the stones 
were lists of consuls and other Roman magistrates.

27 Lanciani, New Tales, 71.

28 Argan and Contardi, Michelangelo Architect, 257.
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Figure 1. Michelangelo Buonarroti, Cleopatra (recto), c. 1533, black chalk on paper, 22.5 x 17 cm. Fondazione Casa Buonarroti, Florence, inv. no. 2. 
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Figure 2. Sleeping Ariadne, Late Hellenistic Period. Vatican Collections, Rome. Photo credit: WKnight94.
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[above] Figure 3. Etienne Dupérac, after Michelangelo Buonarroti, Design 
for the Capitol Square in Rome, Italy, 1569, etching. Graphische Sammlung 
Albertina, Vienna.

[right] Figure 4. Portion of the Fasti Capitolini, discovered in 1546, installed in 
the courtyard of the Conservator’s Palace in 1548. Musei Capitolini, Rome.





 This paper originated in a seminar conducted by Dr. Sarah Blake 
McHam at Rutgers University. I am grateful to Dr. McHam for her com-
ments and to my fellow graduate students for their valuable feedback. 
I am also indebted to the editors of Athanor, whose recommendations 
significantly improved the final manuscript.

1 Joanna Woods-Marsden has observed that Sofonisba depicts herself 
“in atto di dipingere.” She argues that as a noblewoman Sofonisba 
was able to emphasize her manual dexterity without the “stigma of 
manual labor” because the terms “noble” and “manual” were simply 
incongruent in the sixteenth century, and she characterizes the painting 
as a “self-likeness as a craftswoman.” Although I hope to show that 
the painting is more complex than this, presenting Sofonisba as an 
artist of both skill and intellect, I should acknowledge the influence of 
Woods-Marsden’s work on this paper. See Joanna Woods-Marsden, 
Renaissance Self-Portraiture: The Visual Construction of Identity and 
the Social Status of the Artist (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1998), 204-10 and 234.

2 Scholars attribute the first self-portrait at the easel to Catharina van 
Hemessen in 1548 and generally recognize the figure of Saint Luke 
in Rogier van der Weyden’s Saint Luke Drawing the Virgin (c. 1435; 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston) as a self-portrait, making it the first 
self-portrait showing the artist in the act of depicting the Madonna 
and Child. Sofonisba was the first to combine the two motifs. Her 
relationship to the precedents is discussed below.

3 The two known copies are Self-Portrait at the Easel (c. 1554; private 
collection, Italy) and Self-Portrait at the Easel (late 1550s; Federico 
zeri Collection, Mentana). The version now in a private collection in 
Italy is attributed to Sofonisba. Bernard Berenson and Flavio Caroli 
accepted the version in the zeri Collection as a replica, but Rossana 
Sacchi has convincingly argued that it is a derivation by another artist 
after Sofonisba. The close replication of the subject strongly suggests 
that Sofonisba and the circle around her utilized the paintings as 
court gifts and that the subject was met with approval, for there was 
sufficient demand for at least three versions. See Bernard Berenson, 
Italian Pictures of the Renaissance: A List of the Principal Artists and 
Their Works with an Index of Places; Central Italian and North Italian 
Schools (London: Phaidon, 1968), 1:13-14; Flavio Caroli, Sofonisba 
Anguissola e le sue sorelle (Milan: A. Mondadori, 1987), 106-7; and 
Gianna Lonza, Maurizio Cossu, and Donato Scala, eds., Sofonisba 
Anguissola e le sue sorelle, exh. cat. (Rome: Leonardo Arte, 1994), 
198 and 200.

Performing for the Court: Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-Portraits 
at the Easel as Court Gifts

Kira Maye

Sofonisba Anguissola (c. 1535-1625), the first woman to 
enjoy professional success as a painter in the Renaissance, 
shows herself “in the act of painting” in Self-Portrait at the 
Easel (Figure 1).1 Wearing plain clothes of black and brown, 
she stands before her easel. She holds a maulstick in her left 
hand and her brush in her right, steadying it with the maul-
stick. A palette, knife, and other instruments sit on the edge 
of her easel, and she prepares to add the next brushstroke to 
the canvas. However, she pauses, turns, and looks out at the 
viewer, as if interrupted at her work. Her gaze is assured and 
poised. Perhaps the interruption is neither unwelcome nor 
unexpected. Momentarily distracted, she keeps her brush in 
position, ready to resume work on the image of the Madonna 
and Child on her easel. Surprisingly, the fictive easel painting 
displays a style quite distinct from the naturalistic manner 
of her self-portrait. Sofonisba has elongated the figures and 
gracefully posed them before a monumental structure and 
a golden landscape. Having positioned the nude Christ at 
his mother’s side, she has shown the Virgin tenderly, almost 
sensually, holding his head in her hands and lifting his face 
to her own for a kiss. The intimacy of the gesture is highly 
unusual in representations of the Madonna and Child, but 
so too is the painting in which it appears. Before Sofonisba, 
no other Italian artist had pictured him- or herself working at 

the easel on a devotional image.2 Rarely had artists painted 
images within their paintings with a style so dissimilar to their 
own, and few women of the sixteenth century had hazarded 
such a candid gaze or bold display of their abilities before 
the viewer.

Noting the unusual iconographic and stylistic features of 
Self-Portrait at the Easel and the two known copies after it, 
this paper argues that the artist utilized her self-portraits as 
court gifts, fashioning an image of herself as the ideal court 
painter.3 Documenting the artist’s self-promotion through 
the exchange of letters and works of art in the 1550s, the 
paper demonstrates Sofonisba’s ties to prominent Manner-
ist artists such as Francesco Salviati (c. 1510-63) and Giulio 
Clovio (1498-1578) and argues that through the exchange 
she became acquainted with the court style of Manner-
ism and earned a reputation for invenzione, or invention. 
The discussion then examines the likely prototypes for her 
self-portraits in order to assert that the artist combined 
and modified her precedents to create novel images that 
advertised her artistic skill and invenzione to prospective 
patrons. Finally, employing Stephen Greenblatt’s theory of 
self-fashioning to elucidate the description of the ideal court 
lady in Il cortegiano by Baldassare Castiglione (1478-1592), 
this paper offers an interpretation of Sofonisba’s self-portraits 
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4 See Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to 
Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); and Balde-
sare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier: The Singleton Translation; 
An Authoritative Text Criticism, ed. Daniel Javitch (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 2005). For the application of the theory of self-fashioning 
to Renaissance art history, see especially Stephen J. Campbell, ed., 
Artists at Court: Image-Making and Identity, 1300-1550 (Boston: Isa-
bella Stewart Gardner Museum, 2004); Mary Rogers, ed., Fashioning 
Identities in Renaissance Art (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2000); and 
Woods-Marsden, Renaissance Self-Portraiture.

5 The exact date of Sofonisba’s birth is unknown. Scholars place it around 
1535, shortly after the marriage of her parents, Amilcare Anguissola 
and Bianca Ponzoni. Sofonisba was the eldest of seven children, includ-
ing five sisters and one brother. Her father was likely motivated by his 
inability to dower so many daughters and by the more liberal attitude 
toward the education of women in the sixteenth century when he 
arranged to have his eldest daughters, Sofonisba and Elena, receive 
drawing and painting lessons from Campi. Knowledge of painting was 
among the talents of the ideal court lady. Thus, by encouraging his 
daughters to learn how to paint, Amilcare was following the century’s 
prescriptions for the education of women and also positioning them 
for future court appointments, for the patronage of a court could 
provide sufficient income for the entire family and resolve the issue 
of an insufficient dowry. In 1546, Sofonisba and her sister’s informal 
lessons were expanded into a full apprenticeship, and after Campi 
left for Milan in 1549, the sisters continued their training with Gatti. 
For the artist’s training, see Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ più eccellenti 
pittori, scultori ed architettori, ed. Gaetano Milanesi (Florence: G.C. 
Sansoni, 1906), 6:498-502; Alessandro Lamo, Discorso intorno alla 
scoltura et pittura (Cremona, 1584), quoted in Rossana Sacchi, ed., 
“Fonti e stampa e letterarie, 1550-1625,” in Lonza, Cossu, and Scala, 
Sofonisba Anguissola (see note 3), 406-8; Sylvia Ferino-Pagden, “Sofo-
nisba Anguissola: The First Woman Painter,” in Sofonisba Anguissola: 
Renaissance Woman, by Sylvia Ferino-Pagden and Maria Kusche, exh. 

cat. (Washington, DC: National Museum of Women in the Arts, 1995), 
10-11; and Caroline P. Murphy, “The Economics of the Woman Artist,” 
in Italian Women Artists: From Renaissance to Baroque, ed. Elizabeth 
S.G. Nicholson et al., exh. cat. (Milan: Skira, 2007), 25.

6 In addition to the more lucrative opportunities available at court, the 
decision to pursue court patronage was most likely motivated by the 
limitations placed on Sofonisba as a member of the nobility. Male 
or female, it would have been inappropriate for a noble to work on 
commission. Thus, father and daughter worked to gain court patronage 
through gift-giving. However, as the visual evidence of her self-portraits 
at the easel suggests, her noble status did not require that she veil her 
claims to artistic skill with assertions of her nobility or womanly virtue, a 
common assertion which I aim to refute here. See Whitney Chadwick, 
Women, Art, and Society, 3rd ed. (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2002), 
79-85; Valerio Guazzoni, “Donna, pittrice, e gentildonna: La nascita di 
un mito femminile del Cinquecento,” in Lonza, Cossu, and Scala, So-
fonisba Anguissola (see note 3), 64-65; and Murphy, “Economics,” 25.

7 Lamo transcribes the letter in his Discorso. See Lamo, Discorso, 408.

8 Rossana Sacchi, ed., “Regesto dei documenti,” in Lonza, Cossu, and 
Scala, Sofonisba Anguissola (see note 3), 364.

9 Chiara Tellini Perina, “Documenti inediti riguardanti Sofonisba An-
guissola,” Paragone 509-11 (1992): 97-98.

10 Sacchi, “Regesto dei documenti,” 364-65.

11 Ibid., 370.

12 For Sofonisba’s drawing, see Andrea Bayer, ed., Painters of Reality: 
The Legacy of Leonardo and Caravaggio in Lombardy, exh. cat. (New 
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2004), 199; and Lonza, Cossu, 
and Scala, Sofonisba Anguissola, 274.

as self-conscious performances of her chosen identity as a 
court painter capable of working in the court style of Man-
nerism as in the fictive easel pictures in her self-portraits.4 

Born into a noble family in Cremona around 1535, 
Sofonisba trained as a painter with Bernardino Campi (1522-
91) and later Bernardino Gatti (c. 1495-1575).5 A series of 
letters from the 1550s demonstrates that the artist and her 
father, Amilcare, began to circulate samples of her paintings 
and drawings as court gifts immediately after the conclusion 
of her apprenticeship in an effort to obtain a court posi-
tion for the talented young artist.6 A letter from the painter 
Francesco Salviati, whose work this paper argues influenced 
the conception of her self-portraits, indicates that works 
by Sofonisba were already circulating in Rome in 1554.7 
In 1556, Amilcare wrote to the duke of Ferrara, sending a 
self-portrait by Sofonisba as a gift to the duke’s daughter 
and reminding the duke of two portraits that he had already 
sent to the court some years before.8 Later that same year 
and again in the spring of 1557, he wrote to the duchess of 
Mantua. He thanked the duchess for her recent kindness to 
Sofonisba and her sister Elena, who had become a nun in 
the Dominican monastery of San Vincenzo in Mantua, and 
he sent a small picture to the duchess, asking her to kindly 
convey it to Eleonora Gonzaga (1493-1570), the Duchess 
of Urbino. Sofonisba, Amilcare explained, had promised 
it to the duchess during the artist’s recent trip to Mantua.9 
Together, these letters indicate how quickly and widely father 

and daughter circulated her work in an effort to attract the 
favor of a court.

They also worked to gain the support of artists who 
were in a position to promote her career at court. In 1557 
and 1558, Amilcare wrote to Michelangelo (1475-1564), 
the most influential artist of the day. He asked the artist 
to send one of his own drawings so that Sofonisba might 
faithfully finish it and return it, and later he wrote to thank 
Michelangelo for his praise of one of Sofonisba’s paintings, 
word of which had reached Cremona.10 Although no court 
appointment came from the interaction, the connection to 
Michelangelo was invaluable. A letter from the artist’s friend 
Tommaso dei Cavalieri (1509-87) to Cosimo I de’ Medici 
(1519-74) illustrates that the alliance brought Sofonisba’s 
work to the attention of new and influential audiences and 
promoted her reputation among the cultural elite.11 

With his letter to the duke of Florence, Cavalieri sent 
a drawing of Cleopatra by Michelangelo and Boy Bitten by 
a Crayfish by Sofonisba (Figure 2).12 He related how Mi-
chelangelo, having seen a drawing of a youth laughing by 
Sofonisba, challenged her to try the more difficult subject 
of a putto crying. She responded by sending Boy Bitten by 
a Crayfish. Sending the drawing to the duke some years 
later, Cavalieri declared it to be not only beautiful but also 
inventive, and thus he recommended the artist to the duke 
in no uncertain terms. By crediting her with the conquest 
of a difficult subject, he implied that she exemplified virtù, 
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13 Sacchi, “Regesto dei documenti,” 364-65.

14 Frederika H. Jacobs discusses the gendering of creative powers in 
the Renaissance and notes that Sofonisba was the only woman artist 
credited with invenzione by her male contemporaries. See Frederika 
H. Jacobs, Defining the Renaissance ‘Virtuosa’: Women Artists and the 
Language of Art History and Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1997), 51-59; and Frederika H. Jacobs, “Woman’s Capacity 
to Create: The Unusual Case of Sofonisba Anguissola,” Renaissance 
Quarterly 47 (1994): 74-101.

15 Tellini Perina, “Documenti inediti,” 97-98.

16 Maria Kusche suggests that they met in Parma. Other scholars simply 
note that they were traveling and working in the same region in the 
period. See Maria Kusche, “Sofoniba Anguissola: Her Life and Work,” 
in Ferino-Pagden and Kusche, Sofonisba Anguissola (see note 5), 46; 
Mina Gregori, ed., I Campi e la cultura artistica cremonese del Cin-
quecento, exh. cat. (Milan: Electa, 1985), 174; Caroli, Sofonisba An-
guissola, 112; and Lonza, Cossu, and Scala, Sofonisba Anguissola, 194.

17 John William Bradley summarizes the items in the inventory. See John 
William Bradley, The Life and Works of Giorgio Giulio Clovio: Miniatur-
ist, 1495-1578, with Notices of His Contemporaries and of the Art of 
Book Decoration in the Sixteenth Century (Amsterdam: G.W. Hissink, 
1971), 375.

18 See Patrizia Costa, “Sofonisba Anguissola’s Self-portrait in the Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts,” Arte Lombarda 125 (1999): 54-62.

19 See Berenson, Italian Pictures, 1:14 and 3:plate 1970; Gregori, I 
Campi, 174; Caroli, Sofonisba Anguissola, 112; Maria Kusche, “Sofo-
nisba Anguissola en España: Retratista en la Corte de Felipe II junto a 
Alonso Sánchez Coello y Jorge de la Rua,” Archivo Española de Arte 
248 (1989): 395; Illya Sandra Perlingieri, Sofonisba Anguissola: The 

First Great Woman Artist of the Renaissance (New York: Rizzoli, 1992), 
40; and Lonza, Cossu, and Scala, Sofonisba Anguissola, 194.

20 Clovio and Salviati both worked for the Farnese around 1540, and 
Clovio’s Farnese Hours and Salviati’s Alexander the Great tapestry 
designs display striking similarities, which Clare Robertson attributes 
to Salviati’s influence on Clovio. Clovio is also known to have copied 
the works of Michelangelo, Raphael, and Parmigianino in drawings 
that he kept for study purposes and bequeathed to Farnese at his 
death. See Clare Robertson, ‘Il Gran Cardinale’: Alessandro Farnese, 
Patron of the Arts (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992), 34; 
and Bradley, Giorgio Giulio Clovio, 375.

21 See especially Chadwick, Women, Art, and Society, 77-86; and Cath-
erine King, “Looking a Sight: Sixteenth-Century Portraits of Women 
Artists,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 58 (1995): 386-94. My response 
to their interpretations is influenced by Mary D. Garrard’s charge to 
“reclaim female agency.” See Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, 
introduction to Reclaiming Female Agency: Feminist Art History after 
Postmodernism, ed. Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), 1-25; and Mary D. Garrard, 
“Here’s Looking at Me: Sofonisba Anguissola and the Problem of the 
Woman Artist,” Renaissance Quarterly 47 (1994): 556-622.

22 King, “Looking a Sight,” 386. For a fuller discussion of the painting, 
its prototypes, and its relation to Sofonisba’s paintings, see Marguerite 
Droz-Emmert, Catharina van Hemessen: Malerin der Renaissance 
(Basel: Schwabe, 2004), 49-73 and 80-90.

23 The daughter of a painter, Catharina van Hemessen trained and worked 
in her father’s workshop in the Netherlands until her marriage to the 
musician Chrétien de Morien in 1554. Two years later, the couple 
was invited to the court of Mary of Hungary in Spain. It is unlikely 
that van Hemessen used her paintings as court gifts, for she seems to 
have given up painting when she married and relied on her husband’s

or the ability to overcome difficulty with practice and ease. 
In describing the ingenious subject chosen by the artist, he 
suggested that she possessed invenzione.13 Both were ideal 
qualities to be desired by any artist, but in a century in which 
creative powers were generally denied to women Cavalieri’s 
attribution of them to a woman artist was especially great 
commendation.14 

Evidence also suggests that Sofonisba earned the back-
ing of the miniaturist Giulio Clovio, through whom she likely 
became acquainted with the court style of Mannerism, an 
awareness of which is apparent in the fictive easel paintings 
in her self-portraits. As documented by her father’s letters, 
she was in Mantua in 1556.15 There, or perhaps in an un-
documented trip to Parma, she likely encountered Clovio, 
who was working for the Farnese in Parma and Piacenza at 
the time.16 Although no sources directly link the two artists, 
circumstantial evidence strongly suggests that they were at 
least acquainted with each other’s work. A 1578 inventory of 
Clovio’s belongings records a work by Sofonisba in his pos-
session at the time of his death.17 Sofonisba’s Self-Portrait in 
Miniature now in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, exhibits 
Clovio’s influence in its conception and execution.18 In ad-
dition, scholars have widely accepted a portrait of Clovio to 
be the work of Sofonisba.19 The likely interaction between 
the artists establishes an important link between Sofonisba 
and Mannerist artists such as Francesco Salviati, whose works 
Clovio studied and quoted in his miniatures.20 It was likely 

Clovio who inspired Sofonisba to adopt the elongated forms, 
exceedingly elegant postures, and sweet but sophisticated 
handling of the Mannerist style in the Madonna and Child 
paintings depicted in her self-portraits at the easel. 

When conceiving of her self-portraits, Sofonisba, as a 
woman artist in sixteenth-century Italy, had no direct model 
on which to rely. Instead, she had to draw on sources tan-
gentially related to self-portraiture in order to create, for the 
first time in Italy, an image of the female self at work as a 
painter. To do so, scholars maintain that she likely drew on 
three prototypes: 1) Catharina van Hemessen’s Self-Portrait 
at the Easel from 1548 and now in the Kunstmuseum in Ba-
sel; 2) representations of Saint Luke painting the Madonna 
and Child; and 3) images of female painters from antiquity 
named in Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris. However, this 
paper asserts that she neither slavishly copied her prototypes 
nor used them to veil her claims to artistic ability with refer-
ences to her nobility and womanly virtue, as some would 
argue.21 Instead, she inventively combined and modified 
her precedents to create an image that boldly advertised 
her artistic abilities to potential patrons.

In 1548, Catharina van Hemessen (b. 1528) painted 
what is believed to be the first self-portrait at the easel by an 
artist, male or female (Figure 3).22 It is uncertain if Sofonisba 
was aware of her work. However, it is interesting to note 
how similarly the artists, who would both be invited to the 
Spanish court, represented themselves as painters.23 Still, as 
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Angela Ghirardi, “Lavinia Fontana allo specchio: Pittrici e autoritrat-
to nel secondo Cinquecento,” in Lavinia Fontana, 1552-1614, ed. 
Vera Fortunati, exh. cat. (Milan: Electa, 1994), 40-42; and Gunter 
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in seinem Werk: Internationales Symposium der Bibliotheca Hertziana, 
Rom 1989, ed. Matthias Winner (Weinheim: VCH, 1992), 119-21. 
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(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 230-33.
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24 King, “Looking a Sight,” 386; and De Girolami Cheney et al., Self-
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the painting has also been interpreted as a commentary on contempo-
rary debates as to the origin of painting in drawing. See De Girolami 
Cheney et al., Self-Portraits by Women Painters, 44.

26 One of the earliest surviving depictions of the subject is found in a 
Bolognese manuscript which dates to 1346 and in which the saint is 
shown painting an icon of the Virgin and Child in an illuminated initial. 
However, it was not until the fifteenth century, and then primarily in 
the North, that painters began to insert their self-portraits into images 
of Saint Luke painting the Madonna and Child. The most famous, and 
likely the first, example is Rogier van der Weyden’s Saint Luke Drawing 
the Virgin. Simultaneously, images of the Virgin appearing to the saint 
in his studio, which doubled for the painter and his studio, became 
the preferred mode of representing the subject. In the next century, 
the iconography crossed the Alps, and Italian artists appropriated the 
saint’s imagery in order to elevate the status of painting from craft to 
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is often the case, the differences are perhaps more reveal-
ing than the similarities. In her self-portrait, van Hemessen 
shows herself painting at her easel, as Sofonisba would in the 
next decade. Sitting before an unfinished panel, she holds a 
palette, brushes, and a maulstick in her left hand and lifts her 
painting hand to the canvas, steadying it with the maulstick. 
Like Sofonisba, she turns and looks out of the painting, but 
unlike Sofonisba she does not look at the viewer. Instead, 
the composition implies that she looks into a mirror, for she 
appears to be painting a self-portrait.24 Thus, she ingeniously 
creates a double portrait, depicting herself in the process of 
painting an image of herself.25 It is certainly a clever conceit. 
However, it is less audacious than Sofonisba’s. By avoiding 
direct eye contact with the viewer, van Hemessen maintains 
a decorous distance from her audience. Sofonisba, on the 
other hand, gazes directly out at the viewer without hesita-
tion. Furthermore, Sofonisba considerably altered the mean-
ing of the self-portrait at the easel type by showing herself 
painting not an image of herself, but rather an image of the 
Madonna and Child.

In portraying herself as the painter of a devotional 
image, she may have intended to evoke representations 
of Saint Luke painting the Madonna and Child. Although 
more popular in Northern Europe, images of Saint Luke 
as a painter were not uncommon in Italy.26 The saint acted 
as a surrogate for the painter, and his legend as an allegory 
of the artist’s divine inspiration. Scholars have interpreted 
Sofonisba’s Self-Portrait at the Easel, like representations of 
the saint by male artists (Figure 4), as an image of the artist’s 

ingegno, or creative idea, and by correlation her invenzione.27 
Like her male contemporaries, Sofonisba appropriates the 
saint’s imagery. She shows herself painting the Madonna and 
Child, whose physical appearances, because they cannot be 
found in nature and copied from life, must be inspired by 
something beyond mere perception and visualized by the 
artist through invention.28 In fact, one of her contemporaries, 
Giorgio Vasari (1511-74), praised Sofonisba for her inven-
zione, asserting that she understood not only how to paint 
from nature and after the work of others but also how to 
create rare and beautiful images by herself.29 Looking out at 
the viewer from Self-Portrait at the Easel and displaying her 
inventive talents to him or her, Sofonisba laid claim to the 
mental skills and inspiration that Saint Luke embodied for 
sixteenth-century artists like Vasari.

Sofonisba may also have drawn on the prototypes avail-
able in Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris.30 For Sofonisba’s 
self-portraits, representations of Timarete supplied the most 
transferable model. Timarete was the daughter of a painter. 
Having rejected the tasks normally assigned to women, she 
practiced painting and earned the highest acclaim for a 
painting of Diana made for the Ephesians.31 In the course 
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the pagan painter 
was Christianized. In place of Diana, she began to paint the 
Madonna and Child, and in the process she transformed into 
something akin to a female Saint Luke.32 For example, in an 
early fifteenth-century illuminated manuscript of Boccac-
cio’s text from France, she sits in front of her easel in a well-
equipped studio and paints a small panel of the Madonna 
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33 Ibid.
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and Child (Figure 5). In the background, an assistant grinds 
blue pigments for her to use on the Madonna’s gown, and 
in the foreground, extra brushes and other instruments are 
neatly arranged for her use. It is the image of orderly practice 
and the master craftswoman and also a powerful synthesis 
of the pagan and the Christian, embodying painting from 
antiquity to the contemporary day in the single figure of 
Timarete.33 Taking Timarete as her model with the figure’s 
evocation of Saint Luke, Sofonisba may have conceived of 
her Self-Portrait at the Easel, and her own figure in it, as a 
personification of painting. She represented herself as a 
painter par excellence, displaying her artistic talents and 
inspiration to the viewer and—like the ancient painter—de-
claring herself worthy of fame and recognition.

In order to understand why Sofonisba chose to represent 
herself in this bold manner, one must understand the audi-
ence to whom she addressed her self-portraits. Sending her 
paintings as court gifts, she directed her self-representations 
to a competitive and sophisticated society in which life 
resembled art, and court members were expected to per-
form with style and grace for the pleasure of the court. In Il 
cortegiano, Baldassare Castiglione offers a vivid picture of 
the courts into which the artist hoped to gain entry through 
gift-giving in the 1550s. Most especially, his description of 
the ideal court lady captures the self-conscious performance 
required by the court. Above all else, he desires her to possess 
a “pleasing affability” so that she may “entertain graciously” 
the court and its members.34 In order to be able to engage 
in agreeable conversation, she ought to have knowledge of 
many things, including letters, music, painting, and dancing, 
as well as exercises more fitting for a man like arms, horse-
manship, and hunting.35 However, in all of her actions, she 
must also maintain “a certain mean (difficult to achieve and, 
as it were, composed of contraries).”36 Therefore, she must 
balance amiability with propriety, delicacy with activity, and 
modesty with grace, and thereby maintain an uneasy balance 
of opposites all the while presenting a charming, gracious, 
sophisticated, and decorous image of herself to the court.37

The self-consciousness demanded by this lifestyle gave 
rise to what Stephen Greenblatt terms “self-fashioning,” or 
the idea that human identity could be shaped, molded, or 
crafted through human artifice.38 The result was a greater 
awareness of the self and the belief that it could be modi-
fied. Thus, sixteenth-century courtiers and court ladies 

began to craft artfully designed identities, projecting them 
into the world as unique personalities as manifested in styl-
ized manners and behaviors.39 For the court lady, this meant 
carefully manipulating the conflicting forces operating on 
her and cleverly disguising the struggle to balance them. 
If she managed to conceal the effort while maintaining a 
“pleasing affability,” she would achieve that easy noncha-
lance, or sprezzatura, that was the mark of a true courtier.40 
In essence, she became a performer on the court’s stage, 
acting out her carefully fashioned identity while concealing 
the artifice behind it.

Sofonisba’s self-portraits were an effort to project herself 
into this courtly milieu and to present herself to prospective 
patrons as a desirable court artist. With grace and poise, 
she declared herself to be not simply a noblewoman but 
also an artist, who like her male contemporaries possessed 
invenzione. Furthermore, she presented herself “in the act 
of painting,” performing her art before the viewer’s eyes. 
Although the simple background of her paintings does not 
betray her setting, the implication is that she is in her studio. 
Like Timarete, she is equipped with the instruments of a fully 
furnished studio. And like van Hemessen, she shows herself 
with her hands raised to the canvas, busy at work on her 
painting. Yet unlike both artists, she looks out at the viewer, 
engages his or her eye, and invites him or her to observe an 
artist at work. For Sofonisba, the invitation to watch her at 
work was particularly appropriate because, as Evelyn Welch 
notes, sixteenth-century courts were full of singers, jesters, 
and other “cultural performers” vying for the court’s attention 
and the favors and rewards that would come with it.41 Thus, 
Sofonisba showed herself ready to compete, refashioning her 
image as a painter into that of a performer. With that direct 
and uncompromising gaze, she invited the viewer to watch 
her in the act of painting, which as a prospective patron he 
or she might expect to do one day in her studio.

Finally, the curious image that she portrays on her easel 
merits closer scrutiny for—more than any element of the 
self-portraits—the image advertises her artistic skill and 
invenzione. The artist is known to have produced indepen-
dent religious images only in her maturity, long after she had 
earned a position at the court of Philip II of Spain (1527-98). 
The few examples that survive bear little resemblance to the 
Madonna and Child on her easel and are known to have 
been copied after works by other artists.42 And yet, schol-
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43 For the print, see Paolo Bellini, ed., L’opera incisa di Adamo e Diana 
Scultori (Vicenza: Pozza, 1991), 215-16.

44 For the artist’s years in Spain, see Maria Kusche’s numerous publica-
tions, including: “Sofonisba Anguissola: Her Life and Work,” 49-74; 
“Sofonisba Anguissola al servizio dei rei di Spagna,” in Lonza, Cossu, 

ars have found no prototype for the fictive easel paintings 
in her self-portraits. This paper proposes that the stylized, 
almost sensual representation of the Madonna and Child 
likely derives from a lost drawing or painting by Francesco 
Salviati, recorded in a 1576 engraving by Diana Scultori 
(Figure 6).43 In her self-portraits, Sofonisba worked in two 
distinct manners, the stylized elegance of Mannerism in 
her fictive easel paintings and the more naturalistic manner 
of her self-images. In doing so, she deliberately presented 
herself as the master of various styles, and in particular the 
most popular court style of the period, Mannerism. At a 
time when inventive powers were often denied to women, 
Sofonisba unhesitatingly performed her art and advertised 
her artistic talents to the viewer.

To conclude, it is necessary to consider the success of 
Sofonisba’s performance. In 1559, at the end of a decade in 
which the artist and her father had circulated her drawings 
and paintings as gifts in hopes of attracting court patronage, 
Philip II of Spain requested the artist’s presence at his court 

in Madrid.44 His young bride, Isabel de Valois (1545-68), had 
expressed an interest in learning how to paint, and Philip 
wished that Sofonisba would come to Spain in order to 
serve as lady-in-waiting and painting instructor to the queen. 
Sofonisba accepted the invitation and went on to serve the 
court for thirteen years, earning a degree of fame and rec-
ognition that surpassed many of her male contemporaries 
and marked her as the first professionally successful woman 
artist of the Renaissance. As a noblewoman from a provincial 
city in northern Italy, she could not have hoped to attract 
the attention of such a prominent patron, or to enjoy such 
success, without the promotion of her artistic abilities through 
gift-giving. In this context, a bold mode of self-representation 
was required. Therefore, in her self-portraits at the easel, So-
fonisba unhesitatingly defined herself as a court painter. She 
performed her artistic talents and advertised her invenzione, 
and in this manner earned a place at court.

Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey

and Scala, Sofonisba Anguissola (see note 3), 89-116; “Sofonisba e il 
ritratto di rappresentazione ufficiale nella corte spagnola,” in Lonza, 
Cossu, and Scala, Sofonisba Anguissola, 117-52; “Sofonisba Anguissola 
retratista de la corte española,” Paragone 509-11 (1992): 3-34; and 
“Sofonisba Anguissola en España.”
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Figure 1. Sofonisba Anguissola, Self-Portrait at the Easel, c. 1556, oil on canvas, 66 x 57 cm. Muzeum zamek w Lancucie, Lancut, Poland. Photo credit: 
Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY.
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Figure 2. Sofonisba Anguissola, Boy Bitten by a Crayfish, c. 1554, black chalk and charcoal on brown paper, 33.3 x 38.5 cm. Museo Nazionale di Capo-
dimonte, Naples, Italy. Photo credit: Mondadori Portfolio / Electa / Art Resource, NY.

[facing page, upper left] Figure 3. Catharina van Hemessen, Self-Portrait 
at the Easel, 1548, oil on oak panel, 32 x 25 cm. Kunstmuseum Basel, 
permanent loan from the Prof. J.J. Bachofen-Burckhardt Foundation, 1921. 
Photo credit: Kunstmuseum Basel, Martin P. Bühler.

[facing page, upper right] Figure 4. Raphael (attributed to), Saint Luke Paint-
ing the Madonna in the Presence of Raphael, before 1590, oil on canvas, 
220 x 160 cm. Accademia di S. Luca, Rome, Italy. Photo credit: Scala / 
Art Resource, NY.

[facing page, lower left] Figure 5. Story of Timarete (Thamar), from De Claris 
Mulieribus by Giovanni Boccaccio, early fifteenth century. Paris, Bibliothèque 
Nationale, MS Fr. 12420, f. 86r. Photo credit: Art Resource, NY.

[facing page, lower right] Figure 6. Diana Scultori (after Francesco Salviati), 
Virgin Kneeling and Embracing the Christ Child, 1576, engraving, 22.5 x 
16.7 cm. Photo credit: © Trustees of the British Museum.
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“Les boutons de l’habit de gala de Toussaint L’Ouverture”
Questions of Authenticity, Use, and Meaning

Emily Kathleen Thames

Currently held in the collection of the Cooper-Hewitt Na-
tional Design Museum in New York City is an intriguing set 
of eighteen late eighteenth-century buttons (Figure 1). These 
unique objects, allegedly worn by the leader and hero of the 
Haitian Revolution, Toussaint L’Ouverture (1743-1803), and 
which feature scenes of Afro-Caribbean society based upon 
the work of Agostino Brunias (1730-1796), clearly reflect a 
monumental moment in history during which reform and 
revolution dominated the European political sphere. Little 
more than cursory scholarly attention has been paid to the 
buttons, and the L’Ouverture legend with which they are 
frequently associated currently restricts that which exists. 
Since there is no concrete evidence to prove a connec-
tion between the buttons and the revolutionary figure, the 
primary objective of this paper is to analyze these buttons 
as objects independent from this supposition and to argue 
that the buttons contribute to an anti-slavery discourse 
even without the certainty of a famous anti-slavery patron. 
Through this examination it can be determined that the 
buttons’ imagery is based upon a specific set of pro-slavery 
British prints, but these prints were used and interpreted 
within a pro-Abolitionist French context. This argument will 
simultaneously consider the buttons’ material use as objects 
of adornment and the potential interpretations and implica-
tions of their imagery.1

The problematic legend of the buttons and their as-
sumed association with Toussaint L’Ouverture raise significant 
questions to be addressed. The adornments were initially 
connected to L’Ouverture in a nineteenth-century letter, cur-
rently held by the Cooper-Hewitt Museum, which was writ-
ten by a previous owner of the buttons, Jean Milare. Within 
this document, Milare details the provenance of the buttons 
and propagates the idea that the Haitian revolutionary was 
their original owner.2 Though the purpose of this letter was 
to provide clarity regarding the provenance of the buttons, 
based on this document alone, no real connection can be 
established between L’Ouverture and the objects. Not only is 
the history of the buttons being recounted in this instance by 
an individual several degrees removed from their source, but 
he was also their owner and was attempting to establish the 
value and importance of the objects. Despite its problematic 
authorship, the L’Ouverture legend conveyed within Milare’s 
letter abets the cultural imagination surrounding the objects. 
Scholars are drawn to the story and become enamored with 
the idea that the leader of the only successful slave revolt 
in history may have worn adornments possessive of such 
imagery.3 Therein lies the difficulty concerning the Cooper-
Hewitt buttons; they are only referenced within scholarship 
as periphery objects to the L’Ouverture legend. The buttons 
are never fully explored beyond their supposed associa-
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the end of the century, male dress in England became increasingly 
more reserved and plain starting in the 1770s, a result of the grow-
ing popularity of the simplified country fashion adopted by English 
aristocrats. Both Madeleine Delpierre and Aileen Ribeiro indicate the 
decline of French taste in England during the last few decades of the 
century. See Madeleine Delpierre, Dress in France in the Eighteenth

tion with the Haitian leader and are therefore restricted by 
the very mystery that makes them seem so fascinating. In 
response to this observable pattern, this examination of the 
Cooper-Hewitt buttons will break with precedent and exam-
ine the adornments independent from the legend presented 
within Milare’s letter and, by doing so, will allow previously 
unconsidered possibilities related to the use and meaning 
of the buttons to come to light. 

The objects measure three-eighths of an inch in height 
and one and seven-sixteenths of an inch in diameter. Set in 
the verre fixé style, intricate depictions composed of gouache 
on tin are pressed beneath a glass cover, and a thin strip of 
gilded metal binds the painted tin layer and the glass face 
to an ivory backing.4 Embedded in the back of the button 
is a loop shank, also gilded metal, that once anchored the 
objects to the clothing they adorned. The buttons would 
have been removable and transferrable because they were 
merely sewn to a garment. 

The scenes on the buttons display an assortment of 
interactions between Afro-Caribbeans in the West Indies, 
including Black and Red Caribs, Afro-Creoles, individuals of 
mixed-race, freemen, and slaves, and feature a fascinating ar-
ray of figural compositions.5 All levels of society are exhibited, 
from well-dressed women wearing elaborate necklaces to 
men wearing nothing but feathered headdresses and cloths 
around their waists. Though none of the scenes exactly re-
peat, most of the individual figures reappear from button to 
button. A small girl with a parasol tucked beneath her arm, 
a well-dressed man with a cane, a woman in pink lifting 
her hand delicately to her face, once with a glass and once 
with a flower, plus several others are recurrent. This reitera-
tion of stylized forms creates a sense of rhythm throughout 
the objects, and though there is no known original order 
or placement of the buttons upon the garment they would 

have adorned, a sense of continuity from scene to scene is 
discernible due to the repeated figures and backgrounds.

The style and manufacture of these objects indicates 
their French origin. Prior to this time, buttons were only worn 
by the upper classes and varied in style and use. However, 
during the eighteenth century in France, buttons rose in 
popularity as a form of artistic and cultural expression of 
the male upper class.6 As gendered objects, buttons during 
the eighteenth century were almost exclusively used in male 
dress and clothing featuring highly decorative and luxurious 
detail. French buttons from this time might encapsulate 
curiosities and fragments of nature beneath domed glass, 
were encrusted with jewels, were covered in embroidery, 
and even served as minute canvases for elaborately painted 
landscapes, portraits, and still-life scenes.7 As scholars have 
demonstrated, buttons during this time period in France 
were highly valued fashion items utilized by the elite class, 
intended to demonstrate not only the sophistication of the 
wearer, but also wealth in the display of expensive materials.8

As French buttons, these objects would have adorned a 
man’s coat representative of the French fashion.9 In examples 
of surviving late eighteenth-century French suits such as those 
in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art or Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, the placement of buttons 
on a man’s ensemble can be determined to have been at the 
cuff of the coat sleeves, the base of the lapel, and along the 
length of the coat on either side of the front coat opening. 
Clearly, eighteen buttons of this size would have caught the 
attention of anyone being addressed by the wearer. Such a 
display draws the viewer’s eye to the objects with the twist 
of the torso or the gesture of a hand.

The Italian artist Agostino Brunias is most often cited as 
being the creator of these adornments, although there is no 
clear evidence to support this conclusion. While the buttons 
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Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 58-59; and 
Aileen Ribeiro, Dress in Eighteenth-Century Europe (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2002), 211-213. 

10 Brunias’ body of works, specifically his West Indian inspired pieces, 
gained some popularity in England and France through print circula-
tion, as well as the printing of copies after Brunias’ work into published 
volumes. The prints engraved by Brunias’ own hand were published in 
London prior to his returning to the Caribbean. Also in England, John 
P. Thompson published prints after Brunias’ work in 1804, examples 
of which are currently held by the Barbados Museum. In addition, 
Bryan Edwards’ book The History, Civil and Commercial, of the Brit-
ish Colonies in the West Indies contained copies of the artist’s work, 
starting with the second edition published in 1794. In France, Brunias’ 
imagery was also extant, with works such as The West India Flower Girl 
being copied by Parisian engraver Louis Charles Ruotte. Additionally, 

Nicolas Ponces’ book Recueil de Vues des Lieux Principaux de la Colonie 
Françoise de Saint-Domingue, published in 1791, features a unique 
collection of circular engravings, six of which are reversed copies of 
the prints Brunias created while in England. Interestingly, these views 
claim to be of the French colony of Saint-Domingue, present-day 
Haiti, even though the original prints by Brunias clearly determine the 
location to be Dominica and Barbados, which were British colonies.

11 Honychurch, “Chatoyer’s Artist.”

12 William Young, Considerations Which May Tend to Promote the Settle-
ment of Our New West-India Colonies (London: James Robson, 1764), 40.

13 James Tobin, Cursory Remarks Upon Reverend Mr. Ramsay’s Essay on 
the Treatment and Conversion of African Slaves in the Sugar Colonies 
(London: G. and T. Wilkie, 1785), 98.

do possess imagery that resembles Brunias’ work, there are 
no other existing examples of buttons or even miniature 
paintings by the artist. Additionally, the figures represented 
on the buttons are not concurrent with Brunias’ meticulously 
rendered style, as observed in the intricate stippling tech-
nique he used in his engravings. Therefore, this paper argues 
that the buttons’ scenes are actually based upon specific  
prints by Brunias that circulated throughout Europe and were  
copied in both England and France (Figures 2-7).10 The similar 
figures depicted in the prints and on the buttons are far too 
definite to be mere coincidence, especially in consideration 
of the sheer quantity of figures that are present within both 
sets. Conceivably an individual in possession of these prints, 
or copies of them, created the scenes on the buttons. 

The time Brunias spent living and working in the British 
West Indies during the late eighteenth century inspired the 
Afro-Caribbean subject matter present in his prints and paint-
ings. The artist first travelled to the West Indies in 1764 under 
the employ of Sir William Young, for whom Brunias served 
as personal painter.11 He returned to London in 1775, and 
between the years of 1779 and 1780, the artist published 
a set of prints featuring West Indian scenes, each of which 
possesses a personalized dedication to one of six different 
British governmental officials. 

This set of prints was published during the rise of the 
Abolitionist movement, and while there is a certain amount 
of ambiguity to Brunias’ imagery and style, based on con-
temporary examples of viewership and use, it is arguable 
that they were interpreted as positive views of slavery. The 
primary patron of Brunias’ works, Sir William Young, not only 
owned slaves and West Indian plantations, but was vocal 
about the benefits of slavery. To encourage settlement in the 
Caribbean isles in his publication Considerations Which May 
Tend to Promote the Settlement of Our West-India Colonies, 
Young states, “A sugar estate of five hundred acres of good 
land, properly cleared, and supplied with slaves, cattle 
buildings, and other requisites, in an island where the lands 
are new and luxuriant, and the rains frequent, must assur-
edly produce a noble income.”12 Based on the tone of this 
statement, it is evident that Sir William considered slaves to 
be ancillary property, one of the many tools required for a 
healthy colonial economy. Representations such as those he 

commissioned from Brunias would conceivably have sup-
ported Sir William’s ideology regarding slaves and slavery.

These works were openly cited in support of the pro-
slavery agenda in England, as exemplified in a publication 
from 1785 by James Tobin entitled Cursory Remarks Upon 
Reverend Mr. Ramsay’s Essay on the Treatment and Conver-
sion of African Slaves in the Sugar Colonies. Tobin, an ardent 
and strong spoken anti-Abolitionist, makes reference to 
Brunias’ prints to support the institution of slavery, saying, 

To the mere European reader I beg leave 
to recommend an inspection of a set of 
prints, etched by Brunias, an Italian painter, 
from drawings made by himself on the 
spot, representing the negro dancings, 
cudgellings, &c. &c. of the different islands; 
which are drawn with much exactness 
and strong character.—Let them compare 
these plump, active, and merry figures with 
the emaciated, squalid, and heart-broken 
inhabitants of the distant English villages.13

Clearly, when Tobin viewed these prints in 1785, he 
saw happy, comfortable figures and was not inclined to be 
concerned for their plight as slaves.

Having established the Cooper-Hewitt buttons as ex-
amples of late eighteenth-century French production, with 
imagery based upon English prints that were evidentially read 
as pro-slavery representations of Afro-Caribbean society, the 
interpretation of these objects becomes somewhat problem-
atic. The inherent duplicity of the buttons, as both French in 
style but representative of English Caribbean themes, visual 
in appearance but material in nature, further complicates 
their interpretation. However, considering the material use 
of these objects as clothing adornments that contribute to 
an individual’s identity through the construction of physi-
cal appearance, these challenging factors can be reframed 
within the construction of identity. Groundwork can be laid 
for how these objects would have been worn, and an argu-
ment can be established for how they were used, viewed, 
and interpreted.14

Based on their style and origin, the wearer of these but-
tons would have been male, most likely living in France or 
the French colonies. The quality of the objects implies that 
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14 The use of dress in the construction of identity (a topic well covered 
within many disciplines) provides insight for considering how the but-
tons may have been used and for deducing who may have worn them. 
Carolyn L. White, an archeological and anthropological scholar, focuses 
on the effect of personal adornment on identity. White establishes that 
fashion, clothing, and dress are widely understood to be a system of 
communication, possessive of symbolic, communicative power. Such 
objects, as a result, contribute to the identity of an individual, since 
they are not only performative in their use, but inscribe meaning 
upon the body of the wearer. Carolyn L. White, American Artifacts of 
Personal Adornment, 1680-1820: A Guide to Identification and Inter-
pretation (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2005), 4-7. Consequently, 
what the buttons represent and how they communicate their message 
not only speaks of the wearer, but also of the audience. If it can be 
surmised who would have worn and seen these buttons, a plausible 
interpretation of the objects and their intended message can also be 
deduced. With reference to the literary theorist and semiotician Ro-
land Barthes, clothing and dress communicate information, acting as 
signs or sign systems, from the wearer to the viewer. As he describes 
in The Fashion System, “a Fashion utterance” is composed of both a 
linguistic system (language) and a vestimentary system referring to the 
actual garment. Barthes argues that, “the function of the description of 
Fashion is not only to propose a model which is a copy of reality, but 
also and especially to circulate Fashion broadly as meaning” (10). In 
considering the buttons, it is critical to not only consider what meaning 
they would have projected, but also who might have received that 
message. Roland Barthes, The Fashion System, trans. Matthew Ward 
and Richard Howard (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 
10-27.

15 Abolition became a serious political subject in both England and France 
during the 1770s and 1780s, leading to eventual anti-slavery legisla-
tion. In England, domestic slavery was outlawed in 1772. Slavery in 
all of the French territories was abolished in 1792 but reinstated in the 

French colonies in 1802 by Napoleon Bonaparte. In 1808, England 
abolished its slave trade. In 1815, the Vienna Treaty marking the 
end of the Napoleonic Wars condemned the world slave trade, and 
England led the enforcement of the treaty. England and France would 
eventually outlaw slavery in all of their territories, England in 1833 
and France in 1848. Clearly, for nearly seventy years slavery reform 
and abolition were prominent legislative topics in these countries. For 
more information about dates and developments regarding Abolition-
ism, see Edward Rossiter, “The Abolition of Slavery in the Western 
Hemisphere: Its Consequences for Africa,” African-American History 
7, no. 4 (1993): 48-49.

16 Samuel L. Chatman, “There Are No Slaves in France: A Re-Examination 
of Slave Laws in Eighteenth Century France,” Journal of Negro History 
85 (2000): 145-146.

17 Sue Peabody, There Are No Slaves in France: The Political Culture of 
Race and Slavery in the Ancien Régime (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), 4.

18 Chatman, “No Slaves in France,” 148. 

19 Ibid., 148-149. 

20 According to Peabody, the exact number of Africans in France at any 
point in time during the eighteenth century is difficult to confirm. 
However, it is possible to conclude that mid-century, France’s African 
population was “disproportionately small” compared to England’s dur-
ing the same span of time. Based on estimates, about ten thousand 
of England’s total population of nine million people were Africans or 
people of African descent, while only four to five thousand accounted 
for France’s nearly twenty million inhabitants. Peabody, No Slaves in 
France, 4. 

the wearer would also have been wealthy because they 
are valuable, fashionable, luxury items made of expensive 
materials. An individual capable of affording these objects 
and an appropriate coat to match them would undoubtedly 
have been prosperous. Additionally, the buttons would have 
been worn on a coat intended for formal, social occasions, 
and as a result, the intended viewer of the adornments—
present at events such as those where the objects may have 
been worn—would most likely have fallen into the same 
socioeconomic category as the wearer. 

In considering the use of these buttons by a member 
of the French upper classes, what can be said about the 
reception of the objects’ imagery? Why would a wealthy 
French man wear representations of Afro-Caribbean society 
during the height of the Abolitionist movement in France 
and England?15 How would the viewer of these objects have 
reacted? This paper suggests that these buttons, possessive of 
such imagery during the last two decades of the eighteenth 
century during the rise of the Abolitionist movement and 
utilized in elite French circles, indicates their use as anti-
slavery materials. This supposition is based on an analysis 
of the growing hostility directed towards Africans in France 
over the century and a survey of African representations in 
French art during this time period and is further supported 
through a comparison to like objects.

Numerous studies detail the stringent laws, set in place 
in France over the course of the eighteenth century, that 

attempted to not only limit the number of slaves in France, 
but also the number of Africans and individuals of African 
descent in general. Regulations intensified over the century 
starting in 1675 with the Code Noir, which introduced of-
ficial restrictions on slaves and people of color in France and 
the French colonies.16 Following the Code Noir, the Edict of 
1716 attempted to regulate the growing number of slaves 
being imported to France from the West Indies, requiring 
permissions and registrations before the slave could enter 
France.17 However, the African population in France con-
tinued to rise and the Declaration of 1738 was issued to 
impose more strict and severe procedures and penalties.18 
In 1777, the last law of this kind to be made under the Old 
Regime prohibited the entry into France of all blacks, slaves, 
mulattos, and other people of color.19 Considering the pro-
gression of this legislation, it is clear that towards the end of 
the eighteenth century, being of unwelcome African descent 
in France was difficult.20

Strict regulations regarding Africans and people of color 
in France intensified over the eighteenth century, reaching 
its height in the same historical moment as the Abolition-
ist movement. Simultaneously, while contention grew in 
regard to slavery and the slave trade, so, too, was there 
mounting dissention towards the ruling French aristocracy. 
The language of Abolitionism became intertwined with that 
of the French Revolution, and in the 1760s and 1770s, 
prominent writers such as Rousseau, Voltaire, Raynal, and 
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Domination,” in The Image of the Black in Western Art, ed. Henry Louis 
Gates and David Bindman, vol. 3, bk. 3, From the Age of Discovery 
to the Age of Abolition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2011), 135.

26 Sarah Parsons, “Imagining Empire: Slavery and British Visual Culture, 
1765-1807” (PhD diss., University of California Santa Barbara, 2000), 
96. For more information regarding the Wedgwood Medallion, see 
Mary Guyatt, “The Wedgwood Slave Medallion: Values in Eighteenth-
Century Design,” Journal of Design History 13, no. 2 (2000): 93-105; 
and Lynn Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire in Eighteenth-Century 
Britain and France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006).

27 Parsons, “Imagining Empire,” 96.

21 Ibid., 9.

22 Madeleine Dobie, Trading Places: Colonization and Slavery in Eigh-
teenth-Century French Culture (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2010), 5-7.

23 David Bindman, “Editor’s Introduction,” in The Image of the Black in 
Western Art, ed. Henry Louis Gates and David Bindman, vol. 3, bk. 
3, From the Age of Discovery to the Age of Abolition (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2011), 3.

24 Ibid.

25 David Bindman and Helen Weston, “Court and City: Fantasies of 

Diderot “used the symbol of the African slave to criticize the 
perceived tyranny of the French crown.”21 Slaves and slavery 
became synonymous with the plight of the people of France 
during this time, and conceivably the visibility of Africans 
was repressed in France by the ruling class to discourage 
this connotation. 

Representations of Africans within French art during the 
eighteenth century arguably followed a similar pattern of 
restriction due to the concern placed on the actual presence 
of black individuals in France. As Madeleine Dobie argues 
in her book Trading Places: Colonization and Slavery in Eigh-
teenth Century French Culture, Old Regime France attempted 
to keep representations of Africans and references to the 
colonies away from the metropole because their presence 
was a reminder of the institution of slavery that existed in the 
colonies. Given that abolition was an increasingly popular 
topic, Dobie speculates that the French government tried to 
limit the visibility of the colonies and demonstrates within 
her book that representations of Africans or references to the 
colonies within French culture became nearly non-existent 
until the end of the century, when the Abolitionist debates 
created a context in which such imagery was acceptable.22 

An analysis of the black page trope within French art 
exemplifies the waning popularity of African representations 
over the course of the century before the rise of the anti-
slavery movement. Beginning in the seventeenth century, 
the inclusion of a black slave, servant, or groom within aris-
tocratic portraiture became highly popular, and by the early 
eighteenth century, especially in France, this trope became 
fashionable with the upper classes.23 These figures served as 
foils to the main sitter and were often extravagantly dressed 
in clothing to make reference to their exotic origin, perform-
ing the same decorative function as a fashion accessory.24 
However, towards the end of the century, with the rise of 
Abolitionism, as well as the frequent inclusion of black slaves 
and servants in caricatures and satirical prints, the black page 
trope decreased in popularity.25  

In comparison, the Cooper-Hewitt buttons make no 
attempt whatsoever to disguise their association with colo-
nialism or slavery, presenting representations of black, Afro-
Caribbean bodies for viewing by the wearer’s audience. The 
button imagery focuses on the black figure and features the 
Africans without a master and dressed in modern European 

clothing, rather than in the Turquerie or exotic costume 
featured on black servants within European portraiture. The 
Africans on the buttons are shown functioning within their 
own society, rather than being an isolated exotic reference 
within a controlled European setting. The black figures on 
the buttons do not serve to promote European affluence in 
the same manner as does the black page within portraiture, 
and due to these differences, the sentiment attached to the 
“fashionable” black page within portraiture does not apply 
to the representations on the buttons. 

As exemplified by the black page trope, the fashionability 
of African representations in eighteenth-century French art 
varied, at first serving to promote the wealth and prominence 
of the aristocracy and upper classes early in the century. By 
contrast, towards the end of the century, imagery of the black 
body became fashionable within Abolitionist art, instead. 
This style of representation and the use of African depic-
tions on material culture objects were not restricted only to 
France, as can be seen with the popularity of the Wedgwood 
Medallion in England.

The image on the Wedgwood Medallion of a kneel-
ing, pleading slave with the words “Am I not a man and a 
brother?” was designed in 1787 as the seal of the Society 
for the Abolition of the Slave Trade.26 Among the members 
of the society, the famous British potter and businessman 
Josiah Wedgwood (1730-1795) contributed to the cause in 
the creation, duplication, and disbursement of the Medal-
lion. Wedgwood’s intent was that circulation would advertise 
and promote the Abolitionist message. After its release, the 
Wedgwood Medallion became a fashion craze and was used 
in “an array of contexts,” including hairpins, dinner plates, 
bracelets, rings, and snuffboxes.27 As fashionable propaganda 
for the Abolitionist cause, the Wedgwood Medallion became 
ubiquitous in England towards the end of the eighteenth 
century at the height of the anti-slavery movement.

In a comparison between the buttons and the Medal-
lion, there are initial differences. For instance, the Medallion 
was mass-produced and seen in multiple contexts by a large 
British audience. The buttons, on the other hand, were a 
one-of-a-kind set of French objects. The Medallion portrays a 
single, half-naked, kneeling slave, pleading for consideration, 
while the Africans on the buttons represent all levels of West 
Indian African society, participating in social activities and 
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only rarely gazing out of the picture plane. The Medallion 
instills a sense of compassion for the slave, while in contrast, 
the representations on the Cooper-Hewitt buttons of totally 
autonomous individuals, independent and confident within 
their culture, require no sympathy.

Though the appeal to the viewer varies greatly between 
the Wedgwood Medallion and the buttons, they arguably 
perform similar functions as pro-Abolitionist propaganda.  
These objects were used as adornments, which ascribe 
meaning to the identity of the wearer. Wearing the Wedg-
wood Medallion in England, for instance, demonstrated one’s 
allegiance to the Abolitionist movement, as well as advertising 
the movement itself. Wearing the Cooper-Hewitt buttons in 
France, which display black, Afro-Caribbean representations, 
called attention to the rising debates surrounding slavery and 
revolution. To have worn this imagery as an elite male in 
France during a time when the visibility of Africans was being 
institutionally repressed can only indicate the contentious 
attitude of the wearer, arguably indicating a connection to 
the Abolitionist movement.

Considering the origin and use of the Cooper-Hewitt 
buttons within the restrictions of the L’Ouverture legend 
with which they are so frequently associated confers a sense 
of mystery; they are remnants of a legend. However, when 
viewed independently as objects of material culture, they 
speak volumes regarding purpose, intent, and usage. Though 
it cannot be determined whether or not L’Ouverture owned 

or wore these objects, the connotations of the imagery they 
possess and their function as buttons in late eighteenth-
century France leads to the conclusion that they would 
have been used and interpreted within an anti-slavery or 
Abolitionist context. Due to the imagery they possess and 
their function as buttons in a late eighteenth-century French 
context, it is evident that there is more to these objects than 
merely being pretty adornments for a fancy suit. There is a 
discernible connection to be made between these buttons 
and their wearer who, based on this examination, would 
have possessed a connection to Abolitionism and the anti-
slavery movement.

If it could ever be proven that L’Ouverture possessed 
the buttons, many additional questions would arise to be 
addressed. Why did he wear them? How and where did 
he wear them? What did the imagery mean to him? Did he 
see himself as one of the figures on the buttons? Where and 
when did he get them? Were they gifts or commissioned by 
himself? Was L’Ouverture’s intention to emulate the French 
or to mock them? In light of these and other questions, an 
entirely different history regarding the objects could be es-
tablished, although the fact that these objects were utilized 
within a French context would not change, nor would the as-
sertion that these buttons were intended for a pro-Abolitionist 
context at the end of the eighteenth century.

University of North Texas

Figure 1. Buttons (12 of 18 total), late eighteenth century, gouache paint on 
tin, ivory, glass, and gilded metal, 3/8 x 1 7/16 inches. Museum numbers 
1949-94-1 through 1949-94-18, Cooper-Hewitt National Design Museum. 
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Figure 2. Agostino Brunias, 
A Cudgelling Match Between 
English and French Negroes, 
1779, stipple engraving and 
etching with hand coloring, 
11 5/8 x 13 7/8 inches. Yale 
Center for British Art, Paul 
Mellon Collection.

Figure 3. Agostino Brunias, Free Natives of Dominica, 1780, stipple engraving 
and etching, 12 1/2 x 9 7/16 inches. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon 
Collection. 
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[above] Figure 4. Agostino Brunias, A Negroes Dance in the Island of 
Dominica, 1779, stipple engraving and etching with hand coloring, 11 
7/8 x 14 3/4 inches. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

[right] Figure 5. Agostino Brunias, The Barbadoes Mulatto Girl, 1779, 
stipple engraving and etching, 12 5/16 x 9 5/16 inches. Yale Center for 
British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

[below, left] Figure 6. Agostino Brunias, The West India Washer-Women, 
1779, stipple engraving and etching, 12 3/8 x 9 3/8 inches. Yale Center 
for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.

[below, right] Figure 7. Agostino Brunias, The West India Flower Girl, 
undated, stipple engraving and etching with hand coloring, 12 1/4 x 9 
7/16 inches. Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection.
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Transcending the Cloistered Convent:
An Examination of the Role of Secular Mural Paintings in 

El Carmen de la Asunción in Cuenca, Ecuador
Leslie E. Todd

The architecture of the cloistered convent had one main 
objective: to separate. The walls of the convent were in-
tended to separate the religious, sacred lives of the nuns 
inside from the secular, profane world outside. Why, then, 
do we see eighty vibrant and unique depictions of secular 
life in the mural paintings of El Carmen de la Asunción, a 
cloistered convent in Cuenca, Ecuador (Figure 1)? Why are 
these late-eighteenth-century secular images on the walls of 
an ante-refectory and refectory? What is their meaning and 
role in the secluded communal dining space? This article will 
address all of these questions by examining the temporal and 
spatial contexts of the paintings. It will be asserted that the 
nuns circumvented the rigidity of the fortress-like structure 
of the convent, manipulating its internal space to conform to 
the lifestyle they created, which was constantly engaged in 
an interaction with the outside community. The aim of this 
article is to move beyond what past scholars have done in 
contextualizing the relevance of the murals and their iconog-
raphy within mid- to late-eighteenth-century Cuenca and to 
examine how this context may have affected the refectory 
space and nuns, themselves, within the overall architectural 
program of two colonial, Cuencan convents. 

The Bourbon Reforms and Cuenca

To understand how the murals played an active role in 
manipulating the internal sphere of the cloistered nuns, it 
is first necessary to examine what was happening outside 
the convent’s walls and how the iconography of the murals 
engaged the secular world. The refectory mural paintings 

of El Carmen were completed in 1801, placing them at the 
end of a century characterized by many complex political, 
social, and religious changes in Latin America.1 The eigh-
teenth century began with the Bourbon ascendency to the 
Spanish crown and the end of Habsburg reign in Spain. With 
the advent of this new monarchy came many changes in 
administration in Latin America intended to tighten Spanish 
control over the viceroyalties through the Bourbon reforms, 
which intensified in the mid-eighteenth century under 
Charles III. The preceding Habsburg monarchy was in power 
during the entire existence of the New World colonies until 
the death of Charles II in 1700 and set a long precedent of 
an administration that could be circumvented or altogether 
ignored by its colonial subjects.2 Some scholars, therefore, 
characterize the Bourbon reforms as a “second conquest” 
in Latin America because the new demanding standards of 
Bourbon reign stood in striking contrast to its more lenient 
predecessor.3 Throughout the Spanish colonies, the Bourbons 
systematically favored peninsular Spaniards over creoles in 
administrative positions, thereby attempting to establish 
stronger ties with the mother country. This onset of replace-
ments and reduced creole power and privileges frustrated 
local sensitivities.4

Local, Cuencan political sentiments toward the Bourbon 
reforms parallel the overall effects felt by the creoles through-
out the viceroyalties. A city of around 30,000 to 40,000 
inhabitants (comprised of Spanish, creole, mestizo, and 
indigenous peoples), Cuenca’s economy revolved around 
agriculture.5 As was characteristic of the rest of the Audiencia 
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12 Martínez Borrero, Pintura popular del Carmen, 141, 144.

13 Ibid., 138, 151, 237.

Society of Jesus, and Saint Francis Xavier, Ignatius’s student 
and co-founder of the Jesuits. The saint images remain rigidly 
religious with no narrative or action to distract from the great 
acts and faith of the Catholic figures. In the image of Saint 
Ignatius, neither flamboyant dress nor over-active stance 
diverts attention from the viewer’s focus on the motionless 
saint gazing piously toward the heavens. Ignatius is more 
prominent since his dark figure projects forward against the 
subtle landscape in the background of the painting, ren-
dered in a reserved overall style with neutral tones, simple 
straight lines, and basic forms, ensuring that no extravagant 
painterly techniques distract from the religious significance 
of the painting.

Considering the influence of the Jesuits in Cuenca, 
where they led a school and had considerable economic 
importance, the inclusion of Saint Ignatius in this mural 
painting around the time of the Jesuits’ expulsion is surely 
no coincidence. Integrated within a rigidly religious program, 
the image of the Jesuit saint subtly relates to the religious 
changes facilitated by the Bourbon reforms happening out-
side the convent walls. That these images connect with the 
outside world anticipates some of the more forthright, though 
stylistically different, worldly connections that flourish in the 
secular scenes of El Carmen years later.

Although the mural paintings in the refectory of El Car-
men are not the only images throughout the convent, the 
refectory is the only room that breaks free of religious rigidity 
and portrays secular scenes, something that distinguishes it 
from La Concepción.12 The eighty individual scenes located 
along the border on the upper edge of the wall are remark-
able as secular illustrations that most transparently refer to 
the secular community by reflecting true colonial life around 
Cuenca with actual fruits, vegetables, animals, and activities 
witnessed and interacted within day-to-day life in settings 
such as the hacienda, a fundamental institution in the Cuen-
can agricultural economy and society.13 Departing dramati-
cally from the saints of La Concepción, each scene depicts 
a clear narrative, often with numerous figures engaged in a 
particular activity. Equally as important as the figures them-
selves is the environment in which they are illustrated. The 
trees, fruits, and architecture are important pictorial features 
that qualify the actions of their human counterparts and place 
the figures specifically within Ecuador. The colors are vibrant, 
the lines are flowing, there is little negative space, and shapes 
are organic, presenting a free and unrestrained style. No hint 
of Catholic spirituality or pious activity is included within the 

6 Martínez Borrero, Pintura popular del Carmen, 23; Martínez Borrero,  
Cordero Iñiguez, and Ugalde de Valdivieso, De lo divino, 75.

 
7 Martínez Borrero, Pintura popular del Carmen, 18-19. This charac-

terization of the creoles is rather typical of cities all over the Spanish 
colonies, not just Cuenca.

8 Burns, Colonial Habits, 159; Evelyn Nimmo, “The Concepción Con-
vent of Cuenca, Ecuador: Examining Gender, Class, and Economy in 
a Latin American Convent” (master’s thesis, Simon Fraser University, 
2003), 41.

of Quito, the Cuencan elite had consolidated their power 
in the local economic and political spheres.6 It was this con-
solidated local power that was the object of change for the 
Bourbons. A contemporary describes the Cuencan creoles 
as bellicose and disobedient of authority, characteristics that 
can help explain the polarization of creoles and Spaniards 
at the root of the Bourbon reforms.7 

In addition to the political and administrative changes 
issued by the Bourbon reforms, the Church and clergy in 
both Spain and its viceroyalties also came under scrutiny. 
The Bourbon reforms sought to curtail the growth of the 
Church, especially once Charles III came to power in 1759, 
because the Church was seen as having too much politi-
cal and economic power and as an obstacle to increasing 
agricultural production and industry.8 One example of such 
reduction in power was the expulsion of the Jesuits from the 
New World in 1767. This was an act that had great resonance 
throughout the religious community of the Spanish colonies 
due to the general association of the Jesuits with the triumph 
of Catholicism throughout the world, as well as with their 
great academic and economic influence throughout Latin 
America.9 It was not until twenty years after this significant 
act that the religious reforms reached Cuenca, manifested 
in the creation of a Cuencan diocese in 1787. Previously 
under the bishop of Quito, which was distant enough to 
allow relative freedom, the new diocese called for stricter 
control over Cuencan convents.10 

The Murals of Cuenca during the Bourbon Reforms

It was during this period of political, social, and religious 
change and discontent in Cuenca that the mural paintings 
in the refectory of El Carmen were conceived. During this 
same century Cuencan mural production developed with 
images and iconography reflecting increasingly local colonial 
pictorial expressions. This was a slow change beginning with 
the convent of La Concepción around 1745 and culminating 
with El Carmen, where the awareness of a local identity and 
its relation to the Bourbon reforms was ultimately established. 
This development is apparent in a comparison of the figural 
images of La Concepción with those in the secular scenes 
of El Carmen.

The figural images of La Concepción depict saints of 
devotion, religious but often not biblical figures that as-
sume a freer character from the perspective of the dogma 
and to whom great reverence is shown.11 Two of the figures 
represented are Saint Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the 
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border. Among these independent scenes are two gentlemen 
near a ruined arch and a group of people slaughtering pigs.

These two pastoral scenes move beyond referring to the 
physical world outside the convent walls by also referring to 
the social realm. The scene of the group of people skinning 
pigs illustrates each individual hard at work on a specific, 
labor-intensive task (Figure 2). Its angled composition, with 
the first step in the skinning process at the top left and the last 
at the bottom right, reinforces the importance of completing 
each step. This attention to the streamlined process focuses 
on the individuals who would have been expected to partici-
pate in such an activity: the lower racial-economic classes of 
Indians or mestizos, their status further detailed through their 
bare feet, simple hats, and open collars. Meanwhile, the two 
gentlemen crossing near a ruined arch depicts them riding 
at leisure (Figure 3). The curve of the ruined arch mimics 
the hill curve of the path on which the horses trot out of the 
scene, further emphasizing the prancing gaiety of free time, a 
luxury only available to creoles or peninsular Spaniards, thus 
indicating the figures’ probable racial-economic status. The 
two scenes present dichotomies of work versus playtime, the 
straight angled line of workers versus the bouncing motion 
of the horses’ gait, as well as the simple work attire of the 
laborers versus the stylish coats, breeches, and boots of the 
riders. They thus pose as striking contrasts that emphasize 
the lives and social roles of the creole or peninsular Spaniard 
and the mestizo or Indian. With these two scenes, clear and 
distinct social stratifications and roles were reaffirmed during 
a period of great reform when the validity of colonial status 
quo was being disrupted by peninsular intervention.14 The 
images simultaneously reaffirm the status quo of the local 
Cuencan society and protest loss of local interests.15 In this 
way, the painters of the eighty pastoral scenes of El Carmen 
uniquely step away from religious subject matter to engage 
in imagery of social conditions outside the convent walls. 

As has been illustrated, the Jesuit saints and genre 
scenes of colonial life express a voiceless engagement with 
the Bourbon religious, political, and social changes. If the 
clear objective of conventual vows and architectural space 
is to prevent an engagement with the outside world, why 
would these images bring the outside into the convent? The 
convent’s role in and interaction with colonial society spread 
far beyond the spiritual.

The Convent in Colonial Society

Despite the mandated enclosure and complete physical 
retreat of religious women, the nuns were not isolated from 
their world and their times.16 The locutorio, a parlor in front 
of the cloister, was used by the nuns to receive guests such 
as relatives, friends, confessors, and business agents. The 
nuns used the locutorios quite regularly to a point at which, 
as historian Kathryn Burns states, they “became heavily traf-
ficked sites in the city’s center,” allowing the nuns to gain a 
large degree of access to their urban environment. 17 Through 
interactions in the locutorio, nuns were able to remain in the 
cloistered convent yet interact and bond with the city and 
community on complex economic and social levels beyond 
the spiritual level. 

The economic relationship built in the locutorio between 
the nuns and the city in which they were placed was an 
essential point of interaction. Convents functioned as both 
powerful financial institutions and landholders in the colonial 
economy.18 By the seventeenth century, convents established 
many sources of income, such as dowries and charitable 
donations, which they loaned to the community as one 
of the primary creditors of colonial cities.19 As landholders 
the nuns leased or rented properties, occasionally arrang-
ing to sell the surplus produced on their estates.20 Through 
many complex, intertwined economic affairs, the nuns—as 
creditors and landladies—partook of economic cycles in 
their areas, having a direct impact on the development of 
the city and linking them with secular society.21

The economic role of the convent illustrates an exter-
nal, direct interaction with the world outside the convent 
walls. In contrast, the social interface between the nuns 
and the secular community took place internally, within the 
conventual confines. The nuns simultaneously reinforced 
and upheld the social order by maintaining the status quo 
within their cloistered communities. First, they enforced 
strict entrance policies in which professing women had to 
be of perfect Spanish ancestry, born in wedlock, and able to 
pay the required dowry. 22 By examining who was allowed 
to profess, it becomes clear that the convents were elitist 
institutions in which the relationships of race and ethnicity 
prevalent in colonial society were recreated.23 Once pro-
fessed, hierarchical exclusion continued through separation 
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based on the color of the nuns’ veils. Women who wore the 
black veil were creole or Spanish nuns of superior racial and 
financial standing who could afford their own private cells, 
were allowed to vote on convent affairs, and did not have 
to perform menial tasks within the convent.24 Separated not 
only by race but also by money, the women of the white 
veil were less wealthy and potentially of mixed blood. They 
could not afford the full dowry that bought the prestigious 
position of the black veil and had to take jobs around the 
convent such as gardener, baker, etc.25 Although separated 
from society by the nearly impenetrable architecture of the 
convent, we have seen that the convent directly reflected 
and recreated the divisions of class and race rigidly observed 
in the colonial city.

With an understanding of the colonial convent’s eco-
nomic and social ties to the outside world, it becomes clearer 
why the uniquely secular images of colonial traditions were 
executed in a cloistered convent. The images would have 
visually reinforced the social and economic relationships the 
nuns forged with Cuenca. The portrayal of largely agricultural 
subject matter in the colonial scenes, for example, in addition 
to the depictions of local flora and fauna, established a con-
nection to the largely agricultural based Cuencan economy. 
Meanwhile, the portrayal of strict social stratifications in the 
traditional border scenes reflects the status upheld by the 
nuns in their strict entrance policies and separation of the 
black versus white veils. The murals take on a vital role for 
the nuns in their constant engagement with the city by bring-
ing into the convent the outside society and economy at a 
time when the Bourbon reforms of the secular world were 
beginning to destroy the conventual life they had created. 
The religious reforms of the Bourbons curtailed the power 
of the Church and convent and cut their economic power 
while the socially privileged creole nuns were witnessing the 
systematic replacement of their fellow creoles by peninsular 
Spaniards. The mural paintings uphold what the nuns knew, 
experienced, and wanted to maintain in their relationship 
with the secular community.

Implications in Architectural Space

One question remains to be addressed: how do the im-
ages manipulate the refectory as an architectural space? The 
refectory was used as a communal dining area, suggesting 
perhaps that the agricultural iconography could be related 
to the consumption of agricultural products. Unfortunately, 
there is little scholarship that addresses the way in which the 
nuns engaged with the refectory space.26 For this reason, one 
cannot answer with certainty why these images are employed 

in the refectory rather than any other room in the convent. 
The answer could simply be found in the fact that this was the 
only communal room in the convent with access restricted 
to the nuns. Although the locutorio and attached church 
were accessible to all of the nuns, as opposed to the private 
living quarters of the cloister, lay people were also allowed 
in these spaces, thus negating the necessity to bring in the 
outside world. The refectory, on the other hand, was the only 
enclosed communal space that was not directly touched by 
the secular world. The communal identity of the nuns and 
their connection and interaction with the outside world was 
therefore manifested in this artistic space as a reaffirmation of 
that connection. Although the walls prevent the penetration 
of the outside, this paper suggests that the paintings on the 
walls override architectural intention and that the imagery is 
a connection that allows the nuns to circumvent their vows 
in a constant engagement of the secular.27 

Although we do not know with confidence the exact 
interaction of the nuns with the refectory space, if the con-
nection between the nuns and the external associations of 
the mural iconography is considered, it becomes clear that 
the paintings take on an important role in moderating the 
process of recreating and reflecting colonial Cuenca within 
the convent. The physical and ideological outside world is 
brought inside with the Jesuit saints, two-headed eagle, local 
flora and fauna, and scenes of traditional colonial life. The 
mural paintings, therefore, create a permeable space for the 
nuns in what is supposed to be an impermeable architec-
tural complex. The strict boundaries in La Concepción and 
El Carmen between outside and inside, private and public, 
sacred and profane, ecclesiastic and secular are all blurred. 
Within the refectory, there is no longer a complete physical 
retreat from the outside world. It has been transformed by 
the mural paintings. With these mural paintings, the nuns 
do not have to renounce their vows or break down the 
walls of the convent in order to strengthen and maintain 
their relationship with the rapidly changing Bourbon world.

Concluding Remarks

As illustrated by the documented interactions with the 
outside world in the locutorio as well as social hierarchies 
within the convents, the nuns’ day-to-day activities overcame 
the architectural restrictions. The paintings reinforced the 
objective of the nuns in their manipulation of the internal 
space and conformed to the lifestyle they created. What is 
unique about the mural paintings in importing the outside 
world as compared to the locutorio is that the iconography 
documents an interaction with social, economic, political 
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and religious life at a specific moment in history. That par-
ticular moment was characterized by changes instituted by 
the Bourbons, changes in which the convents had a vested 
interest. By creating within the refectory a permeable space 
in which the outside was brought inside, the mural paintings 
afforded the nuns a certain degree of control. The unset-
tling changes of the secular world were brought within the 
safe, understandable, and controllable jurisdiction of the 
nuns. They could express their potential discontent with 

and connection to the Bourbon reforms, gaining a sense of 
agency that allowed them to express their opinions in an 
environment over which they had complete power and to 
reaffirm their identity with the outside world as influential 
creoles, creditors, and landholders. The mural paintings 
decorate the refectory walls, subvert the architecture of the 
convent, and recreate the outside world through the minds 
and imaginations of the nuns.

University of Florida

Figure 1.  General view of the refectory in the convent of El Carmen de la Asunción in Cuenca, Ecuador. Photo credit: Dr. Juan Martínez Borrero, Profe-
sor de la Universidad de Cuenca, Ecuador. 
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Figure 2. Artist unknown, The killing of the pig, mural painting, refectory of El Carmen de la Asunción. Photo credit: Dr. Juan Martínez Borrero, Profesor 
de la Universidad de Cuenca, Ecuador. 
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Figure 3. Artist unknown, Two men crossing near a ruined arch, mural painting, refectory of El Carmen de la Asunción. Photo credit: Dr. Juan Martínez 
Borrero, Profesor de la Universidad de Cuenca, Ecuador. 
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Sojourner Truth’s Fugitive Images and the Disruptive Power 
of Circulation Anxiety

Samuel Dylan Ewing

In 1843, almost twenty years after escaping her life as a slave 
in West Park, New York, Isabella Van Wagenen rechristened 
herself Sojourner Truth. This act marked the beginning of 
Truth’s self-conscious fashioning of her identity after years of 
being defined by her servitude to others. Modern scholars are 
left with a handful of often-contradictory resources on which 
to base an accurate retelling of Truth’s life. For example, 
Frances Dana Gage’s problematic recollection of Truth’s 
“Ar’n’t I a Woman?” speech from 1851, Truth’s facilitated 
autobiography dictated to fellow abolitionist Olive Gilbert, 
and countless written portraits of Truth from the popular 
press comprise only a small portion of Truth’s problematic 
historical archive. The textual ambiguity of these sources 
stands in stark contrast to Truth’s carte-de-visite portraits 
(Figure 1). Beginning in 1864, Truth sat for about seven dif-
ferent card portraits that she sold for a profit throughout the 
remaining years of her life. Although the pose and props used 
in each portrait differ slightly, each iteration bears the same 
inscription on the bottom, “I Sell the Shadow to Support 
the Substance.” This declarative statement implies Truth’s 
position as the creator of her own likeness, analogous to the 
way she recreated herself in name earlier in life.

 Earlier scholarship on Truth’s card portraits focuses on 
how these photographs act as a way for Truth to defiantly 
assert a more immediate, and more honest, portrait of her-
self than her common portrayal as a “Libyan Sibyl.”1 In her 
seminal biography on Truth, historian Nell Irvine Painter 
writes that the photographs “allowed Truth to circumvent 
genteel discourse and the racial stereotype embedded in 
her nation’s language.”2 However, these attempts to recog-
nize the authorial intention within Truth’s photographs are 
problematic because they fail to take into account not only 
the prescriptive nature of antebellum portraiture, but also, 
and more importantly, the varied functions these portraits 

served.3 Instead of attempting to define the nature of Truth’s 
photographic agency within these images, a more productive 
mode of interpretation involves examining the modes of cir-
culation and the discursive formulations within which these 
photographs operated. Such an interpretive framework does 
not challenge Painter and others who state that these images 
fundamentally disrupt white Southern patriarchy. Rather, 
this mode of analysis will more accurately reveal the photo-
graphs’ truly disruptive nature in their status as what Patrice 
Petro calls a kind of “fugitive image.” In an edited volume 
by that name, Petro writes that the fugitive image contains 
a “’certain’ testimony—indubitable, incontestable, irrefut-
able—yet not specified or named in advance; hence, its 
transient, fleeting, and ‘fugitive’ quality.”4 In deeming these 
images to be fugitive, we are therefore able to foreground 
their powerful associations with movement and circulation, 
as well as to examine the way that they function within the 
various discursive contexts in which they appear.

The first step of such an analysis is to engage critically 
with the conventional reading of Truth’s photographs. This 
reading relies on contrasting the representation Truth provides 
of herself in her card portraits with other common images that 
circulated within the abolitionist movement. Allan Sekula’s 
notion of the “shadow archive,” an amorphous category of 
images used to repress and monitor populations, further 
bolsters such a reading and thus will be closely examined.5 
To problematize these ideas, the prescriptive iconography 
of antebellum carte-de-visite photography will be reviewed. 
Finally, a turn towards the movement and circulation of 
these images will demonstrate how they create a tension 
within three different realms: the realm of economics, of 
celebrity, and of symbolic identity. John Ernest has recently 
described Truth’s Narrative as a “fluid text,” writing that it 
“exists in more than one version” and should be interpreted 
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with an eye towards the reader rather than the author.6 It is 
similarly the assertion of this argument that what is disruptive 
to the patriarchal white society of antebellum America can-
not be located solely within Truth’s practice of representing 
herself in the many versions of her card portrait; rather, any 
disruptive meaning must be tempered with an account of 
the way contemporary viewers read Truth’s images within 
various contexts. 

Part of the difficulty of analyzing photography lies in the 
volume of extra-aesthetic functions that burden the art form, 
as indicated by Allan Sekula’s formulation of photography as 
a technology that comprises a “double system: a system of 
representation capable of functioning both honorifically and 
repressively.”7 Sekula dates the rise of this double represen-
tational system to the mid-nineteenth century. According to 
Sekula, this period was characterized by a broader range of 
society gaining access to bourgeois portraiture through the 
medium of photography, while at the same time the medium 
provided the scientific and political domains with a new way 
to control those populations. In Sekula’s words, “Honorific 
conventions were thus able to proliferate downward…[while] 
photography came to establish and delimit the terrain of 
the other.”8 This discursive formulation provides scholars 
working on Truth’s photography with a useful methodologi-
cal starting point, for Truth’s portrait cards appear at just the 
time when this “double system” begins to solidify.9 On the 
surface, Truth’s images appear to operate within the honorific 
role as defined by Sekula. Truth commonly adopts the poses 
and props of respectable, bourgeois portraiture in her card 
portraits. However, since the honorific cannot be defined 
without its obverse, the repressive, it bears investigating other 
images from the wider antebellum archive that allow scholars 
to place Truth’s portraiture within the honorific category. 

One popular anecdote cited in the literature on Truth’s 
cards concerns a speech Susan B. Anthony delivered to an 
annual meeting of the Woman’s Loyal League.10 As the story 
goes, at one point in her speech, Anthony held up two small 
carte-de-visite photographs in a plea to her supporters to do-
nate money to the abolitionist cause. One of the photographs 
was Truth’s recently printed portrait. The other was from 
the photographers McPherson and Oliver, an image titled 
The Scourged Back (Figure 2). The image depicts an African 
American slave sitting upon a chair with his back turned to 
the camera, his head slightly in profile. The popularity of 

the image among contemporary audiences derives from the 
tangled and grotesque mass of scars that rise from the sitter’s 
back, serving to remind viewers of the potential violence that 
followed each African American under the slave economy 
of the South. The Scourged Back represents a common type 
of image of African Americans in this period. These images 
function not as portraits of individuals, but as evidentiary 
documents to morally compel viewers to repudiate slavery 
and join the abolitionist cause. As such, they rely on present-
ing realities seen as shocking to viewers.

We also note abolitionists’ preference for these shocking 
images: Harper’s Weekly published an engraved version of 
The Scourged Back along with two other portraits of the same 
man (Figure 3).11 The Scourged Back appears in the center 
of the illustration grouping, reproduced about three times 
as large as the other images. The other two images contrast 
sharply with their better-known counterpart. Printed in the 
lower-left corner of the page is a portrait of Gordon seated 
on a stool, facing the viewer. He is barefoot, and his clothes 
appear old and worn. The caption printed underneath 
reads, “Gordon as he entered our lines,” alerting the reader 
to the fact that these were the clothes Gordon wore when 
he escaped his plantation captivity. The other image shows 
“Gordon in his uniform as a U.S. soldier.” The illustration 
depicts Gordon standing and smiling as he faces the viewer 
in full Union garb, his hand resting on the end of his rifle. 
That the original photographs from which the illustrations 
were derived did not circulate as widely as those depicting 
Gordon’s scarred, beaten back further suggests the abolition-
ists’ reliance on shocking imagery.

The Scourged Back is only one instance of the kind of 
images that shocked American viewers at the time. Another, 
more subtle, example from 1863, simply titled Emancipated 
Slaves, comes from photographer Myron H. Kimball (Figure 
4).12 The image shows two rows of people, the back row 
consisting of three African American adults, with the front 
row consisting of a line of five smaller children. The adult at 
the far left has a series of letters that appear to be branded 
into his forehead, the obvious markings of an abusive slave 
master. However, the children in the front row comprise the 
intended focus of this image. Each appears well dressed, star-
ing directly into the camera. A small, dark-skinned boy stands 
in the middle of the group, with two lighter-skinned children 
to each side. Upon first consideration, it would appear that 
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the lighter-skinned children are not, in fact, African Ameri-
can. However, the printed text above the image properly 
guides its interpretation. The text reads, “Emancipated slaves 
brought from Louisiana by Col. George H. Hanks.” Nicholas 
Mirzoeff sums up the abolitionist appeal of such an image 
when he writes, “The selling point and scandal of the pho-
tograph was precisely the fact that all the children, by virtue 
of their status as former slaves, were African American.”13 In 
contrast to The Scourged Back, Kimball’s Emancipated Slaves 
derives its shock not from the physical signs of abuse, but 
from its subtext of miscegenation, an anxious subject even 
for well-meaning Northern abolitionists. 

The initial contrast between these images and Truth’s 
card portraits is striking. In one of her earlier card portraits 
Truth appears wearing modest, Quaker-style clothing, seated 
next to a small side table facing the camera. Across her lap 
lies a string of knitting material, the end of which she holds 
in one hand. On the table sits a small vase of flowers and 
an open book. This image seems to contain neither the 
evidentiary bluntness of The Scourged Back nor the implied 
scandal of Emancipated Slaves. Kathleen Collins explains 
what she perceives as Truth’s intention in this photograph 
when she writes that the props with which Truth poses may 
have served to “emphasize [Truth’s] femininity” in order to 
counter her rougher, masculine reputation.14 Along similar 
lines, Painter argues that Truth very well could have created 
a photograph similar to the more scandalous images to 
increase her sales, emphasizing that it was Truth’s choice to 
not make such an image.15 

While accounts of Truth’s agency may be convincing 
on the surface, they fail to account for two very important 
assumptions that throw these previous conclusions into 
doubt. First is the prescriptive iconography and production 
of antebellum carte-de-visite portraits. Many photography 
studios of the time had access to only a limited number of 
props, backdrops, and seating options from which to choose, 
narrowing the amount of personal choice in the construction 
of the image. Furthermore, photographers often made many 
decisions on behalf of their client regarding the pose, the 
arrangement of the props, and even the type of clothes to 
wear, all in order to produce the best photograph. Photo-
graphic posing and etiquette guides were widely circulated 
by popular studios in order to teach clients how to behave 
and what to expect from the photographic experience, fur-
ther mediating the supposed agency of the portrait sitter.16 
As Elizabeth Siegel points out, while posing guides were 
only one factor that influenced the appearance of card por-
traits, “the combination of standard poses, mass-produced 

backgrounds, and overused accessories had a pronounced 
leveling effect, resulting in pictures that looked repetitive 
and formulaic.”17 This prescriptive mediation on the part of 
photographers themselves explains why so many carte-de-
visite portraits resemble one another, often stripping away the 
individuality of the actual sitter. We can see this redundancy 
of bourgeois portraiture when viewing Truth’s card portraits 
alongside the numerous examples of similarly constructed 
portraits, the cumulative effect of which underscores the 
utter conventionality of the carte-de-visite form. 

Readings attributing agency to Truth in the production 
of her card portraits also fail to take into account the viewing 
audience of her photographs. Teresa zackodnik explicitly 
refers to this problem, writing that, “However much we 
want to believe that Truth might have strategized or con-
trolled [her photographs’] composition and circulation, her 
portraits nonetheless participated in a culture of racial and 
social difference.”18 In other words, no matter the level of 
agency Truth may have exerted in the production of her 
photographs, their interpretation ultimately relied on her 
viewing audience. That Susan B. Anthony brandished Truth’s 
card portrait alongside The Scourged Back implies that white 
abolitionists perceived a link between the two images that 
had little to do with the self-representation of an African 
American woman. Because of these problems in attempting 
to read agency into Truth’s card portraits, a more produc-
tive interpretation involves examining the contexts of their 
circulation. zackodnik begins such an investigation when she 
acknowledges the power of the viewing audience in shaping 
a photograph’s meaning. However, she stops short of any 
definitive statement on the power of Truth’s photographs, 
merely concluding that a definitive or unambiguous reading 
of Truth’s photographs may be impossible.19 By contrast, this 
paper will demonstrate how the circulation of Truth’s card 
portraits created a palpable anxiety among different viewing 
contexts and audiences, revealing a structural pattern to the 
way these images operate.

The economic realm provides a cogent example of one 
such context and audience. In 1862, two years before Truth 
sat for her first card portrait, the US government began to 
issue the first federally sanctioned banknotes in the country’s 
history. To the broader American public, the support for 
and usage of these “green-backs” connoted one’s political 
sentiments, for the introduction of this currency served two 
obviously political purposes. The first was the need on the 
part of the Republican government to fund the Civil War and 
defeat the Confederate Army. The second was an attempt to 
further undercut the Southern economy, which obstinately 
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continued to use coined currency. As the two political sides 
hardened their economic allegiances, publishers and politi-
cal commentators of the time developed a new economic 
terminology to mock and denigrate their opponents. As 
Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby and others have shown, Southern 
slaveholders frequently employed the term “shadow” to 
disparage the new paper currency.20 To these Southerners, 
paper currency contained no intrinsic worth in contrast to 
metal coinage, which they often referred to as having a true 
and meaningful “substance.” By captioning each of her card 
portraits with the phrase, “I Sell the Shadow to Support the 
Substance,” Truth slyly subverts the terms of this economic 
debate while carving out a clear political position attributed 
to her likeness. Furthermore, since photographers frequently 
used the term “shadow” to describe photographs in adver-
tisements during this period, Truth’s caption designates her 
card photographs as symbolically analogous to the newly 
created paper money it circulated alongside.

 The rise of the publicized personality and the cult of ce-
lebrity that arose in the mid-nineteenth century also provided 
a contentious territory exploited by Truth’s card portraits. 
During this time, a growing anonymous reading public placed 
increasingly intrusive demands on well-known authors for 
public appearances and speeches. According to Michael 
Newbury, the “demands placed by the public on those oc-
cupying the increasingly conspicuous cultural stage came to 
be imagined in the unexpected terms of slave labor and slave 
economics.”21 Through his analysis of authors like Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Harriet Jacobs, 
as well as his reading of the contemporary rhetoric of slave 
economics, Newbury asserts that slavery and celebrity were 
linked through the public’s desire to “consume the celebrity 
body itself” rather than his or her cultural or economic pro-
ductions.22 This is not to conflate the demands placed upon 
celebrities to those placed upon African American slaves, but 
merely to elucidate the anxieties surrounding the new role 
of celebrities within the American public sphere. As a former 
slave and rising public figure, Sojourner Truth occupied a 
unique position that enabled her to simultaneously embody 
both modes of public consumption. By directly selling her 
Narrative and carte-de-visite portraits at her many public ap-
pearances, Truth actively cultivated her celebrity status while 
highlighting her independence through cultural production. 
Truth herself once remarked, “I always had something to pay 
my way with…for I was a free agent, to go and come when I 
pleased.”23 Buying Truth’s card portrait enabled her support-

ers to participate in the exchange of cultural commodities 
and also, and perhaps more importantly, to possess a part 
of the celebrity body. This particular cultural consumption 
represented a highly ambivalent position in the minds of 
many Americans, considering Truth’s increasing publicity as 
an outspoken, independent African American abolitionist.

The last context worth examining combines the afore-
mentioned economic circulation and the symbolic consump-
tion of the celebrity body. Although the primary audience 
of Truth’s card portraits was composed primarily of white 
abolitionists, there do exist records of other African Ameri-
cans purchasing and exchanging Truth’s images.24 Collins cites 
a letter written to Truth from Josephine J. Franklin in 1864. 
The letter reads, in part, “I brought [the photographs] myself 
and gave one to my sister… in the city of Poughkeepsie and 
the other to my niece… in the city of Brooklyn.”25 This letter 
suggests perhaps one of the most powerful abilities of Truth’s 
card portraits. By sharing her card portraits with other African 
Americans, Truth and her followers created a virtual com-
munity connected through her image. Truth tightened the 
bonds of this virtual community by personally distributing 
her portraits, most often by mail or through a small network 
of personal friends. This stands in stark contrast to other ce-
lebrity portraits that photographers sold from their studios, 
an exchange divorced from the celebrity, him- or herself. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, purchasing and trading 
celebrity card portraits became a popular aspect of that 
era’s “cartomania,” as consumers of celebrity card portraits 
increasingly infused the images with heavy symbolic worth. 
Siegel underscores this point in her own analysis of carte-
de-visite albums, stating that securing celebrity card portraits 
“may have allowed Americans to envision themselves as 
members of…an ‘imagined community,’ in which most 
people will never meet but are nonetheless aware of the 
existence of others.”26 Celebrity card portraits, like Truth’s, 
“seemed to provide a moral education and blueprint for 
self-improvement” for their owners.27 Consequently, the 
exchange and circulation of Truth’s image among African 
Americans surely caused a great degree of anxiety among 
those unsympathetic to her views. This far-flung, symbolic 
community of card-carrying supporters thus represents a 
great disruption to Southern white patriarchy during the 
antebellum period.

In conclusion, the previous scholarship on Truth’s carte-
de-visite portraits often focuses on Truth’s manner of repre-
sentation and her authorial agency. This focus on the author 
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of an object unfortunately excludes an equally important 
consideration of audience and viewership. An analysis that 
focuses on the circulation of Truth’s images within various 
contexts seeks to correct this omission and serves three main 
purposes: one, it deepens the initial, and sometimes prob-
lematic, work provided by previous scholarship that focused 
on the representational content of Truth’s images; two, such 
an analysis synthesizes information regarding photography’s 
relationship and interconnectedness to other discourses, 

such as economics and the status of celebrity in the antebel-
lum period; three, in viewing Truth’s card portraits through 
this interdisciplinary lens, we can more accurately define 
the power such images are able to generate. Through their 
fugitive circulation, these images simultaneously foreground 
and disrupt the various aspects of white Southern ideology 
active in the mid-nineteenth century.

Florida State University

Figure 1. Sojourner Truth, I Sell the Shadow to Sup-
port the Substance, 1864, carte-de-visite photograph, 
4 x 2 1/5 inches. Gladstone Collection, Prints and 
Photographs Division, Library of Congress.
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Figure 2. McPherson and Oliver, The Scourged Back, 1863, carte-de-visite 
photograph, 4 x 2 ½ inches. The Library Company of Philadelphia. 

Figure 3. Harper’s Weekly, Gordon 
as he entered our lines, Gordon 
under medical inspection, Gordon in 
his uniform as a U.S. soldier, 1863, 
wood engraving illustration, 22 x 16 
inches (full journal page). Gladstone 
Collection, Prints and Photographs 
Division, Library of Congress.
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Figure 4. Myron H. Kimball, Emancipated Slaves, 1863, albumen silver print, 5 3/16 x 7 3/16 inches. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gilman Collec-
tion, Purchase, The Horace W. Goldsmith Foundation Gift, through Joyce and Robert Menschel, 2005.
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Amateur Painting: Honoré Daumier’s “Homage to Fragonard” 
and the Rococo

Elizabeth Saari Browne

in conversation versus the artist at work echoes certain 
Rococo compositions including those by Fragonard. More 
erotic than Daumier’s piece, in Fragonard’s The Debut of the 
Model there exist similar playfully humorous yet ambiguous 
relationships (Figure 2). Lifting her skirt with his mahlstick, the 
artist here attempts to undress the model as her companion 
(who by leaning over reveals her own décolletage) likewise 
grabs at the garments. Though one of the model’s hands is 
at her skirt where the artist is trying to reveal more skin, her 
passivity, combined with her companion’s frozen gesture at 
either helping the artist or protecting her friend’s modesty 
and perhaps seeking the attention of the artist herself, leaves 
these erotic tensions unresolved. While Daumier’s L’atelier is 
a less explicit example of such studio liaisons, the ambiguous 
relationships and interests between the model, the artist, and 
the other man produce similar relational humor. 

L’atelier pays further “Homage to Fragonard” by trans-
lating figures and conventions of the Rococo master and 
his time. With her hair upswept into a loose chignon and 
her scintillating white-lined orange-yellow dress, the young 
woman in L’atelier appears to be a citation of Fragonard’s 
The Debut of the Model. It is as if Fragonard’s young girl has 
covered herself and adjusted her pose for a new painting. 
Though depicted in casual conversation, her turned head 
explicitly imitates the profil perdu, a common eighteenth-
century convention in which the facial features are lost to the 
viewer as the figure is turned inward. With such direct refer-
ence to Fragonard and the eighteenth century, one wonders 
what the artist in the background is rendering in Daumier’s 
painting. Is he just a necessary component of studio scenes 
as popularized during the eighteenth century? Could the 
painter be a self-portrait of Daumier painting a canvas as the 
actual Daumier paints L’atelier—or, since L’atelier represents 
Daumier at his most “Fragonardian,” might the painter in 
the background be Fragonard himself applying the finishing 
touches to The Debut of the Model? 

Daumier’s focus on gazing and conversation imbues the 
scene with an emphasis on sensual pleasure and accentu-
ates elements of ambiguity and intimacy, tropes common to 
Rococo painting.3 The unknowable conversation between 
the two foreground figures and the indistinct gazes allow the 

The prolific artist Honoré Daumier’s small oil paintings 
remained virtually unknown until the end of his life when 
an exhibition of his work was mounted at the Paris art 
gallery Durand-Ruel in 1878.1 Focusing on the particular 
sketch-like aesthetics of Daumier’s brushwork, reviewers of 
the show compared his paintings of families, theater goers, 
chess players, singers, readers, and print viewers, perhaps 
somewhat surprisingly, to the work of several Rococo artists.2 
This paper will argue that for Daumier, the loose brushwork 
and free paint handling associated with the sketch was part 
of an eighteenth-century tradition that appealed to an audi-
ence of amateurs, the audience for whom Daumier typically 
painted. Rather than explicit social content or narrative, their 
appreciation and judgments were inspired by works in which 
contemplation, imagination, and intimacy were of more 
value. More specifically, this paper will consider Daumier in 
relation to Rococo artist Jean-Honoré Fragonard as a model 
for understanding the aesthetic and social context in which 
Daumier worked.

Also known by the alternative title Homage à Fragonard, 
Daumier’s L’atelier shows the artist at his most “Fragonardian” 
as he translates Fragonard into his own idiom by evoking the 
Rococo master’s brushwork and style and by transforming his 
thematics (Figure 1). The small canvas depicts a scene which 
explores the compound relationships of figures in an artist’s 
studio. Absorbed in his composition, the artist is relegated 
to the background, obscured in darkness and a palette of 
muted browns and ochres. Though the artist’s composition 
is indiscernible, the woman in the foreground presumably 
acts as his model, despite the fact that the artist appears 
more interested in his work than in her beauty. Her luminous 
skin, sensuality, and the shimmering materials of her dress 
captivate not only the viewer, but also another man, who 
leans into the composition from behind the studio furnace. 
Gripping the chimney pipe to move closer, he is attentive 
as the model gesticulates with her left hand, turning her 
body from the viewer toward her visitor as the painter in the 
background remains oblivious or unconcerned.

Though the scene is translated into Daumier’s idiom, 
it is operatively in “Fragonardian” terms. The social interac-
tion in the juxtaposition between the two figures engaged 
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viewer to “complete” the scene, a function originating with 
the aesthetics of the amateur and the eighteenth century, by 
imagining what those eyes could see or what those mouths 
might say.4 Thus the intimacy of the painting exists not only 
between the model and her probable suitor engaged in close 
conversation and between the artist and his work, but also 
between the beholder and this painting, which demands 
viewer participation. Measuring only thirty-one by twenty-
five centimeters, the small oil invites the viewer into a physi-
cal closeness, a position that encourages slow contemplation 
and attention to the relationships within the scene, where 
potentials for multiple narratives can be discerned. 

While similarities in themes and motifs might be sub-
stantial enough to consider this singular painting an homage 
to Fragonard, theme and motif alone do not fully explain 
why Daumier’s other paintings are so often compared with 
this particular Rococo artist.5 In fact, more often, stylistic 
comparisons are made between the two, including their 
paintings’ sketch-like qualities.6 That Daumier’s paintings 
are most consistently characterized as “sketches,” which 
relates to Fragonard’s own faire, requires that consideration 
be given to the historical and revived meaning of the sketch, 
not just for an admiring artist like Daumier, but for the specific 
audiences who purchased and cherished the works in such 
an “unfinished” state.

Considered to be symbolic of the artist’s “first thought,” 
the esquisse was a privileged form of the sketch which came 
to be seen in and as completed works in the eighteenth 
century.7 Notable among these “finished sketches” were 
the figures de fantaisie, non identity-specific portraits which 
exhibit Fragonard’s most fluid brushwork. Though in the mid-
nineteenth century the oil sketch came to public prominence 
as it appeared on a larger scale in the salons and was often 
connected to social or avant-gardist purposes, the process 
and imagination associated with the esquisse initially at-

tracted a particular, more private audience of connoisseurs, 
artists, and amateurs.8 As Mary Sheriff argues in her book 
Fragonard: Art and Eroticism, the amateur was a man “well 
versed in the history of art, well read in aesthetic theory and 
familiar with the conventions of picture making, and more 
interested in art fully capable of appreciating the cleverness 
of painting that commented upon itself.”9 This “cleverness” 
to which Sheriff alludes is actually embedded in the surface 
quality of the paint itself. Superficially, a sketch-like execu-
tion seems natural and easy. However, this “spontaneity” 
is actually practiced artifice, concealing significant training 
required to carry off such “ease.” Additionally, the “unfin-
ished” state of such canvases leaves its “completion” to the 
viewer.10 Mentally filling in details, refining contours, even 
embellishing what was left “undone,” the work engages the 
viewer and allows him to participate, to step into the artist’s 
role and creatively imagine and finish the painting where it 
has been left off. 

Fragonard’s figures de fantaisie are also the paintings by 
Fragonard most often cited as influencing Daumier.11 Like 
L’atelier, they depict figures engaged in quiet contemplation 
or artistic practice including writing, reading, and playing 
music (Figure 3). However, this emphasis on the senses is at 
one remove; the viewer cannot “hear” the music, nor “read” 
the texts, just as in Daumier’s L’atelier the viewer cannot 
discern what the artist depicts or listen to the model’s words. 
Instead, the viewer’s imagination is called upon to provide 
the words and sounds which cannot be fully expressed in 
paint, adding another degree of subjectivity to the paint-
ing. In this manner, several of Daumier’s oils seem to be 
nineteenth-century figures de fantaisie. In Pierrot jouant de 
la mandoline, the loose brushwork barely defines Pierrot’s 
form, engulfed as he is in the entangling lines of brushwork 
(Figure 4). The blue streaks radiating from his open mouth, 
mid-song conflate sound and sight. As in Fragonard’s figures 
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12 Carol Duncan, “The Persistence of Rococo” (PhD diss., Columbia 
University, 1970), 30. 

13 Allison Unruh, “Aspiring to la Vie Galante: Reincarnations of Rococo 
in Second Empire France” (PhD diss., New York University, 2008). 
For writing about and collecting eighteenth-century art during the 
nineteenth century, see particularly chapters one and four.

14 Jules de Goncourt and Edmond de Goncourt, French Eighteenth- 
Century Painters, trans. Robin Ironside (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1981).

15 Ibid., 288.

16 Unruh, “La Vie Galante,” 265. Unruh also notes how La Caze’s col-
lection included artists such as Rembrandt van Rijn, Frans Hals, and 
Chardin, all artists known for their “loose” handling of paint and/or 
drawn sketches. These artists have also been connected to Daumier; 
see Melot “Daumier and Art History.” 

17 Unruh, “La Vie Galante,” 223.

de fantaisie, the viewer decides what he “hears.” Likewise, 
the far-away gaze of the artist depicted in Le peintre, as well 
as the highlighting of his countenance and his brushes, recalls 
Fragonard’s Inspiration (Figure 5). Just as the fantaisie figure 
clutches his quill inspired to write, Le peintre’s brushes are 
loaded for action, the blank canvas poised to receive his 
première pensée. Incomplete, it is not Le peintre’s inspiration 
that provides the image to be painted, or “finished,” on the 
background canvas, but rather the viewer’s own imagination, 
fired by intimate engagement in reflecting on the esquisse. 

Even works featuring multiple figures emphasize viewer 
participation and “seeing beyond” what is immediately 
perceived. In Une loge au théâtre, the viewer “sits” among 
the audience, watching them watch the show (Figure 6). A 
blur of yellows and greens, two figures vaporously appear on 
stage, though no formal or iconographic qualities provide a 
discernible narrative; that remains for the viewer to deter-
mine. Similarly, in Galerie de tableaux (1860-70, private col-
lection) three amateurs casually contemplate the surrounding 
artwork. Their viewing action blatantly mirrors that of the 
painting’s owner. As their gazes supersede the boundaries of 
Daumier’s oil, excluding the artwork they are studying, the 
viewer mentally “creates” the work upon which the figures 
are focused, perhaps imagining them gazing at the same 
painting he contemplates or even another painting from his 
collection. Like Fragonard’s paintings, these images blur the 
distinctions between the artist representing and the figure 
represented, between imagination and reality, and between 
the senses expressed in subject matter with the viewer’s visual 
sense, all of which would appeal to an audience delighted 
by interplays of representation. 

The relationship between the amateur and the esquisse 
continued in the works of early nineteenth-century Rococo 
petit-maîtres, Romantics, Realists, and Impressionists whose 
works were likewise purchased by the amateur, collector, 
and fellow artist.12 In fact, during the Second Empire when 
Daumier produced the majority of his oils, the revived in-
terest in the Rococo was due in part to the many amateurs 
who remained devoted to collecting eighteenth-century art 
throughout the nineteenth century.13

Examining these collections reveals a taste for eigh-
teenth-century art in which the formal properties of line, 
brush, and scale were valued. For the Goncourt brothers, 
this interest is specifically revealed in their essays on French 
eighteenth-century painters.14 Though historically and 
biographically embellished, their descriptions of work by 

Antoine Watteau, Quentin de La Tour, François Boucher, and 
Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin reveal their taste for seemingly 
briskly executed paintings, loose brushwork, evocative line, 
and sketches. Of all the artists about whom the Goncourt 
brothers wrote though, Fragonard appears to be the artist 
who best exemplifies their aesthetic opinions, their “de Pile-
sian” conception that painting should delight the eyes in a 
sensuous materialist sense. The Goncourt brothers crowned 
Fragonard the “sketcher of genius,” his cultivated esquisses 
not merely a stage of painting but instead its ideal.15

Other nineteenth-century amateurs were equally en-
amored of this style of handling, including Louis La Caze, 
whose collection of Rococo works would later establish the 
Louvre’s eighteenth-century wing.16 Most exemplary in his 
collection of modestly scaled pictures and intimately treated 
subjects was Fragonard’s figure de fantaisie L’Abbe de Saint-
Non (1769, Musée du Louvre, Paris). Through exhibitions 
mounted in the 1860s and 70s featuring eighteenth-century 
paintings and drawings from the collections of amateurs 
and collectors like La Caze and the Goncourt brothers, it is 
obvious that Daumier would have had access to Fragonard’s 
works, if he had not seen them even earlier. 

These exhibitions—including the 1860 “Ancienne école 
française” show, the 1867 Rococo exhibition held at Petit 
Trianon, and the 1867 Exposition Universelle—not only 
inspired artists like Daumier to experiment with this type 
of paint handling but also interested collectors. While the 
Goncourt brothers and La Caze represent more affluent 
nineteenth-century amateurs, the rise of the middle class 
during the Second Empire also produced a new popula-
tion of collector-amateurs.17 Though their wealth might 
not have been extensive enough to purchase paintings by 
eighteenth-century masters, collecting more modest works 
by nineteenth-century artists allowed these new amateurs 
to participate in the culture of collecting, as well as to 
indulge their own aesthetic appreciation for eighteenth-
century-esque works. Regardless of finances, the consumers 
of Daumier’s oil paintings during this time period represent 
the same type of engaged audience that pertained to Frago-
nard’s paintings.

Investigating the subject matter, style, and provenance 
of Daumier’s paintings reveals the nature of the connection 
to the artist-, critic-, and collector-amateur. Unlike the overt 
social and political epoch depicted in his lithographs for 
Charivari, Daumier’s paintings speak to a private audience 
rather than to the public. Combined with the sketch-like 
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brushwork and unfinished surface, the mundane subject 
matter of the paintings (peopled landscapes, chess players, 
Don Quixotes, etc.) generates reflection and reverie.18 Inti-
mate, somewhat ambiguous, and relying on the beholder’s 
imagination, Daumier’s images, like Fragonard’s paintings, 
appear impulsive and incomplete but are actually carefully 
constructed, the “spontaneous” line articulated in alignment 
with the “simple” subject matter for deliberate contempla-
tive purpose.

While Daumier’s paintings may have been “discovered” 
by the broader public in 1878, a private audience had been 
quietly purchasing these never-exhibited works years before 
they were “revealed.” These owners include prominent col-
lectors who also purchased eighteenth-century art, other art-
ists who used “loose” paint handling, and writers sympathetic 
to the poetic, inward-looking qualities.19 

Ignoring Daumier’s emphasis on materiality and looking 
disregards the depth of his work and his influences. Well 
known in his own time for his biting caricatures, Daumier’s 

oil paintings emphasize a softer visual and material sensu-
ous appreciation. This is true not only of his paintings which 
directly recall or cite Fragonard and eighteenth-century 
themes, but even extends to Daumier’s scenes “of their 
time”—of bourgeois subjects examining prints in shops 
(L’amateurs d’estampes, 1860-65, Philadelphia Museum 
of Art), of passersby staring at the moon (Les noctambules, 
1845-48, National Museum Wales, Cardiff), and of readers 
pondering the written word (La lecture d’un poeme, 1857-
58, Germany, private collection). Based on an engagement 
with eighteenth-century painting and audiences that had 
a continued presence throughout the nineteenth century, 
Daumier appears as a more complex artist working as a 
“witness to the times” not just politically and socially, but 
artistically as well, engaged in the nineteenth-century con-
tinuation of Rococo visual and aesthetic ideals. 

University of Florida

18 Georgel, “Daumier Peintre,” 5: “Temps poétique et contemplative: 
l’artiste, las de suivre la minute qui passe, se retrait, prend son temps…
Que cet art n’ait pas rencontré, du vivant de Daumier, l’approbation 
de la multitude, il n’y a pas de quoi s’étonner. En fait, il ne lui était 
pas destiné. Au caricaturiste de s’adresser au plus grand nombre; le 
peintre, lui, se parle d’abord à lui-même.”

19 Daumier’s paintings were owned by collectors such as Georges de 
Bellio (L’atelier/Homage à Fragonard) and Isaac de Camondo (Galerie 
de tableaux); artists Jean-Baptiste-Camille Corot (who owned several 
versions of L’amateur d’estampes), Charles-François Daubigny (Une 
loge de théâtre among others), Nadar (Don Quichotte et Sancho 
Pansa, c.1860, Itami City Museum of Art, Japan), and Edgar Degas 
(Don Quichotte lisant, 1865-70, National Museum Wales, Cardiff); 
and writers including Octave Mirbeau (La femme au ruban bleu, 
c.1860, Dumbarton Oaks Collection, Washington, DC), and Roger 
Marx (Don Quichotte et Sancho Pansa sous un arbre, c.1865, Abegg 
Foundation, Switzerland). Paintings not sold directly to these collec-
tors, artists, and writers, were purchased by dealers such as Ambrose 
Vollard, Gaston Alexandre Camentron, and Paul Durand-Ruel, who 

sold similarly styled paintings to private collectors and amateurs. Dr. 
Georges de Bellio (1828-1894) was a physician and avid art collec-
tor. De Bellio’s collection of Impressionist paintings, gifted by his 
daughter in 1957, formed the foundation of the Musée Marmottan 
Monet in Paris. For de Bellio and his collecting, see Remus Niculescu, 
“Georges de Bellio, L’ami des Impressionnistes,” Paragone  21, no. 247 
(Sept. 1970): 25-66. In the nineteenth century, Isaac de Camondo, a 
member of the wealthy Parisian Camondo family, whose home and 
eighteenth-century art collection is preserved in Paris as the Musée 
de Camondo, was also known for his collection of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century painting, much of which is now at the Musée 
d’Orsay. As landscape painters of the Barbizon school, Corot’s and 
Daubigny’s own paintings are often referred to as études, exhibiting 
similar fluid brushwork to Daumier. For the Impressionist connection to 
the eighteenth century and for Degas’ collection of Daumier’s works, 
see Ann Dumas, ed., Inspiring Impressionism: The Impressionists and 
the Art of the Past (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007); and 
Ann Dumas, ed., The Private Collection of Edgar Degas (New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1997).
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Figure 1. Honoré Daumier, The Studio (L’atelier), c.1870, oil on 
canvas, 16 x 12 1/2 inches (40.6 x 31.8 cm). The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, Los Angeles.

Figure 2. Jean Honoré Fragonard, 
The Debut of the Model, c.1770, oil 
on canvas, 19.7 x 24.8 inches (50 x 
63 cm). Musée Jacquemart-André, 
© RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, 
NY. Photo credit: Jean Schormans. 
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Figure 3. Jean Honoré Fragonard, Inspiration, 1769, oil on canvas, 31.5 
x 25.2 inches (80 × 64 cm). Musée du Louvre, © RMN-Grand Palais / 
Art Resource, NY. Photo credit: Daniel Arnaudet.

[below left] Figure 4. Honoré Daumier, Pierrot Jouant de la Mandoline, 
c.1873, oil on panel, 13.8 x 10.6 inches (35 x 27 cm). Oskar Reinhart 
“Am Römerholz” Museum, Winterthur, Switzerland.

[below right] Figure 5. Honoré Daumier, Le Peintre, c.1865, oil on panel, 
11.4 x 7.5 inches (29 x 19 cm). National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh.
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Figure 6. Honoré Daumier, Une Loge au Théâtre, c.1865, oil on wood, 10.4 x 13.8 inches (26.5 x 35 cm). Kunsthalle, Hamburg. bpk, Berlin. Photo 
credit: Elke Walford / Art Resource, NY. 





3 Written by Innokenty Annensky, Famira Kifared was based on the myth 
of the bard Famira who was blinded by the muses for having challenged 
them to a contest on the lyre. M.N. Yablonskaya, Women Artists of 
Russia’s New Age, 1900-1935, trans. Anthony Parton (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1990), 120; Konstantin Rudnitsky, Russian and Soviet 
Theater, 1905-1932, ed. Lesley Milne, trans. Roxane Permer (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams), 18-19. 

4 Andrei B. Nakov, “Painting and Stage Design: A Creative Dialogue,” 
in Alexandra Exter: Artist in the Theater (New York: New York Public 
Library, 1974), 9. Her set has been rightly described as a “monumental 
cubist landscape.” Towering conical forms, which likely represent 
Cyprus trees, and the jumbled clusters of cubes and asymmetrical 
rectangles nestled at their bases make for a visually arresting and 
elegantly balanced architectonic assembly of forms within which the 
actors could move. See Nancy Van Norman Baer, Theater in Revolu-
tion: Russian Avant-Garde Stage Design, 1913-1935 (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1991), 42.

1 In Russia, perhaps more than anywhere else at the time, women artists 
were a dominant force among the avant-garde, often outnumbering 
their male counterparts at exhibits and pioneering their own artistic 
movements. Although futurist poet Benedikt Livshits used the term 
“Amazon” to describe Exter and her friend, fellow artist Olga Roza-
nova, it has come to include a number of Russia’s elite women artists. 
In 1999, John Bowlt, Matthew Drutt, and zelfira Tregulova curated 
an exhibit for the Deutsche Guggenheim Berlin titled Amazons of 
the Avant-Garde, which toured Europe and the US until 2001. In 
the exhibit and its catalogue, Natalia Goncharova, Liubov Popova, 
Varvara Stepanova, and Nadezhda Udaltsova were added to the list 
of “Amazons” to have emerged during the early decades of the 20th 
century. See John Bowlt and Matthew Drutt, eds., Amazons of the 
Avant-Garde, exh. cat. (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2000).

2 Through her travels and numerous friends in various European artistic 
communities, Exter became acquainted with F.T. Marinetti, Umberto 
Boccioni, Carlo Carra, and Luigi Russolo, and was especially close 
with Futurist painter Ardengo Soffici, with whom she shared a studio 
in 1914. 

Performers or Petrushkas?
The Metamorphosis of the Human Actor in Alexandra Exter’s 

Designs for Theater and Film
Laura Hunt

Alexandra Exter is known today as one of Russia’s “Amazons,” 
the collective appellation given to a number of Russia’s 
pioneering women artists of the early twentieth century.1 
A native Ukranian who spent much of her artistic career 
moving between Kiev, Paris, St. Petersburg, and Moscow, 
Exter participated in many of the most important artistic 
exhibitions and theatrical productions in Russia at the time. 
Yet she, perhaps more closely than any other member of the 
Russian avant-garde, associated with the Italian Futurists, the 
influence of whom is readily apparent in her artwork.2 Of 
particular interest to this study is the contribution of promi-
nent visual artists to the development of avant-garde theater 
in Europe and Russia and the subsequent introduction of 
the performing object as an alternative to the human actor. 
Through Exter’s career, it is possible to trace the visual and 
rhythmic transformation of the actor and the emergence of 
the performing object as her preferred vehicle of histrionic 
communication. This paper will briefly introduce Exter’s 
work in the performing arts, from her endeavors in Moscow’s 
Kamerny theater, to her famous set and costume designs for 
the science fiction film Aelita, Queen of Mars, to her creation 
of approximately forty marionettes for an unrealized film 
production. Exter’s marionettes represent a solution to her 
many years of research into the movement and dynamic ar-
rangement of costumed performers on the stage, combining 
Constructivist tactile sensibilities with Futurist principles of 
sculpture and relative motion. The theatrical venue allowed 

Exter not only to design, but also to construct, a total environ-
ment on the stage while developing the fundamental rhyth-
mic and compositional harmonies of her two-dimensional 
work in a three-dimensional arena. As painters such as Exter 
became increasingly interested in theatrical design, many 
chose to apply a kind of painterly abstraction to the human 
figure through the use of costumes disguising or manipulating 
the actors’ bodies. It was therefore logical—perhaps even 
unavoidable—that at a time when the human figure was 
being systematically dissected, rearranged, or abolished from 
the canvas, that in a theater now dominated by artists, the 
human actor would have to undergo a similar transformation. 

 Exter’s first foray into theatrical design took place in 
1916 in Moscow’s Kamerny Theater with Alexander Tairov’s 
production of the Greek tragedy, Famira Kifared.3 Touted by 
Russian critics as a “theatrical revolution” upon its debut in 
1916, the scenic environment Exter created on the stage 
was a radical break from the familiar, naturalistic décor 
to which the public had become accustomed.4 A cursory 
assessment of the costumes for Famira, however, will not 
quickly identify Exter as one of the most daring of Russia’s 
avant-garde (Figure 1). Although her costumes did create a 
sensation among some of the more conservative audience 
members, they did so not as a result of the design or fab-
rication of the materials, but their lack thereof. In an effort 
to unify the organic and inorganic components of the stage, 
Exter updated the Futurist practice of painting the body made 
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5 In an attempt to theatricalize the world around her, Goncharova 
periodically transformed herself into a living work of art by painting 
abstract designs on her face and body, forcing art into the lives of un-
suspecting passersby on the Moscow streets. See John Bowlt, “Natalia 
Goncharova and Futurist Theater,” Art Journal 49, no. 1 (Spring 1990): 
44-51. In their 1913 “Why We Paint Ourselves: A Futurist Manifesto,” 
Ilya zdanevich and Mikhail Larionov elucidate this idea: “it is time 
for art to invade life. The painting of our faces is the beginning of the 
invasion. That is why our hearts are beating so.” John E. Bowlt, ed., 
Russian Art of the Avant Garde: Theory and Criticism, 1902-1934 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), 81.

6 Umberto Boccioni et al., “Futurist Painting: Technical Manifesto,” in 
Futurism, ed. Lawrence Rainey, Christine Poggi, and Laura Wittman 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 65. In 1912, the Union 

of Youth (which Exter joined in 1910) published a Russian translation 
of Boccioni’s “Technical Manifesto of Futurist Painting.”

7 From a formalist perspective, Victor Erlich explains that a “crucial 
aspect of the deliberately impeded form is rhythm—a set of contriv-
ances superimposed upon ordinary speech.” Thus, the disruption of 
an established rhythm serves a similar function as the distortion of 
an otherwise recognizable form—to enstrange that which is familiar. 
Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism (The Hague: Mouton Publishers), 178.

8 From both a formalist and philosophical perspective, Exter did indeed 
achieve a gesamtkunstwerk (a total work of art) in her theatrical work. 
Not only did painting, sculpture, architecture, music, performance, 
and dance come together to form a total work of art, but it was made 
possible only through the collective efforts of the director, artist, com-
poser, musicians, electricians, and actors. 

famous by Mikhail Larionov and Natalia Goncharova.5 The 
resulting flattening and regimentation of the bodies created 
the illusion of relief sculpture, particularly when viewed 
within the architectural environment of the stage. In this way 
Exter reversed the traditional conceptions of the scenery and 
the actor, playing with the notions of two-dimensional and 
three-dimensional artwork and blurring the lines between 
them. Even at this early stage in Exter’s theatrical career, 
she was already looking at her performers more in terms of 
physicality than personality. 

 Exter’s next collaboration with Tairov was for the 1917 
production of Oscar Wilde’s Salome. It was here that Exter’s 
interest in rhythm and dynamism truly came to the fore. 
Although the hallmarks of Cubism and early Constructivism 
are undeniably present, it was a Futurist impulse that most 
conspicuously guided her hand in this production. One of 
Futurism’s most influential early theorists, Umberto Boc-
cioni famously described the dynamic relationships formed 
by the interaction of objects in his 1912 “Futurist Painting: 
Technical Manifesto”: 

Our bodies penetrate the sofas upon which 
we sit, and the sofas penetrate our bod-
ies, just as the tram rushes into the houses 
which it passes, and in their turn the houses 
throw themselves upon the tram and are 
merged with it.6 

Thus, in the Futurist point of view, objects are not self-
enclosed, impermeable structures, but living organisms that 
blend into one another in an ever-changing ebb and flow. 
Such was Exter’s aim in the Kamerny Theater. The intensely 
rhythmic set construction is disjointed and chaotic, but the 
powerful zig-zags and force lines of the curtains steady the 
volatile composition (Figure 2). In the costume designs for Sa-
lome, Exter’s desire to create a unified, dynamic arrangement 
of the performers within the constructed scenic environment 
is evidenced by her incorporation of sections of the stage 
set into her sketches of the performers. In her design for the 
character of Salome, the brilliant red staircase—a central 
feature in her stage design—was clearly conceived as an 
integral extension of the actress. In one of the costume de-
signs, Salome’s sweeping vermillion sash appears to actually 
slash through her extended leg, while the irregularly spaced 

pleats of her skirt mimic the staircase, which in turn acts as 
a continuation of the garment (Figure 3). Set in motion by 
the actors in the midst of Exter’s set, these costumes would 
have created their own dramatic action as they entered into 
an infinite number of formal and rhythmic relationships on 
the stage. For Exter, disrupting, accelerating, or otherwise 
arranging her forms in an unexpected rhythmic assembly was 
a mechanism by which she was able to establish harmony 
between the set and the costumed performers.7 As was often 
the case in the realm of avant-garde theater, however, the 
execution of the design rarely matched the intent of the de-
signer. Often, the organic, living material of the actor simply 
could not enter into the harmonious formal relationships with 
the scenic environment envisioned by the artist. 

While Exter’s work in Russian theater afforded her the 
opportunity to animate her pictorial work within a three-di-
mensional environment, it was her designs for film that came 
closest to reifying her vision. In 1924, Exter collaborated with 
director Iakov Protazanov on the screen adaptation of Alexey 
Tolstoy’s science fiction novel Aelita, a tale of a young man’s 
dream of a proletarian uprising on Mars. In order to create 
a futuristic alien environment that was at once breathtak-
ing and intimidating, she employed materials that offered 
the most transparency and reflectivity, including celluloid, 
Plexiglas, and a variety of metals (Figure 4). Her costumes 
were cut from the same materials, blending seamlessly with 
the Martian environment of the set and calling to mind the 
harmonious interaction of formal elements that characterized 
Exter’s theatrical endeavors.8 The many imaginative costumes 
for Aelita demonstrate a dramatic shift in Exter’s treatment of 
color, rhythm, and the human form (Figure 5). Her designs 
for the costume itself reveal once again Exter’s proclivity for 
mastering the latest developments in avant-garde art and 
extracting from this knowledge the most aesthetically and 
rhythmically appealing elements. For instance, the series of 
concentric broken arcs that form Aelita’s headdress recall the 
Constructivist sculpture of Alexander Rodchenko or Liubov 
Popova’s textile designs. As in Exter’s plays, the bodies of the 
actors—enhanced by inventive costuming—were intended 
to exist in harmony with the scenery (Figure 6). Thus, the 
severe diagonals of the interiors and translucent architecture 
were echoed in the costuming. As the performers move 
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11 Patrick Carnegy, Wagner and the Art of the Theater (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2006), 176.

12 Umberto Boccioni, “Absolute Motion + Relative Motion = Dyna-
mism,” in Futurist Manifestos, ed. Umbro Apollonio (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1970), 152.

9 Materials included wood, copper, paper, beads, lace, silk, celluloid, 
glass, plastic, and ribbon.

10 John Bowlt, ”The Marionettes of Alexandra Exter,” Russian History 8 
(1981): 221.

about within Exter’s Constructivist set, the angular geometry 
of each component of the production combines to form a 
living, and therefore ever-changing, composition. 

As Exter’s work became more sophisticated, the hu-
man figure resembled itself less and less. Had she allowed 
the actors to remain undisguised, the reality of their organic 
compositions and familiar movements would have stood in 
contradiction to the abstraction of Exter’s sets. Thus, Exter 
substantially modified the human performer, both in outward 
appearance and internal rhythm, in order to contribute in 
a meaningful way to the totality of the theatrical or filmic 
environment. It is unsurprising, then, that for her next film 
project she would build her performers entirely from scratch. 

In 1926, Exter created approximately forty marionettes 
for an unrealized project by the prolific Danish filmmaker, 
Urban Gad. These performing objects acted as demonstrable 
models of both the rhythmic potential of the performing 
object and the logical culmination of her theatrical construc-
tions. Assembled from a variety of materials and fabrics, 
Exter’s marionettes ran the gamut from traditional puppet 
theater favorites to charming new additions which playfully 
reflected the visual culture of the modern era.9 Although the 
film was never completed, Exter’s delightful constructions 
quickly became popular attractions at exhibits throughout 
Europe and Russia. It is therefore appropriate to examine 
them as both static objects and dynamic performers in which 
are reconciled conflicting notions of sculpture and actor, 
motion and inertia—and through which Exter achieved a 
truly rhythmic arrangement of forms in space.

 John Bowlt refers to puppet theater as “a kinetic spec-
tacle subordinate to the artist’s directive.”10 Such was the 
practical appeal of the marionette, since Exter was undoubt-
edly motivated by her research into issues of movement 
manifested in the organization and manipulation of forms in 
space. Swiss designer and theoretician Adolphe Appia advo-
cated taking the living actor “as a point of departure, placing 
him not before, but in the midst of planes and lines which 
are rightly intended for him, and which harmonize with the 
spaces and the time-units dictated by the music of his role.”11 
Exter took the next inevitable step in Appia’s approach, creat-
ing performers that would exist in perfect visual and rhythmic 
harmony with the constructed environment because they 
are made of the same forms and materials as their sur-
roundings. Indeed, Exter’s marionettes appear to represent 
a solution to her many years of research into the movement 
and dynamic arrangement of her costumed performers.

The marionette known as Longhi I demonstrates Exter’s 
use of formal repetition to reveal the kinetic potential of her 
work (Figure 7). The circular metal disks overlapping the 

hoops of the figure’s skirt suggest the lilting arabesques of 
a waltz. The horizontal rows of red material to which they 
are attached extend from tense diagonal swathes of fabric 
at its waist, creating a clunky, voluminous assembly of linear 
and geometric elements and asserting the material presence 
of the piece. However, the delicate feet and gracefully ex-
tended arms appear to foreshadow the lively animation of 
a rhythmic performance.

Similarly, the pointy zig-zag configurations of Longhi II 
create a palpable sense of impending motion (Figure 8). A 
cascade of diamond shapes dangles from the figure’s shiny 
metallic skirt, suggesting a sonorous, jangling quality even 
while at rest, and calling to mind Boccioni’s assertion that, 
“there is no such thing as a non-moving object.”12 Further 
diagonals and wedges created by the arms and torso of the 
figure imbue it with an internal rhythm established both by 
the redundancy of the individual shapes, and the patterns 
created by the empty spaces between them. Animated by 
its operator and subject only to the laws of physics, Longhi 
II exhibits an uneasy tension as it awaits the life-giving hand 
of the puppeteer.   

Of equal importance to the potential motion of the 
bodies of the animated marionettes is Exter’s obvious inter-
est in the compositional potential not only of the puppets 
themselves, but the strings to which their limbs are attached. 
The charming figure of Colombine, for example, illustrates 
the deliberate use of both strings and the wooden stand 
as significant compositional elements. (Figure 9) The most 
dynamic feature of the construction is the silver ball hang-
ing from the puppet’s right arm. Although the ball’s string 
is not attached to the stand, and was thus not intended to 
be manipulated independently, its movement would have 
corresponded to a tug on that of the upper arm, resulting 
in a gentle, pendulum-like motion elegantly following the 
curve of the stiff pleats of the skirt. Made of rigid metal, 
Colombine’s perpetually flirtatious skirt would not move like 
that of Longhi’s, but was designed to remain immobile. Thus, 
the gentle arc of the swaying ornament would reinforce the 
predominantly linear construction of the figure. The strings 
governing bodily movement, three of which are attached 
to the head, further establish the single plane in which Co-
lombine appears to exist. Undoubtedly intended to tilt coyly 
from side to side, the motion of the head and shoulders 
would remain subtle and restrained. The strings themselves 
mirror the triangular composition of the puppet’s wooden 
legs, anchoring the delicate figure of Harlequin’s paramour.

 Two of the most original and endearing of Exter’s mari-
onettes were not inspired by traditional puppet theater, but 
are instead cartoonishly modern in appearance. Embody-
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Soviet “agit-stands.” Unlike these propaganda kiosks, which offered 
books and various other pro-Soviet literature, the Radio Orators were 
designed as audio-visual displays for revolutionary slogans. Christina 
Lodder notes that no effort was made to disguise their intended func-
tions, and thus the loudspeakers served as both functional and formal 
elements in the design. Christina Lodder, Russian Constructivism (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983), 163.

15 Umberto Boccioni, “Manifesto of Futurist Sculpture,” in Rainey, Poggi, 
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a harmony on purely intuitive grounds; a leg, and arm, or an object 
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whole.” Ibid., 117.

13 Artist Louis Lozowick published a review in a 1928 edition of The-
ater Arts Monthly in which he describes a performance of Exter’s 
marionettes. Unfortunately, it is unclear where or in what context 
this occurred. He gives a brief account of a Commedia dell’Arte-style 
performance with a modern plot twist in which the leading characters 
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ing the chaotic rhythms and jumbled sensory experience of 
twentieth-century urban life, Sandwich Man and Advertising 
Man were created for a scene in the film that was to take 
place in New York City.13 Sandwich Man is perhaps the more 
comedic of the two; its clumsy stance and crooked eyes 
lend it an absurd presence, affording Exter the opportunity 
to experiment with a more mechanical assembly of forms 
while engaging in a little self-promotion (Figure 10). Plastered 
across its chest, wrapped around its legs, and displayed 
billboard-style beside its head is information advertising the 
International Theater Exhibition at the Steinway Building in 
New York City in which Exter was participating. She thus 
quite literally links her marionettes to the theatrical tradition 
out of which they emerged, while at the same time situating 
them unmistakably in a modern context. 

Advertising Man, even more strikingly than its counter-
part, appears as a rambunctious, kinetic collage adorned 
with disconnected lettering and scraps of random imagery, 
conveying the sensory overload characteristic of the modern 
urban environment. As is the case with Sandwich Man, its 
construction calls to mind the Constructivist designs of Soviet 
propaganda kiosks.14 As mobile constructions, however, Boc-
cioni’s theories of relative motion are again particularly useful 

as a means of examining Exter’s designs for her marionettes. 
He writes, “Futurist sculpture…will be architectural, and 
not just as a construction of masses, but in the way that the 
sculptural block itself will contain the architectonic elements 
of the sculptural environment in which the object exists.”15 If 
we consider the platform and stand upon which the puppets 
were displayed and the surrounding space carved out by the 
strings to which they are attached as a performative space, we 
can begin to imagine these performing objects as the realiza-
tion of similar principles. Exter has achieved architectonic 
construction in the form of a puppet—the planes, strings and 
platforms of which complete the object even as it rests and 
provide a venue in which it can move about amid an ever-
changing environment dictated by its own movements. The 
theatrical ideal of the total work of art is therefore realized 
in the figures of Exter’s dynamic creations, even as they hang 
motionless.16 Unlike the human performer which, despite 
numerous creative attempts to modify his form or material, 
can only ever exist as a transient presence within a scenic 
environment, the marionette is a total work of art in itself. 

Emory University
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Figure 1. Alexandra Exter, Sketch of a Costume, Bacchante, 1917, paper, pencil, gouache, 
tempera, whitewash, bronze paint and varnish, 44.6 x 31.6 cm. © Federal State Budget 
Institution of Culture “A. A. Bakhrushin State Central Theater Museum,” Moscow.

[below] Figure 2. Alexandra Exter, Sketch of Set Design for Salome, 1917, paper, 
pencil, gouache, 22.6 x 31 cm. © Federal State Budget Institution of Culture “A. A. 
Bakhrushin State Central Theater Museum,” Moscow.
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Figure 4. Alexandra Exter, Martian 
city from Aelita, Queen of Mars, 
directed by Iakov Protazaonv, 
1924. Courtesy of the Russian 
Cinema Council.

Figure 3. Alexandra Exter, Sketch of Salome’s Costume, Dance of the 
Seven Veils, 1917, cardboard, pencil, gouache, tempera, whitewash, 
varnish, bronze and silver paint, 66.5 x 52.5 cm. © Federal State 
Budget Institution of Culture “A. A. Bakhrushin State Central Theater 
Museum,” Moscow.
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Figure 5: Alexandra Exter, costume and headdress from Aelita, Queen of Mars, directed by Iakov Protazanov, 
1924. Courtesy of the Russian Cinema Council.

[below] Figure 6. Alexandra Exter, Gor, Guardian of Energy, from Aelita, Queen of Mars, directed by Iakov 
Protazanov, 1924. Courtesy of the Russian Cinema Council.
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Figure 7. Alexandra Exter, Longhi I, mixed media, 1926. Photograph courtesy 
of the Museum für Gestaltung zürich, Kunstgewerbesammlung. Marlen 
Perez © zHdK.

Figure 8. Alexandra Exter, Longhi II, mixed media, 1926.  Photograph 
courtesy of the Museum für Gestaltung zürich, Kunstgewerbesammlung. 
Marlen Perez © zHdK.
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Figure 10. Alexandra Exter, Sandwich Man (L’Homme Sandwich), 1926, collage 
on cardboard and wood, cotton, string, book cloth, copper, sequins, steel 
tacks and bridge nails, 53.5 x 30.5 x 10.5 cm. National Gallery of Australia, 
Canberra. Purchased 1977.

Figure 9. Alexandra Exter, Colombine, mixed media, 1926, from Jean Chauv-
elin, Alexandra Exter: Monographie (Chevilly-Larue, France: Max Milo Editions, 
2003), page 298, plate 294.
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The Soul in the Machine:
The Case of Charles Sheeler and His Classic Landscape

Ashley Lazevnick

In 1931, the artist Charles Sheeler imagined “a beautiful 
world…with no people in it.”1 At least that was how he de-
scribed his pictures of the Ford’s River Rouge factory (Figure 
1). Within the factory’s buildings are the people that Sheeler 
has not shown. One such person was Louis-Ferdinand 
Céline, a Ford employee who described the interior of the 
factory in a 1933 memoir:

Right up to sky itself [there was] the heavy 
many-sided roar of a cataract of machines, 
shaping, revolving, groaning, always 
about to break down and never breaking 
down….One was turned by force into a 
machine oneself, the whole of one’s car-
cass quivering in this vast frenzy of noise.2 

One picture, which Sheeler entitled Classic Landscape, 
seems to smooth over Céline’s account. It quiets a visceral 
cacophony with a silent application of opaque paint. Sheeler 
has removed the workers and every trace of their toilsome 
labor. Crisp lines and clearly defined forms dominate the 
canvas instead. A pale pink smokestack on the right mim-
ics the perfectly cylindrical poles of a power-house, while 
a series of parallel diagonal lines occupy the foreground. 

Now considered one of the most emblematic works 
of American Precisionism, Classic Landscape is one of four 
paintings of the Ford factory that Sheeler completed between 
1930 and 1936, several years after he was commissioned 
to photograph the Detroit plant (Figures 2-4). Sheeler’s 
landscapes and Céline’s account may be different, but they 
share a fundamental interest. When Céline writes that the 
worker was “turned by force into a machine,” he imagines 
a radical transformation. The sense that man was becoming 
a machine had existed since at least René Descartes’ proc-
lamation that man was a “machine made by God.”3 By the 
twentieth century, the machine-man had become less of a 

metaphor and more of a reality. Inventions such as Henry 
Ford’s assembly line created systematic labor conditions, 
rendering human workers cogs in the well-built machine of 
industry. Artists sought to match the workers’ efficiency. Their 
art-making was peopleless in two regards: both because they 
did not represent people and because they were striving to 
become less people-like themselves, less expressive and 
more mechanical. Unlike industry, however, the arts were 
traditionally the domain of human expression, so one might 
consider the omission of people somewhat perverse. Classic 
Landscape provides an opportunity to explore this perversity.

For those living in the self-proclaimed Machine Age, the 
technologies of the twentieth century felt new. Along with 
newness came fear. Even some modernists considered the 
city a “Waste Land” or believed that it was art’s very purpose 
to oppose the growing dominance of the machine. The stakes 
were as much philosophical as they were aesthetic. Take one 
journalist’s impression of a 1927 show of machine art: “Are 
we, in the strictest sense, gaining the whole world and los-
ing our own soul?...are we moving so fast that there can be 
no halting before the edge of the precipice?”4 To pull man 
back from this precipice, the machine’s proponents had an 
equal and opposite reaction. They believed that the machine 
was the “symbol of universal dynamism” and that it had the 
utopian potential of transforming the modern world.5

Sheeler avoided engaging with these controversies 
directly. The title Classic Landscape is a case in point. Is its 
stance praiseworthy? Ironic? Critical? Scholars cannot be 
sure, since Sheeler was especially guarded of his opinions 
and politics in written remarks. Despite their ambiguity, his 
pictures continue to perpetuate optimism. In fact, Sheeler’s 
art has become the paradigm for inter-war machine aes-
theticism. Along with fellow artists, he was deemed an 
“immaculate,” an “objectivist,” and, later, a Precisionist.6 
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Such artists believed that they could faithfully transcribe 
reality by adopting a pragmatic and systematic approach to 
drawing, painting, and sculpture. As the artist became more 
mechanical, however, his role as an intentional agent became 
questionable. For that reason, we can use Sheeler’s practice 
as a way of exploring issues of artistic agency.

The Precisionist aesthetic appeared in poetry as well. 
Sheeler’s good friend William Carlos Williams proclaimed 
that any poem is a “small (or large) machine made out of 
words.”7 He even modeled the poem “Classic Scene” off of 
Sheeler’s factory pictures. Though the poem and the picture 
were completed in isolation and do not correspond directly, 
they share an exacting technique. Like Sheeler’s painting, 
this poem proposes to be a self-enclosed description of an 
industrial environment: one focused not on the people but 
rather the place. Williams writes:

A power-house
in the shape of 
a red brick chair 
90 feet high 

on the seat of which 
sit the figures 
of two metal stacks—aluminum—
commanding an area 
of squalid shacks
side by side 
from one of which 

buff smoke 
streams while under 
a grey sky 
the other remains 
passive today—8 

Williams’s language is economic and unemotional. Im-
ages of solid things, like “power-houses,” are fragmented by 
the rhythm of short and abrupt line endings. Herein lies the 
reason that Sheeler and Williams have been championed as 
leaders of Precisionism. Both pictorial and poetic produc-
tions had become radically streamlined. They cultivated this 
precise style, in part, through their earlier encounters in the 
New York art world. 

Sheeler admired Marcel Duchamp in particular and 
praised the artist, who turned an inverted urinal into a work 
of art, by calling him a man “built with the precision and 
sensitiveness of an instrument for making scientific mea-

surements.”9 Duchamp’s fellow expatriate Francis Picabia 
pictured such an instrument when he made the pen-and-
ink drawing Ici, C’est Ici Stieglitz (Figure 5). By defining the 
person of Alfred Stieglitz through a mechanical attribute—a 
broken camera with an automotive shift—Picabia imagined 
a symbolic fusion of human with the machine. In defense 
of this drawing, Picabia claimed that: “the machine is more 
than a mere adjunct of human life. It is really a part of hu-
man life—perhaps the very soul.”10 He tried to defeat the 
argument that humans were becoming soulless machines 
simply by inverting its logic. While his portraits often adopt 
an ironic and sexual subtext, these creations influenced a 
suite of figural works during the 1920s and ’30s. Portraiture 
was just one way in which the artist expressed the dynamic, 
artistic possibilities of the machine.

By 1927, just before Sheeler went on commission in 
Detroit, he and Duchamp served on the committee for a 
small but influential show in New York: the Machine-Age Ex-
position was an international display of artwork, architecture, 
and engineering hosted by the editor of the Little Review 
magazine, Jane Heap. Heap’s show (which predates Alfred 
Barr’s famous Machine Art show by seven years) followed in 
the spirit of the French Purist Fernand Léger, whose drawing 
of ball bearings are featured on the catalogue’s cover. For 
Léger and Heap, the ideal artist was an “Engineer” who made 
beautiful objects from rote, utilitarian production.11 Together 
with Duchamp and Picabia’s innovations, Heap’s exhibition 
inflected a change in the very notion of artistic creation. 

Following their lead, Sheeler described his own aim as an 
attempt “to eliminate the evidence of painting as such, and 
to present a design giving the least evidence of the means 
of accomplishment.”12 Like his fellow avant-gardists, he 
wanted to remove his authorial mark. Photography offered 
one possibility for such a practice. In a 1940 photograph, his 
dealer Edith Halpert stands between Classic Landscape and 
his painting View of New York (Figure 6). Until the 1930s, 
Sheeler divided his time between painting and photography, 
causing some critics to deride the photographic quality of his 
paintings. When Halpert took Sheeler under her wing, she 
effectively forced the artist to end his work as a commercial 
photographer. It was not an easy decision for Sheeler and 
something of his hesitation remains caught, like Halpert her-
self, between his painted worlds. Nevertheless, if one takes 
Sheeler at his word, there ought to be barely any evidence 
of the artist in Classic Landscape. The painting represents an 
unspoiled scene, portrayed in a straightforward manner. Its 
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lack of expressiveness serves only to document the calibra-
tion of its creator: a man looking at a landscape with the lens 
of a camera rather than the window to a soul.

So far, then, Sheeler’s perversity has remained under 
wraps. Analyzing Classic Landscape as an objectivist picture 
is a common, and plausible, way of understanding the paint-
ing. Sheeler was among those who wanted to assimilate to 
the modern world by becoming a part of it, by becoming 
machine-men, and yet, this narrative is only half complete. 
Recall that Williams’s “Classic Scene” is inhabited by “figures” 
of metal stacks that sit on the chairs of buildings. In Céline’s 
account, the machine could roar, revolve, and groan. In 
order to become the machine they admired, artists had to 
first enliven that inanimate object. Lewis Mumford dwelt 
on this paradox in his 1934 book Technics and Civilization. 
He called it “The Obstacle of Animism,” writing that “For 
thousands of years animism had stood in the way of this 
development for it had concealed the entire face of nature 
behind a scrawl of human forms.”13 De-animation was the 
special burden of Precisionist artists. It was in their work, 
which spurned anything human, and where animism was 
explicitly taboo. Yet a closer look at these very works reveals 
that animism is not only present, but pervasive. With that in 
mind, consider again the very objects that were used to try 
to eradicate animism.

One month after Picabia published Stieglitz’s portrait in 
the 1915 issue of 291 magazine, Paul Haviland, a critic and 
photographer, wrote an accompanying description. 

We are living in the age of the machine. 
Man made the machine in his own im-
age. She has limbs which act; lungs which 
breathe; a heart which beats; a nervous 
system through which runs electricity. After 
making the machine in his own image, he 
has made his human ideal machinomor-
phic. But the machine is yet at a dependent 
stage. Man gave her every qualification 
except thought.14 

Haviland’s account clearly animates the machine; he 
equates machine pieces with human body parts. Humans, 
he believes, have control over animate machines since hu-
mans alone have thought. For that reason, there can be no 
confusion between man and machine, no matter how much 
they appear to look like one another. 

As the century had progressed, machines had been built 
to look more and more like humans. While these creatures 
have occupied popular imagination, they also present real 
philosophical challenges. Indeed, the American philosopher 
Stanley Cavell has even incorporated the automaton into his 
thinking regarding the possibility of knowing other minds. 
Returning to Haviland’s account, one might use Cavell as an 

interlocutor. Cavell’s quotation, taken in full from his 1979 
book The Claim of Reason, can be inserted within Haviland’s 
text. Although they are writing nearly fifty years apart, one can 
construct something of a call-and-response between the two 
figures, using Cavell to expose, rather than oppose, Haviland. 

Haviland: “She has limbs which act; lungs 
which breathe; a heart which beats; a nervous 
system through which runs electricity…”

Cavell: “Is this because the machine lit-
erally…resembles (behaves like) a living 
human being? Or has one first to anthro-
pomorphize the machine in order to have 
these descriptions called for?”15 

Cavell wonders, like Mumford, if it is ever possible to 
get away from anthropomorphic description. If man wants 
to understand that which is truly other, he must first inscribe 
it with human attributes: the limbs, lungs, and heart that 
Haviland mentions. 

Haviland: “After making the machine in his 
own image, he has made his human ideal 
machinomorphic.” 

Cavell: “If so, then when someone thinks of 
them as applying metaphorically to human 
beings it will be because they have first 
automatized the human being.”16 

Haviland believes that the machinomorph is an ideal, 
even logical, evolution for man; but for Cavell, the very refer-
ence to a human being as automotive is what, paradoxically, 
allows him to think about machines as living beings. In other 
words, we treat machines as bodies only because we have 
come to think of the human body as a mechanical appa-
ratus. Clearly Cavell is interested in how these interactions 
play out through the use of language. He helps us recognize 
the crutches of animism that support Haviland’s rhetoric. 
Whereas Haviland thinks that machines are living but con-
trollable things, Cavell wonders whether clear distinctions 
can even be made between humans and things, between 
control and freedom. Humans, too, are automatized; they 
are created and controlled by machines through linguistic 
metaphors that become actualized. So when Picabia says 
that the machine is the very soul of human life, he only re-
veals that he must first imagine the machine as human—as 
possessive of a soul. The issue isn’t simply man becoming 
machine or machine being referred to as a man, but also the 
very limit of self-understanding, of knowing who (or what) 
possesses human-like qualities. 

Sheeler’s Self Portrait of 1923 offers a more explicit mus-
ing on these themes (Figure 7). It is Sheeler’s only experiment 
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with the genre of mechanical portraiture in the tradition of 
Picabia. The telephone, prominently placed on the desk 
in the center of the canvas clearly attempts to signify the 
“self” in this “self-portrait.” A closer look, however, reveals 
the reflection of a man lingering in the window-pane just 
behind the telephone. Presumably, it is the outline of Sheeler 
himself: his shoulders, neck, and chin are visible on the 
silvery surface of the window. Sheeler’s portrait is above all 
an investigation of how he could understand himself through 
the telephone, but which element is genuinely Sheeler? The 
headless body or the limbless phone? Something of the hu-
man—if only shadowy—yet remains behind that machine 
object. The telephone cannot stand alone, let alone stand 
for, the human since without the human it could never stand 
at all. Their mutual dependence has made it impossible to 
tell who is really in control. 

Halpert acts as a similar proxy in Sheeler’s 1940 
photograph. He has positioned her along a wall of other 
objects, where she too has become objectified. Within the 
photograph Sheeler drops subtle hints that allude to his own 
shadowy presence. After all, he’s the one clicking the camera, 
capturing her standing between two of his paintings, wearing 
a dress that he designed.17 

This type of self-inscription exists throughout his River 
Rogue series. There is a temptation to imagine who is hid-
den within these pictured buildings. As Cavell has suggested, 
however, sometimes the interior is no more revealing than 
what one finds on the surface. Sheeler also hints that this 
interior-exterior question is a ruse: his painting City Interior 
(1936; Figure 4) shows only exterior façades. All of these 
paintings have an intensely interior feeling. Diagonal lines 
recede but there are no vanishing points. One is invited into 
the picture with a dramatic entrance of train tracks or a river, 
only to discover there is no egress. Instead of a sprawling 
openness, Sheeler entraps the viewer within walls of paint. 

Historical distance can only enhance an understanding 
of these works. Instead of trying to overcome animism, as 

Mumford suggests, scholars have now embraced it. Often, 
this academic animism is not the anthropomorphic kind that 
Haviland and Sheeler have expressed, but rather a quasi-
magical or animalistic vitality. Just like machines, artworks 
flirt with life through everyday language and elaborate 
metaphors. Both animistic machines and animate works of 
art are ways of trying to understand some unknowable other. 
Such a humanistic pursuit underlies both the Digital and the 
Machine Ages. Precisionism, which strove to be completely 
objective, was in fact, always shot through with subjectivity. 

In the end, Classic Landscape is animated throughout: 
not by people but by things. There are silhouettes of wires to 
the right of the train tracks that converge and diverge wildly. 
Black shadows haunt each wooden tie on the tracks, and 
raking diagonals form below windows and rooftops. The 
clouds in the background align themselves into an unnatu-
ral line. What are these abstract elements, these enigmatic 
beings? All of a sudden, this very legible scene has become 
unfamiliar and unreadable.

These strange features resist a photographic stasis; there 
is an element of prolonged time soaked into their saturated 
pigments. It recalls the historical lacuna that occurred be-
tween 1927 and 1931, from when Sheeler visited the factory 
in person and when he finally completed this picture. The 
canvas itself expresses something of this drawn out tempo-
rality: it stretches a duration across the peaks and valleys 
of piled-up soot, around each slow curve of a smokestack 
or pauses between the ties of wood on the track. This is 
not an impersonal transcription made by a photographic 
automaton. Sheeler’s labored reflection on a single place is 
a compilation of memories and imaginations: that is what 
we find in the alcoves of the painting’s surface. So there has 
always been something of Sheeler in here all along—like the 
reflection in the window of Self Portrait—an encryption of 
human form within his peopleless world. 

Princeton University
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Figure 1. Charles Sheeler, Classic Landscape, 
1931, oil on canvas, 63.5 x 819 cm. Collec-
tion of Barney A. Ebsworth, National Gallery 
of Art, Washington, DC.

Figure 2. Charles Sheeler, American Land-
scape, 1930, oil on canvas, 61 x 78.8 cm. Gift 
of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, New York. 
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Figure 3. Charles Sheeler, 
1883-1965, River Rouge Plant, 
1932, oil and pencil on canvas, 
20 3/8 x 24 5/16 inches (51.8 
x 61.8 cm). Whitney Museum 
of American Art, New York; 
purchase 32.43. Photograph 
by Geoffrey Clements.

Figure 4. Charles Sheeler, 
City Interior, 1936, aqueous 
adhesive and oil on composi-
tion board, 55.9 x 68.9 cm. 
Museum purchase in memory 
of Jonathan and Elizabeth M. 
Sawyer, Worcester Art Muse-
um, Worcester, Massachusetts.
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[left] Figure 5. Francis Picabia, “Ici, C’est Ici Stieglitz Foi et Amour” Alfred 
Stieglitz, 1915, relief print on paper, 38 x 22.8 cm. Gift of Katharine Graham, 
National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.

[above] Figure 6. Charles Sheeler, portrait of Edith Gregor Halpert, c. 1940, 
black and white photographic print, 9 x 13 cm. Downtown Gallery records, 
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.

[below] Figure 7. Charles Sheeler, Self-Portrait, 1923, conté crayon, gouache, 
and pencil on paper, 50.1 X 65.2 cm. Gift of Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, The 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, New York. 
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1 In fact, the only source I could find which considers the two in tandem 
is Höfer’s self-curated exhibition catalogue for Candida Höfer Projects: 
Done (Cologne: Walther König, 2009). The majority of catalogues 
published on Höfer’s work, including those mentioned throughout this 
paper, consider only her later works. They group these images across 
the thirty-year period which they span, sometimes without regard to 
content or date, and always distinctly separate from her Turkish studies. 

2 For mention of the continuity Höfer sees in her body of work, see the 
interview of the photographer by Herbert Burkert: Herbert Burkert 

and Candida Höfer, “On Projects: A Brief Conversation,” in Candida 
Höfer Projects: Done (see note 1), 174-175.

3 Two leading scholars, for example, look at Höfer’s work this way in Marc 
Freidus, “Typologies,” in Typologies: Nine Contemporary Photogra-
phers, ed. Sue Henger, exh. cat.  (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 20-21; and 
Stefan Gronert, “Photographic Emancipation,” in The Düsseldorf School 
of Photography, ed. Denise Wolff (New York: Aperture, 2009), 27-28. 

4 Candida Höfer Projects: Done.

An Ethnography of Institutional Culture in the Photography
of Candida Höfer

Chelsea Rinehart

In her serial images of the vacant interior spaces of public 
cultural institutions, German contemporary photographer, 
Candida Höfer, combines an after-hours emptiness with 
complicated vantage points and extended exposure times 
to create singular images of museums and libraries that are 
distinct from the experiences of the staff and visitors who 
frequent these spaces. In imitation of the original perspec-
tives Höfer’s images inspire and the methods they employ 
to that end, this paper argues for a new contextualization 
of the visual experience and a reevaluation of the scholarly 
significance of Höfer’s work. In doing so, this paper will 
critique two common oversights in current scholarship that 
have thus far prevented a fuller understanding of Höfer’s 
significance both art historically and museologically. First, 
this paper will argue against the frequent isolation, in both 
scholarship and exhibitions, of Höfer’s institutional images 
from her early studies of Germany’s Turkish immigrants. 
Second, this paper will address the benefits and shortcomings 
of the trend in exhibitions and studies of Höfer’s work to 
organize her institutional photographs into geographic series 
and strict formal typographies. As an addition to these trends 
in existing literature and an alternative to their methods, this 
paper argues for an inclusive approach to organizing and 
understanding Höfer’s art that unites the photographer’s 
entire oeuvre by recognizing her continuous concern with the 
presentation and representation of culture in the institutions 
she photographs, as well as in her own work. On the basis 
of this new analysis, this paper will suggest an interpreta-
tion of Höfer’s institutional images not in the structure of 
formal typologies but in thematic typologies that define an 
ethnography of institutional culture.

Much of the scholarship surrounding Höfer tends to di-
vide her oeuvre into early (pre-1990) and later (1990-2010) 
works based on a change in subject matter when the photog-
rapher shifted her lens from the recognizably ethnographic 
study of the houses, businesses, and families of Turkish guest 

workers in Germany to the more typographically understood 
and significantly unpeopled spaces of museums, libraries, 
and historic palaces. Yet, this change itself is rarely, if ever, 
directly addressed.1 While a binary shift is understood in most 
scholarly approaches to Höfer’s subject matter—approaches 
that rarely attempt to address both periods in one article, 
catalogue, or show—a contrasting continuity is clear in the 
photographer’s understanding of her own work.2  Indeed, 
there are important themes and formal decisions that per-
meate Höfer’s entire body of work. While severance of this 
underlying thread of continuity has lead many scholars to 
an inordinate reliance on analyzing the architectural rather 
than cultural motifs of Höfer’s later works, recognition of the 
photographer’s continuous thematic concern with culture in 
each stage of her photography can foster a more complete 
view of her intentions and their scholarly significance.3  

The exhibition catalogue for Projects: Done—printed 
for a show that was co-curated by the photographer—dem-
onstrates the importance and fruitful interpretive results of 
viewing Höfer’s body of work as a whole in determining a 
responsible scholarly approach to understanding her oeuvre. 
Höfer instructs her reader to view this catalogue as if it were 
a gallery show. In the catalogue, photographs and slides span-
ning the photographer’s entire body of work are presented 
not in formally defined series, but in a roughly chronological 
and thematic order so that a recurrent thematic content, 
and not merely formal architectural space, is emphasized 
throughout the exhibition.4 For example, a late 1970s series 
focusing on Turkish guest workers in their homes and places 
of business is grouped by setting so that images of grocery 
stores (as exemplified by Figure 1) appear alongside other 
thematically similar photographs. These images are con-
nected to her late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century 
images of unpeopled institutional space through a transitional 
period of similar photographs in the late 1970s and 1980s. 
In this second portion of her exhibition, figures are a fading 
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5 Ibid., 94-97.

6 Ibid., 74-130.

7 Ibid., 18-17.

8 For example, in Candida Höfer: Weimar, exh. cat. (Munich: Schirmer/
Mosel, 2007), articles concerning the culture of Höfer’s spaces are 
historical rather than art historical in nature. 

 
 Other exhibitions focused around geography include Candida Höfer: 

Dublin, exh. cat. (Dublin: Irish Museum of Art, 2006); Candida Höfer: 
Louvre, exh. cat. (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 2006); and Margarida Ve-
gas, Candida Höfer: In Portugal, exh. cat. (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 2006).

9 Andrew Hiller and Constance Glenn, eds., Candida Höfer: Architecture 
of Absence, exh. cat. (Long Beach, CA: Aperture Foundation, 2004).

10 Karen Sweeney, “A Contemporary Perspective on Dublin’s Layers 
of History: Reflections on a Conversation with Candida Höfer,” in 
Candida Höfer: Dublin (see note 8), ix.

11 Sharon Macdonald, “Ethnography in the Science Museum, London,” 
in Inside Organizations: Anthropologists at Work, ed. David N. Gellner 
and Eric Hirsch (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 77-80. Additionally, 
a great source for images and essays on ethnographic collections in 
Höfer’s work is Candida Höfer: In Ethnographischen Sammlungen 
(Cologne: Walther König, 2004).

rarity, and titles of works such as Roof or Step, progressively 
give way to names that more descriptively focus on the 
physical and temporal spaces that will come to dominate 
Höfer’s later images and their titles.5 

In the example of this late ’70s photograph, entitled 
Köln 1974 Vals les Bains 1980, one can witness the move 
towards typographic titles among images that maintain the 
same thematic concerns present in Höfer’s earlier Turkish 
series (Figure 2).6  This and other images in this transitional 
period borrow from imagery and motifs such as shop win-
dows and dining rooms. Such scenes are prevalent in the 
photographer’s 1970s Turkish studies and reflect an equally 
cultural focus even when figures are eliminated from their 
space.7 The focus on cultural identity established in the Turk-
ish studies carries throughout Höfer’s photography of the 
1980s in recurring images of iconic German subjects such as 
beer halls, wurst stands, Fanta bottles, and Aldi storefronts. 
These cultural undercurrents are brought to the fore again in 
Höfer’s institutional studies from the 1990s to the present. 

These images of the institutional spaces of museums and 
library reading rooms have traditionally been grouped in 
exhibitions and publications typographically according either 
to their geographic location or formal architectural details. 
Occasionally, as in the number of geographically grouped 
shows, the scholarship surrounding these organizational 
methods recognizes the photographer’s concern with the 
culture of such spaces.8 More often, however, mention of 
these cultural details takes the form of color commentary in 
a more academic analysis of their formal characteristics. Fur-
thermore, the more subtle culture of the institution in these 
images is almost entirely overlooked. Even in the catalogue 
for the exhibition Architecture of Absence, one of the few 
and most accurate instances of scholarly reflection on the 
cultural focus of Höfer’s institutional photographs, works are, 
nevertheless, grouped primarily according to their portrayal 
of architectural details such as arched ceilings.9

Similarly, in the catalogue for the show Dublin, Karen 
Sweeny refers to but fails to examine Höfer’s self-expressed 
status as “cultural anthropologist,” instead focusing on the 
architecture in Höfer’s images and stating, “it is formal rather 
than social concerns that drive her practice.”10 Outside of 
architectural cues or typologies of very obvious details, for 
example, the chair placement in museum conference rooms, 

such authorship rarely directs organizational methods and 
critical consideration toward how activity is coordinated and 
how culture is presented within Höfer’s spaces. Purpose and 
presentation, however, are integral to Höfer’s institutional 
images and their significance. Indeed, they describe their 
own culture—a culture which deserves to be the central 
topic of an original study as thematically organized and 
ethnographically concerned as those studies surrounding 
Höfer’s Turkish series. The work of one forerunner in the 
ethnography of the museum, Sharon Macdonald, can pro-
vide a useful framework for implementing and assessing this 
new methodology.

In her article, “Ethnography in the Science Museum, 
London,” Sharon Macdonald describes her ethnography of 
institutional space as the scientific and objective study of a 
single museum culture by an outsider (herself) through ques-
tions designed to elicit the genuine nature (and, if possible, 
the causes) of the actions and decisions behind the museum 
staff’s approach to a particular exhibition.11 Like Macdonald, 
Höfer is an outsider in her museums and libraries. She is 
examining her subject from a unique point of view, which, 
like Macdonald’s, is different not only from that of a museum 
visitor but also a museum staff member. 

As an outsider, her view of a space is inherently different 
from that of a curator or security guard who views a gallery 
with familiarity and as a workspace. This distinct point of view 
is emphasized in images like Bibliothèque Nationale France 
Paris XXIX 1998, where the appearance of a plant on a library 
worker’s desk appears mundane to the average visitor or to 
the employee who sees it every day, but can be seen as quite 
unique in comparison to Höfer’s many other views of more 
regimented, and spare, library settings (Figure 3). In looking 
at this image in a more topical typographic setting with the 
sort of ethnographic approach proposed by Macdonald, 
the motivations behind the arrangement of these separate 
spaces and those details which define the institution and its 
personnel are as much a factor for scholarly consideration 
as the formal aspects of their architecture. This question, 
which is central to Macdonald’s approach and her goals, 
arises throughout Höfer’s work.

Macdonald’s and the photographer’s shared approach 
is further emphasized in images like Musée du Louvre Paris 
II 2005. This photograph of the normally crowded Louvre 
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12 Kynaston McShine, “Candida Höfer,” in The Museum as Muse, exh. 
cat. (New York: Abrams, 1999), 120.

hall that houses Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa reveals the 
impossible emptiness of Höfer’s photographed space (Figure 
4). Clearly, her images are taken at a time when her subjects 
are almost completely unavailable to visitors. This creates an 
element of inaccessibility further emphasized by the great 
length of her exposure time. It would be virtually impossible 
for a visitor or even a staff member to stand alone in this hall 
in broad daylight for such a time; but what many scholars 
overlook in consideration of such long and empty moments 
is that the complete omission of persons from these images is 
as much a commentary on the striking absence of museum 
visitors as it is on the often unrecognized absence of museum 
personnel. An examination of the way Höfer points to the 
absence of staff in these spaces lays the groundwork for 
recognizing an institutional culture in her images.

The pieces of this institutional culture are especially clear 
when one recognizes the sheer number of images where the 
hand of otherwise invisible museum and library staff can be 
seen through the interruption of a barrier rope, the glare of a 
gallery bonnet, or the representation of rarely seen museum 
storage and workspaces. Often designed to go unobserved, 
such interior details structure the visitor’s and the viewer’s 
experience of both the architecture and the objects in a 
space and provide striking interruptions in Höfer’s otherwise 
clear, unpopulated interiors. It is for these effects and for 
their prominence in Höfer’s images and process that these 
aspects of museum display deserve analysis and recognition.

In Figure 5, which depicts the Goethe- und Schiller-
Archiv in Weimar, vitrines reflect Höfer’s trademark white 
light in a manner that obscures or distorts their contents and 
both distracts from and adds new meaning to their serene 
architectural surroundings. Similarly, the deep red of the sag-
ging velvet barrier ropes in the Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana 
Venezia and at Dublin’s Trinity College Library interrupts the 
bleached colors and clean linearity which is integral to the 
otherwise classical architectural and design style of these 
spaces (Figures 6-7). Clearly, the focus of such interiors is not 
the cultural artifacts which, in museum views such as Museo 
Civico Vicenza II 1988, are reduced to simplified, blurred 
geometric shapes. Instead, Höfer’s focus is on the way these 
aspects interact with the architectural and, especially, the 
institutional structures that arrange and distort them. 

Notably, other images, like Schloss St. Emmeram Regens-
burg XXVIII 2003, are completely consumed in the architec-
ture of institutionalized display (Figure 8). In this image taken 
in a museumified castle, an oversized glass vitrine dominates 
and structures Höfer’s photograph in much the same way 
that an architectural space might do in another of the artist’s 
works. Its rectangular glass walls and top are overly tall in 
relation to its contents, and they replicate Höfer’s frequent 
depictions of soaring ceilings. Symmetrical sections of glass 
paneling are arranged alongside one another to completely 
encapsulate the vision of the museum visitor and Höfer’s 
viewer within the environment of the equally symmetrical 
and expansive dining table they display. The purpose of the 

vitrine—to prevent visitors from physically interacting with 
this space—is all the more emphasized when one is actually 
enclosed within its borders. The clarity and reflective nature 
of the vitrine glass simultaneously draw the viewer out of its 
enclosed space and blur the view of the gallery beyond its 
walls. In this way, the interplay between these glass panels, 
the light-saturated gallery windows outside of them, and the 
windows so integral to many of Höfer’s other images furthers, 
on an institutional scale, another of Höfer’s architectural 
motifs. Like the windows in Höfer’s images of architectural 
space, the panels of the vitrine in this image admit clarify-
ing light, but complicate attempts to see through their glass, 
simultaneously opening, revealing, enclosing, and distorting 
the photographed space. 

The importance and, in this case, supremacy of objects 
of institutionalization in Höfer’s images demonstrates that 
her concern in this and similar museum photographs is not 
only the depiction of architectural space, the presentation 
of cultural wealth, or recording the exact objects that an 
individual country or institution values but, rather, how the 
organization of such objects constructs a culture of display in 
an institutional sense. As the following quote emphasizes, the 
photographer is interested in the physical structures a given 
institution uses to communicate these notions of culture, as 
well as those details of interior design that choreograph the 
process of consuming such culture. Höfer says of her work, 

Museums interest me as types of public or 
semi-public spaces. Museums have layers 
of showing their original architecture, their 
different ways of exhibiting over time, the 
different ways in which their rooms have 
been used with or against their will, and the 
way their rooms have served each other. 
Each of these uses leaves behind traces, 
and all of these traces are present at the 
same time. There is always a time of day 
in a museum when these traces, together 
with the structures of the space, the walls, 
the windows, doors, and stairs, their pro-
portions, their relation to each other, the 
colors and the light, become much more 
visible among the people who visit and the 
objects exhibited.12

This quotation not only remarks on Höfer’s unique 
visual experience of a space—which balances attention to 
architecture and institutional design decisions—but also her 
approach to recording it. Her focus on “layers of…different 
ways of exhibiting over time” is indicative of her concern 
with an institutional structure, and there are also layers to 
her images. In her photographs of institutional spaces, the 
architecture of a room is layered beneath its interior design 
and contents, which are, in turn, pictured behind the physi-
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cal divides of the ropes and vitrines that encapsulate and 
define them. The occasional presence of figures reacting 
to these institutional directives (as seen in Stiftsbibliothek 
St. Gallen 2001) provides a further temporal dimension to 
Höfer’s photographs, with the final detail being the temporal 
divide of Höfer’s camera and the arrangement of its image 
in an exhibition.

In each layer of Höfer’s image there can be seen 
another factor in the ethnography of institutional culture. 
A full analysis of these divisions, and that most important 
layer—the images’ exhibition—however, has yet to be ex-
plored fully. A more scientific approach to organizing Höfer’s 
work could define new typologies and identify previously 
overlooked meanings in the photographer’s images of insti-
tutional space. Embracing the scientific methods of a more 
typical ethnography by eliminating the variables of current 
presentations and, instead, organizing Höfer’s work by the 
institutional purpose of the space that is portrayed and the 
artist’s approach to depicting this space, would more clearly 
outline these distinct interpretations and values in Höfer’s 
work by identifying an ethnography of institutional culture 
in her photography.

For example, the comparison of two cordoned-off library 
stacks, each photographed in a centered, straight-forward 
perspective, reveals two spaces that are defined not only 
by their architectural bones, extensive collections of books, 
or geographic location in Europe, but by two very distinct 
arrangements of space and uses of institutional directives of 
protection for their collections as well (Figures 9-10). These 
latter aspects beg questions of both the initiative behind 

their design and of their use. They thereby outline subjects 
of investigation for an ethnography of the institution. Like 
many of Höfer’s photographs, these images represent an im-
possibly empty and extended moment in time when spaces 
have been installed, used, and cleared for the purpose of 
closer examination. The methods of analyzing these photo-
graphed spaces should take inspiration from the similarities 
in Höfer’s approach not only to presenting institutional space 
but also to presenting more traditional analyses of culture 
as in her Turkish studies. In imitation of the wealth of detail 
Höfer’s formal approach creates in her images, new analyses 
of their significance should be explored not only for their 
presentation of architectural design or regional customs, but 
also for the wealth of significance inherent to the recurring 
institutional directives they display.

In her use of the very same aspects of perspective, light, 
and simultaneous emptiness and detail which cleared the 
way for previous critics to tout her portrayals of architectural 
space, Höfer’s images of institutional culture emphasize 
the degree to which the design choices made inside of a 
building dictate our experience of those spaces. Emphasiz-
ing these institutional details through display decisions that 
highlight areas of similarity in Höfer’s formal and thematic 
choices reveals the basis for an ethnography of the institution 
and poses important questions to the frequent tendency in 
scholarship to overlook these unique aspects of direction, 
access, and control both in Höfer’s images as well as in the 
spaces she captures. 

Virginia Commonwealth University

[facing page, top] Figure 1. Candida Höfer, Türken in Deutschland, 1979, 
slide projection. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 1979.

[facing page, bottom] Figure 2. Candida Höfer, Köln 1974 Vals les Bains 1980, 
1996, double slide projection. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 1996.



101

an ethnography of institutional Culture in the photography of Candida höfer 



athanor xxxi Chelsea rinehart

102

Figure 3. Candida Höfer, Bibliothèque 
Nationale France Paris XXIX 1998, 
1998, c-print. © Candida Höfer/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 1998.

Figure 4. Candida Höfer, Musée du 
Louvre Paris XVII 2005, 2005, c-print, 
200 x 251 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2005.
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Figure 5. Candida Höfer, Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv Weimar I 2006, 2006, c-print, 
247 x 200 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2006. 

[below] Figure 6. Candida Höfer, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana Venezia I 2003, 
2003, c-print, 152 x 194 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2003.
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Figure 7. Candida Höfer, Trinity 
College Library Dublin V 2004, 
2004, c-print, 150 x 120 cm. © 
Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, 
Bonn 2004.

Figure 8. Candida Höfer, Schloss 
St. Emmeram Regensburg XXVIII 
2003, 2003, c-print, 152 x 193 
cm. © Candida Höfer/VG Bild-
Kunst, Bonn 2003.
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Figure 9. Candida Höfer, Museo 
Geominero Madrid I 2003, 
2003, c-print, 152 x 159 cm. © 
Candida Höfer/VG Bild-Kunst, 
Bonn 2003.

Figure 10. Candida Höfer, Pier-
pont Morgan Library New York 
IV 2001, 2001, c-print, 152 x 
186 cm. © Candida Höfer/VG 
Bild-Kunst, Bonn 2001.
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